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Prologue



The buzzing of wasps grew louder as dusk settled, and she dashed through the overgrown backyard. Evening shadows had long since taken over, and the tangled bushes and thorns clawed at her, leaving fiery scratches on her arms. For a moment, all she could hear was her own heavy breathing and the cold sweat trickling down her flushed face. A scream caught in her throat as she glanced back for her pursuer. He was struggling through the far end of the yard, cursing angrily.

Behind the hedge stood her home—a large, yellow, two-story villa with white-trimmed windows and a garden filled with trees bearing unripe fruit. Inside, her mother was likely doing the dishes, humming along to the radio with her hair tied up in a bun. Her father was probably working on a brightly colored painting in his studio while the dog lay in his basket by the living room radiator. Warm light spilled from the windows, making the house seem inviting and safe, but she knew it offered no solace. The pain between her legs was unbearable, and it felt like her whole world had shifted. The dolls she and her friend played with in secret games when her parents weren’t watching would never be the same. This wasn’t a world she knew.

The images in her mind played like a relentless movie, replaying the events over and over. A house further down the street. A rope lying on the floor. A pair of terrified eyes. The screams. A foul-smelling brown carpet with a view of a damp-stained ceiling. She had focused on a shield in the corner, desperately trying to block out the heavy moans and painful thrusts.

Finally, she reached the hedge and crawled through the hole with frantic urgency. She could smell the earth beneath her, feel the sharp stones digging into her palms, and a thorn scraped dangerously close to her eye. Behind her, she heard his panting stop, followed by a muffled curse. A hand reached through the hole, creeping up her leg like a giant tarantula, and grabbed a piece of her dress.

She was yanked back into the hedge for a moment as his hand slid up further. With a sharp tug and a soft whimper, she pulled herself free, and he could no longer reach her.

"I'll get you back, princess," she heard him hiss with a chuckle.

The buzzing of the wasps grew fainter; they had given up and stayed on the other side. She staggered the last few steps toward the house, weaving between the pink roses and the gooseberry bushes. Under her dress, something cold trickled down her legs, but she barely noticed the traces of the crime.

What could she possibly say to her parents when she got home? She just wanted to hide in her room with her books and teddy bears. How could she explain what had happened when it all seemed to be her fault for being so curious? No, she decided, she would tell them it was all about the wasps. They would never know she had discovered the secret that had puzzled her for so long. For a brief moment, she had seen what the neighbors hid in their outbuilding, and she had been punished for it. If she told anyone, she would be killed. Or worse, what just happened could happen again. She would never be able to tell a living soul.
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Chapter 1



It was eight o'clock in the evening, and Lieutenant Daniel Trokic's four-year-old cousin had no intention of going to bed. Instead, he was running around the Christmas tree in the living room, swatting at the glass ornaments and squealing. The tree had been brought inside too early, and the needles were already falling off in the warm room. The smell of pine filled the air.

“I'm waiting for an answer,” Captain Karsten Andersen said on the other end of the phone.

“It's almost Christmas,” Trokic replied, turning down the TV, which was playing a talk show. "And I just arrived in Zagreb yesterday."

“I'm aware of that. And now you're enjoying yourself in the southern sun while the rest of us are dealing with the most brutal murder we've seen in years. It's rather inconvenient, I must say.”

Trokic looked out onto the street, illuminated by a long row of lampposts. Behind them was a line of houses with plastered walls and lights in the windows. The small town was quiet at this hour. A nearly full moon hung low, almost touching the rooftops. It was December 17th, and snow was slowly falling.

“It's freezing,” Trokic muttered dryly. “I already told you that Croatia can be very cold in the winter.”

He had, of course, heard the news about the murder of a fifteen-year-old boy, and he felt a thrill of excitement under his skin. He stood up, squeezed the phone against his shoulder, and went to the kitchen to find a pen and some paper. His cousin and wife were talking quietly over a cup of coffee, giving him only a brief questioning glance.

“So, what have we got so far?” he asked into the phone.

“The perpetrator broke into a house that has been on the market for quite a while and was empty,” the captain said, relieved to have a listener. “The real estate agent had a showing this morning, and he literally opened the door to a crime scene. Needless to say, the couple who turned up were deeply shocked and needed psychological counseling.”

“And what else?”

“We believe the murder happened sometime last night. The killer broke a window at the back of the house, opened the patio door, and entered that way. No fingerprints. No noise. We've spoken to the neighbors, but nobody saw anything. There was a royal gala dinner on TV, and apparently, a lot of people were watching it. He left a lot of bloodstains in the living room and even urinated in the corner. Shredding DNA everywhere. This guy doesn't care.”

Trokic sat back down on the sofa. It was covered in red velvet and soft as a sponge, and he sank deep into it. He pulled his feet up, avoiding the cold floor in the old house. On TV, there was a report about the inauguration of a new museum.

“And what about the victim?” he asked.

Karsten Andersen lowered his voice as if someone might be eavesdropping or maybe just to heighten the dramatic effect and hold Trokic’s attention.

“His name is Mads Birk,” he said. “Fifteen years old. He has been missing since Thursday afternoon. We learned about his disappearance on Friday morning.”

“So, he was missing for almost two days before he was found in the house?” Trokic asked. “That doesn't make it any easier.”

“No, exactly. And he didn't look good. I oversaw the autopsy. When we found him, he was naked and severely beaten. The cause of death was a stab wound to his heart with a sharp instrument. A long awl, according to the pathologist.”

There was a pause on the phone before the captain continued, “He didn't die a merciful death, that's for sure.”

“And the parents?” Trokic asked.

“We've already spoken to them twice. They worked late on Thursday evening. We're also interviewing everyone who knew the boy. That'll keep us busy for a while.”

“Could the pathologist give us a more accurate time of death?”

“He said it happened sometime last night,” Karsten said. “But we don't know if it happened in the house where we found him or somewhere else.”

“Any signs of sexual assault?”

“None.”

“Anything else I should know?”

“Well, here's the interesting part. The murder comes with more than one mystery. There were a lot of dead wasps around the body.”

“Wasps? Like insects?”

“Yes. Wasps. Quite surreal, like a piece of weird installation art.”

“How many of them?”

“Fifteen to twenty.”

“I thought they were all dead by now, the little suckers.“

“Sure, but not the queens. We have no idea where they came from, but we found it so strange that we sent a memo around the office.”

Trokic moved a toy gun that was gnawing at his thighs on the sofa and placed it on the floor. His cousin had quite an extensive arsenal.

“Maybe there's a wasp nest close to the crime scene? If somebody just moved out, there may have been some disturbance that brought them out.”

“No, no, these wasps were both dead and dried up. The family who used to live in the house swore they never had any wasps. Anywhere.”

Trokic's cousin was now pulled away by his mother, and the living room fell silent. He looked at the glass in front of him and found it empty. He grabbed the wine bottle from the coffee table, refilled the glass, and took a sip. It tasted like the previous summer and vacation.

“That sounds weird,” he said. “What else did the techs find at the scene?”

“Not much. They found some long hairs on the boy, but they probably came from Mrs. Birk, his mother. They've been sent to the lab.”

“Are the techs done inside the house?”

“Yes, but we still have the keys to the house until tomorrow morning. You can see it later tonight when you get back here. It's perfect weather for flying. The Alps must be beautiful, all covered with snow.”

Trokic glanced at his watch and tried to figure out if he could make it.

“If I go back, it'll be too dark to see anything.”

“I want you on this case. That's an order, Lieutenant.”

He had been looking forward to this Christmas. He rarely saw his family, and he liked being here. In Denmark, the month of December was an endless row of Christmas lunches with herring, liver pâté, meatballs, sausages, beer, and schnapps. This usually led to confrontations and fights in the nightlife, a time he didn't miss.

“By the way, I haven't told you the worst part,” the captain said, almost whispering.

Could it possibly get any worse?

“And that is?”

The captain paused for effect.

“I can't tell you over the phone. My wife is bustling around me with peppernut cookies, and it's not for the faint-hearted.”

“Don't give me that nonsense. Does that mean you can't tell me or won't tell me, so I'll hurry back home?”

Karsten made a hissing sound that reminded him of a vacuum cleaner.

“You can see it for yourself when you get back here,” he said. “I put the case file on your desk, between an ashtray with the cigarettes you tried to hide and two black bananas.”

They both knew Trokic would be on the last flight back to Denmark that evening. Maybe his boss had already made the booking. But for a little bit longer, they could still pretend he had an option.
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Chapter 2



Daniel Trokic parked his car in front of the house where the teenager had been found. It was cold outside. It was past midnight, and the flight still weighed on him, but he wanted to see the place precisely as the killer had seen it the night before. The house was located in a residential neighborhood not far from the racetrack and the forest. It was probably built in the twenties and was white with small, mullioned windows. In one corner, there was a “for sale” sticker. A large, crooked chestnut tree blocked some of the view. Unlike the neighboring house, adorned with fairy lights and garden gnomes, this house had no Christmas atmosphere. It seemed abandoned and malevolent as if it had absorbed the crime.

Before he got here, he had been to the station and briefly skimmed the initial reports, and he hadn't been able to shake off the images of the boy. Now, he opened a copy of the preliminary autopsy report on the seat next to him and reread it. The boy had a large entry wound in the stomach, where an awl had made a thorough mess on its way to the heart, and there were five smaller, older scars under the ribs, the origin of which had not yet been determined. On top of that, the boy was covered in bruises, his skin displaying a whole rainbow of colors.

The report also mentioned the gruesome detail his boss held back during their phone call. Something that would likely haunt him until the killer was found: The boy’s lips had been removed with a scalpel. In the accompanying photo, the teeth protruded grotesquely, with dried, black blood showing between them, almost like ink. It seemed as if the victim was grinning back at him with a cold, silent laugh. Trokic shuddered.

Mads Birk was last seen Thursday after school, supposedly on his way to a friend's house. At least, that's what he had told his parents. Two days later, he had ended up in this big, cold, abandoned house. So, where had he been in the meantime? Trokic looked down the deserted street. The perpetrator most likely arrived by car, but none of the neighbors had observed anything unusual. Everyone had watched the royal gala dinner. Was this a coincidence or simply a well-planned murder?

Trokic stepped out of the car, took the keys out of his pocket, and rattled them back and forth hesitatingly. The killer wouldn't have had any keys. Instead, he put them back in his pocket and walked along the wall toward the back of the house. It smelled of damp earth, decaying leaves, and a faint scent of horses from the nearby racetrack stables. Garden lights illuminated the path like tiny suns. Had the perpetrator walked here, and had he been momentarily illuminated by them?

On his way to the patio door, he passed a bed of dead roses and what might have been lemon balm and heather. The killer must have dropped the boy right there on the icy, damp patio tiles. Had the victim been tied up? As far as Trokic recalled, there had been no signs of ropes or similar restraints on the victim. And there hadn’t been much blood on the floor. He bent down to examine the ground and spotted a card next to him. He picked it up and studied it. It was a Superman collectible card depicting his arch-enemy, Lex Luthor. The actor looked familiar, but Trokic couldn't come up with his name. He pondered for a moment. A report had mentioned that the family who owned the house had a three-year-old girl. He frowned. Why would she have a Superman card? He pulled a DNA kit from his jacket and placed the card in the paper bag.

“He wasn't killed here,” he muttered to himself.

He reached through the window, bypassing the caution tape set up by the police, got hold of the lock, and opened the door. Then he stumbled blindly into the dark living room. There was no outside light, so the killer had probably turned on the light and then turned it off again. Maybe he wanted to see his work, Trokic thought—see the boy lying on his back, face upward. See the face with the missing lips and witness the pain one last time.

He suddenly felt cold despite his thick winter jacket. For a moment, he envisioned another boy at another time, in another country, in the city of Vukovar—events he didn't want to think about. Sometimes, small details would activate his memory in unwanted ways.

Finally, he found a switch, and a naked bulb dimly lit the living room—nothing that would alert the neighbors. The room, which was about 350 square feet with yellow walls and dark wooden floors, was empty. A half-wall separated the living room from the kitchen, and signs of furniture and high traffic were evident. There were still traces of the technicians' blue powder, and markings on the floor indicated where the body had lain.

Why had the killer chosen this place? Was it just to get rid of the body in a place where he could lie for days without being found? Trokic could think of more obvious options: forests, lakes, bogs, and other rarely visited places. A few rocks around his legs, and he would be gone in an instant. Or had this place meant something to the killer?

It was time to head back to the office. Early the next morning, a cleaning lady would come to remove the last traces of the crime, and the house would be up for sale again.
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Chapter 3



Sander turned around in the narrow hospital bed. It was night outside, and the lampposts cast a faint light into the room. He had just heard something by the door, and the words made him break out in a cold sweat. A blurry image of a disfigured girl and a boy with black, hateful eyes occupied the space between a dream and his agitated reality. He became fully awake and began to listen intently to the two nurses by the door.

“Bugs?” asked a red-haired woman, fiddling with some medication on the trolley.

“There were a whole lot of them around the body,” said the other, a nurse named Annette. “They found him in an empty house on Orsted's Road. He was only fifteen. I only know this because my brother was one of the officers who found him. The police wouldn't release that kind of information to the press.”

“Gosh, that sounds creepy. What kind of bugs?”

“He thought they were wasps.”

“Wasps?” the redhead exclaimed loudly.

“Shh,” Annette whispered harshly, lowering her voice to an almost inaudible level. “Don't talk about wasps around here. Not in front of him.”

Sander pulled himself further into the bed, wishing the antiseptic smell surrounding him would disappear. He had a faint taste of iron in his mouth; his body felt heavy, and he was so tired… so incredibly tired. Several pictures of the girl danced around inside his mind, along with a worn yellow carpet hung on a clothesline. Grasshoppers. The feeling of wood splinters in his fingers, the smell of a rosebed on a summer evening, and cookies somewhere. And then, somewhere far away, wasps everywhere.

He felt the images were related to a forgotten past—maybe his childhood? It was a long time ago, and the memories should have been happy, but instead, they made him anxious. In this madhouse, the staff hardly had time to ask questions and didn't dig into his childhood. It was all about milligrams. Thank goodness for that.

He managed to make the disfigured girl and the boy on the wall disappear, then focused on the two nurses' conversation. “How many wasps were there?” he wanted to ask, but it only came out as a faint mumble. His tongue was thick and dry.

“Are you all right, dear Alexander?” Annette asked mildly. She was a pretty, slightly plump girl in her late twenties with a hint of peach fuzz on her upper lip, and she was the only one who had treated him like a person and not an object that needed medication to keep the madness at bay. She had genuinely tried to understand his reality. Unfortunately, she was only around for a third of the day. He closed his eyes, pretending to be asleep, and a moment later, they resumed their conversation in hushed voices.

“What's up with the cute guy?” whispered the redhead.

“He came in last night,” Annette told her. “Involuntarily committed. The neighbors complained to the police about the noise. They said he was banging his head against the wall.”

That part was true. Sander lived in a small, crooked townhouse in the city center. He had always had a good relationship with his neighbors. They were Welsh and had taught him how to toast in Welsh, and told him that the Romans had once mined gold in Wales. He often brought them product samples from the advertising agencies he freelanced for, and he always gave them his newspapers at the end of the day. But they were the ones who had called the police. Now, he felt betrayed.

“Oh, what a shame,” the redhead whispered. “But wasps? Seriously? What kind of phobia is that?”

“Shh, I told you… we just got him to calm down.”

The two nurses closed the door, leaving the words “guilt” and “shame” hanging in the air like two bubbles about to burst, and the disfigured girl's face reappeared in his mind—clearer than ever. It was like a veil billowing before his eyes, with something threatening to break through, and he had the feeling that the wasps and the girl were part of the same story, just like the boy with the black eyes who had followed him most of his life. He didn't know where he came from, only that he was connected to the white house with the chestnut tree.

Alexander opened his eyes and sat up in bed. The fatigue was overwhelming, and his legs were trembling under the blanket. A few rooms down the hall, old Ronald, with a braid in his beard, was shouting something about rays coming out of the walls, supposedly from a NASA satellite. They radiated into everything, he yelled. Someone shouted back at him, "Shut up, you crazy mf, we're trying to sleep!" from his room, but this only made the old man increase the noise level. There was so much pain in this place… so many different consciousnesses… thousands of worlds.

Sander had to get out. He pulled the IV out of his hand and forced his legs over the edge of the bed. He swayed momentarily, then regained control of his limbs and took a few steps. He silently opened the closet door and pulled out his clothes. A T-shirt, a pair of black jeans, a pair of gray socks, and a green hoodie. He put it all on, then stood by the door, listening. A wasp circled on top of his foot. He shook it off. Somewhere in his mind, he knew it wasn't real, but he couldn't help it. They were coming back. Orsted's Road, the nurse had said. He could hear them in their office. A coffee machine rattled like an old car, and they were giggling about something. They wouldn't hear him leaving. And there was always a way out, even from the locked ward of a psychiatric hospital.
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Chapter 4



Due to the late hour, only a small group had gathered in the briefing room. About ten people from Homicide were on duty that night, and they were all staring intently at him, tapping pens, flipping through notepads, or sipping coffee. The rest of the crime squad would be arriving at seven o'clock, and in the meantime, this late shift would pin down the essential details.

Daniel Trokic watched the small crowd. The atmosphere was tense despite it being nearly half-past two in the morning. There was something special about working in the middle of the night while noise still came from the nightclub across the street.

Being at the center of these meetings on his own was still somewhat new to him. A few months earlier, after serving as an acting leader in the absence of Lieutenant Agersund, he had been appointed as his successor. The chief had been diagnosed with prostate cancer earlier this year and had fought a hard battle before slowly recovering. However, as he was approaching retirement age, he decided to step down and hand over his position to his deputy.

Jasper Taurup had taken over Trokic's previous position, and the sergeant detective was now his closest and most outspoken colleague.

Shortly before the meeting, Trokic had wheeled a whiteboard into the room and put up photos from the crime scene. An entire life and a crime were suddenly reduced to a 40-inch wide white background. At the top of the board, he had written the victim's name in blue, and beneath it were pictures of the boy, dead and alive.

Mads Birk had been an average-looking teenager with medium blond hair, green eyes, quite a large nose, a wide mouth, and blemished pale skin. In one image, he wore a light blue WESP hoodie and was looking slightly past the camera as if he had spotted something behind the photographer. The picture next to it showed the boy lying brutally beaten on his back, precisely as he had been found in the house. It was taken from a slightly skewed angle, making the lipless face appear larger.

The pictures were like two completely different persons that just happened to be connected.

Again, a field of gently swaying corn leaves appeared in Trokic's mind. He thought of a young boy who had lain the same way in Vukovar many years ago. It was a painful memory that only stayed with him briefly; then, he shoved the picture into a box at the back of his mind.

“I'll start with a short presentation of our victim for those of you who just joined the team,” he began.

He tapped on the whiteboard with his pen.

“Mads was a freshman at Zealand Street High School. He was reportedly an average student and played table tennis at a high level. He had a few good friends, most of them from his class. He listened to rap music, wanted a German shepherd, and loved mountain biking.”

Trokic stopped the eulogy and shifted gears.

“We have several vital leads from the crime scene and the autopsy that we need to look at more closely, and I've divided them into six main areas. The cause of death, the choice of house, the wasps around the body, the potential sexual aspect, the missing lips, and a Superman card I just found.”

He paused and wrote the points on the board beneath the photos. His handwriting was crooked and indistinct, but the point was clear enough.

“Jasper has a few words on the last point.”

Sergeant Jasper Taurup sat on the table so he could see everyone in the room. He was pale and had lost weight in recent weeks. Trokic knew his girlfriend had broken up with him—a definite, brutal end to their relationship.

Not that the two of them typically shared intimate details, but when his cake-loving subordinate suddenly felt sick looking at a piece of cake, an explanation was not too much to ask for.

“The family who used to live in the house told us that they don't know anything about a collector's card,” Jasper said, waving it for everybody to see. “Therefore, it's an obvious thought that it might belong to the killer—maybe we should simply call him the Waspman? Perhaps he dropped it accidentally at the crime scene. I've examined the card, and it's a collector's card from the movie Superman Returns. It's not particularly valuable, but if it belongs to the perpetrator, it might hold sentimental value to him. That's what we need to find out. Would you like to take care of it, Lisa?”

Detective Lisa Kornelius nodded. Trokic hoped she would also take care of the victim's computer, but there had to be a little treat on the side. Her blonde hair dangled boldly from a thin ponytail, and she wore an orange shirt and a colorful purple scarf—as always, a riot of colors. She stood up and took the card from Jasper in a swift motion.

“I got this.”

Trokic took over again.

“Then there's the cause of death. That's a quick one. We're looking for an awl and need someone to check potential models at hardware and sporting goods stores. You can find the dimensions in the autopsy report. It's a big one.”

“We can take care of that,” said Anne-Marie Korsager, nodding toward her partner, Morten Lind.

She looked tired and had stifled a yawn several times. She was the one he had the most difficulty with of all the people present. She constantly wanted to discuss politics and often angered people with her idiosyncrasies. He had even had to reprimand her more than once for swearing at someone during an interrogation. In Trokic's experience, that kind of attitude didn't get you very far.

“Great,” he said. “Then there's the house. As you probably know, we had no luck finding anyone who noticed anything unusual. But we may receive new tips over the phone that we should investigate.”

“Well, the ones we've gotten so far have been freaking useless,” said a detective called Folle.

He was quite young and had only been in the department for a few years. Trokic was satisfied to see that Folle had gotten rid of his mohawk and was now completely bald.

“We are still hoping that someone will come forward with new information,” Trokic continued. “It is also most likely that the victim was killed somewhere else and not in the house.”

“Probably a secluded place,” Jasper Taurup interjected. “Where no one can hear you scream.”

Trokic nodded.

“In any case, it's pretty hard to imagine that it could have happened in an apartment in the city. The body would also need to be moved around unnoticed. But of course, we can't rule it out. Then there is the sexual aspect. Lisa, I want you to check the victim's computer. Look for any contact with strangers or any online predators.”

“We only got the computer in this afternoon, boss,” Lisa Kornelius said a bit sullenly. She picked up a lip balm from her jeans pocket and gave her lips a swipe. “But I'll get to it ASAP.”

“Good, very good. What about the missing lips? Any wise insights?”

“Maybe the victim knew something about the perpetrator?” Anne-Marie suggested.

“That's a good guess,” Trokic said. “It certainly has some significance that we can't quite see yet. And then we have the wasps. We need to figure out what they mean. I understand a memo has been sent around the office. But since most of the staff is gone for the weekend, we haven't received any feedback yet. However, we can use it to filter out all the nutcases who call in. And for that reason, we need to keep it out of the media, is that clear?”

They nodded in agreement.

“All righty then. Let's end this meeting.”

When the rest of the force had left, Trokic pulled Jasper aside and asked, “What do we know about the parents?”

Jasper scratched his neck, then dug out a pack of gum from his pocket. Outside the windows, a drunk was singing and kicking a bottle. They could hear it shatter on the asphalt.

“They’re in their late thirties and live in an apartment on Zealand Street. The father, Henrik Birk, owns a gym with a friend and works varying hours.”

“A muscle guy?”

“Yep,” Jasper said. “A former professional bodybuilder—now he's an instructor, but still huge, like Schwarzenegger size. I almost called him Terminator. Hasta la vista, talk to the hand, and all that crap. But he worked until 10 p.m. on Thursday. His alibi is confirmed.”

“And the mother?”

“Dorthe Birk. She’s a part-time sales agent for a lingerie brand; the rest of the time, she works as a dance teacher at the gym. Thursday afternoon, she was with a client up north. Also confirmed.”

“But with some collaboration, they could have killed him.”

“Yes, but it's a bit far-fetched. There's no motive, and he was practically an adult. I don't buy it.”

“So, you could say they both have a career in keeping fit.”

“Yup, don't expect to be offered any cake.”

“We'll have a chat with them tomorrow morning. I want to check them out myself. What about their gym? I understand a couple of officers have been asking around?”

“We did, but they have two hundred members, so it takes time. Nothing interesting so far.”

A slightly feverish and sleep-deprived office assistant appeared in the doorway wearing spiky pigtails and a yellow flower-adorned headband.

“Sorry to interrupt, but we just got a call from the psychiatric hospital that I thought you should know of.”

“Yes?” they said in unison.

“A patient escaped from the locked ward tonight. They said he was admitted yesterday after behaving very strangely.”

“In what way?” Jasper asked. “I mean, it's pretty normal for them to act crazy out there.”

The office assistant smirked a bit.

“They said he was obsessed with wasps. That's weird, right?”

“So, you're saying that he was out when Mads Birk was killed and then was admitted afterward?” Trokic asked.

“Yes, that's what they said.”

Trokic met Jasper's gaze across the table, and for a moment, the air quivered with all that was left unsaid between them. Wasps. Quite a unique psychosis.

“Notify the entire station,” Trokic said. “We need to get ahold of him.”
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Chapter 5



Sander woke up and looked around, then remembered that he had gone to sleep in a boathouse by the beach. Muse's frantic track Uprising was playing in his head, and he could hear the sea whispering between the boards. His neck hurt from sleeping upright against the wall. His first thought upon waking was that a small crack had appeared in his mind. The wasps had made it. They had begun to reveal a darkness where he didn't want to go, and the darkness scared the hell out of him.

But his head was a bit clearer now; the medication was wearing off, and his thoughts hadn't yet run away from him. He realized that he had been running from this darkness his whole life, and if he wanted to get his life back on track, he had to uncover what was hidden. The song was still playing in the back of his head. They'll try to push drugs that keep us all dumbed down and hope that we will never see the truth around. True enough.

He wondered what the people at the advertising agency would say if they saw him now in this primitive boathouse. That would be quite a unique topic of conversation at the water cooler. They were undoubtedly aware that he had problems of some kind. Could they see what was constantly lurking within him? How he sometimes struggled to keep the inner screams at bay, maintain a facade of normality, and fit into one of their molds? They probably hadn't imagined this, though.

For a moment, he felt as if he had betrayed the other patients in the ward. In some strange way, he had come to like their shared theories about intelligence agencies listening in through the walls and their discussions about how big the conspiracy was. Were the doctors in on it? The nurses? Even though the patients had nearly driven him mad during the day, there was also comfort. He didn't have to explain himself, and they had looked almost upset when he couldn't immediately offer any suggestions for possible aliens among the politicians. And he missed Annette, the nurse, and the light rustling of her uniform, her gentle hands on his face.

By now, they must have figured out that he had escaped. Someone would have found his empty bed and raised the alarm. But what would they do about it? Did they consider him dangerous, and would the police get involved? Would they send a whole swarm of their people after him?

Swarm. The word made him shudder, and for a moment, it was as if something was crawling over him. He was freezing cold, and the fact that he wasn't wearing a jacket would attract attention, but there was nothing he could do about it. He looked out between the cracks on one side of the shed. The sea was churned and had formed small gray-white peaks. The weather couldn't get much worse. The dark period was nearing its maximum, sucking all the color out of the sea and the surroundings.

A young couple in rubber boots and hats walked by with their dog. The woman laughed, brushed a strand of her long black hair behind her ear, and bent down to pick up a thick branch from the seaweed. She threw it into the sea, and the dog immediately chased after it. Sander watched the dog's playful jumps and felt a deep longing. They looked like a family.

He had to get to the house on Orsted's Road but wasn't entirely sure where it was. He knew the direction, though. He could have followed the stony coastline if not for the industrial harbor. Now, he was forced to walk through the city in the morning rush with honking cars and people rushing by. He didn't want their questioning looks—not now, not ever.

He trembled with fear at the thought of what he would find in the house. Somewhere, the horror was hidden, and he didn't want to unearth it. Somewhere, far away in the back of his mind, someone was screaming. Screaming and screaming.

Suddenly, the light disappeared, and the door to his hiding place was flung open. Startled, he cowered in a corner, looking for something to defend himself with. There was nothing. A man in his late fifties stood completely naked before him. Pale-skinned, with a protruding belly, his private parts almost invisible in the cold. His hair was wet, and water droplets ran down through the hairs on his chest and legs, forming a small puddle in the sand below.

“What on earth are you doing here, young man?”

Sander was silent. It was a skill he had learned out of necessity. How could he explain himself? Or tell him that his inner world was so incredibly vast and messy and filled with dark places? For a moment, he considered pushing the man and running as fast as he could. Even in this state, he could probably outrun him. But something held him back. There was a twinkle of amusement in the man's eyes, and the smile on his lips was kind.

“Run away from the institution, have you?“

More silence.

“You're probably wondering how I guessed, but you're not the first runaway to be found in this shed. It's becoming a kind of sanctuary for fugitives. Could you please hand me my towel behind you? It's bloody cold this morning. It'll start snowing within the week. Maybe we'll have a white Christmas.”

Hesitantly, Sander handed him the towel he had used as a pillow. Some of his hair was on it, short and medium blond.

“Need a lift into town?” the man asked in the absence of an answer.

He wiped his back, and there was a small smile on his face again.

“Yes, please,” Sander finally responded.

It had to be at least two miles through the city to the house. Some of the stares could be avoided, and he would save time.

“I'd appreciate it,” he added.

“I thought so,” the man said, seemingly unfazed by the idea of driving around with a madman. “Let me put on my clothes, then we're off.”
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Chapter 6



Daniel Trokic had spent the rest of the night hunched over his laptop, trying to understand the life cycle of wasps. In a way, there wasn't much to understand. They lived an essentially mundane and short life aimed at perpetuating the species, and once that was done, they spent the rest of the season annoying everybody around them with their yellow angry buzzing. Then, at the end of the summer, these fiery little creatures would lay down to die, except for the queens, whose job was to feed the eggs and larvae.

So, they couldn't have been alive when they arrived at the house. Not at all. They were purely for decoration with a purpose none of them understood.

The sounds were sharp in the morning air, and Trokic winced as Jasper slammed the car door. When he missed a night's sleep, his senses usually became painfully acute, and he looked forward to a few hours of sleep at home on the couch later in the morning.

They were standing in front of the parents' apartment in an old, red, five-story building. This part of the city was built about a hundred years ago as a working-class neighborhood. Now, it housed just about anyone.

“Any news about our psychiatric patient?” Trokic asked.

“Nope. He's disappeared. Do you want to inform the press? Maybe that'll speed up things.”

“Uh, not yet. It's best if he doesn't know we're looking for him. But you know how it is with the media. It may not be entirely up to us. Maybe somebody else will tell them.”

“Well, this place looks nice,” Jasper said, not particularly impressed as he knocked on the door.

Trokic mumbled something tiredly he knew was incomprehensible. They had known each other since patrol duty, and their collaboration worked splendidly. Trokic liked to think of them as an old married couple, each attending to their duties and rarely interfering in each other's affairs. In short, he was a partner who did not pry into his private life and showed little interest in his townhouse, his cat, and other activities. Jasper would occasionally visit him at home when working on a case, and usually, he would curse the cat who didn't like him and comment on Trokic's dull gray-green walls. But other than that, he seemed uninterested in more personal topics.

Henrik Birk opened the door. He was almost bald and wore a black T-shirt that strained over his bulging biceps. There were black circles under his deep-set gray eyes, and pain had etched deep furrows in his face. He shook their hands in turn. His handshake was weaker than Trokic would have expected.

“Come on in. It's just me and my wife,” he said, revealing an unexpected West Jutland dialect.

“We're sorry to disturb you in this difficult time,” Trokic began as they were led into an overly decorated living room.

Blinds covered the windows, and the low morning sun peeked through the slats. The stucco ceiling was high, and there was a cold draft from somewhere—probably a place that never got truly warm. At one end of the room was a seating arrangement consisting of two brown leather sofas, a matching armchair, and a low beech coffee table. Underneath the table was a dingy rug that had once been white.

A woman in her late thirties with messy bleached hair and harmonious facial features sat on one of the sofas. Although she was tanned, her face looked pallid and tired.

She sat upright in a pink tracksuit, her toes painted red, and she smelled of sweat, like a threatened animal. Her face looked passive and apathetic. It seemed like all her energy had been drained, leaving only an empty shell behind. Trokic remembered that she was a dance teacher and wondered if she would ever dance again. It was hard to imagine her ever becoming cheerful again.

“We'll make this quick; I know you need some rest,” he said, continuing his usual routine. “But right now, we need to know as much as possible about Mads.”

Henrik Birk gestured for them to sit on one sofa and then sat down next to his wife on the other. The parents looked at them expectantly. Trokic was about to start the line of questioning when the father began.

“I just can't imagine why anyone would want to hurt Mads. As far as we know, he was quite popular among his classmates, and we've never had any serious problems with him. I mean, the kid just went to school and played table tennis. He wanted to win the national championship, which was his main focus.”

He chewed on his lower lip and looked from one to the other. There was a mixture of joviality and sadness about the man. Did he feel guilty for not being there when his son was abducted? Had he left him alone with a cardboard pizza or some other prefabricated food from the fridge? Trokic had seen far too many latchkey kids in his life, and he had been one of them. He had spent countless afternoons on his childhood balcony, watching the life of the ghetto in his mother's absence. He had learned to observe as days, months, and years passed.

“How has Mads been lately?” Taurup asked beside him.

“Well, as far as we know, he's been doing quite well,” Henrik Birk said.

Trokic went on, “We have been told that Mads left school at two o'clock on Thursday afternoon. As far as we understand, he told you he was going to play table tennis first, then visit a friend called Mathias. We spoke with his coach and Mathias, and neither saw him that afternoon or evening.”

The father's eyes flickered, and he looked down at the wooden floor in front of him. Trokic wanted to ask where he was originally from to place the dialect but didn't find it appropriate.

“We don't know where he was.”

“Is there any reason Mads would lie about where he was going?” Trokic asked, fixing his gaze on a wedding photo above the flat-screen TV.

Dorthe Birk had been heftier back then—slightly overweight with full breasts and wide hips. There was a motherliness about her that was absent in the skinny woman he was sitting in front of now.

“I don't know,” the father said. “He doesn't usually lie to us. Not much, at least.”

“Well, the more suggestions you have about where he might have gone, the better the chance we'll find his killer.“

“We have no idea, do we?” the mother almost hissed.

“Did he have a girlfriend?” Jasper asked.

“We don't think so,” the father muttered.

“What about parties? Did he go to any?”

“He's been to a few. But not on a Thursday.”

“With his classmates?”

“No, in some communal rooms somewhere. We don't know who was there. It's all arranged by text message or social media nowadays.”

The police knew that all too well. They constantly had cases of parties getting out of hand. Girls being taken to the hospital with alcohol intoxication, broken windows, fights. Consequences.

“What about drugs?” Trokic suggested.

Henrik Birk glared at him, visibly upset.

“No way. He was only fifteen and played table tennis every day. He neither drank nor did anything worse. That doesn't go with sports.”

Trokic wasn't sure about that, but he nodded and prepared to delve into an even more uncomfortable part of the conversation. He'd rather chew on an old sock than bring up the next topic.

“There was something about his face,” he began and could barely bring himself to continue.

Dorthe Birk looked like she was going to be sick. She was breathing too fast and leaned against her husband, her eyes closed tightly.

“Do we need to talk about that?” Henrik Birk asked, looking at Trokic as if he had a mouth full of maggots.

Trokic hesitated. They did, but it was such a horrific thing that he wished he could avoid it.

“I apologize,” he said. “I don't want to sound harsh, but the mutilation of your son is quite rare and extraordinary. We need to know if you have any idea what that could be about. We need to stop this person.”

“Maybe we could discuss this alone in the kitchen?” the father asked.

Trokic hesitated again. He wanted to see both of their reactions. But there was such a determined look in the father's eyes that pushing the issue would only cause more disturbance.

“All right,” he reluctantly agreed.

“Dorthe is in pieces,” Henrik Birk said when they had settled in the kitchen and closed the door. “She's been having heart palpitations over the past year, and she's almost had to give up dancing. She needs some rest. The doctor came by this morning and gave her something that almost knocked her out.”

“That's understandable,” Trokic said, slightly annoyed, looking at the clutter on the fridge. A school schedule, a medical appointment reminder, and a series of postcards were attached with magnets.

Henrik Birk swallowed hard.

“But I don't think I can help you either. I saw what my son looked like at the identification, and it didn't make any sense at all.”

Jasper crossed his arms.

“Could he have known something that could have made someone want to punish him?” he asked.

“I can't imagine that.”

“Did Mads ever go to your gym?”

“He did from time to time.”

“Could he have met someone there who wanted to harm him?”

“I doubt it.”

Trokic took over.

“What about you and Dorthe? Do you have any enemies?”

Henrik shrugged.

“No, I don't think so.”

“Do you hold any confidential information about your clients? The fact that his lips were cut off makes us think it could be a threat or warning not to speak. Any criminal activities going on in your gym? Maybe some doping? Or import of steroids?”

“No, we don't know of anything like that.”

Trokic raised an eyebrow.

“Are you sure?”

“It's not some drug den,” the father growled, his jaw clenched. “Drugs would give us a bad reputation and ruin our business.”

He made a face that was barely a smile and fiddled with the gold watch dangling from his wrist. Then he continued, “Even if we knew of any secret activities, I don't see what that has to do with Mads.”

“Maybe someone wanted to harm you and your wife.”

For the first time, Henrik Birk looked uncertain and rubbed his temples in circular motions. He pulled his arms away from the kitchen table and crossed them.

“No, I seriously can't think of anybody. But it could also be some deranged psychopath, right?“

“Of course,” Trokic said, fixing his gaze on a grape that had rolled into the corner of the kitchen. “But in most cases, the killer is found in the victim's circle of acquaintances. That's why we go there first. However, in this case, it does seem like we're dealing with an unknown person. It's quite violent. We don't see that very often.”

“A serial killer?” Henrik asked.

“Perhaps it's a bit early to jump to that conclusion,” Trokic replied. “For now, we’re trying to determine the possible motives. Is there anything you want to add?”

Henrik Birk shook his head, and Trokic continued, “The forensic pathologist noticed five small scars beneath Mads' ribs, but there is no mention of them in his medical records. Do you know anything about that?“

The father wrung his hands and shifted his gaze from one officer to the other.

“No, I don't know what that is.”

Trokic jotted down a note in his notebook that was illegible from the other side of the table. He was convinced the father was lying.

“I don't see how he could have had those scars without you knowing about them,” he pressed.

Henrik Birk shook his head vigorously again.

“But we don't. Maybe… maybe he got hurt a long time ago—something he hasn't told us about. You know how boys are. They get into accidents.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“Is there anything we forgot to ask?” Trokic said, addressing Jasper.

The sergeant looked up from his notepad and shook his head. Trokic was confident that his colleague hadn't forgotten one word. Jasper had a photographic memory and remembered practically everything. He could recall the most incredible details, even years after a case.

Trokic got up.

“Then I think we're done here,” he said.

They had just gotten into the car when the officer on duty called.

“A man matching the description of the psychiatric patient, Alexander Heiberg, has been spotted in a parking lot at the beach by a patrol. He was getting into a car with an unknown man, but they got away. We let the two officers ask around in the area, and they met a couple who saw him leaving a boat shed with a man. Probably the one who gave him a ride.”

“Damn,” Trokic said. “Make sure to keep all patrols on the lookout for him. Then, gather all the data we have on him and call me back. We need to check him out.”
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Chapter 7



Daniel Trokic and Jasper Taurup knocked on the door of a quaint little townhouse with red walls and black windows. It was part of the old town, and the street was paved with uneven cobblestones. In the summertime, the houses were lit up by hollyhocks and sunshine, and there were views of the atmospheric backyards behind the quirky, colorful buildings. Trokic could see the river at the end of the road. Some goth girls walked by with a stack of books under their arms. Probably on their way to the Main Library not far away. Large groups of goths usually gathered on the lawn by the river in the summer.

“Who is he, anyway?” Jasper asked as they waited for someone to come to the door.

“His name is Alexander Heiberg, and he’s 32 years old. That's all I got from the psychiatric hospital, apart from the thing about the wasps. They invoked confidentiality.”

“But you did tell them it was a murder investigation, right?”

Trokic snorted and tried to manage his hair, which was blowing in all directions.

“Of course. But they wanted so-called weightier reasons to reveal his private life than just him running off.”

The woman who opened the door was short, with long, wavy red hair, a small, pointed nose, and a lot of freckles. She wore a green apron, and the house smelled of buns.

“What is it about?” she said.

“We would like to speak to your neighbor, Alexander Heiberg. Do you know where he is?”

She narrowed her eyes.

“Why is that?”

“We just want to ask him some questions in connection with an investigation.”

“What investigation?”

“The murder of a boy named Mads Birk.”

She shook her head in disbelief.

“You've got to be kidding. Alexander has nothing to do with that. I have only good things to say about him. Don't you have better things to do? My husband's car was just stolen, and we've heard nothing about it.”

She had a faint accent that he couldn't place. She rolled her “r”s a bit, and it sounded British, but he wasn't sure.

“But you called the police regarding Alexander on Friday night?” Trokic pointed out.

“I called 911. Not quite the same thing, is it, Officer? He was banging his head against the wall and wouldn't open the door, so we got worried. But I can guarantee you that he hasn't hurt anyone. We've known him for many years. Sander is the most righteous person I know. Just because you have a mental illness doesn't mean you can't be sane. The shrinks are probably more nuts than he is.”

“The more you tell us,” Trokic said, putting on his most diplomatic smile, “the more likely we are to believe you.”

She sighed and rolled her eyes as if they were particularly dimwitted children.

“Well, he usually works as a freelancer for advertising agencies, and there's never any trouble with him. We dine together occasionally and help each other as much as possible. And no, I haven't noticed anything unusual lately. He has banged his head against the wall before, so there's nothing unusual about that.”

Trokic wasn't sure if he had ever met a person with such a high tolerance for abnormal behavior. Or maybe she was the most naive woman he had met in a long time. He was starting to get restless.

“Does he have a girlfriend?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“He used to be married to a girl called Mie, but they divorced a couple of years ago. Since then, we haven't seen him with anyone. What does that have to do with the case anyway?”

“You just leave that to us,” Trokic said. “What about the rest of his family?”

“He has no siblings. His mother is dead, but we see his father from time to time. He’s an architect and teaches at the School of Architecture. He's a bit reserved, but he seems quite all right. We had a barbecue last summer, and he loosened up after a couple of whiskies.”

“Any strange behavior on Alexander's part?” Jasper asked.

”Well, he has his episodes… he has been hospitalized a few times, as far as we know.”

”Any violent behavior?”

“Never. I just told you that. He's—what's the word—gentle as a lamb. There must be other psychopaths to chase.”

“Will you call us if you see him?

She shrugged.

”I can tell him to call you if he's in his right mind. But if he's not a danger to himself, I don't interfere in his life.”

“This is a murder investigation,” Trokic pointed out.

“Sure, but Sander hasn't done anything. As far as we know, he's been in there banging away for days.”

“As far as we know,” was not good enough for Trokic.

“Well, please keep us informed if he shows up here.”

She turned down the corners of her mouth, muttered something inaudible that wasn't Danish and slammed the door without saying goodbye.

Jasper turned to Trokic.

“I don't think we'll be getting a Christmas card from her this year.”
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Chapter 8



Sander didn't know how long he had lived in this neighborhood with his father, and it wasn't the right time to ask him when he was on unauthorized leave from a mental institution. “But what does your father know about this house and this street?” a small voice in his head asked. Sander shook his head. Sometimes, the voice told him stories, but he didn't want to believe them. However, he did know which way to go. The wasps would lead him in the right direction—to the boy with the terrifying dark eyes who had been hiding in a distant part of his consciousness but had now emerged from his hiding place. The boy, whom he didn't know who was.

Since he left the hospital, the disfigured girl had stayed in the background, but the dark clouds in his mind were gathering. The kind man from the boathouse had dropped him off on Beach Avenue, and now he ran through the residential areas. First, the expensive villas, then they gradually became less flashy.

He ran as if he could escape the whirlwind of thoughts that had made him bang his head against the wall. No, not just them. It was the wasps. There had been a documentary about them on TV. He had quickly changed the channel, but it was already too late. It was as if they had crawled out of the TV screen. Now, his thoughts were racing again—as if they wanted to escape the images of the creepy insects. His thoughts became too fast, flitting around among each other until they filled his entire consciousness, and there was nothing else left.

It wasn't always the wasps that triggered it. Sometimes, it started for no obvious reason, and sometimes, it was even beautiful. Colorful thoughts, like butterflies, captivated him, lifted him, and gave him wings. But when the thoughts buzzed too fast, he could no longer bear them. That's when he started hitting his head against the wall.

Nevertheless, it was the butterflies that had made him one of the most used and highest-paid art directors in the country. Because when the butterflies unfolded, ideas poured out in a steady stream. He had won numerous awards in the advertising industry and could pretty much pick and choose between jobs—if he kept himself in check.

Unfortunately, the tables always turned sooner or later; this time, it had been emphatic. The past month was a void in his mind, and he couldn't remember exactly how he had spent his time. Other than, apparently, banging his head against the wall until the police rang the doorbell and dragged him away.

Now, there was also something new on his mind. Since he was dropped off, he felt like he was being watched, almost as if the other patients in the locked ward had infected him with their constant collective paranoia. A song by Turboweekend haunted him with the line Did I see something or was it nothing, and he couldn't get it out of his head. Was someone from the staff following him? He'd never heard of such a thing. But was it possible?

The thought made him shiver. He suddenly remembered a piece of promotional material he had made for the military. Could the police accuse him of something related to national security? Terrorism? Maybe they had started a manhunt for him. Were the other patients in the ward maybe not so wrong after all? He shook his head at himself and tried to laugh, but a small doubt remained and gnawed.

He didn't stop until he stood in front of the big white house on Orsted's Road. It was built in the twenties with slightly chipped paint and a matte black roof, and he immediately knew that this was the place. A low fence surrounded a small front yard with gravel, where two boxwoods and a clematis on a trellis had been planted. A chestnut tree had shed a sea of brown shells, and dried chestnuts were scattered in the gravel. The police had completed their investigation at the scene, and a van from a cleaning company just pulled out from the curb.

It could have looked cozy, but the white facade gave him the creeps. He knew the house in some way. The boy had lived there, and it felt familiar, yet different. It was the beginning of a horror that he didn't understand but had to know to move on. Nothing had ever felt so important.

The nurses had given no details, yet he did not doubt that this was the place where the fifteen-year-old boy had been found. Now, it looked deserted. A real estate agent's sign was in front of the door, and everything looked dark inside—empty and gaping.

“A land of darkness,” he muttered to himself.

He looked over his shoulder for potential onlookers and any possible secret pursuer, then gracefully jumped over the fence and snuck behind the house, waving a mental shadow away from his face. “Don't scream; don't scream,” the little voice said.

He wasn't prepared for the sensory impression that hit him. Memories. The smell of decaying apples from a distant season, the sound of a carpet beater somewhere in another garden, summer breeze, winter cold. The flowerbeds were full of mushrooms. They stood like tiny gray umbrellas, testifying to the absence of people. For a moment, he heard a snippet of an old song by Kim Wilde, and he turned around. The notes of the song continued for a while, then disappeared. Only cold air surrounded him. It had to be at least twenty-five years ago—maybe more.

Back then, his mind had been quiet. Now, he remembered why he had come: the wasps. He shuddered, and for a moment, he had doubts. Did they exist? Where had they come from? There was also something wrong with the house. It was as if a part of it was missing.

He felt a knot of anxiety in his stomach, but finally, it gave way to a sudden determination. He needed to know. He had to get inside the house to find out what the wasps meant. “But you already know that,” the little voice said. “You know too much about them.”

He took out his cell phone and dialed the number for the real estate agent that had been on the sign in front of the house. He could act like a normal person briefly if he wanted to. Then, he waited for a voice on the other end of the line while the house stared back at him with its black gaping holes.
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Chapter 9



Sergeant Jasper Taurup moved a pile of papers on his colleague's desk and sat on the empty area. He was mentally exhausted and in a bad mood. Since Amanda broke up with him, he found the days sort of meaningless, and he let himself get caught up in small details instead of focusing on the big picture.

They had met at Skejby Hospital, where she worked as a laboratory technician, and had been together for almost six months. It had come as a complete surprise to him when she suddenly told him that she didn't think they were right for each other and that it was better to end things quickly before they hurt each other even more.

Not only did he miss her cheerfulness, and he constantly envisioned her fluttering black hair, but now he felt like he'd been living six months in an illusion. How could they have such different perceptions of their relationship? He had thought their bond was special because they loved Tarantino movies, playing Xbox, listening to old Pink Floyd records, and eating Indian food. Had she just been pretending? He had felt that she suited him better than anyone else. It was a strange revelation that they weren't on the same frequency. Maybe she was right, but it was as if his brain seemed unwilling to accept it and stop the flow of emotions.

Across from him sat Jørgen Madsen, an older police officer who was soon to retire.

“Thanks for calling us,” Jasper said. “You said you know of a case involving some wasps?”

“It might be a coincidence, but I thought I'd better mention it,” said Jørgen Madsen, scratching his gray hair.

He had pushed the chair back against the wall and was twiddling his thumbs, first one way and then the other, like a small carousel. The movement annoyed Jasper, but he could hardly afford to be negative now. All things being equal, it wasn't everyone else's problem that he was single again.

“Let me hear it,” he said.

“It was an unsettling case from the early eighties. I was about your age at the time and had just been transferred to Aarhus—a fantastic city. I still appreciate it every single day. The forests, the sea, the beautiful old buildings….”

“Get to the point, for heaven's sake,” Jasper thought, gazing at a photo on the desk of a gray-haired lady with two small children on her lap. Grandchildren.

“It was about a girl who was raped—or so we think,” Jørgen said. “If I remember correctly, she was about ten years old. We responded to a call from the parents, and when we arrived, she was sitting on a chair with her dress torn, several scratch marks, and wood splinters in one arm. She wouldn't tell us anything and refused to talk about it, except for some mumbling about wasps.”

“Had she been stung?”

“Yes, multiple times. But none of us thought it explained the state of shock she was in. According to her parents, she was a bit of an odd child, only interested in math, and she rarely spoke. And in this case, she flat-out refused.”

The police officer took a sip of coffee and wiped his mouth.

“Anyway, she lived two or three houses down the road from where you found Mads Birk's body.”

Jasper bit his lower lip. It probably didn't have much to do with their current case. A ten-year-old kid talking about wasps and getting stung in the summer didn't quite qualify as interesting or potential evidence in his book. But now he had come down here and wanted the rest of the story.

“So, you never found out who had assaulted her?” he asked.

“No. Not much was done about it, as she wouldn't speak and refused to be examined.”

He adjusted his black tie over his green shirt as if it made the story more accurate. His beard jutted out like tiny twigs. Then he frowned and looked intently at Jasper.

“Tell me,” he continued, “didn't you study math for a couple of years before joining the police?”

Jasper bit a nail and shrugged.

“Yes, that's true. It was a bit of a passion, but I wasn't sure I wanted to teach afterward or what else to do with it. So, I dropped out, and I'm happy with that now. I feel like I'm doing better here, even though there's not much use for my mathematical skills.”

Jørgen nodded, a sly smile playing around his mouth.

“We've heard a few things about your past and your poker skills. Rumors are that you've hidden a lot of money from the IRS. Some think you buried it somewhere in a field.”

“Untrue rumors,” Jasper corrected with a smile. “And I don't play poker anymore.”

Jørgen eyed him skeptically but with a smile.

“Well, that's easy for you to say now that most gambling is online. Anyway, the alleged rape case remained a mystery. We never found a perpetrator, as the girl refused to talk even after extensive coaxing. I'm convinced she knew who it was, but she wouldn't say for some reason. But here's the most macabre part. A month later, I spoke to one of the parents again, and they told me that she had cut herself on the lips as if she wanted to cut them off. She went to therapy, but she still didn't talk.”

Jasper watched a flock of seagulls circling above the bus station across the street. He could hear their cries through the window and see them defecating on the buses.

“In any case, it was a strange coincidence,” Jørgen Madsen said. “Somebody is obsessed with wasps.”

“I don't know if this is related,” Jasper said, stealing a piece of licorice from his colleague's candy bag on the table. He munched. “It's an old case.”

Jørgen nodded.

“You know what,” he said. “I'll find the case files for you in the basement. You never know. How's it going anyway?”

“Ah, we don't know much,” Jasper said somewhat dismissively.

“Either way, I think your perp wants to tell you something about those wasps. Maybe they refer to something that happened during the summertime. Or he's trying to lure someone out of the bushes.”

“But who would it be?” Jasper asked.

“Well, what do I know? That's for you to figure out.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 10



Table tennis coach Kenneth Damgaard greeted Trokic and showed him into an office adjacent to a training room with a lot of table tennis tables. There were no windows, and it smelled of coffee and sour feet. The coach was a man around forty who had clearly ended his career. He wore a blue cap that couldn't quite hide his receding hairline. The green tracksuit was a bit too tight on him, and he looked bloated.

Trokic had never played sports other than briefly. He struggled to find his role on a team, and all he could do was run. His PE teacher once called him a "motoric freak" and looked at him with disgust, which didn't help the matter.

“It's so terrible,” the coach said, adjusting his cap and looking like he meant it.

Trokic nodded, and his thoughts returned to Mads Birk's father for a moment. He had lied to him about one thing—the marks on his son's stomach. Had they harmed him themselves? He looked around the room as if the answer to the mystery would be somewhere between the stacks of paper and the folders on the shelf. Everything was messy and dirty, and above the coach's head, a large spider was descending in small jerks. It had thick legs and seemed determined to work its way toward the cap.

“We've been told he played here four days a week,” Trokic said, taking his gaze away from the arachnid.

“He was here Mondays, Tuesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays for three hours at a time,” the coach said. “He was extremely fast.”

“That's a lot for a boy his age,” Trokic said.

“It's not unusual for a kid who could be our next national champion. I never worked with talent like his before, so I was quite invested. He had astonishing results over the past year since he lost weight.”

“Lost weight?”

“Yes, he was a bit heavy when he started here.”

There was hesitation in his voice as if treading on uncertain ground.

“To put it bluntly,” he continued. “I told him straight out that I thought he had special skills and that it would help if he lost some weight.”

Trokic looked at the many trophies on a shelf above the desk. He couldn't read the inscriptions. Perhaps it didn't matter anyway.

“How much weight?” he asked, thinking of the picture of the slightly overweight mother in the wedding picture at the parents' home. It ran in the family.

“Well, it was about thirty kilos, or around 65 pounds, if you prefer,” Kenneth Damgaard said, looking somewhat displeased with the topic.

His nostrils flared, and he stared down at the table. There was something about him that Trokic didn't like, but he couldn't put his finger on it. And sometimes, these hunches didn't mean anything. But it seemed as if there was more beneath the surface that Kenneth Damgaard didn't want to talk about. Was it the weight? Was it such a difficult subject to address?

“Thirty kilos sounds like a lot,” he said.

The coach nodded.

“Yeah. But I've seen it before. When they reach a certain age, they have more money, and their parents no longer control what they consume. They start eating junk food from gas stations and stuff like that. And kids at that age generally don't move around much these days. They're glued to their computers, playing games or on social media.”

“I see, but right now, I'm mostly interested in his whereabouts. We know he left school on Thursday afternoon, presumably to come here first.”

“Well, he wasn't here. I don't know where he was.”

“Are you absolutely sure? Couldn't he have stopped by here or met with someone?”

The coach shook his head.

“He wasn't here. I was here all day. As you can see, it's quite cramped. We only have these two rooms. I would have seen him if he was hanging around.”

“But it wasn't his training day?”

“No, but sometimes he would come by anyway just to play for fun and sometimes just to watch. Which, of course, is better than hanging out on the street.”

Trokic nodded and shifted in his chair. He needed a cigarette, but he still had a few questions.

“Somewhere, he met his killer. Do you know of any other places he went?”

“Uh, no. But I remember seeing him in the Botanical Gardens a few months ago. He was with a man. I waved at him, but he turned away as if he was ashamed or didn't want to be recognized. It puzzled me a bit, but I forgot about it and only remembered it again last night. You always remember things just before you go to sleep, isn't that right?”

“True. Can you be more specific about the time?”

“In August, I think.”

“Do you have any idea who he was with?”

“For a moment, I thought it was his dad, but it wasn't because I know him.”

There was a strange twitch in his lip when the father was mentioned. Trokic had a peculiar feeling that the coach was trying not to go somewhere in the conversation. He was hiding something.

“It was a man my age, around forty, with a long black coat. He patted him on the back as if they were good friends. Hopefully, not some sick pervert, now that I come to think of it.”

A stray table tennis ball bounced into the room, and a boy of about eight ran in and retrieved it with an embarrassed look on his face.

“Do you think it could mean something?” asked the coach.

“I don't know,” Trokic answered honestly. “But we'll look into it. We simply need to map out his movements, both in the time leading up to the murder and in general. Please let us know if you remember anything else or hear anything from others.”

He hesitated before continuing, “And you can call me whenever you want to share the extra information I know you're holding back.”

The coach stared at him in disbelief.

“Thank you for your help so far,” Trokic added. “I'll let myself out.”
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Chapter 11



Lisa Kornelius stood in the police yard with her car keys in one hand and her laptop under her other arm. It was half past noon, and Lieutenant Daniel Trokic was trying to expedite the examination of the victim's computer.

“When will you be done with it?” he asked.

“I'll get back to you tomorrow morning.”

It should have been done already, as she had promised at the meeting the night before. But that morning, she had been to visit her mother, who was in the hospital and probably didn't have much time left. She felt torn apart. She didn't have enough time for her mother because they were chasing a madman who might strike again. She was needed everywhere. It felt as if someone had cleaved an axe through her.

But she might have found a solution. On the second floor was a young police detective who was extremely skilled with computers, almost a genius, and she had persuaded him to spend a couple of hours working on it while she tried to find out what the Superman card was about.

It had taken her a lot of effort to shake off her reputation as a computer geek. While she still enjoyed working with IT and was still considered an expert, she didn't want it to take up all her time. She wanted a versatile job. After several snide remarks, people no longer automatically came to her whenever a program crashed, or a printer didn't work. She might be good, but she was certainly not an all-knowing tech oracle.

All in all, she was on equal footing with the rest of the homicide department, except for the computer examinations. Those were often left to her, as they would otherwise have to be sent to the other end of the country. But as long as she didn't have to delve into the sick online worlds of pedophiles personally, she was perfectly happy with the job. She had told Trokic that she needed to work from home. Now, she hoped the young guy was working hard on the matter. Maybe she could butter him up a bit more and entice him with a few drinks in town someday.

“I see,” he said.

Daniel Trokic probably wasn't too pleased about being pulled away from his Christmas vacation with his family in Croatia. He had some stubble, his blue eyes seemed slightly dull, and his blue shirt, which had probably been pulled off the top shelf at Jack & Jones, was hanging a bit on him. The fact that several of the office assistants had a crush on him was incomprehensible to her, but there were always kamikaze women drawn to such introverted men.

“I'm doing my best,” she said.

They stood silently for a while, and she scraped her foot against the asphalt to put out a cigarette.

“So, what are you up to?” she asked.

“The parents are hiding something,” he said. “I just can't find the hole in their story. But there is something.”

She could hear an underlying quiver in her boss's voice, and his gaze had sharpened as if an instinct had been awakened. From what she had heard, he had not participated in the civil war in the former Yugoslavia because he was a Danish citizen, but if he had, she wouldn't have wanted to stand in his way. She had worked with him for four years and felt like she didn't know him at all. She was hardly alone in this, except for her boyfriend, Sergeant Jakob Hviid, who had known Trokic since the war when Jakob had been stationed for the UN. Jakob, however, was reticent about her boss.

It had taken Lisa some years to adjust to Trokic's reserved and taciturn manner, and their collaboration was still a bit like a bumpy road. There were undeniably bumps along the way, and, at times, it wasn't much fun, but they usually reached a destination.

“Why do you think they're hiding something?” she asked.

He shrugged.

“It's just a hunch. The dad got stressed and seemed nervous a couple of times. We'll have to look into it. Call me if you need anything.”

She locked herself into her apartment, closed her eyes to the mess, and dropped her bag on the hallway floor. It was quiet, as Jakob was still at work. She put on some music, and the apartment immediately filled with The Script and You Won't Feel a Thing.

“Nice,” Lisa muttered.

She took off her boots, found a bag of pistachios in her kitchen, and brought it to her desk.

It had already been established that the people who owned the house where Mads Birk was found murdered knew nothing about the Superman card. The police had also made inquiries with friends, relatives, and others who had frequented the house, but no one seemed to know anything about it. And Mads Birk's family was quite convinced that Mads had no interest in Superman whatsoever. Therefore, the police assumed that the card came from the killer.

Lisa didn't think carrying such a card around was normal, and she assumed the guy had to be a collector. The police knew of several extreme cases of such. There seemed to be no limit to what you could collect, from stamps, coins, dolls, plates, and pens to cigarette packets, beer caps, and lighters. But the more passionate the collecting, the more eccentricity usually followed. Occasionally, they would turn into hoarders. The police had, on several occasions, responded to complaints from neighbors about nuisance from a hoarder in the neighborhood. In one case, an elderly man had such a strong urge to collect cereal boxes that he eventually had to make paths in his house through mountains and mountains of packaging. Another time, the police had to rescue a suicidal young man whose collection of foreign beer labels had gone up in smoke.

These cases were individuals who drew attention, but a collector's card from a movie might not. They could be stacked by the hundreds and tucked away in a cabinet out of sight.

She grabbed a cold beer from the fridge, restarted the music, and returned to her laptop. Hopefully, she wasn't wasting her time. After all, they didn't know if the perpetrator was a hoarder or even a collector. Maybe he was just a fan of Superman or had kids of his own. But now, she had to investigate it anyway.

Two hours later, she felt like she knew everything about extreme collectors and hoarders. She had even read about the brain differences that had been found by scanning these people and their similarities with those suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder. She took a sip of a third beer. All abnormalities had seemingly been reduced to diagnoses. There was something sad about that. She had a collection of coins from around the world, started by her grandmother, and she couldn't resist saving a coin whenever she was on vacation somewhere new.

She looked at her wristwatch. It was a little past three, and it would probably be a few more hours before Jakob got home. He was working on a case involving a series of robberies at shops in some of the small towns in the region. It would probably be midnight before he got home. Lately, they hadn't seen much of each other. It felt as if they had drifted apart over the past year, and she was aware that she might be a part of the problem.

Earlier this year, Jakob's ex-girlfriend, who happened to be Trokic's Croatian cousin, had emerged from the past like a ghost. Just a few months earlier, Lisa had stumbled across some pictures among Jakob's things and suddenly found a photo of Sinka. It had tormented her how different they were. Sinka was petite and slender yet had more feminine curves than she did.

Moreover, the other woman had since had a child, and this fertility hit her right in the face, as Jakob would clam up as soon as the subject of children was brought up. And even though she and Sinka were the same age, she felt old compared to her… as if Jakob might still see Sinka as a young woman because the intervening years had disappeared without a trace. Lisa's jealousy wore her out, and sometimes, she almost hated him. She had even thought of just ending their relationship and starting a new chapter without Jakob and the ghosts of the past.

She suddenly felt hungry, got up, and put on her jacket. It would have to be a pizza. After that, she planned to take the bike to the hospital to see her mother again. They had gone through some tough months while her mother was battling breast cancer. First, the chemotherapy, then radiation treatments, and the removal of one breast, only to find out that the cancer had already spread to her lungs. During this time, her mother had transformed from a vibrant, fun-loving woman to a weak shell stripped of most of her femininity.

Lisa was just about to leave the apartment when the doorbell rang. When she opened the door, the young IT geek from the station was on the stairs, holding out a laptop with a smile.

“I heard you were working from home. I've looked at the victim's computer. Are you up for it?”
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Chapter 12



They had bumped into each other one day in the cafeteria. He was barely thirty and had medium-length dark hair that seriously needed a cut. He was called Lucky because he had once dodged a bullet by about 3 inches. But he didn't look like a geek. He was considered one of the most uncompromising cops they had. She had immediately seen the darkness in his eyes. There was a lot of anger and pain in that look, but it was none of her business. He was just supposed to check a computer.

“I'm done,” he said.

She smiled at him.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

“My boss was not happy about it, though,” he said. “He noticed I was fiddling with this instead of questioning old Mrs. Jensen about a purse theft.”

Lisa's smile grew bigger.

“I know. Did you find anything significant?”

“No, but we can have a talk about it.”

“I'm sorry, but I need to go to the hospital to see my mom. She's very ill. Cancer.”

“I'm sorry to hear that. Can I join you? We could talk on the way?”

She stared at him, stunned by the suggestion. Jakob hadn't gone with her, not even once, because he didn't like the smell of hospitals.

He continued, “I brought the car, so I can take you there. I can wait in the hallway.”

“Okay,” she said, to her surprise.

It was five o'clock before they got back to her apartment. Lucky had been sleeping against the wall when she finally said goodbye to her mom and came out into the hallway.

The apartment still looked like shit, and Jakob still hadn't come home.

“Damn, is it always this messy?” Lucky asked as they entered the apartment.

Lisa looked around. She had probably gotten used to it. There was a pile of clothes on the coffee table next to two wine glasses from the day before, a stack of newspapers on the floor, and in the corner, Fluffy the parrot was imitating Ahmed the Dead Terrorist by saying, “Silence. I kill you.” The bird had developed a bad habit of bathing in his food, and there were grains and seeds all around the cage. And since her mother had fallen ill, she hadn't had the time to vacuum the place. A somewhat neglected home, she had to admit.

Lucky laughed and nodded toward the bird.

“What a welcome. Can I sit at the table?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course. Just put the clothes aside.”

Lisa remembered she still hadn't eaten, so she ditched the idea of a pizza and went to check the fridge.

“Would you like some gazpacho and bread with avocado?” she shouted into the living room.

“I don't know what that is, but please bring it on; I'm almost starved to death here.”

When she placed the tomato soup and bread on the table, he asked, “I heard you're a vegetarian?”

“You've heard a thing or two about me, haven't you?”

“I’m not allowed to be curious?”

She shrugged.

“I suppose so. But, yeah, it's true. I’ve been a vegetarian for over six months.”

“Any particular reason? Are you a saint or something? I could never say no to meat.”

Lisa sighed.

“Well, I worked on a case earlier this year… A young animal activist was hit by a car, and all her friends enlightened me about industrialized agriculture. Long story short, I just lost my appetite.”

He shook his head.

“It still doesn't make sense to me,” he said. “We're predators.”

He looked at her, and there surely wasn't much of an herbivore about him.

“Well, it's not my job to preach, but if everybody could see what I saw, more people would be vegetarians. I believe that. I wish everybody could see beyond the product in the supermarket, and that doesn't just apply to meat.”

“But you have a bird in a cage? That's not very ethical, is it?”

She could feel her cheeks burning.

“Fluffy is a relic from an ex-boyfriend. I would never buy one now.”

He glared at her.

“You really are a saint. Well, let's have a taste of this weird food of yours, shall we?”

“Sure. Would you like a glass of wine with that? I have an open bottle.”

“Uh, no, thanks. I don't drink.”

She smiled.

“Who's the saint now?”

He shrugged, and his eyes went dark.

“Both my parents drank when I was a kid. My father shot my mother with a sawed-off shotgun just before I finished school. I was the one who found her. She lay in the kitchen with a ladle in her hand, and my dad was playing solitaire.”

Lisa was struck dumb. He went on, “Then I went through a period where I drank like there was no tomorrow, and I ended up crashing a car into a tree before I turned eighteen.”

He pulled up his black T-shirt and showed her a scar that ran across his stomach. It looked like a ripple on the surface of the water.

“I haven't touched a drop since,” he said, pulling his shirt back down.

“Sorry, I didn't know.”

“How could you know?”

“But where did you live after that?”

“In an institution.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” she said, and she meant it.

“Don't be. They were nice, and I'm still here, right?”

“Yes, and I'm glad you are because you just saved my ass.”

After they had eaten, he opened his laptop and turned it around so she could see.

“There's not a damn thing here.”

“You came all this way to tell me that?”

“I did say that when I got here. But it gave me an excuse to drop by, right? Well, of course, there's something; it's just not that interesting.”

Lisa knew his laptop contained a duplicate of what had been on Mads Birk's computer. There was always an element of excitement when they dug into somebody's hidden world. And it was kind of intimate. You could read their thoughts as they were reflected in emails and personal documents, tell what car was checked out online, see correspondence with government agencies, musical tastes, party songs, photos of family and travel, sexual preferences, friends, enemies, lies, and secrets. It reflected an individual's countless identities and was as unique as a fingerprint. Sometimes, she felt she knew the investigated individual better than their family and friends. And she definitely wouldn't want her laptop in someone else's hands. She would rather have a root canal at the dentist. So, Mads had no secrets? Was that even possible?

“You told me Mads had his computer for two years,” Lucky said.

“That's what the parents said.”

“Well, long enough for us to get an impression. I have systematically gone through the content of his computer. It was the most boring thing I've had to do in a while. You owe me another cup of coffee for that.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Anyway, he had very few programs installed, and everything was organized. Files were placed in folders. Tasks, friends, family, photos, music, miscellaneous, passwords… all easily accessible.”

They both smiled. People's careless approach to internet security was legendary by now, but it always gave them a better chance to snoop around online.

“There's some communication with classmates and a hell of a lot of spam.”

“How about online accounts or something like that? Kids practically live on the internet these days. My niece Nanna would go crazy if she had to be offline even for half a day.”

“Well, I didn't find anything, but Sergeant Taurup came by and asked me to keep an eye out for anything related to wasps. What's that about?”

“They found wasps around the body,” she explained. “So, did you find anything like that?”

“No, nothing.”

“But you've found something,” Lisa smiled. “I can tell. What is it?”

“I found a yellow note stuck to the screen when I opened it with a phone number on it.”

“Really? Have you tried calling the number?”

“Yes, but nobody answered. It was a medical clinic specializing in eye surgery. It was closed for the weekend. The clinic belongs to a guy called Robert Schack. Did Mads have any problems with his eyes?”

“I haven't heard anything like that.”

“What do we do?” he asked, taking the last piece of bread from the basket.

“We'll visit Mr. Schack tomorrow. Right now, I'm trying to figure out where this collector's card came from. You wouldn't happen to be an expert on Superman, would you?”

Lucky smiled triumphantly, his teeth slightly crooked.

“Not really, but I probably know more than you do.”

“Does Lex Luthor mean anything to you?”

“Of course, he’s Superman's archenemy. He has taken on various forms over the years—a scientist, among others. His mission is always to hurt Superman and strip him of his powers. The bad guy, you know.”

“I see. Any connection to this case?”

He thought for a moment.

“I don't see any.”

“Well, let's have a look to see if we can find someone who collects cards like this one. I was in the middle of it when you got here.”

Lisa grabbed her laptop again. There was nothing that couldn't be found on the internet, and after a short search, they did indeed find an online forum where the users exchanged information about various collectibles. There was an associated chat room, and Lisa logged in.
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Chapter 13



Ninety minutes later, Lisa Kornelius and Jasper Taurup looked at a red building from the outside, not far from the center of Herning. After a lengthy search on the internet forum, a friendly user told Lisa to contact The Alchemist and gave her the address.

Then, she said goodbye to Lucky and called Jasper. They had discussed whether to ask the local police in Herning to check on the man but had rejected the idea. It was out of their district, but this was just an informal inquiry. Besides, they wanted to talk to the guy themselves, even though it was close to ten o'clock in the evening. Now, she hoped it was worth the one-hour drive—not to mention ending a pleasant evening with Lucky. She felt a pang of guilt. She had enjoyed his company.

There was nothing particular to notice. A train rumbled by a short distance away, its wheels screeching against the tracks. Lisa could even smell the diesel. She had always loved trains, but there was something eerie about the empty track beds and the dark ghost trains passing by. A light rain trickled down, dripping from gutters and drains. The city of Herning was quiet. The slaughterhouse on the other side of the tracks was dark, and only a few cars passed on the road.

“It should be on the ground floor,” she said.

They entered a hallway and rang the doorbell to the left. A faint buzz sounded. No one answered, and they looked at each other.

“I think the TV is on,” Jasper said, adjusting his black knitted hat that had slipped down his forehead. “There's got to be somebody in there. It sounds like the news.”

He knocked on the door again, harder this time. A slightly stooped lady of at least eighty-five with a transparent rain hood over her gray hair stepped into the hallway just as they knocked on the door for the third time. She shook her body like a wet dog, making raindrops fall off her jacket in a small cascade. Then, she looked at them through fogged-up glasses and suddenly appeared a little uneasy.

“Are you looking for Mr. Hansen?” she asked in a faintly creaky voice.

They both nodded, even though they had no idea if the Alchemist's last name was Hansen.

“Are you from the police?”

“Yes,” Lisa said, wondering how people always seemed to be able to identify them even when they were in plain clothes.

“I haven't seen him for a month,” said the old lady. “He's a nice man, though. Always says hello so warmly and doesn't bother anyone. Has he done anything wrong?”

“Nothing that we know of,” Jasper said. “We just want to ask him a few questions in connection with another case.”

“Well, he doesn't seem like a criminal to me,” she said.

That was not good enough for Lisa, who knew of several so-called good citizens who had entire graveyards of victims in their backyards.

“Not that I see him much anyway,” the lady continued. “Maybe he's out of town.”

“But the TV is on,” Jasper objected, raising an eyebrow and scratching the acne-scarred skin on his neck.

“It's been on for a while,” the old woman said. “It's always on. I think he forgot to turn it off before he left.”

Lisa had never heard of anyone forgetting to turn off a TV at that volume and stared suspiciously at the door.

“Do you know where he could be?”

The neighbor shook her head.

“I have no idea.”

“What about relatives?” Jasper asked.

“I've never seen anyone go in there. One of the other neighbors told me that his wife had brain damage after a car accident and was placed in an institution. He also said they didn't have any children. I would love to help, but that's all I know.”

“Well, thanks anyway,” Lisa said. “And goodnight.”

The woman went up the stairs in slow motion.

“What do we do?” Jasper asked.

“We're going in,” Lisa decided. “We can't wait for the paperwork. Can you pick the lock?”

“Yes, and without a scratch. It looks old and crappy. I'll just go grab some tools from the car.”

Lisa sat down on the stairs and waited. Suddenly, she felt sad at the thought of someone living there who never saw other people. Lately, she had felt fundamentally alone and often recalled the painting The Scream by Edvard Munch, where a crowd of people with empty faces looked back at her. She wished the loneliness wasn't so uncomfortable.

Daniel Trokic, for example, seemed to thrive in his own company. She had never heard him invite anyone home, although he occasionally went out for a soccer match. But Trokic was Trokic and belonged to some strange species that didn't depend on anyone. But it was also kind of sad.

Moreover, she had recently realized that once her mother was gone, she would truly be on her own, and the thought terrified her. She did have a sister, but they weren't particularly close. Her mother had always been her confidante, and it was unfathomable that she didn't have much time left.

Over the past few months, Lisa had been in a strange time warp, suddenly recalling infinitesimal details from her childhood. She remembered collecting grasshoppers in a shoebox and giving them to her mother. And how her mother had told an employee at the amusement park to get lost because Lisa wasn't allowed to ride a wooden pony backward. She remembered the taste of olives during their first vacation in the South and the smell of dried flowers hanging from a beam in a house they had once rented. All the little details were painfully sharp in her memory.

She realized that universal loneliness gripped her, and she wasn't sure anybody could take it away. She felt a wave of gratitude because Lucky had accompanied her to the hospital. Even though he had just sat in the hallway reading a newspaper and fallen asleep, there had been something reassuring about his presence.

Two minutes later, Jasper was back. He gave her a smug smile and gently picked the lock. Then he reached out his hand and pulled her up from the stairs. They turned on the light and stepped into a dark entrance with two pairs of black shoes and an umbrella.

From there, they moved into a living room containing only a coffee table, an armchair with blue upholstery, and a TV set that looked at least fifteen years old. A news broadcast about a suicide bomber in Afghanistan was indeed on, and there was a glass of stale beer on the table and a half-filled ashtray with yellow Kings. There were no pictures on the walls and no plants. It smelled sweet and musty at the same time, and Lisa felt like throwing up. An adjacent kitchen was littered with unwashed dishes and pizza boxes, and in the bedroom, the bed was unmade, and there was a pile of dirty clothes on the floor.

“Cool,” Lisa muttered at the view. “Typical of men who live alone, isn't it?” she asked.

“Come on,” Jasper said. “You need to get a grip. We're not all like that. And what about you? You're a slob.”

“No, not in this creepy way.”

“Where did you get those prejudices about men?”

“Experience, I guess. But where is the large collection Mr. Hansen bragged about online? There's not much to see here. And why is the air so dry? It's strange, isn't it?”

“I think there are some ventilation pipes from the building going through here,” Jasper said.

They walked around a bit, opening cabinets and drawers. Everything felt eerily deserted.

“There's a hatch,” Lisa said, pointing to a ring on the kitchen floor.

“A basement?”

“I think so.”

Jasper pulled the ring, and a staircase appeared with a bang like an old church door. A bright white light shone up from below, making Lisa squint. An intense cold stench hit them.

“Holy shit,” she gasped. “This smells like death.”

She followed the sergeant down the stairs, and as they reached the bottom, an unusual sight was revealed.
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Chapter 14



Nicki Hvidt had just left a Christmas event for confirmands at the Luke Church and was crossing Ingerslev's Boulevard. None of his friends were going in the same direction, and soon the square was deserted. Only a solitary yellow city bus and an elderly lady on a bicycle passed him. It was bitterly cold, and he could see his breath dancing in the air. His Christmas vacation would start in a few days, and he and his friends looked forward to doing absolutely nothing in front of their computers.

However, right now, his thoughts were still with the church. The priest had first given a talk about charity and how God forgave the misguided and the sinner. He had read from the Good Samaritan. The parable had touched Nicki deeply, and he thought of all the strange existences who hung out in the city's alleys. If only there were a way to help them. His mother had told him that he would make a good confirmand because he embraced Christian values with all his heart. She had first offered him a non-confirmation—a celebration that would bring him into the adult ranks without religious content. It was an offer that would prevent him from being confirmed for the sake of money. But Nicki wanted to be confirmed, and he could see that it pleased his mother.

But after the story of the Good Samaritan, the priest moved on and talked about Satan. He had shown them a fifteenth-century French woodcarving of a throne where the devil himself had taken a seat, which had sent a chill down Nicki's spine. The priest had explained that Satan, in the Christian tradition, was a fallen angel who, because of his sin, had been banished from Heaven and sent to rule over Hell.

Nicki suddenly felt like he was being watched by a higher power—as if the Devil had stepped out of the book in the church and followed him as he walked down the street. He wished the priest had started the other way around—that he had first talked about the Devil and then about the cure in the form of Jesus and God. This was scary.

Nicki noticed a small, square-shaped van driving slowly behind him, and he instinctively sped up. Now, he regretted stealing two packs of gum from the convenience store downtown a few days earlier. He had even bragged about his theft in detail to his friends at school. It was undoubtedly a sin, and maybe God would punish him. He wondered if he should confess to his mother when he got home, but he didn't want to disappoint her. Not now. Not right before Christmas.

He reached the end of Ingerslev's Boulevard and turned left onto St. Anna Street. This street was deserted, too, except for a long line of cars jammed against the curb. Now, the van was right beside him. He could see the driver inside, watching him in a way he didn't like at all. He started running when he could see the apartment block where he lived.
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Chapter 15



All four walls of the cramped basement were covered with collector's cards from floor to ceiling. Together, they formed a colorful, unique tapestry. In the center of the room was a beanbag chair, and there sat, or half-lay, the owner of the collection. He was middle-aged and wore an oversized black tracksuit with white stripes; he was extremely skinny and had a bald spot on his head. His eyes, now white, were turned toward the ceiling. His skin was shriveled and dried up as if all the air had been sucked out of him. He clutched a small stack of cards between his hands in his lap and something else Lisa couldn't see. A fine layer of dust covered him, like in an old burial chamber.

She automatically pulled out a pair of plastic gloves from her pocket, then rummaged in her bag for an extra pair for her partner. Suddenly, she felt a tightness in her throat. It was the loneliest sight she had ever seen in her life. She didn't want to end up like this.

Jasper turned around and looked at her closely.

“Yeah, it's kind of sad, isn't it?”

She nodded.

“It’s sad as hell.”

He looked at her a bit longer and then put on the plastic gloves.

“And a crappy place to die,” he said. “But he's probably not our Waspman. You don't get to look like that overnight.”

“No, it must be an early stage of mummification,” she said. “It's the cool, dry air down here and the ventilation. The forensic pathologist will be pleased. I bet he'll bring a student with him so he can show off the body.”

It was the first time Lisa had seen such an advanced stage of mummification. She automatically pulled out her cell phone and called the officer on duty from the local police, explained the case, and asked for forensic assistance and a pathologist. She could hear a low grumbling about what the East Jutland Police were doing on their territory, and then he agreed. She finished the call. Now, they just had to wait.

“Do you think he was murdered?” Jasper asked. “He doesn't look older than fifty-five or so.”

She walked around the body and looked at it from different angles. Then, she shook her head.

“I think he died of natural causes—maybe a heart attack right amid his great passion. I guess it's not the worst way to die when you're lonely.”

“I wonder how long he's been lying there shrinking,” Jasper said.

“Hard to say. I'd guess a few weeks.”

She looked at the wall.

“But let's check the cards.”

“There must be thousands,” Jasper said. “Imagine having that as your passion in life.”

Lisa fiddled with a card and took it off the wall.

“They’re attached with adhesive tape.”

“If the techs have to check these thousands of cards for fingerprints, I think they’ll end up killing somebody too. It'll take an age. We'd better let them hang.”

Lisa put the card back.

“We can take pictures. If I start from that side…” Lisa pointed to the wall to the left, “then you can take the other side. You brought your phone, right?”

“Yep.”

He pulled it out of his pocket and stared at the display.

“Oh, please,” he said.

“What is it?”

“A text from the chief asking what we're doing. It's half past ten. He could be sleeping.”

“Yeah, screw him. He can wait. What are we looking for?”

“Cards that look like our Superman card.”

“Shouldn't we wait for the technicians?”

“No, I want to see them collectively before the technicians spoil it all.”

They started photographing each wall.

“It's not just Superman,” Jasper said after a short while. “But there's a system. They're arranged by movie and then by the cast, and there….”

“Wow, look at this,” Lisa interrupted. “I've got the Lord of the Rings trilogy. It takes up almost an entire square meter. And ET….”

The whole time, she could feel the dead man watching her from his seat. How long would Hansen have lain here if they hadn't entered the basement? He could have stayed down here for months—even years.

“Some cards are missing here and there,” Jasper said. “From A Time to Kill, American Beauty, The Usual Suspects, and Superman. Do they have anything in common?”

“Something is ringing somewhere,” she said.

“I heard you're some kind of movie freak, so you'd better get your brain working,” he smiled.

“I can't think in here. I feel like I'm breathing in a mummy.”

Suddenly, the whole room shook, and small pieces of plaster fell from the ceiling. Even the corpse's hands shook. Then, there was a thud, and something fell to the floor.

“What was that?” Lisa said.

“A freight train, I think. We're not far from the tracks.”

Lisa bent down next to the body.

“That's why Hansen is so dusty. Look, he dropped something from his hands.”

She picked up a small black notebook from the floor and looked inside. It was filled with rows and columns, neatly packed with dark blue capital letters and numbers. The notebook was loose at the spine as if it had been opened countless times.

“What is it?” Jasper asked.

“I think it’s an account of cards bought and sold. Damn, his writing is terrible.”

“Does it say anything about buyers?”

“It doesn't look like it.”

“I wonder if he made any money from it.”

“I don't know,” Lisa said, “probably not much, but there could be a few cards worth a lot of money. I guess it's a bit like stamps.”

When they returned to Aarhus, they had a late coffee at Café Hollywood on Station Road. There were only a few customers left, but the place was warm and welcoming. Lisa looked out at the Christmas-draped city. Luckily, she had finished her Christmas shopping a while ago. Maybe she was starting to resemble her mother, who always asked for her daughters' Christmas wishes in August so she could start early.

Ever since they had left the half-mummified Hansen to the technicians, the missing cards on his basement wall had haunted her. She had been allowed to take the black notebook with her, and now it lay on the table in front of her.

She had just poured sugar into her cappuccino when she realized something. They might have made a significant discovery.

“Now I know what the missing cards have in common," she said.

Jasper looked up from his espresso.

“So, what is it?”

“Kevin Spacey was in all those movies.”

“And he was also on our Superman card,” Jasper said.

“Damn,” she muttered. “I think he sold the missing cards to the murderer.”
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Chapter 16



In recent weeks, the beautiful golden and red leaves from the oak tree in front of Trokic's townhouse had fallen off. Now, they lay wet and sad on tiles and stairs. He should probably sweep them up—it wouldn't be the first time the neighbors complained about the neglect of his garden. It just seemed like such a stupid task when the leaves would decay on their own anyway.

Trokic only had a vague idea of who lived in the other houses on his street, except for the neighbor on one side, an elderly lady in her seventies named Mette. She insisted on baking buns for him every week and looked after Pjuske when he was on the road. He had no wish to socialize with the rest of the people in the neighborhood. It would require a knack for small talk he didn't possess, and there were incredibly few topics he discussed with strangers.

But Mette didn't talk much either. She delegated orders, always wearing an apron. She had been alone for thirty years after she kicked her husband out. Her ex-husband was a renowned pianist, but his work had overshadowed everything. Eventually, she walked into the living room where he was playing the piano and asked him to choose between her and the music. After a while of silence, she asked if he wasn't going to answer. ”I've already chosen,” he had said and continued playing. Since then, Mette hadn't had a man in her life, and she didn't seem to bother about it either. Instead, she was now obsessed with baking, and Trokic had never visited her house without something being in the oven.

His home seemed deserted and dark when he entered the hallway. Before his vacation, carpenters had installed a new kitchen, and sawdust and small pieces of plastic were still on the floor. He’d had no time to vacuum that up either. He still felt the new kitchen surroundings as alien objects and wasn't entirely sure he didn't regret it. Pjuske was asleep on the new kitchen table, its long, bushy tail in the remains of a sausage mix on a plate from the day before. The cat looked grumpy and sleepy as he lifted it onto the floor and then wiped the kitchen table. It was almost a routine.

He should get some sleep but couldn't resist the temptation to put Rammstein on the stereo and crank it up to full volume. He put on his headset, and the song Haifisch hit him like a shockwave. It was a very melodic track with lots of heavy riffs, German boots, and a hint of another world.

He’d already had a sandwich at the station, so he skipped the usual inspection of the fridge contents, and after listening to the music for 15 minutes, he went straight to bed and pulled the duvet over his head. The sooner he could sleep for three or four hours, the sooner he could be back at the station.

For a moment, he dwelled on the thought of Christiane Bach. Their relationship ended after just a few months. She had completed her medical degree and then gone to India to save the world at a small hospital in Bangalore. A postcard featuring a crooked tree on golden cracked earth with a small temple in the background was all he had heard from her in the past several months.

Afterward, he dated a pharmacist with long chestnut hair and an hourglass figure who believed everything could be cured with a pill. In any case, the relationship's chances had been choked when, at the third dinner, she brought up the subject of children. Later, she had bombarded him with calls to get an explanation for his sudden rejection, but if she couldn't figure it out herself, he didn't feel obliged to clog the phone line with a therapeutic conversation.

Since then, there had been blessed peace on the romantic front, and he wasn't tempted to go out and risk running into a new woman—or one of his exes, God forbid.

Then, his thoughts returned to the case. He couldn't get the image of the missing lips out of his head. In all his time with the homicide department, he had never encountered such bizarre mutilation, and he sensed that there was something central and significant connected to the act. Lips could form words, kiss, nibble, and feel. There was something sensual and sensuous about them. And they could tell a story. But which one?

He had read a mountain of reports all day, most of which were useless and long shots in the dark, like when Jasper Taurup had spoken to an older police officer about a case from the early eighties about a little girl who may or may not have been raped. Jasper had even tried to talk to the family from back then, but apparently, they had moved out of the country. It was as if everybody had wasps on their brains.

He finally fell asleep and slept for exactly one hour and thirty-five minutes. He dreamed of wandering through a cornfield where he met a teenage boy who kept screaming at him and pointed a gun at his neck. Then he woke up, breathless. He managed to pull himself up and struggled to stay awake. The cornfields outside Vukovar were still before his eyes. The killing of Mads Birk had brought something to the surface that he didn't want to acknowledge. It had begun to rumble beneath the surface while he had still been in Croatia.

His past was filled with equal measures of love, shame, and denial. Now, his family on his father's side was all he had left, along with a series of wounds that wouldn't heal. He had seen people mutilated and killed during the war, and he had become a part of it. Only a few people knew what had happened in his life during that time. His friend Jakob, now Lisa Kornelius's boyfriend, was one of the few, and that was only because they had spent a long time together in Croatia during the war.

He swallowed, got out of bed, and found his cigarettes in his shirt pocket. This was when the phone usually would ring, but nobody had called tonight. Then, another thought struck him. He had forgotten to answer a message on his voicemail from the forensic pathologist. Bach obviously wanted to discuss the five small scars on the boy's stomach. What if they hadn't been an accident? He looked at his watch. It was close to midnight, but that wouldn't keep him from knocking pathologist Torben Bach out of bed.
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Chapter 17



Even though Prodigy was blasting at full volume while Viktor was cleaning, no one would hear it for miles. In that sense, the place was isolated. The band hammered their fifth album, Invaders Must Die, into the air at around a hundred decibels. It was a roar of thunderous music that got in his blood. Some classified it as techno, but that was an insult to Prodigy. Techno was for chicks who snorted cocaine and drooled over the smug Tiësto.

Even if the neighbors had been able to hear the music, Viktor couldn't have cared less what they thought about it. It had been years since he had worried about other people's opinions. But he didn't want to be disturbed. Especially not now, when the first boy had created a hurricane inside him by suddenly appearing on his doorstep.

He thoroughly vacuumed the hallway, agonizing over losing his Superman card. It had taken him months to find a seller, and the card completed a collection. There was no way he could get it back, and he felt humiliated at the thought of it being in the hands of the police. It had been his talisman, which he always carried, and now he felt vulnerable.

Again and again, he went through the sequence of events in the house, trying to remember the exact movement that had made the card fall out of his pocket. Was it when he had set the boy down on the terrace and then bent down to pick him up after he had opened the door? Or when he had knelt beside the corpse and looked into its empty eyes? There had been something special about staring into the boy's eyes. It was merely as if he had looked into a black hole or a vast nothingness. And he had thought about how he resembled him—the other one—the guilty one.

His muscles were sore from dragging the first boy around, but it was important to remove the traces in his own home. He had already waited too long. The pain cut through him just from lifting the vacuum cleaner. However, the outcome of working on the first boy had been worth it. Everything had looked exactly as he wanted it, and the feeling was euphoric. If only he could tell someone. Maybe he could call a radio station anonymously and tell them? He quickly dismissed the idea as an unnecessary waste of time.

He analyzed his own choice of words: the first one. It wasn't until now that he noticed that the words kept appearing in his mind—as if the boy was just the beginning. But there was no fear. He wasn't sure he understood the feelings that others felt, always so fearful of themselves and the world. What held them back from doing exactly what they wanted? For him, it was all about consequences.

He started scrubbing the floor, where a little blood had escaped the plastic he had put beneath the boy. By now, the stains were dark brown, and he rubbed them angrily. He had scolded the boy. “Now, look what you've done,” but at that point, he could no longer respond.

The boy had tried to get Viktor to talk to save himself. And Viktor had willingly told him about his upbringing in a town he hated, about all his schoolmates who bullied him, and about the man and woman on the farm. But not about the room. That terrible room. No secrets escaped from there.

The first boy had thought it would save him—that the conversation had taken a therapeutic turn. Maybe he had hoped Viktor would break down, start crying, lay everything on the table, and give up his plans. That was before he cut off his lips. After that, Viktor had kept nothing from him. The boy had asked if he was going to die, and Viktor didn't lie to him. It had been intriguing to see how the realization seemed to drain all color from the boy as if his soul was already leaving its shell. It had led him to wonder if his own soul had also vanished long ago.

The lips had been a terribly difficult job. It was messier than he had imagined. The flesh clung to the scalpel, and too much blood gushed out too quickly, obscuring his view. Still, the result had been satisfactory. The mutilation had been complete.

The euphoria that followed had been immense. It was like a first step toward freedom. For years, he had been content driving around the small towns of Jutland, punching young teenagers in the face. He would approach them suddenly from behind in a dark place to find a little relief. They stared at him as if he had been a monster and it had saved them. It was as if the power was sucked out of him when they looked at him, and he fell back into the role of a victim.

But for the past month, he hadn't been a monster anymore. Now, he was whole and looked like everyone else. The old Viktor was gone. Now, it was someone else's turn to suffer, he realized. He wished the real culprit would hear about it. Maybe if he heard about the wasps?

After transporting the body to the house, he went home exhausted and watched Pay It Forward for the twenty-second time. It was a fantastic movie about an eleven-year-old boy who wanted to make the world better by doing a good deed for three people. These people, in turn, were obliged to pass on a good deed to three other people. Kevin Spacey played one of his best roles as the boy's teacher.

Viktor's awe of Kevin Spacey knew no limits, and the movies he starred in were all superior quality. The movie did end brutally, with someone dying, but he still liked it. It put things into perspective and was meant to make the viewer reflect on the plot. A good movie was painful, and he cried every time. Afterward, he slept like an angel.

He sat down at his computer and pulled up a digital photograph he had taken of another boy during a trip downtown. He was the next, he now realized. The boy was about the same age as the first boy, with the same dark blond hair and green eyes. If possible, he looked even more like him than the first one. The thought filled him with an excitement he had never known before, and his mind raced. When the second boy arrived, he would make every effort to get his lips even more accurate this time. Maybe he should get himself a special laser knife—one that burned while cutting, using a particular technology. That way, he would avoid the blood so he could better see what he was doing. It would be perfect.

Viktor grabbed a beer from the fridge. He wished he could see his work—that he could see the wasps and understand that they were meant for him. He wondered where he was right now and whether he could lure him out of hiding. At that moment, he realized that the first couple of boys were just guinea pigs. He was practicing to be perfect.
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The body was rolled out on a steel table, and Torben Bach pulled the green cloth aside. He was a tall man with gray eyes, blue-framed glasses, and calm, slender hands. He put on a white hat over his steel gray hair and handed Trokic a similar one. There was blessed peace at the institute, and everything was clean and tidy. Trokic appreciated the forensic pathologist, whom he had known all his years at the East Jutland Police, and they had worked on countless cases together.

“I hope you get something out of dragging me out of bed,” Bach said.

“You almost live next door, and it wasn't even midnight yet.”

“Well, it's been a while since I was your age. Everything creaks when I move. Besides, I was just about to watch a rerun of Die Alte.”

“You're not that old. By the way, you were the one who wanted to see me earlier today.”

“Yes, earlier. Not now.”

“I didn't have time until now. I had a lot of paperwork….”

They both looked at the boy. It was the first time Trokic had seen him, and the brutality was striking. He couldn't take his eyes off the missing lips, and he felt a wave of disgust. What kind of monster would mutilate a youngster so severely? How much hatred did it take? Despite the cooling room, the boy was turning greenish. Something about Mads Birk made someone want to kill him. But what was it? Had Mads harmed him in some way? Or was the Waspman attracted by the brown hair and the slender body? Or maybe he reminded him of someone?

Trokic had been in this place countless times, and a certain cynicism had crept in over the years. It wasn't by choice. He wanted to be compassionate, but he had found out that it got him nowhere.

Bach gestured toward the body.

“I tried to reach you to discuss some unusual observations in the abdominal region, but you've been so focused on the damage caused by the awl. Understandably so—it was quite brutal. He stuck it in just below the ribs and moved it around randomly, probably out of sheer interest. There's no pattern to it.”

“It's horrifying,” Trokic said, wishing he could light a cigarette. “But he was probably dead by then, right?”

“I don't think so. The amount of blood in the area suggests that the heart was still beating. I think we have to face the fact that this is not something a normal person would do. I heard that you were looking for a psychiatric patient.”

“It's just one of many individuals we're investigating.”

“I'd keep a close eye on him.”

“We're trying,” Trokic said. “But he doesn't have a record, and he seems to be well-liked.”

“Well, to inflict such pain on another human being, you must be utterly devoid of empathy.”

Trokic nodded.

“I agree.”

The pathologist went on, “Well, I wanted to talk to you about the five scars on his stomach. They are very symmetrical, and it looks as if there was full penetration through the skin. Nothing in his medical records makes sense in relation to these scars, and the murder weapon caused severe internal damage in that area, making it difficult to assess what preceded it. But I'm sure that whatever caused the scars, the parents must know about it. I've sent pictures around to various colleagues, hoping that someone might have a suggestion.”

“Can't we just open him up and try again?”

Bach stared at him, then looked back at the corpse.

“No, you should have been here at the autopsy, but I heard you were in Croatia. I can't open anyone just for your sake.”

Trokic was sorry to hear that.

“So, give me what you already know.”

“There was an area around the stomach and upper intestines that was thoroughly mutilated by the awl. The tissue was torn up. If there's nothing in his medical records, we're at a loss.”

He pointed to the body's stomach.

“This is scar tissue from some entry holes, and over here, we have the new entry wound from the awl. The rest is pretty much damaged.”

“I see,” Trokic said disappointedly.

“My first thought was that the kid had surgery for an ulcer. But again, there's nothing in the medical records, and besides, they don't operate for that kind of thing anymore unless there's a narrowing of the stomach port.”

They both stared at the body.

“Have you heard anything from Christiane lately?” Trokic asked in his most casual voice.

“She's doing well,” her father said, flipping through the report in his hand with a raised eyebrow. “Why? Are you interested?”

It was an innocent question, but there was no innocent answer. Torben Bach had never appreciated his daughter's crush on Trokic, to say the least. Trokic wasn't sure if the pathologist knew about their brief relationship the summer before she left for India. Rumors spread very easily at the police station, and it seemed as if rumors ran faster the further up the ranks you went. He often thought that Einstein's theory about nothing moving faster than light had long been refuted in his office.

“I just want to know if she's okay,” he said. “How long will she stay?”

“I don't know. I don't think she knows either. At first, she said she was only going away for eight months. But she's stopped talking about coming home, so maybe it will be longer.”

Trokic wasn't pleased to hear that. He remembered how she loved to lie on his floor in the living room, listening to music with a cigarette in one hand and the cat on her chest. Or how she hummed softly as she cooked dinner for the two of them, wearing one of his shirts.

They had wandered around in their separate worlds without demanding each other's mental presence. He had enjoyed having her around and not having to entertain her or be accountable for what he did with his time. It was a pleasant feature he had never seen in a woman before, and because of this and because she was quite a wildcat in bed, they had gotten along quite well.

“She believes she's making a difference,” the pathologist continued, snapping the report shut. “And I suppose she is.”

“Of course,” Trokic said.

Maybe he should go to India and visit her? What would she say to that? He frowned. The country seemed rather chaotic, and there were an awful lot of people… probably a bit too many for his taste.

“I'll get back to you if any of my colleagues have an idea about the origin of the scars,” Torben Bach said, pulling the sheet back over the boy. “Let's stay in touch.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 19



It was the 19th of December, and real estate agent Christian Nøhr thought that the day's first showing was becoming increasingly peculiar. The property was a house from 1926 that had been vacant for almost a year and a half while the Danes had been sitting on their money, complaining about tough economic times. According to the ad, which had 872 views online, the property was a "charming architect-designed villa with stucco ceilings, original floors, and atmosphere."

The part about being architect-designed was true enough. The rest was up for debate. "Charming" was perhaps what the house might have been in its heyday. The stucco ceilings were damaged by moisture, and the original floors were buried under thick green carpets in all but the living room. What remained was a house that may not qualify as a fixer-upper but was certainly in desperate need of modernization.

However, Christian's current concern wasn't the condition of the house but whether the police and their cleaning crew had removed all traces of the heinous crime that had taken place two or three days earlier. The colleague who had shown the property that day and found the body was still on sick leave. She was now undergoing psychological treatment, having started seeing wasps with surrealistically large heads coming out of the upholstery of her car.

Even more peculiar was the thirty-something guy who had asked for a showing the day before. He had introduced himself as Alexander Heiberg over the phone, and Christian Nøhr had never encountered anybody that insistent and for whom it was so imperative to get a showing as soon as possible—almost as if it had been a matter of life or death—a bizarre thought indeed.

When he arrived at the villa, the potential buyer was already there. He was tall, bordering on skinny, with blond hair, dark and wildly long eyelashes, rosy cheeks, and a probing, almost tender green gaze. He looked slightly disheveled, as if he had slept with his clothes on or simply didn't care about his appearance. Despite the near-freezing temperature and forecasted rain, he only wore a pair of black jeans and a green hoodie. To Christian Nøhr, it seemed incomprehensible that such a person could be as insistent as he had been on the phone.

The client stood by the stairs, hands in his pockets, as if he had been there all along. There was no car or bike nearby, and he kept looking around as if he wanted to make sure no one saw him.

But his behavior inside was even more perplexing. From the moment they entered the foyer, it seemed like he was no longer listening to Christian's sales pitch. It didn't make sense, but the prospective buyer appeared frightened. A passing car outside startled him, and he turned deathly pale.

Christian even started feeling the man's anxiety himself. The daylight didn't seem to reach far enough into the corners of the house. When he opened the door from the hallway to the living room, it creaked, sending shivers down his spine. He was relieved to see no traces of the horrible atrocity that had taken place in the living room—and no wasps. He even laughed a bit, even though it was completely out of place.

The showing felt unsettling, and the estate agent didn't hold much hope for a sale.

“Here's the kitchen,” he blurted out.

He expected Alexander to comment on the need for a new kitchen and ask about the costs, then inquire about energy consumption, neighbors, and stuff like that. Instead, he just walked silently from room to room. Finally, he turned around and asked, “What's upstairs?”

“Two rooms up there. Not that big, but you could easily fit a bedroom and a small office.”

They went up the stairs and into a small room with slanted walls, white wallpaper, and a smell of mold and wood. Alexander started visually inspecting every panel, the closet, and the floor. Then, he suddenly became visibly agitated and mumbled something to himself while running his fingers over a piece of the windowsill. Christian Nøhr got the chills.

“Who has lived here for the past thirty years?” Alexander finally asked, his long eyelashes flickering as he stared intently.

“The current owner inherited the property from his uncle, who had the house for forty-five years. From what I understand, the old man was stationed as an engineer around the world until retiring a few years ago.”

Alexander raised an eyebrow, “And the uncle is dead?”

“Yes.”

‘That's why he inherited,’ Christian wanted to add, because who on Earth cared about such things?

Alexander Heiberg looked like he was solving a complex puzzle. There was an unusual intensity about him. His green eyes looked as if they were surrounded by eyeliner, and there was a bottled-up energy in his movements.

“Did he rent out the house while he was stationed abroad?”

“I don't know. The current owner might not know either. Does it matter?” he retorted, barely hiding his irritation.

“So, you don't know who lived here in 1983?”

“No. You'd have to ask the authorities,” the real estate agent retorted, tapping a pen against his folder.

Alexander shivered in the dark daylight. Then, he rummaged in his pocket, pulled out a pair of dark sunglasses, and put them on—even though it was the middle of winter, and the weather was gray. Suddenly, he looked otherworldly.

“What do you think?” Christian Nøhr asked hopefully.

“It's a nice house.”

“Yes, and it can get even better.”

“I have to talk to my wife about it.”

There was a sudden determination in Alexander's voice.

“We might return.”

The real estate agent suddenly sensed a glimmer of hope and allowed himself a smile. He could be the one to land the client and not the colleague haunted by bizarre visions of wasps.

“I hope so,” he said.

As they stood at the front door and said their goodbyes, he was hopeful that it hadn't all been a waste of time. If Christian was lucky, the contract could be signed by the end of the week. His boss would be delighted.

“Feel free to call me anytime,” he said as he got into his white BMW.

Driving away, he caught a glimpse of Alexander in the rearview mirror, bending down to pet a stray puppy. As soon as he thought Christian Nøhr could no longer see him, he picked it up off the sidewalk, looked around, and ran off in the opposite direction, clutching the puppy.
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Imam Mehboob Ammen Abdullah had received threatening letters, and the police took it very seriously. Someone had threatened to hang the imam from a lamppost in a partisan scarf and cut him open in a remote location where there were plans to build a grand mosque.

Captain Karsten Andersen was very straightforward when he looked at Trokic.

“We can't have any dead imams in this city. That could get ugly. I need to assign some people to that case. We don't want any trouble.”

“Damn it,” Trokic muttered and felt an urge to crush something.

“Who do you suggest?” Andersen asked.

“No one. I can't spare anyone. Why not pick somebody from the highway patrol? They're cops, too.”

Andersen rubbed his temples and sat up in his chair. They usually got along well. The captain was in his late fifties and had joined the station around the same time Trokic was promoted, which had allowed them both to start afresh. However, Andersen probably had been warned about Trokic's autonomous approach to policing. That was the very first thing he had brought up at their initial meeting. And he had made it clear that he wouldn't tolerate such behavior.

“I could ask Jakob Hviid,” he said. “He worked for the national police. It would look good from a political point of view. Why isn't he in the homicide department?”

Trokic shrugged.

“Because Agersund didn't like having him in the same department as Lisa Kornelius, as they live together,” he replied. “And she was here first.”

“I see,” Karsten Andersen said. “All this fuss to defend freedom of speech and the right to mock and ridicule and denigrate while schools are running anti-bullying campaigns at the same time. I can't get my head around it. Either it's okay to mock people, or it's not, right? Can the public make up their minds?”

Trokic had no answer, and Andersen went on.

“By the way, I got news about our psychiatric patient just before you came in. The officer on duty received a call from a neighbor next to the house where the body was found. She said that a man had been sneaking around over there. He seems to fit the description of Alexander Heiberg.”

Trokic narrowed his eyes.

“Really? The patrols haven't seen anything, but I'll get them to keep a closer eye on the place. It feels like we're chasing a goddamn ghost.”

Karsten Andersen tilted his head.

“Just because you've taken over Agersund's position, there's no reason to adopt his coarse language.”

“Maybe it's all irrelevant,” Trokic continued, unfazed. “He had a psychosis about wasps, but it could be a foolish coincidence.”

“I don't know,” Andersen said.

Trokic got up from his chair, ready to leave.

“I'd better get on with it.”

“Will I get a report later?”

“I guess so,” he half-promised and closed the door behind him.

Trokic had a large corner office overlooking the harbor. When he took over the room, he celebrated by buying a new speaker so he could stream music from his phone. This prompted Lisa Kornelius to gift him a new plant to celebrate his “entry into the technological world.” He had ignored the sarcasm and told her to water the plant herself.

He turned on the speaker and let the sounds of Chris Cornell's Long Gone fill the room. Much to his dismay, Cornell had evolved in a more poppy direction after parting ways with Audioslave. The theme of the James Bond film Casino Royale was acceptable, but some of the new stuff was dreadful. Thankfully, he still had Soundgarden.

He leaned back in his chair and looked at his neglected desk. There was a large pile of reports next to an ashtray with coins, a photo of his blue Honda Civic that Jasper had taken, an apple core, a pinecone left by an interviewee two weeks earlier, two empty Coke bottles, and a cup of cold coffee.

He started reading the latest reports. The most interesting was from Lisa Kornelius, who had found a collector who had most likely sold collector's cards to their killer. In the process, they had also found an elderly man who had died of a heart attack in his basement and been there for so long that he had been mummified.

Lisa was also trying to contact a doctor she found via a note on Mads Birk's computer. But Trokic had more tasks for her. He picked up the phone and called her number. He knew she had undergone an expensive profiling course in Amsterdam with the FBI and all. Surely, the police must be able to get something out of that investment.
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There was a knock on the door. Trokic looked up. It was Lisa.

“Nice music,” she said, gesturing toward the sound system. “Getting a bit soft, are we?”

She wasn't even joking. There was no smile on her face. Trokic snorted. If Lisa Kornelius liked Chris Cornell, and it was played on Nova FM, someone should have a word with the artist. Lisa could play all The Script in her office that she wanted. Personally, he'd had enough of the Irish pop boys after the first song, but this was his territory.

He didn't reply; instead, he said, “You look like you just rose from the dead. Are you ill?”

“No, I'm just a bit off. It's my mom.”

“How is she?”

“The same.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah, me too. Did you want to talk to me?”

He shuffled a pile of papers in front of him.

“Yes, I did. You attended that expensive profiling course in Amsterdam a couple of years ago….”

“Well, I didn't ask for it,” she immediately defended herself. “It was Agersund's idea. It was during the Lukas Mørk case and not my choice, remember?”

A shadow passed over her eyes as she mentioned the case. Trokic knew exactly why. Everyone at the station was still affected by the little boy who had been brutally murdered in Mårslet a few years earlier, and Lisa most of all. He asked her to sit down, trying not to stare at her lime-colored studded boots.

“I just want to pick your brain,” he said. “What can you tell me about our perpetrator based on your training?”

She pulled a chair from the table and sat down with her long legs stretched out. Her blonde hair no longer had the light purple streaks she'd had for years. On the other hand, her outfits had become even more colorful. Sometimes, she went all in with nothing matching. Not everyone appreciated her straightforward approach to things, and there had been a particularly tense atmosphere between her and Anne-Marie. Although he didn't think the two women's dislike for each other should be the police's problem, he still tried to assign them different tasks.

These days, he got on well with Lisa. They had some rough patches early on. She had undoubtedly hated him at first. He had his doubts about sending her into the field after years of working behind a desk, and he didn’t trust her. Now, he no longer thought about her lack of experience when she joined the homicide department. He had even let her be the lead investigator in a couple of more minor cases, and she had handled it all very well.

“Well, first… Do you have a Coke? With sugar?” she asked. “I need a shot of energy.”

“You'll just get tired again in 15 minutes,” he complained.

“Do you have it or not?”

He sighed, stood up, and found two cans of cola in a cupboard. He opened it before handing it to her.

“There you go. Now, tell me what you think about it all.”

“I think the perp is a man between twenty-five and forty-five plus or minus a few years,” she began. “A woman probably wouldn't be able to drag the boy into the house so easily. He weighed almost 160 pounds. It takes a lot of physical strength to carry around a body of that size. Also, it's very likely someone with a driver's license, as the body must have been transported to the site in a vehicle.”

“But why did he choose that house?”

“It must mean something to him. It's also an organized killer. We've only found what our Waspman wanted us to find, maybe apart from the Superman card. I'm surprised he left that behind, but he must have been in a hurry, or maybe he got caught up in it all. In any case, I believe the killer is intelligent and had both the time and opportunity to plan the murder.”

Trokic nodded.

“I agree so far. What else?”

“There's a reason the victim was positioned the way he was. The killer could have chosen to hide the body. It might not have anything to do with Mads Birk as such. Maybe the Waspman wants attention. Or maybe he wants to tease or provoke us or someone unknown to us. I've been thinking a lot about that, especially because of the wasps.”

“Everyone's talking about wasps. Jasper even mentioned a case where a girl might have been raped in the eighties. I didn't get why he thought that would be related.”

“Let's leave the wasp issue for now,” Lisa said.

Trokic opened his Coke and took a sip. It was lukewarm, and he made a face.

“What about your collector angle?” he asked.

“The dealer who we believe sold the card is dead, as you know. But I'm almost convinced our perpetrator is collecting cards and perhaps other items related to Kevin Spacey.”

“That's just weird.”

“Yeah.”

“Will that help us in any way?”

“I'm not sure. There must be something about Spacey that appeals to the killer. Spacey often plays these slightly quirky types on the edge of society. Also, he is in his fifties and has been single all his life. There may be physical similarities between them, but his fascination with Kevin Spacey suggests a weak self-image and that he needs someone to identify with. Or maybe Spacey resembles someone he cares about.”

“That makes sense. What about the way the victim was killed? The awl?”

“It points to a man. It takes strength to drive an awl through a person. And it indicates control, power, and efficiency. If there had been a lot of emotions involved, the perpetrator would likely have vented his anger by stabbing the victim multiple times. I don't think he had a close relationship with the victim.”

“But we can assume that our guy is a psychopath?“ Trokic asked. “It doesn't seem like there is any empathy involved.”

“I agree. People always say that psychopaths have no feelings,” Lisa said. “That's not entirely correct. They do have feelings, but unfortunately, those feelings are only about themselves. There's no empathy, no anxiety, and no conscience. If a psychopath doesn't steal it, it's because the consequences are inconvenient for him. Instead of fear, he has anger—a nasty combination.”

“What about the motive?” he asked.

Lisa pondered the question a bit.

“At first glance, it seems impersonal and unemotional.”

“You said you don't think the Waspman knew him?”

“No, I don't think so.”

“You seem very convinced.”

She shrugged.

“I just don't think so.”

“What about a sexual motive? He was naked when we found him. Maybe they had some kind of relationship?”

“That's not his primary focus. He might have been aroused by the power and control, but I don't think he was attracted to Mads Birk. Maybe he's not even interested in teenagers or men. There's a type of killer who works that way. The act of undressing can work as a humiliation of the victim. Power is intense and potent.”

Trokic was worried. This did, indeed, sound like a true maniac.

“So, you believe this is a potential serial killer?”

“Well, yes, that's my initial thought.”

“All right. If you're right, what do we do now?”

“We can't do more than we're already doing, but something must have triggered him. It could be a girlfriend who broke up with him. Maybe he was fired or had an argument. Also, it's not a pure coincidence that he chose Mads. There is a motive we can't see yet. Maybe Mads Birk represented something we don't understand.”

She looked out the window.

“Look how dark it is. I hate this time of year. It feels like all life and color get drained from everything, and then we're all in this kind of hibernation until spring. You must have been annoyed that your stay in Croatia was interrupted.”

He shrugged.

“I'll go back as soon as this case is solved.”

With his usual elegance, he steered the conversation away from his personal life and back to work.

“The most notable thing about the victim was the missing lips,” he said. “Have you thought about what that might mean? Did the victim say something he shouldn't have?”

“The missing lips expose the victim and make him vulnerable. The question is whether this is about the victim—that is, something the victim has done or represents, or whether it is about the killer. Maybe it reflects something in him, like a need for attention. Or maybe it's just to confuse us and direct our attention in a completely different direction. Believe me, I've been thinking about it half the night. I can't get any closer right now.
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Sander sneaked around to the back door of the townhouse where he had lived for the past five years and dropped the dog off in the hallway. He already regretted stealing the puppy. It looked like a cocker spaniel, and the little creature was already suckling on the edge of his shirt. He couldn't stay in his apartment for long. If the Welsh neighbors saw him, they might call the police and have him locked up again, and the dog would be in the way. He didn't want to spend another night in a shed.

Even though it was mid-afternoon and already getting dark, he didn't turn on the lights. If he were lucky, no one would notice he was home. His Fiat had been parked in front of the house all along, and he couldn't drive it if he still had medication in his system, even though this was an emergency. He suddenly shivered with cold. The visit to the house had not yielded what he had hoped for. Something had been changed, and it disturbed him. He had to find the boy himself.

He looked into the fridge and found a package of liver pate that hadn't reached its expiration date, chopped it into small pieces, and served it to the puppy on a plate on the floor. The dog first sniffed it skeptically, then licked it, and finally gobbled it up. Afterward, it peed on the floor.

Sander wiped up the puddle with a paper towel and sat down in the beanbag by the window with the puppy in his lap. He stared into the air. The troubles with the Welsh couple next door had made him upset. It had taken him a while to settle in this place, and he was finally, after a long time, starting to feel at home. And now there was this situation. On the other hand, maybe he should be grateful that somebody cared.

“You should be,” he said aloud to himself.

They might have saved his life. Who knew what he might have done to himself? Not that he wanted to kill himself. There was still so much to accomplish and a lot of unfulfilled dreams. If only he weren't so challenged by his racing mind and all the thoughts queuing up, demanding to be seen and heard.

Two hours later, he woke up in the beanbag when the dog moved in his lap. His sleep had been deep and dreamless, but the medication was wearing off. Outside, the streetlights had come on, and he felt clear-headed for the first time in days.

He got up and went into the spare room to get an old blanket. Then, he lifted the tail of the dog—a female. The creature needed a name. Zita. It sounded right, he decided. She had small, curly hairs by her ears and a white stripe in the fur on her chest. Nice dog, he thought to himself, almost proudly.

“Come on, Zita.”

He put on his jacket, put his wallet in his pocket, picked up the dog, closed the door, and made his way to the car, hopefully unnoticed.

He was back outside the white house, observing it in the dusk. From her spot in the passenger seat, Zita watched him with her tongue hanging out. For a moment, he thought about letting her out and leaving her on the sidewalk where he had taken her, but the animal radiated an irresistible warmth. Zita stayed, he decided. Turboweekend was playing Wash Out on the car radio, and the intensity and power of the music filled him. In another universe, he could have been lying on the floor in the living room with a beer, looking at the ceiling and philosophizing about life. But not now.

He stared at the many surrounding houses, all of which seemed to be from the twenties. Someone had to know who lived in the white house years ago. He took a deep breath. The neighborhood had a physically negative impact on him. It felt like he had a band around his head, so tight that the wild thoughts couldn't get out. He needed to get away from this place as soon as possible.

For a moment, he considered aborting his mission, going back to the psychiatric ward, and getting treatment. At least the nurse, Anette, would be there for eight hours a day. Or he could flee the country and go to a Greek island where he could live undistracted by the world and all its sounds and impressions.

“Stay here,” he said to the dog.

He turned down Turboweekend on the radio, stepped out of the car, and locked the door. Hopefully, the dog wouldn't start barking and draw attention. Then he walked up to the house opposite the white house and knocked on the door.

As soon as the door opened, he knew he was wasting his time. A young woman in her mid-twenties, wearing a tracksuit and a light blue towel around her hair, looked at him suspiciously with almost yellow eyes. Of course, she was alarmed. A body had been found just across the street. A madman was still on the loose, and who knew where he'd turn up next? He wondered if she could see how messed up he was. How hard it was for him to stand here and act normal? He introduced himself and pointed across the street.

“I'm looking for an old childhood friend of mine who lived in that house over there. But I forgot his name. Do you know who lived there about twenty-five years ago?”

She stared at him for a second, then said a bit mockingly, “You mean over in the murder house? What do you want to know that for?”

She looked like she might slam the door at any moment.

“I just want to get back in touch with him,” Alexander said.

“I see.”

Her smile was now almost flirtatious, and a few years ago, she could have been a woman he brought home from a night out. But not now. And she shouldn't flirt when there was a murderous maniac around.

“We only moved in last year,” she continued. “But why don't you try old Mrs. Johnsen next door? She's turning a hundred next week, and unless she's gone senile since I last saw her, she remembers every detail back to the First World War.“

Sander was grateful for the information and tried to smile, but his facial muscles wouldn't cooperate.

“Thanks, I'll give it a try.”

“You're welcome, and good luck.”

She was about to close the door when she added.

“Wait, is that your dog in the car?”

Sander froze but then nodded.

She eyed it suspiciously.

“It looks like one of the neighbor's puppies.”

“I just bought her from a farm a few days ago,” Sander lied in a tone meant to sound honest.

“Is that so?” she said skeptically. “Well, it's very cute. But good luck again.”

She closed the door, and Sander trotted over to the house next door.
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Kenneth Damgaard was sitting opposite Trokic, clenching his hands as if he wanted to wring something precious out of them. Quite unexpectedly, he had turned up at the police station and asked to speak to Daniel Trokic. This kind of approach usually meant interesting information—maybe something about the parents?

A couple of officers had spoken to the parents again and asked them if they had harmed their son in any way, but they had flatly denied it.

Trokic poured coffee for both of them in two large mugs.

“So, what's going on?” he asked.

“I should have told you the first time, but I couldn't

bring it to my lips,” the coach admitted.

”Well, better late than never,” Trokic said dryly. “So, what is it?”

He shuffled some papers aside and tried to look like it was no big deal.

The coach continued, “I… I had an affair with Dorthe, Mads Birk's mother, a while back.”

Trokic couldn't help but stare. He found it hard to believe. It wasn’t an equal match. Kenneth Damgaard hadn't been in top shape for a while. Maybe Dorthe Birk had tried to pave the way for the boy's career. That didn't sound quite right, either. Maybe she had just been lonely.

“When was this?” he asked.

“Well, it started about nine months ago and lasted a few months before she broke it off.”

A vengeful expression had appeared on the coach's face.

“I thought I'd tell you what kind of people they are—especially her.”

“Well, I'm all ears,” Trokic said, folding his hands behind his head.

Kenneth Damgaard leaned forward so far that Trokic was afraid he would fall off the chair. His unusually large eyebrows furrowed.

“The two of them are obsessed with food and fitness. Back then, Mads was still pretty overweight… remember I told you I suggested he lose weight? She made me do it. It was almost like a disease, and she talked about weight issues non-stop. Sometimes, I thought Mads was binge-eating just to provoke her. It was some kind of power struggle.”

He took a sip of his coffee and put the mug down again.

“The kid knew the fat percentage and calorie count of almost every food. It was sick. A kid his age shouldn't have to worry about that. And she said he was an embarrassment to them. Somebody at their gym told them their son wasn't exactly good publicity. She even said one day that she didn't feel like she had a son.”

Trokic was surprised.

“To me, it sounded like they were very proud of him,” he said.

“Yes, after he lost weight and got better at table tennis.”

“What about his father? What can you tell me about him?”

“I don't know him that well. I guess he's okay. She's the messed up one.”

Sometimes, Trokic didn't quite understand why people had children. It was their own choice and their own responsibility. Instead, they spent their time complaining about the hassle, the limitations, and the children's behavior. They only contributed to a growing nation of snotty, spoiled kids who didn't know how to buy a bus ticket and who broke down at the slightest resistance. They were raised to helplessness and the expectation that everything would come to them automatically.

Maybe he was getting old and out of touch, but he felt increasingly convinced that a fairly large proportion of Danish children could use a month in India without their smartphones or Gucci bags. Mads Birk might not have been a spoiled kid. On the contrary, it sounded like he could have had more attentive and less judgmental parents.

“But there is something else,” the table tennis coach continued.

“Yes?”

“When Dorthe broke up with me, she told me our affair was mostly to get back at Henrik, who had slept with somebody else. She told me that his mistress crashed her bike and broke her neck. And then Dorthe said something like: ‘Yeah, funny how the brakes on her bike suddenly didn't work.’”

He paused for a second, then added, “I'm telling you, she's not right in the head.”

After he left, Trokic sat for a long time, staring out the window. It all sounded very bizarre. What did the coach want to achieve with this sudden confession? Damgaard had an alibi for the night Mads Birk disappeared, as he had been at the table tennis club all evening. But could he have met up with him later? And what about the parents? It felt as if many people's alibis were too tenuous. But where was the motive?
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Mrs. Johnsen looked surprisingly well. For someone almost a hundred years old, she was a beauty. She had shoulder-length gray hair with lighter streaks and a pair of blue-framed glasses, and her wrinkles suited her. Her figure was slender, and she wore a pair of black pants and a blue sweater.

A faint smell of smoke permeated the hallway, and for a moment, Sander stared at her, confused—then he realized that the old lady had been smoking a joint. The sounds of Dire Straits slipped out through the door. He couldn't recall the title of the song.

Alexander was fascinated by elderly people. There was something infinitely exotic and time machine-like about them—a bit like being catapulted back to another time. To someone who might remember the Nazis and was washing the dishes when Kennedy was shot. They held so much knowledge and so many interesting stories and destinies that he couldn't understand why they weren't all hired as live narrators in history classes in primary school.

The woman before him didn't seem the least bit timid, and Alexander immediately liked her.

“Sorry to disturb you,” he began. “I'm looking for a childhood friend who used to live in the white house over there.”

“A boy?” she asked. “A lot of people have lived over there. The colonel rented out the house while he was stationed abroad. The man lived as long as Methuselah, and we have shared many bottles of wine. What period are we talking about?”

“The mid-eighties.”

She squinted her eyes into narrow blue slits.

“In the eighties, the colonel was home, except for a couple of years from 1983 to 1985. But I was pretty sick during those years, so I didn't see who was there.”

Something clenched inside Sander. He was getting closer to something he didn't want to hear. What would happen when everything surfaced in his mind?

“Did you ever see a boy over there?”

“I think so, but only briefly. But now that you mention it, a young man came by years ago. He was also looking for a boy who used to live over there. A boy called Alexander.”

A chill ran down his spine. What was this?

“Do you remember the young man's name?”

“No, he didn't say, but there was something else. Let me think for a second. I remember a label on the van. He had a distinct Southern Jutland accent, although he tried his best to hide it.”

“Southern Jutland?” Sander asked.

He looked around and suddenly felt like someone was staring at him from a distance. Was his paranoia returning? No one was pursuing him, right?

Dire Straits were now at a guitar solo.

“He was definitely from the Southern part of the country,” she said. “Now, I remember. Glejbjerg. That's what it said on the car. Glejbjerg Auto Wrecker. I remember because I have a sister who used to live in the area for a short while. You should be able to find him. There aren't many scrap dealers around these days.”

Sander could hardly believe his luck and almost threw himself at the feet of the old woman in gratitude. He would send her a gift when everything settled down.

“Fantastic,” he exclaimed.

“Yeah, isn’t? By the way, you haven't seen a cocker spaniel puppy around, have you? A little reddish-brown one.”

He widened his eyes slightly to appear sincere.

“No, I haven't. Why?”

“The Olesen family across the street is short of a puppy. It disappeared earlier today. It's called Cleopatra.”

Sander chuckled to himself. Jesus Christ. Surely, he had picked up a Zita and not some Egyptian freak of a pharaoh.

“I'm sorry about that, but I haven't seen it,” Sander assured her, now without the slightest bit of guilt.

“It's a bit of a tragedy. They have very fine puppies. I got a long spiel about pedigrees and international competitions. The puppies are extremely expensive, and there were only three in this litter. I spoke to the family earlier today, and they were very upset.”

“Terrible,” Sander said, raising an eyebrow.

She got a thoughtful look in her eyes as she stared intently at his car, and Sander hoped her vision was only half as good as her memory.

“Well, never mind,” she said. “the Olesens never pick up their dog poop on the sidewalk, so now there's one less puppy to make a mess.”

She smiled and closed the door before he could respond. He quickly ran back to the car and pulled up the GPS on his phone while Zita licked his hand. He typed in “Glejbjerg.” It was 83 miles away. There was no way he could drive that far without sleeping first. And he needed money for gas and food. He did, however, have a solution for that.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 25



Viktor was furious and sick to his core as he flipped through two different newspapers under the light from the kitchen lamp. None of the articles had mentioned the wasps, even though the small critters were completely impossible to overlook on the body. It was only now that he realized that the wasps had a purpose, and they wanted to be seen.

In anger, he tore the newspapers into small gray and colored pieces. They swirled around him. Then, he hit the coffee cup, which fell and shattered on the floor. His heart was racing, and for a moment, his vision blurred. Outside the window, small birch leaves swirled in the air, too. They reminded him of a scene in American Beauty where a bag was dancing in the air. Winter was coming, and it was dark and unwelcoming outside.

He had made a big effort with the wasps. Without knowing why at the time, he had caught them one by one during the late summer and left them to dry on the windowsill above the radiator. He had straightened their tiny wings so that they looked nice, and he had given them a coat of hairspray to make them extra shiny.

Finally, he had gathered them in a small box while the first boy slowly cooled in the adjacent room, and a faint smell of death began to emerge. He admired the wasps for their aggressive insistence, even when their enemy was a million times bigger.

Someone was responsible for the lack of mention of wasps in the articles. Someone had decided not to give this information to the press, and there was a reason for it. Several possibilities came to his mind. Maybe they were trying to trick him in some way. They were underestimating him and trying to manipulate him.

He sat for a few minutes as anger swirled, then got up and started picking up the scattered pieces of newspaper from the floor one by one. Carefully, he arranged them on the kitchen table like a jigsaw puzzle and read the articles once more. And there, amidst everything else, was a name. He stared at the words. "Lieutenant Daniel Trokic stated last night…."

There was also a photo. A dark-haired guy gesturing and saying something with a confident look on his face. He wore a leather jacket, dark jeans, and sneakers—not what you'd expect from a high-ranking police officer. No wonder the youngsters had no respect for the police nowadays. How could they when the officers appeared in such attire?

Viktor eventually got up and wiped the coffee off the floor before it seeped between the floorboards. Then, he found a new cup in the cabinet above the sink and poured the last bit of cold coffee from the pot. He leaned back in his chair and pondered the sentence in the article. It was a name out of the ordinary. He muttered it to himself. The lieutenant was hardly Danish with that name. It could be Polish. The country was swarming with Poles, from nurses to craftsmen, people from whom the Danes could extract cheap labor—so why not a policeman?

But the name also made the guy easier to find. Viktor went to the computer and typed the name into the white pages, his cold fingers trembling over the keys. He only got one result, a man living in Højbjerg. It had to be him, no doubt about it. Lieutenant Daniel Trokic was most likely responsible for what the press was told and, thus, for them not knowing about the wasps.

Viktor felt a budding excitement inside, like a line of ants crawling under his skin. He went to Google and entered the name. Twenty-two hits appeared, all related to newspaper articles where the police were quoted. A case about the murder of a boy in Mårslet occupied much of the space, and in the last article, Daniel Trokic said that the case had deeply affected everyone involved. But nowhere was there any personal information about the policeman. He seemed to be some kind of ghost who moved from case to case. Perhaps he had no life at all?

Viktor considered his options. He could tip off the press about the wasps himself. He could reveal the brand of hairspray he had used to make sure they believed him. That would impress them. That way, he would undermine the police investigation, as there would undoubtedly be a flood of useless calls that would keep them busy. He just needed to make an anonymous call to Jyllands-Posten or one of the other major newspapers. Or he could send a letter to a relevant person at one of the TV stations, which would give him the ultimate exposure.

If he typed the letter on the computer and printed it out, they would never find him. Tracing the calls and the letter would also keep the police occupied, wasting massive resources. The press would undoubtedly eat it up, wallowing in it like hyenas in an old carcass, then bombarding the police with questions.

But the idea didn't make the anger subside. It still raged through him like a freight train. He realized he had bitten his cheek hard, and his hands were cold and sweaty. He wanted to punch the policeman in the face, again and again, until his knuckles turned blue and sore. He would love to smash his mouth, destroy it, and end the officer's confident look.

However, informing the press was not enough, he thought. Even if he wrote or called every newspaper and TV station in the country, it wouldn't calm him because this would hardly be the last move from the policeman. There would be more. But no matter the harm he did to this Daniel Trokic—just the name churned his stomach—there would be someone else to take over. He needed the upper hand, like Kevin Spacey's character Keyser Söze in The Usual Suspects. He, too, would like to fool the entire police force with a masterfully crafted lie.

Alongside the anger, there was also a desire to be seen. He wanted this Trokic to see the wasps, too. He wanted them in the spotlight.

For a moment, he reflected on how far he had come. Who would have thought he had this much strength when he lived in that small town? But the town was far away in his mind. It was just a wasteland of dull buildings and deserted roads, an awful place where eyes had followed him every time he moved.

He looked at the police officer's address and fantasized while he pressed a pen into the eyes of the photograph, leaving two large open holes. It wouldn't be too difficult to make it a reality. Drilling the awl through the first boy's heart had been a boundary to cross. It had taken an eternity. He could do it again as many times as necessary.

He wished he could tell the lieutenant how long it had taken. And how he had taken such infinite care with the mouth, following every little cell as he cut—the most important part of it all. He had kept the lips like a trophy and felt like he was breaking out of a shell and into a new form of life. The rush that followed had been sweet. No. It wouldn't be hard the next time. But first, Trokic needed a message.
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Lieutenant Daniel Trokic stared at some bushes on the opposite side of the road, bending under the pressure of the wind. It was 3:30 p.m., and he had just received a strange call from a journalist from Jyllands-Posten, who wanted the police to confirm that a swarm of wasps had been found around Mads Birk's body. The journalist had been given a tip from an anonymous source. Trokic had told him, “No comment,” which was as good as a confirmation. And now, he wondered who had leaked the information to the press.

Apart from his team, only a few people had seen the body close enough to notice the wasps, and he was convinced that none of them would contact the press. But could one of them have told a family member who couldn't resist the temptation to share the news? The press thrived on such tips, and they usually did more harm than good.

But if it wasn't from the police, it had to come from the killer. Maybe he wanted the information to reach the public. Or he wanted someone to know. But who? Was it some kind of sign? He turned down the music on his speaker, where a British band called Alberta Cross was playing a guitar solo, and then went to the briefing room.

He looked at the small assembly. Sometimes, they almost felt like a family with the usual camaraderie and internal disputes. It felt strange to be completely engrossed in a murder case when the rest of the country was getting into the Christmas spirit. Earlier that day, a colleague had served mulled wine and pancake balls to celebrate his birthday, and Trokic had wondered if Mads Birk's family could ever celebrate Christmas again without reopening old wounds. But his team seemed to be in good spirits. Their commitment was still evident, and there had been no complaints about overtime or canceled Christmas parties.

“Let's go over the leads we discussed in our first briefing and see how far we've come,” he started. “Anne-Marie, have you identified a possible murder weapon?”

The police assistant looked up from her notebook and nodded.

“We think so. We visited all the hardware stores in town, and we have a good guess. Let me show you.”

She put a photo onto the already crowded whiteboard.

“It's something like this. This awl is from Bacho, but we found other brands with similar dimensions.”

“Wow, that's a long MF,“ Folle said with horror in his voice.

Anne-Marie nodded.

“We contacted all the stores and asked them if they had sold an awl in the past six months. We found five purchases.”

“Only five?” Trokic asked skeptically.

She shrugged.

“All but one paid with a credit card. They've been tracked down and questioned. They all had a logical and valid reason for owning an awl and alibis for the time around Mads Birk's disappearance. We repeated the whole thing with online stores. Still, no results.”

“Damn,” Trokic said, biting the end of his pen. “But Lisa, what about the new lead you and Jasper found related to the Superman card? Would you like to share?”

“Of course.”

She stood up and told the assembly what they had discovered the day before. Trokic noticed Anne-Marie looked a bit sullen, probably jealous that Lisa was bringing something interesting to the investigation.

“We should all be on the lookout for an awl and something to do with Kevin Spacey,” he said. “We've also discussed a psychological profile. Lisa, could you please elaborate?”

Lisa Kornelius briefly summarized their discussion. An officer in the back asked, “So, are we looking for a loner or a weirdo?”

“Not necessarily,” she responded. “But I think so. So, let's keep looking for the missing psychiatric patient. We're also trying to get ahold of a person named Robert Schack, who Mads Birk seems to have known. He's an ophthalmologist but wasn't at his clinic today. His secretary said he would come in later. We asked the parents about him, but they don't know anything about an ophthalmologist. Seems a bit suspicious to me.”

“Okay, fine,” Trokic said. He turned to Folle. “Have we received any interesting calls?”

“We’ve had an insane number of inquiries,” the police officer said. “Close to two hundred. About an hour ago, it went crazy. Suddenly, people started calling in about wasps, and as far as I can tell, the tips are completely useless. It's old Mr. Larsen who observed a wasp's nest at the neighbors, and so on.”

“The information about the wasps was leaked to the press,” Trokic informed them. “And if anyone knows anything about that leak, I'd like to hear about it. This completely undermines our work.”

“A total waste of time,” Folle agreed, “and all these calls block out others that might be more interesting. But I do have some new leads.”

He picked up a small bag from the table and waved it.

“Mads Birk's cell phone has been found. It's weather-damaged, and there are no fingerprints on it other than Mads' own. But it was found near the Botanical Garden, and since we have a witness, the boy's table tennis coach, who observed him with an adult man in the Botanical Garden, it seems significant.”

“We'll look into it,” Trokic said. “We'll have to ring some doorbells in the area.”

A collective sigh went through the crowd.

“Not that we have the resources,” Trokic lamented. “We've also received call lists from the phone company, and there is nothing unusual. Mostly just text messages between Mads and his friends. And then a couple of calls to the ophthalmologist. Any other tips?”

Folle cleared his throat and shuffled some papers.

“Regarding the house where the body was found. A man who lives on the same street went past the house Friday around midnight. According to him, a Berlingo-sized car was backed right up into the driveway.”

“If that was our perpetrator, he's pretty bold,” Lisa Kornelius said.

“Indeed,” Folle said. “We checked with the neighbors, and they don't know of any cars like that in the neighborhood. This means there is a high likelihood that it belongs to the killer, and this was the way he transported Mads to the house, alive or dead. The man who observed the car couldn't remember the color, other than that it was light or white.”

“Here we go again,” sighed Jasper, who couldn't understand how others didn't possess his photographic memory.

“Well, let's hope the number of cars that size is limited,” Trokic said. “We don't have the resources to send an army of police officers to investigate the owners of a zillion cars. Anything else?”

“We've finished questioning the gym members,” said an officer in the back row. “Everyone has been checked. Eight of the two hundred members had some kind of conviction—mostly violence and drugs, no sexual assaults. Some had alibis, and we're looking more closely at the others. None of them had a white, light-colored, or Berlingo-like car, though. But we're not ruling out anyone without an alibi. So far, there's just no indication of a connection.”

“Anything else?” Trokic asked, a bit frustrated.

“The wasps,” Kurt Tønnies said. “Just a detail. They've been sprayed with hairspray.”

“Good Lord,” Jasper said. “This dude is beyond crazy.”

“Can we use this information?” Trokic asked.

Tønnies shrugged.

“No, not really. I just thought you should know. We're looking into what kind of hairspray it is, but it probably won't make a difference.”
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Lisa hit the center of the target. Bull's eye. It had been a long time since she had practiced shooting, but it felt good, and she thought more clearly during the training. She had slept poorly during the night, tossing and turning while thinking about the lone killer—a weirdo who lived by himself. That story was all too familiar. But who was he?

When Lisa attended the course in Amsterdam, they had reviewed several murder cases, of which the vast majority involved serial killers. The focus of the course was not the usual wife killers or drug dealers but the unknown predator, who was often the hardest to find. The participants were tasked with reviewing hundreds of cases, which was meant to enhance their intuition and attention to detail. It had been grueling reading.

These individuals didn't care about other people. To them, others were merely tools to fulfill their own basic needs, and they often preyed on weakness. Yet many of them were perfectly capable of functioning in society and were not necessarily so socially crippled as to be complete outcasts. He could walk among them, and they wouldn't notice. They were often nocturnal predators with no distinct features, and their reality was sort of separate from the rest of the world. Lisa knew it would make him harder to catch.

There weren't that many serial killers in Denmark. The Danish police had one of the highest clearance rates in the world, and usually, a killer didn't roam free for long. In most cases, the victim and the killer knew each other, and finding the perpetrator often took no more than looking at the victim's social circle.

She recalled a conversation she had with Trokic. For a moment, she had been nervous when he asked for a profile of the killer, but afterward, she felt confident that she had given it her best shot. Hopefully, she was right, and her knowledge would be useful. She reloaded the gun and fired another round at the target.

Her thoughts returned to her mother, and she could feel the tears building. They had talked about the songs she wanted them to sing at the funeral, and it was almost unbearable to deal with right now—as if she were already gone. And yet, Lisa wanted to heed her mother's wishes and spend as much time as possible with her in their remaining time together. Sleep would have to wait.

Suddenly, Jasper appeared before her, and she removed her hearing protection.

“I think we should continue with that Kevin Spacey angle,” he said.

“Really, how so?” Lisa asked, feeling the frustration again. “I already spent hours scouring the internet for some Kevin Spacey fanatic who lost it. What suggestions do you have?”

He took off his hat, tousling his thick, dark hair. She could smell that he had just had a smoke and felt like having one, too. She unloaded the gun and put it down.

Jasper looked at her, arms crossed.

“We can ask the media outlets in town and find out if anyone is particularly keen on Kevin Spacey movies.”

Lisa thought about it, then nodded.

“You're right. If he's a real fan, he won't stream or rent. He'll buy it. That's what I would do.”

She holstered her weapon in a familiar, comforting motion.

“Okay, I'm in. Let's go.”

The clerk at the first video rental was stubbornly uncooperative. She appeared no older than sixteen but didn't even look at their badges.

“I can't help you without a search warrant,” she said.

Lisa irritably eyed her neon-orange dreadlocks, floral dress, and knee-length cardigan. People watch too much CSI on TV. The police could hardly move without civilians commenting on their work or trying to interfere. In recent years, they also had competition from journalists who reexamined old cases and called the police incompetent—even without seeing all the evidence.

“It's a simple request,” Lisa almost growled. “We can get you a warrant, but it would save us a lot of time and trouble if you could tell us if anyone in your customer base is a particularly big fan of Kevin Spacey movies.”

She almost added, “If you know who that is,” just to provoke, but she didn't.

Lisa used to rent videos here in the old days. She and Jakob typically watched movies on Friday and Saturday nights if work allowed it. She preferred horror movies or romantic comedies, while Jakob was into spy or war movies. Occasionally, they would end up watching a mystery, but they often laughed about the naive plots or the lack of research.

But in the past several months, there had been nothing like that. They had gotten so distant. Or had they been strangers all along, and she hadn't noticed? Right now, she didn't even want to watch a movie with him.

The clerk sighed and turned to her screen.

“I'll have a look, but I don't think I can make that kind of query in the system.”

“Well, please try,” Jasper chimed in, inspecting a bag of candy on the counter. “And I'd like one of these.”

He picked up a bag and left a coin on the counter. The girl started clicking around the computer screen.

“No, nothing,” she finally said, looking up. “We don't have that kind of information about our customers. At least, I can't search for it.”

Lisa gazed at her.

“No?”

The clerk looked like she didn't care.

“Sorry, I can't help you.”

They thanked her anyway, then walked out of the store.

“What other places sell movies nowadays?” Jasper asked, pulling his jacket tightly around him in the biting wind.

“I don't know any other shops,” Lisa said. “They’re all shut down. Everybody's streaming now.”

“Then we're off to the thrift store,” Jasper decided. “There’s a big one downtown.”
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They walked a short distance to the pedestrian street and the thrift store. The wind from the sea brought a chill with it. The temperature had dropped over the last few days and was now approaching freezing.

Inside the shop, there were only a few people, apart from a woman in her thirties and two young men inspecting the shelves. The short walk had made Lisa bone cold, and she appreciated the warmth inside the store.

They approached the nearest available employee. A tall young guy with earrings, black nail polish, and a sincere and welcoming smile. They introduced themselves and again asked for information about customers who were particularly fond of Kevin Spacey.

“I'd love to help,” he said. “But we don't register our sales with that kind of details, but I can ask my coworkers if they know of any Spacey fans who come in here.”

“I know a guy,” said a female clerk who had just finished a sale. “There's this man, a guy in his thirties, who asked me several times if we had any movie posters. I remember thinking they were all featuring Kevin Spacey.”

“Really?” Lisa asked.

“Yes. Well, he's not the only one asking for posters. Now and then, somebody will ask for a specific one from a movie or concert. They usually hang in our windows, and they'll drop in and ask about it. But I've seen this guy several times. He once asked for a director's cut of American Beauty. He wanted me to order it for him.”

Lisa was almost trembling with excitement and tried to keep her voice calm. She didn't want to scare the girl. Jasper seemed to have figured out how to play it cool. He plucked an old DVD off a shelf and read the back cover, but Lisa could tell he was listening.

“Do you know his name?” she asked in a neutral tone of voice.

The female clerk shook her head.

“No, I'm afraid not. What is it about? Did he do anything wrong?”

“We don't know,” Lisa said. “Could you try to describe him?”

“He's probably in his thirties, as I said. Quite ordinary.”

“What about hair color and eye color?”

“Dark blond, I think. I don't know about his eyes. But he looked typically Danish.”

At least that ruled out a few minorities. So far, so good.

“Can you think of any distinguishing features? Like tattoos, special clothes or rings, scars, moles, that sort of thing?”

The girl shook her head.

“His clothes were kind of old-fashioned. He'd probably blend into a crowd. I'm sorry, but I'm not really good with faces.”

A ghost, Lisa thought.

“But what has he done?” the first clerk interfered.

“We don't know,” Lisa repeated. “But he may have some information that is important to our investigation.“

She turned to the girl.

“Would you be able to recognize him again?”

She shrugged.

“I would think so. Well, I don't know. It's been a while.”

That didn't sound convincing. Jasper was right. Very few witnesses remembered anything. The brain had a way of sorting incoming information, only retaining what was relevant for later. Even worse, the brain would sometimes use information from elsewhere to fill in the gaps. It was crucial not to pressure witnesses into giving false information. Some witnesses were concise and direct, while others might unintentionally provide incorrect details because of an overactive imagination, poor memory, or mere cluelessness. Or they might clam up due to a general dislike of the police or fear of getting involved.

Lisa had once witnessed a fight when she was young and had to tell what preceded the situation, and it had been difficult to remember every detail. As an ordinary person who had never been trained to do so, it was sometimes exceptionally difficult to be accurate.

However, this girl seemed like a good witness. It wasn't her fault their new suspect dressed so neutrally.

She pulled out a business card from her pocket.

“Will you call me if he shows up here or you see him anywhere else?” she asked. “It doesn't matter what time of day it is. And if he comes in here, try to stall him until we get here.”

Once outside, Jasper said, “We already know so much about him. We should be able to catch him soon.”

“We know nothing,” Lisa said. “We only understand a fraction of the puzzle. What drives him, what are his goals, and who will he kill next? That's what we need to know. Right now, he could be anybody. He could even be your neighbor. We don't know.”

“You're probably right,” he admitted.

She looked at her watch.

“We need to talk to the doctor whose phone number we found on Mads Birk's laptop before the clinic closes.”

“I've promised to take care of something for Trokic,” Jasper said. “Paperwork. I can ask Anne-Marie to go with you.”

Lisa shook her head.

“Uh, no, thanks. You know what? I can do it myself.”
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Sander left the dog in the car three blocks away, just in case, and sneaked to the back entrance of his father's house. For the past few hours, he had been dizzy, and he suffered from sweats and double vision. It felt like he was on an unstoppable roller coaster, and he knew it was caused by the sudden stop of medication. However, he hadn't been able to take any from the hospital.

For the last fifteen years, his father had lived in a single-story villa on the outskirts of town overlooking a small, wooded area. Sander didn't have a key to the house, but he found an extra key in the garage under a can of varnish. He needed money and knew exactly where his father hid some extra cash.

He didn't mean to steal it—just borrow it for a while—a few thousand. The money from his last advertising job was spent, his overdraft was maxed out, and there was no prospect of sickness benefits from anywhere. Sander had no insurance and lived without a safety net.

All in all, he hadn't been lucky with the authorities, which was probably why he hadn't even considered calling the police and telling them his thoughts. He could still feel their brutal grip on his arms and how the contempt had radiated from them. The last thing he wanted was to be sent back to the locked ward, not now when he had an idea of where the boy might have come from.

He looked around for curious neighbors, of which his father had several, and then locked himself in. The house was cold, and he automatically took off his shoes and tiptoed into the kitchen. There was a newspaper on the kitchen table, opened to a page with an article about the murder of Mads Birk. He leaned over the table and read a few lines. The press had found out about the wasps, which Sander had heard about from the nurses. Next to the article, there was an advertisement for jewelry, and suddenly, Sander felt a pull in his stomach. Something was dawning on him but wouldn't quite emerge from its place in his consciousness—something about the disfigured girl and jewelry. He paused for a moment and then remembered why he had come.

Carefully, he opened one of the cabinets and found a tin of tea bags. He opened it and rummaged through it, and sure enough, his hand came across some paper. He pulled it out and found a small roll of bills. He took out two, then hesitated. While he was at it, he might as well borrow a little more. He finally pocketed five thousand. His father had a well-paying job. He wouldn't need it anytime soon.

Sander was about to put the lid back on when a voice broke the silence.

“What are you doing, Alexander?”

The sound of the stern words sent a jolt through him. He turned around and faced the man behind him. Immediately, he felt the familiar feeling of inferiority creeping under his skin. The sensation of being an unwanted existence that he had felt all his life and that numerous therapists had unsuccessfully tried to remove.

His father was a tall man with long limbs and a wide jaw. Although he was in his late fifties, there was not a single gray hair, and his eyes were as blue and clear as ever.

But now, his father's head seemed even larger, as if the proportions were distorted, and his eyes glowed like a predator. It was all in Sander's imagination, but the feeling still permeated him, and his strength seeped out.

“I just wanted to borrow some money,” he muttered. “You'll get it back.”

He braced for the explosion of anger that would follow. But when his father answered, there was an undertone of something Sander had never heard before—something anxious. It wasn't like his father.

“Borrow for what?” he asked.

How could he tell him about the wasps and his need to understand where his nightmares came from? His father, Ole Heiberg, the superstar architect, had never been able to talk about stuff like that, and Sander's mother had died when he was very young. He thought he could remember her picking him up from the floor, tucking him in with his teddy bear, and giving him a coloring book, but Sander's father dismissed such memories. She had died in a traffic accident when he was a baby, his father had explained. It had been a traumatic experience for his father, who had been driving the car, and he had always refused to talk about the whole thing.

For a moment, Sander felt sorry for him. Teaching architecture was the only thing in his life, and if Sander visited him unannounced outside work hours, he would either stare blankly into the air or analyze chess games between the computer Deep Blue and former world champion Garry Kasparov.

“My computer broke down, and I'm in the middle of an important assignment,” Sander lied.

His father looked at him, and on a normal day, the look would have been contemptuous. Now, it was pale and dull.

“An important assignment? At the madhouse? I spoke to them. They wanted to know if I'd seen you.”

“I had to leave because of some work. I'm fine now, and I have an assignment I need to finish for an important client.”

For a moment, his father's eyes went dark as if he knew something, and now pretended to believe Sander. Why this sudden act?

“I'll need it back as soon as you get paid. I'm saving up for a new carport. The old one is falling apart.”

“Of course. You always get it back.”

“I guess I do,” admitted his father, gazing thoughtfully at the stove.

“Are you okay?” Sander asked.

“Absolutely. I'm just busy at the school. We have exchange students from Chicago—five of them.”

“Architects?”

“Yes.”

“I'll return the money in a few days,” Sander promised. “And in the meantime, please don't tell the hospital or the police that you saw me, okay?”

“Then I wouldn't get my money back,” his father argued, picking up a crumpled cigarette pack from the floor. It had been a long time since his father had smoked. Maybe he had started again.

“Thank you,” Sander said, relieved.

A brief sparkle appeared in his father's eyes.

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and a short moment later, a loud, insistent knocking echoed through the walls.

“Are you expecting someone?” Sander asked.

“No. But maybe you are?”

Sander swallowed.

“No.”

Then they heard shouting from a deep, rumbling voice.

“It's the police. Open the door.”

Sander imagined that the voice must belong to a bear. Would they arrest him? They probably would if he didn't go with them voluntarily. And if he did, he would go directly back to the hospital. That wasn't going to happen. His father squinted and leaned back against the doorframe uneasily.

“What's going on, Alexander?”

“I haven't done anything.”

“God forbid, no. But what do they want?”

“I don't know.”

Ole Heiberg suddenly looked scared. Or was it his paranoia?

“You haven't noticed anything strange lately?” he said.

“Like what?” Sander asked.

His father gestured with his hand. He was breathing heavily through his nose, a sign that he was angry. Sander was mystified.

“Like what?” he repeated.

“Forget it,” his father murmured.

There was another knock on the door, and the bell rang again.

“I'll go answer the door, and you'll exit quietly through the back door,” his father decided.

For a moment, Sander stared at him. Why was he protecting him? It was as if he knew something—as if he was afraid. But now, Sander had to get out of here. Fast.

As he headed to the utility room, he spotted a shadow through the back door. Another policeman was waiting for him outside. He swallowed again. Then, he bent down to pick up his shoes, ran into the bedroom, opened the window, and crawled out with his shoes in one hand. A large tree shielded his exit, and he sneaked through three neighboring yards before he was back on the street.

Zita greeted him with a wet tongue when he returned to the car. Something had come to him during his visit to his father's. The newspaper advertisement about homemade jewelry had somehow poked his memories, and now he remembered something else. The disfigured girl from his visions had worn a very special ring.
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The street was busy. Lisa had been stuck in the hospital once again while her mother went through one of her many crises. In the meantime, she had called the ophthalmologist's clinic and learned that Robert Schack would be at work until seven p.m.

Now, she had just gotten out of her car and was on her way to the clinic on the other side of the street when a dark-haired man in a long cotton coat stepped out into the street, accompanied by a young, overweight boy. Was it the ophthalmologist? It had to be, she thought as she watched him swing a set of keys and lock the door to the clinic. She gasped and held her breath as he turned around and said something to the boy. All the questions she had prepared for the doctor in her head immediately faded from her consciousness, and new ones appeared. Was the boy a late patient? Or his son? And why was he looking around so nervously?

Indecisively, she watched them. It was almost dark, and she could only faintly make out their facial features. Then, suddenly, they started strolling down the street. She locked the car and slowly followed them, keeping a distance of about 150 yards. Tailing strangers was not an everyday occurrence for her, and she tried to walk purposefully without getting too close. The cold was piercing, and she had left her scarf and gloves at home. Somewhere distant, she could hear a siren, and she wondered if it was any of her colleagues and where they might be heading.

So far, she could only see their backs. The doctor walked briskly, making the boy occasionally jog to keep up. She considered calling Trokic for advice, but for now, there was no apparent danger. She could always do that later. Her heart suddenly started racing when she realized they had entered the Botanical Garden. Wasn't this where Mads Birk's table tennis coach had seen him in the company of a stranger?

They walked through the park. It had become even colder, and the moonlight was already reflected in the frost on the grass, shimmering like thousands of tiny stars. The crunch of her footsteps seemed too loud. No other visitors were in the park at this hour, and it struck her how isolated one could feel in the middle of a city. Then, suddenly, the two stopped and sat on a bench, seemingly starting a conversation.

Lisa paused and hoped they didn't notice her as she stealthily hid behind a tree not too far away.

“But I don't quite understand,” the boy began. “Why can't I tell anyone?”

Lisa couldn't hear the man's response.

“But does it hurt?” the boy asked.

“Shh, we'll talk more about it tomorrow when we meet in a more… private setting,” the man replied, chuckling softly.

“Okay,” said the boy. “I'd better go home now.”

He stood up, put his hands in his pockets, and headed back toward the city center. For a moment, Lisa could smell the fresh scent of detergent as the wind blew. Should she approach the boy and ask him what it was all about? Or follow the doctor?

She decided on the latter. The man started walking faster in the opposite direction, and suddenly, he disappeared behind a row of tall evergreen trees. Afraid of losing sight of him, she started running as best she could in her high-heeled boots. Reaching the first tree, she paused. Suddenly, he stood in front of her, imposing and menacing. She stopped breathing instantly and felt fear grip her. His eyes were black with anger and despite the cold, sweat formed on his slightly wrinkled forehead.

“Why the hell are you following me?” he snarled.

She automatically took a step back, ready to defend herself if necessary. If he wasn't armed, she could handle him. But if he had a knife or a gun, she was in trouble. She swallowed and regretted not calling the station for backup. There was no one in sight, and he could kill her on the spot and vanish into the shadows. She considered drawing her weapon but refrained.

“I'm not following you,” she said calmly.

“Really? So, where are you headed? I saw you several blocks ago.”

“I'm on my way to a friend. But it's none of your business.”

“Shut it. Don't follow me anymore, or I'll beat you up.”

Lisa felt her hands getting sweaty. Then, suddenly, he turned around and continued in the same direction. She hesitated for a moment, watching him walk away until he disappeared around a corner. Then, she followed him.

A few minutes later, she found herself in front of the entrance to an apartment building. She had seen a shadow of him for a moment, but now he was gone. But where? She spotted an opening between two buildings. It was dark, but she followed the slightly long driveway anyway, and suddenly, she was in a backyard. Was he hiding somewhere, and how would he react if he found out she had tailed him again?

She looked around, and a chill ran down her spine. Before her loomed a crooked building. It was old, painted black, and squeezed between the other half-timbered houses. The windows were askew, and a faint light leaked through some of the panes. What kind of place was this?

She couldn't go in alone; that was entirely out of the question. Then, the crooked door to the house opened. A man of about thirty pushed a white box with wheels through the door. There was a speaker pictured on the side of the box, and it creaked slightly during the maneuver. The man huffed and puffed and began dragging it through the driveway.

“Hey,” Lisa said, stepping into his field of vision. “Did you see a man about six feet tall with a yellow jacket pass by a moment ago?”

The man looked at her with eyes that were empty and watery in the cold. There was a hint of irritation at being interrupted.

“No?”

“No one just entered your building?”

“Oh, yes, that's the doctor on the fourth floor.”

“I see,” Lisa said.

She could feel her hands were still trembling a bit and hoped it didn't show.

“Can you tell me his name?”

She already knew that, but she wanted him to confirm it.

“His name is Robert,” he informed. “I forgot his last name, but you can check the mailboxes inside. What do you need him for?”

“I'll, uh… I'll talk to him tomorrow.”

The lieutenant didn't sound pleased on the phone.

“You shouldn't be tailing suspects alone at night. That's not how we do things around here.”

Lisa grimaced to herself. Was he kidding her? As far as she knew, Trokic had been the king of autonomy for the past ten years. She lost count of all the times he'd been reprimanded for going rogue, and Agersund had seriously threatened him with a transfer at least twice.

“But he….”

“You should have just gone into the clinic and talked to him. Period. No chasing around the Botanical Garden in the dark.”

“But he was accompanied by a boy. They were sitting on a bench alone in the dark. And here's the thing….”

She gave a summary of what she had heard.

“Okay, okay. I see what you mean. It sounds quite suspicious. You know what? You write me a report, and we'll bring him in for a chat first thing in the morning. And by the way, how did he spot you?”

“I don't know. Suddenly, he was just there.”

“Well, think about it. Something gave you away, and it could be dangerous next time. Oh, and by the way, I'd also like to see the report you wrote earlier today. You know, the psychological profile.”

“But I already put it on your desk.”

He went silent for a moment, and she could hear him shuffling papers. Then, he sighed.

“It's not here. It must be at home. I'll ask Frandsen from the emergency response to get it for me later. Things are getting hectic here. Now, go home and relax, and I'll call you tomorrow morning after I've gone through everything.”
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Chapter 31



Officer Tue Frandsen inserted the key into the back door of Lieutenant Daniel Trokic's red townhouse. He had been on his way home when Trokic called, and now he was thoroughly tired of having to spend an extra half hour being a delivery boy while his wife was at home cursing him. On the other hand, he knew that many in the homicide department would only get half the sleep he would, and he shouldn't complain.

He shuddered at the thought of Mads Birk. It was said that even some of the more seasoned police officers had looked pale when they were shown pictures of the young boy with his blood-filled teeth. Usually, their murder cases were ultimately trivial, and the perpetrator and victim often knew each other. Even though the acts were gruesome, you might find a spark of understanding. When a jealous husband killed himself, his wife, and his children, it was based on emotions that other people could recognize to some extent.

But this was something else. There was something sick and perverted about it, and that was precisely what scared him. They were facing an entirely different person to whom a human life meant nothing—somebody who operated only on his needs—a monster.

Frandsen shuddered again. He had once faced a pride of lions in the stables at the local zoo and heard them roar. The sound had gone through his bones, and for a moment, he had felt a strange weakness. His mind had instinctively put all rational thinking on standby, and he had felt like prey. Had it not been for the cage, the lions would not have hesitated to kill him. Not even the cubs would spare him. Now, he felt the same kind of horror.

He had known Daniel Trokic for as long as he had been with the East Jutland Police and liked him a lot. They had patrolled together for a while and often went out for a drink on weekends, even after Trokic moved to the homicide department. Frandsen had even been to the lieutenant's house once to watch a soccer match between Dinamo Zagreb and Munich. As far as he knew, Trokic rarely invited people over, but that was probably why Frandsen had been given the task of finding the report now—because he knew his way around.

Some of the other cops at the station didn't get along with Trokic and accused him of being too independent or reserved. Or they would refer to the disciplinary case in which he was accused of punching a drug addict in the face. Even though Trokic had been acquitted, such things lingered.

The house was dark except for a small light above the kitchen hood. He kicked off his shoes in the hallway and went inside. It smelled of the remnants of a cleaning agent. For some reason, he had a hard time imagining Daniel Trokic with a duster and a cloth. The very thought made him smile to himself.

He turned on the light and looked around. A new kitchen had just been installed, and there was still sawdust on the floor. There was leftover breakfast on the dining table and a crumpled cigarette packet nearby. A blue thermal jacket hung over one of the chairs, and a newspaper lay open on the kitchen table. As far as he remembered, the lieutenant also had a long-haired cat, but there was no sign of it now.

He moved on to the living room, which was exactly as he remembered it. The walls were gray-green with plenty of lamps, and in the back was a large speaker with a headset on top. The high-end monstrosity contrasted with the slightly worn furniture and a wooden bookcase filled with old paperbacks. On the coffee table was a remote for a large TV set and a couple of unopened letters from a phone company. The reports were at the other end, as promised. But the folder had been opened, and the papers were scattered all over the table and on the couch. Frandsen was puzzled. It wasn't like Trokic to mess around with confidential documents like that.

Now, he noticed something else. The living room was significantly cooler than the kitchen, as if a draft was coming from somewhere, and when he looked around, he realized that the patio door was ajar. Had Trokic left the door open for burglars in the wintertime?

As he got closer, he saw that something else was wrong. There were wood splinters on the floor and leaves everywhere. He bent down to pick up a leaf. It was wet and sticky, as if it had blown in very recently. It looked as if Daniel Trokic had uninvited guests. Then, he noticed the wasps among the leaves, and it felt like the ground disappeared beneath him. They were scattered across the floor in a circle.

Frandsen automatically reached for his weapon but found nothing. He had handed it in at the end of his shift right before Daniel Trokic had called him. Then, he dug out his cell phone from his jacket and tried to call the lieutenant but couldn't remember the number. Instead, he called the officer on duty.

The phone rang at the other end, but he never got to say his name. For a moment, he felt something cold and hard piercing him from behind, and the smell of sweat and mold surrounded him. He muttered in astonishment, then let a hand glide to his back and felt it filling with a sticky liquid. He looked at his hand. Black blood. Venous blood. He reached for the door frame but didn't have the strength to hold on and slid to the floor.

Only then did he see the man above him. He was tall and wore a black jacket and a balaclava. In his left hand, he held what had hit him—a curved knife of some kind. Frandsen caught a glimpse of a dark brown handle and thought it must be some kind of horn and that it was exceptionally beautiful.

Then, the assailant pulled off the balaclava, and in that moment, Frandsen recognized the feeling he had years ago when facing the lions—utter fear. The man wanted him to see him. And Frandsen knew what that meant. The perpetrator did not expect Frandsen to live to tell. The knife came at him again, and he tried to fend it off. He wanted to tell him he was mistaken to buy some time. But his brain could only think about the pain, and it was already too late because the blood kept gushing into his hands.

The last thing Frandsen registered before losing consciousness was the faint scent of hairspray from the wasps.
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Chapter 32



Lisa was almost asleep when Jakob slumped onto the bed next to her. She could smell that he had been drinking beer, and the thought that he had found it more important than coming straight home disappointed her.

“Why are you so mad at me?” he asked as if her reproaches were steaming up from the duvet.

“Yeah, where do I start?” she thought. She sat up in bed with a jolt and pulled the duvet under her chin.

“You know what—I've felt pretty abandoned lately,” she said. “I might as well live by myself. I would have less laundry, and I wouldn't have to be upset.”

Her voice broke.

“This is the hardest time I've faced in years, and you're not here. I feel completely torn. Mom is just lying there, unable to say more than two words at a time, and we have a psychopath on the loose.”

Jakob kicked off his shoes and turned to her.

“For heaven's sake, Lisa,” he said gently, “I'm doing my best, but you know how it is with work. You can't even unplug entirely yourself.”

She leaned over to the bedside table and pulled out a pack of cigarettes from a drawer, even though they had agreed never to smoke in bed. Angrily, she shook out a cigarette and lit it. He sighed irritably.

“I may not be here physically most of the time,” he continued, “but I think about you. I do. Several times every day. And I do care about your mom. But to be honest, sometimes I feel like you push me away. You're so goddamn cold—like now. You just lit that cigarette to annoy me. I don't understand what I did wrong.”

“Maybe you kept a picture of your ex-fiancé?” she said.

There was a silence as he undressed and threw his clothes over a chair in the corner. Despite herself, she couldn't keep her eyes off him.

“Oh, please,” he muttered. “We're not going there again, are we?”

His voice was suddenly incredibly tired. He continued, “Please don't make me talk about Sinka again. I didn't even realize I still had her picture. I'm sorry you found it.”

“I'm not. And I'm not keeping secret pictures of my ex,” she snapped, trying to hold back her tears.

“I'll say it again. Sinka doesn't mean anything to me anymore. It's been half a lifetime, and as you know, she chose to disappear from everyone's lives for years. So don't blame me for anything. You're so overly focused on her that it's almost obsessive.”

“So, now, I'm just crazy?”

“I'm saying you're not rational.”

“I just think it's weird that we can't talk about having kids since she came back into the picture this spring.”

“That's got nothing to do with her. I'm just not ready. Both of us are so busy that I just don't see how it would work out.”

She clenched her teeth in anger.

“Well, to me, it sounds like you don't want the two of us to have kids at all. And, in that case, you might as well pack your stuff right away.”

“Wow, calm down. That's not what I'm saying. I just want us to enjoy each other for now. Waiting a bit longer won't harm anything.”

They were silent for a while. She could hear the bird preening its feathers in the living room. Then, she put out her cigarette, even though it was only half-smoked.

“A year ago, the excuse was that we lived at each end of the country,” she said. “You said it would have to wait until we lived together. Now, we do.”

She let the statement hang in the air. When he didn't reply immediately, she continued, “I'm only getting older, and I'd like to be just a little bit young with my children. My God, Jeanette's daughter is having her confirmation in the spring. It's no fun going there childless. It hurts.”

“Jeanette was out early. And you think I don't love you because I'm not in a hurry?”

“Not enough.”

He sighed.

“That's just not how it works. You can believe whatever you want. Come on, Lisa. I do want to have kids with you someday. Can we stop this? Right now, I'm drained, and if you're going to suck out the rest of my energy with some stupid argument about a relationship I had forever ago, then I don't have a chance of being there for you.”

Her resistance slowly seeped out. He was right. Maybe she was just using the argument to vent her frustration. It was easier to relate to a photo of another woman than her dying mother.

“I know,” she muttered. “I'm sorry.”

“Good. Then, let it go. We'll be fine if you just trust me a little more.”

There was silence for a while.

“How are the robberies going?” she asked.

He took her hand.

“We think it's a gang—a group of boys from one of the suburbs. A young guy has been captured on CCTV, but we don't think he worked alone.”

“It's amazing that time locks and other security measures won't stop them.”

“It's frustrating as hell. I think the preventive efforts have lost their effect.”

“Maybe the banks and supermarkets don't have that much cash anymore. They have to rob more places.”

“Could be. Or they are under some kind of financial pressure. We have quite a few impulse robberies. Some are just family men in need of a little extra cash. But these guys are young. They probably need money for drugs or what else they've gotten themselves into. But we'll get them. The ground is already burning beneath them. And how's the Mads Birk case progressing?”

She took a deep breath and tried to push aside her thoughts about their disagreement. A wave of regret washed over her, and she realized she had revealed all her vulnerabilities. She gave him a summary of the evening's events.

“Please, promise me you won't tail anybody by yourself again,” he said sternly, pulling the duvet around him. “I don't want to worry about you.”

“No, it was stupid,” she admitted.

“It sure was. Anyway, the guy sounds a bit suspicious. Who meets up with young boys in the dark? Could Mads Birk have been a hustler or call boy? Maybe he met him online?”

“But he was only fifteen.”

Jakob shrugged.

“That's old enough. I've even seen them younger than that.”

“That's just terrible.”

“It is. Did you know they conducted a study about male prostitution here in Aarhus?”

“No?”

“It turned out that far more boys than girls aged 15-17 had received payment for sex. Sugar boys. Usually, they need money for drugs. It's very sad.”

“Well, we can tell he's been chatting online, but we can't see where or with whom. And there's nothing suspicious on his computer.”

“You may want to check out sugar sites, sex cinemas, etc. Maybe somebody has seen him.”

“You're right. I'll see to it tomorrow.”

“It's just an idea. It can be hard to get them to open up. The stigma is so pervasive, with many people living double lives. But given that this is a murder investigation, most people will be inclined to talk.”

Lisa nodded.

“His parents may not have been aware,” she said. “They were rarely at home in the evenings. This could have provided him a chance to meet up with somebody. Well, I'm exhausted now, and I want to sleep. It's all been too much lately.”

He drew her close, his hand gently tracing her side.

“I can make you relax.”

She couldn't help but smile as she nestled into his embrace.
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Chapter 33



Lieutenant Trokic stared at the dead man in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room—just a few yards away. Was it supposed to be him lying there? It could have been him. Something told him he was meant to see the wasps spread all over his floor and understand something. Frandsen showing up instead of him was a tragic and terrifying accident.

The look on Frandsen's face was peaceful despite the horror he must have endured in the last minutes of his life. He was lying halfway on his stomach with one leg tucked under, and his head turned to one side. A small drop of blood had spilled from the corner of his slightly open mouth onto the wooden floor. His hands lay limply by his side.

It was a sad sight. Frandsen had been in his late thirties, with black hair and a big nose, and his great sense of humor had made him a popular partner on patrols. Trokic knew that he had just returned from paternity leave after his wife gave birth to their second child a few weeks earlier. Frandsen had stopped by the homicide department and showed pictures of his tiny son on a light blue blanket. Now, the whole world had collapsed around his wife and children. And it was Trokic's fault for some reason he didn't understand.

The resemblance between Frandsen and Trokic was by no means striking, but in dim light, you could be mistaken by the black hair, especially if the killer expected Trokic. For a moment, he imagined himself lying there on the floor, lifeless and free from pain. What would his colleagues have said? Would any of them be sad?

Beside Frandsen's body, a pathologist unknown to Trokic was measuring the temperature in the victim's ear. He wanted to ask where Dr. Torben Bach was and why they had sent a young, inexperienced pathologist instead, but he swallowed his words. The case was obvious. Next to him, Jan, the technician, was collecting samples from the floor.

“This is a goddamn tragedy,” Jan muttered. “He was such a nice guy. I could kill the bastard who did this.”

“We'll get him sooner or later,” Trokic promised. “And now, he screwed up.”

“The patrol officers already talked to the neighbors. Nobody saw or heard anything.”

“He's a ghost,” Trokic said.

He pictured Frandsen's face when he had given him the task—a flash of irritation because he was sent off on an assignment just as he was leaving the station for the rest of the day.

“The cause of death is blood loss from multiple stab wounds,” the pathologist said. “It looks like he got the first stab in his back. Then, he probably fell to his knees and ended up on his stomach, and then received several stab wounds to his neck and lower back. A lot of force and anger were put into it. He bled quite a lot before he died.”

Jan added, “I don't think this was a burglar. The patio door was still open. A burglar could have turned around and fled. Instead, he chose to stab him repeatedly. I think you have some nasty enemies somewhere.”

Trokic pondered. The hatred underlying Frandsen's violent death was terrifying. Mads Birk's death, on the other hand, had been meticulously and cold-bloodedly executed. In the first case, the Waspman had not lost his cool. The murder had been organized, as Lisa called it. But there was nothing organized about this attack. He wanted to hear Lisa's take on it, but she was probably asleep by now.

“Well, I suppose I'm not the most popular guy in town,” he said, thinking of the hundreds of criminals he had put behind bars.

“Probably not,” the technician continued. “Hopefully, we'll find some fingerprints on the patio door. Otherwise, we have a couple of fine footprints in the blood that probably belong to the perpetrator. They don't match Frandsen's Nike shoes in the hallway. These are a smaller size and different type. We can find the brand in the system, and if the perpetrator bought his shoes in this city, he's screwed.”

Trokic looked around. His home had turned into some kind of alien place, and his gray-green walls looked grim and menacing. Jan had set up a spotlight, and the room looked like an operating room. Trokic had visited so many crime scenes in his life, and now his home had turned into one. He wondered how long it would take before his home felt normal again. Would he be able to eat breakfast with a view to the very spot where Frandsen had ended his days?

The thought was sickening. It suddenly seemed absurd that he had read the newspaper peacefully at the kitchen table that morning. Not knowing what was to come, he’d had his coffee with the cat lying on a chair next to him. The cat. Only now did he notice the bloody pawprints on the kitchen floor. Did they come from Pjuske, or had the cat stepped in the blood? Nausea washed over him. For a moment, he imagined the cat disemboweled by a knife.

Pjuske didn't like strangers, noise, clutter, or changes in the house at all. The bloody pawprints went through the new kitchen and out toward the cat door. He swallowed and followed them.

“Hey, where are you going?” Jan shouted.

“The cat,” he muttered back.

“Jeez,” the pathologist whispered. “I'm working on the body of a young father, and he's chasing a cat?”

Trokic ignored them, opened the back door, and walked outside with his hand on his weapon. It was impossible to see where the prints were going, and it was cold and silent outside. But he knew where to look.

He went to the back of the carport, where there was a small shed for garden furniture and tools. He had previously seen the cat crawl through a small hole at one end. He opened the door, turned on the light, and called for it. It was completely silent. Then, he spotted it. It was curled up on a cushion in the farthest corner. As he approached, it lifted its head and looked at him indifferently. He picked it up and quickly examined it for wounds or injuries, put it down with a sigh of relief, then turned off the light and went back to the house.

“You can't sleep here tonight,” Jan said upon his return. “This will be an all-nighter.”

Trokic nodded. The thought of spending the night in the house so shortly after someone had been killed there made him uneasy. On the other hand, his options were limited. He didn't like staying with other people and didn't want to waste money on a hotel for a few hours of sleep.

But there was a couch in his office at the station.

“Can I just get something from the bedroom?” he asked.

“Nope,” Jan said. “We haven't been in there yet. I'm afraid you can't take anything.”

“I see.”

“And be careful out there. I think the killer got the wrong guy here. He might be out there looking for you.”

Trokic snorted.

“Well, I'm looking for him, too. Call me if you need anything. I'll be in the office.”

He went to the hallway and carried Pjuske's food and water bowl over to the shed. Then, he got into his Honda Civic with an uncomfortable feeling in his stomach. How many people had to die before they caught the Waspman?
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Associate Professor Morten Hvidt was enjoying the day's first cup of espresso from the office's new multi-coffee machine when the call came in. Shortly before, he had prepared a lecture on entomology for some of the university's zoology students, and the computer in front of him was filled with a series of colorful slides, all part of a horrifying story.

In this lecture, which he always looked forward to immensely, he was going to present to the students the parasite Strepsiptera, an order of insects with a truly repugnant way of life. In the larval stage, the parasite crawls into a flower and waits for a bee or wasp to pass by. It then gnaws into the host and transforms into a full-grown parasite, devouring the host's organs and blood in the process. The adult female parasite remains inside the host for the rest of her life, only protruding her reproductive organs to produce offspring.

This was one of Morten Hvidt’s favorite insects, and he could spend over half an hour explaining its life cycle in minute detail. There was something almost anti-religious about the insect's existence, and he could spend additional time speculating on how a sane god could create something so obscure and, at the same time, demand that humans behave properly.

However, Morten Hvidt forgot all about the parasite, and the hand holding the phone became sweaty. He just realized he had made a terrible mistake. The night before, he and his ex-wife had a brutal argument in her kitchen—like the worst ever. There had been shouting and screaming, and she had thrown a cup of sugar at him. The root of the dispute was basically where Nicki should be daily, and probably also about Professor Hvidt not wanting his son to spend too much time with the sleazy carpenter his mother was with now. The man was a bad influence on the boy, who had been caught stealing on more than one occasion, something Morten Hvidt had imagined was quite unthinkable just a few months earlier. But in the middle of their argument, Nicki had angrily declared that he’d had enough of listening to the two of them. Morten Hvidt wasn't sure he had ever seen his son stand up for himself so firmly. He had shouted that he was going to his grandmother’s, storming out of the apartment and slamming the door.

Afterward, they tried to call his cell phone to apologize, but he didn't answer. They agreed that he needed some time to calm down and that he could decide for himself where he wanted to live in the future. After all, he was almost an adult and had his own life. In a couple of months, he would be confirmed, and it was important that they work together on everything—carpenter or not.

That was the night before. A long time ago.

Now, Nicki's grandmother had just called Morten to ask if Nicki was coming to visit her on Wednesday as usual because, in that case, she would take a roast out of the freezer. Morten Hvidt immediately felt a pit in his stomach. Why didn't she just ask Nicki if he was staying with her?

And that's when he realized they had failed. Nicki had never gone to his grandmother's. Morten Hvidt's hand was trembling as he picked up the phone again. He had to call the police because if Nicki wasn't at his grandmother's, where was he?
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The next morning, a cold and merciless wind blew through the street in front of the East Jutland Police Department. Daniel Trokic had just received a call from the officer on duty. A university lecturer, Morten Hvidt, had reported his fourteen-year-old son missing since the night before.

When he told Lisa Kornelius about the call, she turned pale and looked like she was going to be sick. He wasn't feeling much better himself. Mads Birk and Tue Frandsen were dead. Was there a third victim out there waiting for them? The father had cried on the phone, begging them to find his son. There was nothing Trokic wanted more. That's precisely why he left Zagreb immediately when he heard about the first case. He knew he could make a difference. Now, he wasn't so sure.

Trokic and Lisa waited impatiently for Jasper Taurup by the patrol car.

“We'll catch the ophthalmologist off guard,” Trokic told Lisa. “If he did it, he must be under pressure.”

“Well, he's my primary suspect right now. You realize that it may have been Nicki Hvidt that I saw in the Botanical Garden the other day? Maybe he grooms them for a while.”

Trokic nodded.

“Maybe they met again, or he has somehow gotten ahold of him. But for now, no sirens. If we're right, he must have been extremely busy with killing Frandsen and then abducting Nicki Hvidt. He hasn't had much time to cover his tracks.”

“I should have arrested him yesterday,” Lisa said. “Then Frandsen would still be alive.”

She said it without reproach in her voice. That's what Trokic had been facing all morning. The stares from his colleagues followed him as he walked through the corridors. Officer Frandsen had been well-liked at the station, and many of them undoubtedly thought it was Trokic's fault. That the knife had been intended for him and that he should be the one who was dead. If the police station had been buzzing after the murder of Mads Birk, it was now overwhelmed by a collective rage. It had become personal.

Now, he hoped they would be able to stop the atrocities. The profile of the ophthalmologist fit the bill. Forty-one years old, single, a resourceful man who met up with young men.

Eventually, Jasper Taurup appeared, and after the usual hellos, they got into the car.

“We've got to tread carefully,” Trokic said as the car pulled away from the curb. “There's a chance that Nicki is being held captive in the ophthalmologist's apartment.”

“I'll rip his head off; that's how careful I'll be,” Jasper said. “I can't wait to tell him what time it is.”

“We take it easy,” Trokic said. “We have to.”

The stairwell was dark and silent. From the moment they entered the black wooden building, the December light refused to penetrate the small, dirty windows, and Trokic felt uneasy. The house was secluded and remote from the street, like an old, haunted house.

It could have been cozy, but even in the daylight, the building seemed dark everywhere. It reminded him of Tartarus, the prison of the Greek gods hidden in the underworld of Hades. It was the place where the worst criminals were sent and tortured for eternity. The building was probably built at the beginning of the last century, and the railings were worn by many hands over time. There was a slight smell of somebody cooking, and the wooden stairs creaked. Was this a place for an ophthalmologist to live? It didn't seem that exclusive.

When they reached the fourth floor, Jasper and Trokic pulled to one side while Lisa knocked on the door. There was no answer.

“Maybe he's not up yet,” Jasper suggested. “Why don't we just break down the door? It looks like some old crap. Not very solid. I can do it.”

“Give him one more ring,” Lisa said. “If he has a victim in there, we need to get him away from him.”

They waited a moment longer, then Jasper lost his patience.

“Maybe he knows. He's not coming to the door.”

Then he nudged his colleagues, took two steps back, and kicked the door. Hard. The panels creaked, and the door gave way a bit. Jasper kicked it once more, and it swung open.

“Police,” he shouted.

A heavy, perfumed scent hit them, and Trokic felt a mixture of dread and excitement. Was this the guy who had sneaked into his house the night before and killed Frandsen? He had felt so intimidated, and now he felt a sudden desire to get back at the man.

Jasper entered first and waved them in. The apartment was completely different from the rest of the building, filled with designer furniture and high-tech equipment. The ceilings weren't very high, and the kitchen was newly renovated. Whoever lived here wasn't short of money. Trokic shuddered in the somewhat dark, stuffy living room.

Jasper glanced around the kitchen.

“Nobody here.”

Trokic nodded toward a door at the other end of the room, and Jasper walked over and pushed it open. A small office appeared. It was filled with pictures of obese individuals with no clothes on the walls. Trokic felt uneasy again. He did not doubt that these were private photos, probably obtained from the internet. What kind of strange fetish was this?

“Okay, this dude is weird,” Lisa said. “But I think we're onto something.”

Trokic went over to the last door in the living room and opened it. A bedroom appeared with a king-size bed with a black cover. On the wall was an elongated mirror with a gold frame. The curtains were drawn, and the room was dark. Could the ophthalmologist have tortured Mads Birk in this place? The traces would not be easy to remove. Blood would soak into the old wood.

“He's not here,” he concluded.

“And nobody's being held captive in here,” Jasper said. “Either he's not the right guy, or he has access to some other place.”

They all walked around the apartment, avoiding touching anything as much as possible.

“Call Forensics,” Trokic said. “And we need to get a search warrant.”

“He's in so much trouble when we find him,” Lisa hissed.

There was a faint rustling sound somewhere.

“What was that?” she asked, moving back to the bedroom.

She kicked a pair of brown slippers on the floor.

“Did you check the closets in there, Daniel?”

“Yes.”

She went all the way in and shouted back to them.

“I think there's a cubby in the back.”

She pulled a chair aside and opened the door. She was right. A crouching figure became visible, and she immediately recognized him from when she had followed him. She pressed the barrel of her gun to the back of his neck.

“It's 8:05 a.m., and you are under arrest, charged with the murder of Mads Birk and possibly police Officer Tue Frandsen too—we need to think about that. Get out of there and let me see your hands.”

He crawled out from his hiding place, then stood up tall, looking at Lisa with disdain.

“You again,” he said.

“Yes, me again.”

He was a pale guy with slightly protruding eyes and a downturned mouth. The first wrinkles had appeared on his forehead, and his slightly curly hair was matted. He wore a pair of jeans and a pink polo shirt with a crocodile on the pocket.

“I knew you were lying when you followed me yesterday,” he sneered. “What the hell is going on here?”

“Where's Nicki?” she asked, nudging him with her gun.

“Who? There's nobody here.”

“Fourteen-year-old Nicki,” Trokic clarified. “The boy you abducted yesterday. What did you do to him?”

“Nothing. I don't know anybody by that name.”

Lisa pointed to Trokic.

“See that guy?”

The ophthalmologist nodded.

“Good,” Lisa said. “That guy is my boss, and he's very mean. You're in so much trouble. We're taking you to the station, and then you'll tell us the whole story, including where we can find Nicki.”
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When Jasper Taurup and Lisa Kornelius had left with the ophthalmologist, Trokic waited until the forensics team arrived. Only then did he feel a wave of relief wash over him, and he realized how tense he had been. He looked at his hands, trembling slightly as the two technicians unpacked their equipment, and thought about how close he had come to hitting the man. He was convinced this was the guy who had killed a good police officer and tarnished Trokic's home. He would have deserved it.

The phone rang. It was Captain Karsten Andersen, and the anger in his voice was unmistakable.

“What's going on? I heard you're raiding an apartment.”

Trokic explained what had happened.

“Everybody's upset about Frandsen,” Andersen said. “That guy has some nerve attacking the police.”

He failed to mention that Trokic was the intended target.

“I've been bombarded all morning by police officers who want to work on the case,” he continued. “From all departments. People have come back from vacation, demanding to be part of the hunt for Frandsen's killer.”

It had become very personal indeed, Trokic thought.

“I could use some extra hands as always,” he said. “But not the entire police force. Besides, we just made this arrest. We think we have him. They're taking him in right now.”

“Alright, then. I'll hold off sending more outraged police officers your way.”

Once the apartment was in good hands, Trokic knocked on the neighbor's door. The building was old and probably had thin walls, so if the murder had taken place here, there was a good chance somebody might have noticed something. Or the neighbor might have other information relevant to the case.

A man in his thirties opened the door and looked inquisitively at Trokic. He had short, curly hair, slightly puffy cheeks, and looked as if he had shaved off his eyebrows. There was also something about his chin. He wore a green sweater with white stripes. In his hand, he held a mug of coffee.

“I heard a noise. What's going on?” asked the neighbor. Trokic showed his badge.

“Lieutenant Daniel Trokic, Homicide. I have some questions about your neighbor. Do you have a moment?”

The man hesitated briefly, glancing back as if checking to ensure that his home looked presentable. Trokic was used to people being uneasy when the police showed up uninvited. He felt sudden shame for interrupting another person's peaceful morning. Nonetheless, the man opened the door and let him in.

This place seemed to be a mirrored duplicate of the doctor's apartment, but for some reason, the living room looked smaller, maybe because of the green color on the walls. It was neatly kept but sterile and dull, with no pictures on the walls. A large, geeky-looking computer setup and some strange devices were at one end of the room. TV2 News was showing on an old TV by the window. From somewhere, there was a faint buzzing sound.

“I'm a sound engineer,” he explained as if he had read his thoughts. “I'm sorry for the mess. Please, take a seat.”

He gestured toward an old gray sofa along the wall.

“No thanks, it'll be brief,“ Trokic said.

“Okay. How can I help you?”

“We just arrested your neighbor.”

The man stared at him without blinking, then put the coffee mug down on a table.

“For what?” he asked.

“We are investigating the murder of Mads Birk, who was found killed Saturday morning in a house on the outskirts of the city, plus the murder of a policeman last night. You might have heard about both incidents.”

“Uh, yeah. It's been all over TV.”

“Your neighbor is a suspect, and we need to talk to all his neighbors. There might be someone who knows something. So, what can you tell me?”

The man shrugged.

“He minds his business, and I mind mine. We say hello in the stairwell, and I know his name from the nameplate on his door. That's all I know. He's lived there for a year, and I've only seen him four or five times during that time.”

“Do you live here by yourself?”

“Yes, it's just me.”

“How much have you been here since Thursday afternoon?”

The man appeared to think.

“Pretty much most of the time.”

“Have you seen a 15-year-old boy in the building who might fit the description of Mads Birk?”

“I met a teenager on the staircase one day last week. Could have been Thursday evening.”

“What time?”

“Around 6:00 p.m.”

“Could it have been Mads Birk?”

“It's possible.”

“What was he wearing?”

“I don't remember. I often haul equipment back and forth, and that's when I saw him. I don't know if he was here for a specific purpose or if he was lost. That's all I know.”

“Have you noticed anything unusual about your neighbor? Such as strange noises from the apartment?”

The man squinted.

“Well, usually I listen to music, or the TV is on, but I did hear loud music coming from his apartment the other day. Friday, I think.”

“What kind of music?”

“Classical.”

For some reason, this made Trokic uneasy. It sort of matched the house—as if an old, grim story was coming out of the walls.

“Is that what he usually listens to?”

“He doesn't listen to music at all. This was the first time I heard it. And it was pretty loud. I remember it clearly because I usually work with a headset on, but it was broken. It was so loud that I couldn't work. I'm allergic to noise.”

Trokic pondered the information. Mads Birk could have been held captive in the ophthalmologist's apartment from Thursday evening to Friday evening—a full 24 hours. Everyone agreed that the torture he underwent would have made him scream. But, of course, he could have been gagged.

“Since you're a sound engineer, you might be able to answer whether a classical composition, say with violins, could drown out screams and noise.”

“I can't say for sure,” the man replied with a tight smile. “But it does sound plausible. It's so terrible if he did it. So close by.”

Trokic nodded.

“May I see the view from your window?”

“Of course. But there isn't any.”

Trokic walked over to the large windows and rolled up the blinds a little. Dawn was breaking, but the man was right. The windows faced the blank walls of the surrounding buildings. A solitary small tree stood in the middle of the yard. Its bare branches reached up toward them.

“Have you noticed anything unusual going on down there? I mean, in the courtyard?” he asked, though it was a shot in the dark.

“I don't spend much time looking out the windows,” the sound engineer said.

“Alright, then. If you hear or remember anything else, give us a call.”

He handed him his business card.

“It's important.”

“Of course, I'll call you right away if anything comes up.”

“By the way,” Trokic said as he headed to the door. “Do you have a caretaker in this building?”

The sound engineer nodded.

“Yes, he lives on the ground floor to the left. He's always there.”
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Trokic knocked on every door in the stairwell on his way down, but no one answered except for the caretaker on the ground floor. Surprisingly, he was a man around twenty-five, wearing a blue silk shirt, jeans, square glasses, and a pen behind one ear. He had a huge mole on one side of his face. Trokic had imagined an apple-cheeked, grumpy old man smelling of liquor, but this young man looked neat and friendly.

“How can I help you?” he asked.

Trokic glanced into the apartment behind him and noted it was decorated in a Japanese style. Everything was placed on the floor, even a bowl of apples. Several small candles were lit. Was he expecting someone this early, or was it for his own sake? Trokic found it hard to see the point of lighting candles for oneself. It seemed like a waste of money.

Once again, he introduced himself and explained the situation.

“Oh, my goodness,” the caretaker exclaimed, his eyes bulging. “Do we have a murderer in this building? There will be panic when this gets out.”

“We don't know for sure yet. He's only a suspect. First, we need to….”

“That is just sick. I would never have thought of him as a killer. He looks so nice. And he's a doctor. A Doctor Death.”

“Well, as I said, he is only a suspect in the case,” Trokic emphasized again. “We need more information. That's why I'm here.”

There was a sparkle of excitement in the caretaker's eyes.

“It's always the nice ones who did it, right? The ones you'd least expect.”

Trokic had no comments on this. Instead, he asked, “Did you hear any unusual noise in the building from Thursday night to Friday night? Anything suspicious?”

The caretaker raised an eyebrow.

“Are you kidding me? The walls are paper-thin. I hear everything. This building has eight tenancies, but people don't like the place, so they move in and out all the time. This weekend was a terror.”

“Why?”

“Well, a couple on the third floor moved out on Friday morning, and the new tenants have been hammering and drilling non-stop ever since. The couple on the second floor has a large Rottweiler that was allowed only if it wasn't a nuisance, and now it barks all the time. The sound engineer on the fourth floor is constantly hauling his equipment up and down the stairs. There was a party on the second floor on Friday evening involving some pretty loud music, and finally, there was a carpenter here to repair the banister on the stairs yesterday.”

He sighed deeply but then smiled at Trokic.

“Trust me, I'm studying business law, and this is just my side job. I'm trying to concentrate. I hear every sound… every single one.”

“Did you see a young, medium-blond boy around fifteen years old in the building between Thursday afternoon and Friday evening?” Trokic asked.

“You mean Mads Birk?”

“Yes.”

The caretaker shook his head.

“No, I didn't. I'm sorry. I've never seen him, and I have an excellent memory.”

“Well, it was worth a try,” Trokic sighed with a shrug and handed him his card anyway.

“If you can think of anything else, let us know.”

The sun had almost chased the night away, the streetlights were off, and Trokic was on his way through the courtyard when Chief of Forensics Kurt Tønnies came running down the stairs. He grew larger every year, which was probably due to all the sweets he was eating after he quit smoking.

“Wait,” he shouted at Trokic, waving something in his hand.

“Yes?”

He stopped and huffed and puffed. His face was flushed, and there were sweat stains under the arms of his blue shirt.

“Damn, those stairs are killing me, even going down, and it's not even nine o'clock yet.”

Trokic waited for the technician to catch his breath.

“We found some mail on the kitchen table that might interest you,” Tønnies finally said. “It was tucked in between a stack of newspapers.”

“What is it?”

The technician handed him a small stack of envelopes.

“Some letters to Schack sent to an address somewhere in Beder. I thought you might want to see them straight away.”Trokic immediately felt the excitement return. He snatched the letters and looked at them.

“The address is close to the beach,” he concluded. “It's got to be one of the holiday houses. As far as I know, that area doesn’t have a significant number of year-round residents.”

“That's what I thought. And not many people stay there this time of year in this cold. The area can be very deserted in the wintertime. Nobody will hear you scream out there.”

“You're right. It's perfect if you want to keep somebody captive. We're going out there straight away.”

Tønnies nodded.

“You have my permission to shoot the bastard,” he said. “It's so terrible what happened to Frandsen. My team is out for blood.”

“I shall try not to shoot him,” Trokic said with a short smile. “I'll see you later.”

Trokic was relieved to get away from the black building and be back on the street again. He ran to his car while calling Jasper Taurup. They had probably started questioning the ophthalmologist, but that would have to wait. He was buzzing with excitement. Could the address on the envelope lead them to the crime scene? And the place where Nicki was hidden? If so, time was of the essence.
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Sander writhed on the couch with painful stomach cramps. His body was expelling the medication, and he could feel it. And all the while, visions slipped through his mind. More and more memories emerged from the depths. He had sat somewhere with a battery-draining Walkman and hated them all. The memories struggled beneath the surface. The boy had been younger than him. He had been sitting in a wooden house or some kind of cabin in the dark—a cabin with wasps… his constant obsession. The next thing he remembered was his father working in the garden of another house on a quiet street. Later, Sander went to a school in that area, and the remnants of the cabin had disappeared from his consciousness. But the small inconsistencies in his memories haunted him. A voice kept telling him that something was wrong. Something was wrong with the world and with him.

He had started high school, and suddenly, one spring in the middle of his sophomore year, he had been too mentally exhausted to get out of bed in his dorm room. The light outside had seemed too bright, and the sound of birds chirping and children playing almost hurt, as if the spring demanded something of him that he couldn't deliver. Life had just seemed utterly pointless, and he had laid there for ages, looking up at the ceiling, barely able to move his stiff limbs. There was no point to anything. Everything was repetitive; he kept doing the same things over and over, and nothing changed. He felt like he was trying to crawl out of a big black hole, only to keep sliding back down.

At the peak of his depression, he felt like he was living inside an alien. Dark thoughts lurked somewhere in the back of his mind, and the pain inside was razor-sharp. Not even a broken leg two years earlier had been that painful.

The chemistry student next door thoughtfully bought ready-made meals and left them outside his room. Still, when he finally got out of bed after several weeks, he had lost ten pounds, but he was ready to finish his second year. He never knew what triggered the episode, but somehow, things had never been the same since.

Then Mie turned up, and he had peace within himself for a while. She was a gentle, graceful soul who never finished her dentistry studies but instead made bronze statues and paintings, which she sold with great success. However, with time, they grew apart. Their relationship became increasingly platonic, and they eventually parted as friends. She was now married to a farmer and expecting her first child.

His thoughts returned to his father. Why was he so nervous, and where did the distance between them come from? He had often caught his father looking at him as if he were a stranger. He wondered if they would spend Christmas together in less than a week. It seemed so far away.

A few hours passed, and the stomach cramps stopped. Instead, he became restless. Inside him lurked the abyss. He got up and paced back and forth in the room. It had begun.
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“Damn cop killer,” Jasper Taurup said and pushed the ophthalmologist down hard on a chair. “You shouldn't have done that. Now, you're screwed. If I left the door open and disappeared for half an hour, the rest of the police force would totally kill you. And I wouldn't care much. So, you'd better start talking.”

“I have no idea what this is about,” Robert Schack said.

“Where were you last night?”

“At home, watching TV.”

“By yourself?”

“I always do.”

“That's not much of an alibi,” Taurup hissed.

Lisa leaned back on her chair in the interrogation room.

“First, tell us what you know about Mads Birk,” she said.

Jasper sat down next to her and began drawing something on his notepad. The ophthalmologist's bulging eyes seemed even bigger than the last time she saw him. She glanced at him and thought about the awl, the wasps, and the severed lips. At first, he seemed quite normal, but if he had committed such horrible acts, he had to be a monster.

How did he end up like this? At one point, he must have been an innocent little creature, petting puppies with exquisite enthusiasm. But she found it hard to mobilize any kind of compassion for criminals of this caliber despite knowing that most of them had been abused themselves. She, too, had seen too much by now.

“I haven't killed anyone,” Robert Schack said. “That's absolutely ridiculous. I'm a doctor, for heaven's sake.”

Jasper laughed softly from his seat.

“Well, isn't that ironic?”

“We just want to know how the two of you knew each other,” Lisa said neutrally. “You and Mads Birk, that is.”“I didn't know him at all.”

“We know he's met with someone who fits your description, and we know….”

“Someone must be remembering wrong. I work and have a girlfriend I visit three times a week; I play golf and travel every other month. How would this boy you're talking about fit into all that?”

Lisa thought about her conversation with Jakob the night before. Had Mads voluntarily met with this man for sex?

“We see a whole lot of family men who can find time for a double life.”

Lisa pulled some photos out of a folder and spread them on the table before the doctor. They were all boys around Mads Birk's age, all naked.

“Why don't you tell us a little bit about these?”

The doctor swung his hand and hit the coffee cup in front of him. It dangled dangerously for a moment before settling. His eyes had turned black with anger, and the wrinkles in his forehead had deepened.

“What do you want me to say?”

“Are you attracted to overweight youngsters?”

“No, definitely not.”

“But that's what it seems like. What do you call it? Chubby chasers?”

He shook his head, then chuckled.

“You are out of your mind.”

Lisa sighed deeply and leaned back in her chair. Jasper looked up from his notepad.

“Please, don't talk to us like we're a couple of retarded sheep. As my partner said, we found them in your apartment.”

“If you really must know, I'm conducting some research on obesity.”

“What kind?”

“I can't get into that right now. It's confidential. All I can say is that it's for a research paper.”

“What a load of crap,” Lisa said. “We know that Mads had weight issues at one point, but nobody told us anything about him being in a research project. Tell us what's going on. We can handle the more salacious details.”

The doctor shrugged and slumped a little more in his chair. She got the feeling that they had hit a nerve. It might take a while, but if they kept pressing him, he might break down sooner or later.

“I didn't kill him. Why on earth would I?”

Just then, Taurup's phone rang. He looked up from his scribbling and glanced uninterestedly at the display.

“The boss,” he said, addressing Lisa. “I'll be outside for a moment.”

He stood up and walked out, closing the door behind him. Lisa got up to stretch her legs.

“Would you like more coffee?” she asked the doctor.

He glared at her angrily.

“You're out to get me.”

“Don't get ahead of yourself,” Lisa said dryly, leaning against the wall.

He shook his head.

“I admit I was a bit tough on you in the park, but that doesn't mean I did anything to that kid. You're way off.”

“Well, it all makes perfect sense to me,” she said. “Don't forget, we have an eyewitness who saw you with Mads Birk as well, and we found your phone number on a note on his computer screen.”

He narrowed his eyes.

“This has become personal to you.”

Lisa sighed in annoyance. It was almost unbearable to listen to the arrestee's evasions and nonsense when the case could be resolved in no time. He just needed to confess. Then, she could get her life back on track and be there for her mother, knowing that she had helped prevent more people from being killed.

“You're right,” she said. “I do take things personally when it comes to the murder of a fifteen-year-old. Right now, I feel like you're wasting my time, and I'm very concerned that you have another boy hidden somewhere. So, forgive me for not giving a damn about what you think of me.”

Jasper Taurup opened the door again, an excited expression on his face. He waved his phone triumphantly at Lisa.

“We've found an address for an interesting place in Beder in some mail on the kitchen table,” he said with a hint of a smile. “I'm going with Trokic to check it out.”

He turned to Robert Schack.

“Is there anything you'd like to tell me before I go?” he asked. “I'm sure you know the place I'm talking about.”

The doctor looked down at the table. Suddenly, all color had drained from his face, and his eyes had turned dull and gray. He swallowed, and for a moment, Lisa worried that he would vomit all over the table.

“Is there something you want to tell us?” she repeated hopefully.

“I'd like to talk to my lawyer,” he whispered.
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Daniel Trokic and Jasper Taurup stopped in front of a secluded gray wooden holiday house close to the beach, causing gravel dust to swirl around his blue Honda Civic. It was a beautiful and popular area, and Trokic had rented a holiday house nearby several times to get a change of scenery.

A small road separated the holiday houses from the sea, which was mostly calm and still. There was a view of the entire bay, and the sand was white with scattered pieces of seaweed. Several dinghies were lying in the seagrass.

The ophthalmologist had agreed to tell them where they could find the key to the house so they didn't have to kick in the front door. Jasper didn't think he could handle more doors.

“I wanted to slap his face during the interview,” he said. “But now, I'm not so sure. It doesn't make sense. The killer couldn't even cut Mads Birk's lips precisely. It looked like sloppy work by someone who didn't know what he was doing, not like a doctor did it. And where do the wasps come into the picture? I would have put my money on the psychotic guy. Alexander.“

Trokic sighed.

“But it has got to be him. Besides, Lisa saw him with a boy in the gardens. He's up to something. It must be connected somehow.”

They stepped out of the car. The place looked deserted, and Trokic could smell a faint sea breeze in the air. There was a mailbox by the road and a stack of newspapers hanging out as if no one had been there for some time. He couldn't see anything through the windows, which were covered by heavy dark curtains, a common practice to deter thieves from checking out if there was anything particularly valuable inside. Trokic shuddered and wondered what sight awaited them. Mads Birk hadn't looked good. Would they find a bloodbath or something even worse? And was Nicki Hvidt still in there? Alive?

He felt his heart pounding, hoping the boy was not dead. Again, he wondered about the lips. If the doctor had killed the boy, then why cut them off? Sure, he was an ophthalmologist and a surgeon, but it still didn't make sense.

They reached the door. He lifted a potted plant next to the stairs and pulled out a key. It was there, just as the owner had promised.

“Not a good hiding place,” he said. “If you check for other doors, I'll cover the front door.”

Jasper nodded and moved around the house below the windows. Trokic didn't like having him out of sight, but his partner was back a moment later.

“This is the only door other than the patio door. There's a small shed in the backyard, and it looked empty, too. Nobody here, I think.”

“Good.”

Trokic put the key in the lock, and the door slid open. Immediately, he picked up a strange antiseptic scent that didn't belong in the mixture of sea air and wood. He drew his gun and pushed the door all the way open with his foot.

“Police,” he shouted into the house.

Only silence. On the other side of the road, an elderly lady pulled her dachshund closer and hurried on.

“We're going in,” Trokic decided.

They entered a small hallway with three doors. The antiseptic smell grew stronger, and Trokic suddenly remembered playing with a glass bottle as a five-year-old. He had fallen and cut his hand, and his mother had treated it with something from an emergency kit. She had kissed his hand, stroked his hair, and fetched an ice cream from the freezer. Now, the scent worried him. It smelled like injury.

He opened the door to the first room. Only a faint light entered from a small skylight. It was a bathroom with two large black garbage bags on the floor. Trokic nudged one of them with his foot. It felt light, as if filled with paper. A piece of paper towel stuck out, and he winced. It was dark with congealed blood.

“Look,” he whispered to Jasper.

His partner grew paler, and they opened the door to the next room. The heavy curtains made it pitch black, and Jasper turned on the light—no beds in here, just a row of boxes.

“What the hell is this?” he muttered in a low voice.

He walked over to the nearest box and took a closer look.

“It looks like medical equipment.”

“My God,” Trokic said. “How many more did he plan to kill?”
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Viktor was fond of non-fiction books. He had read the entire Danish encyclopedia from beginning to end without missing a single word. Reading slowly and absorbing knowledge was something he was good at. It wasn't that he needed this general knowledge—there was no one to play Trivial Pursuit with—but it gave him an intoxicating sense of superiority. However, no encyclopedia could have taught him how to control the whirlwind of hateful feelings that had washed over him in the last few days. Soon, he would vent some of the tension that had built up in the room next door. A life would end, but it would make him a more complete person.

He discovered that the Croatian—not Polish—lieutenant was still alive. Viktor wasn't sure if he should be relieved or not. He had been caught off guard by Officer Frandsen when he visited Trokic. Well, he already had his doubts when he killed the man in the townhouse. The two of them looked alike, but for a moment, the moonlight had filtered through the window, and he had noticed the nose was different from the photo he had seen on the internet.

But Daniel Trokic was not his primary concern, and he had come to his senses. It was bad enough that he had temporarily lost control and perspective and stepped in some of the blood. The officer had bled like a pig, and it had been a horrible mess. However, he didn't care how the dead body appeared to others—it wasn't important—just a detail. The wasps on the floor were his artwork, his purpose. For a moment, he had been annoyed by the whole thing, but then he had appeared. Alexander. At last. By some weird coincidence, he had seen him as he drove past the empty house to revel in his past again. It was unbelievably fortunate that he had spotted him, and in his euphoria, he had forgotten all about the Croatian lieutenant. Viktor had hoped that Alexander would make an appearance sooner or later, and it was almost too good to be true. He allowed himself a moment to dwell on the thought of torturing him.

Now, he was back in his apartment with the new boy and saw that he was in terrible pain. He was lying on the floor on a piece of plastic to protect the wood beneath. After all, Viktor didn't want to have his home messed up. The boy, who could hardly be called a man, was naked and exposed. That's how Viktor preferred it. There was nothing sexual about it; it was all about stripping the boy of his dignity.

Unlike the first boy, he was quite skinny, which would make it much easier for him to maneuver the body around when he got that far. He was already looking forward to that part. The room was dark, with no windows, and the only light came from a naked bulb in the ceiling. The mouth had been cut off a day earlier, and the blood had stained the gums. The boy had tried to lick it off, but Viktor had applied Vaseline to the area. It was a trick he had. It would make it difficult to remove.

For a moment, he thought about which movie to watch afterward. K-PAX would be a good choice. Spacey played a psychiatric patient who claimed to be from the planet Prot, and he had a wide range of special astrophysical skills that made the psychiatrist eventually believe him. The ending had exceeded all Viktor's expectations. The movie poster was his absolute favorite in this collection. Spacey with sunglasses and a slight smile, his face turned to the sky, and a sharp-witted Jeff Bridges as his psychiatrist behind him. The background was stripes of blue, white, and violet.

He had asked a clerk at the local thrift store to order the poster for him, and he had barely slept for days until he received it. The female clerk did, however, worry him a bit. What if the police drew a connection between the Superman card and his favorite actor? Could they find the one person in town who knew about his passion? He had decided not to go to the store anymore and would have to find somewhere else to shop in the future.

For a moment, Viktor pondered his actions. He knew it was wrong. But everything had gone awry… maybe early on… back when there was still a mother who adored him. That was before the Family. Perhaps he could have been saved if someone had addressed the terrible crime committed against him. With a different upbringing, he might have been able to control himself. Maybe he could have forgiven. Now, there was just a vast emptiness inside him.

He took out the awl and held it ten inches above the boy's stomach.

“No, no, please,” the boy screamed in a thin voice.

“No one can hear you. You can scream as much as you want.”

He waited while the boy continued his screaming and begging. The sounds were sweet music to his ears, and he even moved the awl for a few seconds just to give the boy false hope. Then, he raised it again.

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and he stopped. Who on earth would want to talk to him at this time of day?
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The two police officers stepped into a large living room. The walls were white, and there was no furniture other than a standalone bed, a row of chairs, various medical equipment, and a flat-screen on a stand. Along the wall in the kitchen area was a bag of coffee, a bowl of fruit, and cookies. A stack of paper towels and a box of plastic gloves were on the table.

Jasper lowered his weapon.

“What the hell is this?” he asked.

“Looks like our ophthalmologist has been running a business,” Trokic said.

They had pulled the curtains aside, and the sun shone through the window and onto the metal table. It was similar to the one Mads Birk had been lying on in the forensic institute. Suddenly, Trokic felt exhausted. Nothing seemed to fit together.

“Business doing what?” Jasper asked.

“I have no idea. But what's worse is that Nicki Hvidt isn’t here, either. And if he's not here, then where is he?”

They were still rummaging around when the phone rang.

“Lars Soderberg,” said the person on the other end.“Yes?”

“I am a surgeon, and I have received a couple of photos from Dr. Torben Bach regarding Mads Birk. I think I know what happened to him.”

Trokic looked around the room, and suddenly, he had a horrifying idea of what kind of surgeries had taken place in this room.
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For a moment, Viktor considered not opening the door. But then he remembered the movie encyclopedia he had ordered. He got up, left the room, closed the door behind him, and went to the front door. It was indeed the mailman holding out a large package. He smiled amiably.

“It wouldn't fit in the mailbox.”

“Good thing I was home then,” Viktor said, grabbing the package. “It's getting a bit tricky nowadays. If you're not home, you have to go to the post office to pick it up. In the old days, you just left the package in front of the door.”

“We're not allowed to do that anymore unless you have a sticker on your door. You can order it online.”

Viktor thought he could hear the boy screaming somewhere in the background, but it was just his imagination. The door was closed. He was not in a hurry.

“That sounds interesting,” he said. “I'll check it out.”

Viktor signed for the package and closed the door. He immediately unpacked it and let his fingers run over the smooth cover. It was a gift for himself, and he truly deserved it. Then, he went back to the boy. As he drilled the awl into his body, he wished the Croatian policeman knew how loud one could scream without lips. He wished he could see to what extent he had failed.

The boy had long since lost consciousness. It was time to stop before the stench contaminated the whole place. It could be a while before he got rid of the body. With the first boy, the smell lingered in the room for days afterward.

Blood started to seep out of the boy's mouth as he finally found his heart and pushed the awl into it. His hands stopped trembling, and satisfaction washed over him. He stood up, opened the door to the forbidden room, and went to the bathroom to wash his hands, dripping with blood and intestinal fluids. The killing had fully met his expectations this time, he thought as he let the soap slide between his fingers and watched the water drain away.

And there would be one more—the most important one. They would meet again now that he had seen him and knew where he lived. He just needed the right opportunity. Then, he went back to the room and looked at his work. The boy was battered beyond recognition, and he didn't even know his name. But he had practiced enough. He was ready.
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Surgeon Lars Soderberg was nearly two meters tall and wore a white lab coat. A fringe of hair circled his bald head, and a pair of glasses dangled from his neck. The office was large and decorated with several reproductions of Marc Chagall, where blue seemed to be a constant.

Trokic pondered how weird it all was. He was in a private clinic, talking to someone who operated on people to help them lose weight. It was a strange world indeed.

A melancholic piece of classical music was playing on the stereo, and Lars Soderberg turned it down when Trokic entered.

“Mozart's Requiem in D minor. You know it?”

“Not really,” Trokic admitted, pulling out his notebook. Nothing was more alien to him.

“An unknown nobleman commissioned the piece while Mozart was very ill, and he dictated the work measure by measure,” Soderberg informed. “He never had the chance to finish it, and according to the myth, it contributed to his death. Dramatic, but magnificent.”

He put on his glasses, stroked one side of his hair, and smiled kindly at him across the desk. Trokic, not particularly enthusiastic about classical music or hospitals, sat down.

“I must say I'm rather shocked,” Soderberg said. “I looked at the photos of Mads Birk this morning, and I'm pretty sure that your victim had gastric bypass surgery about four, five, six months ago. The distance between the scars is accurate down to the millimeter. On the inside, the awl has done a lot of damage. Still, I can see old traces of the surgery.”

“And how do you perform such an operation?”

The surgeon paused for a moment and swiveled in his chair.

“If you want, you can read about the procedure on our website. We go through five small holes with endoscopes and our tools. Then, we divide the stomach into a small part and a slightly larger part using clips, and finally, we connect a piece of the small intestine to the upper part. That way, the stomach can contain less food, and the small intestine is bypassed, meaning fewer calories are absorbed in the body.

He shook his head in disbelief and added, “I had never imagined anybody would do this illegally. And Robert Schack is not even a bariatric surgeon. He's an ophthalmologist.”

“It's a strange case indeed,” Trokic admitted.

He thought of Mads Birk's parents and their gym and dance studio. They were both in perfect shape, and their business was thriving, equipped with the latest gear—a popular place with many customers. Maybe the parents had not been able to tolerate their son's weight gain. They had felt ashamed. Perhaps they thought it was bad for their business or that customers laughed behind their backs. Or was it the table tennis competitions? A desire for their son to become the next national champion? And if the parents had been so cynical as to have their son undergo surgery, could they have killed him, too?

“The real issue was his age,” Lars Soderberg said.

“He had just turned fifteen.”

The doctor grimaced.

“Well, there is a legal requirement that the patient must be at least twenty years old. I suppose they couldn't wait that long.”

Trokic looked at a series of city photos on the wall.

“It's Tokyo,” the surgeon said, following Trokic's gaze. “I go there once a year to eat fugu or blowfish. Did you know that the organs of blowfish are neurotoxic, and it takes a special chef to prepare them? About three hundred Japanese die every year from eating them. But it's a great delicacy.”

“I see,” Trokic said, getting the conversation back on track. “But an age requirement of twenty sounds kind of early to me.”

“Early? It's not. It's a very high age and will probably be lowered to eighteen soon. In Sweden, where I come from, we operate on patients as young as fourteen.”

“How about letting them have a chance of losing weight more naturally, or just waiting a few years?” Trokic asked. “Maybe find a less drastic solution?”

“There's no time to waste,” Soderberg said. “Obesity can have serious health consequences.”

“I know,” Trokic said. “But still.”

He had started developing a bit of a belly the year before, but it had disappeared when he stopped eating a small mountain of bread every day. However, he was well aware that the solution wasn't so simple for others.

“They could have gone to Belgium,” Lars Soderberg continued, clearly outraged. “They have different legislation, and people of all ages flock there on organized trips to have this kind of surgery.”

“You're kidding me, right?” Trokic said.

“No, no, this kind of surgery has become very popular. We can see how it spreads through entire families. We only operate on patients who are approved for it, and we believe we make a difference. Statistically, the risk of dying from cardiovascular disease or cancer is reduced by forty percent. We get people with Type 2 Diabetes, and by the next morning, it's practically gone.”

He snapped his fingers.

“Just like that! That's how effective it is.”

“But it's not a harmless operation, is it?”

“Absolutely not. We see complications in about three percent of cases.”

“And fatalities?”

There was a pause.

“We've seen that too. Internal bleeding is very rare, but when it does happen, it can be severe and happen very quickly. It could easily have happened to Mads Birk under such primitive conditions.”

“How many operations do you perform here per year?”

“Around five hundred. The number is increasing. We are one of the few approved private hospitals in the country, and the state currently guarantees treatment.”

“It sounds like a lot of people,” Trokic said.

“Nationwide, we're probably talking about three thousand bariatric surgeries this year. The problem is not diminishing any time soon.”

Trokic looked into a bowl with marzipan chocolates and took one demonstratively. His GP had complained about his cholesterol and blood pressure, but since he already smoked, there was no reason to deny himself anything else. Besides, he suddenly felt very slim.

“And how much does such an operation cost?”

“It's around a hundred thousand now. We've been under heavy pressure to reduce the price. You might think it's expensive, but the state will save money. It's an investment.”

“How so?”

“In a few years, the cost of treating obesity-related diseases will explode,” the surgeon continued unperturbed. “Diabetes, cardiovascular disease, osteoarthritis, various cancers, and so on will cripple all budgets, and if you ask me, it'll be the end of our good public healthcare. You can't pay for all this without everything being diluted. Hospitals' coffers are not bottomless. Do you have private health insurance?”

“No, I don't.”

“If I were you, I'd get some before you get too old and worn out and have to pay a hefty premium. By the time you get old, you won't get the treatment they give you nowadays. I can pretty much guarantee that. Do you have any disorders?”

“Uh, no,” Trokic said.

“Then I would seriously consider it.”

Trokic thought about it all. The obesity epidemic could not come down to willpower. Something else was going on. There had never been so many diet products manufactured, and gyms were mushrooming, yet the number of overweight people was exploding. Was it only due to sedentary jobs and junk from the food industry? Or was overeating an addiction that stemmed from stressful lives? Sort of an alternative antidepressant to soothe anxiety?

At least, that was what Lisa had argued when they discussed the issue that morning over a cup of coffee in the cafeteria. Since becoming a vegetarian, she had turned into an expert on nutrition. She could be the next minister of food. It was almost too much.

Trokic pondered. Something told him that these illegal operations had nothing to do with the murder of Mads Birk. Surely, a doctor wouldn't operate and then kill him? But maybe there was an indirect connection? The pharmaceutical industry was all about money. He had learned that much from a previous case. And money could make people kill. Regarding the parents, they were in big trouble and had suddenly become far more interesting as suspects.

Trokic got up and thanked the surgeon, then grabbed a few more marzipan chocolates from the bowl on the table and left.
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It was close to midnight when Daniel Trokic, Lisa Kornelius, and Jasper Taurup grabbed a late coffee in the cafeteria at the station.

“It looks like we're starting from scratch,” Trokic said. “Or almost, at least. Robert Schack confessed to several cases of illegal surgery in the makeshift operation room in his holiday house, but his partners in crime have given him an alibi for the evening Mads Birk was killed. This has also been confirmed by a patient who underwent surgery that evening.”

There was brief satisfaction in having put an end to a horrendous business in Aarhus. It could have gone terribly wrong. Robert Schack also gave them the names of another surgeon and two nurses who had assisted during the operations. The creepy team had found all their patients through online groups, and each had paid close to a hundred thousand. That was the price of having the surgery performed outside the healthcare system. Now, the doctors faced long sentences.

“This is so wrong,” Lisa said. “It's crazy to risk your life to fit in with ideals. How do you stop such a disease?”

“I was just waiting for the health talk to start,” Trokic said tiredly.

“Well, I'll just shut up then.”

“No, no, I want to hear it,” Jasper said. “It's quite interesting how nutrition has evolved into some kind of religion, with guru nutritionists and fanatic followers.”

“Well, here's my take on it,” Lisa said. “I think we're getting fatter because we've been told to avoid fat like the plague.”

“How does that make sense?” Jasper asked.

“The theory of fat being a great evil hasn't been properly proven. On the contrary, there’s much to suggest that it's wrong.”

She sounded agitated, and Trokic smiled to himself.

“Secondly,” she continued, “we consumed far more saturated fat a hundred years ago, and cardiovascular disease was not nearly as prevalent then as it is now. And oddly enough, the obesity epidemic and the incidence of Diabetes 2 skyrocketed after the authorities told us to cut down on fat. We've been brainwashed with this for almost thirty years.”

“But they have started differentiating between good and bad fat,” Jasper pointed out.

“That's just ridiculous,” Lisa said. “Why would there be such a thing as good and bad fat? If we lived in nature, we would eat all kinds of fats, both from animals and vegetables. We only need to eat them in their natural form.”

“But what makes people fat then?” Trokic asked good-naturedly, glad to think about something else for a second.

“Shitty foods.”

“Could you be a little more specific?” Jasper said.

“Anything processed. The more, the worse. The body can't store fat without insulin. And if you stuff yourself with refined foods that spike your blood sugar, you'll get hungry again fast, and insulin will remove excess sugar from your bloodstream by storing it as fat.”

“Then why am I not obese? I eat candy all day,” Jasper pointed out.

“You are probably an exception to the rule. Maybe it's because you don't eat anything else.”

“Well, thanks for the lecture. I'll be sure to vote for you when you run for food minister.”

She didn't take the bait, just smiled.

“Thanks. I would immediately do something on the psychological front in the fight against obesity. There is so much shame, loneliness, guilt, boredom, frustration, and other negative emotions that are soothed with food. Perhaps this should be addressed before resorting to surgery.”

“You could probably buy a lot of therapy for the cost of such an operation,” Jasper admitted. “But it’s a bit problematic that the state has to foot the bill.”

“Really?” Lisa said. “So, where do you draw the line with self-inflicted ailments? Maybe the next time you break a leg on a pair of skis in Norway?”

She sighed theatrically.

“Why are people so easily provoked by overweight people?”

“Maybe something with the Bible and the seven deadly sins,” Jasper suggested. “Gluttony.”

“The seven deadly sins are not from the Bible,” Trokic pointed out. “It's a Catholic invention based on some monks in the fourth century.”

“Well, I've had enough of this talk,” Jasper Taurup said, pushing away his coffee cup. “But where does it leave us?”

“The ophthalmologist did not kill Mads Birk,” Trokic said. “Someone else did it, and possibly with a completely different motive. Let's start all over. I suggest we start with Mads Birk's parents.”

“But what about Nicki?” Jasper asked. “He's still missing.”

“Maybe he just wants to scare his parents,” Lisa suggested. “Maybe he'll suddenly show up alive.”

Trokic's cell phone rang at that moment, and he looked at the display. It was the officer on duty. He pressed the green button with sudden unease.

“What's up?” he asked.

“We've found a dead kid in the Old Town, of all places.”

“Is it Nicki Hvidt?”

“That's what they're guessing. You'd better head over there with your team right away.”
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Ole Heiberg was still sitting in his chair, staring into thin air. His worries about Sander were like tar sticking to him. There was so much his son didn't know about his past. And there was so much he didn't know about it himself. Ole's wife had indeed died, but that was after the adoption—after they had picked Sander up from a small institution, where he had sat alone in a corner, drawing butterflies.

But Ole knew enough about him, and that knowledge now tormented him. Sander had been a good boy most of the time. He had been a scout and loved fishing trips and science-fiction movies. But still. Was there something beneath the surface? Something… evil? The adoption office had called Sander somewhat disturbed. No one seemed to know exactly what had happened in the place he came from, but the word traumatized had been mentioned multiple times. What if something from the past had surfaced in his consciousness? “It's important for him to process what happened,” they had said.

But that was precisely what never happened. He and his wife had brought Sander home, and instead, they had constructed a new past for him. It was with the best of intentions. They didn't want him to remember whatever horrors he had been through. Instead, they filled him with beautiful stories and happy memories. Stubbornly, they had pushed away all the questions that had surfaced over the years. When he was in a bad fight at school, and the teachers said there was something angry about the boy, they ignored it. Time and again, they had denied everything until he accepted their truth.

Ole got up, went to the bar cabinet, pulled out a Tullamore Dew, and poured himself a drink. He drank it fast in an attempt to drown his sudden anxiety. Now, he was afraid he and his wife had made a serious mistake. Because even as an adult, Sander had occasionally shown signs of remembering tiny glimpses—like the thing with the wasps, for instance. Where did they come from? They were definitely from Sanders' forgotten past.

Ole had always protected his son. But now, a boy had been killed. A boy who, in a way, had resembled Sander at that age. And what about all the wasps at the crime scene? It was a strange and unsettling coincidence. He sincerely hoped he hadn't made another mistake and let a predator back onto the street.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 47



For the second time in just a few days, Trokic felt defeated. He had failed again. As the highest-ranking detective on the case, he felt responsible for stopping the perpetrator, and even though three related murders had been committed, they had no serious leads. It didn't matter that resources were scarce. They had to find the killer.

Nicki Hvidt was floating on a board in the lake near the old watermill in the Old Town, an outdoor museum in the city center. The strange vessel rocked gently in the wind, and if the victim had been asleep, it might have looked peaceful. The first snow of the year was falling in large flakes, melting against the water's surface. The surroundings were beautiful, with old trees and half-timbered houses, but the circumstances were anything but pleasant.

There was a lot of activity going on and a tense atmosphere. Officers were shouting at each other, trying to get the board on solid ground without destroying potential evidence or knocking off the body. Others were setting up a cordon and directing curious passersby away from the area, and Torben Bach had arrived for a preliminary examination. A flock of ducks huddled silently against the reeds in one corner of the lake.

They finally pulled the board out of the water. The sight of the teenager left Trokic cold and speechless. His body was naked and slender, and once again, a lipless mouth sneered a final accusation against him. He noticed the fine, straight incisions and realized they were more precisely cut this time, as if the killer had only been practicing the first time and was now perfecting his craft. The very thought was sickening.

He shivered and bounced on his toes to keep warm. There was a connection between the two boys that they hadn't found yet. Whatever it was, there had to be an element of planning. He had a strange feeling that the killer had probably stalked Nicki for a while.

“Wasps?” he asked Kurt Tønnies.

“They are all around him. At least as many as last time. I think he placed them in perfect order, but the wind made a mess of them. Some of them were floating on the water. He must stock them. I guess that's why they get varnish—to keep them looking nice.”

Trokic felt the stares of several police officers. They were awaiting his orders. For as long as he could remember, his country had been safer than the rest of the world. When he was a child, his mother rarely locked the door to go shopping, even though they lived in a ghetto. Trust among Danes was generally high. But now, he felt unsafe, and the city's residents probably did too. The media coverage had been extensive, and with a total of three killings, the city would be in turmoil. Fear would gnaw at them, along with the media headlines.

He wished he could say something reassuring both to his team and the crowd of journalists already assembled outside the cordoned area, but he felt empty and clueless about what to tell them. For a moment, he wished his former boss was there. Agersund would know how to handle it all and calm the storm.

Torben Bach turned to him.

“This has got to be the same perpetrator as in Mads Birk's case. It's the same entrance wound above the navel and the same mutilation of the lips.”

“Any new information?” he asked in frustration. “We're pretty stuck.”

“Not really, except he has kept him a shorter time than Mads Birk. I wonder why?”

“Maybe he was in a hurry,” Trokic said.

“But why?”

“Maybe he felt the ground burning beneath him for some reason.”

“We're close to the Botanical Garden and the ophthalmologist's residence. Did you notice?”

Trokic nodded.

“But Robert Schack has an alibi. Unless he and his accomplices are lying, and they have no reason to.”

“There may be more to the story,” Bach said. “If you're cynical enough to perform an illegal operation on a child, I would expect a bit of everything.”

Trokic shook his head.

“It's got to be somebody else.”

Sergeant Folle appeared next to him. He looked feverishly hot despite the cold, and his short puffer jacket was open.

“I talked to Nicki's parents,” he said. “I just visited them. First the mom, then the dad. They're divorced. It was terrible. I'll never get used to it. Poor people. They were arguing the night before he disappeared, and they both said to me that they would never forgive themselves. Imagine having to live with that. And right before Christmas. Oh, damn, it was awful.”

“Did you remember to offer them counseling?”

Folle nodded.

What he didn't know was that he would have been spared the task if he had kept his mohawk. Trokic wasn't fond of weird hairdos or ponytails, preferring his own short style. He assumed others might feel the same, and a mohawk could be sort of disturbing in times of distress.

“They'd like that,” Folle said. “I also had to call a doctor for the mom. She, uh….”

“I know. But you did a great job.”

“I did my best.”

“Did you get more information about the boy?” Trokic asked.

“Fourteen years old and a seventh grader. He was to be confirmed in the spring. According to his mother, he was a paperboy, had no problems at school, and had some minor thefts, but nothing too serious. He hung out with friends in his spare time, usually in front of the computer. But there was one common link. Nicki used to go to the gym owned by Mads Birk's father.”

“When was that?” Trokic asked.

“I think a few months ago. His mom tried to get him into sports instead of gaming, but it didn't work out.”

“Find out if he talked to anybody at the gym and ask his friends if they've noticed anything unusual in the past few months.”

“You got it. But man, I'm just drained right now.”

Unless Trokic was mistaken, Folle's eyes had become glossy, and he turned away from the sight of the boy.

“It has to wait until tomorrow anyway,” Trokic said. “Go back to the station, get a cup of coffee, and talk to some of the others. You shouldn't carry this alone. We'll have a briefing as soon as I get back.“

Folle left with his head bowed, and Trokic turned his attention back to the crime scene. It was going to be a long night.
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It was another all-night meeting in the briefing room. Trokic felt like someone had thrown gravel into his eyes, yet adrenaline surged through his system. While the roughly ten or so policemen on duty found a seat, he posted the latest photos on the long whiteboard. Outside the window, the snowflakes that had fallen two hours earlier had melted upon meeting roofs and roads.

“We’re almost done examining the scene where we found Nicki Hvidt,” he began. “Largely, it resembles the circumstances surrounding Mads Birk's death, but there are a few differences, and we need to get it all sorted out. Mads Birk and Nicki Hvidt have been subjected to roughly the same mutilation. In both cases, the lips were cut off, and an awl had been used.”

Several of the police officers winced.

“No sexual assault either,” he continued. “All evidence points to the same man who killed Mads Birk and probably also Frandsen. But why did he choose these two boys specifically? What did they have in common?”

“Their age,” Jasper Taurup said. “And their looks. They look quite alike. They both had dark blond hair and green eyes.”

Trokic nodded.

“They must have met the killer somewhere we don't know. Not necessarily the same place. They lived quite far apart, and to our knowledge, they didn't frequent the same places. It could be an opportunist who strikes impulsively after spotting them, but personally, I think he stalked them for a while.”

“Could there be a financial motive?” Anne-Marie Korsager suggested.

“No,” Lisa Kornelius said promptly. “This is something sick and twisted if you ask me. It's not about money.”

Lisa looked far from fresh. Her mother's illness was taking its toll on her. That was too bad. For the past six months, things had been running smoothly for her. She had moved in with Detective Jakob Hviid, with whom she’d had a long-distance relationship for several years. Her life had settled down, and she seemed well.

Jakob was one of Trokic's closest friends. They had met many years earlier when Jakob had been stationed for the UN in Sisak, near Zagreb. He had been engaged to Trokic's cousin Sinka, but even though she had disappeared and years had passed, he still considered him family. The fact that Lisa and Jakob had found each other three years earlier had only pleased him.

“It's too early for a motive. In any case, there must be some kind of connection that we can't see.”

“I think the motive is sexual,” said one of the officers in the back. “Even though we haven't found evidence of intercourse.”

Lisa looked skeptical.

“But we've already looked into the possibility that Mads Birk sought out men for prostitution,” she said. “It's a wild goose chase. People won't talk to us, and those who did had never heard of Mads Birk.“

“What about Mads Birk's parents?” Anne-Marie asked. “And the whole obesity angle?”

“I think we put that to rest,” Trokic said. “It doesn't add up. But the parents are in trouble. They ordered an illegal surgery, and they wasted our time by not informing us about the connection to the ophthalmologist and so on. But at least we know where Mads was on Thursday night until around 8:00. That's when he left the doctor's apartment, where he had a sort of post-surgery consultation. It's only about a five-minute walk from the doctor's apartment to his own home, but we still don't know if he went straight back or which route he took.”

“I investigated a case of a girl who was raped,” Jasper said. “A cold case. She lived a few houses down the street from the white house, where we found Mads Birk, and she was obsessed with wasps. Weird, isn't it?”

Trokic stared at him irritably. He thought they had agreed that the old case meant nothing. For some reason, Jasper had changed his mind. He could be so extremely insistent. Shortly before the meeting, Trokic had peeked into Jasper's office, where he had pretty much locked himself away the past few days. When Trokic opened the door, his desk and walls were papered with sketches. His weird ideas had started getting out of hand, and Trokic doubted it would lead anywhere.

“Let's just focus on the two boys,” he said. “That old story is irrelevant for now.”

“We'll see,” Jasper said, piercing Trokic with his gaze. “Right now, that story might be as good as all the other junk we've piled up that is going nowhere. It's about time we tried some alternative and more creative theories.”

“We stick to the obvious and not some old Christmas story,” Trokic said.

“Well, the rape happened in the summer,” Jasper said.

“You know what I mean.”

Trokic turned to the rest of the assembly and asked, “Anything else I haven't heard about yet?”

“The hairspray he used to varnish the wasps,” Kurt Tønnies said. “It's from Schwarzkopf, and you can buy it anywhere.”

“I see,” Trokic said. “And what about Frandsen’s murder? Have you found anything new?”

“Nope. It's all dead. No DNA or anything.”

“Folle, you talked to Frandsen's wife. How did that go?”

“She knew nothing except he was going to stop by your house to pick up something before going home. She didn't observe anything suspicious or different before or after the murder.”

Trokic wiggled his toes. He was getting nowhere. If there weren't a breakthrough soon, many would have their Christmas vacation revoked.

“We just want to catch him before Christmas,” Anne-Marie said as if she had read his mind.

Trokic wondered what his family was doing in Zagreb and reminded himself to call them the next day. They would probably ask if he would be back in time for Christmas, and he would have to say he didn't know. It might be a lonely Christmas in front of the TV. Since his mother had died years ago, he had been to Zagreb every single year. He wouldn't even know what to do with himself at home.

“We’ll catch this guy before Christmas,” he promised.
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Sander had checked into an inn in Holsted, a small, elongated town bisected by the railway and tucked away in the middle of the country between large industrial farms and plantations. He had never been to this place before, hadn't even heard of it. There were so many small towns like this, hiding in plain sight.

But Holsted was close to Glejbjerg, his next stop. It was late when he arrived, but the innkeeper had placed a sandwich on the desk in his room, along with a leaflet about the inn and tour suggestions for the area.

The room looked like it had been decorated in the sixties, and not much had changed since then. The wallpaper had yellow flowers, and there was a bed with stiff springs, brown lamps, and a Marlboro ashtray. He touched the duvet. It was heavy, and he could feel the feathers through the fabric. In one corner of the floor was a small fridge; when he opened it, he found a minibar. He could stay for a while.

Smoking was allowed in the room, but Sander had no intention of doing so. Instead, he poured dog food into the ashtray and gave it to Zita. Afterward, he pulled the dog onto his lap, petted her long ears, and sniffed her fur. The puppy reminded him of a cocker spaniel somewhere in his childhood, but he couldn't remember any details, only that it hurt.

He toasted himself with a beer, ate the sandwich greedily, and then fell asleep fully dressed and with shadows from the night lamp dancing on the wallpaper.

He woke up a couple of hours later. He had dreamt of the disfigured girl again, but this time, he had seen her whole body and a ring on her finger. It contained a mathematical formula he couldn't decipher. A chill ran down his spine, and he suddenly felt like he had vital information.

He got up and stared out the window. The parking lot in front of the hotel was lit up, and his gaze fixed on a white Berlingo. Hadn't he seen that car somewhere else? There was a person behind the wheel, but he was too far away for Sander to see him. He shuddered. The man, because he was sure it was a man, was looking in his direction as if he was just staring and staring at his window. Could the man see Sander standing there?

He wanted to pull the curtains tight, but the car and the person behind the wheel drew his attention. A couple of young teenagers walked by. They shouted out loud, and one threw an empty beer can on the ground and stomped on it before laughing and walking on. Behind the parking lot was the railway, and a train was waiting at the station. For some reason, Sander was sure that the stranger in the car hadn't just dropped off a passenger for the train or was waiting for someone.

Suddenly, the car started and drove away quickly, and Sander breathed a sigh of relief. His paranoia was taking over. Why would anybody be following him without making themselves known?

He stared at the phone on the small table. It was an old white model with red keys from the eighties. Should he call the head of the investigation into the boy's murder? He remembered the policemen's hands around his wrists a few days earlier. They had twisted his arms behind his back so that his shoulders had popped, and they had pushed him through the house. They had kicked his clay pot from Brazil on the floor and called him a crazy loser, as if he had been a common criminal.

But worst of all, he remembered their glances and how they smirked at each other. Yet he still had a small hope somewhere that not the entire police force was like that. And he had something to tell them that might be important to their investigation. There was something about the girl that was related to this story. Even if he didn't know how it was all connected, it was about time he got some help. He hesitantly picked up the phone.
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The uneasiness started as soon as Trokic drove down the street to his townhouse. The neighborhood was usually a child-friendly and peaceful place—a spot where one could breathe. It was a short distance from Holme Mountains—a somewhat pretentious name for a hilly area created when huge stones bulldozed the land during the last ice age. The neighborhood was silent and deserted, and the lights were out in the other houses on the street. He had been home earlier to clean up after the technicians, feed the cat, and get a few hours on the couch. A young officer from the patrol had been guarding the house, but Trokic had sent him home.

His pulse went up as soon as he opened the car door, and he automatically checked if he had his weapon on him. Usually, his Heckler & Koch was locked up in the basement at the station, but not today. It wasn't outright fear but more an alertness that sharpened his senses and wore him out at the same time. The light above the door to the house had been out since the summer, and he hadn't replaced the bulb. Glancing to both sides, he found his keys and opened the door.

After the technicians’ visit, the house still smelled different, and the cat flap in the door clattered in the strong wind. For a moment, he felt as if he had stepped into another person's home. He jumped when the cat darted between his legs. Normally, it meowed for food when he came home, but it was unusually quiet tonight.

After a quick sweep, he found the house empty with no signs of forced entry. Only then did he relax a bit and take a bottle of wine from a shelf, debating whether it would be a good idea to calm his nerves with the wine in case the killer tried to attack him again or if it would dull his senses too much. He decided two glasses would be a balanced choice. Sooner or later, he would need some sleep to function.

He sat down on the couch and realized his heart was still pounding. He wouldn't be able to sleep here. Not tonight, when Frandsen had just been killed on the floor the night before, and the house still smelled strange. And not while the Waspman was still out there somewhere. For a moment, he considered calling the officer on duty and asking him to send out a new security guard, but he didn't want more cops around his home. He got up, went to the kitchen, and grabbed the bottle of red wine and a packet of sausages from the fridge. Then, he went to the shed.

Five minutes later, he had made himself comfortable on the floor with a cushion from a daybed. Pjuske had curled up next to him, and it was pitch black as he drank from the bottle of red wine and ate the sausage. But it was quiet and safe.

The events of the day and evening were still echoing in his mind when his phone buzzed silently. He looked at the display but couldn't decipher the long string of digits.

“It's me, Christiane,” said the light voice on the other end.

Tension instantly filled the call, and a thousand thoughts went through his mind. Most of all, why was she calling?

“Thanks for the postcard,” he said after a few seconds, thinking about the withered tree on the card on his fridge door.

“How are you?” she asked in a relaxed tone.

He could hear cicadas, dogs barking, and scooters in the background. Through it, he heard her light breathing. She sounded so close, not thousands of miles away.

“I'm fine. Is it early morning where you are? Are you okay?” he asked, hoping the conversation couldn't be heard outside the shed.

“Yes, everything's fine. I'm calling because I've been trying to reach my dad all day, and he's not answering. I'm starting to get a little worried. Usually, I always know where he is, and I wanted to tell him about a case we had at the hospital today.”

So, that was why she had called. It wasn't to check on him. He felt disappointed and bit his lip. On the other hand, she could have called the Institute of Forensic Medicine earlier and asked for her father. That would be the more obvious thing to do. Maybe it was a little game on her part.

“Your dad is on his way to Greenland,” he said, noticing that he had a cat hair in his throat that had probably been in the red wine. “I spoke to him a couple of hours ago. He was on his way to the airport. A young woman was raped very badly yesterday, so he had to go. He's probably been too busy to call you. Or maybe his cell phone went dead.”

“Oh,” she said with relief in her voice. For a moment, he imagined her sitting on her balcony in the tropical night wearing one of her colorful sarongs, her short black hair in disarray, a green stone hanging from a leather cord around her neck, and a total absence of makeup. She was probably a good fit for India.

“I'll try to catch him tomorrow then,” she said. “He always forgets his charger, so you're probably right. How are you doing these days?”

This was probably when he was supposed to reveal whether he had a girlfriend. However, there wasn't anything to tell. The pharmacist he had dated was long forgotten, and besides, since Christiane had ended the relationship to go to India, it was no longer any of her business. He wondered if she had friends who had observed him in town with her rival. Hopefully not.

“I'm fine,” he repeated.

“The case you're working on is terrible,” she said. “I’m following it online. There's this cute little internet café across the street, and we also have Wi-Fi in the hospital where I work. Are you making any progress?”

He gave her a summary and chose not to mention Frandsen's death in his house 24 hours earlier. He could tell her some other time, no need to scare her. And what would she make of the fact that he had taken refuge in his shed and barricaded himself behind a shelf of tools?

“How is work going?” he asked.

She told him vividly about the hospital where she worked and the patients she had seen during the day, and he laughed quietly at her stories and whimsical ideas. For a moment, he thought this could have been a regular routine if they had stayed together. Then he remembered her young age and what she would expect from him, and everything closed up again.

After their conversation, he fell asleep but woke up again with a start, and for a moment, he didn't know where he was. He sat up on the cushion, his hand on his weapon. There was a howl from a crack by the door where the wind was trying to get in. Then his phone buzzed again, and he knew that was what he had heard. He looked at the display. It was an unknown number again.

“Yes,” he replied, still a bit groggy.

“Hello. My name is Alexander Heiberg. Am I speaking to Lieutenant Daniel Trokic?”

The psychiatric patient! Trokic had recently gotten a new phone number, and usually, his number and address were kept secret for obvious reasons, but something had gone wrong this time. Now, anybody could call him and find him. This was a potentially deadly situation. If the police were correct, and Frandsen's killer had been targeting Trokic, it was undoubtedly how he found him. Was this the same man?

“Yes, this is me,” Trokic said, feverishly fishing in the dark for a cigarette from the packet on the floor. It was the last one, he realized. He had smoked quite a bit in the past 24 hours. Actually, he hadn't smoked this much since he worked at a resettlement center in Zagreb during the war. But this was also some kind of war.

“Sorry for the late hour,” the voice on the other end continued. “But I've been following the Mads Birk murder case.”

“You know we're looking for you, right?” Trokic said, hoping his voice sounded neutral.

“I assumed so.”

“But you haven't turned yourself in?”

“I can't. Your friends gave me a rough time the last time I saw them, and they had me locked up. No need to go through that again.”

“But now you want to talk?” Trokic asked anxiously, trying to remember how late the nearest gas station was open so he could get more nicotine supplies.

The voice on the other end was sober and matter-of-fact.

“I do have something I'd like to share.”
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Sander listened to the voice on the other end uneasily, not yet knowing if he would regret his call.

“We've wanted to talk to you for a while,” the lieutenant said.

“I know. But as I said, I'm not going back to the psychiatric ward.”

“I can't guarantee that,” Trokic said.

Sander sighed.

“No, that's kind of the point.”

“So, tell me. What's the story with the wasps?”

Sander could tell the policeman had been asleep, but there was also something else in his voice—a backdrop of distrust. Or a little monster between them. Sander was afraid the cop would hang up. It could happen at any moment. Even worse, the police might be able to trace the call… however that worked. He imagined the worst. Maybe they could see exactly where he was calling from, use satellite photos, and call some local cops. They might be outside, knocking on the door in a matter of minutes. He thought he had seen something like that in a movie once, but whether it was true was another story.

“I don't remember where they came from,” he said. “All I see is this girl in a yellow flowered dress with a disfigured face.”

“Disfigured in what way?”

“I don't know. Her face is like really strange.”

“And you remember her from where?”

“I don't know. I dreamt about her.”

Why would the lieutenant believe him? He hardly knew if he believed it himself or if it was just a product of his racing brain. In the psychiatric ward, a lot of the other patients hallucinated. Sander had many scary movies in his mind, but no matter how much they tormented him, he always knew they were a product of his imagination. The image of the young girl, however, was more like a memory.

“She seems so real,” he said. “I think I saw her when I was a child. She had a ring with an equation.”

“An equation?”

There was a budding interest in the policeman's voice. It was as if he had suddenly moved closer to the phone—had become more present.

“Yes,” he said.

“What kind of equation?” Trokic asked.

“Something mathematical. It said ‘E=mc2’”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” the officer wanted to know.

“I don't know.”

“But you must remember where you saw her?”

“No, I don't,” Sander said, although a little voice inside his head shouted, "You don't want to remember."

“What is her name?”

“I don't know; I don't know.”

There was a pause.

“Can't you hear how this sounds?” the lieutenant asked. “You call and disturb me in the middle of the night about something you've dreamt. If everyone did that, then….”

“But I haven't dreamt about her for a long time. Now, it started again.”

A heavy sigh went through the phone.

“Try to describe her in more detail, apart from her clothes,” Trokic suggested. “Anything you remember—surroundings and such.”

Sander tried with all his might to make an effort, but it just made things worse. Suddenly, it was as if the policeman's voice resonated in his mind, turning into huge waves of sound that he struggled to understand. He imagined the officer's head was inflated to twice its size, distorting the sound. The image made him nauseous. "You won't remember," the little voice in his head repeated. But he had to. He pulled himself together. He could do this. And for a moment, his mind went clear.

“She's not that old. Maybe nine or ten years. Very skinny. Chestnut curly hair tied up with a neon green clasp. Her face is disfigured, and she is in a garden.”

"Your garden," the voice said.

There was silence on the other end. Long enough for Sander to wonder if they had been disconnected. He clenched the phone. Suddenly, the connection to the policeman on the other end felt like the only thing he had left. Nothing had ever been so important. He wished he could do everything right and not disappoint anyone for once—make a difference he wasn't being paid for. It felt like there was a deadline, and they had to solve the puzzle before it was too late. But too late for what?

He clutched Zita, who had fallen asleep on the bed. She grunted and wiggled one leg.

“What about the surroundings?” the lieutenant asked after a while. “Can you try to describe them as accurately as possible?”

“There are no surroundings,” he said. “She is just there. Nothing happens in the dream. It’s just the image of her and the garden.”

“Wait a minute,” Trokic said. “I heard a noise; I just need to check something.”

There was a slap as the phone was put down. Sweat broke out in Sander's hands. The phone became slippery, and he almost dropped it on the floor. The day before, a policeman had been stabbed to death in a private home, and Sander had a strong feeling that it was related to the case. But the newspapers had provided little information as if the police were withholding it. Could the lieutenant be in danger? It didn't make sense, yet he could feel the fear spreading in his gut. All sorts of horror stories ran through his mind, and he felt powerless on his end of the phone. When the policeman finally answered, he breathed a sigh of relief.

“It's late,” Daniel Trokic sighed, and it sounded like an ashtray was being moved around.

The little monster of distrust grew between them again.

“If you can't tell me more, I'm going back to sleep. But you need to come to the station tomorrow so we can talk. The thing is that you were admitted to a psychiatric hospital shortly after the time when we believe Mads Birk was killed, and we have no guarantee that you are not our killer.”

“I'm not. At least, I don't think so.”

“Well, your behavior is quite suspicious, and to be honest, your weird dreams don’t make it any better. If you claim you have nothing to do with the case, why don't you come to my office and convince me?”

“I can't.”

“Why not?”

Sander hesitated.

“I'm not in Aarhus anymore.”

“Where are you?” Trokic asked in a concerned voice.

“I'm in the countryside.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“A small town. I'm looking for something.”

“Looking for what? You're not playing detective, are you?”

“I can't get into that now,” Sander said dismissively and suddenly had a lump in his throat.

“But we could use your help. If you come to the station.”

Sander sighed. The cop was trying to ingratiate himself. Manipulate him. Make him come to them.

“Will you try to find the girl?” Sander asked, not knowing whether to let his desperation shine through. If it would help… He chose not to.

“I can hardly do anything with so little information. Honestly, we're drowning here. We're getting a lot of tips. We try to investigate all of them, but it all takes time. How can I persuade you to come to the station?”

“You can't.”

“In that case, you will be considered a suspect until we have resolved this. There is no other way. You're on our list of potential killers.”

“I understand,” Sander said. “You're dead wrong, but I get it.”

“Good. In the meantime, if you can think of anything else, please let me know. You've used my phone number before, so you can use it again,” Trokic concluded dryly.

Then, the line went dead.
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Trokic hesitated, car keys in hand. Across the road was a jewelry shop. He had only managed to sleep for a couple of restless hours since the stranger had called in the middle of the night. The same morning, he had found that Alexander Heiberg had not yet turned up at his address and had not been seen anywhere else. Perhaps the Welsh neighbors were lying, but that didn't change the fact that Alexander seemed to have vanished.

A subsequent call to the advertising agency Alexander usually worked for painted a picture of a hard-working, reliable, and excellent copywriter. Except for the “bad periods,” as the owner diplomatically had referred to them.

However, Trokic had no idea if Alexander was a credible source of information. He had his doubts, and he had to look at it realistically. Wasn't it true that psychotic individuals could be so convincing that you believed their hallucinations? Maybe Alexander had killed the boys in some strange psychosis?

Still, Trokic couldn't get the thought of the disfigured girl off his mind. What if she was real? What if she was the girl Jasper had talked about, who had been a mathematical prodigy? The girl who, many years ago, had lived three houses away from where Mads Birk was found? She, too, had been obsessed with wasps. And she had cut her lips. Things seemed to match a little too well, and no matter how strange it all seemed, he couldn't afford to be wrong. Better to jump at the command of a madman—or worse, a killer—than to find out later that he should have listened. But for now, he kept it to himself.

The place across the street was called The Jewelers. The owner was a woman in her late thirties in a tight-fitting red dress, massive black curly hair, and large gold earrings. The shop was empty, and she was flipping through a folder of jewelry photos.

“Looking for a piece of jewelry for a Christmas present?” she asked.

“No, thank you. That won't be necessary. I'm here for another matter.”

Trokic had never spent Christmas with a girlfriend. His family in Zagreb had always taken priority. He introduced himself, quickly explained the situation, and described the ring with the equation.

The woman shook her head.

“I never made a ring like that. I specialize in gemstones and such. If someone comes along who wants something more artistic or personal, I send them over to Bent. But I think it sounds a bit too… well, special even for Bent.”

“Who is Bent?”

“A good old colleague of mine.”

“And where can I find him?”

She gave him the address.

“Good luck with your hunt. I hope you find it.”

Trokic stepped on the accelerator, exceeding the speed limit by ten miles per hour. He felt as if the Waspman and now possibly a psychiatric patient—if these two were not the same person—were toying with him. On his stereo was 30 Seconds to Mars with their song, Kings and Queens. The American band was perfect for venting frustration, and he could feel his anger slowly dissipating.

He parked in front of another jewelry shop just outside the city center and again ignored the no parking sign.

The man in the shop spoke in a Copenhagen dialect and looked like he had just stepped out of a dockside bar. His teeth were old and worn, his skin was dull, and there was a faint smell of alcohol.

The shop was so small that Trokic could barely turn around inside. Along the wall and beneath the counter were displays with beautifully crafted silver jewelry. Even though they looked like small pieces of art, the shop was empty, and the owner seemed a bit scruffy.

“I didn't make that ring,” Bent said when presented with the story. “But I know a guy who probably did.”

Trokic could barely hide his astonishment. He had been ready to leave the shop and forget the whole thing the moment he entered. Now, the ring was suddenly becoming real.

The silversmith handed Trokic a mug.

“Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Bent poured from a thermos from a small table behind the counter. The coffee was black as tar and tasted bitter and sour. Trokic stifled a grimace and could already feel his stomach protesting. But sometimes, sharing a cup of coffee was conducive to conversation, and he had consumed many a foul-tasting brew over the years.

“There was an artist in town years ago,” Bent explained. “He painted in oil and acrylic, made a few sculptures, and that sort of thing. Very talented, and he was doing quite well.”

“A renowned painter?”

“No, no, but he could make a living from it. Åge Ejlersen was his name. Does that ring a bell?”

Trokic shook his head. He knew nothing about art and had never visited the local art museum.

Bent continued, “At one point, Åge made a few rings for friends and family. Nothing commercial—I think he just saw it as a challenge. I think he made that equation for his daughter as a gift. Why, I don't know. It was something about her being pretty good at math.”

That sounded familiar. Trokic put his mug down so hard that the coffee sloshed over the rim.

“So, his daughter got that ring? What else do you know about her?”

“She was probably around ten at the time and a bit of a strange fish. I never heard her utter a single word. I think she was some kind of mute.”

“I see. Where can I find Åge Ejlersen? I think he might be the guy my partner has been trying to get ahold of.”

“Oh, I have no idea. He moved out of the country at some point to some Eastern European city.”

“You don't remember which one?”

“No, I don't.”

“How about an address somewhere?”

“Nope. But I can ask around to see if anyone knows where he ended up.”

“Well, here's my card,” Trokic said. “I hope to hear from you.”

He thanked Bent for his assistance and left the shop. The street outside seemed slightly brighter than before. Maybe he was onto something. Maybe he was close to piecing together this convoluted puzzle. He took a deep breath and headed back to his car, a new resolve forming in his mind.

As he started the engine, Trokic had a fleeting thought: Alexander and the Waspman might be two separate entities, but their stories were clearly intertwined. At the center of it all was a young girl who may have been gifted in math and wore a silver ring inscribed with an equation.

His phone rang, and he pulled it out of his inside pocket. Jasper Taurup's name was on the display.

“I checked up on Nicki Hvidt's membership at the gym owned by Mads Birk's parents. He was only there a total of seven times in one month. After that, nothing. One of the instructors remembered him, and he hadn't seen him talking to anyone other than a friend he brought along.”

“And the instructors?”

“They all have alibis for either the night Mads Birk was killed or Nicki Hvidt. We also checked who was exercising at the same time as Nicki Hvidt and found nothing of interest.”

“What about Mads Birk and Nicki Hvidt? Did they exercise at the same time?”

“Mads didn't check in before training. He could come and go as he pleased. I don't know. It's either a dead end or a hell of a lot of work. Or both.”

Trokic sighed.

“Put two men on the job. We need to talk to all these people, even if it’s a waste of our time.”
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The next morning, it was gray and rainy when Sander parked in front of Glejbjerg Church, a whitewashed building with a single tower surrounded by tall bushes. He had slept restlessly, and anxiety had gnawed under his skin.

The town was not more than a large village, well inland, far from any major city, and it was surrounded by miles of bare fields. Not much was stirring this morning, and he felt uncomfortable with the silence and lack of traffic and crowds. Only a few shops had been squeezed onto the main street: an electronics store, a hairdresser, a grocery store, and a grill bar. The houses were mostly red brick houses from the beginning of the last century, and the town had previously had a railway station. But that was back in the old days. A scrap dealer, the old woman had told him. There couldn't be too many of those in such a small town.

There was already a bite of information at the grocery store. A slightly chubby lady with short hair and a slight underbite apathetically processed his order of two pieces of pastry. Her name tag read "Gunhild." The shop was deserted, and he could hear the conveyor belt humming.

“You mean the people on Astrup Church Road?” she asked, pulling change out of the cash register.

“Maybe,” he said. “Do you have more than one scrap dealer around here?“

She shook her head.

“No. And you can't miss this one. There are mountains of iron and scrap metal outside. It's not a pretty sight, that's for sure. You can drive up Astrup Church Road. The place is on the right-hand side. But don't tell them I sent you.”

He thanked her, took the bag of pastries, and returned to the car where Zita was waiting. He pulled her out and let her pee in a small bed in a garden, then lifted her back into the car.

He had rarely been so deep into the countryside. The place was probably beautiful in the summer, surrounded by fields of wheat and rapeseed and ditches full of dandelions and poppies. Now, it was just dirt fields, and even the stumps had disappeared. There was something ancient about the landscape as if time had stopped for a moment.

Sander found the place in five minutes. He looked at the huge mountains of old cars, washing machines, and other scrap metal. They were placed on the lot next to the farmhouse where the boy from his dreams had somehow ended up. "Scrap dealer," the old woman had said. And as the lady at the grocery store had said, it wasn't a pretty sight. The car wrecks had piled up, and being a neighbor to all the junk would hardly increase the value of your property.

The house was from the beginning of the last century and painted yellow, and there was a smell of pea soup wafting from a foggy kitchen window with a lower curtain and dust-covered panes. Did anyone eat pea soup in the morning? Or where did that peculiar smell come from? Sander stopped in his tracks, and for a moment, the boy was back with him, as vivid as if it had been yesterday—small, blond, with a dirty face.

The memory filled him with unease, and for a moment, he felt as if the sticky smell of pea soup somehow enveloped him, making it hard to breathe. Somewhere far away in the back of his mind, the girl with the disfigured face had started screaming. He shuddered. Something evil had happened a long time ago. Sander had a pain in his stomach. Someone had harmed the girl. And the boy.

He was standing on the path up to the house, paralyzed and sweating, when the door suddenly opened to his left, and a short woman emerged from a workshop. She was in her mid-fifties, and her voice was rough and slightly slurred, as if she had been drinking.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I'm here about your son.”

He had no idea if the boy was their son or if there were any family ties at all. The woman looked at him blankly. There was no coldness about her, just distance and lack of life. She was like a gray mass, perhaps calmed by alcohol or something stronger.

“We don't have a son. It must be a foster son. We've had five of them. Which one is it?”

“I don't know. He lives in Aarhus, I think.”

“Viktor.”

The name sent chills down Sander's spine. It was him. The name echoed inside him, and for a moment, he felt the urge to throw up the pastry he had eaten in the car.

“What about him?” the woman continued. “We don't see him anymore. The boy went his way. He moved to Aarhus when he came of age. I think he went to school up there, and after that, we heard nothing. No one did.”

“What about his room? Is it still here? Can I see it?”

Something in the woman's facade cracked, revealing a glimpse of fear. She looked around, then fixed her gaze on a leafless birch tree.

“No, you cannot see it. One of the other boys got it.”

“But I'd like to see it anyway.”

“Are you listening? There's nothing to see, I said.”

“Okay,” Sander resigned.

“Just get out of here. There's nothing to see at all.”

“How about a photograph of Viktor? Do you have one?”

“Listen. You can't just show up here like some idiot and demand to see our family album. Besides, we don't have any photos of Viktor. He took them all with him.”

Couldn't be all of them, Sander thought. There had to be one or more left somewhere in the stash—taken at a birthday party or during some holiday. But she wouldn't show them to him, and he wondered what the reason could be.

He looked over his shoulder as a sharp sound came from the junkyard. Was somebody following him? Had the police traced his conversation last night, and were they watching him? He realized they could have planted microphones in the car while he slept.

He should never have contacted the lieutenant. What difference would it have made? There was no help to be found. He was alone in his mission to find the truth about a boy from his past who haunted him.

The gravel crunched, and a large man in his late sixties appeared behind his wife. He was wearing an oil-stained blue boiler suit with a wrench sticking out of one pocket and a pair of wooden clogs on his feet. His hair was combed to one side and was either greasy or well-coated with a hair product. His lips and teeth were yellow from nicotine and coffee, and his skin was gray and scarred. He gave him an amiable fake smile. The guy was probably used to dealing with customers of all kinds—customers with money. Customers who kept the scrap business going.

“Is there some kind of problem here? Can I help you?”

“It's about Viktor,” said the wife. “I told him that we lost contact with him.”

“My wife is right. We can't help you with that. Viktor has always been a loner and mostly stayed in his room over in….”

“Yes, up in his room,” his wife interrupted. “Like I said, one of the other boys got it afterward. We only had problems with Viktor. He was constantly throwing stones at the neighbor's cows and even the cars on the road… skipping school, and lying all the time. I wouldn't be surprised if he got involved with drugs or something. Maybe that's something you're familiar with, too. You look kind of shady to me. Like one of those junkies.”

“Sorry, I'm not taking drugs voluntarily,” Sander said. “But there's got to be something you know about him that can lead me to him.”

The foster mom shrugged.

“We can't help you.”

Sander wondered how they celebrated Christmas. It was a strange thought, but he couldn't make them fit in with the atmosphere, and there was no hint of decorations. He wanted to ask them where they had found the boy—where he belonged. "But you already know that," the voice said. But he didn't want to listen. He didn't want to ask the voice. It would come when he was ready.

A gust of wind brought the smell of pea soup with it. He stared at the two people and felt uneasy. They were closed off like a book, like two ghosts whose souls were trapped between the junk. They would never invite him inside.

Then he had to invite himself. There was always a way.
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Daniel Trokic poured absinthe he had bought outside the metro and drank half of it in one gulp. Outside his window was Prague. The silversmith had called shortly after his visit and told him he could find the artist who had made the ring in the Czech capital. Where precisely, he didn't know. Trokic had subsequently spent half an hour convincing the Czech police to get ahold of the painter and question him on behalf of the Danish police. Finally, his colleague had agreed to investigate the matter "sometime when the local gang war settles down, hopefully in a month or two."

Trokic couldn't wait that long, and a flight was immediately booked. That was four hours ago.

When he arrived, Prague was five degrees warmer, and the air smelled of earth and mold. He had eaten a quick meal at a restaurant in a backyard in the old town—goulash with some rather tough beef—while the waiter breathed heavily down his neck.

Now, he was back in the hotel, drinking absinthe. The hotel was peaceful. He had never been to Prague before, but one summer when he was twelve, he spent a week at a soccer camp in the second largest city, Brno. He remembered the city as a dreary place where the chocolate had been almost inedible. He and a friend had stayed with a family in a gray apartment building. The parents had stared at them as if they were aliens and their only comprehensible word that week had been "syrup," which they poured over a thin tea. Trokic could still remember the sweet taste that had lingered in his mouth long after. That's how he remembered the Eastern Bloc before he started visiting his family in Croatia.

He suddenly thought of a case he had heard about from a colleague in Russia. A family had been staying in a hotel in a small inland town when a knock on the door awakened the mother. A group of robbers broke in and shot her husband and young daughter. She escaped through the window. She was never found again, but the three robbers were found dead one by one in the subsequent years.

He shuddered at the thought. And then another grim picture came to mind. The boy from Vukovar had become clearer and now seemed impossible to keep out of his thoughts. It was only a matter of time before he popped out from his hiding place in his memory and demanded to be seen.

He opened his laptop and placed it on the desk in front of the window overlooking the river and the city. It tormented him to be away from the office at a crucial time, but he needed to check this out. He had also found out that Lisa Kornelius's mother was not just sick but dying. He had tried to force Lisa to take time off, but she wouldn't hear of it. Now, it weighed on his conscience.

It was not possible to access the police intranet, as it was a closed system for security reasons. But he had put Folle to work, searching the web for people who might have a connection to the artist, and when he opened his webmail, there was, as hoped, an email from him. Folle had been in contact with several people who had known Åge Ejlersen, including students from the art academy and two other colleagues. However, none of them had been able to provide information about Åge Ejlersen's current whereabouts. One suggested that Trokic start in Prague at the Charles Bridge, where countless artists hung out, selling their paintings or drawing portraits of tourists.

Trokic closed the computer, picked up his wallet from the desk, and looked out the window at the river. He could walk to the bridge in half an hour or get there in ten minutes by subway.
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Daniel Trokic had already seen enough people for one day. First, there was the subway, where people stood like herrings in a barrel, and he nearly tripped over two drug addicts who were bold enough to shoot up at the subway exit during rush hour. Then, he found out that Charles Bridge was a regular tourist trap, and it had taken him two hours to get through the crowds, asking every single person with even the slightest artistic appearance if they knew a painter named Åge Ejlersen.

In the middle of it all, Jasper had called to say that everyone in the gym had been questioned again, to no avail. They were wasting resources everywhere. But at the very end of the bridge, after being pushed and shoved from all directions, he finally found a girl who could tell him where to find the man. He had breathed a sigh of relief.

Now, he stood somewhat stressed out in a backyard in the city center. He was surprised that an artist could afford to live in the center of Prague. The apartment prices had to be quite high this close to the Old Town Square with the astronomical clock and the many crystal shops that attracted a swarm of buzzing tourists.

But the backyard was a small oasis, a sort of alleyway with a tattoo studio, a café, and a strip of posters on the walls. A girl with long black hair with a blue streak smiled kindly at him, and for a moment, he thought of Christiane's short black hair and felt a sudden pang of longing.

From the alleyway, an external staircase led two floors up to a wooden door with peeling paint and a brass handle. Åge Ejlersen's name was on a ceramic plate.

The artist himself opened the door. The painter had grown a gray mustache shaped like handlebars, and his face was furrowed with heavy wrinkles. His hair was neat, and he wore a red and blue striped peasant shirt. On his feet, he had two different socks. He stared at the lieutenant in surprise when he pulled out his badge and introduced himself.

“It's been a long time since I've spoken Danish. You lose your acquaintances and friends over time,” he said as he showed Trokic inside.

It was a small, cozy home with wooden floors, ceiling beams, and heavy old sofas and chairs. The walls were painted in varying colors by several different artists, as far as Trokic could tell with his limited knowledge of art.

Åge Ejlersen pointed to a green chair at the kitchen table.

“Have a seat. Would you like a beer? The dry air in the winter makes you thirsty.”

He spoke with a hint of outdated Danish, which you sometimes would hear from Danes who had emigrated. Trokic hesitated but then thought it was only fair that he should have one, considering his current working conditions.

“Yes, please.”

Åge Ejlersen fetched two Staropramen from the fridge and opened them both. Then he sat down heavily on the chair opposite Trokic.

“I left everything in Denmark behind years ago, and apart from a Christmas card and an occasional visit, my life is here now. Have you noticed the atmosphere? How history and art seem to blend?”

“It's a beautiful city,” Trokic said.

“Immortalized by Kafka and Kundera. They have become my favorite authors, and I often re-read them.”

“So, that's why you left Denmark?”

“Well, that was part of it. And it gave me a better opportunity to make a living from my paintings. There's no room for an artist in Denmark.”

Trokic wouldn't know anything about that.

“I'm here because I want to talk about a ring. A silversmith in Aarhus is convinced you made it.”

Åge Ejlersen frowned and wiped beer foam from his beard. He stared at him in surprise.

“Did Bent send you? The guy has the memory of an elephant. How is he doing? I never thought I'd hear from him again.”

“He's alive and kicking,” Trokic confirmed.

“What ring is it? I've only made five rings in my life, all for family members. I have every little detail in my head.”

He tapped his head and smiled. Trokic pulled out a piece of paper with the equation from his bag and placed it on the table.

“This equation is on a ring connected to a case we're investigating. Do you know it?”

He leaned back in his chair and waited for the reaction. Åge Ejlersen pulled a pair of greasy reading glasses from the front pocket of his shirt and leaned over the paper. He nodded.

“I know that equation better than anyone. It's Einstein's formula, E=mc2, which states that energy and mass are equivalent, directly proportional to the square of the speed of light in a vacuum. He deduced this in his special relativity theory.”

Trokic was lost.

“I see. Who was the ring for?”

“I made it for my daughter for her tenth birthday. She wanted a ring, and I thought it would be nice if I made it myself. I wanted to give her something special. Elena didn't talk much when she was little. She was a bit of a mystery to us. But math was her passion; she's very gifted in that regard. A teacher once said she was one in tens of thousands.”

Then, he suddenly seemed to remember that the man across from him was a policeman and that Trokic had just made a connection between a crime and his daughter. His voice suddenly became vigilant and slightly harsher.

“Where did you say you heard about the ring?” he asked.

Trokic hesitated. He could hardly tell him that somebody had envisioned the ring in a dream.

“There is a connection to at least two murder cases in Aarhus,” he said cautiously. “We're talking about extremely violent and bestial killings, and we need to find the perpetrator as quickly as possible. We're afraid that he may continue. We have been working on the case for several days, but despite some leads, we haven't gotten far. We need your help.”

Åge Ejlersen stared at him, horrified.

“Who was killed?”

“Two teenagers. Boys. The thing is, one of the bodies was found in a house close to where you used to live.”

His host shook his head, his voice trembling slightly.

“That sounds terrible, but I promise you it has nothing to do with Elena. My daughter is pure as snow. But, uh… but if someone has been killed, and you say there's a connection, is she in any kind of danger?”

He stood up and pushed the chair back, making it screech.

“I need to call her right away and warn her.”

“No, calm down,” Trokic said. “Please, sit. There is no reason to think she is in danger. Where is she?”

“Here in Prague.”

“Let's cool our jets.”

The painter sat down again hesitantly.

“Does Elena still have the ring?” Trokic asked.

“Yes, she always wears it. She's had it widened by a jeweler from time to time, so it's not so nice anymore. But she doesn't want to get rid of it. I just don't see how the ring has anything to do with us.”

“Somebody related to the case remembered it.”

“I haven't been to Denmark for ages. Someone else must have made a similar one—a copy.”

“That doesn't seem very likely,” Trokic said.

Åge Ejlersen took a sip of his beer and slammed it down hard on the table, causing the bottle to splash. His hands shook slightly.

“More unlikely than the story you just presented to me? Elena has no relations in Denmark at all. It must be a coincidence. Even though it's a strange coincidence, it doesn't make sense.”

Trokic felt convinced that the artist was telling the truth.

“I need to speak to your daughter anyway. Where can I find her?”

A shadow passed over the man's eyes, and his voice became somehow heavier.

“She works at Chapeau Rouge. It's on a street called Jakubski, a little further down the road from the Old Town Square. She'll be working there later tonight. The rest of the time, I don't know where she is. Probably with a man—I wouldn't know that sort of thing. But trust me, I don't like her working in that place. She could have taught math and made it within that field. But for some reason, she suddenly stopped being interested in it. Instead, she has become rootless like me, someone who doesn't fit in anywhere. Something horrible happened to her when she was ten. She was never the same again.”

“We know about that incident,” Trokic said. “But I'd like to hear it from you.”

“We believe she was raped, but she wouldn't tell us anything. Not a thing.”

“So, you lived on Orsted's Road at the time?”

“Yes, we did.”

“I know that she cut her lip at one point. Why did she do that, do you think?”

The artist looked surprised.

“I don't know, but it was upsetting. We went into the bathroom, and there she was, cutting herself with a knife, tears running down her cheeks.”

“What did you make of it?”

“Well, at the time, I thought she wanted to punish herself somehow. Or she didn't want to talk to anybody. Elena had a hard time expressing herself when she was a child.”

Trokic nodded. Sander had been right. Elena was the right girl. But whether it meant anything was another matter.

“I must go now,” he said. “I need to talk to your daughter as soon as possible. Thank you for your help.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 56



Trokic woke with a start. He had fallen asleep in the hotel for a couple of hours, and his clothes were soaked in sweat. He had dreamt of Vukovar by the Danube River and now knew what had induced it. It wasn't just the killings of the boys but also the architecture of some of the Czech houses he had passed on his way and, in particular, a man who had stepped out onto the steps of one of them. The older man's Slavic features against the baroque, slightly dramatic, and colorful building had reminded him of Vukovar. Although he only visited the place once, it had left one of the deepest scars from the war in the Balkans.

Vukovar was the center of one of the largest massacres in the initial battles between Croats and Serbs in 1991. The Croatian army had only been in its infancy. When the Serbs decided to take the city, only a few thousand Croats were there to defend the city against a far superior Serbian-Yugoslav force. The Croatian resistance was virtually obliterated, and ten times as many civilians were brutally killed.

It was in one of these battles that Trokic's father and half-brother, Mirko, died, having rushed to defend the city. Trokic had just turned twenty-four and was on his usual summer vacation with his family on the outskirts of Zagreb, despite the rising tensions between the ethnic groups and the initial battles. He had needed those vacations and soaked them up. His Danish mother had died of cancer a few years earlier, and his family in Croatia was all he had left. He couldn't have stayed away. It would have been wrong.

In August, shortly before Trokic was due to return to the Police Academy in Copenhagen, a friend of the family who was a reporter came back with the terrible news. Trokic's father had fallen, and when his brother tried to escape through a cornfield—the only way out of the city—he, too, had been brutally gunned down while carrying his father's lifeless body.

The family received the news just hours after the event, and grief and rage immediately washed over his grandmother's house. Her pain from the death of her son and grandson was almost unbearable, and it was greatly exacerbated by the thought of them both being buried in a hole in what would most likely become Serbian soil. She had cried and begged the heavens to bring back the two family members.

When the house eventually threatened to collapse, Trokic's cousin, Tomislav, went to the neighbors, fetched several pistols and rifles, and together, they headed to Vukovar to find the bodies of the two men and bring them back. It would be an unusually dangerous expedition, but they had agreed it was necessary.

It had taken them the better part of 24 hours and several attempts to bypass the Serbian-Yugoslav forces to get there. They drove as shooting targets through a city that, in many places, was destroyed beyond recognition. Ghost buildings remained, and rubble, broken glass, pieces of wood, asphalt, and roof debris littered the streets where pets and people lay dead. Tanks still rolled through the city, smashing through cars, buses, and anything else in their path. Horses, cows, and pigs ran blindly through the streets against a backdrop of constant gunfire. Nothing was sacred, not even the churches and the city hospital. The images of Vukovar had been burned into his soul like small, painful splinters of glass. This was what people who had lived close together for decades could do to each other in the name of nationalism.

It took them several hours to locate the two badly beaten family members. They lay in a trampled circle in a cornfield, both shot in the head, flies already buzzing in the heat. Mirko's silver cross, which he had worn around his neck, glistened in the sun. His hair, the same color as Trokic's, was sticky with dried blood. His eyes stared at a point in the overcast sky. Their father was lying with his head twisted at a completely wrong angle and, for unknown reasons, no longer had his shoes on. Still, there had been a kind of peace on their faces.

He would never forget the sight of them lying there, reduced to lifeless, unreal pieces of flesh. The pain had been immense. It was while they had been working to get the bodies into the back of their truck that the corn leaves had rustled, and a boy had appeared. A crewcut-haired boy of about fifteen with the Serbian-Yugoslavian flag sewn onto a too-long jacket was patrolling the cornfield and stopped with his rifle pointed at them. Tomislav had hesitated, his hand raised in a conciliatory gesture, and for a moment, the boy looked bewildered. But Trokic hadn't let time stand still for a second. He automatically placed both hands on his gun, pointed it at the boy, and shot him in the neck. This was the first shot he had ever fired outside the police academy, and for a moment, there was only the sound of the boy's last groan.

Even all these years later, he remembered the look on Tomislav's face—surprise, reproach, disgust, and pity. The boy had bled to death in a matter of minutes, and the incident was never discussed between them again. However, the mission had been successful, and their grandmother had been infinitely grateful until the day she died.

It was just one of many experiences. He knew that they had all been victims when the propaganda machine had fanned the flames between the different ethnic groups in the region. He also knew how the war machine worked and how the groups had demonized each other. And finally, he knew the Serbs were human beings on an equal footing with everyone else.

And yet, he hadn't hesitated when the boy had stood in front of him. At that moment, the Serbian soldier had not been a human being but a representative of what had taken his family away from him.

For the most part, he didn't think about the many incidents anymore, but they were somewhere in a box in the back of his mind. “One day, the lid will pop open,” Christiane had once told him during an intimate conversation. “It's all going to spill out, and then I'm not sure I want to be here.” That was a couple of days before she had announced she was going to India, and even though he regretted her leaving, he had also felt a sense of relief.

But if these old memories could pop into his consciousness while he was dreaming, it could happen to Alexander, too. Dreams don't always lie. They could very well stem from some kind of truth.

He took a quick shower and got ready to find Elena Ejlersen.
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Chapeau Rouge Bar was located on a corner on a small street not far from the city center. It had large facade windows with a red light that permeated out toward the street. Heavy noise spilled out the door as a couple of drunken tourists made their exit and headed toward the square. When he stepped inside, he was enveloped by a crowd of people, smoke, and more noise.

Even though it was only half past six in the evening, the place was packed. The guests seemed to be of all nationalities and all types—a gathering place from which you might head out into the city or the focal point of a pub crawl. The red walls gave the bar a psychedelic and slightly rustic charm. At a desk in one corner, a DJ was preparing for the evening.

Before Trokic reached the bar, he was approached twice by North African-looking men who were trying to sell him various drugs and who were probably ignored by the Czech police.

Since he had arrived, he hadn't understood one word of what they were saying around him. Perhaps there were too few commonalities between the West and South Slavic languages, or maybe he wasn't well-versed enough in the Croatian language to pick up on the similarities. They might as well have been speaking Chinese.

He saw her immediately at the bar. Åge Ejlersen had presented him with a photo, but was she also the girl Sander had dreamt about? Hard to tell. She was tall and wore a red shirt and a white apron. Her hair was brown, as Sander had described, and she had a scar on her upper lip. And when she turned toward him, he saw the ring on her finger. It was still beautiful, and he could faintly read the equation even in the dim lighting.

It took a while for the woman to notice him, but then the smile fell off her face, and she suddenly looked nervous—as if he had come to harm her. After passing a red drink with an umbrella over the counter to a customer and accepting his bills, she walked toward his seat, ignoring the line of men shouting for more drinks.

“My dad said you're looking for me,” she half-shouted through the noise.

“Yes, he said you work here.”

She said something that sounded like “that idiot.” Trokic tried to determine if she was sober and not under the influence of drugs. If so, he probably wouldn't get anything out of her. But she seemed both clear and sharp.

“Did your father tell you what it was about?” he continued.

“He did, and I don't have anything to add. It must be a coincidence. It's not a fingerprint. It's just a ring. I don't want to get into trouble just because you think it looks like something else. I have a life here.”

Trokic stared at the ring.

“I need to talk to you.”

He suddenly shuddered as he remembered his dream again. It was as if the demons clung to him in this city, and he wished he was back in Denmark. At that moment, he decided that if there was going to be a Christmas, he would invite Tomislav, his wife, and his son to his home. Perhaps it was time for them to talk and move on—bury the ghosts of the past.

Elena Ejlersen stared at him uncomprehendingly.

“It must be a coincidence with the ring,” she repeated, but now, she looked down at the bar counter, searching for the cigarettes in her apron.

“It's not,” Trokic said. “That's why I need to talk to you. It's important before anyone else gets killed. You understand that, right?”

He threw his business card on the counter. On the back, he had written the name of his hotel next to his cell phone number.

“I think you know what I'm talking about,” he concluded. “I'm going back to my hotel. I hope to see you there. It's too noisy here.”

“But I'm not off until midnight. I can't just….”

“Listen. I'll be on a plane back to Denmark in a couple of hours. I need you to tell your boss you're taking the rest of the night off. And if you don't, I might be so upset that I'll call my Czech colleagues and inform them about the large supply of drugs here.”

It was a desperate move. He knew that. To his surprise, she laughed—a laugh without amusement, more of a statement.

“Well, be my guest. Tomorrow, they'll be back again, the whole bunch of them. They need to finance all their gang wars and ridiculous vehicles. And by the way, if they've approached you, you might look like you need something. They're not idiots asking just anyone.”

He couldn't help smiling. She was probably right. Buying and selling drugs was all about eye contact, almost like a flirt. In Aarhus, however, nobody would ever offer him anything. They could smell from a long distance that he was a cop.

“Do you think I need it?” he said, still smiling.

She smiled back.

“Maybe. You tell me.”

She sighed heavily, and there was a long pause, during which much seemed to slip through her consciousness. Then, she hesitantly picked up his card from the bar.

“Okay, I'll do my best to be there. Then, I'll tell you my story.”
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It was evening. Viktor had settled into his white van, and now it was just a matter of waiting. The previous day, he had found out that Sander was on the move. He had seen him leave his house in his tiny Fiat and had followed him at a reasonable distance. A thrill passed through him when he tailed the car onto the highway heading south. In his mind, he had started meticulously planning the big event that was about to happen—the reunion.

But the further into the countryside they got, and the more asphalt went under the wheels, the colder he got inside, and when he realized where Sander was headed, he was filled with terror. Sander was on his way to his past. Viktor had felt it tighten in his throat the closer they got. And when Sander had parked in front of the small hotel, Viktor could almost feel the scents of the town seeping in and settling in the car's upholstery, threatening to suffocate him.

It was as if everything came rushing back into his consciousness. It had been almost twelve years since the last time he was here, yet it felt like it had been the day before. He remembered how the other children had watched him as he walked down the corridor in school… all their inventive name-calling. All the beatings he had received and how he had hidden in graffiti-covered toilets and vomited in the filthy bowls that smelled of hundreds of children's urine.

He remembered his own slurred speech and how they laughed at him when he tried to form the words in the foreign languages they were learning. The worst had been the big kids who hung out by the bikes and smoked. He wanted to be like them, but their scorn had gone through him like knives. He had been a misfit all those years, and no one had come to his rescue. Now, things were different.

He had been staring at the hotel for a long time, contemplating his next move. It would be easy to break into the building and kill Sander. He had considered entering through the emergency exit on the side of the hotel, climbing the stairs until he found Sander's room, and slitting his throat the moment he opened the door. It would be quick. Sander would bleed to death, and Viktor could be gone in a flash. No one would find him because no one knew the motive.

But that was not what he wanted. He needed to take Sander back to his own place, where he could carry out the planned ritual meticulously. Therefore, he drove to a rest area outside of town and went to sleep in his car. But only for a few hours. The rest of the night he had spent planning in his head. He had gotten up several times and listened to the audio recordings he had brought with him of the two boys screaming. He needed to know that they were real—that he had gotten this far.

He had lain in the car, looking out at the big pine tree swaying over the rest area while the high-pitched sounds pierced him, and each time he played them, his strength grew. It was a completely different kind of sound than the mockery and anger he had listened to as a child. Here, it was all reversed.

Now, he was back at the hotel, waiting. Before long, Sander would appear, and then it was just a matter of following suit. Everything was ready at home. No one would hear a sound, and when he got rid of him, there would finally be peace inside.

He let the car idle, turned on a radio station playing Top-40, and then watched the hotel as he slowly ate from a bag of chips and washed them down with a Coke.

There weren't many people on the street. He was about ten kilometers from Glejbjerg, and no one would recognize him around here anymore. When he had lived in this area many years earlier, he had been a completely different person—an outcast at school, on the soccer field, and at parties. No one would talk to him because of his weird mouth—as if it was contagious.

Now, everything was different—he had made it bigger than most people in this shit hole. He had an education and a coveted job where he made good money. He didn't have to worry about women. He had enough money to buy his way to sexual satisfaction, and there were plenty of hookers who were happy to accommodate his weird tendencies.

He had been waiting in the car for two hours, and it had almost stopped raining when Sander finally came out of the hotel with a little red puppy with floppy ears at his heels and got into his car. For a moment, Viktor imagined how he would cut off the dog's snout instead and how the little creature would squeal in terror until its skull opened and blood gushed out. Maybe he should just take it with him. He imagined how Sander would scream when he killed his dog—how it would sound. He had noticed that people had different ways of screaming. Deep guttural sounds or high octaves. It was quite interesting.

Sander got the car going and backed out of the hotel area, and Viktor quickly followed. He would find a way to get him; after all, Viktor was on his home turf. Sander was possibly on the hunt for something, but he didn't yet realize that he was the hunted.
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Sander parked the car on the road a short distance from the farmhouse and the scrap heaps. It was pitch black outside, as it could only be on a winter night, and there was not a sound beyond his own breathing and footsteps. There had always been sounds around Sander—the hustle and bustle of the city and the traffic. The silence in the countryside was scary and dark, like a void suddenly closing in on him.

He walked the two hundred yards or so to the yellow farmhouse and found light in what appeared to be a dark brown kitchen and a living room half hidden by curtains. A lamp was lit outside the workshop, and a faint light came through a window.

The junkyard and barn, on the other hand, were in darkness. The foster father probably had some last tasks to do before ending his workday, and Sander stood behind a tree and waited for quiet. He imagined the boy who had lived in this home—so different from his own upbringing. What had happened to him here?

About half an hour passed, and then the lights went out in the workshop, and Sander heard heavy footsteps through the gravel and a faint murmur. But then there was another sound that slipped through the darkness. Some distance away, up the road, a car was approaching, or maybe a van. Diesel. Sander had to move closer to the house to avoid being seen from the road. But then the sound subsided, and he imagined it had pulled up to one of the nearest houses. He smiled to himself. They had neighbors out here in the countryside, after all.

He took off his sneakers, placed them behind a tree, and walked across the gravel in his socks to keep the noise down. He shivered. It was cold, damp, and windy. The light from the farmhouse and the moon lit up the courtyard, and for a moment, he considered abandoning his risky errand.

He couldn't put his finger on what he was looking for, but the foster parents had made him feel uncomfortable. And he knew he was rarely wrong. Then, another flickering light came on in the living room—the television. The family would probably be parked there for the time being. Sander walked along the wall to the workshop and carefully opened the door. It made an excessively loud noise when the hinge came up, and for a moment, he froze and listened. But the farmhouse still looked the same.

Cautiously, he crept inside and was hit by the smell of rubber, oil, mold, and cigarette smoke. His foot bumped into a metal tool lying in the darkness, and when he pulled out his cell phone and turned on its small flashlight, he saw that car parts and tools were strewn everywhere, and the floor was littered with cigarette butts and broken glass. The workshop was relatively large and had probably once been a stable. The floor was cement, and there were high ceilings and several beams. At one end was a wrecked car, a red Opel Kadett Coupé from the late seventies that looked like an angry dog.

He moved carefully through the large room and realized that there was nothing of importance. Who needed scrap metal these days when no one drove around in old cars? Was the metal sold for recycling? He had no idea, and besides, he didn't care.

Then, he suddenly heard footsteps in the gravel outside, and a pang of fear went through him. Someone was heading toward the workshop. He quickly looked around for a hiding place, hoping his cell phone's flashlight wasn't visible through the small barn-like windows. The car was the only hiding place, and in a few quick steps, he was at it and got the door open. He threw himself into the smelly velour back seat the moment the door to the workshop opened.

“Stupid bitch,” he could hear the scrap dealer muttering to himself. “It's getting worse and worse.”

Sander could hear him rumbling and swearing to himself. Then, suddenly, the door was opened to the driver's side of the car. The lights in the car turned on automatically, and Sander tried to make himself small in the car. He could see the foster father's hand rummaging around and finally pulling something out—a bottle of whiskey tucked out of the way. Then he slammed the car door hard again, and there was silence as the man drank greedily from the bottle. Then came the sound of breaking glass. Sander was glad he wasn't in the way of the drunken scrap dealer and was sure the man's wife was in for a beating.

The man left the workshop, slamming the door hard and swearing to himself. Sander lay still for a few minutes, sweat pouring off him. Then he slowly opened the car door and crawled out. He stepped a couple of yards to the side and suddenly stood swaying on the edge of a hole. He pulled himself back and turned on his cell phone's flashlight again. A mechanic's pit. He felt cold all over, and nausea washed through him. If he had fallen there, he might have broken his back or something, and he might not have been able to get back up.

After a short look around, he left the workshop disappointed and stood in the courtyard again. The house looked the same as it had all along. For a moment, something seemed to move among the trees along the road. Was it the police? Had they found him? His thoughts raced for a moment; then he calmed himself down. He was far out in the countryside, and who would be walking around out there without a car at this time of day?

He walked around to the other side of the house and looked down the road, where his car was still parked in the dark, and then started walking in the direction of the barn, zipping his windbreaker. The barn was at the end of the piles of scrap metal, so he had to walk around the large plot to get there. A cold wind brought with it the smell of gasoline and dirt. The many car wrecks formed large silhouettes and shadows in the moonlight, and the ground was uneven, filled with clods of dirt, stones, metal parts, and puddles.

He regretted not going back to the tree to get his shoes. His feet were already well on their way to being numb from the cold. He was startled when an animal screamed from far away, breaking the long silence. There was still a world out there somewhere.

When he reached the barn, he could see that the walls were wooden and painted black. He pulled the handle and was relieved to find the door open. It opened with a faint creak, and he pushed his way in with the light from his cell phone running eagerly at his feet. Now, he had a Turboweekend song playing in his head again. Trouble is… trouble is….

A loud metallic noise sounded somewhere in the junkyard, and he cringed again. But there was no need to get paranoid. He imagined that tons and tons of metal couldn't be stacked on top of each other without a screw slipping loose or an animal moving over it in the night.

Inside, he found a small lineup of fine classic cars under a layer of dust. Before long, the Opel from the workshop would probably end up here, too. The ceilings were high, and he immediately noticed a ladder leading up to another level. He thought for a moment and then climbed up the ladder.

It was empty except for a room with a door at the far end. With his heart pounding, he walked across the loose floorboards, hoping he wouldn't slip and fall the five meters to the cement floor below the plateau—into the cars. He imagined himself lying dead down there. What would his father think? Would he miss him? The thought of his father made him frown. What had been bothering the old man? Did he know something Sander didn't? About himself?

He opened the door. Expecting to find another room with tools or car parts, it took him a moment to realize what he had found. Once his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he was able to distinguish the individual parts from each other. At the far end was a five-drawer chest; along one wall was a brown wooden desk with an old dome lamp on top and a blue office chair, and along the other wall was a bed with a green patterned mattress. The room had no windows, and it smelled dusty and stuffy. Stacks of paper plates and a pile of glasses, milk, and juice cartons were on the table. On the floor was a black garbage bag.

For a moment, he thought he had found an old office where the scrap dealer had kept his shady accounts hidden from the outside world, but then he noticed the stack of comic books on the floor. It hadn't always been an office, he realized. Once upon a time, it had been a room belonging to a child.
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The realization sent a chill down his spine. Who would hide their child behind a scrap heap and abandon it to darkness and loneliness? “Yeah, who would?” the little voice in his head asked. An unscrupulous foster family who wanted to make money from several children? If the municipality or the foster care organization's caseworkers visited, they could simply show one of the other rooms in the farmhouse. There was a bit too much money in being a foster family; the requirements weren't that high as long as you could present a spotless exterior, and the job was probably a nice supplement to a scrap business.

But why had the boy been hidden away? Surely, there was a limit to how much you could hide him when his upbringing was under supervision? Or were there ways? And what was the purpose of hiding a child from the world? Was it a punishment? For the first time, Sander felt a hint of pity for the boy who had lived here. And he envisioned him… small and frail in appearance and with a somber expression in his eyes. Adult eyes on a boy his own age. It was a look he had never understood. And the boy hated him so much. Why?

A hollow creaking sounded somewhere, and a cold sweat broke out again. It sounded exactly like when he opened the barn door himself. Had he forgotten to close it, leaving it swinging in the wind? Or had the scrap dealer followed him all the way here? Sander peered out of the room, but there was nothing to see. He stood still for a few minutes and eventually convinced himself there was nothing there.

How well had he known the boy in the past? Wasn't it strange how well he remembered the many small details in his clothes? The long brown winter jacket in the middle of summer? The yellow rubber boots and the light hair that needed a haircut. And what about the white house? When the real estate agent showed Sander around, he knew in advance where the different rooms would be located. He had thought it was natural—as if all houses from that time were set up the same way, but wasn't it more likely that he had been inside the house before?

Sander bent down and picked up a stack of Donald Duck magazines from the floor, wiping off dust and cobwebs. They were all from the late eighties, and he recognized them, recalling how he had read them in a cottage on the West Coast when he was about twelve. Again, there was this strange sense of connection—the same frame of reference.

He started rummaging through the cabinets. Somewhere, there had to be something that could help him find the boy. Something that defined or identified him, or maybe information about other foster children that could help him. Behind the first cabinet door, there were stacks of papers. Receipts for the sale of scrap parts, he realized. He guessed they weren't anything the tax authorities had ever seen.

Then his gaze fell on a photo on the floor, and he picked it up, feeling his blood freeze. It depicted a child about twelve years old. It was a school picture of the same boy he had seen in the garden; he did not doubt that. He had the same light hair that needed a haircut and the same green eyes, but he was a bit older in the picture. The gaze was hard, and there were no dimples or other signs of joy. And there was something weird about the smile he sent to the photographer. It wasn't genuine, and Sander tried to understand what exactly was wrong. It was as if his facial muscles weren't cooperating. And then Sander realized that it wasn't a smile at all. There were only big square teeth. He was staring at a child with no lips.

He swallowed a lump and tried to make everything fall into place in his head, but it was as if a piece was missing. Somewhere, something had gone wrong.

Then, he suddenly felt a prick in his neck… like a mosquito bite—or maybe more like his vaccination before a trip to Peru to visit Machu Picchu. The prick was followed by a sudden warmth and tension in his neck. His hand reached up to swat the intruder away, but his hand hit something instead. Before he slid to the floor and lost consciousness, he realized there was a syringe sticking into his neck. He also realized where all the noises he had heard the last hour had come from.
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Viktor had feared that he might be overwhelmed by some kind of kind of pity for Alexander when the job was to be done. After all, they shared a past. But when he saw him lying there like a lifeless heap on the dusty floor, all he felt was hatred. Alexander had no scars whatsoever, and he had been the lucky one. He had left with his new father to continue his childhood in a nice home. Viktor had been banished to this room, where he had spent the next ten years every day after school… alone, except for the daily half-hour when his foster father would come by and beat the hell out of him to vent his frustrations.

He could still smell his foster father's oil-stained clothes and bad liquor breath, not unlike Viktor's real father. Still, he had always preferred the beatings to his vicious playmates. He also hated Sander for his perfect looks. He was sure that Sander had nothing but girls throwing themselves at his feet all his life. He had always been the handsome one, which was probably why Sander eventually ended up with the perfect family. If you were ugly, you were always chosen last in all aspects of life.

It might be more interesting to cut Sander's face completely in pieces and let him live with it. He could do it right here and now, leaving him on the floor like a wounded animal with a mutilated face that would follow him for the rest of his life. And Viktor could withdraw a bit and watch him from a distance as his life degraded. He could make sure he never had a girlfriend again, never had children, and never showed his face outside again. But the working conditions in the barn didn't feel quite good enough. It was too dark, and his equipment was at home. Plus, he didn't like deviating from his original plan. That could mean bad luck.

He kicked Sander hard, and it felt good to release some of that pent-up rage. He kicked his legs and arms, stomach, and head until he was warm and sweaty. But then he composed himself. The anesthetic he had given to him wouldn't last forever, and it was a long way back to Aarhus.

Only when he got back to the stairs did he realize how big a mistake he had just made. Getting Sander off the ledge would not be an easy task. Not to mention carrying him through the junkyard to his truck. Sander might be slight in build, but he was also rather tall.

It took a full hour to move Sander back to the van. When they were both inside, he backed up the car to turn around. He was stressed that his schedule was about to fall apart, and on top of that, he suddenly remembered something. The stupid puppy was probably still in Sander's car a few hundred yards down the road. Should he bring it along? Spend more precious minutes and risk being seen by the family if they suddenly came out of the house?

But, of course, the dog was coming along for the ride. Torturing it to death while Sander watched would be the icing on the cake.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 62



Trokic paid Elena Ejlersen's taxi driver and led her into the Hemingway Bar next to the lobby. Her movements were hesitant, and her face shone with reluctance. The lobby and bar were deserted except for the receptionist, and they could speak freely in their own language without anybody listening. The bar looked like something from the eighteenth century in a kitschy way.

Trokic pulled out a heavy gray plush chair for her and set two beers he had already bought on the table. As she sat down and peeled off her jacket, it was as if the hard facade melted away, and her eyes were suddenly frightened, as if she was reliving the discomfort of her childhood. Trokic could see a little girl shining through the heavy makeup.

“I assume my father told you about… about the rape?” she began, clearly nervous.

Her face was quite attractive, not disfigured, as Sander had said, even though she had a scar on her upper lip. There was something wrong with Sander's explanation after all.

“He did, but I'd like to hear the story from you. It was a long time ago, but I think you remember it very well.”

She turned the ring with the equation around.

“I never told my parents the whole truth. To be honest, I never wanted to talk about the incident. It's taken me years to move on.”

“It's important,” Trokic reminded her. “Somebody else could die.”

“I just don't see how it could be related. The man who did it to me is dead now. I know that for sure. So, who else would it be?”

“I don't know yet, but I came all the way here because I believe there must be a connection. You have to tell me your story, and we're in a bit of a hurry. I have to be at the airport in one and a half hours, and it's a half-hour drive.”

He pointed demonstratively at his watch. His flight home had long since been booked, and this was all the time he had left in Prague. Elena stared at him, clearly unsure if she could trust him. Then she sighed and looked down at the table as if she was ashamed to talk about it.

“I had just turned ten,” she began. “It was in the summer, and we had just moved into a house in the center of Aarhus.”

“On Orsted's Road?”

“Yes, it was….”

She interrupted herself.

“Can I have a smoke?”

“Take what you want.”

He pushed the packet over the table, and she fished out a cigarette, which he lit for her. Then she sat still for a moment as the smoke wafted up around her face. She ran her fingers through her hair, combing a few strands from her face.

“It was extremely hot that summer and everything was so dry it crackled,” she continued. “I hadn't started school yet, so I didn't know anybody in the area. But there was this family that lived a couple of houses away from us. I could reach their house by following a path behind the gardens, and I liked watching the boy who lived there. He was around five years old and always alone.”

Trokic thought about all the time he had spent alone as a child, counting all the pieces in a box of cereal and cycling back and forth in the neighborhood.

“Keep going,” he said.

“The boy was unusually quiet,” Elena went on. “He was always sitting on a swing in front of an outbuilding as if he was guarding something.”

“Did you know his parents?”

“No. They were said to keep to themselves, and most of the windows were painted black, so you couldn't look in. That puzzled me, and I imagined the boy was all alone in the world—a bit like I was. We had just moved in, and I felt lonely. There were no other children to play with. As the days went by, I became more and more curious. I wanted to get in touch with him so badly, but I couldn't speak very well.”

“How come? Your father never explained why.”

“I suppose math was my language. I lived and breathed equations and puzzles. Talking just didn't interest me for a long time. It was a vicious circle. It was only when I let go of math that things got better. But I wanted to talk to this boy.”

“What else do you remember?”

She shivered and pulled her jacket over her shoulders, even though it was quite warm in the bar.

“The boy hid something in the outbuilding, and I wanted to know what it was. It became an obsession for me. Occasionally, something would bang on the door. I thought maybe he had an animal in there. I let my imagination run wild about a unicorn and all sorts of magical creatures.”

Elena took a deep breath.

“I can still hear the sounds when I close my eyes. All the wasps—they were everywhere around the outbuilding. This constant humming of thousands of tiny wings in the air. Even to this day, I can't stand them. But one day, the boy forgot to put the lock on the door before going back to the house. I suppose that was what I had been waiting for all that time without realizing it. I climbed over the hedge and into the garden. It was early in the evening, and the sky was black with clouds. I was scared because I didn't like thunder.”

“But something made you go over there anyway?” Trokic asked.

“Yes. The first thing I noticed was how neglected the place was. The garden was overgrown, and the only flowers were a row of sunflowers growing against the wall. First, I ran over to the main house and looked inside the windows. Most of them were painted completely black, as I said, or something else was blocking the view. But I found one window where I could peek in. Everything was a strange mess, and the entire kitchen table was filled with cereal and oatmeal packets, jam, and bread. The boy was just sitting quietly on the floor in front of the TV. For a long time, I just stood and watched him.”

Elena took a deep breath, and her voice shook as she continued.

“I turned around and went back to the outbuilding, and I'll never forget what I saw in there. That's when he grabbed me.”
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Viktor had added Maximus to his name two years earlier. His first name reminded him of the past and the crappy room in the barn, comic books, wet fantasies, leftover food, the stench of his foster parents, and the lack of light. An additional name had been appropriate after the final plastic surgery was completed, allowing him to live a normal life for the first time. Sprucing up his name was done in a matter of days—but it couldn't change his past.

His foster parents had hidden the truth about his missing lips from the outside world. The narrative was that Viktor had been playing with ammonia and got injured, and the only time he had confided in an adult, he had been scolded and given a lengthy reprimand not to come up with such lies. Instead, he had been hidden away in the small chamber above the barn. For all this, Alexander would be punished severely.

Alexander moaned in the back, and Viktor automatically increased the speed, even though it made the dog squeak. It was probably car sick, and he realized it might throw up. But there was nothing he could do about it. He was already late, and soon, the anesthetic would stop working. Before that, he had a long to-do list, and everything had to be done in the exact right order.

When it was all over, he would sell his apartment and move somewhere warm. At first, he had envisioned the south of Spain, but the place crawled with Danes, so it would be better to find a more remote location. These days, he was looking online for a house in Sicily. He had the money. He'd been saving for years, waiting for the right moment to leave the country. But now, he knew it was almost time. This was what he had been waiting for all his life. When he had seen Mads Birk in the stairwell outside the ophthalmologist's door, it had been like a gift from heaven. There was a meaning behind it all, and now he just needed to complete his mission.

He arrived at his residence and turned off the van's engine. Now came the hardest part. He had to get his sleeping passenger inside unseen. But there were ways around that. Alexander would sleep a bit longer. There was still time to prepare.
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“I'm sorry about this,” Trokic said as he ushered Elena into the back seat of a taxi and jumped in next to her.

He said to the driver, “To the airport.”

Then, he turned to Elena.

“This will give us another 30 minutes to talk. Don't worry; I'll pay for your taxi back to the city.”

Elena looked apathetic—as if the story had taken its toll on her. They drove quickly through the streets, along the Vltava and its bridges. It was a beautiful evening.

“You said you saw something in the outbuilding, and someone got hold of you,” Trokic said to get the conversation going again.

In front, the taxi driver hummed along to Queen's Bohemian Rhapsody and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Elena just sat there looking out the car's windows, clutching a small black bag. Eventually, she said, “I opened the door to the outbuilding. There was a boy, maybe three years old, sitting on the floor, tied to a pole in the middle of the room. He was naked apart from a diaper. I stood there for what felt like an eternity, just looking. It smelled like urine and feces. Over in one corner was a pile of used diapers, and there were broken toys, bags of potting soil, and a cage with two dead canaries. The boy was so incredibly thin that it almost broke my heart. But that wasn't the worst part. His lips were cut off, and he looked up at me with his teeth bared.”

Trokic stared at Elena in horror. Now he knew where the cut lips came from, but what evil had conjured it up?

“Please, go on,” he said.

“There was dried blood on his chest and his face,” Elena said. “I wanted to help him. So, I started walking toward him. But then he just started screaming, and suddenly, another boy appeared behind me, and he was shouting, ‘Don't scream; don't scream; don't scream.’ I just wanted to get out. Away. Home. It was way too much—a boy with no lips and his crazy brother. But then, their father showed up. A big man. Right there in the doorway as I was leaving. For a moment, I was relieved because an adult had appeared. I thought he was my salvation. But instead, he threw me down right there on the floor.”

Elena bit her knuckle and looked out the taxi window.

“And then he molested me while both boys watched, and the wasps swarmed around us. He didn't notice them. He took his time.”

“I'm sorry,” Trokic said, placing a hand briefly on her shoulder. “Nobody should have to go through anything like that.”

She nodded and didn't push his hand away.

“For many years, I thought he raped me to relieve sexual pressure, but then I realized that was not the reason.”

“Then, what was?”

“He didn't want me to tell a living soul what I had seen. And he was right. I didn't. As we lay there, the wasps went crazy. A whole swarm flew at me, or us, and when he released his grip for a moment, I got up and fled. But the wasps were all over me, stinging my face. I ran back home and was comforted by my parents. At first, they thought I was crying because of the wasp stings, but the next day, they got suspicious and called the police, who came out. But I couldn't tell them anything. I just couldn't do it, so I carried that secret all my childhood. I will never forgive myself for that.”

“But what about the family next door?”

“Two days later, I heard that the boys had been forcibly removed. Their father had ended up in jail on some other offense, and their mother disappeared. People said she had been severely depressed. I remember that because the expression puzzled me at the time. Now, I am convinced she must have had a mental illness. Maybe she couldn't handle the kids anymore. Maybe she killed herself somewhere. I don't know.”

“What happened to the boys?”

“I don't know. I suppose they got new families. I never saw them again.”

“And why did you cut your lips?”

“Oh, you know that part too.”

“Yep.”

“I guess I just felt sorry for the boy who had his lips removed, and I felt guilty that I had abandoned him. I should have told my parents. Maybe I could have saved him from the outbuilding. But I never said a word about him to anybody. I felt like I should be punished for it. I might have cut them off if my dad hadn't caught me in the bathroom. For a long time, it was as if nothing could hurt me physically. I just felt numb.”

She turned directly toward him, and the lights from the street cast flickering shadows on her face in the dark taxi. He waited patiently for her to continue.

“I've thought a lot about those two boys over the years. What kind of lives did they end up with? And it made me realize that something like this could happen in any nice neighborhood. Evil lurks everywhere and is perhaps best hidden in a place where no one expects it. Even the police can't do anything about it.”

She was right about that.

“You should forgive yourself,” he said. “You were only ten years old.”

He wished he could have said the same thing about himself and his shortcomings. A few minutes later, they arrived at the airport, and Trokic handed a stack of bills to the driver. Then he said an undramatic goodbye to Elena and left. All the new information whirled around in his head—and something kept nagging at the back of his mind. There were twenty minutes until departure. He hoped there was no line at security. Then he dashed into the terminal.
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Billund was overcast when he landed, and he had just found his car in the parking lot when the phone rang. He didn't immediately recognize the number on the display, and as he plugged a headset into the phone, he hoped it was Christiane, who had unexpectedly returned from India. Maybe she wanted to surprise him and tell him they would start where they left off. At that moment, he needed her. He wasn't sure he'd ever needed anyone before.

But it wasn't Christiane, of course, but rather the Welsh woman who lived next door to Alexander Heiberg. Her voice quivered.

“Is this Lieutenant Daniel Trokic?” she said.

“Yes, that's me.”

“I'm calling about Alexander.”

“Has he shown up?” Trokic asked hopefully and put the car in reverse.

He no longer knew what to make of Alexander. From what Elena Ejlersen had told him, he could very well be part of an unpleasant, dysfunctional family. What would they find once his past was unraveled? He didn't know. But first, they had to get ahold of him.

“No, but something strange happened,” the Welsh woman said. “First, his car, a Fiat, disappeared yesterday. And then I received a call from him a few minutes ago—a pocket call, or some people call it a butt-dial. This is not the first time. I'm at the top of his contacts list, and sometimes he accidentally calls me. But this time, all I heard was a dog whining and a car driving, and then a voice that wasn't Alexander's saying, ‘It's all your fault; it's all your fault; it's all your fault; it's all your fault.’ Jesus Christ, he just kept saying it, and it scared the hell out of me.”

Trokic went cold inside. Alexander had to be one of the boys from the garden that Elena had told him about. But which one of them? And had the Waspman gotten ahold of him? If so, he probably didn't mean him any good. He thanked the Welsh woman, rang off, and immediately called Lisa Kornelius. He quickly briefed her on the situation.

“But what can I do?” she asked with obvious frustration in her voice. “We have no idea where Alexander is. He's vanished into the thin air.”

“Well, trace his phone. We should have done that a long time ago.”

“I'll see what I can do about it,” she said. “When will you be back? It's a bit chaotic here. We need to tie up the loose ends.”

“Within the next hour. I'll come straight to the office.”

“Okay, we'll be waiting for you.”
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“The phone company is tracing Alexander Heiberg's phone right now,” Lisa said, sitting at Jasper's desk. “Now, we're just waiting. Damn, I'm tired. I seriously need some coherent sleep.”

“Do you want some candy?” he asked.

“Candy? Is that your cure for fatigue at this time of day?”

“I'll take that as a no.”

He placed a cup of coffee in front of her.

“Try this instead.”

She smiled.

“Thank you.”

“Don't you ever get tired of murderous assholes?” he asked. “I mean, sometimes, I just want to get the hell out of here and not constantly be confronted with the worst side of humanity.”

“I do have my dark moments,” she said.

Sometimes, she wished she believed in something divine or some greater good. Especially now when her mother was dying—if she could just believe that they would see each other again… instead, she felt a big empty nothingness inside.

“The whole of Christianity has a problem explaining why evil is allowed in the first place,” Jasper said. “Anyway, has it occurred to you that there's a certain aesthetic to our killer's modus operandi?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, blowing on her hot coffee.

“The wasps and the removal of the lips. It made me think of Charles Baudelaire's eighteenth-century poetry collection The Flowers of Sin, where death and decay were if not glorified, at least used aesthetically—as if there is a beauty to it.”

“Uh, beauty?” Lisa said, raising one eyebrow. “You just lost me there.”

“You know, it's a bit like the worship of evil in Japanese splatter movies. There's a purity or order to it. It's so simple.”

“Good grief,” Lisa said, giving him a skeptical look.

“I think our Waspman is highly intelligent and a man of taste,” Jasper continued unperturbed. “Maybe he has weird taste. But still….”

“Well, he mutilated the body.”

“Maybe he's trying to bring order to the chaos inside of him.“

“As long as you're just sitting here reciting the banal highlights of philosophy, we're getting nowhere.”

“Literature, not philosophy.”

“Well, whatever.”

At the same time, Lisa's phone rang. An unknown number appeared on the display.

“Lisa Kornelius,” she said.

“Anna Louise. From the thrift store downtown.”

Lisa could immediately feel her stomach clench in excitement. She was sure the clerk wouldn't call so late unless it was important.

“Yes?”

“You asked me to call you if I saw the guy who bought the Kevin Spacey posters.”

“Did you see him?”

“I just came out of a convenience store when I saw him run a red light. It was a pure coincidence that I happened to look into his car. I followed him on my bike.”

“You what? You can't do that. It could be dangerous,” she blurted out.

Anna Louise's voice became nervous, and Lisa could hear the wind howling faintly through the phone and the sound of cars. On the other side of the desk, Jasper stared at her inquiringly.

“You told me you just wanted to talk to him?”

“I did. Did he see you?”

“No, I don't think so. He's getting out of his car now.”

“Where are you?”

Suddenly, the clerk squealed.

“Oh, my God, does this have anything to do with the murder of the two boys?”

“I'm afraid so. Where are you?”

The clerk gave her an address, and Lisa could feel the phone getting wet in her hand. They had walked right past the murderer. They had spoken to him. For the past several days, he had been right in front of them.

“Damn,” she muttered to herself.

Then she lifted her gaze to Jasper.

“Call Trokic and tell him to go faster. Now. I know where the Waspman is.”
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Sander felt the ropes tightening. He had woken up with overwhelming nausea. The bad taste in his mouth told him that he had vomited at some point, but there was no vomit to be seen.

He was in a small room with maroon walls covered with movie posters and framed photos, all depicting an American actor whose name he couldn't remember. The door was made of steel, and Sander had the feeling that he had been tucked away in a secret place. There was no furniture and no windows.

At the other end of the room, a man stood with his back to him. There was something slouchy about his posture. He was putting on a pair of plastic gloves. Sander remembered that he had passed out in a room at the junkyard. Where was he now? And why? A chill ran down his spine. He was strapped down. There was not the slightest sound to be heard. Was he outside the city? Somewhere completely isolated? Before this, he only recalled the hum of an engine. He must have been awake a fraction of a second earlier. Now, it felt like he was in a vacuum or had cotton wool in his ears.

Then, he understood. For some perverted reason, he was the killer's next victim, and the place smelled of disinfectant because it had been cleaned to make ready for him.

“What am I doing here?” he asked the man's back.

First, there was silence; then, he slowly turned around to Sander.

“You don't remember anything?” the man said, and his voice was at once so familiar and yet so grown-up and different.

A wave of time and place passed through Sander. This was what he looked like now—the boy who had been haunting his mind. There was something about his mouth. It was very hard to see, but the muscles had some stiffness.

“I remember you vaguely,” he muttered. “Your face. Her face.”

“Is she bothering you? Do you see her in your dreams, too?”

“Yes, I've seen her. Who was she?”

The man shrugged.

“It doesn't matter anymore. I don't know where she came from or who she was. Suddenly, she just showed up. Huge drama.”

“But her face was disfigured. She was some kind of freak.”

“No, she wasn't, you idiot. It was the wasps. They attacked her face. It swelled up. What else do you remember?”

“A building. I don't know where. And it's buzzing.”

Viktor went to the kitchen and returned with a glass and a bottle of whiskey. He poured himself a glass.

“The wasps,” he continued. “They were everywhere. It was peaceful in the outbuilding. Dad had painted the windows black so no one could look in. And there was plenty of wood. They gnawed on it to build nests. A sea of cubes. It was a very special and enormously large wasp species that lived there. When a cube fell, it was like a bomb that spread to all sides. And they were very aggressive and fast. Don't you remember them at all?”

“Yes, I do.”

“But Dad wasn't afraid of them. He took care of the girl and made her disappear.”

Sander shuddered. Twenty-five years slid off the man's face, and a childish expression appeared. Had this man really killed those boys? Sander looked at the scalpel in his hand. It seemed so unnecessary, and yet he understood that there was a greater plan behind it—something that needed to be completed. Was his own life going to end here? He had hoped to visit South Africa, find love, and have children. He could feel the pressure starting to build inside, and everything his foster father had refused to tell him started to come back. He had another childhood—a forgotten one. He didn't want to be confronted with it here and now, but he sensed this was precisely what the man wanted. They somehow shared this past.

Then Sander heard a low whistle and remembered the dog—sweet, beautiful Zita. The man had brought her with him. If anything, the sound hurt him more than the ropes around his wrists. Had he already harmed her?

“Are you worried about your dog? I'm not going to lie to you. I didn't bring it because I need a dog. I'm into sounds. Have you ever heard a puppy scream?”

“Please, don't hurt her.”

Viktor laughed.

“I had a puppy when I grew up. I locked it up in one of the cars at the junkyard on an unusually hot summer day. It howled for a full hour before it died in the heat. I checked my watch. I had no idea it would last that long. Amazing, isn't it? Afterwards, I just left it there. No one noticed.”

“I don't understand what I'm doing here,” Sander said. “Why am I here? We played together once. We were friends.”

As Sander said it, he knew something was very wrong with that sentence. The man looked at him in disbelief.

“We played together?”

“Yes, we did.”

“Is that what you remember?”

“Yes, yes, please, let the dog go.”

The man tilted his head, and now he was all smiles.

“But Alexander, we weren't just friends… you were the one who started it all.”
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The caretaker was sitting on the floor eating a large pizza for dinner when Trokic and his team burst into the apartment. On the small table next to him was a Belgian beer. The smell of garlic was everywhere. The grease from a slice of pizza ran into his lap, and he stared at them in disbelief. The room was filled with small lights. A heavy rumble from traffic penetrated the windows and made them rattle slightly.

“Where is he?” Jasper Taurup screamed, pointing his gun at the man.

Trokic concluded that the caretaker fit the profile. Lisa had been right on all counts. The age. The man who lived alone. The organized killer. He had deceived them—deceived him. Not for a second had he considered the possibility that this man could be responsible for the boys' deaths. He stared at him and thought about all the things Elena had told him. Was this the man who had once had his lips cut off? If so, it wasn't visible anymore.

But it had to be him. In some strange way, he must have killed both boys in this place and then got them out of his apartment unnoticed. He was convinced that Alexander Heiberg was held captive behind one of these doors. Trokic suddenly felt an overwhelming need for him not to get hurt. He couldn't let it all happen again. He had to make things right for the two boys who had been killed.

The caretaker's disbelief was now turning to anger.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

Trokic threw him to the floor and twisted his arms behind his back in a hard jerk that he hoped hurt.

“It is 00:34, and you are under arrest, charged with the murder of Mads Birk and Nicki Hvidt. For starters.”

“Have you lost your mind?” the caretaker shouted from the floor.

“No, but I'm not so sure about you,” Trokic said coldly.

His two colleagues stormed the two rooms and returned.

“There's nothing here. No Alexander Heiberg.”

“He must be here.”

“But he's not, boss.”

The three of them stared at each other. Was Alexander safe and sound somewhere? He hoped so. He pulled the arrestee up from the floor with a hard jerk.

“Let's go.”

“Wait, wait. It's not him,” Lisa suddenly said, and something in her voice made Trokic cold inside.

“What are you talking about?” he said. “The guy fits our profile. Your profile. And he's been identified by the woman from the thrift store.”

A film of sweat had formed on Lisa's forehead, and her hands shook as she tucked her gun back into her shoulder holster. Beside her, Jasper stared at her in equal surprise.

“That's the thing,” she said. “The clerk said the guy was so ordinary that he could hide in a crowd.”

Lisa pointed to the large birthmark on the arrestee's cheek.

“That's not ordinary.”

A chill ran down Trokic's spine.

“But she said he went into this building,” he objected.

“Well, it's not him,” Lisa persisted.

His mind was racing, and then something dawned on him. He realized she was right.

“A place where all sounds can be kept out,” he muttered.

“What is that?” Lisa asked, her voice trembling with anxiety.

“The sound engineer in the apartment next to the ophthalmologist. I spoke to him right after we arrested him. I was puzzled about why the apartments were the same, but his place seemed smaller. He must have divided the living room and made an extra room—made it soundproof.”

The caretaker breathed heavily.

“He's a creep.”

“I know who he is,” Lisa said excitedly. “I spoke to him in the street the night I tailed the ophthalmologist. He pulled a large box into his Berlingo. Oh, my God, why didn't I notice?”

They stared at each other. Then they ran out of the caretaker's apartment and up the stairs.
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“Oh yes,” Viktor said. “You caused all this.”

His face had gone white with rage, and beads of sweat were running down it. The whiskey had started to work and was clearly like gasoline on a blazing fire. Sander could smell the foul stench spreading through the room.

Viktor went on, “You put me in the old outbuilding when mom disappeared, and dad didn't take care of us. You tied a rope around my leg—tethered me like a dog, and left me there. We were brothers. I was so scared at night. There were animals lurking around and strange noises. But look who's scared now.”

Brothers. The word resonated in Sander's head.

“I didn't mean to,” he heard himself say.

It was almost a whisper, but his strength was fading now that he understood. And Viktor hadn't finished yet.

“I was only four years old, and I didn't understand why you did those things to me. You were my brother, and all you could say was, ‘Mommy told you not to scream.’”

Sander felt something loosen up inside. The two had played together, and there had been a mother—a mother who had held him close. That was why his mind threatened to break down and why all the people from his past became ghosts in his memories. Now, there was no going back. He was forever changed, and even if he were to escape alive, his world would be shattered now that he had discovered what a monster he was. Maybe he wasn't worthy of living, and perhaps it was best that it ended now so that his suffering would be over.

“You told me to stop screaming,” Viktor continued. “‘Don't scream; don't scream; don't scream,’ you shouted.”

Sander got wet and cold all over. He caught a glimpse of himself with a knife in his hand and began to shiver. It was a small herb knife he had found in the kitchen in the white house. It had a red handle, and a few hours earlier, he had used it to slice an apple. The memories washed over him, relentless as sharp stones. His mother had told him not to let his little brother scream, or else they would both be sent away to the Devil. But the little boy wouldn't shut up and howled wildly.

Suddenly, Sander realized something, and he felt pity for his brother. Viktor had been kept locked up so no one could see him. Now, someone had recreated his face. He wasn't ugly, just ordinary, with green, slightly almond-shaped eyes and a heart-shaped face. But the hateful expression distorted his face.

“My neighbor, the ophthalmologist, is a surgeon, too; he fixed my lips,” Viktor said and washed down the whiskey. “You have no idea how much pain the many surgeries have caused over the years. It's hard to find usable skin on my body, and I'll never be able to feel anything. Oh, and my neighbor helped me in other ways. He invited Mads Birk to this building. When I met him on the stairs… he looked so much like you that it hurt. I tricked him to get him in here.”

Underneath him, Sander felt the knots give way, but Viktor continued undeterred.

“I've dreamt about you so many times since… Nightmares where you're cutting me everywhere. I've been so excited for you to come. For years, I've fantasized about the roles being reversed. Now, we're finally together again for a brief moment, and when that's over, and you're dead, I'm heading south, and I'll leave your body here to rot. By the time they find you, you'll be all bones.”

He fell silent as if he was thinking.

“Oh, I completely forgot something I wanted to play for you. I became a sound engineer and have done well for myself, so I know a thing or two about sounds. Hold on a second.”

He disappeared from the room for a moment, and Sander struggled with the ropes. They were about to come loose. But a moment later, Viktor returned with a laptop, which he set on the floor.

“Just one moment,” he said cheerfully.

He clicked on something on the screen, and a terrible scream pierced the room. It was a long, deep, guttural sound, like a wounded dog. It went through marrow and bone, and Sander felt the nausea surge through him.

“Hey, listen to this,” Viktor shouted over the noise. “That was the first boy—the one I met in the stairwell. I guess you could almost call him a guinea pig.”

He laughed and played it over and over again, and each time, Sander lost a bit of his courage. The man seemed completely in the grip of madness.

“And here comes the next one.”

He clicked again, and another loud scream emanated from the computer—a scream reminiscent of seagulls screeching over the ocean. Sander tried to think of something else: a beautiful day in the forest, a meadow in the sun. But the screaming penetrated and shattered everything.

“Please, stop it,” he begged.

“So, you see, you can just scream away,” Viktor said. “I built this room to be soundproof. I'm going to put the recorder on now. I want to save our sounds forever. I'll listen to it every day while I enjoy the Italian sun until I die of old age. Maybe I'll even find a listener for it.”

Viktor held up the scalpel as if to see if it was sharp enough. He drew it across a finger, and a small drop of blood trickled out.

“You know what?” he said. “I have an idea.”

He left the room and returned with an herb knife instead. It had a red handle and looked very similar to the one Sander had used many years ago.

“This one is much better.”
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Somewhere far, far away, there was a faint sound. Viktor froze above Sander. He opened his eyes slightly, and his jaw muscles tensed. For a moment, it seemed as if he was going over his options. Sander felt a faint glimmer of hope. Was somebody knocking on the door? The police? Maybe they had found out?

Viktor screamed in rage and threw his whiskey glass across the room, shattering it against the wall and one of the many posters. Then he turned back to Sander and picked up the red-handled herb knife from the floor.

“I don't want anybody to ruin this. Don't worry. They can't hear us in here. No need to scream. Not for that reason, at least.”

He grabbed Sander's hair and pulled his face back, pressing a knee into his chest. Then he brought the knife down to his mouth and made the first cut. The blade penetrated the skin, and Sander could feel the metal sliding across his teeth and into his gums. The pain was sharp and piercing. Blood instantly gushed out and flowed into his mouth. The taste of iron was overwhelming, and he struggled to swallow the thick, sticky substance. And even though he was choking, coughing, and spitting, the knife continued relentlessly.

“Just relax and lie still, and it will soon be over,” Viktor said.

There was a rumble again from far away. In the corner, Zita began to moan. Viktor stopped for a moment.

“Shut the fuck up, you little monster. I'll take care of you in a minute.”

He threw something from the floor at the puppy, and it groaned. Then he stood up and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him with a faint creak. Silence fell over the room like a heavy blanket. Sander ran his tongue over his teeth and lips. A large piece of flesh had been cut loose, and the pain was excruciating. He started wrenching his hands again. If only he could get free and open the door.

Far away, he heard a murmur. Was it the police? Didn't they understand anything? That he was in here so close to dying. Somewhere far away, the little voice in his head told him: “Don't scream, Alexander. Don't scream. You will never scream again. This is what you deserve.”

Finally, one hand slipped out of the rope. He coughed again and spat out blood. Then, he used his free hand to loosen the rope around his other wrist. He was just about to sit up to free his feet when Viktor returned with a triumphant smile.

“I think they gave up. It was that Polish scum and his lapdog. They think they're so smart. You thought they were going to rescue you… that you would get away with it.”

He snarled furiously, and a moment later, he was down on the floor, hitting Sander hard on his temple with a fist.

“But I'm not done with you yet.”

Sander could only mumble his answer, and he realized that he couldn't talk anymore. Maybe he would never be able to again. He hoped Viktor wouldn't notice that his hands were free. It was a matter of seconds now, and he knew that if he didn't act now—if the thoughts paralyzed him again, it would be over.

He could feel the blood from his lips running down his neck and soaking his T-shirt. Then his brother picked up the herb knife from the floor, and suddenly, without warning, he threw himself on Sander and plunged the knife deep into him. It went in somewhere in his groin, and the pain gave Sander new strength. He grabbed Viktor and pushed him aside. Viktor shouted angrily, fell over, got himself back on his knees, and raised the knife over him again.

But this time, Sander managed to move away. The knife went past him and was stuck into the wooden floor with a bang. While Viktor furiously fumbled to get the knife up, Sander got to his feet. His thoughts were no longer racing, and his focus was razor-sharp. Everything was now clear to him, and he knew his purpose was to bring this to an end. The wasps, the screams, the disfigured girl, the hideous outbuilding, and Viktor—it all had to end tonight. Somewhere far away, he heard splintering wood and shouts. Then, he kicked his brother's face hard. There was a hiss, and Viktor fell backward, eyes closed and mouth slightly open, and everything went silent.

But only for a split second, then the door burst open, and two officers burst into the room with their guns pointed at him.

“Police,” one of them shouted, a tall, dark-haired man with slightly Slavic features. There was something hard in his gaze, but he was also concerned.

“Alexander Heiberg?” he asked.

Sander nodded and grabbed his groin, where blood was gushing out at an all-too-fast pace.

“That's me. And that….“ he pointed to the floor toward the lifeless person and swallowed. “That's my brother, Viktor. Please, don't kill him.”
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Lisa held her mother's hand. It was getting cold, and her face had finally taken on an expression of peace. On the other side of the bed, Lisa's sister, Anita, wept quietly. Jakob, Nanna, and Anita's husband waited patiently in the hallway.

“Where am I?” her mother asked.

For the past 12 hours, she had no longer been fully conscious but had been floating on a morphine-induced cloud. She could no longer distinguish between reality and dream.

“It's so cold,” she continued, curling up in bed as if a wind was blowing in from the window, even though it was at least twenty degrees in the room. Lisa pulled the duvet even tighter around her.

“You're in the forest. It's summer, and the beech has just budded. Anemones are everywhere, and you can smell the salt from the sea. You're with Dad.”

“Of course,” she said.

Those were the last words her mother muttered, and there was a slight smile on her lips. Then she let go, and there was no more pain.

Lisa had managed to hold back the tears, but now they were free to flow. She wept for her mother but also for the parents who had lost their sons at the hands of a madman. The police may have caught the killer and put an end to his heinous crimes, but for the families involved, the loss would never come back. And she cried because it was Christmas Eve, and it wouldn't be Christmas for either of them. She thought of Jakob and hoped they still had a future.

Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and turned around. It was Nanna, with tearful eyes, looking at her with a sad, helpless gaze—her sweet, sometimes hot-tempered, naughty, and flippant niece Nanna, who was still just a big kid. She immediately felt the warmth spread. There was still something to fight for, after all.

She let go of her mother's hand and gently placed it back on the duvet. It seemed so tiny and weak, like that of a small child. In a few days, her mother would be cremated, and her ashes scattered over the ocean she loved so much. Everything came to an end.
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“We should have done this a long time ago,” said Tomislav as he made himself comfortable on Trokic's couch. “And this is delicious.” He waved his glass of mulled wine. Three hours earlier, Trokic had picked up his three family members at Billund Airport and thought this was exactly what he needed. To show his family around on a sightseeing tour of Aarhus and the many beautiful places. To his great relief, a good layer of snow had fallen the day before, and a sled ride in the Deer Garden with his naughty nephew was in the cards.

“It feels good to have you here,” he said.

On Christmas Eve, he would serve them all goose, Danish style. He was already looking forward to that. He sent a brief thought to Lisa, whose mother had now passed away. Would she be able to celebrate Christmas this year in any way? He hoped so.

When he spoke to her the day before, she had seemed relieved and grateful that they had closed the case in time for her to spend a few days with her mother. Trokic had given her an extended Christmas vacation and was glad Jakob was with her.

For his part, he was still struggling to let it all go. The day before, he had visited Sander in the hospital. His adoptive father, Ole Heiberg, had been present, and Trokic felt Sander was in good hands. In any case, it would take time for the wounds to heal. Trokic had told him that the police had found his biological father—or at least a death certificate. The man had died several years earlier in his home in North Jutland, where he had lived the rest of his life on early retirement due to a broken back. Reportedly, he had not had any close relationships for as long as he lived.

As for Viktor, he had suffered some serious fractures to his neck vertebrae, but he would survive, albeit in a wheelchair. And he was unlikely to be released for the next sixteen years, if ever.

Trokic stroked Pjuske's fur, who was lying at the other end of the sofa. The cat had accepted the unknown guests without hesitation, which Trokic took as a positive sign. Pjuske didn't mingle with just anyone.

“Are we going to the Deer Garden soon?” his nephew asked, pulling Trokic's arm. “I want snow… lots and lots of snow.”

He could hear the phone ringing in the kitchen.

“I'm just going to answer the phone, little buddy, and we'll be on our way. You can get your jacket ready.”

He went to the kitchen and found his phone. The voice on the other end was light.

“It's me,” Christiane said.

She sounded so close. He couldn't hear any of the sounds from their last phone call; there were no cicadas or engine noise.

“Merry Christmas,” she said.

“Merry Christmas. Where are you celebrating?”

“At my dad's.“

He could hear her smiling on the other end.

“I got home last night,” she said. “I can't leave him alone on Christmas, the old man. Or you. Do you want me to drop by?”

“When?”

“Right now.”

Then the doorbell rang.

“That's me,” she laughed.

He went to answer the door while his nephew ran ahead of him. He sure hoped she had put on some warm clothes.
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Dear Reader



Thank you for purchasing Wasp Nest. I hope you enjoyed it.

The inspiration for my novels often stems from a variety of sources, and this book is no different. I am particularly fascinated by the intricate and sinister psychological profiles of serial killers, including their unique rituals and what these reveal about their characters.

In this instance, the character Viktor was born from a moment of inspiration back in 2010. While searching for a unique ritual to attribute to my serial killer, I heard the song "Mouthful of Wasps" by one of my favorite bands, Kashmir on the radio. The haunting title triggered a vivid image in my mind: a killer with a chilling obsession with wasps. As I developed Viktor's backstory, I delved into the origins of his fixation and sculpted his disturbing persona. Now, his story is ready for the world to discover.

In crafting my stories, I often weave in elements from my own travels. For instance, the character Daniel Trokic finds himself in Prague, exploring the very locales I visited—each setting vividly described as I experienced it.

However, much of the narrative unfolds in the familiar streets of my hometown, Aarhus, Denmark, and you can explore visual snippets of these settings on my Instagram profile. For a glimpse into the real-life inspirations behind my fictional world, visit https://www.instagram.com/ingerwolf/.

Thank you for all your support. Don’t forget to leave a review; it means the world to me.

Take care,

Inger
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