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The weak man chooses the devil

– the strong man the sea.

Doggerian saying



PROLOGUE

A rushing sound in his ears. A torrent draining his arms and legs of strength. Hot blood surging to his head, making his face boil in the cold light from the TV.

It’s a short segment, the image of her face flashes by. Naked, serious. The quick glance into the camera. Just a few seconds, four, maybe five. Then it’s over.

But long enough for him to see.

The smugness, the self-righteousness. The hypocrisy. The big fucking lie. The face of a person who knows her worth. As though she actually imagines she has any.

As though she were something other than a stupid bitch.

The remote hits the wall as his roar fills the room.

Is he the only one who sees it? Is he the only one who sees through the charade? Is it really his fucking responsibility to put things right?

His body is heavy in the armchair, pulling him down, and for a moment, he thinks he just can’t do it. Not again. He should give up, let her get away with it. There are others, there will be others like her, others he won’t be able to sort out. He has done his fair share; it’s someone else’s turn now.

He could let this one get away.

Could.

Could have.

If she hadn’t pushed herself on him, invaded his home through the TV. Yes, maybe he could have let her get away if she hadn’t forced his hand. But she’s asking for it. Begging.

And he’s going to give it to her.

He’s going to turn on his computer, watch the segment again. Stare at that face, again and again, until his strength returns. One last time.
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She’s annoyingly beautiful. Tall and dressed all in white, in stark contrast with the group of mostly black-clad people watching her. A beauty of the kind that seems to soar slightly above the crowd. Divinely exalted by her looks, her way of speaking, moving, gesticulating, as well as – in all fairness – the fact that she is also physically elevated about three feet above her onlookers.

Karen studies the woman on the small stage at the other end of the room and curses herself for having agreed to come.

‘Why don’t you swing by the studio,’ Leo had said. ‘We’re going to celebrate finally wrapping up.’

He’d sounded happy, almost out of breath, on the phone this morning. And sure, she hadn’t minded stopping by with the keys to the new locks, since she was heading into town anyway. Not because she was curious, just as a favour.

‘That way, you get to meet her, too,’ Leo had added.

No explanation needed for whom he meant.

*

Now, Karen Eiken Hornby is clutching a set of keys in her jacket pocket and scanning the room at KGB Productions. It doesn’t take her long to find him. Leo Friis is standing right in front of the stage, smiling at something the divinely exalted just said.

It’s only been three weeks, Karen thinks to herself, and yet, something’s different. Three weeks of him not making it home to Langevik. More and more nights spent in the studio. As though just a few weeks has made her forget what he looks like.

He looks tired, she notes. And happy.

Then he spots her and waves before turning his attention back to the stage.

‘I’m going to stop talking now,’ the woman in white says. ‘I just want to tell you one more time that, without all of you, this wouldn’t have been possible. Thank you for helping me rediscover my roots while continuing my journey forward.’

She pauses for effect and looks up at the ceiling while the congregation waits with something akin to reverence. Then she lowers her gaze back down to them and cocks her head with a little smile before finishing her performance.

‘The only constant in life is change. Never forget.’

She raises her glass and is greeted by raised beer bottles and wine glasses.

‘Wow, deep,’ Karen mutters under her breath.

But not quietly enough.

‘What are you muttering about? Not feeling starstruck?’

Without her noticing, Kore Traavad has sidled up to her and now he’s offering her a bottle of beer and a smile.

He looks even more pleased than Leo, if that’s possible, she thinks to herself. Like a cat with a freshly caught herring. Or like one of the co-owners of a music production company that has just wrapped a recording session with an international superstar. A star who, after avoiding the limelight for a decade, has suddenly decided to make a comeback.

She shakes her head.

‘I’m not staying, actually. Just dropped by to give Leo a set of new keys. I had to change the locks back home.’

‘Yes, I heard you were burgled. But nothing was stolen, according to Leo.’

‘What he means is that his guitar wasn’t stolen. But I had some silver heirlooms taken, if that counts.’

*

Nine hundred and sixty marks and fifty shillings it had cost her to change the locks on both houses. The locksmith had made her wait more than six hours before managing to squeeze Langevik into his schedule.

A quick trip to the superstore in Rakne had given someone enough time to break into both the main house and the annex. ‘I can’t have been gone more than an hour, hour and a half tops,’ Karen had grumbled to herself as she crept through the rooms with her eyes peeled and her ears pricked up, all too aware the burglar might still be in the house.

Not likely, true, especially considering the white van she had passed at the turn-off from the main road as she was coming home with a new electric screwdriver, four boxes of assorted screws, and two boxes of red wine. She hadn’t given the van a second thought at the time, just absently noted that she didn’t recognise it.

Once she got back to the house, it had immediately been clear what they had taken – her silver.

There were two circles in the layer of dust on top of the chest of drawers in the living room where the candlesticks from the late eighteenth century had stood. The drawer that had contained the silver cutlery she had inherited from the Breton side of her mother’s family had been ransacked and discarded on the floor.

Other than that, the boys in the van seemed to have made the assessment that Karen Eiken Hornby owned nothing of value. They hadn’t even bothered to steal the relatively new TV she’d bought in the post-Christmas sale. Her collection of decent wines from the Alsace vineyard of which she owned a few measly per cent, was, granted, perhaps not a traditional target for burglars, but the fact that they hadn’t nabbed at least a few bottles indicated that they’d never even ventured down into the basement. Probably – she had consoled herself in a moment of injured pride – they’d been interrupted by something.

Somewhat reassured after making certain her bottles were safe, she’d belatedly realised what the burglars would really have loved to find and rushed over to the annex with her heart in her mouth.

A few minutes later, she had called Leo to tell him his most prized possession was missing. The guitar of guitars, a Martin, built in 1932, may have survived Leo’s time on the streets, but it hadn’t made it through being left in a house with ridiculously pathetic locks, probably made around the same time as the guitar.

Her stomach had been in knots and thoughts of insurance and her liability as Leo’s landlady had raced through her mind while the phone rang. And then the relief that had washed over her when Leo had picked up and said everything was fine, that he’d brought the guitar to the studio, had made her agree to bring him the new keys. The moment the locksmith was done, she’d jumped in the car. Nine hundred and sixty marks and fifty shillings, and a few pounds of family silver poorer.

*

Kore’s voice calls her back to the present.

‘Wow, you’re in a foul mood.’

Karen flashes him a smile and accepts the bottle.

‘Not at all,’ she says and takes a sip. ‘Congratulations, by the way. The final week was hectic, I take it. But you’re done now, right?’

Kore puffs up his cheeks and exhales loudly.

‘The recording session’s done, yeah. Assuming I can fight off everyone’s idiotic ideas about last-minute changes, that is,’ he adds.

Karen takes a closer look at his weary face and opens her mouth to ask what he means but then stops herself. Their work is none of her business and she wants to get out of there.

‘Well, I guess all that’s left to do is to cross our fingers it’s well-received once it’s out,’ she says. ‘Did I hear that’s not until after the summer?’

She knows every step of their plan. First the announcement: Luna is back after ten years of silence. A single this summer and then the rest of the songs and a tour in the autumn. Probably, Leo had said. If everything comes together.

She had only half listened. Luna’s music hadn’t interested her much even back when she was at peak popularity; bubblegum pop and lavish stage shows. Easily dismissed, easily forgotten among countless other, bigger artists. But for some reason, Luna always played well with the critics, and she has developed something of a cult following in the past decade. Probably in no small part because she abruptly quit the business when she was at the height of her fame.

Kore nods.

‘Yes, that’s the plan,’ he replies. ‘Hopefully it’ll blow up.’

I wasn’t interested then, and I’m even less interested now, Karen thinks to herself and looks over at the stage where something Leo has just said is making Luna tilt her head back and laugh.

Karen can’t see her perfect white teeth from where she’s standing. But she knows they’re there.

What the fuck am I doing here anyway?

‘Would you mind giving Leo the keys?’ she says. ‘I’m in a bit of a hurry and he looks busy.’

‘Oh, come on, it’s a party. There may not be a lot of us, but we’re going to have it large. Eirik’s coming, too. Should be here any minute, actually.’

Kore glances down at his watch and then up at the door, as though that might make his boyfriend materialise.

‘No time. I promised Marike I’d stop by the studio to check out something she’s working on.’

‘Come on, stay for a bit at least? If you’re really good, I’ll let you say hi to . . .’

Before he can finish the sentence, they spot Leo coming towards them with the woman in white by his side. Karen can’t help but notice that his hand is on her back, as though he’s guiding her forward.

‘Hi, Karen,’ he says. ‘I figured I should introduce the two of you. This is Karen, my police detective landlady, and this is Luna. I guess she doesn’t need much of an introduction.’

My police detective landlady.

Karen extends her hand, but instead of taking it, Luna puts her own hands together and bows slightly.

‘Namaste.’

Her smile is so charmingly beautiful all Karen can do is stare back mutely and feel herself crumple up as she registers every last detail. The clean, make-up-free face, the golden skin that seems completely devoid of pores. The platinum blonde, closely cropped hair. I would never wear my hair like that, Karen thinks darkly. Not even if I were ten years younger and had a head like bloody Nefertiti.

Then she realises her hand is still hanging in the air and sheepishly retracts it.

‘Eh . . . hi.’

The music from the speakers and the din of the conversations that started up the moment Luna stepped off stage have settled like a thick blanket of sound over the room, drowning out her mumbled syllables.

‘Karen’s an old friend of mine,’ Kore hollers. ‘Well, of Eirik’s, really, originally. They’ve known each other since school.’

Luna seems to take no notice of this information. Instead, she keeps her eyes intently on Karen.

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ she says, leaning forward. ‘Leo has told me how grateful he is to you for taking him in. He says you practically saved him.’

Karen can feel her face resist as she forces out a smile. Casting about for something to say while her mind obsesses about what a pathetic contrast she makes with the blonde woman standing still as a statue before her. She looks at Luna’s glass of what looks like mineral water and checks an impulse to take another sip of beer from the bottle in her hand.

Oh my God, say something. Don’t just stand there like an idiot.

‘Yes, and I’m grateful, too,’ Luna continues. ‘That you saved him for me, I mean. I would never have been able to set out on this wonderful journey without Leo.’

The way she lightly strokes his arm speaks of closeness. Intimate closeness. His hand is still on her back. Leo and Luna. How ridiculous. Something inside Karen draws itself up and she looks him right in the eye.

‘Oh, so you’re not just a musician anymore, Leo?’ she says. ‘Now you’re a travel guide, too?’

The divine one lets out a laugh. A tinkling, crystal-clear laugh and for a moment, Leo looks confused.

‘Luna meant a journey, like . . .’ He trails off.

‘Yeah, I got it,’ Karen says. ‘It was a joke.’

Luna has cocked her head slightly and is studying her. Thoughtful now.

‘Yes, Leo told me you’re funny,’ she says. ‘And sharp. But perhaps that’s a requirement for a police officer. And a landlady.’

‘Yes, perhaps,’ Karen replies tersely. ‘It was great meeting you, Luna,’ she adds, forcing out yet another smile while she pulls the keys out of her pocket. ‘But I’m afraid I have to be going now.’

Then she turns to Leo.

‘I just wanted to give you these. In case you feel like sleeping at home tonight.’

She regrets the words the second they leave her lips.

Since when is it any of her damn business where Leo Friis spends the night? Or with whom.
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It’s unseasonably warm, she tells herself. That’s why I can’t do it. The thermometer had told her twenty-five degrees when, twenty minutes earlier on this Sunday afternoon, she had laced up her running shoes.

From the moment she set off down the gravel road, turning north and continuing along the coastal path, she had struggled. She had been less than a mile into her run when exhaustion hit her full force. She had pushed herself to at least finish it before giving up and collapsing on the smooth cliffs with her back against one of the shrunken pines.

It’s too warm for late April, she grumbles inwardly. At least for Doggerland.

Deflated, she gazes out at the horizon and starts fretting. Methodically. Starts with the greenhouse effect, global warming, and the melting polar ice caps, feeling hopelessness take root as she wipes the sweat from her forehead. Seeks the comfort she has always derived from staring at the sea, whether its leaden waves heave menacingly or, like today, has both the gifts and the sacrifices hidden in its depths covered by glittering sunlight.

But after the most recent alarming reports, the frothing breakers hurling themselves against the cliffs and the gentle combers lapping against the rocky shore seem more like cries for help than a source of succour. It’s over, she thinks. If we don’t do something, we’re doomed.

In an attempt to bring her anxiety under control, she looks down at her dirty trainers and forces it to focus on something actionable. On the washing machine that has started to make strange noises during the spin cycle and the numbers that stared scornfully back at her when she checked her bank balance the night before. And then on the horror that awaits her on Friday morning: the job-related fitness test, the JRFT. The mandatory annual medical assessment, complete with bike and firearms tests. Her eyesight will be checked, her blood alcohol level determined, her blood pressure and complete blood count measured . . . For a moment, she allows herself to relax in the knowledge that her alcohol intake has been moderate lately. At least, by her normal standards. She has even cut back on cigarettes. Practically quit altogether.

Practically.

And she has worked out, done all the exercises the physiotherapist told her she will have to do for the rest of her life to compensate for her knee injury. She has done arms and core, too, and felt the strength return to her muscles.

But she has not gone running. And it’s not muscle strength they’re going to be testing on Friday; she’s going to be forced to sit on a stationary bike with electrodes stuck to her sweaty body.

They can’t put me on desk duty, can they? she wonders. They know why I haven’t been able to do proper cardio since last autumn. First my knee and then snow and slippery roads . . . An image of the stationary bike gathering dust in her basement flashes before her eyes and she quickly thinks about something else. Allows her mind to brush against the thought of the free mammogram the Doggerland Police Authority now offers all its female employees and which she, for the first time, as decided to take up. She’s going to pull her head out of the sand and endure the damn breast press. That barely noticeable tightness she’d felt in her breast in the shower the other week . . . something hard, elusive. Something she hadn’t felt there before.

No point thinking about it right now. Think about the firearms test instead. At least she’s not worried about that.

She lets her anxiety out in small chunks, jumping quickly from one worry to the next so none can fester. The roof that needs to be replaced, the latest poll ahead of the parliamentary election in the autumn, the goddamn mammography, yet another school shooting in the US, yet another terrorist attack in France.

Her reflection in the mirror this morning.

Instead of swiftly working through her morning routine, she’d stood there, toothbrush in hand, staring at the pasty face in front of her. A grimace had revealed that her crow’s feet had deepened since the last time she paid them any attention, and something along her jawline seemed to have given up. And she knows meeting Luna the day before was what had caused the sudden wave of self-doubt. That ethereal, white-clad creature who had everyone wrapped around her finger.

Everyone except a grumpy detective inspector from Langevik.

And then the fight with Leo. Had it even been a fight? He’d followed her out to her car. Tried to talk her into staying. Wondered why she was in such a mood.

‘Why can’t she shake hands like a normal person?’ Karen had snapped.

‘She never does,’ Leo had replied, adding: ‘A lot of singers are concerned about germs. Besides, apparently she converted to Buddhism a few years ago.’

She doesn’t seem particularly concerned about germs when she’s climbing all over you, though, does she? Karen had thought, but thankfully she had kept her mouth shut. Had just watched Leo put the new keys in his pocket and thought that it would probably be a good long while before he had any use for them.

There had been no sign of him in the morning. Or of Sigrid, she thinks to herself and pushes down the worry that has been lurking at in the back of her mind since she realised the door to the second bedroom was ajar and the bed inside it empty. Unmade, granted, but that’s hardly reason to think she slept in it.

Sigrid is an adult, she reminds herself. Both she and Leo have every right in the world to come and go as they please. Two lodgers, that’s all. Two wind-driven souls who knocked on the door to her comfortable existence.

What the hell did I go and let them in for?

*

Twenty minutes later she stops at the bottom of the front steps and grabs hold of the railing. There’s a rushing sound in her ears and a wave of heat rises through her body, reaching boiling point and her face at the same time. As she leans her forehead against the cold iron railing, she hears the sound of the annex door opening. I see, she thinks. So you did come home last night after all.

Then Leo’s voice reaches her.

‘Well, have you called around? Someone has to know where she is. Brynn or Gordon? Billy? He always knows what she’s doing.’

In the silence that follows as Leo listens to the person on the other end, Karen walks up the steps and through the door without looking back. Just as she starts climbing the stairs to the upstairs bathroom, she hears Leo’s voice again.

‘She probably just forgot, I’m sure you’ll hear from her any minute. Or maybe she’ll turn up tomorrow. I’m actually pretty chuffed I don’t have to go into the studio today, I’m bloody hungover, how about you?’

*

‘What was that about?’ Karen says a while later, as she, fresh from the shower and with her face covered with foundation she found at the back of the bathroom cabinet, sits down at the kitchen table.

The foundation smells a bit stale, she muses.

‘Luna,’ Leo replies. ‘We were supposed to record some overdubs today, but Kore can’t get hold of her.’

‘But I thought you were done? Isn’t that what you were celebrating?’

‘We were. But then Luna had this idea last night and we eventually agreed to test it out before she leaves.’

‘So she’s going back home?’ Karen says, making an effort to hide her relief.

Leo tilts his head back and yawns.

‘Yeah, day after tomorrow,’ he says. ‘And she probably can’t come back until the end of next month. But she was supposed to check in with Kore this morning and set a time to meet up in the studio. We only have today and tomorrow.’

‘She’s probably asleep. As hungover as you, perhaps?’

‘Luna? No, she doesn’t drink.’

Of course she doesn’t, Karen thinks and picks up the teapot.

‘Well, except for juices and shit like that,’ Leo continues. ‘Did you know you can eat grass? Or at least drink it. Apparently incredibly bloody healthy.’

‘Help yourself,’ Karen says, gesturing towards the kitchen window. ‘You can start with the goosefoot down by the woodshed and graze your way over to the driveway.’

Leo chortles.

‘Are you still in a mood?’ he asks and cuts a slice of the bread that has been sitting out since Karen had breakfast several hours earlier. ‘Want some?’ he adds, holding the knife up questioningly.

‘No, thanks. Or actually, yes. Cut me one, too.’

‘So, what was all that about? Last night, I mean.’

‘Nothing. I was just tired. I guess I didn’t feel like I . . . fitted in. It’s not really my thing, you know.’

‘What? Good music, good food and an open bar? And happy people celebrating a job well done? Since when isn’t that “your thing”?’

She makes no reply.

‘Anyway, apparently I don’t have to go into town today,’ Leo says and yawns again. ‘We can’t do anything without Luna. Worst comes to worst, we’ll have to get an early start tomorrow morning, or she can forget about making changes, according to Kore. Another band is coming in at the end of the week.’

‘Where is she staying? A hotel?’

‘Hardly. A borrowed villa down on Frisel. Otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to keep the fact that she’s here secret. Everyone had to sign a non-disclosure agreement. You’ve promised to keep your trap shut, too, right?’

He gives her an urgent look.

‘Sure, I haven’t told a soul. But has anyone gone over there? To the villa on Frisel, I mean. She could be there even if she’s not answering her phone, you know. Maybe she’s had an accident, or overdosed . . . Oh, no, right, she’s clean as the driven snow.’

Leo shakes his head. Then a shadow of concern darkens his face.

‘Kore said he’ll head over there tonight if he hasn’t heard from her. What? You think we should be worried?’

‘I have no opinion. None at all.’

But I do wonder why Kore called you of all people to find out where Luna might have got to.

Just then the front door opens and a mix of relief and irritation surges through her when she hears Sigrid’s voice.

‘Hello! Anyone home?’

Leo shoots Karen a warning look.

‘Tread carefully,’ he says. ‘She’s nineteen.’

Then he leans forward and squints.

‘What the hell is that stuff on your face, anyway?’
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‘Nope, I’m driving,’ she says and snatches the keys out of Leo’s hand. ‘You’re probably still hungover.’

And then a second’s free fall as she remembers a time almost eleven years ago when she said those exact words to someone else, before she lost the two most important people in her life. She sinks, flailing. Far beyond the static, she hears Leo’s grumbling protests as she opens the driver’s side door.

She resurfaces.

‘Fine,’ she says quickly and steps aside. ‘But no speeding, I don’t want to talk to any of my colleagues today.’

‘You really think there are traffic coppers out and about at this hour? On a Sunday?’

Leo’s probably right; the traffic unit has had its hands full two nights in a row and are probably on well-deserved leave. Any stops made today were probably done before lunch. It’s 7 p.m. now.

The decision to humour Kore was based on equal parts irritation and guilt. Despite her best intentions, Karen had been unable to stop herself from nagging Sigrid about at least texting if she planned to spend the night elsewhere. Didn’t she get that they worried?

‘Don’t drag me into this,’ Leo’s back had virtually screamed. He had got up when Sigrid entered the kitchen and gone over to the sink to boil more water.

‘I spent the night at a friend’s house.’

‘Klara, was it?’

‘No, a guy, since you’re asking.’

‘What guy?’

‘A . . . bloke from the club. He’s friends with the owner.’

‘A “bloke”? Does he have a name, this bloke?’

‘Yes, Keris, why? Keris Gudmundson.’

‘And what does Keris do for a living? Assuming he has a job, that is.’

‘He’s a chef. He cooks. Bloody good food, actually.’

‘At the club? I thought you only served . . .’

‘No, at P27 on Parkvej. He has worked there for years.’

Karen had been left momentarily speechless. P27 wasn’t some grimy dive. Quite the opposite; there was speculation the renowned restaurant might become the first in the country to land a Michelin star. And this Keris Sigrid had spent the night with had apparently been a chef there for several years.

Several years . . .

Don’t stick your nose in, she had remonstrated with herself. Just back off, you’re not her mother. Keep your mouth shut.

But of course, she hadn’t.

‘Chef,’ she’d said. ‘Well, that’s a solid career. So, how old is he?’ she’d added with feigned casualness.

‘Twenty-seven, I think. Why?’

And just as Karen had taken a deep breath to launch into a speech about the inappropriateness of the age difference, Sigrid had calmly leaned back in her chair. Looked from Karen to Leo and back again.

‘Eight years,’ she’d said with a wry smile. ‘Outrageous, isn’t it?’

That was when Kore had called.

Her instinct had been to say no. She had no desire to drive all the way into Dunker and take the ferry over to Frisel to break into some luxury villa. She didn’t give a damn if Luna had called or not or about what was going to happen with the rest of the recording sessions. But after Sigrid’s takedown, Karen Eiken Hornby had wanted to prove she wasn’t impossible.

Not impossible at all.

And, what’s more, she was getting curious.

‘I’m on my way there now,’ Kore had said, ‘but I’d feel a lot better if you and Leo came with me.’

‘If you’re so worried, I don’t understand why you’ve waited so long to go out there.’

‘I don’t exactly love the idea of breaking into someone else’s house. And what the fuck do we do if something has happened to her? If she’s hurt or . . .’

‘Seriously? Well, calling an ambulance is always a good option. But sure, whatever, I’ll go with you if you really want me to. We can be there in’ – she had checked her watch – ‘just over an hour.’

*

Leo is driving very responsibly, a little too within the speed limit in fact, Karen notes after yet another glance at the speedometer.

She rolls down her window a few inches and lets the wind cool her cheeks and forehead. Looks out at the landscape and feels her shoulders relax. Studies the rolling hills that are just turning green, the sheep moving lazily along the slopes, and the lambs that stray further and further from the ewes every day. They have all summer and part of the autumn to live, then the fairy tale ends, she thinks and feels a pang of melancholy. She turns her head to catch a glimpse of the sea on the other side instead, but Leo is blocking her view.

I shouldn’t have let him drive, she thinks and turns her attention to the road.

‘What are you thinking about?’ he asks. ‘Sigrid again?’

‘No, just the impermanence of life,’ she mumbles with a glance at her watch. ‘There’s a ferry in thirteen minutes . . . If we miss that, it’s a half-hour wait.’

‘But I thought you said you didn’t want me to—’

Leo breaks off. Then he steps on the accelerator.

*

Kore is sitting in his car at the bottom of the driveway. When Leo pulls in behind him, he opens the door and climbs out. He looks tired, Karen thinks and notes that his black hair is neatly pulled back from his pale forehead, for once. No eyeliner today, no plaits, no bandana around his head, no earrings. Just the tattoos on his scrawny upper arms and his nose ring.

He flicks away his cigarette and hugs her.

‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘Might as well get it over with,’ Karen says and peers up at the house. ‘Do you have keys?’

‘I do, actually. Brynn was given an extra set so he could get the house in order before Luna moved in.’

‘And who owns it? A friend of Brynn’s, I think Leo said?’

Kore nods.

‘His name’s Ole Henriksen. He spends most of the year in Palm Springs and only visits in the summer. The rest of the year, the house is empty, so he didn’t mind helping us out.’

‘Yes, I heard hotels were out of the question,’ Karen says. ‘I take it our little prima donna is here incognito.’

Kore seems oblivious to the derision.

‘Yes, it wasn’t easy,’ he says. ‘But we actually pulled it off. So far, anyway.’

‘So the media don’t know she’s here?’

He gives her a surprised look.

‘Well, what do you think? You would have noticed. Do you have any idea how big she is?’

Karen shrugs. Yes, she knows. Of course she knows.

Luna is probably the most famous person I will ever have the dubious pleasure of shaking hands with – or not she muses, remembering Luna avoiding her hand at the party while she watches Kore hold a key card to the reader on the wall, punch in a code and push open the door. Then he consults a crumpled note he pulls out of his jeans pocket, walks over to an alarm panel on the wall and quickly taps in the ten-digit reset code.

Karen notices that his hands are trembling slightly, and only at that point does she realise how worried Kore really is. Because they might not get the recordings done in time? Or is he actually worried about Luna? They’ve known each other since they were young; that’s why the world-famous artist so unexpectedly chose KGB Productions for her new album. Why she has come home to Doggerland to prepare her comeback after almost ten years as a recluse.

Of course he’s worried, she thinks with a pang of guilt.

‘Hello,’ she calls out. ‘Anybody home?’

She opens the first door on her right and finds herself staring into a guest bathroom more spacious than her own bedroom. Neat rows of towels, an empty bin. A dry sink, she notes after touching it.

‘Let’s split up. Don’t touch anything,’ she says.

‘Shouldn’t we look around downstairs first?’ Leo says, hanging back in the hallway as Karen starts moving towards the stairs.

‘You do that, I’ll check the bedrooms. I assume they’re upstairs.’

Halfway up the wide staircase she stops and looks down at the open-plan entertaining area on the ground floor. Then she tilts her head back and takes in the soaring ceiling. The cast-iron banister curves at the top of the stairs and flows on, all around the first-floor landing. No IKEA furniture in this house, Karen muses, studying sofas and armchairs that look more like Danish design than Swedish flatpack.

A tall, rectangular window runs from floor to ceiling at one end of the landing and the view goes on for miles. But not like back home in Langevik, she notes smugly, not the open sea. Instead, flat marshland spreads out before her. A flock of something that looks like dunlins to Karen are moving restlessly in the spring twilight. For a moment she wonders if the house’s owner has a genuine interest in waterfowl or if the big brass telescope standing firmly on three wooden legs by the window is simply a piquant interior design feature.

‘Hello, Luna, are you here?’ she calls out again and knocks on the nearest door.

She pushes the handle down and looks into what appears to be a study. Empty.

She moves on, knocks, waits, and opens. Four bedrooms, all of equal size and seemingly equally unused. She continues towards the end of the hallway. Another quick knock before she pushes open the double oak doors.

The room must be at least five hundred square feet. She notes the giant bed, neatly made with the bedspread folded down over the foot of the bed. She registers the sliding wardrobe doors covering the entire length of the wall on her left, the sofa, armchairs and wall-mounted TV on her right and the white gossamer curtains billowing in the breeze from the open balcony doors straight ahead.

A few quick steps and then relief; Luna’s body is not lying crushed on the stone patio below. Nor is she passed out in the adjoining bathroom, Karen concludes after popping her head in. She studies the jumble of toiletries on the shelf above the double sinks, three still-damp towels on the floor, used facial wipes and cotton swabs in the bin. A transparent plastic tampon wrapper has fluttered off course and settled on the floor.

She steps back into the bedroom and thinks that at least someone was here recently. Rows of white clothes in the closets, a handful of books on the nightstand, a bone-white jumper thrown over the armrest of the sofa.

There can be no question that this is where Luna has been sleeping. Although maybe not last night, Karen thinks with a glance at the bed. The room is slightly messy, but nothing compared to her own home, and definitely not in a way that suggests a struggle of any kind.

She exits the bedroom and walks back along the landing to the large window. On a whim, she grabs the telescope, angles it down a little, and presses her eye against the eyepiece, but she sees nothing but darkness. She fiddles with the focus knobs, but soon gives up. Instead, she leans over the cast-iron banister and looks down at the ground floor, which seems to consist of a single open space with a kitchen at one end and a living room at the other. The only delineation between the two is provided by a brick fireplace that looks as if it can be enjoyed from either direction.

Three creamy-white leather sofas form a horseshoe in front of the fireplace. On the coffee table in the middle, a few half-empty glasses and bottles surround an overflowing ashtray. A couple of the newspapers stacked next to them have slipped down onto the rug.

Leo is standing with his face pressed against the glass patio doors, looking out into the garden, while Kore has sat down on the stool by the grand piano at the other end of the room. Another ashtray and two glasses are sitting on the mirror-black surface. Kore is running his hand through his hair again and again, peering up at the first floor. When he spots Karen, he quickly gets up and spreads his arms queryingly. She shakes her head.

All three of them move out onto the patio and sink onto blue American Adirondack chairs. Together, they go over what they’ve seen. Or not seen. No phone, no handbag, not the flowing white dress Luna wore at the studio. At least, not so far as Karen could tell from her quick inspection. But who knows, she thinks to herself; the rows of outfits were confusingly similar, at least as far as colour goes. Maybe there had been even more clothes and she had taken some with her.

Had she left willingly or had she been forced to? By something or someone? No sign of a struggle, nothing to indicate violence or kidnapping.

On the other hand, nothing to preclude those things, either.

‘Who does the cleaning?’ she asks. ‘I assume not Luna.’

She tries hard to sound neutral.

‘I think there’s a woman who cleans and does the shopping, but I have no idea what her name is. I can ask Brynn, he set everything up.’

‘Right, and why isn’t he here, by the way?’ Karen says. ‘He’s the one who knows the owner of the house.’

Brynn Englund. Co-founder of KGB Productions, along with his brother Gordon and Kore. Karen has met both brothers in a number of contexts but doesn’t know either well. Together with Leo and someone whose name is apparently Billy, they had come back here with Luna after the party. To discuss changing the song selection, according to what Leo had told Karen.

‘Brynn’s still at the hospital with his girlfriend. That’s why he had to take off last night, you know. Billy was sober so he drove him over. Apparently she’s still in labour, so Brynn is sitting there with his phone in one hand and the gas and air in the other.’

‘What about his brother?’

Kore chuckles.

‘Gordon? He can probably walk you through you every single track he’s ever laid down in minute detail, but he doesn’t know where his own arse is located. Let alone who cleans what house.’

‘And Billy? Is that the blond bloke I saw at the studio? Tall, skinny guy fawning over Luna like a lost puppy? Her handbag holder?’

Leo shoots her an annoyed look.

‘I think he prefers personal assistant,’ Kore replies calmly. ‘But yes, you’re right, I’ll check with Billy if he knows the name of the cleaner.’

It’s probably her day off, what with it being Sunday and all. No one has cleaned up since Kore and Leo left the house in a taxi just after three in the morning, that’s for sure. That was less than twenty-four hours ago. What am I doing here?

‘And you’re completely sure there was no one else here? When you left, I mean?’

‘Brynn and Billy left about an hour before us. There was never anyone else. Just the four of us. Well, and Luna, obviously.’

‘And she can’t have gone to see her parents?’ Karen says with a quick glance at her watch. ‘I assume they still live around here somewhere?’

‘Doubtful,’ Kore says. ‘She was pretty concerned about them finding out she was back in the country, from what she said. I got the impression she hasn’t been in touch with them at all.’

That may be true, Karen muses. Or not. It’s too soon yet, but if no one hears from Luna in the near future, they will have to assume she’s missing, and her parents will be high on the list of people they will want to talk to.

‘Anyone else? She did grow up here, after all, she must have old friends all over.’

‘I don’t think so.’ It’s Leo who replies. ‘She grew up outside Ravenby, but she dropped out of school halfway through ninth grade and left home. And she can’t have been much more than twenty when she moved to the US. And she hasn’t been back once since then, as far as I know. Until now, that is. At least, that’s what she told me.’

‘OK, but apparently she’s been in touch with you all these years,’ Karen says to Kore. ‘There could be others she spoke with too, right?’

‘It’s possible, but if so, I never heard anything about it. Besides, we weren’t in regular contact or anything. I was actually pretty surprised when she suddenly called. If it weren’t for KGB being so successful, I doubt I would have ever seen her again.’

‘And what about her private life. Husband? Children?’

‘Divorced, but apparently they’re good friends. His name is Jarred Kostas. Brynn has met him and said he was going to try to get hold of him, too,’ Kore informs them.

‘And children . . . ?’

‘I think they have four or five, actually. All adopted from different countries. Jarred and his new girlfriend are looking after them while Luna’s been here. He’s the only person who knows she’s in Doggerland. Officially, she’s attending some kind of retreat in an undisclosed location. Apparently she does things like that from time to time.’

Retreat, Karen sneers inwardly and thinks about dirty glasses and overflowing ashtrays. Well, maybe she woke up and saw the mess and just decided to skip town. She’s probably at a spa in the Alps, sipping wheatgrass martinis.

Then she remembers the clothes and suitcases in the closets.

‘Maybe she just went home,’ she says without conviction. ‘I’ll have to check the flights and ferries tomorrow. But right now there isn’t much else we can do. This is a grown-up we’re talking about, there’s no sign of a crime in the house and it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet. If you haven’t heard from her tomorrow, we’ll take it from there.’

‘So we just wait and hope she turns up?’

‘That’s pretty much it, yeah,’ Karen replies.

Except I’m not crossing my fingers, she adds inwardly.
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When she recklessly drops into her office chair, it wobbles precariously and she only just manages to grab the edge of the desk before it tips over. It’s half past eight on Monday morning and according to the forecast it’s already twenty-three degrees in Dunker.

‘It looks like another beautiful day with summer temperatures in every part of the country,’ the meteorologist had chirped.

Karen puts her bag down under her desk with a groan.

‘What’s with you? Did you run here all the way from Langevik?’

Karl Björken has appeared behind her and is now studying her flushed cheeks over the edge of his coffee cup.

‘I took the stairs,’ she replies darkly. ‘Not usually a problem, but apparently I’m really out of shape.’

‘Well, we have moved up a couple of floors,’ Karl replies jovially, and she gratefully accepts the excuse.

Five flights of stairs in what had felt like a sauna.

‘I have the JRFT on Friday,’ she says, ‘and I’m pretty sure I’m in for a stern talking-to.’

Audible sighs almost invariably accompany any mention of the mandatory job-related fitness test for employees of the Police Authority, at least among officers whose memories of their academy days are becoming fuzzy.

‘Mine’s tomorrow,’ Karl says. ‘Not a drop in the past two weeks and a ten-kilometre run every day since the first of April. Looking forward to going back to my regular routine tomorrow night,’ he adds with a grin.

Karen smiles wanly but decides not to tell him about her failed run the day before. She won’t be going back to her old routines anytime soon.

‘So, what has come in over the weekend?’ she says instead.

‘Haven’t been through it all yet, but it seems like the usual: a few burglaries, a couple of overdoses, and a lot of underage drinking, of course. A big bar fight in Ravenby, a knife fight up on Noorö, and a handful of domestic disturbances. Oh yes, and a bloke who climbed onto a roof in Grunder and howled the whole night through. I think six of his neighbours called in about it.’

‘Full moon, in other words,’ Karen replies and leans forward to turn her computer on. ‘Nothing else? You know what I mean.’

Karl shoots her a sceptical look.

‘You don’t think I would have said? No, he lay low this weekend, too, despite the heat. I’m starting to suspect he’s been nicked for something else. Or that he’s dead.’

‘Well, here’s hoping,’ she replies absently while the Doggerland Police logo appears on the screen. ‘But I’d better go through the reports myself, in case Smeed suddenly feels like giving me a pop quiz.’

‘Want to have lunch later? Outdoors at Magasinet at one?’ Karl calls back over his shoulder on his way to his own desk a few seats away; Karen raises her hand over her head and gives him a thumbs up.

*

When the phone rings a couple of hours later, Karen has gone over every last case entered into the internal database over the weekend and established that no woman named Luna Johns or Lena Johanson – her birth name – has either reported a crime or been reported as the victim of one.

Kore doesn’t seem very reassured by the news when she calls him.

‘But we should have heard from her,’ he says in a strained voice that Karen doesn’t recognise. ‘Something’s not right.’

‘And none of you have had any new ideas? Anything she might have said that could expl—’

‘No,’ Kore breaks in, ‘but Brynn found out the name of the cleaner. He has her number, too.’

‘Great,’ Karen says and takes a pencil from the cup on her desk.

‘Calita Lita. Apparently, that’s her name.’

‘Well, we all have to be called something,’ Karen comments drily and notes down the name and the number. ‘I’ll call to see if she knows anything. And,’ she adds, ‘I’ve requested passenger lists from all ferries and flights that departed Dunker and Ravenby in the last twenty-four hours. By the way, do you know which name she goes under in her passport? Luna Johns or Lena Johanson?’

‘Lena Johanson. She never officially changed it. I assume she can move about more freely under her old name.’

‘Undoubtedly. Do you know what airline she came in on? And what date it was?’

‘No airline, she arrived on a private boat on the third of April.’

‘Private boat?’

‘Fine, yacht, then. Jarred Kostas, her ex, ran her over from France. He apparently owns a house in Brittany and Luna was there on holiday with the kids before coming here.’

‘And the boat? Or the yacht, whatever, where is that now? And where is Jarred Kostas?’

‘I assume he’s still in France, or maybe he’s back in Los Angeles by now. I was told he gave Luna a ride over from Brittany and then went straight back. He’s the only person she trusts, she said.’

Karen pulls an incredulous face. Was the secrecy really necessary to avoid media attention or was it just a fit of run-of-the-mill delusions of grandeur? Either way, this woman seemed to have an infallible ability to get the people do her bidding. Most ex-spouses probably wouldn’t even lend their former significant others money for a bus ticket.

‘All right,’ she says. ‘I’ll let you know when I’ve talked to my boss, and we’ve determined how to proceed. It’s possible I’m going to have to interview everyone who was at that party.’

‘There’s going to be a lot of talk.’

‘Well, at the very least I’ll want to ask the four of you who went back to the house with her some questions. Then we’ll see. But if no one hears from her and there’s no news, we’re going to have to make it official.’

A few seconds of silence, then a deep breath on the other end.

‘Sure, I get that. But you do realise the media’s going to absolutely explode? Granted, she hasn’t been on the charts for years, but she’s still a cult figure to a lot of people. And if they find out she’s not only in the country but now missing as well . . .’

Kore trails off and Karen hears him brace himself before saying what has been on her mind since she woke up.

‘What if someone kidnapped her?’

*

Fifteen minutes later, the Head of the CID, Jounas Smeed, voices the same concern.

‘All right, we’re just going to have to pray we don’t hear from anyone about a ransom. I assume she’s loaded.’

Karen has briefed him on the situation and the few facts she has managed to dig up. Luna Johns, born in 1977 in Ravenby as Lena Johanson, in Doggerland for the past three weeks to record new material at KGB Productions for her planned comeback. Luna knows the founders of KGB from playing in a band with them in their youth. She left the islands for the US in 1997. This is, as far as the KGB guys know, her first visit since.

They had agreed to meet in the studio yesterday for some last-minute changes. But Luna never showed up and no one has heard from her. It has now been thirty hours since she was last seen.

‘Yes, according to Kore, her net worth is in the hundreds of millions,’ Karen replies. ‘Kidnapping is the worst-case scenario; we don’t have the resources to handle something like that.’

‘Well, no one has been in touch so far, so there are plenty of less dire explanations. Especially since you’re telling me she’s here incognito. How the fuck does that work, anyway? Even I know who she is and what she looks like. Bloody gorgeous, if you ask me.’

‘Rented villa, completely isolated, on one of the private peninsulas on Frisel. And her appearance has changed quite a bit. All the bling and make-up are gone. And her hair, she wears it really short now. And apparently she’s been a Buddhist for years.’

‘That’s a shame. About the hair, I mean. I wonder if it was real?’

Karen refrains from commenting on the blonde mane that used to reach well past her bottom and was probably made from other women’s hair soaked in hydrogen peroxide.

She also says nothing about the fact that Luna is probably more beautiful now than ever before.

‘Anyway,’ she continues instead, ‘Luna is some kind of straight-edger now and has withdrawn from both the media and the party scene. Four or five adopted children, divorced, but friendly with her ex, according to Kore. I’m told the kids are with him while she’s here.’

‘Kore?’ Smeed says with a grin. ‘Your gay friend is looking after Luna John’s kids?’

‘Come off it,’ she says wearily. ‘The ex. His name is Jarred Kostas. So, how do you want to play this? If we appeal to the public for information, we’re going to be hounded by the media, and not just the usual Doggerian suspects. Luna may not have performed in ten years, but there’s clearly still widespread international interest in her.’

‘You’ll have to deal with it, of course.’

‘“Deal with it”?’

‘Yes, until we know more. Find out if there’s reason to suspect a crime. We’ll hold off on making it public, but you’ll have to find out as much as you can in the meantime. Talk to anyone she was in contact with, relatives, mobile phone traffic, ferries, flights, possible drug abuse, suicidal tendencies, and so on; you know the drill. Whatever you can do on your own. But be bloody discreet. We don’t want to stir things up for no reason.’

Nor do we want to be remembered as the idiots who waited too long, Karen thinks to herself. Out loud she says:

‘I’ll see what I can dig up, but I’m at least going to need someone with me to—’

Karen is interrupted by Jounas Smeed’s phone. She leans back and watches her boss listen to the person on the other end. Waits for him to finish the call to confirm that she will have the help of a colleague in her ‘discreet investigation’. But when she sees his jaw clench and his eyes flash with anger before he runs a hand across his forehead, she knows.

She sits in absolute silence at the edge of her seat, listening while Jounas Smeed asks the questions that confirm what she suspects.

‘Is she alive?’ she asks when he finally hangs up.
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Jounas Smeed glances impatiently at his watch when Cornelis Loots, the last person to arrive, closes the door to the CID’s largest conference room behind him.

It has been exactly two minutes since Smeed put the receiver down, opened the glass door to his office, and bellowed, ‘There’s been another attack. Everyone in four!’

‘All right,’ he says now and looks at the people gathered around the table. ‘It appears the Moerbeck Swine has come out of hibernation.’

No one points out that their internal nickname for the perpetrator no longer makes sense. The first couple of attacks happened in Moerbeck and the name stuck. The fact that he has since expanded his hunting grounds hasn’t changed it.

Everyone is quiet while the Head of Doggerland’s Criminal Investigation Division looks down at his laptop and then starts to share the preliminary facts of the case.

‘Just under half an hour ago, a call came in. A seemingly lifeless man had been discovered by a passer-by in a shrubbery next to the footpath around Lindby Lake up in Lemdal.’

No one asks why the person in question had gone rummaging through a shrubbery, they simply assume whoever found the body was a dog owner investigating what had drawn their mutt’s attention.

And no one asks why thirty minutes had passed from when the call came in to when the news reached the CID. They know they won’t have to wait long for the explanation, moronic as it may be.

That’s usually the way of it.

‘The call was made by a dog owner by the name of Nathanael Iverson and was about a man, likely a junkie. Iverson couldn’t tell if the man was alive or dead and had only briefly glimpsed his upper body and hoodie before calling emergency services. Iverson had no desire to turn the man over, let alone try to resuscitate him, according to the operator.’

‘Most people think twice about touching junkies,’ Johannisen puts in.

Everyone murmurs agreement.

Smeed continues, ‘Emergency services dispatched an ambulance, which arrived sixteen minutes later. The closest police patrol was up in Gaarda and arrived six minutes after that.’

Karl Björken is unable to keep quiet any longer.

‘And who pulled their head out of their arse first, the ambulance or us?’

‘PC Sara Inguldsen,’ Smeed replies curtly. ‘Nathanael Iverson had, as mentioned, only seen shoulders, one arm and the back of a hoodie when he made the initial call. But as soon as the paramedics arrived and found a pulse, the body was turned over and pulled out of the shrubbery – and it was discovered that it wasn’t an overdosing man after all, but rather a middle-aged woman with no clothes on her lower body. Inguldsen obviously knew what she was looking at straight away. She spotted the woman’s sweatpants and shoes deeper into the shrubbery and a broken bottle a few feet away.’

Smeed lets the information sink in before continuing.

‘The woman, an Anita Kollbar, has been taken to Thysted Hospital and, as far as we know, she was still alive when the ambulance drove off. Inguldsen and her partner have cordoned off the scene and are still there. The technicians are on their way. We obviously can’t be sure it’s the same guy starting up again, but that will be our working theory until we have reason to believe otherwise.’

The sound of chairs creaking under impatient bodies.

‘How was she identified so quickly? Did she have ID on her?’ Karen asks.

‘Nathanael Iverson hung around until the ambulance and police arrived. He recognised her straight away once they turned her over. Apparently, Anita Kollbar lives just three houses down from him. According to him, she lives alone.’

Jounas Smeed takes a sip of water and stands up.

‘As you all know, it’s been almost four months since the last attack,’ he says. ‘You also know the investigation has remained our number one priority, whatever the media might claim. Björken, you’re still in charge, and it goes without saying every resource is at your disposal. This time, I want us to catch this fucking swine. I’m off to inform the higher-ups. Karl, the floor is yours.’

Everyone turns to Karl Björken. They accept assignments, listen, take notes. One by one, they disappear out the door with determined steps that signal: ‘We’re finally going to catch that bastard.’

‘Loots and Nielsen, focus on finding potential eyewitnesses,’ Björken says. ‘Anyone who frequents the area, dog owners, joggers, and so on. Johannisen, grab someone and go talk to the neighbours. Eiken and I will head over to the scene right now.’

Smeed pauses on his way out the door and nods to Karen.

‘Not her,’ he says. ‘Every resource is at your disposal, except Eiken. Take Inguldsen, she seems switched on.’

*

‘You can’t be serious,’ Karen says, jogging down the hall to keep up with her boss.

‘Of course I’m serious. What part of what I said don’t you understand?’

‘“Every resource except Eiken”. Surely we need every single goddamn resource, period, if we want to catch that bastard.’

Smeed stops dead and stares at her.

‘You were given a different assignment not twenty minutes ago. Or did you forget that?’

‘Of course I didn’t forget. But don’t you think we can hold off on looking for some damn diva who has probably gone off on some whim and instead focus on an actual crime that we know has been committed?’

He hesitates. She can tell from his eyes, darting from his watch to his phone to an undefined point on the ceiling. They’re short-staffed, and Karen Eiken Hornby is, along with Karl Björken and Evald Johannisen, the most experienced investigator he has. Everything points to the woman in Lemdal being the fourth victim of the same lunatic from the previous autumn. On the other hand, a woman whose disappearance would set the media aflame. Especially if it turned out the police hadn’t taken it seriously. Make the wrong decision now and he will have a lot to explain to the Head of Police.

Karen waits impatiently while Jounas Smeed weighs his options. Then he turns to her.

‘No, we’re going to do it like I said,’ he says.

Then he briskly walks on and she stays where she is, staring after him.
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KGB Productions is located on the outskirts of an industrial park called Thane, in an old factory building that once housed one of Doggerland’s two largest dye houses. It’s been over fifty years since wool was last dyed there and eleven years since Kore and brothers Brynn and Gordon Englund moved in.

Even though the factory had been vacant for four decades, it had taken them almost a year to convince the Provincial Board to let them take over the ramshackle building; even then, permission was only granted after they promised to undertake extensive restoration work and safety upgrades. The boys at KGB Productions had rubbed their hands with glee when they were given a thirty-year lease and the representatives of the city had heaved a sigh of relief at being rid of a perpetual problem. Dunker was full of buildings that the political powers that be had decided must be renovated and sanitised, while providing a virtually non-existent budget to do so; if a group of idiots wanted to shoulder the responsibility for driving out rats and junkies from the old dye house, then God spare them.

*

Karen parks down by Packhus Square and then trudges across the iron bridge to the other side of Forsete River, where she turns onto the ramp that leads up to the entrance to KGB Productions. There’s no sign on the nondescript door to indicate that, behind it, work is being done that will eventually touch every part of the music world.

She rings the buzzer and waits for the door to open.

‘Most of us are here,’ Kore tells her a few minutes later. ‘But do you really have to talk to everyone? Can’t you be a bit, you know . . . discreet?’

He lowers his voice and glances nervously at the girl at reception.

Karen gives him a weary look as he ushers her further into the building. Kore’s the one who wanted her to come and now he seems to have cold feet. Once they’re out of earshot of the receptionist, she stops abruptly, forcing him to do the same.

‘Calm down,’ she says. ‘I introduced myself as your friend, not a police officer. You’re not the only one who wants to fly below the radar on this. My boss has given me strict orders to be exactly that, discreet.’

‘Thank you!’

Kore seems to relax and Karen feels a flash of irritation.

‘You did ask me to come, remember?’ she says. ‘To talk to people, see if anyone knows anything? But look, don’t worry, I won’t get through everyone who was at the party today. Looked like about a dozen, does that seem right to you?’

‘I’ve got a list of names for you, but I haven’t counted how many are on it.’

‘I’m going to start with the people who were closest to Luna. Then we’ll see. But, hopefully, we’ll hear from her before I get around to talking to everyone. There are other things I’d much rather be doing.’

‘Where would you like to sit?’ Kore asks. ‘In a room where you can close the door or in Teglet?’

He gestures towards the big open space that occupies one full section of the L-shaped building. The red-brick walls look original, but thick, springy, black vinyl covers the concrete floor. Someone must have mopped it after the party, Karen muses, noting the sheen. At the other end of the space she can just about make out the stage running the length of the back wall and the bar underneath the tall windows on the left. From earlier visits, she knows the other half of the building houses the actual recording studio and a few soundproofed rooms.

‘Here, preferably,’ she says.

She’s over the worst of it. It’s not like a few months ago, when she couldn’t handle closed doors or windows. The memory of being trapped underground with no hope of surviving has slowly but surely loosened its grip on her. But she still feels uneasy and has no desire to shut herself into one of the small, padded cells for hours on end.

‘Why don’t we go over there,’ she says and starts moving towards one of the big sofas.

Two men are sitting at the other end of the room. One has a stack of papers on his lap and the other is talking so animatedly he hasn’t noticed them coming in. Karen vaguely recognises the one with the papers as one of the people at the party. She raises her hand in greeting and gets a nod back before she sits down. The other one quickly turns around and says something she can’t make out; clearly the room is big enough for her conversations to be private.

‘What can I get you? A beer?’

Karen raises her eyebrows and looks at Kore.

‘I’m not here to have fun.’

‘OK, coffee then?’

‘No thanks, but I’d love a cup of tea, if you have one.’

‘Tea?’ he says with surprise. ‘Sure, I’ll check with Billy or Jenny and see what they can scrounge up. I assume Luna left some,’ he adds absently, as though his mind has already moved on.

‘Thank you,’ she says, already regretting her request at the prospect of what will almost certainly be a cup of bland herbal tea. ‘Is that the list of everyone who was here on Saturday?’

She nods at a folded sheet of paper in Kore’s hand.

Kore, who now seems absorbed by his phone, looks up. Stressed, she muses, and no wonder.

‘What? Oh, right. Yes, this is everyone who was at the recording sessions plus a few others who came to the party. I’ve double-checked with both Gordon and Brynn.’

She takes the list from him and skims the names.

 

Kore Traavad, producer

Brynn Englund, CEO, project owner

Gordon Englund, technician

Leo Friis, guitar

Brian Tiel, guitar

Jan Hoeg, bass

Ruth McNaughton, percussion

Harald Jenssen, keyboards

Dee-Dee Griffon, vocals

Billy Formby, personal assistant

Jenny Englund, reception

Eirik From

 

My name’s not on there, Karen thinks. Which begs the question: has Kore has missed anyone else? Thirteen people, including me. And no one seems to have gone running to the media, so far. Apparently, studio musicians are more disciplined than police officers. For now, it would seem these thirteen people, Jounas Smeed, and Luna’s ex-husband are the only people who know she’s in the country.

And Marike, she reminds herself. Despite the promise she’d made to Leo about keeping it to herself, Karen had, antagonised by her meeting with Luna and after a very potent dry martini, finally admitted to her friend Marike why she was in such a foul mood. She had regretted it immediately. Not because she had broken her promise to Leo – that Marike would let anything slip was as likely as her developing an interest in crocheting lace – but because Marike had drawn the wrong conclusion:

‘You sound jealous.’

*

Now, Karen looks up from the list and studies Kore, whose eyes are glued to his phone. She watches him scroll, read, mutter, puff up his cheeks, and shake his head as he exhales.

Apparently, Luna’s disappearance isn’t the only thing on his mind, she muses.

Eventually, he feels her eyes on him and looks up.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘There’s a lot going on right now.’

‘Jenny the receptionist,’ Karen says. ‘Her name’s Englund, too?’

‘Brynn and Gordon’s first cousin once removed. She’s filling in while Billy works as Luna’s assistant.’

‘How many of these people are here today?’ she says.

‘All the musicians except Harald and Brian, I think. And Billy and Gordon are both here. Yes, and Jenny, of course, who let you in. And apparently Brynn is on his way, too. It was a boy, by the way.’

‘And how many of them know?’ Karen asks. ‘About Luna going missing, I mean.’

‘Only Brynn, Gordon, Leo, Billy, and I know she hasn’t been seen since the early hours of Sunday. The rest just know she didn’t turn up here yesterday as promised and that she’s not here today, either. There’s a lot of tension and mutterings about diva behaviour.’

‘Are you worried about someone being irked enough to call a journalist?’

‘Not really. It’s a stripped-down production with relatively few people involved, for now, and everyone has signed a non-disclosure agreement. They all need the work.’

Karen snorts derisively.

‘Yes, I know,’ Kore goes on, ‘anonymous tips and source protection and all that jazz. But I still don’t think so. If anyone had wanted to make a quick buck by blowing her cover, I’m sure they would have already. And besides, the musicians get paid by the hour, whether Luna’s here or not. This is KGB’s headache, not theirs.’

‘Is there nothing you can do besides twiddle your thumbs? I thought I heard noise from the studio when you opened the door.’

‘Sure, we’ve done what we can with the song she wants on the album. All the tracks have been laid down, except Luna’s vocals. Thanks to Dee-Dee, we’ve been able to do a preliminary mix with her singing instead, but unless Luna turns up soon, we’re going to have to scrap the change. Pretty rude, especially considering that she was the one who insisted on making changes in the first place. Assuming nothing bad has happened to her, obviously,’ he adds.

‘And that decision was made on Saturday night, right, at her house?’

‘Yes, that’s why we went over there. Brynn was against it and Leo probably didn’t know what to say. And neither did I.’

‘How come?’

‘Well, because Luna wanted to sub in one of Leo’s songs instead of one of mine, so I was trying to stay out of it. And I assume Leo felt the same way. Besides, he doesn’t really get a vote since he’s not one of the owners. Either way, Luna won the tug of war and we decided to call in the musicians we needed for two more days of recording. Who do you want to start with?’

‘Why not the new dad himself,’ Karen says, looking over at reception. ‘Since he’s coming over anyway.’
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Brynn Englund collapses onto one of the sofas, takes two quick swigs from the beer bottle he picked up on his way past the bar, slumps back, and runs a hand over his shaved head. Karen notices his eyes darting between her, his phone, and the people moving about at the other end of the room. She hasn’t seen him since the New Year’s party at Kore and Eirik’s and the dark circles under his eyes are new.

‘Stressed?’ she says.

‘You’re kidding, right? This is a fucking nightmare. First the baby and now this.’

‘That’s right, I heard it was a boy. Congratulations!’

‘Thanks,’ Brynn replies with a wan smile. ‘Took almost twenty-four hours and it drove Shanna crazy that I was on my phone half the time, but there was no helping it.’

‘Well, then, let’s get right to it. Were you able to reach Luna’s ex, Jarred Kostas?’

‘Yes, eventually. Talked to him an hour ago and it wasn’t easy. I obviously didn’t want to worry him needlessly, so I lied.’

‘And what lie did you tell him?’

‘I asked if he’d heard from her. Said we’d discussed making a change to the song list and that she’d wanted to think about it for a few days. Implied that she was travelling around by herself and that we were running out of time and needed to know what she wanted to do.’

‘Did he buy it?’

Brynn shrugs. ‘Maybe. Or maybe he just doesn’t give a fuck. Apparently, he’s mad at her for not calling him. She was supposed to yesterday, to let him know when she’ll be home. But he didn’t seem worried. Said something about this not being the first time she had made herself unavailable. That she likes taking time-outs, isolating herself for a few days without telling anyone where she is.’

Karen looks down at her notes.

‘One thing that strikes me as odd is that Jarred is supposedly the only person from her personal life who knows she’s here. Surely, she’s surrounded by people? A manager, for example, people who look after her finances, her house, her kids . . .’

It suddenly dawns on her she has no idea how the ‘other half’ live. Especially not celebrities with hundreds of millions in their bank accounts.

‘Yeah, she has people working for her, but not as many as she used to. No active manager, but lawyers and financial advisers to run her company. Given as how she hasn’t toured or recorded in almost eleven years, it’s mostly about perpetuating the wealth.’

‘What about domestic staff?’

‘She had a nanny until about six months ago, but apparently she was fired after a disagreement. And I assume there are others: assistants, housekeepers, cleaners, and so on; she does have houses in both LA and France, after all, and a big flat in New York, as well. But none of them knows she’s here. At least, that’s what she told me.’

‘Why is that? Doesn’t she trust her own staff?’

‘No, apparently that’s exactly it. She has had employees leak pictures of her and the kids in the past. And when it turned out the source with “first-hand knowledge of the family” who blabbed to the press about her divorce was the nanny, she’d had enough. Since then, she has pretty much isolated herself and lives fairly simply.’

Oh yes, Karen thinks to herself, it sounds very spartan, what with the lawyers and housekeepers and all. And as though he can see what she’s thinking, Brynn adds, ‘Simple compared to before, I mean. Luna probably never played in the quite the same league as Madonna or Lady Gaga, but she did fill the big arenas in the US, Japan, and Europe for years. And she quit while she was ahead. Didn’t turn into some sad has-been, touring endlessly, lip-syncing.’

‘Why did she quit?’

Brynn reaches for his beer bottle.

‘I suppose she felt there were other values in life,’ he says after drinking and wiping his chin with the back of his hand. ‘Or maybe she just got sick of it. A life in the spotlight is demanding and not a lot of people have it in them to keep going, year after year. And she and Jarred were both involved in various charity projects, as well, which took up more and more of their time. They’ve travelled pretty extensively in both Africa and Asia, I think.’

‘Kore said they have several adopted children.’

‘Yes, the press wrote quite a lot about how they couldn’t have kids of their own and that that was the real reason she and Jarred travelled the world, “buying” kids from poor countries. Pretty damn mean-spirited stuff. It was definitely a factor in her decision to eventually retire altogether.’

‘And what made her suddenly want to come back home to Doggerland and start recording again?’

‘I can only relay what she told me when she called me up at the end of last year. She was still sick of the industry, she said, but wanted to get back to the music. She’d written a number of songs but didn’t want to use her old producers and wondered if we might be interested.’

‘And you were, of course.’

‘I didn’t fall over myself or anything. But I flew over and sat down with her in New York, listened to the songs, and was convinced. Her old fans won’t recognise her, but it’s good stuff. Both her own songs and the ones Kore and Leo contributed. Back to basics, stripped down, but with a unique sound. That’s all I can say.’

‘And you’re going to release one of the songs this summer and the rest of the album in the autumn, from what I’m told? Not that I know how it works these days. Spotify, I assume?’

‘Sure, but there’ll likely be a vinyl version, too, if everything works out. That being said, record sales don’t make anyone rich anymore, we’re hoping to recoup our investment from the tour this autumn. The whole project is a big fucking gamble and Luna and KGB are fifty-fifty partners.’

‘And why exactly is it all so hush-hush? I thought artists relied on free media, especially the ones trying to get back into the spotlight.’

‘Timing, that’s all. For Luna, being undisturbed while we recorded was a non-negotiable requirement, but as soon as we’re done with the mixing and mastering, we’re going public. So this is the last thing we need right now.’

Or maybe not, Karen muses. Maybe Luna has decided to fire up the media a bit sooner than planned by going into hiding. A mysterious disappearance would probably get her exactly the kind of media attention she needs to drum up interest in her comeback.

She decides to come at it from a different angle. And to pretend she doesn’t have the information Kore already gave her.

‘What happened on Saturday? I actually stopped by for a minute, but then some of you left and went back to the villa with Luna. Why was that?’

‘We needed to have a talk. We were supposed to be celebrating being done, but then Luna started going on about including one of Leo’s songs instead of one we’d already recorded. I was pissed off about it, felt it was something that should be discussed in private. So Billy drove her, Kore, Leo, and me down to Frisel while the rest of the gang stayed here and partied on.’

‘Did you have a fight?’

Brynn shrugs again.

‘A spat, I guess you might call it. Mostly me and Luna, the others kept their cool. But in the end, Kore backed down, and we agreed to meet up in the studio the next day, in the afternoon sometime; we had to get hold of the musicians before we could nail down a specific time. And in the middle of all of this, Shanna calls and says her waters have broken and that she’s in a taxi. Billy drove me straight to the hospital. Since then, I haven’t seen or heard from her. Luna, that is,’ he adds unnecessarily.

‘And there were no incidents earlier in the evening? Arguments?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘And the rest of the time?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, she was here for weeks; what did she get up to outside of recording? Who did she hang out with?’

Another shrug.

‘We recorded in the afternoons and evenings, sometimes pretty late. But what she got up to when she wasn’t in the studio, I have no idea. She obviously couldn’t go out, and when we invited her for dinner, she declined. Both Kore and I tried. We went over to the villa a few times, Leo, Kore, my brother and I, mostly to talk about the music, but that was all.’

‘Did she have more contact with some of you than others?’

Brynn shoots her a quick look and seems to hesitate briefly.

‘You should ask Billy,’ he says. ‘He might know. He was probably the one who saw her the most outside of the studio.’

‘Right, speaking of this Billy,’ Karen says. ‘What does he do, exactly? Some kind of personal aide, according to Kore.’

‘I suppose you might call it that. Since she didn’t want to bring one of her assistants from home, we gave the job to Billy, who normally works the reception. He took care of her, simply put. Bought supplies, kept track of her schedule and drove her back and forth between the villa and the studio.’

‘In his own car?’

Brynn chuckles mirthlessly.

‘Hardly. Luna isn’t quite as much of a diva as you might think, but I don’t imagine she’d ever consent to climbing into Billy’s old Beetle. God knows what even holds that thing together. No, when we get people of her calibre here, we usually rent a decent ride.’

Karen recalls a rusty, light blue VW Beetle parked outside the studio next to a shiny black Audi with tinted windows.

Brynn turns his head and looks around the room.

‘He’s standing over there if you want to talk to him.’
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Billy Formby is so gaunt and pale he comes off as virtually anaemic. Karen stares at the emaciated man walking towards them with poorly disguised fascination. His fingernails, chewed to the quick and covered with chipped silver nail polish, are a stark contrast to his long eyelashes and carefully put together outfit: a black mesh tank top and something that looks like a mix between baggy trousers and a sarong. His platinum-blond hair just brushes his shoulders, and half of his face is hidden behind a sweeping fringe.

After they’ve said hi and Karen has explained why she’s there, he gingerly sits down on the edge of the sofa and gracefully pushes the fringe out of his eyes. Only now does she realise they’re red from crying.

‘It’s my fault,’ he says, spreading his arms theatrically.

Karen suppresses a smile.

‘Is that right? And what do you mean by that?’

‘I was supposed to look after her. That’s what I’m paid to do.’

‘Yes, I understand you’ve been working as something akin to a personal assistant. But only since Luna has been here, right? You haven’t worked with her before?’

Billy shakes his head and presses his trembling lips into a thin line.

‘No, and it will never be more than that now. I was hoping she might want to keep me on. That maybe she’d let me come along this autumn—’

He breaks off and tosses his head, sending his long fringe sweeping to the side of his face like a curtain in the wind.

‘On tour, you mean?’ Karen asks.

He nods and his quivering chin speaks of dashed hopes. Karen decides to try a different tack.

‘How did you get your job here at KGB?’

‘Through Kore. Or I should say, through his boyfriend, Eirik. Or both, actually, I suppose.’

Karen asks her next question mostly out of politeness.

‘I see, and how do you know them?’

Billy Formby waves his hand dismissively.

‘All the gays in this town know each other. Almost all of us, anyway. I never had a thing with either of them, though,’ he adds emphatically. ‘I mean, they’re great and all, but . . .’

‘Twice as old as you,’ Karen finishes for him. ‘I understand. And where did you work before?’

Billy Formby finally seems to relax a little. He leans back against the sofa, puts one long, skinny leg over the other, and dangles his foot slightly.

‘Mostly on the ferries, and I waited at a number of restaurants in town. I was planning to apply for a job as a flight attendant with one of the airlines, but then I developed back problems. That’s when Eirik suggested to Kore that I come and work here. They needed someone to keep the place tidy, greet visitors, make coffee, buy beer, order food, and . . . well, keep things rolling smoothly, you know.’

‘So, the job Jenny has now?’

Billy purses his lips briefly and glances over at the reception desk where Jenny is sitting hunched over her phone.

‘I suppose you could say that. Anyway, they needed someone they could trust to look after Luna. Someone who was switched on and understood about service. And who had a driving licence. In other words: moi.’

His wide smile takes the edge off the snarky tone.

‘And how was it? Working for Luna, I mean.’

‘Amazing. She’s not at all like people think. Not a diva, I mean. Or, well, she is, but also, like, completely normal at the same time. More like a regular person.’

Billy’s eyes lose focus as he seems to contemplate what he just said.

‘Do you recall if anything unusual happened on Saturday? Let’s start with the party; do you remember if Luna seemed worried or if she had an argument with anyone. Or . . . maybe she talked to someone more than she usually would?’

‘You’re asking if she had a thing with one of the guys?’

Karen steels herself.

‘Did she?’ she asks casually.

‘Of course not. Why would you ask that?’

‘Well, she was here for several weeks, it would hardly be that surprising.’

Billy smirks.

‘I think I would have noticed. Besides, it’s not like any of the guys here are in her league.’

Maybe Billy isn’t so switched on after all, Karen thinks, recalling the way Luna had rested her cheek against Leo’s arm. Annoyed at the small wave of relief rippling through her, she decides to fast-forward.

‘And what happened next? At the villa.’

She takes minimal notes while Billy Formby gives her an almost identical, if slightly more detailed, account of how he drove Luna, Brynn, Leo, and Kore to the house on Frisel, of how he sat in the garden with his feet in the pool while the others discussed song choices. It hadn’t been a proper fight, but sure, he’d heard some raised voices and cursing from the house.

‘But no worse than usual. This is hardly a quiet workplace on a regular day, either.’

‘How long were they at it?’

‘Not long, a couple of hours, maybe. I think we got there around half-past midnight and Brynn’s girlfriend called at quarter past two, I know that. Well, at that point, there was nothing for it but to jump in the car and drive Brynn to Thysted. I have no idea how long Leo and Kore stayed after that.’

‘And what did you do after dropping Brynn off at the hospital?’

‘I went home, of course. I was exhausted.’

‘And where’s home?’

‘Ljustervej 22 in Gaarda,’ Billy replies. ‘Subletting, but I’m hoping to find my own place soon.’

‘And do you have any idea where Luna might be? Something she said, something you saw, but maybe didn’t think twice about until now?’

He closes his eyes and sits there motionless for so long Karen starts to wonder whether he intends to go over every single minute he ever spent with Luna. Or whether Billy Formby has in fact dozed off. But then he opens his eyes and sticks his hand into his pocket.

‘I have pictures,’ he says hesitantly. ‘But I’m not really supposed to show them to anyone.’

‘Pictures? You mean photographs?’

‘Yes, I’ve been taking pictures with my phone the whole time she’s been here.’

‘And Luna didn’t notice?’

Billy gives her a surprised look.

‘Of course she noticed. She was the one who told me to do it. My God, what kind of creep do you take me for?’

Karen raises a soothing hand.

‘I was just surprised. What with everything being so hush-hush.’

‘She wanted them as keepsakes, she said. But I know they were talking about releasing some of them in conjunction with the album launch, if they came out all right.’

‘And they’re all in your phone?’

‘Yes, though I obviously wasn’t allowed to use my own. They let me borrow a brand-new one with a nice camera. I suppose I have to give it back now.’

Karen holds out her hand.

‘Is it that one? Can I see?’

Billy leans back slightly and clutches the phone to his chest.

‘Maybe we should ask someone first? I did sign a non-disclosure—’

He jumps when Karen gets to her feet without warning and hollers across the room.

‘Oi, Kore, could you come over here!’

*

About an hour later, Karen Eiken Hornby is back in the car, reluctantly turning the key in the ignition. She has decidedly mixed feelings about the prospect of going through the pictures documenting the white-clad goddess’s stay in Doggerland.
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The smell from the hob tells Karen that Sigrid is using the same seasoning as always: garlic, chilli, ginger, and, unfortunately, coriander from the lovingly tended pots on the windowsill. The latter was added during a recent bout of culinary experimentation and the resulting flavours have varied from undefined but perfectly edible Asian, to scorching hot with significant undertones of aftershave.

Luckily, Sigrid’s particular flavour combinations only have to be endured once a week. Karen, Sigrid, and Leo are each responsible for cooking dinner one day a week, the other four nights they wing it: takeaway from Dunker, something from the freezer, or just tea and sandwiches.

Karen glances furtively at Sigrid, who is busy tasting her concoction with the help of a wooden spoon. Her frown and the slight hint of surprise on her face could be interpreted as either an indication of success or a need to quickly defrost something.

Karen turns her attention back to her laptop and the long list of numbered JPEG files, pushes her cat Rufus, who has settled down on the keyboard, aside and scratches him with one hand to keep him still while she clicks through the files with the other.

*

Kore had hesitated for a long moment. Then he had not only released Billy Formby from any responsibility, but also tasked him with transferring all the pictures from his phone to a USB drive and giving that to Karen.

‘But no damn uploading or emailing,’ Kore had said. ‘I don’t have to tell y—’

‘No, you don’t,’ she’d cut him off. ‘I obviously won’t share these pictures with anyone unless it’s absolutely necessary. You’re just going to have to trust me.’

Exactly why the secret recording sessions were documented using a basic mobile phone camera is still unclear to Karen. She listened half-heartedly while Kore explained that they were thinking of using the pictures to make a collage for the inside of the sleeve for the vinyl release and something about ‘unpolished, authentic presence’.

Be that as it may, the result of Billy’s documentation of the past four weeks’ studio work is now lined up in front of her on the screen. She clicks the mouse and the list of 206 nondescript file names turn into rows of thumbnails. At first glance, most seem to have been taken in the recording studio or during post-session hangouts in Teglet. A few photos look like they’re from the villa down on Frisel, and at the bottom, there are thirty or so from the wrap party.

With equal parts curiosity and trepidation, she opens the first picture.

The descriptor ‘unpolished’ certainly applies, she muses fifteen minutes later. Granted, some pictures are both well-composed and sharp, but she suspects that has more to do with luck than Billy Formby’s photography skills. The ‘authentic presence’, on the other hand, is palpable. The pictures show the fierce concentration, frustration, and joy in the body language and facial expressions of the studio musicians, producers, and sound technicians. And Luna herself. Often in focus, other times like an ever-present shadow, she’s in virtually every picture. Always in white from head to toe, tall and beautiful, she looks like a column of light among the mixing tables, microphones, half-empty coffee cups, ashtrays and beer cans.

On a sudden whim, Karen switches to black-and-white and resignedly concludes that Luna’s charisma is only amplified by it.

Whoever came up with the idea was spot on; used in a thoughtful way, these amateurish photographs will demonstrate that Luna can be down-to-earth and ‘one of the boys’ while at the same time clearly on a completely different level than the people around her. Karen also notices what seems to be happening between two of the people in them. Shared looks, smiles, physical closeness . . .

If Luna wants to avoid having Leo Friis hailed as her new love interest by the gossip rags, she should probably avoid using these pictures, Karen thinks darkly. She rubs her eyes and leans back in her chair.

Dammit.

‘What are you moaning about?’

Sigrid pulls out the chair across from her and collapses onto it like a sack of potatoes. With her foot, she pushes out the chair next to her and heaves one leg onto it while yawning widely.

‘Nothing,’ Karen says. ‘Just a headache.’

‘Yeah, you do look a bit worse for wear.’

‘Hey, you’re hardly the epitome of youthful vigour yourself, missy.’

‘I’m fucking beat. But I suppose that’s how it goes when you study and work at the same time.’

And have a boyfriend who’s eight years older, Karen thinks to herself as she continues to click through the pictures. Absently, she says, ‘How are things going? With your studies, I mean.’

‘OK, I guess. I passed my last exam, anyway. Though in all honestly, I’m not sure I want to continue. I might drop out, we’ll see.’

Karen snaps out of her torpor and looks up from the screen.

‘My God, Sigrid,’ she exclaims, ‘you only just started. You can’t just give up straight away.’

‘I said I don’t know. It’s just that I’m not really the . . . lawyer type.’

‘“Lawyer type”?’

‘You know what I mean. Guys with overly tight suits and girls with bob cuts and pumps. There isn’t one normal person in my year I can talk to. I actually think they’re scared of me.’

Karen contemplates Sigrid. Her long black hair, dyed so many times it has lost any hint of sheen. Her pale, thin arms, almost completely covered in writhing tattoos. Her nose, from which a thick silver ring dangles.

An effective shield.

‘Good,’ Karen says. ‘That you scare them, I mean. Then you won’t have to broaden your horizons. What could be worse than meeting people who don’t confirm your preconceived notions, right? Wouldn’t it just be horrible if one of them turned out to be nice?’

Sigrid takes her foot off the chair with a groan and stands up.

‘Yes, yes, yes. Anyway, it’s time to move your laptop. I have to set the table.’

The last part is said in a tone that signals dismay at yet another exhausting task.

‘Five minutes. Where’s Leo, do you know?’ Karen calls after Sigrid, who leaves the room with a sigh.

‘Here.’

The voice behind her gives her a start.

‘Aren’t we jumpy? Feeling guilty about something?’

He puts his hands on her shoulders and leans down to look at the screen. Stubble against her cheek, a faint whiff of cigarette smoke.

‘Finding anything?’

‘Not yet,’ Karen says. ‘Nothing to explain where Luna might have gone, anyway. Unless she’s hiding in the annex, of course,’ she adds. ‘Oh no, right, Luna would probably never stoop to visit such a humble abode.’

The hands disappear from her shoulders, the warmth from her cheek.

‘What the hell is your problem with her? I didn’t realise you were such a hypocrite, Karen. Didn’t you just tell Sigrid something about giving people a chance?’

‘I guess you prefer sanctimonious to hypocritical,’ Karen snaps. ‘I never thought you would be the type to fall for someone so holier-than-thou, but the two of you look awfully chummy in these pictures.’

‘Well, I suppose that tends to happen with people you’ve known for twenty-five years, no? The bond’s still there even if you haven’t seen each other in a long time.’

‘You must have missed her terribly,’ Karen mutters, then slams her laptop shut and gets to her feet.

‘I did, actually. Is that a problem for you? Or have you never missed anyone you used to love? Do you just dump people and move on?’

He regrets the words the moment they leave his lips, she can tell, knows he’s not referring to John or Mathis, that he would never use them to hurt her. Wants to tell him she knows that but doesn’t. For a brief moment she opened the door, made herself vulnerable, and now she’s trying to close it again just as quickly.

But the realisation has already slipped through the crack.

It’s not the memory of the family she once had that’s making her throat close up, not what is forever lost. Right now, in this moment, it’s not losing the people who are already gone. It’s losing Leo.

The unspoken possibility, the never-named intimacy, the cautious exploration of what might be.

What might have been.

Now, everything inside her is screaming that this is what she wanted. For it not to go beyond what she’d expected. What she’d been able to imagine. A few friendly fucks, two bodies coming together to keep loneliness at bay, practical and thirst-quenching, nothing more than that. She has done it many times before, with many different men. None of them has ever made her miss the people she lost one bit less.

Now, standing in the middle of the kitchen, her mouth hanging open, she realises she hasn’t thought about John since . . . when?

Her guilt morphs into anger.

She stares mutely at Leo. Meets his regretful eyes with a hard glare.

You bastard. Don’t put your damn hands on me, don’t breathe on my neck. Don’t look at me with eyes that make me weak. Don’t slink around my kitchen like a horny tomcat. Take your fucking guitars and go to hell. And take that sanctimonious bitch with you. Leave me alone!

He can see what she’s thinking.

She can tell he does.

‘Karen . . .’

She turns away. His hand follows, comes to rest on her arm.

And then, at the exact same time, they both spot her.

Without either of them noticing, Sigrid has returned to the kitchen. Her back, slim and stiff, bent over the pot on the hob; her hand, clutching the wooden spoon, completely motionless now. As though she’s trying to escape by not moving a muscle. An unbearable image of a girl who grew up with so much conflict and fighting that she eventually couldn’t bear to stay. Moved out at sixteen, got by as best she could, built that shield of hers.

Eventually, she ended up at Karen’s house, looking for peace and security with someone other than her parents.

Karen and Leo look at Sigrid, then back at each other. A nod of agreement.

‘I didn’t mean—’ he says.

‘I know, Leo. I’m sorry. I’m just so damn tired. We should eat, shouldn’t we? It smells delicious.’

Over dinner they chat in a way that may come off as normal and pleasant to the casual observer. Sigrid’s food is praised, they talk about how they should take Rufus to the vet to have his teeth scraped, discuss the upcoming election and the campaigning that is already in full swing. Leo offers to do the dishes even though it’s not his turn and Karen says she’s thinking about renovating the house. Maybe start with Sigrid’s room. Everything’s back to normal.

But she notices that Sigrid’s eyes keep darting over to the kitchen window.
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The capital looks surprised to have been woken up. At the end of April, it usually still has time to blink the sleep out of its eyes and have a leisurely stretch, or maybe even go back to sleep for a bit, ignore the unpredictable spring weather and wait until early summer has warmed the land and its people.

But instead, this.

Dunker’s streets and public squares are crowded with hastily brought-out tables and chairs, while gravel and dust still cover asphalt and pavements like a dirty blanket. Grey winter jackets and black coats, which just a few days ago were meticulously buttoned all the way up, have now been shoved into backpacks or thrown over the back of chairs. Winter-pale faces are greedily, gratefully turned towards the sun and the shops are selling out of sunglasses.

Karen Eiken Hornby studies Karl Björken’s purchase and presses her lips together not to laugh.

‘I know, but they were the only ones left,’ he says and adjusts the frames with the round, blue-tinted lenses on his nose. ‘They’re a bit John Lennon, though, right?’

‘You wish. They’re too small. Are you sure you didn’t take them from the ladies’ section. Or children’s?’

‘You’re just jealous. What do you want to eat? Sprally, right? And a pint?’

Karen nods. If you’re lucky enough to get an outdoor table at Magasinet, the best restaurant in the harbour, you simply have to order crispy, deep-fried smelt with ramsons butter, and do your best not to think about the calories.

Five minutes later, their stressed young waiter slams their pints down so forcefully some of the contents slosh out onto the table.

‘Oh no, I’m sorry,’ he says, his eyes darting indecisively between the tabletop and the heavy tray of glasses that still need to be taken to other guests.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Karl says and pushes the puddle over the edge of the table with the side of his hand. Then he leans back and turns his face to the sun. Karen glares impatiently at him.

‘We were supposed to talk shop,’ she says. ‘Not sunbathe.’

‘Go ahead, talk.’

She moves her pint over, leans forward and glances around to make sure none of the other guests can hear.

‘I want to know everything. What’s going on? Have you secured any evidence from the latest attack? Have you been able to talk to Anita Kollbar yet?’

Karl Björken reluctantly looks at her from behind his sunglasses.

‘Why are you off the case? That’s what I want to know. What are you up to that’s more important than catching the Moerbeck Swine? Maybe you should start by filling me in.’

‘I can’t.’

Karl pushes out his lower lip and tilts his head back and forth thoughtfully.

‘Well, then I guess we’re at an impasse. Only members of the investigation team, you know . . .’

‘But . . .’

With mounting frustration, Karen watches Karl Björken take another sip of his beer and lean back again. She glances over at the table next to theirs. An older couple with a Jack Russell terrier that’s drinking water directly from the husband’s glass while his wife fretfully watches the waiter and the other guests.

‘Fine,’ Karen says through gritted teeth. ‘But would you mind leaning closer?’

Then she fills him in quickly and quietly. Not everything, but enough. In her view.

Not in Karl’s.

‘But who?’ he says. ‘And why is it so damn important to keep anyone from finding out? Come on, spill.’

Karen considers it. She trusts Karl implicitly; he would never betray her confidence. At the same time, she realises he would be the second unauthorised person she tells. Granted, Marike had seemed uninterested in the fact that the annoying woman Karen had met at KGB Productions was the internationally famous singer Luna John. And she has no idea Luna is now nowhere to be found.

The couple next to them seem oblivious to anything but their dog and the menus, but the waiter is now moving their way with yet another heavy tray.

No, she shouldn’t say anything. Not a word. At least not out loud.

So she picks up her fork, quickly scratches down four letters on a paper napkin and pushes it over to Karl.

He briefly looks at the uneven letters and then tucks the napkin into his shirt, just as two brimming plates are set down in front of them. The crispy, deep-fried little fishes are steaming, the lemon wedges gleam in the sunlight and the bowl of fragrant wild garlic butter is bright green.

They eat in silence.

‘All right, then,’ Karl says eventually. ‘What does Smeed have to say about it?’

‘He wants me to look into what might have happened, discreetly and unassisted. Keep it “under the radar”, as he put it. But sooner or later, we have to go all in; it’s been over forty-eight hours now. The magical seventy-two hours are almost up and—’

‘—then we have to let people know she’s missing, whether we want to or not,’ Karl Björken finishes her sentence. ‘The press is going to go wild. Even I know who—’

He grins when Karen warningly opens her mouth.

‘—she is. Well, I for one wouldn’t mind,’ he adds. ‘It would take the heat off my investigation.’

‘You’re delusional. How long do you think it will take the press to start speculating about a connection? That she might have fallen victim to the Moerbeck Swine?’

The couple with the dog has paid their bill and are standing up to leave. Two women in their twenties have spotted the soon-to-be-open table and watch them impatiently as they gather up their things.

‘Should we get some coffee and head down to the pier so we can talk?’ Karen suggests.

*

Ten minutes later she takes the plastic lid off her paper cup and blows on the contents. They have sat down on one of the grey benches that line the stone pier, halfway out. Further on, where the pier curves gently towards the lighthouse that rises like an exclamation point four hundred yards out into the North Sea, iron gates and barbed wire bar public access. Too many accidents caused by blustery winds and too many attempted and successful suicides eventually made the Provincial Board close off the end of the pier.

During their short walk to the bench, Karen shared what little she knows about Luna’s disappearance. That there were no signs of a struggle in the house, that Luna’s phone seems to be turned off, according to the circumspectly approached operator. That it wouldn’t be the first time Luna has decided to take a few days away from everything without telling the people around her.

But also that they weren’t quite done with the album, that Luna had been the one who insisted on swapping out a song, thereby making one or two more days in the studio necessary.

‘Hopefully, we’ll hear from her today, so I can join your team and do something useful instead,’ Karen says. ‘OK, your turn. What have you found out?’

*

The whole thing had started in October the previous year, when two women were found brutally assaulted and raped. The first one in a shrubbery next to the footpath by the bus stop in Moerbeck town centre. Sandrine Broe was spotted by a passer-by who saw her wandering around, dazed and terrified, with blood streaming down her bare legs.

The second woman, Loa Marklund, was found unconscious in a bike room in the basement of Karpvej 22, also in Moerbeck. But her injuries had been so severe she died on the way to the hospital.

In neither case had there been intercourse. In both cases the perpetrator had, instead, forced a broken glass bottle into his victim’s vagina.

When a third woman, twenty-seven-year-old Greta Hansen, was raped and assaulted on her way home from a nightshift at Thysted Hospital, the media had turned up the heat. Not least because the rapist had left deprived Moerbeck and struck in the middle-class area of Odinswalla. That Greta’s husband, Finn Hansen, worked for the Nya Dagbladet newspaper hadn’t made things easier. Not for the police, who lacked both eyewitness accounts and DNA, nor for Finn Hansen himself who, in his desperation had ended up punching a colleague in the face. After that incident, no journalist had exhibited the poor tact of turning up unannounced at the Hansens’ door again.

For the five months that followed, the perpetrator had lain low. Until yesterday, when Anita Kollbar was assaulted with a broken glass bottle. This time in Lindby – another well-to-do middle-class neighbourhood.

The perpetrator had likely worn disposable latex gloves; traces of powder had been found on Loa Marklund’s clothes, but no DNA.

*

That’s what Karen knows already. Now, Karl Björken fills her in on what little they’ve learnt since.

‘No, we haven’t been able to talk to her yet,’ he says, gazing out at the horizon. ‘According to her doctors, she’s probably going to make a full recovery, physically speaking, but psychologically, things are dicier. She has been kept unconscious most of the time so far.’

‘And what do we make of the fact that she’s significantly older? There must be twenty years between her and the others.’

‘More. Anita Kollbar’s going on fifty-seven. The others ranged from twenty-five to thirty-four. But he doesn’t seem to be choosing older and older women; the third victim was younger than the second. Aside from the first two, the attacks have taken place in disparate locations, and the four women have different backgrounds and jobs. Three of the four live alone and at the time of the attacks were moving about in deserted areas, but other than that, there doesn’t seem to be any connection between them.’

‘What does the profile say?’

‘Between twenty-five and forty, likely unemployed, single, and with limited sexual experience. Possibly sexually assaulted as a child. Strong hatred of women. Few or no friends.’

‘Well, that narrows it down,’ Karen replies sarcastically. ‘There must be thousands of men who fit that description.’

‘He’s likely overweight. Or at least tall and extremely heavy, judging by the footprints and what little victims one and three have been able to tell us. But since he attacks from behind and forces the women onto the ground face down, no one has seen him.’

‘Psychologists would tell us that indicates that the perpetrator feels guilt and doesn’t want to look them in the eye,’ Karen says.

‘Or just that he’s afraid of being identified, if you ask me,’ Karl replies drily. ‘We’re obviously cross-referencing older cases, both here and abroad. Not least the things that happened in Sweden a few years ago. The Hager Rapist, you know.’

‘Haga Rapist,’ Karen corrects him. ‘Known as Haga Man. Well, in that case, the profiles were virtually useless, unless I’m misremembering. No one thought they were looking for a gainfully employed family man.’

‘No, but some of the assumptions turned out to be correct. Not all of it was off. But, on the other hand—’

‘—it didn’t help solve the case,’ Karen finishes for him. ‘What about technical evidence? Surely you have something besides footprints?’

Karl sips his coffee and turns back to the sea without answering.

‘Come on. The second Luna calls, I’m going to be on the team anyway. By rights, I should be leading it.’

‘Well, when you put it that way . . .’

‘All I’m saying is that Smeed promised me last autumn. Before all that crap up on Noorö.’

‘Speaking of which, how are you feeling?’ Karl asks. ‘I know you were having a tough time wi—’

‘I’m better now,’ Karen cuts him off. ‘But we’re not talking about me.’

‘You’re hard work. Do you know that?’

‘Yes, I’ve been told. But I’m kind to children and animals. Now, give me the rest.’

‘Fine, but if you breathe a word to anyone, I’ll—’

She raises her eyebrows at him. It’s enough. Karl Björken takes a deep breath.

‘Trophies,’ he says on the exhale. ‘We didn’t realise at first. Not until Greta Hansen. But there’s no question about it anymore.’

‘So, what does he take?’ Karen asks impatiently.

‘Hair. The fucker cuts off a lock of hair. The first victim, Sandrine Broe, didn’t notice. Or rather, she didn’t tell us. And Loa Marklund died and it was missed in the autopsy.’

‘How is that possible? What does Kneought Brodal have to say for himself?’

‘We’re talking about one lock of hair – in Loa’s case from a big, curly mane. But Greta Hansen is sure he snipped a strand off from the back of her head. She claims to remember the sound of the scissors. And when we talked to Sandrine, it turns out she has been suspecting that it happened to her, too.’

‘And why didn’t she say anything before?’

‘Because she doesn’t remember anything from the attack. But a few weeks later she felt like she was missing some hair in the back. She hadn’t wanted to tell the police, felt silly, she said. She figured her hairdresser might have messed up.’

‘And Anita Kollbar?’

Karl nods.

‘Yes, it looks that way. Brodal was able to confirm it after the physical exam they did while she was still under.’

There’s a pause. The only sounds are the screeching gulls and the waves lapping against the stone pier.

‘OK, I might as well tell you. We’ve probably secured the perpetrator’s DNA after this last attack.’

Karen jumps up. Fixes Karl intently to make sure he doesn’t back out now.

‘What? Where?’

‘Blood. On the bottle he shoved up her. It seems the bastard cut himself.’



11

There’s a new streak in the familiar smell that greets Karen when she opens the door to the Hare and Crow. In addition to the usual bouquet, with its base notes of beer-stained carpet and lamb stew, and hints of mould and stale cigarette smoke that owner Arild Rasmussen has never fully been able to air out or scrub away, there’s something new. Something synthetic, sharp.

‘What’s that reek?’ Karen asks, putting her elbows on the bar and sniffing the air.

Her question is directed at Arild Rasmussen, who pretends to be too busy drying glasses to hear it. Instead, the answer comes from three men in their seventies who today, like every other day, have screwed their sizeable behinds onto three bar stools.

‘Arild has opened a whorehouse in the room behind the kitchen,’ Jaap Kloes says and reaps his reward in the form of roaring laughter: his own and that of Egil Jenssen and Odd Marklund.

Arild Rasmussen doesn’t laugh. Instead, he turns to Karen with a grim look on his face and holds up a pint glass.

‘Yes, please,’ she answers his wordless question. ‘But seriously, what’s that smell?’ she asks and watches as he opens the tap to the cask of Spitfire without answering.

As usual, Odd Marklund’s heart is the first to soften.

‘He has bought an air purifier,’ he says. ‘It’s coming from the bog.’

Egil Jenssen, Jaap Kloes, and Odd Marklund, all three born in the village, all three once active in the fishing industry, Jenssen and Kloes as cod fishermen while Marklund was the foreman at the Loke factory, where he was in charge of shrimp peeling and packaging before ‘they moved the whole thing to Latvia and this guy had to start walking around, hat in hand’, which he points out to the long-suffering people around him at least once a day.

Retired now, the three of them provide the lion’s share of the Hare and Crow’s revenue, according to their own assertions. That may not be entirely wide of the mark, but the fact is that Langevik’s last remaining pub is full almost every night. The village, which just ten years ago was considered a remote, godforsaken backwater, has since been attracting more and more people to what estate agents today like to describe as authentic and close to the sea. There are still retired – and even a handful of active – fishermen, customs agents, and pilots living there, but an increasing share of their neighbours are IT technicians, market developers, economists, and engineers.

House prices have skyrocketed, and Karen knows she would be able to get more money than she could ever have dreamed of for her sandstone house with its slate roof and sea shed, if she ever felt like selling. The undisturbed location, as the last house on Langeviksvej, has made several estate agents drop hopeful solicitation letters in her postbox down by the turning area.

But the thought of selling has never crossed her mind. The long commute to and from work is amply compensated by the fact that the last thing Karen Eiken Hornby sees every night before she pulls down the blind in her bedroom is the unbroken horizon where the sky meets the North Sea. Besides, she can always stay over at Marike’s studio in town if it’s late. Or there’s been too much wine.

‘Oh no, Arild, please,’ she says now. ‘It smells worse than that time you served rakfisk.’

Another chorus of raucous laughter at the memory of the time when the pub had to be evacuated while Arild Rasmussen cleaned out every last trace of his failed attempt to honour his Norwegian roots with the famous salted – and pungent – fish dish.

‘I’m taking this outside,’ Karen says, picks up her pint and walks through the door to the right of the bar.

She sits down at one of the wooden tables behind the Hare and Crow and notes that the troika of retirees are the only people who have opted to stay indoors on a day like this. Around ten other patrons are already enjoying the spectacular sea views from the outdoor seating area. A group of black-headed gulls are perched on the low wall, waiting for the evening’s diners to turn up. Karen shakes her head at the sight of the stupid birds, who for some unfathomable reason always seem to prefer Arild Rasmussen’s mediocre cooking to the delicacies they could find in the sea behind them.

She sips her Spitfire and allows herself a few minutes of staring out at the sparkling North Sea before she bends down and pulls her laptop out of her bag.

*

Just over an hour later she leans back and drains the last dregs of her now lukewarm ale. While she considers going inside to order another, she sums up the day’s meagre results.

No one by the name of Lena Johanson or Luna Johns has been on any airline’s passenger manifest since last Saturday. Or on the manifests for the ferry either, though the ferry company’s routines regarding passenger registration have never been all that reliable, she muses. Her discreet enquiries to Luna’s network operator were equally fruitless; no signal from her phone.

When Karen stopped by KGB Productions in the morning, she had warned them time was running out. Doggerian law requires a formal missing person report to be filed no later than three days after a reported disappearance. Exceptions can only be made if a prosecutor determines that evidence or suspicion exist ‘of a crime the consequences of which would be exacerbated by public notice’.

But since there’s nothing to suggest that Luna has been kidnapped or is the victim of a crime of any kind, they will, for formal reasons, soon be forced to file that report.

The news that they’re almost at that point had been received with equal parts worry and dejection by the boys at KGB.

And by Jounas Smeed.

‘All hell’s going to break loose,’ he’d said when Karen had talked to him a few hours earlier. ‘But you still have twenty-four hours.’

‘No one has seen her since the early hours of Sunday. The seventy-two hours are up in nine hours,’ Karen had objected.

‘No, we’re counting from when you were contacted, and that wasn’t until Sunday afternoon, right? Then it’ll be up to the prosecutor to say if we have sufficient reason to postpone further.’

‘For how long? Granted, she apparently hides away for days at a time occasionally, but sooner or later her loved ones are going to start asking questions.’

‘All the more reason not to stand around bickering. Just find her.’

And with those words, her boss had let her know the conversation was over.

*

With a heavy heart, Karen thinks about the visits she’s going to have to make tomorrow. She can’t put off talking to Luna’s parents any longer. Granted, Leo, Kore, and Brynn had been in firm agreement; Luna hasn’t been in touch with them in over twenty years and she had been clear about that not being about to change.

‘It was one of the reasons she absolutely didn’t want anyone finding out she was in the country,’ Kore had said. ‘I don’t think she would ever choose to contact them. And I honestly don’t think she was interested in seeing anyone else from the good old days, either.’

Billy had backed him up on that. Luna had, as far as he knew, had no visitors and made no visits during her weeks in the country.

‘I obviously can’t tell you if she talked to people on the phone, but I’m pretty sure I would have known if she met up with anyone. She would have told me.’

At least you like to think she would have, Karen had thought to herself.

*

Stein and Randi Johanson, seventy-four and seventy-six years old respectively, according to the population registry. One daughter, Lena, born in 1977 and one son, Andreas, two years before that. So Luna has a brother. A few more searches revealed that Andreas Johanson seemed to have spent half his life either in the nick or at Karby Prison for a long series of infractions in an all-too familiar mix: burglaries, possession of various illegal substances, drug dealing, and assault. But at the moment, he seems to be a free man, she had noted. Not one sentence in the past four years, actually.

Perhaps Luna’s brother is the exception that proves the recidivism rule, Karen muses. Apparently, Andreas Johanson lives less than a mile from his parents outside Ravenby. The question is who she should contact first. The thought of having to inform the parents not only that their prodigal daughter has been back in the country for weeks but that she has now gone missing is about as tempting as having to seek out a Karby Prison regular.

I’ll start with Andreas, she decides. Luna may not want anything to do with her parents, but she might have looked her brother up. She pulls out her phone and dials the number listed at the address where Andreas Johanson is registered. Lets it ring ten times before giving up.

If she can’t get hold of Luna’s brother and the conversation with her parents fails to turn up anything new, she will run into a wall if she has to stick to discreet methods and no backup.

Just find her, Smeed had said.

‘Go to hell,’ Karen mutters and slams her laptop shut.

‘What, you have eyes in the back of your head now, too?’

The voice makes her jump and whip around. Placated by the fact that Leo Friis is carrying a pint in each hand and puts one of them down in front of her, she chooses not to protest when he sits down across from her without asking.

‘I was talking to Smeed,’ she says. ‘Not you.’

‘What did he do now? Or say?’

‘That I have twenty-four hours to find your little angel on my own with no resources or anything to go on.’

Leo wipes the foam from his top lip.

‘Twenty-four hours,’ he says. ‘And then you’ll file an official report, or so Kore tells me. You realise what that means, right?’

‘I do, but what do you people want from me? Are we supposed to do everything we can to find her or keep things on the down-low? Make your damn minds up, will you?’

‘Look, we’re obviously worried about her just up and vanishing, but I think we should hold off a few more days. She might be in hiding, like her ex said. And the media’s going t—’

‘Maybe that’s exactly what she wants,’ Karen breaks in. ‘To give the papers a reason to write about her again. Maybe she’s starting to realise her ten-year absence means a new album might not set the world on fire after all. But a bit of police involvement, on the other hand, that would boost sales, right?’

Leo stares at her mutely, an expression of surprise and repulsion on his face.

‘Maybe you’re all in on it,’ Karen continues. ‘A brilliant PR plan you’re using me to put into action.’

Leo Friis turns his eyes skyward with a groan, as though asking the heavens to give him strength.

‘You’re being fucking paranoid,’ he says. ‘What’s going on with you, Karen? You’re hissing like a cat at everyone. At me, Sigrid, your boss . . . And this hatred of Luna. Is it because everyone else likes her that you can’t stand her?’

‘Of course not. She just annoyed me when we met. I don’t like people who think they’re above everyone else. Pretending to be so goddamn . . . good.’

‘Are you sure she’s pretending? Maybe she’s actually pretty decent. A good person, simply put.’

‘Thanks, I googled her. I know all about her charity work. I’ve just been reading about her donations to build schools and hospitals and wells in Africa. I’ve learnt everything there is to know about her five adopted children, who all have disabilities, and her advocacy for LGBTQI+ issues. I know she’s still a gay icon. And a vegan,’ she adds.

‘Those hardly sound like indefensible crimes to me. More like—’

‘Fine, yes, I understand that she might have done some nice things.’

‘But . . . ?’

She gives up. Leo’s right.

‘But nothing,’ she replies. ‘It doesn’t matter what I think about Luna, I will do everything in my power to find out where she is. It’s just not that easy to find a missing person when you have nothing to go on, especially if the person in question wants to stay missing. But I’m going to talk to her family tomorrow. Want to come?’

Leo puts the glass he just picked up down with a bang.

‘Me? Why?’

‘You dated back in the day, right, that’s what you told me. Wouldn’t it be fun to meet your old “parents-in-law”?’

He finally seems to realise she’s kidding and lets out a chortle. Then he turns serious again.

‘I never met them. We were together when we were fourteen, fifteen. We were in same garage band. My first, actually.’

Karen suddenly realises how little she knows about Leo Friis. That he has played in different bands all his life isn’t news, but she always assumed he grew up in Dunker.

‘What? Didn’t she grow up in Ravenby? You lived there, too?’

‘Eight years. Mum married a bloke from there, but then he finally died and we moved back to Dunker.’

‘I thought you and Luna were a couple much later?’

‘We were. Two years later, she left home and looked me up in Dunker. Me and two other guys were, like, sub-subletting this flat, and Luna moved in. I suppose we had some kind of relationship again then, but it was a messy time, and I don’t think either of us was particularly faithful.’

‘Why did she leave home?’

‘I actually don’t know. None of us came from idylls, so we always hung out at other people’s houses. I hardly think she would contact them, but I guess you never know,’ he says and sips his beer.

‘What about the brother? Andreas.’

This time, Leo sets his glass back down slowly.

‘I forgot about him. Is he still alive? From what I recall he was pretty much an alcoholic by the time he was in his teens.’

‘Yeah, he’s hardly an ideal older brother, at least not judging by his criminal record, but she might have contacted him. Either way, I want to talk to him. I’ve tried to call, but he’s not picking up, so I’ll head over there early tomorrow morning and wake him up.’

‘You’re not going alone, are you?’

‘Of course not,’ she lies.

She can’t listen to herself whinge about the lack of resources one more time, doesn’t have it in her to ask her boss for backup yet again. And it brings a small smile to her face to think about how scared Smeed would be if something happened to her because of his idiotic leadership. If it became known that Karen had felt forced to go against regulations and visit Andreas Johanson by herself.

Tiny payback. Petty and unfair. But still.

‘What are you grinning about?’ Leo asks. ‘Another round?’

‘No, thanks, I have to—’

She’s interrupted by Leo’s phone dinging. She packs up her laptop while he reads the text.

‘I don’t think you’re going to have to talk to Luna’s parents, or her brother,’ he says.

Then he puts the phone down on the table and pushes it over to her.

‘Read for yourself,’ he says.

And she does.

Sorry guys! Needed a few days of peace and stillness after all the stress. Forget about the song changes. I’ll be in touch once my soul is revived! Could you ask Billy to sort out the stuff I left at the house while I’m gone? All my love, Luna

‘Well, well, what do you know,’ Karen says. ‘So I’ve just wasted two days on this woman instead of doing real police work. Yep, she certainly is virtue personified.’

This time, Leo says nothing.
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‘As expected, I suppose. But you’re obviously going to have to verify that it was sent from her phone.’

Jounas Smeed leans back in his office chair, stretching his legs out under his desk and folding his hands behind his head. Karen stares at him incredulously. Is he serious?

‘I already did. Obviously.’

There are many reasons why Smeed insists on treating her like a trainee, despite her experience and results. The fact that his daughter Sigrid has moved in with her in Langevik is just one of them. Karen has some sympathy for that; he’s obviously well aware Sigrid might tell her things she shouldn’t know about her boss. But the way he handles the situation, by alternately lording it over her and overstepping all personal boundaries is hard to accept.

‘And make sure forensics triangulate the position. I won’t be able to sleep at night unless I know where that woman is. I don’t like her running around on these islands.’

‘Well, you can roll over and keep snoozing,’ Karen replies. ‘Tonight, I mean,’ she clarifies mildly. ‘Luna has already left the country; according to Larsen, the text was sent from Harwich. She must have taken the ferry across.’

Smeed untangles his intertwined fingers and lets his arms fall to his sides.

‘Harwich? England?’

‘Yes. As far as I know, there aren’t any ferries from Doggerland to Harwich, United States . . .’

Jounas Smeed lets out something halfway between an annoyed sigh and a snort of derision.

‘I thought you told me you checked the passenger lists.’

‘I did. Every departure from Dunker to Esbjerg and from Ravenby to Harwich, and she wasn’t on any of them. But you know what their passport checks are like. It wouldn’t be the first time someone slipped through under a fake name.’

‘Yes, thank you, I’m aware. Those fucking terminals leak like a sieve.’

‘On the other hand, it’s probably more likely that she was still here yesterday morning and took the ferry over then. She probably sent the text from the arrivals terminal before travelling on. I find it hard to believe she has been staying in Harwich since Sunday. It’s not exactly a great town.’

‘Then what the hell was she doing in Doggerland that day and Monday?’

‘Apparently, she grew up in Ravenby, so I suppose it’s possible she wanted to stop by there first. If you want, I can check with her parents and brother. I had planned to head up there and talk to them today anyway.’

‘Oh no, no. I’m just happy we’re rid of her. And you do, as you’ve pointed out, have more important things to get to. I will let Björken know you’re joining his team, effective immediately.’

He already knows.

Her first call after reading Luna’s text had been to Sören Larsen from forensics to ask him to check where the message had been sent from. The answer had come just a few hours later.

Then she had sent a text of her own, to Karl Björken.

L found. I’m your problem now. What time is the morning meeting tomorrow?

Björken had replied within minutes.

Great! 9 a.m. conference room.

‘OK,’ she says.

‘And try to remember that this time you’re working under Björken. I know you’re technically his senior, but you’re just going to have to deal with it.’

‘I have no problem working under someone else.’

Goddammit.

‘What I meant to say was . . .’ she hurries on, but then trails off.

No point. She has just given Smeed what he always seems to be waiting for. A chance to remind her about their one-night stand after an unusually boozy oyster festival. She recalls with revulsion the feeling of waking up hungover and anxiety-ridden next to her boss in a hotel bed. And everything that happened afterward. Hints and innuendo, until she finally had enough and informed him that he had more to lose from their misstep becoming public knowledge than she did. But in private, he clearly feels free to carry on like before.

‘Yeah, that’s how I remember it,’ he drawls, watching her with a wry smile. ‘No problem at all, Eiken.’

‘Was there anything else?’ she says calmly.

A shadow of disappointment and irritation, then the peremptory tone is back.

‘Yes, I saw you have your JRFT on Friday. No postponing this time, are we clear? The JRFT isn’t just—’

‘—a requirement, it’s an opportunity,’ she finishes for him. ‘I know. And I’m not worried. Have you had yours yet, by the way?’ she adds innocently.

‘Tomorrow,’ he replies curtly. ‘All right, you should get to it. It’s high time we caught that swine.’

*

How does that man always manage to ruin my mood? Karen wonders and drops into her office chair. She’d been in a wonderful mood.

She checks her watch. Twenty to nine. A quick skim of the latest reports is all she has time for before the morning meeting. She’s going to have to make up for lost time and read up on the details of the investigation as she goes along.

But at least I’m back in the game, she thinks to herself and clicks the icon that opens the Police Authority’s information and reporting platform. She manages to log in without a hitch. Maybe it’s true what the IT guys claimed the other day, that the system’s ‘teething problems’, which have had every police officer in the country tearing out their hair over the past twelve months, are now a thing of the past. Who would have thought? she muses.

*

At one minute to nine, when Karen Eiken Hornby takes a seat on one of the chairs around the long table in the largest of the unit’s conference rooms, the effects of her meeting with Jounas Smeed have already faded and what awaits her on Friday has been pleasantly suppressed. She’s in a terrific mood again.

Fifteen minutes later, she feels physically sick.

Some of the pictures she has seen before, but the sight of them now makes the revulsion she was prepared to feel morph into an odd buzzing noise. A bubbling, rank feeling her body wants to get rid of. Not so much because of what the images show; she has seen the aftermath of brutal violence before. Many times. It’s the searing hatred the perpetrator must have felt, which radiates from the big screen. A loathing so powerful her body instinctively reacts by producing the same toxin.

She swallows hard and takes a few deep breaths. Fixes her eyes on Karl Björken, who continues to talk through the buzzing.

A total of ten people are seated around the large conference table. In addition to Detective Inspectors Karl Björken, Karen Eiken Hornby, and Evald Johannisen,  Detective Sergeant Cornelis Loots and Detective Constable Astrid Nielsen, PC Sara Inguldsen, Head of Forensics Sören Larsen, Coroner Kneought Brodal, and Prosecutor Dineke Vegen are present. And Jounas Smeed, who quietly slipped in twenty minutes into the meeting.

Karl Björken is going over the basic facts of the case, which seems to bore Kneought Brodal, who by turns glances at his watch, checks his phone, and stifles yet another yawn. His third.

‘Since Karen has just joined the team and Sara is new to the group, I appreciate that even you, Kneought, are able to endure listening to this brief summary without nodding off,’ Björken says and closes the presentation.

The coroner makes no answer, but looks even grumpier, if that’s possible.

‘I spoke to the doctor in charge at Thysted earlier this morning,’ Björken continues. ‘And it looks like we’re going to be able to talk to Anita Kollbar today. I’m heading over as soon as we’re done here and I’m taking Eiken. Anita may not want a man in the room. If that’s the case, you’ll have to handle it by yourself,’ he adds in Karen’s direction.

She nods and glances over at Astrid Nielsen. Before today, she would have been the obvious choice to go with Karl. But Astrid shows no sign of being disappointed at not being present for the first conversation with their latest victim. If anything, she looks slightly relieved. Cornelis Loots, who is sitting next to her, seems to relax once the last picture of the bloody Budweiser bottle and tattered knickers have disappeared from the screen, and the colour is returning to his face.

‘Anita Kollbar sustained serious injuries to her nether regions and has already undergone two surgeries. Is there anything you’d like to add, Kneought?’

The coroner shakes his head.

‘Nothing that will help you catch that bastard. I assume you can imagine the kind of injuries a broken bottle can cause. And if you can’t, I can only congratulate you.’

They can’t.

They can.

‘Budweiser,’ Karen says, breaking the heavy silence. ‘The same type of bottle he used on Loa Marklund, right?’

‘What are you getting at?’ Evald Johannisen asks. ‘Are you implying the bloke has poor taste in beer?’

No one laughs. Johannisen tries again.

‘I for one don’t see how it’s significant. Didn’t he use a bottle of Groth’s whiskey on the first victim and a half-bottle of gin on the third? What does your woman’s intuition have to say about that kind of cocktail?’

‘It was just a thought,’ Karen snaps, glaring at Johannisen. ‘I, for one, find thinking more constructive than making bad jokes during an active invest—’

‘And as you know, we found blood on this beer bottle that doesn’t belong to Anita Kollbar,’ Karl Björken intervenes quickly. ‘In other words, we are likely finally in possession of the perpetrator’s DNA.’

He turns to the head of forensics. Sören Larsen draws himself up in his chair to make the most of his five feet and five inches.

‘Not surprisingly, we’ve been able to establish that it’s DNA from a man. No hits in any of the databases, though. And we’re not allowed to use Horvath’s method of age determination, so unless we sample every guy in town, you’re going to have to find the son of a bitch some other way.’

‘We could take the profile as our starting point and offer all men between twenty-five and forty a free swab?’ Astrid Nielsen says without conviction. ‘It would at least exclude some people,’ she adds.

‘We don’t have the resources,’ Jounas Smeed says. ‘Besides, the perpetrator isn’t likely to volunteer.’

‘It might placate the media a little, though,’ Karl Björken says. ‘But let’s hold off on that. For now, we’re going to have make do with swabbing the people we bring in for questioning. And there will be plenty of those; I want us to bring in every last prick we can possibly pin something on.’

Dineke Vegen clears her throat and Björken turns to the prosecutor.

‘I’m not talking about shoplifting and parking violations,’ he clarifies.

‘OK, I trust you to know where the line is.’

‘So, right now, our best hope is that Anita Kollbar might tell us something about her attacker. I’ve already let Johan Stolt know we might be releasing a press statement later today with additional information and a repeated urging for any member of the public who knows something to come forward. Other than that, we keep going as before, keep knocking on doors in the relevant neighbourhoods. Someone must have seen or heard something. Or at least harbour vague suspicions.’

After handing out assignments to each member of the investigative team, Björken ends the meeting and signals for Karen to stay behind while the others file out.

‘I know,’ she says as soon as the door closes behind them.

‘I can’t have people bickering in the meetings. Johannisen’s an idiot, but he’s a good detective. And he’s retiring after the summer.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ Karen mutters. ‘But you’re right, I wouldn’t accept squabbling if it were my investigation.’

‘Good, then let’s head over to Thysted right now.’
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The hospital smell transports her back in time three months. The same mix of disinfectant, linoleum floors, boiled cabbage, worry, and fear that seems to permeate every hospital. The same smell as the hospital in Ravenby where she spent several anxious days after a case nearly cost her life. The memory triggers a second-long burst of the claustrophobic fear she’d felt then.

Then, she’s back in the hallway at Thysted Hospital where she and Karl Björken are following the doctor to Anita Kollbar’s room.

‘She’s still pretty groggy from the painkillers and sedatives, but perfectly fit to talk,’ Vegard Utvik says and stops in front of a door.

‘And she knows there are two of us? And she doesn’t mind talking to a man?’

‘Like I said, I prepared her, but if she shows any sign of wanting to end the conversation, you will leave. And even if she doesn’t, you won’t stay longer than thirty minutes, tops.’

The doctor speaks with the kind of authority that leaves no room for protest or negotiation. Then he pushes the door open and enters the room first.

‘Hi, Anita. If you still feel up to talking to the police for a bit, they’re here now.’

Apparently, the answer is affirmative, because he steps aside to let Karl and Karen into the room.

Anita Kollbar is lying on her side with her knees pulled up slightly and one arm around a pillow. Karen notes that her thumb is continually stroking one of the corners of the pillowcase, as though the motion sooths and comforts her. Mathis used to do the exact same thing with the ear of his sheepskin teddy that was his constant companion for the first few years of his life. For him, it was a little piece of comfort in an incomprehensible but exciting world.

For Anita Kollbar, it’s probably an attempt to find the will to keep existing in a world that has been completely shattered. She’s going on fifty-seven; in the dim light trickling in through the almost closed blinds, she could as easily be eighty, Karen thinks to herself. Or eleven.

They’ve agreed that she will take the lead. Ask the questions, sit closer, while Karl hangs back, observing, seeing how the conversation develops.

‘Hi, Anita,’ she says. ‘My name is Karen Eiken Hornby and this is my colleague, Karl Björken. We’re from the police and we would like to talk to you. Is it OK if we sit down?’

‘Please. But I don’t think I have much to . . .’

Her voice is surprisingly steady at first, but then it fades into a faint whisper.

Karen pulls up a chair and sits down next to the bed while Karl takes a seat diagonally behind her.

‘Let me start by saying how sorry I am about what happened to you. Are you in a lot of pain?’

‘Not too bad so long as I don’t move. Not anymore. But they’re giving me painkillers.’

‘Let me know if there is anything I can do – if you want me to call a nurse or if you want us to leave, or anything. You’re in charge.’

No response.

‘Well, as I’m sure you understand, we want to know everything you can and feel able to tell us about what happened. Take your time, and if you need a break, just say.’

A nod.

‘We understand you were out for a run. Is that right?’

Another nod.

‘Could you maybe start by telling us about when you left your house? What time was it? Did you see anyone or notice anything unusual? Anything.’

‘It was early in the morning, just before six. Barely light out. Wanted to get a run in before work.’

Clipped sentences, her voice fading at the end of each one, as though to shield herself from the memories.

‘Do you usually go running around that time?’ Karen asks. ‘So early in the morning?’

‘Used to. Have had back problems so this was just the third time in a long time. Or maybe fourth . . . I don’t remember.’

Her voice seems to fade away again, as though someone were playing with the volume control.

Karen can sense Karl leaning forward slightly, hears the sound of him taking notes.

‘Did you see anyone on the street?’

‘No. But I probably didn’t look. I remember thinking that it was completely quiet. I like it when . . . liked it when . . . the stillness . . .’

Seeing Anita Kollbar’s face transform as the significance of her words sink in is almost physically painful. As though she were ashamed, she buries her face in the pillow and clutches the corner of it. But she doesn’t make a sound.

‘Do you feel up to this?’ Karen asks after a while. ‘We can stop here and come back another time.’

She can hear Karl inhale and hold his breath while he waits for the answer. Then Anita Kollbar turns back to Karen. Dry-eyed, as though she has no tears left to shed. And there’s a flash of something other than grief there. Resolve.

‘No, let’s do it now,’ she says.

‘OK. Can you tell us what route you took? And again, if you saw or noticed anything.’

‘I walked at first, don’t like running on asphalt. Went down Anurgate to the intersection by Lemdalskroken. There’s a field there and a footpath down to the lake. I jogged pretty slowly across the field at first, I’m pretty out of shape, so . . .’

That volume control again. Karen waits patiently.

‘I saw a hare, I remember that. In the field. But no people . . . And then I got to the lake path and turned right towards the benches they have there . . .’

Karen can picture it. The path around Lindby Lake had been a regular haunt during bright summer evenings for anyone who attended Östra Upper Secondary. Which Arve, her first real boyfriend, did. Arve, who had preferred to take Karen down to one of the sloping lawns by the lake rather than exposing her to his parents’ critically watchful eyes back home.

There, on a blanket, they’d eaten rye rolls filled with soft sheep’s cheese and drunk the wine Arve had pilfered from his parents’ well-stocked basement. Had thrown crumbs to grebes and tufted ducks, only to conclude the mallards were somehow always first in line.

Arve Ling. She hasn’t thought about him in years. Now he appears before her inner eye, tall and gangly with that adorable crooked front tooth. She sees herself, young, in love, full of anticipation. A blanket on a lawn by Lindby Lake, a whole lifetime ago.

Back in the present, she listens to Anita Kollbar’s account of that fateful run with mounting unease. Knowing they’re just a few hundred feet from where the attack took place.

‘I remember I was happy because it felt so easy. Running, I mean. The air felt so good that early in the morning . . .’

‘And you still hadn’t noticed anything unusual or anything that made you react? Anything—’

‘A moped!’ Anita Kollbar cuts her off.

Karen stiffens.

‘Are you sure? Where did you see it? Where did it come from?’

‘I heard it. It made me think of the one my brother used to own back in the day. But I never saw it. It was just before . . .’

Anita Kollbar’s voice fades out again. Her eyes seem stuck on a point between Karen’s legs and the table with the water glass and a peeled but untouched tangerine.

Wide-open, dry eyes.

Karen hesitates. Maybe they should call the doctor, stop here, and come back tomorrow. Without considering whether it’s right or proper, she puts her hand on Anita Kollbar’s. Keeps it there, gently covering the other woman’s clenched fist. Feels Anita’s cold skin against her warmth.

The faint sound of footsteps outside in the hallway, the clatter of cutlery, the sound of voices, someone laughing. Nothing from Karl, but Karen knows exactly what he looks like. That tiny muscle on the right side of his jaw is pumping, his head bowed to hide his anger.

Silence fills the room. No words now, only thoughts racing in the wordless stillness that has descended.

And then Anita’s eyes suddenly move away from the invisible point, seeking Karen’s.

‘Are you going to catch him?’

She shouldn’t. She knows that. But she says it anyway – because it’s the only thing she can say.

‘Yes, we’re going to catch him.’

*

Karl sits with one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the key in the ignition.

‘Bloody hell,’ he says, making no move to start the car.

Instead, he leans back and says it again.

‘Bloody hell.’

Karen looks out the side window. The car park in front of Thysted Hospital is filling up; they should leave and make room for others. But the past forty-five minutes have sucked all the oxygen and strength out of them. It’s only momentary – she has been at this long enough to know that – but right now, she feels paralysed by what Anita Kollbar told them. The way her life has been utterly destroyed, how it started with a hard blow to her back. How she had time to think someone had bumped into her by mistake. The pain in her wrists as she caught herself in the gravel, her chin slamming into the ground. The brief moment during which her brain refused to realise what was happening. During which she still thought the person leaning over was going to help her.

He was big, she’d told them. Big and heavy. But she never saw him. With one arm around her throat, he’d half carried, half dragged her into a nearby shrubbery. The same verdant guelder-rose shrubbery Anita Kollbar had smiled at as she jogged towards it, just a few seconds earlier. The almost deafening tweeting of the sparrows hiding in the dense foliage. And the rustle when they suddenly took wing as one.

The way he had laid her down on her stomach, straddled her, facing her feet. How he had effortlessly pulled down her sweatpants and underwear and angled her lower legs up. The way he’d handled her like an angry child handles a rag doll. The way she’d felt like his weight was going to suffocate her, snap her ribs and collapse her ribcage. How she hadn’t been able to scream, had been too scared to resist.

The shame in her eyes when she said that.

She doesn’t know what he did next, doesn’t know in what order. She thinks he dug around inside her with his fingers first. Then he got up and went behind her, forced her legs apart. Rooted around inside. Laid down on top of her . . . she thinks he might have tried to penetrate her, but failed.

He hadn’t said a word, just grunted.

And then, when she thought it was all over, when she felt him get off her and she’d lain completely still, thinking he was either going to kill her or run away, that’s when she’d been ripped apart. She hadn’t been able to comprehend what was happening, had just felt as though she was being devoured, ground to pieces by a slicing pain. She had asked God to let her die.

She doesn’t remember anything else, she’d told them. Not when he left, not how long it lasted. Doesn’t remember having a lock of hair taken. Doesn’t remember the dog owner, her neighbour, who had found her a few hours later. He’d saved her, she’d been told when she woke up at the hospital, she wouldn’t have lasted much longer. There had been extensive blood loss.

‘I wish no one had found me,’ she’d said.

*

‘How many mopeds in this town?’ Karen says with her eyes on a Nissan approaching slowly, on the lookout for an open spot.

‘No idea. But none of them is registered, so we’ll never know. Still, I texted Johannisen the moment she said it so they’re aware when they continue the door-knocking. Other than that, I suppose we’ll have to go back to everyone we’ve already talked to in the area and ask about it.’

‘I guess the real question is if the sound she heard has any connection to the attack. How many men between the ages of twenty-five and forty use a moped to get around?’

‘One would be enough.’

‘I shouldn’t have promised her we’ll find him,’ Karen says.

‘No, you probably shouldn’t have,’ Karl agrees and starts the car.
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The sound of voices greets her as she opens the front door. Leo’s, Sigrid’s, and someone else’s, a voice she doesn’t recognise. Then a smell reaches her. A deep, rich smell of something familiar she doesn’t have time to identify before she realises what’s going on and annoyance strikes.

What the fuck is he doing here? In my kitchen.

She grits her teeth and tells herself to act civil, takes off her jacket, unlaces her boots and places them next to a pair of dusty grey trainers she has never seen before. Trainers that shouldn’t be there. In her hallway.

They don’t notice her until she’s standing in the doorway. Three smiles turn towards her: Sigrid’s is accompanied by beaming eyes and slightly flushed cheeks, Leo’s quickly turns into something watchful, vigilant. And the third. Expectant, proud, and then a brief hint of a worried frown. As though he can instinctively sense this isn’t going to be easy.

So, that’s what he looks like, Karen thinks to herself, not returning their smiles. Slightly shorter than Leo, but the same gangly body type. Long, dark hair pulled into a ponytail. No jewellery, thankfully – the nose rings, finger rings, and rattling bracelets Sigrid’s friends usually favour probably don’t work for a chef – but a few sizeable tattoos peek out of the sleeves of his T-shirt.

Twenty-seven. What the hell do you want with Sigrid?

‘Hi,’ he says, extending his hand. ‘I’m Keris. I’m sorry I’ve turned your kitchen upside down, but Sigrid said it was OK.’

Sigrid has sidled up next to him, as though she can sense that he needs protection.

‘Keris has made lamb roast,’ she says. ‘The way you like it, with coffee and garlic.’

Karen looks at her. Notes that her eyes are still glossy with joy, but also signalling something else now. Determination and a silent warning. A wordless power struggle in which concern and admonishments are pitted against the threat of loneliness. And of that rosy delight in Sigrid’s eyes being extinguished.

In the end, Karen is the one who backs down. But just for now, she assures herself.

‘Hi, Keris,’ she says and shakes his outstretched hand with something that could possibly be construed as half a smile. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ she adds, with a sarcastic glance at Sigrid. ‘All right, let’s see if you’re as good at making coffee lamb as me.’

*

He is, she’s forced to admit a while later. Not better, but just as good. Maybe slightly too much salt, but a lot of chefs seem to develop a tolerance over time.

Keris Gudmundson, she muses. Chef at P27. And now he’s sitting in my kitchen, working hard to make a good impression.

And he does, it turns out, once the first awkwardness has worn off and the conversation is flowing easily between bites.

‘Delicious,’ Karen says and snatches up another slice of perfect, pink lamb.

‘I’m so glad you like it,’ Keris says, passing her the gravy boat.

‘It’s similar to my own recipe, or, well, my grandmother’s, I should say.’

‘Mine’s an old family recipe, too,’ Keris replies. ‘It’s not something we’d serve at the restaurant, but it’s one of my favourite things to cook at home. And when Sigrid told me it’s one of your favourites, too . . .’

He gestures at the table and trails off.

Something about that last statement melts the last of her resistance. He’s a nice guy; unpretentious and relaxed now that the nerves have worn off. And clearly as in love with Sigrid as she is with him. But what slowly dawns on Karen, warming her from the inside, is the realisation that her approval is important to Sigrid. Not required, but important.

When Sigrid told me it was your favourite, too . . .

She looks up and meets Leo’s eyes. A mockingly cocked eyebrow followed by a quick smile and an air kiss sets the thunder inside her rumbling again.

Oh, so now I’m good enough, she hisses inwardly. Now that you don’t have Luna to amuse yourself with anymore.

They haven’t talked about her since the text. Other than when Karen stopped by KGB to inform the guys that the message really had been sent from Luna’s phone, and from Harwich. She had secretly relished watching as worry turned into anger at Luna’s complete lack of regard for them and their time. Kore and Brynn had called down searing curses on her head while Leo and Billy had mostly looked disappointed.

The goddess definitely seems to have fallen off her pedestal, Karen had concluded smugly.

Now, she puts her cutlery down, wipes her mouth and turns to Keris.

‘While Sigrid and Leo do the dishes and clean up in here, maybe you’d like to come with me to the living room and have a whiskey,’ she says. ‘I obviously need to know what your intentions are towards our Sigrid,’ she adds with a grin.
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Four victims, four women with nothing in common, other than their encounters with the same madman. None of the three survivors saw their attacker’s face. All three agree he seemed big and that he said nothing, just grunted and breathed heavily. None of them thinks it’s someone they’ve met before.

Hundreds of households visited in Moerbeck, Odinswalla and Lemdal. Concerned neighbours, worried neighbours, helpful neighbours. And neighbours who for whatever reason didn’t want to talk to the police. Hostile voices through cracked doors: ‘No, I already told you, I don’t know anything’, or ‘this is the second time you’re here’, or ‘I’m going to fucking report you for harassment’.

They’ve managed to collect a handful of tips about grown men who ride mopeds from neighbours who wanted to help. ‘I always found it odd that he still drives a moped, at his age’, or ‘well, I’m not sure exactly how old he is, but it’s a bit weird for a grown man to be riding around on a moped’, or ‘I don’t know if it’s a moped or a small motorcycle, but he’s always driving around the area. Far too fast’.

Every last tip needs to be followed up on, and they all know the drivers are unlikely to match the victims’ descriptions of a large man or their internal assumptions about the perpetrator’s age. And among the few who potentially match either one or the other, the explanation for their chosen mode of transportation will almost certainly be DUIs and suspended licences.

Following their conversation with Anita Kollbar, Karen and Karl had contacted Sandrine Broe, who had no recollection of hearing or seeing a moped.

‘But then, I hardly remember any part of it,’ she’d told them. ‘Not until I woke up after the surgery.’

And Karen had silently prayed it would remain that way, for Sandrine’s sake. That the memories of the terror she must have felt, wandering around the shrubberies of Moerbeck town centre in the middle of the night, covered in blood, would never resurface.

They don’t know yet if the third survivor, the nurse who had taken a taxi home from her work at Thysted Hospital last autumn and been attacked outside the building where she lived, had noticed a moped. No one opened when they rang the Hansens’ door and Greta didn’t answer her phone, either.

Instead, she had called them back this morning, saying she would prefer if they didn’t come to her house, but that she didn’t mind stopping by the station.

*

Now, Greta Hansen is sitting at the edge of her seat, across from Karen, tense and watchful, explaining that she doesn’t want the police to come to her home again. Doesn’t want her husband worried.

‘He’s still feeling very raw about what happened,’ she says. ‘Every reminder opens those wounds back up and makes it worse for him. It would be better if you just called my mobile and I’ll come in.’

Karen says none of the things itching at the tip of her tongue. This is far from the first time a husband, father, or brother of a rape victim has felt they have both reason and the right to feel personally violated. And not the first time that has made things twice as hard for the real victim.

She says none of that. Instead, she just calmly explains why they want to ask some follow-up questions. Does Greta by any chance recall hearing or seeing a moped in connection with the attack?

Her answer makes Karen sit up straighter.

‘Actually, yes, I think I do. I’m not a hundred per cent, but I think . . . No, yes, I remember now.’

‘What, did you see it, or just hear it?’

‘I saw it. You know I took a taxi home from the hospital where I work, right? I wasn’t supposed to come off my shift until early the next morning, but I was sent home because I was running a temperature. And I remember seeing a guy on a moped further down the street when the taxi slowed down.’

‘Do you remember what he looked like?’

‘No, I didn’t give it any thought. But the moped drove off at the same time the taxi did. And they were heading in the same direction, down the street, so it can’t have been him.’

Unless he circled back, Karen thinks to herself.

‘I’ve read your account, of course, but do you think you’d be able to tell us again what happened next? After you got out of the taxi, I mean.’

Greta Hansen looks reluctant.

‘Well, you know . . . I mean, I don’t remember anything from the attack that I didn’t tell you before. Do I really have to go over all of that again?’

Her voice grows sharp, almost shrill, towards the end of the last sentence.

‘You don’t have to tell us about the attack itself,’ Karen reassures her with a soothing smile. ‘I just want to know if you remember anything else about what happened right before. The taxi drove off, and then . . . ?’

‘Well, like I’ve told you, I couldn’t find my keys. I had to squat down outside the door and rummage through my handbag, all the way to the bottom. I had a pretty high fever, so I might have been a bit unfocused. I remember being so cold I was shaking, even though it was a mild night.’

Karen waits, says nothing.

‘Well, and then he was just there. Appeared out of nowhere. Pushed me over onto all fours and th—’

Her voice breaks.

‘We don’t have to talk about what happened after that,’ Karen cuts in quickly. ‘I only have one more question. Do you remember sensing which direction he came from? From the right or the left or straight behind?’

Greta Hansen closes her eyes and seems to cast her mind back.

‘Definitely not from the left. Sort of diagonally from the right, but more like from straight behind.’

‘So, the same direction as the taxi, in other words?’

She hesitates again.

‘Yes, I think so. Yes, he did. Why do you want to know? I never saw him.’

Because he probably circled the block on his damn moped and came back, Karen thinks.

Out loud, she says, ‘We’re just trying to get as complete a picture as we can. And I promise we won’t knock on your door anymore.’

*

‘So, do you think that was the perpetrator she saw on that moped?’ Karl asks. ‘And if so, how do you explain the fact that she didn’t hear him come back?’

The investigation team has gathered in the conference room again.

‘He might have parked up the street and walked the last bit,’ Cornelis Loots suggests and is rewarded with a grateful look from Karen.

Evald Johannisen is unconvinced.

‘And how the hell did he know she wouldn’t be able to find her keys? That he’d have time to catch up?’

‘I don’t know,’ Karen replies. ‘But I think we would be unwise to ignore that two of the victims heard or saw a moped right before being attacked.’

‘And one didn’t,’ Johannisen counters.

‘And one’s dead, so we’ll never know,’ Karl adds. ‘But it’s all we have. We’re going to have to go with it and see if anything shakes loose.’

*

Evald Johannisen’s mood is not at all improved when he’s tasked with going through the list of all men whose driving licences have been revoked since September last year or earlier. It’s a long list.

And it grows even longer after Karl Björken decides to expand the age parameter.

‘Check everyone between twenty and fifty,’ he’d said. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

Evald Johannisen looks unhappy. Really unhappy.

*

As does Karen Eiken Hornby that evening when she leans back in her office chair and pushes her notes away.

Four victims:

 

Sandrine Broe, 25, student, Moerbeck

Loa Marklund, 34, unemployed, deceased, Moerbeck

Greta Hansen, 27, nurse, Odinswalla

Anita Kollbar, 56, administrator, Lemdal

 

In two cases, it has been confirmed that the perpetrator took trophies in the form of locks of hair. In a third, he likely did. And Loa Marklund has long since been cremated.

Two of the women observed a moped right before being attacked. One didn’t.

In none of the cases has semen been found on or near the victim. In all cases, the perpetrator penetrated his victims with broken glass bottles. Both bottles and broken glass have been recovered from the crime scenes. In two cases it was beer bottles of the brand Budweiser, in another a half-bottle of Groth’s Old Stone Selected Single Malt Whiskey. In yet another a half-bottle of gin of the brand Frisel Ginever. Two domestic brands, one foreign.

Whatever that’s supposed to signify.

Nothing at all, most likely.

The victims don’t know each other and have, as far as they’ve been able to establish, never met. None of them has ever so much as heard the others’ names. They’ve never worked in the same place, they don’t move in the same circles, have nothing in common.

Other than being women.

Randomly selected victims and an opportunistic perpetrator. A man, bristling with misogyny, who moves about at night and in the early hours of the morning, striking when he sees his chance, anywhere in town. Catching him in the act seems an unlikely prospect. Honeytraps had been discussed after the first two attacks in Moerbeck. But now that the perpetrator seems willing to strike anywhere, they’d have to place bait all over town.

Unless a useful tip comes in, it’s probably just a matter of time before he strikes again.

Somewhere.

Karen stands up and stretches her neck. Checks her watch. Almost twenty to nine. Then she turns off her computer, picks up her handbag, and leaves.

*

She drives straight north towards Odinswalla. Goes down streets lined by low apartment blocks and terraced houses. Up Gränsegate, down Borgegate. Driving slowly, leaning forward and from side to side to peer down side streets. Knows she should just go home. Have an early night so she’s in good shape for the JRFT.

And that damn mammography.

She continues into Lemdal. Slowly rolls past rows of detached houses, even though she knows it’s pointless. Looking for anyone who seems to be looking for his next victim. Keeping an eye out for someone keeping an eye out. A vain attempt to spot a man on a moped, in the face of impossible odds. A needle in a haystack, a long shot, a snipe hunt.

Moronic, she berates herself. Granted, there’s not exactly a lot of people moving about the sleepy middle-class neighbourhood at this hour, but certainly enough to keep a rapist at bay. Probably doesn’t even dare show his face.

She turns out onto the main road and continues up towards Moerbeck.

*

The official name of the long, narrow strip of land between the high-rises, which the city planners seem to have grudgingly made room for, is Moerbeck Park. The name is provokingly misleading; a three-hundred-yard strip of gravel lined by bolted-down benches and dense shrubberies. Concessions in the form of sandboxes and prefab play equipment are always in the shade of the surrounding eight-storey buildings, even in the middle of the day.

During the day, the sounds that echo between the buildings in Moerbeck, against the constant backdrop of the rumble of the motorway, are made up of the shrieks and laughter of playing children, still blissfully unaware of the luxuries that exist in the wider world: lawns, raspberry bushes, real trees to climb.

But late at night, the sounds of drug dealing creep like whispers between the park benches, seeping into stairwells and access balconies, to the people who know full well there’s another world out there. A world that will never be theirs.

Karen pulls over on Långskeppsvej and studies the park. The April light has finally faded into dusk, making the scene unevenly lit. Some sections of the park are bathed in the blueish light of street lamps that haven’t been smashed yet, others are plunged into impenetrable darkness.

The shrubbery where the rapist attacked his first victim, where a shocked and bloody Sandrine Broe wandered about for God knows how long before she was spotted by a passer-by, is less than sixty feet away. Another couple of hundred yards beyond that is the entrance to the bike room where Loa Marklund was killed.

Now, in the temporary stillness between children playing and drug dealers coming out, the only people in sight are a few dog owners patiently waiting for their evening walks to yield results. The silence is only broken by a handful of locals walking briskly from the bus stop down by the main road. Karen watches them disperse and disappear into various buildings. As she leans forward to peer up at their exteriors, she’s struck by a sudden insight.

He lives here.

He was on foot for Sandrine and Loa. Only needed his moped to cover the distance to Odinswalla and Lemdal.

She has no proof of that; he might just as easily have come from adjacent neighbourhood Gaarda. Or any other goddamn neighbourhood. On foot, on a bike, in a car, or on a moped.

Karen Eiken Hornby doesn’t put a lot of store in ‘intuition’ or ‘gut feelings’, at least not where police work is concerned. Annoyed with herself, she starts the car up and tries to dismiss the idea.

I’d bet anything he lives here.

Then she drives home. When she turns out the lights in her house in Langevik and sets her clock radio, she has just over five hours before she has to wake up.
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Sweat makes her top cling to her back when she sits down on the chair across from the doctor who is studying the papers in front of her with a slight frown. Karen knows exactly what she’s in for.

The firearms test first thing in the morning had gone well, better than expected, even. But the rest of the day had been hell. She had let herself be ushered from the mammography to blood tests, urine samples, blood pressure cuffs, electrodes, and that bloody stationary bike.

‘Well, you didn’t exactly ace the fitness test, but you knew that already,’ Ursula Lek says now. ‘On the bright side, your blood pressure looks decent, and I can’t see anything wrong with your heart. What about alcohol and cigarettes? It says here you’re a smoker.’ Lek’s eyes turn to the medical records on her screen.

‘I’ve practically quit. Just have a few on festive occasions.’

‘And alcohol? The results of the CDT test will take a few days. But that’ll tell us the whole story,’ she adds, as if to remind Karen there’s no point lying.

‘A lot less now than six months ago,’ Karen says truthfully. ‘I’m not as—’

She breaks off.

She’d almost said I’m not as lonely anymore. But then the memory of the fight in the kitchen the other day, the look of disappointment on Leo’s face. Of incredulity. And Sigrid staring out the window.

Something is about to change. Is coming to an end.

What the fuck did you think was going to happen?

‘How are you doing, really?’

Karen’s nostrils sting and she bites the inside of her cheek hard to keep from crying. Her physical shortcomings are bad enough, she doesn’t want to be referred to a therapist, too.

‘So-so. Just tired, I guess.’

‘I know you’ve been through a lot over the past year,’ the doctor says. ‘Or six months,’ she corrects herself after another glance at the screen. ‘These things affect us both physically and mentally. Have you been able to work out at all since you injured your knee?’

‘Strength training, but not a lot of running. I just don’t have the stamina. It feels like I never recovered from the flu last winter, even though that was months ago. I had a bout of pneumonia, too, so maybe that’s why I haven’t . . .’

She trails off again when she realises it sounds like excuses.

‘Well, you’re getting to the age where we women start going through changes, and that makes it even more important to keep up with your exercise. How is your period, by the way? Still regular?’

Karen tries to count in her head, but suddenly, her mind is racing. The hot flash she experienced the other day. And last night when she’d got out of bed and pulled off her T-shirt, which was soaked through with sweat.

‘So-so, but then it was never really like clockwork.’

‘Well, that’s something to keep in mind.’

‘But I’m not that old.’

Another glance at the screen.

‘Forty-nine. Some women hit menopause as early as their forties, or even earlier, though that’s unusual. Knowing when it happened to your mother and grandmother can give you an indication of the likely timeframe.’

Her nostrils sting again.

‘But it’s not determinative, of course,’ the doctor adds reassuringly. ‘If you’d like, we could check your hormone levels while we’re at it. And we can consider prescribing oestrogen if you continue to feel tired and low on energy. But we have to wait for the test results and the mammography first.’

‘So I should take hormones to feel better? And increase my risk of getting cancer . . .’

She trails off yet again. Suddenly, everything seems so hopeless. She’d been prepared to be admonished for her lack of stamina and she had agreed to subject herself to the torture of having her breasts flattened in that infernal machine. Hurt like hell, it did, but she’d been stoic about it.

But menopause? Oestrogen? It’s too much. Horrified, she realises tears are trickling down her cheeks. She begins to search through her pockets and gratefully accepts the tissue Ursula Lek hands her.

‘Are you worried about the mammography? I can see you were smart enough to get one this time. Do you know if there’s breast cancer in your family?’

Karen shrugs.

‘Grandma died of cancer, but I don’t know what kind. She died before I was born.’

And what about Mum’s oldest sister? she wonders inwardly. Aunt Pam who emigrated to Canada? Who died just a few months after John and Mathis. A vague memory – but hadn’t her mum said something about cancer?

Why have I never asked?

But she knows why. At the time, she’d been paralysed by her own grief, barely noticing what was going on around her. Hadn’t had it in her, hadn’t been able to.

And then she’d forgotten.

‘And I thought I felt something in the shower the other day,’ she admits.

So quickly and quietly it doesn’t have to be real.

But Ursula Lek hears it. Asks more questions, frowns, nods.

Karen watches her take notes with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Then the doctor looks up again and smiles.

‘I think you should hold off on worrying until we have the results. When did you last have a smear test, by the way?’

‘Don’t remember. I’m pretty good at sticking my head in the sand.’

‘Then why don’t we have the nurse book you in for that, too, so there’s one less thing to worry about? And I think we should check your thyroid function while we’re at it.’

‘That sounds expensive. I don’t think my bosses are going to want to pay f—’

‘I decide what tests are warranted,’ Ursula Lek cuts her off. ‘And if there’s anything there, which I doubt, it’s always better to know sooner.’

Karen shoots her a dejected look.

‘OK. Let’s do the smear test, too, then.’

‘And you’ll have to come back in six weeks to follow up on that fitness test.’

The doctor stands up to signal that they’re done.

‘Try not to worry, OK?’ she says. ‘I’ll be in touch if anything’s wrong. If you haven’t heard from me by the end of next week, you can relax. Focus on getting back into an exercise routine instead.’
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She makes it back to the office just in time to hear a scraping of chairs that signals that the end-of-the-day meeting is over. Karen steps aside to let her colleagues out.

Karl is standing over his laptop, disconnecting it from the screen. He looks concerned, she notes, and just then he looks up and notices her.

‘What are you doing here? I thought you had the day off.’

‘I don’t know about off. I went for my JRFT.’

‘That’s right. So, how did you do?’

She sits down heavily on a chair that hasn’t been pushed in. Probably Brodal’s, she grumbles inwardly. Or Johannisen’s.

‘The firearms test went well. And my blood pressure’s decent. And my heart’s ticking along, too.’

Karl chuckles.

‘But you failed the fitness test.’

‘You can say that again. I have to go back in six weeks and if there’s no improvement, they’ll report me to Smeed. So now I have to get back into gear.’

‘But you’ve never been unfit before, have you? You’ll be fine, Karen.’

She says nothing about the fact that she has tried. That she actually has tried – and failed. That it feels like all her strength is seeping out of her. That she’s getting old. Or worse.

‘Any news today?’ she asks instead. ‘Anything you can bring me up to speed on right now?’

‘Not much, I’m afraid. More tip-offs about blokes with mopeds, one of which might be of interest. One of the guys knocking on doors, Torkelssen, reported that he spoke to one of Anita Kollbar’s neighbours, an older woman who lives down the street from her, not two hours ago.’

‘How old?’

‘Close to ninety, unfortunately. But, apparently, she seemed perfectly with it. Either way, she claims to have seen a man driving around the area a few days before the attack.’

‘Why has no one talked to her before now? Haven’t we been making the rounds since Monday?’

‘We’ve tried, but there’s been no one home – the old lady was in the hospital for a couple of days with severe dehydration. Her daughter found her semi-conscious and drove her to the hospital where they brought her fluid levels back up. She got home yesterday.’

‘What else did she have to say?’

‘According to Torkelssen, she was extremely chatty, so he had a hard time separating the wheat from the chaff. Probably lonely and happy to have someone to talk to. Told him she was waiting for a glaucoma surgery and that she had contracted another UTI, and that it wouldn’t kill her daughter to stop by a bit more often if she’s so worried about her. Astrid and Cornelis are going over there first thing tomorrow to dig a bit deeper into what the old lady did or didn’t see.’

‘Urinary tract infections can make old people confused,’ Karen replies sceptically. ‘And glaucoma on top of that . . .’

‘I’m so glad you were able to stop by and raise my spirits,’ Karl says and starts walking towards the door. ‘Well, it’s time for me to head home. Ingrid was clear about that.’

Karen smiles. Karl’s wife, Ingrid Björken, has endured a few trying years. Their first child turned out to be twin boys and were followed less than two years later by a welcome but unplanned girl, and the parental leave Karl had promised to go on kept being postponed. But for now, the threat of divorce seems to have been retracted. On certain conditions.

‘Go, go,’ she says. ‘I’m just going to check my inbox and then I’m heading home, too, to see if this day will ever end.’

*

The email from the Head of Forensic Services, Sören Larsen, is succinct.

 

New information about the phone you asked me to check.

Call me! Sören

 

She does just that. He answers after four rings with the words:

‘Took you long enough. Don’t you check your emails?’

‘I had my JRFT today.’

‘Crikey. So you’re beat?’

‘Not at all! What’s the news? I thought you said the phone was in England. I didn’t realise you were planning to keep track of it.’

‘I wasn’t. We dropped it the minute you told us we could. But for some reason one of my guys didn’t hear, so he kept an eye on it and he found something. I figured you might want to—’

‘What? What did he find?’ Karen snaps.

‘Wow, you sound pissy. Starting to regret sending that email.’

‘Sorry, Sören. Long day, you know.’

‘Sure, anyway, the masts in Ravenby picked up the signal again. Two nights ago, to be specific.’

Karen squeezes her eyes shut. Hard. Rubs her wrists against her temples, trying to get things straight in her mind.

‘What are you saying? It’s back in the country?’

‘Seems like it.’

‘And since then? Has it moved again?’

‘Dead as a doornail. I checked myself.’

‘Right, OK, well, good, now I know. Thanks, Sören, and I’m sorry I sounded pissy.’

‘Don’t worry about it, I’ve grown used to it over the years. So, do you want us to keep pinging it?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. But let me check with Smeed and I’ll get back to you.’

‘What’s this about anyway? You’re not usually so secretive.’

‘Nothing important. Just a person we thought had gone missing. But like I said, I’ll get back to you.’

She ends the call, bends over her desk, and puts her face in her hands.

She’s back.

Fuck.
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The sound is like a haze that covers the islands. Lurking in the background most of the time but rising occasionally to deafening levels.

The light of flickering bonfires both near and far can be seen in every direction. Noise and fires, drums, ratchets, ladles banging potlids, hollering, laughter and shouts; anything to keep witches and other dark creatures from homes and cattle. May has to be ushered in properly. Tomorrow, in accordance with ancient custom, the animals will be let out of their barns, and the land must be secured against the forces of evil.

Or maybe it was that thing with Saint Walpurga.

Or maybe it’s just another reason to celebrate that winter is finally over, for now.

Opinions differ on why the last day of April has to be celebrated with a level of dedication worthy of New Year’s or Oistra. But whether the tradition springs from some canonised lady, pagan lore, or general rambunctiousness, everyone seems to agree.

The start of spring needs to be celebrated, loudly.

This particular year, though, the weather gods seem to have decided to skip spring entirely and go straight to summer.

There’s not a windcheater in sight. No Dogger shirts, hats, or mittens, all of which experienced Dunker residents usually wear on this night to protect themselves from icy winds and near-zero temperatures. Instead, people are strolling along streets and promenades in summer clothing, with happily surprised smiles on their faces.

Fragments of the obvious topic of conversation can be heard in the streets, in shops, in cafés and restaurants: ‘ . . . how about this weather’, ‘I can’t remember Walpurgis ever being this warm before . . .’, ‘Let’s hope it’s not because of climate change . . .’, ‘Crikey, can’t we just be happy when something good happens anymore . . . ?’, ‘Bloody hell, I’m not going to think about crap like that on a night like this, cheers!’

*

They’re in luck. Manage to score a table in one of the big outdoor seating areas in the New Harbour with an unobscured view of the sea. Marike spotted the gesture made by a member of a large group. That index finger-writing in the air could mean only one thing: they wanted to pay. Before anyone else had time to react, she dashed over and now she’s hovering like a famished vulture over the table where the waiter is handed a credit card.

A few minutes later, the group, some of them with annoyed glances in Marike’s direction, get up and leave.

Relieved not to have to keep trudging around in search of a table big enough to fit all six of them – and discussing whose job it had been to book one – they sit down and automatically turn to gaze at the sea.

In the west, Frisel can be seen on the other side of the narrow sound that separates Doggerland’s southernmost island from its main one, Heimö. The light from the bonfires on Frisel’s beaches flicker like will-o’-the-wisps, and the racket in the central parts of town are pleasantly remote down here.

‘Oh my God, that feels good,’ Aylin groans and gingerly pulls her feet out of her chafing new shoes before leaning back and closing her eyes.

‘See, I told you everything would turn out OK,’ Eirik says. ‘Or would anyone here have preferred to sit inside?’

Everyone except him had agreed that he was the one who was supposed to have booked them a table at one of the city’s decent restaurants. Even in much worse weather, all but the worst dives are usually full on Walpurgis.

But it had slipped Eirik’s mind. And so they had trotted around for almost an hour, only to conclude there wasn’t a free table anywhere. No one gives a second thought to why the group that had booked this table had decided to have an early-bird dinner.

‘Everyone’s eating, right?’ Eirik says and waves a waitress over. ‘I hear they have good squid.’

‘I don’t care what it is, so long as I can have a pint first,’ Kore replies.

Mumbled agreement, but no one seems to have the energy to get involved in ordering. Eirik turns to the waitress.

‘We’ll have a round of beer while we peruse the menu. Yes, lager, cold. Bring an assortment, they don’t seem to care either way.’

A sudden racket a few tables down makes Aylin go rigid and open her eyes.

Karen notes the instantaneous shift from relaxed enjoyment to full-on flight mode. Sees Aylin’s shoulders drop back down when she realises what everyone else knew right away; just a knocked-over glass, someone yelping when the contents spilled. Sees how embarrassed she is about overreacting. She silently seeks Aylin’s eyes and finds them. Holds her gaze for a few seconds, reminding her that it’s over.

At least . . . it seems like it’s finally over. No visits, no threats, the divorce papers signed without protest. Bo Ramnes still appears to be keeping clear of the woman he almost beat to death just a few months ago. For the first time, he’s more afraid than she is.

And no one can ever find out why. Not if I want to keep my job, Karen thinks.

At least he still seems cowed, she tells herself, watching Aylin smile at something Leo is saying. Bo Ramnes’ political career appears have taken off, true, but the risk of him winning a seat in parliament – or worse, of the Progress Party continuing to grow – isn’t something Karen can bring herself to worry about now.

Not right now, when Aylin is smiling on the other side of the table.

Half a dozen bottles of assorted local lagers are set down on the table and their stressed waitress hands Eirik a stack of menus before hurrying on. Their collective apathy quickly dissipates, greedy arms reach across the table for bottles and glasses. Content sipping follows, while menus are passed around along with chitchat about what people feel like eating.

‘Shouldn’t we seize the moment?’ Eirik says. ‘It’s the last day of the season . . .’

Everyone knows what he’s referring to. Shrimp, lobster and oysters are caught, cooked and eaten all summer, but the last day of April marks the traditional end of the kraken’s-catch season at many of the city’s restaurants. And they certainly know to charge for it, Karen grumbles inwardly and closes the menu. What now costs a fortune at the fishmongers was everyday food back in Langevik when she was growing up.

After a brief moment’s hesitation, they make up their minds. Expensive, but worth every shilling. Kraken’s catch it is.

They helpfully lift glasses, bottles, and cutlery baskets off the table when the waitress returns with a big roll of thick, brown paper. Watch while she expertly pushes it across the empty table and hear the thud when it hits the ground on the other side. And there it stays while she takes beer and wine orders. When she’s done, she tears the paper and disappears with the roll under her arm.

Karen looks over at Kore and Leo at the other end of the table. Wonders whether she should mention the thing about Luna’s phone, but decides not to. Immediately after finishing her conversation with Sören Larsen, she had told Leo, who in turn had informed Kore, that Her Holy Highness seemed to have returned to the islands. And she knows what it means that Leo spent all day in the studio; Luna is back and the boys at KGB have forgiven and forgotten.

Then she hears Marike’s voice as familiar notes rise from the table next to theirs.

‘Nooo, not again,’ she says. ‘I hate that song!’

Karen rolls her eyes at the others while they patiently listen as the moderately sober men at the next table sing:

 

‘Listen to me, all and one,

We can rest when we are done. 

The cold is gone from soil and stones,

Now we drink marrow into our bones.’

 

The men look to be in their thirties and hardly used to manual labour, but they’re singing as though they mean every word before clinking their glasses and shouting as one: ‘Gottjer!’

In fairness, the ancient custom of going out into the woods, tapping a birch tree, and letting the first sap bestow strength for the upcoming season of hard labour has long since taken on new significance. ‘Drinking marrow into one’s bones’, is now mostly an excuse to imbibe any and all kinds of alcoholic beverages.

‘We should go to the beach tomorrow. Head over to Frisel and just lie in the sun all day. You look like you need it, Karen.’

Behind her smile, there’s an edge of concern to Marike’s idiosyncratic mix of Doggerian and Danish.

‘I have to go for a run,’ Karen says. ‘I have six weeks to get fit unless I want the doctor to send Smeed a report,’ she adds when she’s met with an incredulous look.

‘Nonsense. The only things a woman should run for are sex and dry martinis. Come on, Karen.’

It does sound tempting. If the weather holds, a day on one of Frisel’s beaches would be infinitely more pleasant that panting around Langevik. One last day of idleness before she knuckles down and starts dealing with . . . everything.

‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Call me tomorrow and we’ll—’

She’s interrupted by the return of their waitress and two of her colleagues. Brimming baskets of shrimp, mussels, and crayfish are dumped out onto the table.

‘You’re tonight’s winners,’ the waitress announces. ‘Last call. We’re closed tomorrow.’

They look at each other and grin. This is the dream: being the last ones to order kraken’s catch and thereby serving as the kitchen’s bin. If they’d been seated inside, they would have heard the chef bang a pot and announce to staff and guests that no one else need apply: there’s no more shellfish to be had, except possibly lobster and oysters.

Out here, they have to content themselves with a similar racket from a group of kids passing by. They wait for the deafening noise to fade while greedily eyeing the delicacies poured onto their table. Crayfish, lobster, oysters, mussels, crab, shrimp, deep-fried brown algae and, to go with it, bowls of ransoms mayonnaise and melted butter.

Then they dig in. Suck, slurp, crack, bite, chew. And drink.

‘So, how’s work, Karen?’ Kore asks a few minutes later and snaps a front leg off a crayfish. ‘How about you catch that rapist swine soon?’ he adds and cracks the claw with his teeth.

Before she can reply, he continues, ‘I noticed he’s at it again. Lemdal this time, was it?’

Karen nods. That much she can say without revealing too much.

‘Yes, it seems that way.’

‘Jesus, shouldn’t you be on to him by now? What with witnesses and DNA and stuff like that. How hard can it be?’

‘Not hard at all,’ Karen replies wearily. ‘If you’re lucky enough to find DNA and the bloke’s in our database, that is. Or if there’s any connection between the victims, or even if he just stuck to a relatively well-defined area, that would be helpful, too.’

She can tell she sounds defensive.

‘Fine, but you don’t even seem to know what he looks like, even though this was victim number four,’ Kore counters. ‘Haven’t any of those women told you anything you can use? Other than the stuff you’ve made public, I mean.’

‘You know I can’t tell you that.’

‘So it’s some kind of lunatic who just strikes at random?’ Eirik says.

Karen makes no reply. The conversation has put a serious dampener on the festive mood. She knows they don’t mean to be accusative, but she feels like she’s having to answer for everything. Granted, so far, the police investigation is going nowhere fast. And granted, from the outside it must look like they’re twiddling their thumbs. She probably would have thought they were, too, if she’d been in a different profession, she muses. Out loud, she says: ‘Look, I promise not to be a back-seat driver and stick my nose in your recordings, if you—’

Kore grins and raises his glass. Apparently, he’s ready to drop the subject. Almost.

‘Settle down. We love you, even though you’re just another useless copper shuffling around this town.’

She raises her glass and pulls a face.

‘And yet you came running to me the other day. When your golden goose was missing. Congratulations, by the way, I assume you’re happy now?’

Kore gives her a nonplussed look and starts to say something but is interrupted by Aylin.

‘Not at random,’ she says. ‘He knows exactly what he’s doing and to whom.’

No one had noticed that she had stopped eating and is now staring vacantly into space.

‘What do you mean?’ Karen says, though she suspects she already knows.

‘He hates them,’ Aylin continues absently, as though talking to herself.

Looks are exchanged around the table. Watchful, unsure. Everyone knows what Aylin has been through, and everyone suddenly realises how insensitive their conversation is, how painful for her to have to listen to. No one here knows more about hate and violence than her.

Marike is the one who finally breaks the silence.

‘Yeah, I don’t think there can be any doubt that he hates women,’ she says. ‘Hate is certainly what drives that kind of prick; or at least, it’s not sex.’

But Aylin doesn’t seem to hear.

‘He hates them personally,’ she says, nodding slowly to herself. ‘He hates those specific women.’

Then she shakes herself, as though waking up, picks up her glass and takes a long drink of her wine.

‘Can we please talk about something else?’ she says.

And they do. They carry on slurping and chewing, talk about everything except men who hate women. Karen turns her gaze towards the sea. A car ferry is puffing along the short shuttle route across the sound to Frisel. Some of the bonfires have burnt down and the racket is fading into the distance.

She shudders; there’s a hint of cold in the evening breeze blowing around her bare arms.
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‘At work? On a Sunday when you could be outside, getting fresh air?’

Eleanor Eiken sounds genuinely surprised. They were almost twenty minutes into their conversation when Karen made the mistake of mentioning where she was.

‘Well, it’s not like the police close shop just because it’s the weekend.’

‘But I read in the papers that you’re having a heatwave over there. Almost warmer than here.’

‘It’s bound to turn soon. It can’t go on like this much longer.’

‘Well, all the more reason to seize the moment, then! Get out in the sunshine, you. Harry told me he thought you looked particularly tired the last time we were there. Although, I suppose it’s no wonder, considering what they’ve put you through. Let me tell you that if I’d known half of it, I would never—’

‘Have talked to Wilhelm Kaste,’ Karen finishes for her.

It’s not the first time her mother has cursed herself for asking a favour of her old classmate, the then-Head of the Doggerland CID, ten years ago. Did the police maybe have an open position for her daughter who had just moved back home from abroad?

So unlike her to meddle. So necessary at the time.

Eleanor Eiken had instinctively known that her daughter would let grief devour her unless she was forced out of isolation.

Now, that seems forgotten.

Their regular Sunday call is usually devoid of reproaches and nagging. Instead, Eleanor Eiken likes to take the opportunity to heap praise on the weather on Spain’s Costa del Sol, compared to that in Doggerland, and to tell her what she and Harry have been up to. And over time, Karen has grown used to her mother’s habit of calling Harry Lampard her new ‘boyfriend’ and the thought of what that means in practice. Almost used to it.

‘Yes, yes, I will,’ she says, noting the unflattering hint of teenage whine in her tone. ‘I’ll probably head over to Frisel with Marike for a bit this afternoon.’

‘No swimming, my little lambkin. Just because the air is warm, doesn’t mean—’

‘Look, I should probably go if I want to get out of here.’

After hanging up, she just sits for a while, staring out at the deserted office landscape. Thinks about the questions she has never asked. About illness and death, about Grandma, about Aunt Pam. She didn’t say anything about the hard, elusive thing she felt in the shower, or about the anxious wait for the results of her mammography, or her increasingly firm conviction that something’s wrong. Didn’t mention the tiredness that makes her choose to lock herself in the Bunker on a sunny Sunday rather than face the world. Didn’t say a word about the fear simmering inside her, doesn’t want to spread it to others. Not after everything that has happened in the past six months. Not after what happened then, eleven years ago.

Her mother has worried enough.

Then she forces her thoughts back to what she discovered just before her phone rang. Opens a few more documents, then her browser. Skims, finds something.

She looks up at a sound from the hallway. The doorway to the open-plan office fills with the contour of a tall, broad-shouldered figure.

‘Hiya, Eiken,’ Karl Björken says and takes a seat two desks down. ‘What are you doing here on a sunny Sunday?’

‘That’s what my mother wants to know. I just felt I needed to read up on the case. The things that happened last autumn, before I joined the team.’

‘Like what?’

Karen watches Karl turn on his computer, check a few Post-it notes someone has stuck to his phone and sniff a half-eaten sandwich from two days ago before binning it.

‘How sure are you there’s no connection between the victims and the perpetrator?’ she says. ‘That he’s choosing at random, I mean?’

‘Relatively. But entirely sure . . . ? How the fuck are we supposed to know for sure, when none of the women saw him?’

‘And between the victims? Could there be something we missed?’

‘That’s a really stupid question, no offence.’

‘Fine, then, what about this: how thoroughly did you look? Sandrine and Loa both lived in Moerbeck, for instance.’

Karl leans back with a yawn.

‘Well, Loa’s dead, but I’ve talked to Sandrine several times. She’s absolutely certain she has never met or even seen Loa Marklund.’

‘Isn’t that a bit weird, though, considering that they lived in the same area?’

‘We’re talking about Moerbeck, not Langevik. Thousands of residents and a hell of a turnover, too. Besides, it’s not exactly a neighbourly place.’

‘Yeah, I know, but I looked up Anita Kollbar.’

‘What? You talked to her again?’

‘No, but I was actually thinking about going over there tomorrow. Unless you mind,’ she adds, with Smeed’s words ringing in her ears. And try to remember that this time you’re working under Björken.

‘May I ask why?’

‘I know it’s a long shot, but I actually took a closer look at where she works.’

‘Right, the Reinholtz Group,’ Karl says. ‘Some kind of administrator, if I’ve understood things right. How do you link that to Sandrine? She’s studying to become a nursery worker, for God’s sake. Or studied, I should say; I believe she graduated. Or to Greta Hansen’s job as a  nurse at Thysted?’

‘That, I don’t know. And I did say it was a long shot, but the Reinholtz Group owns New Builds Ltd, and they—’

‘—own the buildings up in Moerbeck,’ Karl finishes her sentence. ‘Long shot seems like an understatement. More like hitting the woodwork, I reckon.’

He looks at her sceptically, then picks up the empty coffee cup sitting on his desk and stands up.

‘I was going to make myself a cuppa. Want one?’

She shakes her head and pushes on, ignoring Karl’s need for caffeine.

‘The fourth victim worked for the first two victims’ landlord. I checked; Anita Kollbar is listed as the tenant liaison on the New Builds’ website.’

‘And Greta Hansen? How do you fit her into this equation? New Builds doesn’t own any of the houses in Odinswalla, as far as I know.’

‘No idea. But I’d like to look into this. Unless you have a better idea?’

Karl Björken stifles a yawn and starts walking towards the kitchenette.

‘Do whatever you think best,’ he calls back over his shoulder. ‘I wouldn’t know how to stop you even if I wanted to.’
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‘All right, admit it. This was a great idea, wasn’t it?’

Marike has rolled down the passenger-side window and closed her eyes against the sun and the wind whipping her hair.

Karen glances over at her tangled red tresses and thinks about all the brushing that’ll be required later. Especially if Marike actually goes swimming, too, as she has declared she intends to.

‘You do realise the sea is probably just a few degrees above freezing, right? Just because the air is warm . . .’

Hearing the echo of her mother’s voice, she lets the sentence trail off. At least Marike is right about one thing: there can’t be many better ways of spending the afternoon. Forget about tomorrow’s visit with Anita Kollbar, forget about the mammography, and give up on going for a run. There are two bulging bags of unknown contents in the back, one of which clanked suspiciously when they boarded the ferry.

‘Pah, just a few bits and bobs I had lying around,’ Marike had said. ‘Nothing special.’

Now, after just a few minutes on the ferry across the sound, there’s more clanking from the back seat as Karen’s Ford Ranger disembarks on Frisel.

They have decided to avoid the nearest beaches, the ones that can be reached on foot from the ferry and are therefore packed with young people and families with young children. Instead, they’re going to head over to the west side of the island to see if they can find an unoccupied cove. The sand is coarser there, and the sea deeper, which should increase the chance of solitude.

Karen drives along the narrow road hugging the north coast of the island, passing signs for Ooms. Turns off towards Haaver and slows down when the road narrows further. Despite her best efforts, she can’t help leaning forward to peer up at the villa she visited the week before. The square building reflects the sunlight, and she catches a quick glimpse of the gates at the top of the driveway and the garden beyond them. There’s someone moving about up there. Half hidden behind the bare trees standing guard in front of the house. Karen slows down further, inches forward, craning her neck.

Could it have been Luna? Not dressed in her usual white, in that case; whoever was up there had been dressed in black, or possibly dark blue.

A sharp honking behind them. Sheepishly, as though caught doing something illegal, she steps on the accelerator and the car leaps forward.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Marike exclaims.

‘Nothing. I just thought I saw someone moving about up there.’

‘Oh no, how ominous. People moving about. Seriously, Karen, are you OK?’

She can’t be bothered to explain. Marike would understand, of course. The problem is she thinks she might understand a bit too well.

You sound jealous.

Hardly. Luna and Leo are the least of her problems, she tells herself and lets the other car pass.

Suddenly, she regrets agreeing to this trip. Several hours with a person who can read her like an open book would probably be stressful for just about anyone. And unbearable when you have as much to hide as I do, Karen thinks darkly and turns right onto a gravel road. Marike’s going to know something’s wrong, and she’s not going to bloody let it go.

The thought of putting words to her fears makes her throat tight, so she reaches out and turns the radio on. Regrets it when she hears the song that’s playing, but can’t hold back a chortle when Marike joins in.

‘If you leave me now, you’ll take away the biggest part of me . . .’

Marike Estrup’s inability to hit any of the notes quickly chases away Karen’s urge to run away. They follow the crunchy gravel road along the shore, peering down into the coves they slowly pass. There are a lot less people here, as they’d thought, but in every clearing there’s still a handful of pasty bodies optimistically stretched out on towels. Realising they’re getting close to the bird sanctuary and inaccessible marshland, Karen is just about to suggest turning around when Marike lets out a shriek.

‘There! Back up a little,’ she says, pointing towards a few smooth seaside cliffs. ‘Not a soul in sight!’

She’s right. A minimal strip of sand between light grey stones. And not a soul in sight.

But while Marike turns around to get the bags from the back seat, Karen just sits there with her hands on the wheel.

‘I think I have cancer,’ she says.

*

Four hours later, when she pulls into the driveway in front of her house in Langevik, her eyes are still puffy from crying. She absently registers that the lights are on in the annex – apparently Leo’s home. But Sigrid isn’t, she notes and turns on the hallway light. There’s a rustling of sand against the stone floor when she pulls off her trainers. She walks barefoot into the kitchen, puts water on to boil, and sits down at the table.

A bit lighter. Maybe just a little bit.

Marike had listened without interrupting while Karen got everything off her chest. The tiredness, the worry about the lump she had felt in her breast, the decision to accept the offer of a mammography, the vague memory of what she’d been told about her grandmother and aunt: ‘We lost them to cancer.’ The fear of asking her mother about it. The smear test next week. And then the unendurable wait for results.

‘Or maybe it’s menopause. Best-case scenario, I’m just old. That’s what I have left to hope for in life . . .’

Marike had calmly opened two beers and handed her one.

‘It’s not the end, you know. It’s just what they want us to think.’

The sun had been warm, the sea far too cold, and the beer had, as her father would have said, ‘landed like a knife in a farmer’s back’. Not a word about Leo or Luna or brutal attacks on women. And maybe she is just old, not sick.

Maybe a bit lighter.
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Time is going to stop at 8.45 on Monday morning. She realises as much half an hour before then.

Her heart is pounding so hard her ears are ringing and she has trouble breathing when she sits down on the same chair she used the last time she was here. She tries to take deep breaths and realises all she can manage is shallow panting.

The call had come while she was in the car on her way to work. She hadn’t recognised the number but had thought nothing of it, had just pressed the green button and adjusted her hands-free.

The voice on the other end had made her grip on the steering wheel tighten.

‘Hi, Karen, this is Ursula Lek. I was wondering if you could come by today. Preferably this morning.’

And in a vain attempt to fend off what she knew was coming, she had replied as breezily as she was able:

‘Blimey, that sounds serious. We can’t discuss it over the phone?’

‘I would prefer if you came in. Can you come now?’

*

Now, the doctor puts her arms down on her desk, drums her fingers on the thin stack of papers in front of her and smiles with the corners of her mouth pulled down; kind, but consoling.

Please don’t say it.

‘So, Karen, you had a mammography and various other tests here last week. And like I said, I wanted to run some extra tests to see if we could explain the symptoms you’ve been experiencing. Among other things, I looked at your thyroid function and your hormone levels. And you were supposed to see the nurse about setting up a time for a smear test.’

‘Yes, I have an appointment on Wednesday.’

‘Wonderful. I’ll get back to that. But you can relax, you don’t have breast cancer.’

The relief is so overwhelming she has to hold onto the table to keep from collapsing. She forces herself to ask, needs to hear it one more time.

‘You’re telling me it’s not cancer? Are you sure? Because I wasn’t supposed to get definitive results for another couple of weeks.’

Ursula Lek nods, but still looks consoling while Karen tries to bring some order to her thoughts.

‘We’ve gone over the images, both me and a colleague. Given everything you’ve been through and how worried you are, I decided to let you know straight away. And there’s nothing wrong with your thyroid, either.’

Then what am I doing here? What’s wrong? Why won’t she just tell me?

She has to ask. Doesn’t want to hear the answer. Just wants to get up and walk away.

‘But it’s something, right? You wouldn’t have asked me to come in if there wasn’t.’

Ursula Lek nods again.

‘You’re right, I didn’t want to tell you over the phone, because I suspect it might come as a shock to you.’

She pauses briefly before taking a deep breath and stopping time.

‘The thing is that you’re pregnant.’
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She can’t do it. She had known it the moment Ursula Lek said the words; this is something she can’t handle. Can’t relate to, can’t react to. Not with joy, not with sorrow.

A sneak attack, that’s what it had felt like. Within minutes, she had closed the gate and pulled up the drawbridge. Just minutes, but it had been enough time for a swarm of arrows to find their way in: questions that needed answers, choices and decision that had to be made, conversations that had to be had.

Not now.

*

Now, she’s walking through the revolving doors of Thysted Hospital with short, cautious steps and her eyes fixed in front of her. Like a drunk person trying to act sober. As though the slightest distraction could knock her down.

She has done this before; kept moving forward even though it’s impossible.

And so, Karen Eiken Hornby walks through the lobby with steps that are, to all appearances, resolute, pushes the button to call the lift, and waits. And so, she takes the lift up to the fourth floor, to which Anita Kollbar has been moved. And the moment she pushes open the door, she’s someone else.

The person she was before Ursula Lek stopped time.

*

Anita is sitting in a chair by the window, eating from a tray on a small rolling table. Karen takes in the bowl of rye porridge with lingonberries, the coffee cup, and the apple. And the thick foam pressure-relief cushion between the seat and the woman she’s here to see.

They say hello and Karen takes a seat across the table. Anita Kollbar gestures towards her cup.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ she asks. ‘I can call the nurse.’

Karen swallows hard and forces her lips into a smile.

‘No, thank you. I’m not staying long.’

‘Are you sure? You look like you need some. Has something happened?’

As she speaks the words, Anita Kollbar’s face stiffens.

‘Did he do it again?’ she says.

‘No, no, absolutely not,’ Karen assures her quickly. ‘That’s not why I’m here. I actually wanted to ask you some questions about your job.’

Anita Kollbar looks nonplussed.

‘My job? Why?’

‘We didn’t discuss it the last time I was here, but according to the Tax Authority you’re employed by the Reinholtz Group.’

‘Yes. So?’

‘But, in reality, you work for New Builds, don’t you?’

‘Sure, yes, that’s true. I was reassigned just over a year ago as part of a restructure. Not a step up exactly, as I’m sure you’ve figured out, but a woman my age can’t count on advancement.’

‘No, I suppose that’s usually the way of it,’ Karen agrees wryly. ‘According to the New Builds’ website, you’re the Head of Customer Service, but what does that mean in practice?’

Anita Kollbar makes a sound that’s halfway between a snort of derision and a mirthless chuckle.

‘They gave me the title as a reward for long and faithful service when they demoted me. Technically, I have two people under me, but one of those posts has been vacant for the past six months. And I don’t think they’re planning to fill it any time soon.’

‘And what do you actually do?’

‘“Information and service in line with New Builds’ values with the goal of strengthening our client-oriented brand”,’ Anita Kollbar recites robotically. ‘At least, that’s what my job description says.’

Karen waits.

‘In reality, I mostly handle complaints. Going both ways; warnings and notices issued by New Builds to residents and complaints from residents about New Builds or other tenants. Unfortunately, we have quite a lot of less-than-exemplary residents. Vandalism, delinquent rent, fighting dogs, loud music . . .’

Anita Kollbar trails off. Then she shrugs and continues.

‘We’re talking about Moerbeck and Gaarda, so I’m sure you can imagine the kind of things I’m talking about.’

Karen grunts agreement.

‘The thing is that, as you might be aware, the first two victims lived in Moerbeck,’ she says.

Anita Kollbar grabs the armrests of her chair and gingerly shifts in her seat. Winces and waits for the pain to subside. Then she meets Karen’s eyes.

‘You think he’s one of our tenants,’ she says.

Karen shakes her head.

‘It’s far too soon to tell. This is just one of a thousand details we’re looking into. Simply put, we have to consider all possibilities, leave no stone unturned, big or small.’

Leave no stone unturned. I’m starting to sound like Smeed.

‘What would you like to know?’

‘Is there any particular case that stands out to you? A tenant you’ve had a conflict with, perhaps? Threats?’

‘I’m afraid most of the people I deal with are pretty irate. There’s a lot of frustration. But I rarely meet anyone in person. It’s mostly angry phone calls and emails.’

‘So there’s no physical location your tenants can go to?’

‘No, thankfully the Reinholtz Group closed that down when they purchased the buildings from the province. It’s very rare for me to have face-to-face contact with a resident. And when there’s an eviction, I’m obviously not personally involved in the actual removal. That being said, since I’m ultimately responsible for administering the process up to that point, I’m sure my name isn’t very popular.’

‘But there’s no one in particular who comes to mind? No one has explicitly threatened you? No one has come up to you at home or at work?’

Anita Kollbar stares at her porridge while she searches her recollection. Then she slowly shakes her head.

‘Never at home,’ she says. ‘A few have come to the office and yelled at me until security could throw them out, but it’s all been fairly harmless. I’ve never felt properly scared. No, nothing comes to mind. At least, not right now.’

‘OK, but if you think of something later, I want you to call me straight away. And it would be very helpful if I could have access to your case files.’

Anita Kollbar gives Karen an incredulous look.

‘But there are hundreds every month. Do you know how many people live in our properties, just in Moerbeck?’

‘Yes, I realise it’s a big caseload. But can it be arranged?’ she asks. ‘Can I have access, I mean. I assume you save everything.’

‘Of course. But you’ll have to go up to headquarters yourself and search the system. It’s not something that can be emailed over.’

‘I understand. You’re up on Ramsbergsvej, right?’

‘Yes, that’s right. If you want, I can call my colleague and let her know you’re coming. Her name is Renate Hall.’

‘Are you sure you’re up to that? I don’t mind doing it myself if you’re not. I really just wanted to check in with you before I—’

‘I know you don’t need my permission. But believe me, things will go a lot faster if I give Renate a ring than if you have to hack your way through the red tape on your own.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me. Just catch him.’
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She’s halfway to station when her phone rings.

‘Hello, my name is Renate Hall. I just spoke to my manager, Anita Kollbar.’

‘Wow, that was quick. I just saw her.’

‘Yes, she said she called me straight away. I understand you want to come over and have a look at our case files?’

‘Yes, I have a few things I’d like to check.’

‘Are you free now? That would work for me.’

Karen hesitates. She had gone straight to the hospital after seeing Ursula Lek. Told herself it was more important to talk to Anita Kollbar than to attend the morning meeting with the rest of the team. Didn’t call Karl Björken to let him know she wasn’t coming, didn’t so much as send him a text.

Rather than driving over to New Builds, she should head back to the station and check in with him.

And say what?

‘Yes, that’s fine,’ she replies. ‘I can be there in half an hour.’

*

Twenty minutes later, she parks outside Ramsbergsvej 42 and enters the offices of New Builds Ltd. Before Karen can explain her reason for visiting or start typing her information into the visitor system, a woman comes walking towards her as fast as she is able. Her waddling gait and the baggy shirt that is no longer as loose as it probably was a few weeks ago speaks volumes.

Seventh month? Eighth?

Not now.

‘Are you Karen?’ Renate Hall asks and extends her hand. ‘You don’t have to sign in,’ she adds quickly without waiting for a reply and gives the receptionist a brief nod.

She doesn’t want anyone to know the police were here, Karen realises. And as soon as they’ve stepped into an adjacent room and shut the door behind them, Renate Hall says, as though she were a mind reader, ‘With Anita away, I should really have cleared this with someone higher up before letting you in.’

‘We’re investigating a series of very serious crimes. I don’t mind going through the proper channels if—’

‘I know. But that would take time. Especially today – all the managers are attending a big conference. Anita asked me to see to this personally. And if there’s any way I can help you catch that swine—’

She breaks off with a look that expresses both rage and disgust.

‘I appreciate it,’ Karen says. ‘And I’ll be as quick and discreet as I can.’

‘It’s good timing. The building is more or less empty, since everyone is at that conference.’

‘Everyone except the receptionist and customer service?’

Renate laughs.

‘Of course. They’re going to talk about values and client-oriented approaches, so it wouldn’t make sense to let me come.’

The bitterness of the words belies her tone. Probably the result of many years of learning to always sound professional, regardless of the message, Karen thinks and sits down in the chair she is pointed to, in front of a desk with a desktop computer and a large screen.

Renate Hall pulls up another chair and sits down next to her. Reaches for the mouse, closes the email program and a few documents.

Then she clicks an icon in the bottom right corner and New Builds’ logo and the words ‘Customer service and casework’ flash on the screen before it fills with headers, rows, columns and arrows with scroll-down menus.

‘It’s a pretty basic system but let me just explain a few things before you get started.’

*

‘Basic, but bloody efficient,’ Karen concludes thirty minutes later. The list of every property managed by New Builds Ltd can be sorted according to address, flat number, property number, square footage, and at least ten other parameters, and the tenants can be listed according to name, gender, age, contact number, or length of contract. And case number.

‘Strictly financial cases and rent transactions are handled in a different system,’ Renate Hall had explained. ‘But everything else should be in here.’

After asking Karen a few questions, she had excluded all properties in Ravenby, Grunder, and Gaarda. leaving only the 1,449 flats in Moerbeck and their residents.

‘I need to be available to take calls now, but I’m just in the next room, so knock if you have any questions,’ she’d said and shuffled out with one hand pressed against her lower back.

Karen pulls a banana from her handbag, takes a bite, and runs a search for Sandrine Broe. Pointing to different columns, Renate Hall had explained that the quick view would show her the basics: address, floor, move-in date, flat number, and size.

‘Any notations are listed here, and these are complaints from the tenants. And you don’t have to take notes. If you click here and then on the printer symbol, you can print every case linked to the flat in question.’

*

Apparently, there had been no complaints made against Sandrine Broe from other tenants or New Builds Ltd, but she herself had made two, Karen notes, squinting at the screen while she chews.

Following Renate Hall’s instructions, she clicks the flat number, and a new window opens. A few more clicks reveal that in December of 2017, Sandrine Broe reported a basement break-in and that in May of 2018, she requested, and was given, assistance with a broken toilet. The name of the janitor who changed her float switch is listed: Kenneth Gammel.

She prints everything and moves on to Loa Marklund.

Loa Marklund, Karpvej 122, flat number 0933, 657 sq. ft. Karen stares at the screen. Apparently, there had been three complaints made against Loa Marklund and she had made no less than seven complaints against other tenants and six against New Builds Ltd.

She reads on and quickly realises this is nothing like a broken toilet.

Loa Marklund complained via phone and in writing about the resident of flat number 0923 playing loud music in April and May of 2017. She filed no less than four complaints against the resident of flat 0931 for smoking on the balcony, the last of which was dated August of the previous year. Another complaint about flat number 0943 for children being loud. And about flat number 0904 for suspected drug dealing.

Two counter-complaints from the balcony smoker and one from the parents of the loud children. The guy who played loud music had apparently given up and moved away. There’s no further information about what happened to Loa Marklund’s suspicions of drug dealing on the lower-ground floor.

It should have been reported to the police, at least, Karen muses and makes a note before moving on.

Loa Marklund also reported vandalism in the stairwell and external lights on the blink and asked to have a blocked drain fixed. Karen writes down the name of three different janitors and notes that one of them is the same Kenneth Gammel who changed Sandrine Broe’s float switch.

She prints everything related to Loa Marklund and the tenants she complained about, and this time the printer has to work considerably harder.

Then she types in Greta Hansen’s name but, as expected, there are no hits; apparently Greta never lived in a New Builds’ property.

Then, she systematically goes through all the other flats in Sandrine Broe and Loa Marklund’s buildings. Expands her search to neighbouring properties. The system doesn’t support free searches, she concludes after trying a few different search terms.

It may be a simple and remarkably efficient program for a landlord, but for a police detective it’s not a very handy tool. Going through all 1,449 residents would be impossible. At least, right here and now.

Probably pointless, too, she thinks. At least until I have a better idea of what I’m looking for.

A few hours later, when Renate Hall pops in to see how she’s getting along, she confirms what Anita Kollbar told her. A turbulent neighbourhood with a heavy caseload, but no direct threats against the staff at New Builds.

‘Sure, we get quite a lot of complaints from tenants who have a hard time understanding why we can’t always get to everything straight away. Also, the walls are very thin in these buildings, so a lot of people complain about their neighbours. And there’s delinquent rents on top of that, so we’re kept pretty busy.’

‘And evictions?’

‘Yes, and sure, people get desperate and angry when we can’t give any more extensions, though really, these are usually people who have neither the strength nor the resources to fight that kind of decision.’

‘But no threats or aggressive behaviour? Nothing to worry you or Anita?’

‘Well, one time, someone smeared dog poo all over the front door and the building has seen its fair share of graffiti. But we’re relatively safe in here. It’s worse for the guys out in the field. The cleaners and janitors take the brunt of it.’

*

Thirty minutes later Karen climbs back into her car and drops a fat envelope full of printouts on the passenger seat.

I’ll have to ask someone to help me go through it all, she thinks to herself. And check the alibis of the people in there. On the other hand, most of them have probably been questioned and swabbed already; the door-knocking operation has entered its second round and every one of Sandrine Broe and Loa Marklund’s neighbours has had their doorbell rung by the police at least once. And the janitors and cleaners, too.

Unless Anita Kollbar remembers something, I think I’m going to have to drop this theory, she thinks gloomily and puts the key in the ignition.

Long shot seems like an understatement. More like hitting the woodwork, Karl Björken had said. He was probably right.

Either way, she needs to talk to Karl. Explain why she hasn’t been in touch. Say something about oversleeping, possibly, and then going straight to Thysted to talk to Anita Kollbar and to New Builds from there. Tell him she simply forgot to call.

He won’t believe a word of that.

With a resigned groan, she picks up her phone and types out a message.

Really bad stomach bug. Talk tomorrow. K
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Her back stiffens when she hears someone walk up the front steps, open the front door, and then pull it shut with a bang. The kitchen window rattles ominously and she feels a flash of irritation. Grits her teeth but can’t bring herself to turn around. To meet his eyes.

‘There’s no coffee?’ Leo says in surprise. ‘Are you still upset?’

‘And a good morning to you, too,’ she mutters and turns the page of the newspaper.

Aimlessly scans headlines and pictures, reads a random opening paragraph without taking in a word of what it says. Pushes some yoghurt and muesli onto her spoon and puts it back down. Hears Leo run the tap, open cupboards. Turns the page.

‘Anything interesting?’

She can feel him watching her. Forces herself to look up. He’s standing by the kitchen counter with the empty pot from the coffee machine in one hand and a filter in the other.

‘Not really,’ she says with a vague shrug. ‘The usual.’

‘Nothing new? Nothing has happened?’

Does he suspect?

‘I already told you, no.’

She can tell she sounds harsh. Wants to take it back, start over. Say something else. He resignedly shakes his head and turns to the coffee machine.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t get a lot of sleep,’ she says.

She stands up, opens the bin and scrapes out her bowl. Avoids looking at the uneaten goop and pushes down a wave of nausea. No more yoghurt. Ever again.

She can sense that he has turned around and is watching her again.

Maybe an orange.

‘You’re not having breakfast?’

‘I’m not hungry. I think I might be coming down with something, actually,’ she adds and turns away when he takes a step towards her.

‘I think you should keep your distance,’ she says. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

‘Yeah, maybe I should,’ he replies curtly. ‘For my own bloody safety.’

Don’t say anything. He doesn’t need to know.

Instead, she hears herself say:

‘How’s Luna? Aren’t you done recording soon?’

Just then, another voice comes from the doorway.

‘Good morning, people! What, there’s no coffee?’

Sigrid rubs her eyes with the heel of her hand and yawns so wide her jaw looks on the verge of being wrenched out of joint.

‘It’ll be ready in a minute,’ Leo says and looks queryingly at Karen.

‘What do you mean?’ he hisses quietly. ‘And why are you so obsessed with Luna?’

Not quietly enough.

‘Are you fighting again?’ Sigrid says. ‘What’s with you two these days? You’re always fucking arguing.’

They reply in unison, using the exact same words.

‘We’re not fighting.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Sigrid mutters and pulls out a chair. She thuds onto it and bends over the still-open newspaper.

‘You’re not having breakfast?’ Karen says and realises she’s repeating Leo’s words. ‘Don’t you have classes today?’

No reply.

‘You really should get something in your stomach. It’s . . .’

She doesn’t bother finishing the sentence. Just stands there, leaning against the kitchen counter, looking from Sigrid, who doesn’t seem to be listening, to Leo, who turns off the coffee machine. Hears the hiss of coffee droplets sizzling on the hot surface. Smells them.

She just has time to lean over the sink before her stomach turns inside out.

*

And, five minutes later, after rejecting all offers of help, when she has managed to clean up every last trace with shaking hands and far too much disinfectant, she hears Sigrid’s voice.

‘If it weren’t for that fact that you’re, like, a hundred years old, I would have guessed you’re preggers.’
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She calls Karl the minute the other two leave. He picks up after one ring.

‘Hiya, Eiken, how are you feeling?’

Relief. He’s asking about her health, didn’t go straight to yelling. Almost sounds concerned, she muses.

‘Not great. Just threw up again actually,’ she replies truthfully.

‘Blimey. Sounds serious, do you have a parasite?’

You might say that.

‘No, I’m sure it’s nothing. But I should probably stay home today.’

‘Definitely, you’re not setting foot here until you’re completely recovered. Can’t risk having you infect the whole team. Did you go see Anita Kollbar?’

‘I did, but it was a dead end. Though I did manage to go by New Builds’ headquarters as well. Before I started to feel poorly, I mean,’ she adds.

Karl says nothing. She knows what he’s waiting for.

‘I should have let you know sooner,’ she says after a long pause.

‘Yes, you should have. You know that as the lead investigator, I need to know where everyone is. Including you, even though you’re technically—’

‘I know,’ she breaks in. ‘And I’m sorry, it won’t happen again. But at least I have a bunch of printouts from New Builds to go through.’

She briefly summarises her scant findings.

‘It’s probably a waste of time, but I want to go over it anyway, just to be sure. I’ll do what I can from home and let you know if it turns up anything.’

‘OK, but your first job is to look after yourself.’

After they hang up, Karen just sits there with the phone in her lap. ‘Stomach bug.’ A day’s respite, maybe two. Sooner or later, she’s going to have to tell Karl. And Jounas Smeed.

And Leo.

But only if she decides to keep—

She cuts the thought short. She can’t.

Leo’s reaction to Sigrid’s offhand comment had confirmed everything she already knew. She’d seen his amused smile turn into hesitation. And then worry. He had glanced over at Sigrid, who had turned her attention back to the paper, then picked up his coffee cup, and gone back to the annex without a word.

He doesn’t need to know, she tells herself. No one does. Once you have an appointment it’s quick, you don’t even have to stay the night.

And then the dizzying realisation.

She can’t do that either.

*

The only thing she can do is work. She can start up her laptop, she can connect to the police intranet using a slew of different security codes, on the first try for once, she can put the stack of printouts next to her, and she can keep all other thoughts at bay.

And oranges. She can eat oranges.

She methodically works her way through the cases involving Sandrine Broe and Loa Marklund. Checks every name against the list of people who have been questioned in connection with the door knocking in the area, and a list of New Builds Ltd employees. Starts with Kenneth Gammel and discovers that the janitor was one of the first people questioned in connection with the first two attacks. His alibi is both watertight and verified: Kenneth Gammel had been on holiday in Ireland with his brother and sister-in-law when Sandrine Broe and Loa Marklund were assaulted.

All other New Builds’ employees working in the area have also given statements and every last one has consented to being swabbed. And, of course, every last one also has an alibi for at least one of the first two attacks, she notes. A DNA match there would be too much to hope for.

All males whose statements have been taken have also been offered voluntary swabbing. All but a handful had heard the quotes around the word ‘voluntary’ and had obediently opened their mouths. Surprisingly, only six had said no. Four for obvious reasons: petty criminals who had so far managed to avoid ending in a police database and had no desire to ‘voluntarily’ change that. Two had declined on principle; why couldn’t the police solve crimes without jeopardising people’s personal integrity? And Doggerian law is firmly on the side of the principled.

That said, there’s no law against paying extra attention to the alibis and possible motives of those six individuals. Unfortunately, all of them could, after meticulous checking, be struck from the suspect list. Of course.

Karen cross-references the names that turn up in the printouts. The man who played his music too loud for Loa Marklund’s tastes, Felix Baard, is not one of the people whose statement has been taken. The explanation for that is simple: shortly after the complaints were made against him, young Mister Baard moved. A quick search reveals that he has been arrested twice for vandalism and possession of marijuana. Current address unknown.

She makes a note.

The man on the lower-ground floor, Jaan Utered, on the other hand, still lives in the same flat. Loa Marklund’s complaint about drug dealing prompted New Builds to report him to the police. But there had been no drugs involved. The constant stream of young men visiting at all hours had instead been explained by the fact that Jaan Utered spent his ample free time shooting what he himself called ‘art house films’, but which had been given the slightly superfluous description ‘Pornography of a homosexual nature (gay porn)’ in the police case file.

No charges had been brought since everyone involved had been a consenting adult.

Karen leans back. She vaguely remembers that case. Or, rather, she remembers Evald Johannisen’s outburst when word leaked out from their colleagues in narcotics and vice.

‘I can’t believe I live in a country where men volunteer to film each other,’ he’d bellowed.

‘So it’s the filming that upsets you?’ Karen had calmly asked. ‘Or the consensual nature of it? Because if not, people might think it’s the homosexuality you find objectionable.’

Well, what do you know, all of that had happened in Loa Marklund’s building. Two check marks in the door-knocking report confirms that Jaan Utered has been both questioned and swabbed. He had, according to his own information, made no observations of any kind in connection with the attacks, but the report also mentions that he has no alibi.

Karen makes another note. Granted, Jaan Utered isn’t exactly a red-hot prospect, but his connection to the porn industry and the stream of visitors to his flat might be worth a closer look.

It’s all but certain to be more interesting than the young couple whose wailing child had Loa Marklund make yet another complaint to New Builds, anyway. Or Ethel Freske, Loa’s next-door neighbour, who had no less than four charges of balcony smoking against her.

Karen rubs her eyes and gazes out the window for a few minutes. Then she picks up another orange, bites into the peel, and reads on.

The emails Loa Marklund sent New Builds are bristling with anger and frustration. But there’s something else there, too, she muses. Something fragile. Loa Marklund had never seen a mental health professional, not so far as they’d been able to establish anyway, but she had been unemployed for three years and likely spent most of her life in the flat that had gradually come to be something of a prison.

Karen reads on with a mounting sense of unease, skimming sentences like:

 

Have to keep my window open not to suffocate in the heat.

Standing on her balcony at all hours. Not even at night can I get away from the smoke constantly drifting in.

Shouting all night, every night . . .

Have to leave my home just to get away . . .

People constantly coming and going. Especially at night.

See them when I’ve been out for a walk. Almost too scared to enter the building . . .

Better for a while, but now he’s back on that balcony, smoking again. My whole flat reeks of . . .

 

Karen pauses and puts the orange down.

Is she misremembering? She flips through the documents. Flat number 0931, tenant: Ethel Freske.

Now he’s back on that balcony, smoking again.

He.

She quickly turns back to her laptop and scrolls through the door-knocking report.

Gundar Freske, 37. Lives next door to Marklund. Claims to have made no relevant observations of the neighbourhood or Marklund.

The report was written by Police Constable Urban Isaksson and countersigned by Police Constable Björn Lange. She’s used to the terse style; Police Constable Isaksson is far from the worst. The lack of content is another matter.

Nothing about an alibi and the swab cell is empty.
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She finds him at the start of the morning shift. At 7 a.m., Urban Isaksson is the last man to saunter out of the meeting room on the ground floor of the police station.

Björn Lange points him out to her. She spots Lange in the group of uniformed officers heading down to the garage and their waiting patrol vehicles. Björn Lange looks just as timid as on the previous occasions when Karen has had reason to interact with him. Now, he looks around in confusion, unsure whether he’s really the person Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby is waving at.

‘Isaksson?’ he says with surprise and looks around. ‘That’s him over there.’

‘Great, thanks. And I’d actually like to talk to you, too,’ she says and watches timidity turn into concern. ‘Come with me.’

‘Maybe I should check with my CO first,’ Lange says, looking around uncertainly. ‘We’re supposed to . . .’

He trails off. Björn Lange’s respect for his superiors is trumped only by his respect for someone even more superior.

Urban Isaksson’s respect for his superiors, on the other hand, seems considerably more modest. Particularly after Karen has delivered her message and in an authoritative voice demanded an explanation as to why Gundar Freske was not asked to provide and alibi or offered a swab.

‘Well . . .’ he drawls, a line of feigned concern between his eyebrows, ‘let me think, how did it go down . . .’

And Björn Lange is feeling more relaxed now, too, Karen notes, as a sharp look from her wipes a small smile off his face.

‘Right, I remember now,’ Isaksson continues lazily. ‘We just figured there was no point.’

‘No point? And what gave you the authority to make that decision?’

‘Authority?’ Isaksson says, drawing each syllable out. ‘I don’t know about authority, it was just regular common sense, I suppose. The guy’s in a wheelchair.’

*

When she takes a seat at the table in the main conference room just over an hour later, she feels decidedly dejected. Since her meeting with Isaksson and Lange, she has gone through virtually every emotion in her repertoire. From embarrassment at the tone she used, to disappointment at the answer she was given, to simmering nausea, and a mounting irritation that Gundar Freske’s disability was not noted in the report. Idiots!

After forcing down a cheese sandwich and the contents of a carton of orange juice she got from the vending machine in the lunchroom and soon thereafter throwing up in the bathroom, she has also added fear that someone might have heard her retching to the list of the morning’s emotional spectrum. The hopelessness washing over her now feels relatively restful in comparison.

‘Are you really feeling better already?’ Karl Björken asks and studies her suspiciously from under a furrowed brow. ‘When they get that shit at the nursery, the kids have to stay home for days. It’s apparently contagious as hell.’

Astrid Nielsen has just entered the room. She gives Karen a nod and chooses a chair at the other end of the table.

‘Haven’t thrown up since yesterday,’ Karen replies curtly and notes Astrid’s incredulous look.

Had she heard what Björken said? Or had she overheard the retching in the ladies’ room?

Fuck.

‘Anyway, I have good news,’ Karl Björken announces and then pauses impatiently while the room fills up. ‘Or both good and bad, I should say.’

Karen closes her ears to the scraping and clattering of chairs being pulled out as Cornelis Loots, Evald Johannisen, and Sara Inguldsen take their seats. She’s surprised to see that Coroner Kneought Brodal, Head of Forensics Sören Larsen, and prosecutor Dineke Vegen have joined them, as well. Several of them with anticipation written all over their faces. They clearly know something she doesn’t.

‘As several of you already know, last night – or really in the early hours of this morning – we received information indicating that another attack had taken place.’

‘I thought you said you had good news,’ Karen mutters.

Karl ignores her grumbling.

‘The woman in question, a Filippa Lekkman, managed to escape unharmed, presumably because the attack was interrupted by her neighbours.’

Just like that, the dejection evaporates, and Karen leans forward. And Karl tells them that twenty-seven-year-old Filippa Lekkman left her flat on Junkergate just after 5.30 in the morning for a short walk around the block, as part of housebreaking her new puppy. When they got back, the puppy’s lead had become entangled in the bushes outside the front door, so Filippa had squatted down to sort it out.

The man had come at her diagonally from behind; the only thing she’d had time to register was that she had been pushed over by a large, heavy body and then, the sound of a bottle breaking. Before she could wrap her head around what was happening, the man had got back up and run away. She couldn’t say in which direction he went, just that her neighbours Olaf and Maria Koorte, who had just exited the building and interrupted the attack, had helped both her and the puppy, which had fled in terror into the thorny shrubbery.

‘And her neighbours just happened to come out just then, that early in the morning. Half past five, who the fuck leaves their house at that hour?’

Evald Johannisen is tilting his chair back at a dangerous angle. He has hooked his arms over the back of the chair so they can dangle free.

Just a bit more and you’ll break your neck against the radiator.

‘They were going out for a run,’ Karl Björken replies patiently. ‘The same route Anita Kollbar used to run, in case you want to know.’

‘So a couple of geniuses, in other words.’

‘They figured it was safe because they were going together. Either way, they chose to stay and help Filippa while the perpetrator fled the scene.’

‘Maybe it would have been better if wifey had stayed while the man ran after that swine,’ Johannisen grumbles.

This time, no one argues. Even though the official advice to the public is to do exactly what the Koortes did, several other people around the table were clearly thinking the same thing.

‘Be that as it may, this means we finally have a description. The victim didn’t see anything; the perpetrator attacked from behind as usual. But her neighbours saw him, and what they have told us so far tracks with what little we have from previous victims. Both Olaf and Maria Koorte had a clear view of the guy, and they will be sitting down with the sketch artist separately. They might be there right now, as a matter of fact.’

There’s a pause. A tense, collective silence as the realisation sinks in: We’re going to catch the bastard.

‘I guess we keep our fingers crossed their pictures match up. We know how close to reality those sketches usually are,’ Johannisen says. ‘All right, so, what does the son of a bitch look like?’

Everyone notes that despite his cynical assessment, not even Evald Johannisen is able to keep the anticipation out of his voice. No one says it out loud; Johannisen is the kind of man whose self-image mustn’t be punctured.

‘As we already knew, this is a big bloke,’ Karl Björken says and looks down at the report. ‘Not unusually tall, according to the Koortes, somewhere around five foot eleven inches, but noticeably overweight. “Porky” is one of the adjectives used. You can read for yourselves later. We also know he’s blond and that his hair is longish and tousled, according to the Koortes’ description. Possibly slightly younger than we thought, both our witnesses guessed him to be in his early twenties.’

‘Well, that should bring a blush to the cheeks of our profilers.’

‘And,’ Karl goes on, ignoring the comment, ‘this is the best part. The guy dropped his hat in the confusion. Full of hair and DNA. I think even you have to admit that’s a good thing, Evald.’

Karl Björken looks up from his papers at the people around the table.

‘And,’ he continues, ‘the guy fled on a moped. Possibly a blue Crescent, according to Olaf Koorte. We’ve already put out an APB on that and we’ll update it once we have the sketches. I know better than to count my sheep until morning, but I think we have cause to feel optimistic. Proper bloody optimistic.’

*

But he sounds far from happy an hour later, when he fixes Karen with a stern stare and says:

‘What were you thinking? You told me you were feeling better and then I hear that you’re throwing up in the bathroom.’

Fuck.

She’d seen Astrid Nielsen pull Karl aside after the meeting to tell him something. Had seen Karl pull back in surprise and anger and then turn to look at Karen. He had marched over to her, his face dark with fury.

And now, here they are.

‘I was actually feeling—’

‘Go home,’ he cuts her off. ‘Right now! I can’t have the whole team taken out by this shit. Especially now, don’t you get that!’

Go home, Karen thinks to herself. When they finally have a chance of catching the Moerbeck Swine. With that description it won’t be long before they have him, and she won’t be there. Unless she comes clean.

She doesn’t.

Instead, she walks over to the car park outside City Hall, across from the station, and climbs into her car. Forces it down, bottles it up. Turns out onto Redehusgate and indicates right while she waits for a gap in the endless stream of cars. There are too many, it’s taking too long, questions are piling up inside her, demanding answers. Answers she doesn’t have.

Well, Karen, what are you going to do?

She doesn’t realise the sky is overcast and the stifling heat gone until a few drops of rain hit her windscreen. Maybe she should swing by Grenå on her way home, restock the pantry. It’s only ten, so the superstore shouldn’t be too crowded.

And then what?

Only ten, a whole day with nothing to do. Only ten, and anxiety is already digging a pit in her stomach.

She turns off the ticking sound. Sits motionless with her hands on the wheel while Redehusgate empties of northbound traffic. Doesn’t move when the last car passes. Then a sharp horn behind her lets her know she’s not the only person trying to exit this damn car park.

Quickly, before she can talk herself out of it, she indicates left instead and turns down towards the New Harbour.



27

She almost makes it. Just as she’s about to ring the doorbell to the studio, she changes her mind and lets her hand drop. But before she can walk away, she hears a vehicle pull up behind her. Knows before she turns around that it’s a dirty blue van.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

After mumbling something vague about having half an hour between two meetings and how she was in the neighbourhood, Karen helps Marike carry a few buckets of clay inside, declines the offer of coffee, ‘I just had some’, watches Marike measure out water and beans for herself, and tells herself she can hold it together. But once the smell starts spreading through the room, she swallows and swallows again. Then she excuses herself and runs to the bathroom.

When she’s done, she heads into the studio. Marike has stuck a hand into one of the buckets and Karen watches silently while she pulls out a lump of clay and thoughtfully rubs it between her fingers. Just like Karen has seen her do a thousand times before. But something about her tense shoulders gives her away, or maybe it’s her stiff face; Marike’s thoughts are clearly not at all on the clay she has dug up next to her house in Portlande.

She turns around eventually and looks at Karen with eyes that are dark with worry.

‘Are you sick, my duck?’

Just say it.

And then she says it.

‘I’m pregnant.’

There, it’s out.

Speechless, Marike Estrup slowly puts the lump of clay back into the bucket. Karen watches as her mouth opens and closes, as she wipes her hands on a rag. Buying time while she searches for the right words to say.

But she doesn’t find any. Instead, she tilts her head back and laughs. Raucously. Inappropriately.

‘Bloody hell, Karen. How did that happen?’

And for a moment, despondency turns into irritation.

‘The usual bloody way.’

‘Is it Leo?’

‘Who else would it be?’

Another laugh.

‘Your boss maybe? Jounas Sme—’

‘That was one time,’ Karen cuts her off. ‘In September of last year. Do I look like I’m eight months along? Of course it’s Leo.’

‘OK, so what does he say about it?’

‘He doesn’t know. You’re the only one I’ve told.’

‘You have to tell him, Karen. He has a right to know.’

‘Why? Why should I make him worry about something that’s never going to happen? It’s not like I’m going to be able to keep . . .’

The words she doesn’t say suddenly make her walls crumble. Make everything she can’t bear to feel, doesn’t dare to think, come crashing down on her. With a whimper, she doubles over as sobs rack her body. Clings to the edge of the rough worktable until her legs buckle. Sinks into a squat as wave after wave of cramping anxiety surges through her and everything she has forced down resurfaces.

The only thing left is the realisation.

I can’t.

Marike has stopped laughing. Kneeling in front of Karen, she mutely wipes her tears with her shirtsleeves. Then she’s behind her and around her, like a protective shell, with her stomach against Karen’s back, her arms wrapped around her, anchoring her to the ground while grief rips through her.

They stay like that for fifteen minutes. Or maybe an hour, until she’s all cried out. She just doesn’t know. Then Marike’s voice cuts through the chaos. And Karen can hear both her effort to find the right words in Doggerian and the love behind them.

‘I don’t think you have a choice.’

*

Maybe I should tell him, she thinks that evening as she turns into the steep driveway in front of her house in Langevik. And fix that damn pothole, she adds when the car jolts so hard her head almost hits the ceiling. Regardless of what I choose to do, I should tell him. Marike’s right.

They had talked for hours. Left the studio even though it was pouring outside and walked down to the harbour, along the piers towards the deep-water port. Had sat down on a bench by the long-term car park and watched the Esbjerg ferry dock from under their umbrellas. They had studied the long lines of tired travellers through the terminal’s large windows, had seen the bow door open and cars slowly disembark, had heard the rattling of wheelie bags approaching, the beeping of cars being unlocked.

Then, capitulating to the suddenly torrential downpour that was washing away any dreams of summer in April, they had stood up and walked back. And talked some more.

About age, about risks. Every kind of risk. About the things they’d read, seen, heard could go wrong. Or not. About Marike’s grandmother, who had been fifty-one when she had her last one. They’d talked about the fact that people would talk, have opinions, stick their noses in. People who felt they knew best. And about bloody biology, which doesn’t give a toss what people might say.

They had talked about what Ursula Lek had said when Karen had mumbled that it was impossible, unnatural. That it shouldn’t have been able to happen.

‘We actually had three women older than you give birth last year in this country. It’s usually one or two, on average, if you only count spontaneous pregnancies.’

‘Spontaneous . . . ?’

‘Yes, natural conception, as opposed to egg donation. If we add those, it’s more, around ten.’

She had listened and nodded. As though she understood.

‘I’m not going to advise you one way or the other,’ Ursula Lek had said, emphasising each syllable. ‘There’s some increased risk, but it’s certainly not unnatural. At least your body clearly doesn’t think so.’

And she and Marike had talked about the ultrasound she was scheduled for the day after tomorrow. How long she has to decide.

All those things, they’d talked about.

Not the other things. The things that barely have time to begin before they end. The sparks that immediately wink out. Nothing about that goddamn flicker of joy she can’t bear to feel again. Not a word about John or Mathis.

Couldn’t talk about it. Just couldn’t.

Didn’t have to.

‘I can’t. I can’t do it,’ she’d said.

‘I don’t think you have a choice,’ Marike had repeated. ‘You can’t lose another child. That’s what you can’t do, Karen.’
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‘I think we need to talk,’ Leo says.

The inevitability of it lands like a blow. She mechanically continues to stroke Rufus’s belly, tries to focus on the thought that maybe she should feed him less, that it’s late, that she should go to bed. That this definitely isn’t the right time.

She knows what’s coming.

‘What is this crap you’re watching?’ he continues.

That, she couldn’t answer if she wanted to. Has no idea why she turned on the TV or what’s on it. It seems to be adverts right now, she notes as Leo takes a seat at the other end of the sofa. Without protest, she watches him reach for the remote and turn the TV off.

He already knows.

He has finally puzzled out that Sigrid’s innocent comment actually hit the nail on the head. People don’t just throw up for no reason. They’re not usually this damn moody, either, not even her. Of course he has figured it out. And now, he has come to tell her how insane it would be to even consider it. To persuade her that it wouldn’t be the right thing for anyone involved. As gently as possible, he’s going to explain that while he has no regrets, none whatsoever, he’s not ready for a relationship.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she says. ‘And I agree.’

‘Then why did you ask?’

Annoyance strikes so fast she can’t quite keep up.

‘What are you talking about? I didn’t bloody ask anything, you’re the one coming to me, wanting to talk. I have nothing to say.’

She can hear herself hissing and spitting, but she’s powerless to stop it. Rufus has apparently had enough of the conversation and jumps down onto the floor with a thud.

She sees the mix of surprise and something akin to revulsion on Leo’s face.

As though he’s wondering if she has lost her mind.

‘I’m talking about Luna,’ he says. ‘Why are you still going on about her, Karen?’

He says it in a tone that reeks of the rational person’s advantage over the lunatic. Her irritation is overtaken by confusion.

‘Luna? I don’t think I’ve said a word about her since she finally deigned to contact you people and I no longer had to run around trying to find out what happened to her.’

‘Yes, you have. As recently as yesterday morning, actually. You asked if I’d seen her. If we were done recording.’

Karen stares at him, dumbfounded. Had she really asked him that? Maybe. But Sigrid’s comment had made the whole world shift. She has no clear memory of anything that happened before she threw up in the sink. They’d been fighting, but she can’t remember about what, exactly. And why Leo wants to drag that back up now is beyond her. But apparently, Luna’s a touchy subject for him.

Then it all becomes clear. Leo suspects but doesn’t know. What Sigrid blurted out has sown a tiny seed of anxiety. And now he’s beating around the bush, afraid it might be real. Terrified his life is going to be turned upside down, of Luna finding out.

Marike is probably right. And wrong. Leo may have a right to know, but he definitely doesn’t want to hear it.

And I’m not going to force you to.

‘I did?’ she says in a tone that signals equal parts surprise and indifference. ‘OK, I guess I shouldn’t have.’

‘It seemed pretty fucking unnecessary,’ Leo says. ‘Mean-spirited. You know as well as I do that sh—’

A sharp ring cuts him off. Karen hears him let out a curse when she quickly reaches for her phone. Feels a rush of relief when she sees Karl Björken’s name on the screen. Quarter past eleven at night. He’s hardly calling to enquire about her health at this hour.

‘It’s work,’ she says, without looking at Leo. ‘I need to take this.’

She starts to get up to head out to the kitchen, but he pre-empts her.

‘Saved by the bell, eh, Karen?’ he says and stomps out of the room.

Yeah, get out of here, she thinks and pushes the green button.

‘Hi, Karl, has something happened?’

‘You might say that. We have him.’

As the significance of Karl’s words reach her brain, she hears the front door slam shut with a bang that sets the kitchen window rattling.

With an effort she manages to corral her jumbled thoughts.

‘The Moerbeck Swine? You found him?’

‘Yep. Two patrolling officers spotted him at a playground up on Krokvej an hour ago. Apparently, he was hiding in one of those little houses.’

Karen runs a hand over her eyes and tries to picture it.

‘What, a playhouse? How the fuck did he manage to squeeze into one of those? They only fit a couple of little kids.’

Karl chortles.

‘Not one of those. I mean those locked storage sheds where they keep benches and equipment. He’d broken in but had been dumb enough to leave his moped by the swings. The patrol spotted it driving by.’

‘And we’re sure it’s the right guy? The same guy who managed to assault at least three women before leaving so much as a speck of DNA. And now he’s suddenly parking his moped where anyone can see it?’

‘I haven’t had time to see him yet, but the watch commander sent me a picture. All I can say is that I’ve never seen a better match between a composite and a photograph. Everything’s right, even his jacket. And it’s not a regular one, either; it’s one of those chequered lumberjack things. And the moped is a blue Crescent, just as Olaf Koorte thought.’

Karen leans back in the sofa. Closes her eyes and lets the realisation sink in. They’ve caught him.

‘He must have given up, I guess, wanted to get caught,’ she says.

‘Well, it wouldn’t be the first time something like that has happened.’

‘Is he talking?’

‘Not a word. Apparently stares at the floor and doesn’t reply when spoken to. But he has been swabbed and I’m not losing any sleep over the fact that he’ll be marinating in a cell overnight.’

‘Me neither. It’s nice of you to call.’

‘Yeah, terrible time to be off sick. I would have loved to have you with me tomorrow when I interview him.’

She hesitates. Quickly runs through her options. Can’t tell him the truth, could try to come up with something else. Most importantly: she’s not going to be sitting at home when the Moerbeck Swine is being interviewed for the first time.

‘I don’t have a stomach bug,’ she says, desperately racking her brain for an appropriate alternative illness.

‘Come off it, Karen. Astrid heard you in the bathroom. Besides, I saw you. Pale as a cod’s belly.’

Pale. Nauseous. Of course.

Thank you, Mum.

‘It’s gallstones,’ she says.

‘Gallstones?’

Karl makes no attempt at hiding his disbelief.

‘It’s true. Certain foods make me feel horrible. Stomach ache, nausea. Especially eggs,’ she hears herself say. ‘And fatty foods.’

She’s more surprised than outraged at discovering how good she is at lying. How convincing she sounds.

‘And I had one of those egg salad sandwiches from the vending machine yesterday. Hadn’t had breakfast and didn’t think.’

The words just pour out of her while she replays a memory of a pale and nauseated Eleanor Eiken asking her daughter to fetch her pills from the bathroom.

What the fuck were they called? Pap . . . something . . .

‘You’ve never mentioned this before.’

Karl still sounds suspicious, so she lays it on thicker.

‘Well, it’s pretty recent. At least this level of it. I used to just get a stomach ache after eating sometimes and didn’t know why. But it has been getting worse so when I was in for my JRFT, I asked the doctor.’

‘So, gallstones. And you’re sure?’

‘Well, either that or bile duct stones. I have a referral to find out which, but the doctor seemed pretty sure. Especially since Mum has had the same thing.’

She realises she’s talking slightly too fast now, slightly too much, so she stops. Pushes down any thought of what the eventual consequences will be. This is how she lives her life: minute to minute, one day at a time, she gets by with half-truths and outright lies. Skipping from one to the next as though they were ice floes, always conscious of the fact that they won’t hold for much longer.

‘Why didn’t you say so yesterday when I sent you home?’ Karl wants to know.

‘I wasn’t sure if it was that or something else, too. But I’m taking the pills I was prescribed now and feel much better. Papaverine,’ she adds.

Nailed it.

‘OK, well, that all sounds fine, I guess. But are you sure you feel well enough to come in tomorrow?’

‘Absolutely. Look, my stomach hurts and I might feel sick, but it’s neither dangerous nor contagious, so I can definitely do the interview tomorrow. What time do you want me there?’

The feeling of scoring yet another professional victory lasts for exactly thirty seconds after they hang up. Then reality catches up and knocks the air out of her. With a whimper, she leans over the coffee table and puts her head on her arms.

What the fuck am I doing?

The sound of his voice makes her realise Leo didn’t storm off to the annex, he just went out for a cigarette. And came back in without her noticing. And now, he’s standing in the doorway, looking at her, and he probably heard her entire conversation with Karl.

Without lifting her head up, she registers that he sounds more genuinely taken aback than angry.

‘What the fuck are you doing, Karen?’
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‘What the fuck are you people doing?’

This time, the question is warranted. Everyone knows it and stares mutely at the floor. Even Head of Police Viggo Haugen looks uncomfortable, bordering on scared, when Prosecutor Dineke Vegen slams her hand down on the table. Women who use swear words is one of his pet peeves. Especially when hierarchical realities prevent him from objecting.

But no one looks more uncomfortable than Karl Björken. And for good reason.

*

He and Karen Eiken Hornby had already been seated side by side in the interview room when the handcuffed suspect was dragged in and pushed into a chair by two uniformed officers who were beaming with pride as though they’d brought a still-steaming carcase back to the starving people waiting by the campfire.

It had taken Karen Eiken Hornby and Karl Björken less than a minute to realise their mistake.

This wasn’t big game. Physically speaking, Martin Talliksen may have reached the age of twenty-two, as the ID they’d found in his wallet at the time of his arrest claimed. But mentally, he is likely somewhere around ten. They had suspected as much the moment he walked through the door, his eyes scared and confused. Had become convinced when Martin Talliksen answered the question they hadn’t had time to ask yet, in a nasal voice choked with tears. It had been painfully clear even before they’d interpreted his almost consonant-less speech and realised what he was saying:

‘I yus wanned to pe de puppy.’

And once the truth dawned on them, they had exchanged a look of pure horror.

I just wanted to pet the puppy.

*

Then all hell broke loose. Karl Björken’s voice had echoed down the hallway.

‘You didn’t notice the fact that he has a mental disability? That he’s a child? Are you fucking challenged yourselves?’

‘How should I know? Isaksson and Lange brought him in,’ Johannes Berglund had replied in a defensive tone that didn’t match his dejected body language.

‘And what the hell were you doing? Watching Netflix?’

‘It was bedlam here last night. We’d just nicked a whole gaggle of little delinquents from a gang fight up in Gaarda, and the damn reporting platform was on the blink again, so it wasn’t exactly easy to keep track of everything.’

‘You’re the fucking station sergeant. It’s your responsibility to keep track of everything. Everything.’

Since then, guilt and defensiveness have rippled both up and down the ranks.

‘We should have known. I did tell you there was something wrong with the bloke,’ Lange had said to Isaksson when they climbed back into their patrol car, shaken and pale after their conversation with Berglund.

‘How the fuck were we supposed to know he was a retard?’ Isaksson had bit back. ‘You can’t tell from looking at him and he refused to say a word.’

It was going to be a long shift for the two police constables.

*

And it carried on like that for the rest of the day. Blame and finger pointing all the way up the chain, from the uniformed officers who had proudly brought in their prey, via the station sergeant who had missed the obvious, to Karl Björken who had let the watch commander fill him in without double-checking any of the details of the arrest. In the end, the whole affair had landed in Jounas Smeed’s lap because he had appointed Björken lead investigator, and in Viggo Hansen’s, because he had appointed Jounas Smeed head of the division.

And now Prosecutor Dineke Vegen is glaring at all of them with barely restrained fury.

‘Which one of you is going to talk to his sister?’ she asks, her voice icy.

‘We are,’ Karen replies quickly. ‘Karl and me. We managed to get hold of her as soon as we realised.’

‘And what does she have to say about this? Or is she already being interviewed by one of the evening papers?’

‘I actually don’t think so,’ Karen says. ‘She was upset, obviously, but she doesn’t seem like the type who contacts the media. Besides, she sounded more relieved than anything.’

‘Relieved?’

‘Yes, relieved. That it wasn’t something worse. And guilty, too. Martin lives with her, in some sort of separate flat in the basement, and while he does have his own entrance, she told us it was her responsibility to keep an eye on him. I honestly think she wants to keep this as quiet as possible.’

At this point, Jounas Smeed decides to step in.

‘Either way, the bloke’s of age and his sister has no official role in his life. In other words, we weren’t obligated to inform her at all. Technically speaking, I mean,’ he adds.

Dineke Vegen gives him a withering look.

‘And you don’t think she’s going to want to talk about it once the first shock wears off? That her mentally disabled brother was locked in a cell for twelve hours, suspected of four rapes, a murder, and an attempted rape? When what he was in fact doing was trying to help a woman with her damn puppy?’

*

That was likely exactly what had happened. Martin Talliksen, who according to his sister Hellen is obsessed with the idea of getting a dog, had spotted Filippa Lekkman walking her puppy. The fact that he had been riding around town on his moped at all was due to his sister’s lack of care. At least according to Hellen herself, who had arrived at the station, pale and stiff, half an hour after Karl Björken gave Martin Talliksen a can of Coke, a chocolate bar from the vending machine, and one of the uniformed officer’s caps.

‘It doesn’t go faster than ten miles an hour and he’s only allowed to ride it around the yard,’ she’d told them. ‘But sometimes he takes off . . .’

She should have kept a better eye on her brother, she’d said. The way she normally does. At least . . . most of the time. Martin could sort his own food out for a few days at a time, so long as she made sure he had everything he needed.

‘He has, like, his own little flat with a kitchen and everything. It’s important to let him have his independence, but I still usually check in at least once or twice a day, to make sure he’s eating. And that he doesn’t disappear. He does wander off sometimes, but he’s usually back within a few hours.’

Hellen would probably have noticed that Martin wasn’t home, watching TV as usual. If she had been home herself, that is. If she hadn’t let a friend talk her into going on a short trip to Denmark. Two free tickets with an overnight stay and everything.

‘Just thirty-six hours,’ her friend had wheedled. ‘He’ll be fine on his own and you really need to get away for a bit.’

And she really had needed it.

‘I’d just got home when you called,’ she’d said with her arm around her brother’s shoulders and a tissue clutched in her other hand. ‘My God, anything could have happened.’

Gently, and with his sister’s help, they’d been able to coax Martin into telling them his side of the story. He’d taken the moped out even though he knew he wasn’t supposed to. He didn’t know what time it had been, but that it was almost light out, so definitely in the morning, he figured. And he’d been hungry when he woke up. He’d gone all the way to the corner shop on Dragegate to buy four rolls and two bottles of Kokko chocolate milk for breakfast. He’d packed it all in a plastic carrier bag that he’d hung on the handlebars.

‘He loves Kokko,’ Hellen Talliksen had added. ‘And dogs. He’s always nagging me about getting one.’

Karen and Karl had exchanged a look of dejected understanding when they realised what must have happened next.

As suspected, Martin Talliksen had been unable to wait until he got home, so he had opened one of the bottles straight away. And he had spotted Filippa and the puppy as they turned the corner, coming back from their walk. He’d sat on his moped on the other side of the street, drinking his chocolate milk, watching the puppy, who wanted to play rather than go back inside. Then he had noticed that the lead was tangled in the bushes, that the lady couldn’t get it loose. He had wanted to help.

And of course, he had dropped his bottle of chocolate milk when things started to go awry.

Even though Martin Talliksen has a hard time with consonants, they have no trouble understanding what he’s trying to say. Over and over again.

‘She was scared. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to help.’

He had been scared, too. Or terrified, more like, they had realised as the narrative progressed. When Filippa Lekkman screamed and the bottle broke and the puppy disappeared into the shrubbery, Martin Talliksen had panicked. Scared the lady and the man who came out of the building would yell at him. Scared of what his sister might say when she got back.

So he had turned and fled back to his moped with the plastic carrier bag still dangling from the handlebars. Had ridden around aimlessly until he ended up at the playground. And instead of going home when night came, he had stayed in the only place where he knew how the world worked.

‘Hellen wasn’t home. Hellen was on a boat.’

He probably hadn’t even needed to break the lock, Karen had thought to herself. Junkies love hanging out in those sheds, so the padlock was probably broken already. There was hardly anything of value inside; the cost of installing a new lock wasn’t justified.

And so, Martin Talliksen had spent all day and all evening inside, on one of the benches.

‘I was hungry the whole time.’

*

If only.

If only the damn rain hadn’t emptied the playground of kids so someone would have discovered him sooner. If only two idiots from the Doggerland Police hadn’t spotted his moped leaning against the swing set.

*

Afterwards, she regrets even trying. She should have known it was futile. Maybe it was a desperate attempt to at least point at something akin to a lead that made Karen tell Prosecutor Dineke Vegen, Head of Police Viggo Haugen, and Head of the CID Jounas Smeed about her theory about a connection with New Builds Ltd, where two of the victims lived and one works.

And the tiny glimmer of hope in the eyes on the other side of the table is enough to make her share her suspicion of Gundar Freske. And the reason why the officers who knocked on his door felt he could be written off immediately.

‘I think the connection with New Builds is at least worth looking into,’ she says. ‘Two of the victims rented from them and one works for them. And just to be sure, I think we should take a closer look at Freske, too,’ she adds. ‘He should at least be swabbed.’

This time, the prosecutor isn’t the only one who loses her cool. The faces that turn towards Karen Eiken Hornby show no hint of the appreciation she’d seen on them just a few seconds earlier. Jounas Smeed gets there first.

‘So you want us to harass some poor disabled bloke in a wheelchair?’

‘Don’t you think you lot have done enough in the past twenty-four hours to put the public’s confidence in the police in jeopardy?’ Dineke Vegen adds while Viggo Haugen seems lost for words for once.

Jounas Smeed, on the other hand, has no trouble finding his.

‘Why don’t you focus your energy on something that at least has the appearance of plausibility?’ he says. ‘Or maybe you’d like us to throw every crippled and slow-witted man we can find in the nick?’

‘Then who would run this place,’ Karen mutters quietly.

But not quietly enough.

Viggo Haugen frowns and shakes his head slowly.

‘I find this troubling, Eiken,’ he says. ‘Very troubling.’

*

Karl Björken keeps his mouth shut. Probably grateful the dunce’s cap has temporarily been passed to me, Karen grumbles inwardly.

She’d been given no opportunity to explain her reasoning once Freske’s name had come up.

Wrong time, terrible timing. She should definitely have kept her mouth shut.

Karl Björken says nothing while he and Karen leave the prosecutor’s office and walk down the hallway like two chastised schoolchildren. Karen doesn’t break the silence until the lift doors slowly slide shut behind them.

‘That went really well, don’t you think?’ she says.

Karl Björken makes no reply.

The fact that Martin Talliksen is hardly capable of raping women with broken glass bottles is, in other words, well established long before Sören Larsen calls from forensics the next day to tell them he has the results of the swab.

‘No match with the blood on the bottle. And this one contained chocolate milk, by the way, in case you were wondering.’
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Maybe it would have been better in the kitchen back home, after all, she thinks when she once again pushes open the door to the Hare and Crow and the smell of Arild Rasmussen’s new air purifier greets her from the bathroom.

No, she takes it back. What if Sigrid were to decide she wanted to spend the night at home for once. This is better. All things considered. Even the little voice in her head telling her she can still let the door swing shut, turn around, and drive away. Blame work.

The pub is still almost empty, but it’s bound to fill up before long. Worst-case scenario, they’ll have to take it outside, where the tables are further apart. Granted, it’s no longer particularly warm, but at least the rain seems to have stopped. This is a conversation that needs to be kept from more ears than just Sigrid’s. A conversation she has been forced into by her promise to Leo last night.

‘Not now,’ she’d said when he’d just came straight out and asked. ‘We can talk about it tomorrow.’

Or not at all.

Then she spots him at one of the window tables at the back of the room. Judging by the contents of his glass, he hasn’t been here long, she thinks. Or he’s on his second pint.

One last moment of hesitation. Then she walks up to the bar where Jaap Kloes, Egil Jenssen, and Odd Marklund are still screwed to their respective stools.

‘Hello, men,’ she says and nods as usual when Arild holds up a pint glass with a questioning wave in the direction of the Spitfire tap.

Anything other than ‘The usual, please’ would raise eyebrows and cause looks to be exchanged.

‘Your boyfriend’s waiting for you over there,’ Jaap Kloes says without turning around.

‘You mean my lodger,’ Karen replies. ‘We’re about to discuss a serious rent hike.’

‘Well, he looks glum already – I take it it’s about to get worse, then,’ Egil Jenssen chuckles, sounding pleased.

‘Go easy on the menfolk, Karen,’ Odd Marklund puts in. ‘Don’t forget that we’re made of less sturdy stuff than you.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she replies as Arild Rasmussen puts her pint down on the bar mat in front of her.

Then she picks up her beer, takes a deep breath, and walks towards the conversation she would do anything to avoid.

*

Leo watches in silence while she sits down, puts her handbag on the chair next to her, and fastidiously slides a cardboard coaster under her glass.

‘What would you like to discuss first?’ she asks. ‘That I’m nasty or that I’m pregnant?’

‘The first I’ve known for a long time, the second I’ve recently puzzled out. I’m actually more interested in why you asked if I’ve seen Luna.’

She freezes mid-motion. That’s what he wants to discuss? Now?

‘You’re not going to drop it, are you?’ she snaps. ‘I’ve already said I shouldn’t have. I guess I’ll have to blame my hormones.’

She can’t bring herself to look him in the eye.

‘But I bet she wouldn’t love this,’ she adds.

He stares at her, as though trying to process what she just said.

‘What the fuck does Luna have to do with anything? I assume she’s back in the US by now.’

He says it with palpable disinterest. Feigned or genuine.

A tiny flame. Faint and flickering, barely visible.

No. I can’t.

‘Anyway, don’t worry about it,’ she says. ‘Whatever I decide to do, I’ll take care of it myself. Unless you tell people, no one needs to know.’

He leans back with a groan and turns his eyes to the ceiling.

‘You’re a fucking nutcase.’

‘Fine, what do you want me to say? It’s not like I planned this. You think I wanted this to happen? That I’m trying to entrap you by getting knocked up?’

‘No, that would undeniably be a long-odds plan. Aren’t you almost fifty? Can’t be many women your age—’

‘Three last year, in this country alone, apparently,’ she says darkly. ‘Older than me. So yes, it does happen. And you could have used protection, too, right?’

‘Maybe I would have. If I’d known about the risks.’

That makes anger crackle inside her. But only weakly this time, as though her body is too exhausted to work itself up again. She’s not about to sit here and be lectured. Steeling herself, she looks up from her glass.

‘Well, like I said, don’t worry about it,’ she says coldly and looks him straight in the eye. ‘I’ll take care of it, one way or the other. But I think you should move out.’

Leo Friis leans forward and looks back at her without blinking.

‘Forget it,’ he says. ‘I have a contract and I hardly think this is cause for eviction.’

She’s speechless. Just sits there mutely while he leans back again and studies her with a condoling smile.

‘It’s my baby, too, you know,’ he says. ‘If there is a baby, I mean.’

She’s really trying. To follow, to bridge the gaps between what she thinks he’s going to say and what he says. And what he actually means.

‘There is no baby and there will be no baby,’ she says slowly and clearly, as though talking to a child. ‘I’m not keeping it. There are too many risks, and I don’t think I could hack being a single mother. Not with my job.’

‘Well, you certainly still know how to deal out low blows,’ Leo says. ‘Anyway, you’re obviously free to be as single as you like, but this long-odds kid is going to have a father when it pops out. If it pops out,’ he adds.

She stares at him incredulously. Nervously glances over at the bar where things have gone worryingly quiet. Then back to Leo. She leans forward and hisses.

‘What do you mean? You want me to keep it?’

‘I’m not answering that. Your body, your choice and all that. It’s up to you.’

Then he raises his glass to her before drinking.

But what do you want, Leo? In your heart of hearts.

What do I want?

‘There are risks,’ she says. ‘Down’s syndrome and all kinds of other things.’

‘Like what?’

‘I’m not sure. I suppose the biggest risk is miscarriage.’

‘Risk or chance? I’m confused . . .’

‘I don’t know. Bloody hell, Leo, I don’t know.’

Her voice breaks and she turns to the window. Looks out at the road where the occasional four-by-four slowly passes. People on their way home after a long day at work in Dunker, Ravenby, or Grunder. IT technicians, lawyers, web developers. People with careers and houses by the sea. Newly renovated houses with sealed windows and pristine roof shingles. People with families. People who help themselves to life as though it were a buffet.

She had all of that once. And she lost it.

The warmth of Leo’s hand when he puts it on hers hurts.

‘I’m ten years older than you,’ she says without knowing why.

‘Eight. Just.’

She says nothing.

‘Anyway, it’s good thing I’m so bloody young,’ Leo continues and knocks back the last of his beer. ‘We can’t both be using Zimmer frames to get this kid to nursery.’

She lets out a snort of laughter. Quickly wipes her nose on her wrist.

‘There are no nurseries in Langevik,’ she informs him.

‘I guess you’re right. Well, that settles it then. Can’t be done without a local nursery.’

Silence.

‘On the other hand,’ he says with a nod to her untouched pint, ‘it looks like your mind’s made up already.’
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Everything during the short drive home breathes possibility. Whispers of it in the silence after she parks the car and they sit in the dark, side by side. Tells her she should ask him to come with her, into the house, her bed, that he would say yes if she just asked. That they could let things go back to what they’d been a few weeks ago.

But she says nothing. Leo says nothing. Just takes her hand and then they sit there. He doesn’t let go until she starts fumbling around for the door handle. The possibility is still there, they haven’t parted ways yet. There’s still time to say something. The seconds tick by while they stand in front of the house, looking at each other under the cover of dusk.

He’s the one who breaks the stand-off. His embrace his hard and brief, suddenly unsure of its purpose. Then he lets go and walks off towards the annex.

She watches him for a moment. Sees light spill out onto the lawn when he turns the light on in his room. Then she turns around and walks up the narrow gravel path to the front door. The windows stare back at her, black and blind; apparently, Sigrid’s not home.

She heaves a sigh of relief.

She wants to be alone, needs to be alone. Needs to sort out, go over. Not feel; she no longer has any faith in her feelings. Just think clearly, find her own answers.

A way to bloody approach this.

The questions line up while she hangs up her jacket and takes off her boots. Wait impatiently while she fills a pot with water, takes out the tea tin. Drums their fingers urgently while she stands in front of the fridge, wondering what she had meant to take out. She can’t recall, so she closes the door.

She goes over to the window and looks at the rowan tree outside. Notes that it looks completely bare, even though she knows it’s covered with buds. Sees the light from the annex windows between the branches. The rectangle of light when the door opens and Leo steps outside. The tiny flame of the lighter, the silhouette of his gangly body when he leans against the railing and takes a drag.

He looks lonely, she thinks.

And something moves beyond that thought. Seeking her attention yet pulling away.

Get it the fuck together. Think!

What’ll happen a few months from now? A year? What happens if the child is sick, if it has a congenital disorder or defect? How would he deal with that? Leo, who has run for the hills before. Who chose to live under the loading docks in the New Harbour when life became overwhelming. Would he stay?

How would she deal with it? On a practical level. How do people do it? Even if the child comes out perfectly healthy. How the fuck do people do it?

I don’t remember.

She can hear the water simmering. Turns around and looks at the pot where bubbles are forming at the bottom, waits for them to grow to the size of fish eyes. She should have put a lid on it.

I wasn’t even thirty last time, and I had John, she thinks. Long nights of colic, fever, teething, crying.

But also, all the other things.

The smile with that first tooth. The two, almost three first steps, the first word – not mummy, not daddy. She and John had exchanged a horrified glance: Did he just say fuck? The ecstatic smile brought on by the first spoonful of Ben & Jerry’s.

The first day of school.

She gently closes her hand; she can still feel his, small and nervous, in hers as they crossed the schoolyard. Remembers the next day when her hand had already become unnecessary. Remembers what he looked like when he let go of it and ran ahead towards his new life with his backpack bouncing against his slim back. Remembers that she thought it looked far too big for his little body, that they would have to buy him a smaller one.

I’ll never forget you.

How can I ever love like that again? Someone other than Mathis.

The water is boiling now and steam hits her face when she pours it over the leaves in the pot.

I can’t do it. Not again. It wouldn’t be fair to the child, she thinks and sits down at the kitchen table. I wouldn’t be a good mother.

She swallows hard and forces herself. Can’t be allowed to avoid the next thought.

Was I ever? A good mother? On top of things? Did I really think I was? Did I really think nothing would happen to us, that we would just continue to live together? That we would be the ones spared? How could I ever have thought that? All it took was me looking the wrong way once.

One time.

I couldn’t do it then, and I can’t do it now. There’s only one option. Only one responsible solution. No matter how hard it’s going to be. No matter how much it’s going to hurt. I’ll call tomorrow morning and schedule an appointment. Get it over with; it’ll get harder the longer I wait. Take the day off, no need to tell anyone why. Then it’s over.

And then Marike’s voice. You can’t lose another child. That’s what you can’t do, Karen.

The wave of grief can’t be held back any longer. It crashes over her like a tsunami, washes away all thoughts, smashes them to pieces, pulls them out to sea, and leaves her in lonely silence.

And then, at half past ten in the evening, she does what she has promised herself she wouldn’t do. The phone rings five times before Eleanor Eiken picks up, her drowsy voice full of worry.

‘Karen, lambkin? What’s wrong?’

*

Afterwards, she knows exactly why she called. Why she told the only person who would never accept the responsible solution. The only one who knows what it’s like to lose the greatest of loves and who has never even dared to dream of a second chance.

If she tells her, there’s no turning back.

That’s why she called.

*

But it’s not the fact that there’s no turning back that wakes Karen Eiken Hornby up just forty-five minutes after she finally manages to fall asleep.

A picture of Leo, leaning against the railing, smoking, hangs before her in the dark. And from behind it, another emerges. Rises all the way to the surface, this time.

Isn’t that what Loa Marklund wrote in her email, complaining about her neighbour?

Now he’s back on that balcony, smoking again.
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Karl Björken doesn’t seem as excited as her when she explains her theory to him the next morning. They’ve sat down in one of the smaller meeting rooms so they can be undisturbed.

‘Isn’t that just an expression, though? Something you say.’

He looks tired, Karen thinks, studying the dark circles under his eyes. No wonder: three young children, a creaking marriage, and being chewed out yesterday probably didn’t make for a good night’s sleep.

*

She, for her part, had woken up in the middle of the night, suddenly wide awake with eight little words ringing in her head. After a few futile attempts to ignore them and go back to sleep, she had given up. Deathly tired, she had staggered down to the kitchen and dug the printouts from New Builds Ltd out of her bag, to make sure she hadn’t misremembered.

She hadn’t.

Now he’s back on that balcony, smoking again, was what Loa Marklund had written in her last email.

Karen had put the papers back, downed a glass of milk standing up, and gone back to bed. She’d been able to fall asleep after that and had slept like a log until morning.

*

Now, she puts one foot up on the chair next to hers and taps her finger on the printout.

‘You might say it, but surely you wouldn’t write it unless that’s what you meant?’

Karl Björken glances at the paper without a trace of interest. He has already read it several times.

‘She might not have known he was in a wheelchair,’ he says. ‘Might have assumed he was standing up. Aren’t the balconies up there enclosed, you know, so you can’t see into each other’s?’

‘Oh, come on, Charlie-boy, they lived next door to each other for six years. Don’t you think they would have run into each other at least once? He must have taken out a bin bag at some point or whatever. They have chutes in the stairwell, you know.’

For a moment, something seems to stir in him, a tiny spark that is instantly extinguished and turned into resignation.

‘It’s not enough,’ he says. ‘We’ll never get Smeed’s, Haugen’s, or any prosecutor’s permission to swab a guy in a wheelchair. Not after that debacle with Martin Talliksen. And definitely not without more proof than a nine-month-old email about balcony smoking.’

‘Yeah, I get that.’

‘I can’t even take this to the group. I’m in enough trouble as it is.’

Karl Björken pushes his reading glasses up to his forehead and presses his hands against his face, rubs his skin as though to muster strength, and then finishes by massaging his eyes with the tips of his fingers. Then he sits there with his face in his hands, a shield against what he knows is coming.

Karen says nothing. Knows what he’s thinking and why. That in this situation, breathing so much as one word about arresting a guy in a wheelchair would probably get Karl Björken replaced as lead investigator.

But still . . .

‘Then I suppose we’ll have to come at it from a different angle,’ she says at length.

He looks back at her between his fingers.

‘So, your usual strategy, then . . .’ he mutters. ‘Maybe you should have been a PI instead of a copper?’

She nods slowly, pretending to consider his suggestion.

‘Perhaps. I’d probably get more done if I played by my own rules. But seriously, it’s not like what I’m suggesting is illegal, I’m just saying let’s you and I take a closer look at Gundar Freske. Either we find something, or we don’t, in which case, no harm, no foul.’

There’s a pause. Then he lowers his hands down to the armrests of his chair.

‘OK,’ he says. ‘But not a fucking word to anyone. I have three children to feed.’

*

They split up the work. Decide that Karl will stay at the station, hold down the fort against both management and the other members of the investigation team, while digging up as much as he can on Gundar Freske the digital way, while Karen gets back into her car and sets off towards a nursery called The Hawser in Joms.
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‘Well . . .’ Sandrine Broe had said hesitantly on the phone, ‘Sure, you can come. But call when you’re here and I’ll come out, I don’t want to talk in here.’

Twenty minutes later, Karen watches the door to the low, green, wooden building open and Sandrine Broe jog past the little playground in front of the day care with her arms crossed and her head bowed against the rain.

She opens the gate and looks up and down the street. Karen flashes her lights before leaning across the passenger seat to open the door.

‘I’m so glad you had a minute,’ she says as Sandrine runs her fingers through her damp fringe.

‘So typical to get all this rain after that spell of nice weather,’ she says.

‘I’m glad you could make time for me.’

‘I don’t have long, ten minutes, tops, we’re short-staffed as it is.’

Karen opens her mouth to say something, but Sandrine continues.

‘Besides, I don’t understand what you want now. I’ve already told you everything I can remember. Even if it’s not a lot.’

‘I know, and I just have a few quick questions,’ Karen replies quickly. ‘First I’d like to know if you’ve ever had a conflict with any of your neighbours in Moerbeck?’

Sandrine gives her a look of incredulity and what might be disappointment.

‘But you already asked me that. If any of my neighbours had been weird or threatening, but no, nothing like that. I’ve already told you.’

‘It doesn’t have to be big, maybe just something trivial. Something you didn’t think of at the time.’

Sandrine looks concerned. And slightly annoyed.

‘No . . . I’m sorry. But, look, I don’t get what it is you want me to—’

‘That’s OK, you should only tell us things you definitely remember.’

A short pause. Then Karen braces herself.

‘Have you been in contact with someone in the neighbourhood called Gundar Freske?’

Her question hangs in the air while Sandrine seems to search her recollection.

‘A man who may or may not be in a wheelchair,’ Karen adds.

‘Freske? No, I don’t think so. I don’t think there’s anyone in my building by that name. No one in a wheelchair either, for that matter.’

‘No, we know that. The person I’m asking about lives a few doors down.’

‘Well, then I have no idea. It’s not exactly the kind of place where neighbours know each other. Not me, at least. And I’m not likely to get to know anyone, either, because I’ll be out of that dump soon.’

‘You’re moving?’

‘I’ve actually managed to find a one-bed here in Joms and I’m moving on the first of June.’

‘Congratulations. This is a much nicer area. Close to work, too,’ she adds just as her phone dings. ‘Excuse me.’

She glances down at the short text.

Freske’s driving licence. Issued 07

She clicks the attachment. Studies the round, unremarkable face and the solemn eyes before turning back to Sandrine.

‘I would like to ask you to look at a photograph. Do you recognise this man by any chance?’

She holds up her phone and studies Sandrine Broe as she looks at the picture. Notes her expressionless face, the start of a headshake that’s never fully realised. And then the small wrinkle between her eyebrows.

‘Can I?’ Sandrine says and holds out her hand.

Karen gives her the phone and feels her pulse rise as she waits.

‘Look, I don’t know, but it could be him.’

‘Could be who?’

Sandrine doesn’t seem to hear her.

‘Except, no, not really,’ she says. ‘He must have been ten years older and he was bald, or at least shaved. You know, one of those pudgy types.’

Karen forces herself to keep still while Sandrine peers at the picture.

‘Though he does remind me of that guy in the pub. Like, around here,’ she says and indicates a rectangle with her thumb and forefinger in front of her own nose and eyes.

Karen takes a deep, silent breath. Searches for the right words, the right tone, afraid the moment might slip through her fingers.

‘The pub, you said. Which pub would that be?’

Sandrine looks up, seemingly surprised, as though the answer were obvious.

‘The Pirate. Though I guess pub might not be the right word, it’s kind of a restaurant with pizza and fried stuff, like, anything you can deep-fry. But they mostly serve beer and wine. Either way, it’s in the town centre, right next to the bus stop.’

Karen searches her memory, trying to picture Moerbeck town centre. A Qvick shop, a corner shop, a hairdresser, the local branch of the Social Insurance Agency, a bus stop, and yes, some kind of restaurant. The Pirate, apparently.

‘And you think you might have seen the man in the picture there? Do you eat there a lot?’

Sandrine Broe laughs.

‘Hardly. But I used to work there.’

‘Work?’ Karen says, unable to hide her surprise.

‘Yes, what about it?’

A wave of irritation pushes her heart rate up another notch. Nowhere in any of the reports or interview transcripts is there one word written about Sandrine working in a dive restaurant in Moerbeck town centre.

Another deep breath.

‘So, when did you work there?’ she says as casually as she is able.

‘Mostly on the weekends back when I was studying. But it must be a year since I did my last shift. I finished my degree, so I don’t have to work extra anymore, thank God.’

‘You never told the police this? After the attack, I mean.’

‘No, that was long after I quit, so it never came up. I think it had been a couple of months since my last day when . . . Well, when it happened. And I haven’t been back there,’ she adds.

‘And the man in the picture. You think you might have seen him there?’

Sandrine Broe turns her attention back to the phone. Then she slowly shakes her head. Doesn’t answer straight away.

‘I don’t know . . . He reminds me of one of the regulars. But he was older, like I said, his hair was thinner, and he was heavier. And he wasn’t in a wheelchair. No, it can’t be him.’

‘OK, but tell me about the man who used to hang out at The Pirate.’

Sandrine Broe shrugs.

‘Not sure there’s all that much to say. He used to sit alone, always at the same table or by one of the gambling machines. Pretty gross guy. Or more like creepy, you know.’

‘Creepy?’

‘Yeah, we obviously had to stop serving people once they’d had too much to drink, and that was always a bit of an issue. But we never had to cut this guy off. He had his three pints and went home. Except one ti—’

She breaks off abruptly and claps her hand to her mouth and Karen watches her phone slip down between the seats. Sandrine stares at her.

‘Is that him?’ she says. ‘Is that what you think, that the man in that picture . . . ?’

‘We don’t know. He’s just one of many people we’re looking into. But what were you going to say? Except one time? What happened that time?’

‘He wanted to order another pint and I told him it was after last call. Could have been nicer about it, because he normally didn’t make any trouble, but we were short-staffed and finally about to close. I wanted to count out the till and get home, and people were leaving, but for some reason, he was still there. I suppose I wasn’t very friendly, said something about him having had enough.’

‘And how did he react?’

‘He didn’t. At least that’s what I thought at the time. He just put the money on the table and stood up without a word. But when I held open the door to let him out, he stopped in the doorway, I remember that. Just stood there, staring me right in the eye before opening his mouth.’

Karen waits.

‘“Cunt,” he said. Just that. Looked me right in the eye and said it, all calm-like, you know. “Cunt”.’
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Greta Hansen doesn’t want to see her. Doesn’t have time to stop by the station, doesn’t want Karen to come to Thysted Hospital where she works or to her home. She sounds tired, verging on tears, when Karen reaches her on her mobile thirty minutes after finishing up with Sandrine Broe.

‘But I was there just a few days ago. Can’t we do this over the phone?’

Karen reluctantly decides not to pressure her into a meeting.

But none of the questions she asks on the phone lead anywhere. No, Greta Hansen has no connections to New Builds Ltd. Granted, she sublet a studio flat in Gaarda fifteen years ago, but back then, the province owned the building. No, she doesn’t know anyone by the name of Gundar Freske, doesn’t know anyone in a wheelchair, unless you count her mother who spends her days in one at the nursing home. But sure, Karen can send over a picture, and sure, she promises to be in touch if she recognises the man in it.

That’s the last Karen hears from her.

*

Anita Kollbar also sounds slightly weary when Karen asks if she’s up for answering a few more questions.

‘Well, I was discharged yesterday, so you’ll have to come by my house, then. Do you know where I live?’

Karen does.

She drives past Hellen and Martin Talliksen’s house and can’t help but glance over. The sight of the blue moped leaning against a birch tree makes her stomach knot. Granted, Karl Björken had felt reassured after the conversation he had with Hellen in the morning, when he called to see how her brother was doing, but the thought of a disabled young man, unable to speak for himself, having spent the night in the nick has cast a pall over the entire police HQ.

Particularly because this wasn’t the first time serious flaws were revealed in the Doggerian police’s routines. That they lag behind their neighbours in both the east and the west in a number of important ways – resources, training, education – is something they’re all painfully aware of. The Doggerian police may be both capable and fully able to exploit the advantages of the country’s small size and their local expertise when it comes to investigating drunken manslaughter or knowing who’s selling what kind of shit to whom, but in other areas both insight and instinct seem to be sorely lacking.

After ten years, Karen still sometimes catches herself thinking she moved back in more ways than one when she returned to her home country after her years in London. The first few years had felt like time travel. The professional climate and the language used by her male colleagues and bosses had left her astonished at how much her fellow islanders had managed to avoid keeping up with the wider world. The pervasive view of gender equality within the police could be summarised exactly the way Jounas Smeed had put it: ‘Sure, whatever, that’s all fine and good. In theory.’

On the other hand, she had found herself thinking more and more often, her colleagues here might simply be less adept at hiding their shortcomings and concealing their prejudice. Or at least less interested.

Eventually, she had come to realise that, surprisingly, Doggerian law was relatively progressive; there were political forces that wanted to prove to the world that Doggerland was no longer a country cousin, but a modern nation undergoing rapid change.

Among the general public, however, people still pride themselves on not being like their stuck-up relatives in the UK, Scandinavia, and anywhere else. Your average Doggerian, at least in the older generation, still seems to think the law is more of a set of recommendations. Which is exactly why the old people have no problem with the younger generation or the politicians who want to create change and move forward.

Just leave them to it.

It’s as though the whole country’s out of step, Karen had concluded.

Anita Kollbar opens the door before Karen has even made it to the top of the stone front steps.

‘Welcome,’ she says. ‘I set out some sandwich things; it’s lunchtime after all and I figured you might not have had time to eat. Would you like some tea or coffee?’

‘Tea, please,’ Karen responds quickly.

Granted, she hasn’t felt sick since this morning, but the mere thought of the smell of coffee makes her stomach lurch.

She studies the woman who is now slowly, and extremely gingerly, walking ahead of her towards the kitchen, and marvels at her thoughtfulness, given what happened to her. The injuries Anita Kollbar sustained should, according to the doctor’s report, have only a limited impact on her future life, physically as well as mentally.

And as if she can sense what Karen is thinking, she says, ‘It helps. Doing something practical and not having to think about my own misery, even if it’s just for a minute.’

Karen understands. For almost half an hour they talk about everything under the sun, other than why she’s there. They talk about the heatwave that came and went, about restaurants they’d recommend, about the latest reports saying the bee population is in decline. But after two sandwiches and as many cups of tea, Karen realises she has to get to her real reason for visiting.

‘I’m afraid I have to torment you with a few more questions,’ she says. ‘But they’re not about the attack itself.’

Anita Kollbar nods, and Karen pulls a notebook out of her bag. Turns to an empty page and runs her wrist across her forehead.

‘Does the name Gundar Freske mean anything to you?’

Anita Kollbar turns her head slightly, squints, and looks like she’s searching her memory.

‘Freske? That does ring a vague bell. Is he one of our residents?’

‘Yes, Karpvej 122 in Moerbeck. According to the information I found at New Builds, the contract is in the name of Ethel Freske. There have been some complaints about smoking on the balcony.’

‘Ah, yes, I think I remember. Ethel Freske died a while ago and her son never bothered to transfer the contract. Or rather, he didn’t report her death to us.’

Karen’s grip on her pencil tightens.

‘And as long as the rent was paid as usual every month, we had no way of knowing, of course,’ Anita Kollbar continues. ‘We would happily have put him on the contract instead if he’d just asked. I think he has lived there for close to thirty years, so we had no reason to kick him out.’

‘Had no reason?’

‘Not as long as he paid the rent, like I said, and he did for several months, but then the problems started. First, there were late payments and eventually, no payment at all. We sent out several warnings and eventually an eviction notice.’

Karen can feel her hand trembling, so she takes a deep breath.

‘And how did he react?’ she says.

‘I honestly don’t know. He was probably upset, as most people in that situation tend to be. There’s almost always other complications, too, when things get to that point, which unfortunately, happens all the time.’

‘But you remember this particular one.’

‘Yes, probably because of the thing with the mother. A grown man living with his mummy? Both sad and a bit . . . well, a bit unsettling, perhaps. There was quite a bit of talk in the office. But, somehow, he must have come up with the money to pay those missing rent instalments, though he never contacted me, just paid up. I assume Social Services stepped in, because he didn’t have a job, if I remember correctly.’

‘Do you know what the mother died of?’

‘No idea, but she was almost eighty and a chain-smoker. Like you said, there were a number of complaints about them smoking on the balcony, and according to the janitor who was dispatched to inspect the flat, it was pretty smelly inside, too. We’re going to have to paint and replace the wallpaper in every room before anyone else can move in.’

‘Move in? But I thought you said he eventually paid his rent.’

‘Right, but there has been more trouble since and he has racked up a pretty sizeable debt by now.’

‘But he still lives there?’

Anita Kollbar pulls a weary face.

‘Look, evicting people isn’t as easy as you might believe, not even when the tenant in question doesn’t bother to pay their rent. As you might know, the buildings up in Gaarda and Moerbeck were owned by the province until a few years ago, and when the Reinholtz Group acquired them, special agreements were signed since many of our tenants are socially vulnerable. For a small, private landlord, a couple of months is enough to get rid of people who don’t behave, but for us, it takes considerably longer.’

Karen recalls that there had been a lot of debate back when the Reinholtz Group had been allowed to buy the publicly owned properties for what critics had considered a ridiculously low price.

‘And how does it work practically when you send out eviction notices? Are you listed as the sender?’

‘Not the sender, that’s New Builds Ltd, but I’m listed as the caseworker. A written notice is hand delivered by the janitor.’

‘And then?’

‘If it goes as far as actual eviction and the tenant refuses to leave, we call the police. And like I told you before, I’m never involved in the practicalities of that process.’

‘And Gundar Freske never contacted you in connection with this? No angry phone calls or emails?’

‘No, I’ve never met him; I think I would remember. Don’t think he called either, but he might have sent an email. If you want, I can call my colleague and ask.’

Karen does want that.

But there’s no email from Gundar Freske, as Renate Hall informs them after Anita Kollbar dials the number, robotically answers her colleague’s worried questions about how she’s feeling, politely declines the offer of a visit, tells her why she’s calling, and hands the phone to Karen.

‘No, there’s nothing here about a phone call or email from Gundar Freske. Which is a bit odd, actually, since he’s likely to be kicked out pretty soon.’

It’s him, Karen thinks twenty minutes later as she climbs back into her car. Gundar Freske can be linked to both Loa Marklund and Anita Kollbar via New Builds Ltd. The former complained about his smoking and the latter signed his eviction notice. And Sandrine Broe knew him from the pub The Pirate.

I’m onto you now, you bastard.
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‘Not enough? Seriously, how much do you need?’

Karen stares at Karl Björken. She has pulled him into one of the interview rooms to recount her conversations with Sandrine Broe and Anita Kollbar.

‘To bring him in?’ Björken replies with a shrug. ‘More than this, that’s for sure. I doubt Freske’s the only person in Moerbeck with connections to both Loa Marklund and Anita Kollbar. After all, Marklund was pretty querulous, if I’ve understood it right, and Kollbar must have signed hundreds of unpleasant letters.’

‘And Sandrine Broe? How do you explain that?’

Karl waves his hand dismissively.

‘If that really was Freske she had an argument with. You said she wasn’t even sure herself if it was the man in the picture you showed her.’

‘She said he was older. That’s all. And she’s right about that, given as how the driving licence is from ’07.’

‘Maybe. But there’s also the small detail that Gundar Freske’s in a wheelchair, according to our own guys.’

Karen looks up at the ceiling and groans. She can’t repeat what Loa Marklund wrote in her complaint one more time. Karl already knows. And he knows she knows.

‘What did Greta Hansen say, by the way?’ he says, stifling a yawn.

‘Nothing,’ Karen mutters grumpily. ‘She didn’t recognise the name and hasn’t been in touch about the picture I sent her. Have you found anything?’

‘Not much. The guy is thirty-seven years old. No information about an employer, but also nothing about early retirement or anything like that, so I assume he gets paid under the table.’

‘Or lived off his mother,’ Karen says. ‘That tracks with his rent delinquency after she passed away.’

‘No criminal record. Never seems to have owned a passport and the most recent version of his driving licence was issued just over ten years ago and has expired. Not so much as a speeding ticket on it, so I have no idea why he hasn’t renewed it.’

‘I’ll bet you anything he rides a moped. Probably can’t afford a car. Guy can’t even pay his rent.’

Karl nods.

‘Point. According to the Vehicle Licensing Agency, he doesn’t own a car. But like I said, that’s not enough.’

‘Besides, we don’t even know if the mopeds have anything to do with the attacks,’ Karen grudgingly admits. ‘Unfortunately, I have to side with Johannisen on that: it’s a pretty weak lead. Freske, on the other hand; a bloke his age, still living at home . . .’

‘A bit sad, maybe, but hardly proof he’s a rapist.’

‘Did you have time to look up his mother?’

‘Only to establish that she died last summer, at the age of seventy-nine. Early July, to be exact. Can’t find out the cause of death without a warrant, as you know, but there doesn’t seem to exist any suspicions of foul play. She died in the hospital, not at home. So you can forget about Freske murdering Mummy dearest and keeping her corpse in the bedroom.’

‘So she died just a few months before the attacks started. I bet her death triggered them.’

‘Possible. If it’s him, that is.’

Karen opens her mouth to argue but then closes it again.

‘So you don’t think it’s him?’ she says after a pause.

‘Obviously I do think it’s him. Or that it could be, at the very least. But we need more if we want to convince the higher-ups. You know that as well as I do.’

‘And how are we supposed to find out more if we can’t even talk to the guy?’

Karl stares into space without answering. Then he curses, bends down, plants both palms on the table, and straightens back up.

‘Let’s go over there,’ he says in a voice that reveals a hint of resignation behind the determination. ‘We’re just going to have to come up with an excuse for why we need to talk to him. But I’m not swabbing a bloke in a wheelchair, just so we’re clear.’

‘He’s not in a wheelchair.’

‘I hope you’re right. Either way, it’s going to have to wait until tomorrow, after the morning meeting. Why don’t you start thinking about a reason for why we need to bother him again? A damn good one.’
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He’s in a wheelchair.

When Gundar Freske finally opens the door the next morning, after they’ve rung the bell four times, it’s with the words:

‘You were already here. What do you want now?’

Karen smiles.

I knew it.

‘I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but as you know, the crimes we’re investigating are very serious. It won’t take long. May we come in?’

The wheelchair scrapes against the doorpost when Freske awkwardly turns around and wheels himself into the flat. Karen hears Karl close the door behind them and turns to him with a silent question in her eyes.

He replies with a brief nod. Yes, he has seen through Freske’s bluff, too.

Smelly, Anita Kollbar had called it. An understatement, Karen thinks as the reek of stale cigarette smoke hits her nostrils. Other than that, the flat looks surprisingly tidy, she notes with a glance into the kitchen with its gleaming counter. They follow Freske’s arduous progress into the living room. It, too, looks clean and tidy, aside from the overflowing ashtray on the coffee table and the smell, which is even stronger in here.

She notes a sagging armchair where a deep dent in the seat cushion reveals exactly where Freske’s behind is normally planted, and instead takes a seat on the edge of the sofa. Karl remains standing with his back to the huge TV enthroned on a low media unit across from the armchair. They have agreed that she will lead the conversation while he observes.

Freske has rolled right up to the coffee table and now reaches out for the pack of cigarettes sitting on it. When he can’t reach it, Karen leans forward and pushes it closer, but she leaves the ashtray where it is.

‘Looks tough,’ she says and gestures towards the wheelchair. ‘Have you been in it long?’

‘Why?’

‘It looks a bit small to me. Maybe you ought to switch to a bigger size.’

Gundar Freske says nothing, but there’s a sudden flash of uncertainty in his eyes. Karen decides to change the topic. She pulls the corners of her mouth up into a smile.

‘Well, like I said, we’re sorry to have to bother you again. But we’re wondering if you could help us out with some information about one of the victims. Loa Marklund,’ she adds after a brief pause.

Freske takes a drag and shakes his head dismissively before exhaling.

‘I know nothing about her,’ he says. ‘Or the others. Like I already told you.’

‘But Loa lived right next door,’ Karen says and nods in the direction of the TV. ‘You were very close neighbours, after all. Are you really sure there’s nothing you can tell us?’

Silence.

‘Why she filed four complaints against you with New Builds, for instance. Cigarette smoking, unless I’m misinformed.’

‘Smoking’s allowed here.’

‘Of course, so long as it doesn’t bother the other residents. Like if you were to stand out on the balcony, say, puffing away.’

Karen looks towards the closed door. Through the glass, she can make out two wicker chairs and a small table with an ashtray on it.

‘Isn’t it hard for you to get out there? With such a high threshold, I mean. You could probably ask your landlord to remove it.’

‘I wasn’t the one who used to smoke out there, it was my mother. She’s gone now, as I’m sure you know.’

‘Yes, my condolences. Last July, right? What did she die of, your mother?’

‘COPD. Why?’

Karen hears Karl attempt to turn a snort of laughter into a clearing of the throat.

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘I’ve heard that’s a terrible disease. Apparently, it can really cripple you. Make it hard to breathe and walk.’

She studies Gundar Freske with empathetically raised eyebrows, watches the long column of ash break in half and land on his chest. Without a word, she pushes the ashtray over to where he can reach it. Leans back and waits. Freske says nothing.

After a long pause, she leans forward again and pushes the remote towards him, too.

‘There, that might make things easier for you,’ she says with a smile. ‘After we leave, I mean,’ she adds and accidentally on purpose glances over at the armchair.

Notes that Freske notices the glance, watches him struggle with himself. Gives him a helpful nudge.

‘Do you have any help?’ she asks. ‘Like, someone who comes in here and cleans and whatnot, I mean? Maybe someone we could talk to?’

‘I’m fine on my own. And I’m actually perfectly able get in and out of both my bed and that armchair.’

‘But cleaning and doing dishes must be tough. And going to the shops.’

‘I have my food delivered. Besides . . .’

He hesitates. Karen exchanges a quick look with Karl. Knows he’s also wondering how close Freske is to giving up.

‘Yes . . . ?’ she says. ‘What were you going to say?’

‘Besides, I can stand up and walk short distances. Indoors. On days when my back’s feeling better.’

You sly bastard.

‘I see,’ she says. ‘So it’s your back, is it? Well, that can’t be fun. I hope you’re receiving all the care you need. Do you have a good doctor?’

‘What the fuck do you want? Did you just come here to ask about my back problems?’

‘No, if you have nothing else to add, I think we can stop here. At least for now,’ she adds. ‘Oh, wait, one more thing . . .’

She turns to Karl.

‘Would you mind doing it?’ she says.

Without answering, he puts his hand in his jacket pocket. When he pulls out the plastic bag with the two cotton swabs and a plastic tube, Freske’s reaction is instantaneous.

‘You can’t be serious. How the fuck would I even be able . . . ?’

He trails off.

‘It’s just a formality,’ Karen says. ‘If nothing else, it allows us to write you off once and for all.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘That’s your right, of course.’

Gundar Freske leans back in his wheelchair and glares at her.

‘Then I do. And you can be pretty fucking sure I’ll sue you for harassment if you come back.’

Karen looks at him and smiles.

‘We’ll see,’ she says.

*

‘So, are you on board now?’ she says after they exit the building and start walking towards the car.

‘Since the moment he opened the door,’ Karl replies drily. ‘Holding your ID up to the peephole was a good idea. Too bad for him it’s so high up.’

‘Should I have asked him about that, do you think?’ Karen says. ‘How he knew we were from the police before he opened the door, I mean.’

‘I don’t think it would have changed anything,’ Björken replies and unlocks the car. ‘He would just have said that stuff about being able to stand up for short periods at a time.’

‘Yes, a nifty little loophole, that. I wonder how worried he is.’

‘Hopefully enough to lie low for a few days. I’m not going to be able to arrange around-the-clock surveillance until we have the results. How many did you get?’

‘Just two, but hopefully that’s enough.’

She touches the tissue in her pocket. Then she slides into the passenger seat.

‘Do you think Smeed’s going to buy it?’ she says and buckles her seatbelt.

Karl Björken takes a deep breath and puts the key in the ignition.

‘I bloody well hope so. But at least you seem to be feeling better. Tricky stuff, that gallstone business . . .’

She throws him a furtive glance. Nothing in his face to indicate that he suspects anything.

Nothing in his tone either, right?
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She hits the brakes with a curse and leans forward. The motorway slip road is bumper to bumper. Too late to turn around now. This is probably my punishment for not going back to work, she thinks to herself.

The news that she had a doctor’s appointment had raised both Karl Björken’s and Jounas Smeed’s eyebrows.

‘Half past three? What the hell kind of time is that? You’re going to miss the afternoon meeting.’

‘I’m sorry, but it was the only time they had. I actually think I mentioned it yesterday,’ she adds.

Did I?

‘Fine, whatever,’ Smeed had told her. ‘We’re not going to tell the group about this until we have results anyway. And not then either, if it turns out you’re wrong. If you are, it’ll be the last time I stick my neck out for you.’

But he had stuck his neck out. Jounas Smeed had listened and after thirty minutes of persuasion, he had agreed to send one of the cigarette butts Karen had pilfered from Gundar Freske’s overflowing ashtray to forensics for DNA analysis.

*

If I’m wrong, it’s going to cost me, she thinks now and stares despondently at the line of cars moving slower and slower.

The sound of sirens should have tipped her off, should have made her take her regular route, through town, instead of trying to be smart and make up time. Although, she realises after a quick glance at her bag on the passenger seat, it’s highly possible she wasn’t thinking at all. That she hasn’t been since she lay down on the table and felt the cold lump of jelly on her stomach.

At least she had been smart enough to keep the fact that she hadn’t been able to make out anything in the blurry picture to herself. She’d nodded along when the doctor pointed to the screen.

‘This is the spine, and you can see the heart here. Everything looks good, but down the line you may want to have amniocentesis just to be on the safe side. If you want. But you don’t have to decide that now.’

She had continued to nod mechanically, had listened to the doctor explain the risks of the test and with pregnancy at her age in general. Had registered phrases like high blood pressure, ruptured placenta, premature birth, protracted labour, and Down’s syndrome.

‘And miscarriage, of course; I’m afraid that’s very common at your age.’

‘Of course. Can you tell the sex?’

‘Not yet, you’re only at the end of week eleven. But we can find out a few weeks from now. If you’re still—’

If I’m still pregnant then.

‘—interested in finding out in advance if it’s a girl or a boy.’

And along with further advice about iron and calcium and carrying on like normal and hoping for the best, Karen had been handed a printout of the blurry ultrasound picture and climbed back into her car.

Now, she looks back out at the traffic jam and notes that things have gone from a crawl to a complete standstill. In the far distance, she can just about make out the reflection of blue lights where the road curves around the mountain. She squashes the impulse to call the station and instead turns on the radio.

Within thirty seconds, the broadcast is interrupted by the familiar jingle.

‘There has been a traffic accident on road 32, northbound, near Gaarda, just past the Dunker exit. Emergency services are at the scene and police are advising motorists to use an alternative route via Glitne. We will be back with more information as it comes in.’

Timely advice, Karen grumbles and glances up at the rear-view mirror. The man in the car behind her runs a hand through his hair and leans back resignedly.

She glances over at her handbag. Considers pulling out the picture and having another look. Maybe this time, instead of seeing something akin to a satellite image of a vast low-pressure, she’ll be able to make out what the doctor was talking about.

And then, the memory is there. Uninvited, crystal-clear.

‘Are you sure that’s not the janitor in disguise? Because I can’t see anything,’ John had whispered in her ear when the doctor turned his attention to the screen.

And then suddenly, they’d seen it. The grey clouds had parted to reveal a tiny human. She still has the first picture of Mathis in a box in the attic.

She lets her hand fall. Some other time, she thinks. I’ll look at it when I’m back home, maybe I’ll see it then.

The traffic alert jingle interrupts both her thoughts and the radio broadcast. The information is the same as last time, with the addition that the accident is serious and the police estimates that it will be at least another thirty minutes before traffic is moving again.

Only then does she sink.

Her hands are clammy as she clutches the wheel and forces herself to take slow breaths to calm her racing heart. She desperately fights to protect herself, to fend off the images flashing before her eyes. The memories she has never had but still carries inside her. The flashing blue lights. The sound of John and Mathis’s bodies being cut out of the wreckage of the car. All the things that had happened in the black void that swallowed everything from the moment John put his hand on her knee in a plea for reconciliation after the argument they’d had an hour earlier, until she woke up in the hospital.

She must have passed tens of accidents since then. She has learnt not to panic, not to give her thoughts and feelings free rein. Learnt not to look when she passes. Not to think. Over the past ten years, she has learnt to handle herself and her life. And traffic accidents.

But today, she fails.

Afterwards, she will tell herself it was a combination of factors. The doctor’s visit, all the talk about risks, her own uncertainty flaring up: Am I right to want to . . . ? Do I even have the right to . . . ? The memory of last time, when she had John by her side. The sound of sirens, the traffic jam, and the abrupt realisation that five hundred yards up the road, something has happened that will likely change one or several people’s lives forever. Or end them.

Not until the line starts moving again almost forty minutes later can Karen Eiken Hornby start breathing normally again. By then, she’s so exhausted and her eyes are so swollen she wouldn’t have recognised the remnants of the car that drove straight into the mountainside even if she had been looking that way.
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‘Bloody hell, what a fucking day.’

Karen hears the thud of Sigrid’s bag landing on the hallway floor upstairs. With her head in the chest freezer, she concludes that the stores that just a few months ago seemed inexhaustible are quickly being depleted. The cold feels good on her swollen eyes and she lingers for a minute before picking up a shepherd’s pie, turning off the bare bulb overhead and climbing back up the basement stairs.

‘Hi,’ she says, making sure her long fringe hides her face. ‘Did something happen?’

Without waiting for a response, she continues into the kitchen and turns the oven to 150 degrees.

‘Do you have any idea how long I was stuck in traffic?’ Sigrid says, having followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the table with a glass of water.

‘I’m assuming around forty minutes,’ Karen replies and opens the oven door. ‘I just got home myself.’

‘Why do you always use aluminium trays you can’t put in the microwave? That’s going to take forever. I’m starving.’

‘Have a sandwich. I didn’t have time to stop by the shops.’

‘Is Leo home?’

‘I don’t think so. See if the lights are on in the annex.’

Sigrid stands up and walks over to the kitchen window.

‘They are,’ she says. ‘What’s with you guys these days anyway? I thought you were, like . . . well, you know . . . like, a thing.’

Karen shuts her eyes. Sooner or later, she’s going to have to tell her. So she turns around and sees Sigrid stiffen at the sight of her swollen eyes.

‘What the fuck . . . ? What happened?’

‘Nothing. Nothing bad.’

‘But you’ve been crying. Don’t you think I can tell?’

Her eyes are wide with worry and Karen can see the tension around her chin and lower lip as the words pour out of her.

‘What’s wrong? Is it Leo? Are you sick? Just fucking tell me!’

Her voice breaks and the last part comes out as something halfway between a sob and a scream.

Karen reaches her in two strides. Wraps her arms around her and holds her tight.

‘No, no, it’s nothing like that. Leo’s fine and so am I. It’s just that I—’

She breaks off and Sigrid twists out of her embrace. Takes a step back. Worry has morphed into something else.

‘You want me to move out,’ she says.

Karen blinks. Completely thrown off. Then she takes a deep breath.

‘No, it’s just that I’m . . . I’m pregnant.’

The transformation is instantaneous; something hard and hostile settles like a thin film over Sigrid’s face. Her eyes are still vulnerable and open, but one corner of her mouth curls into an attempt at a cynical sneer.

‘Right. So you do want me out.’ she says. ‘Just like that. I knew it.’

Karen stares at her open-mouthed. Surprise she might have expected, even faint disapproval, but not this.

‘What are you talking about? Why would I want that?’ she says, reaching out for Sigrid, who backs away.

‘You’re having a real kid. You don’t have to play house with me and Leo anymore.’

‘But, sweetheart . . .’

The words bounce off Sigrid’s back as she turns around and disappears into the hallway. Karen is still standing in the middle of the kitchen, stunned, when the front door slams shut.

Just then, her phone rings.

She doesn’t realise she has picked up and said a confused ‘Yes, hello’, until she hears the voice on the other end.

‘Is this Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby?’

The woman on the other end sounds as though she’s consulting a business card when she pronounces her name and title.

‘Yes, this is she.’

A short hesitation, then a deep breath.

‘This is Greta Hansen. We spoke on the phone yesterday. I don’t know if you remember?’

‘Of course I do. Hi, Greta.’

She grabs the kitchen counter. Holds onto it hard.

‘Did you remember something new?’ she says, forcing herself to stay calm.

‘I think so. But . . .’

Very carefully, as though the slightest sound might spook Greta Hansen, Karen lets go of the counter and sits down at the kitchen table.

‘Tell me,’ she says, rooting through her handbag on the floor for a pen and notebook.

‘Well, it was that picture you sent me. Of that man . . .’

Her voice fades away again, and Karen forces down her irritation. Any sign of impatience now could ruin everything.

‘Did you recognise him?’ she asks neutrally.

‘Not straight away. It was probably more the name. Or maybe the combination of the two. I’m not sure . . .’

Karen waits for her to go on.

‘Anyway, it did ring a vague bell. I thought about it all day at work, and I know I shouldn’t . . . I mean, we’re not allowed to look up patient records for no reason, but . . . well, in the end, I did look him up. And it was him. I remember him now.’

‘I’m not sure I follow, Greta. Are you telling me you’ve met Gundar Freske?’

‘Yes, at the hospital. He came in with his mother. She’s in a wheelchair, I remember that. Or was, I should say; I saw in her file that she died a few weeks later. In hindsight, I do understand why he was so angry . . .’

‘What happened, Greta? Start from the beginning, please. And try to be as detailed as you can.’

Apparently, something about Karen’s tone makes Greta Hansen focus and snap into her healthcare assistant persona. In a professional, steady voice, she tells her about 22 June last year, a Saturday, when Gundar Freske and his mother came into the Thysted A & E.

And were not helped.

Karen takes notes while Greta tells her about a Saturday evening that turned into a Saturday night, about a waiting room packed with the consequences of the drunkenness, bad trips, fights, and pure accidents that constitute the dark side of the Doggerian solstice celebrations. As well known to police officers as to healthcare workers.

And while she writes, Karen pictures the scene: the old lady who’s having trouble breathing, the distressed son, the crowded waiting room, the mounting frustration when stressed staff avoid making eye contact. The oxygen mask that will have to suffice until a doctor is available. Yet another ambulance. And another. Stab wounds, head injuries, alcohol poisonings. The old lady in her wheelchair is getting tired. The son approaches the reception desk for the third time. The fourth.

Until finally, he goes too far and one of the nurses snaps, ‘Pestering us won’t change anything. We have to see more seriously injured people first. Now go and sit down!’

Or something along those lines. Greta Hansen can’t remember the exact words she used. Just that she lost patience and that Gundar Freske had replied with a silent glare. And then one single word.

‘Cunt. Well, that’s the word he used,’ Greta adds as though she’s embarrassed to say it out loud.

Karen stiffens. Her grip on the pen tightens and she keeps it absolutely still. Then she slowly writes the word down in capital letters.

‘I don’t really know why it stuck with me,’ Greta Hansen says. ‘People swear at us and say far worse things than that all the time, threaten us, even, but he was completely calm when he said it. Up until then, he’d been twitchy and restless, but in that moment, it was like he was transformed.’

‘Transformed?’

‘Yes, he kind of froze, you know. It might sound strange, but I think that’s what I found so unsettling. His calmness and those eyes. Like, pure hatred.’

‘And then what happened?’

‘Nothing. Maybe that’s why I remember them. Once things calmed down and it was finally their turn, they weren’t there anymore.’

Karen clears her throat and looks down at her notes.

‘I’m really glad you told me this. Really glad.’

‘But I’m going to be in trouble. We’re not allowed to access medical records for no reason. I just wanted to be sure before I called.’

‘What I’ve written down here is that you remembered the name of a patient whose son called you a four-letter word. How you came to that recollection is none of my affair.’

A sigh of relief on the other end.

‘Thank you.’

A brief pause. Then, just as Karen is about to end the call, Greta speaks up again. Hesitantly, as though afraid she might not get the answer she’s hoping for.

‘Could it be . . . ? I mean, do you think it’s him?’

Don’t answer that.

She circles the four capital letters.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I think it’s him.’

She doesn’t notice Leo in the doorway until after they hang up.

‘What’s the matter with Sigrid?’ he says. ‘I just saw her run out of here like a wounded fox.’
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She’s sitting with her legs pulled up and her arms crossed, radiating the same kind of sullen loneliness as the gnarled pine tree she’s leaning against. In exactly the same position, and exactly the same spot, Karen herself likes to sit in when only the sight of the sea can heal her. A secluded place, shielded from the north and west by the mountain. Impossible to find unless you know where to turn off the path and cut across the smooth cliffs. She had shared the place with Sigrid last autumn when she had needed the sea.

Karen stops as soon as she spots her. Watches the girl who came stumbling into her life by accident and never left from a distance. The girl who had lost her mother and she who had lost everything. Maybe they had just filled the holes left in their hearts by people they no longer had. That’s what she had thought then. And maybe that’s how it had started out.

But not anymore.

Now, the mere thought of losing Sigrid makes her throat feel tight. The hole she would leave behind is different from the one she used to fill. Time has carved out a space in her heart that belongs only to Sigrid. The girl who is not Karen’s daughter.

Without saying anything, she moves out into the open. Knows Sigrid knows she’s there even though she doesn’t betray it with so much as a blink.

Sulky brat.

Without a word, Karen sits down next to her on the carpet of pine needles, feels the damp from the afternoon shower through her jeans, and suppresses a curse.

‘Move over,’ she says, and Sigrid scoots an inch or two to the left so they can both lean against the tree.

Then they sit there in silence, gazing out at the sea. Their eyes staring straight ahead, at nothing. And everything. Two cargo ships, delicately balanced on the thin line of the horizon, slowly move towards each other, briefly blend together, and then continue in different directions.

Karen breaks the stillness.

‘I know my mood has been a bit up and down recently,’ she says.

A small noise, like a dry laugh.

‘A bit . . . ? Yeah, OK.’

‘Fine, more than usual, then. But in my defence, I’d like to point out that at least part of it is all the hormones swirling around inside me. It’s not easy to suddenly have the mood swings of an angry teenager when you’re my age. What was it you said? Like, a hundred?’

‘I didn’t mean . . . I had no idea you were actually pregnant.’

‘I know, Sigrid.’

‘You could have told me.’

‘I haven’t known myself for very long. And I didn’t want to say anything until I’d made a decision. Because I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.’

Sigrid stares straight ahead.

‘And are you now?’ she asks. ‘Sure, I mean.’

‘No, not in the slightest. But I’ve made a decision. I’m keeping it.’

Silence.

Karen turns her head and looks at Sigrid who is chewing her lower lip, the ring in her nose moving with her jaw. So young. So many years spent building walls against anything that might hurt her. And so childishly vulnerable now that she has finally let her guard down. As though she were twelve again, not nineteen.

‘And you,’ Karen adds. ‘I’d like to keep you too, if you’ll let me.’

The chewing stops but she says nothing.

‘No one can replace you, Sigrid. Not even a new child. Do you understand that?’

Still no answer. Just a faint sniff and a quick wipe of the nose.

‘And the day you’ve had enough of living with me, I’m probably going to tie you down.’

‘Why? I just take up space.’

‘I want you to take up space.’

‘But the kid’s going to need my room. The baby, I mean.’

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. We can always ask Leo to build an extension. Don’t you remember him and Harry going on and on about it last Christmas, between drinks? Make the attic bigger, add a room to the annex.’

Sigrid chuckles. Grudgingly.

‘Yeah, you were so pissed off,’ she says.

‘But maybe now we should let him show us if he can make any of that a reality. He claims to have worked in construction when he was young, but for some reason I have a hard time picturing Leo installing plasterboard.’

‘He can always ask Harry for help,’ Sigrid says. ‘Wouldn’t it be amazing to have him living here, too, with all the scaffolds and cement. It probably doesn’t take more than six months to complete.’

Karen shudders. The mere thought of having her mother and her ‘boyfriend’, seventy-six-year-old Harry Lampard, stay for more than a few days is intolerable. But it probably won’t be long before Eleanor Eiken calls to tell her they’ve booked plane tickets from Spain.

‘Wonderful,’ she says grimly. ‘Mum, Leo, and Harry can take the main house and you and I will move out to the annex until it’s all done.’

And then she feels it. A head on her shoulder.

They sit like that for several minutes, Karen with her cheek against Sigrid’s hair. The sea and the horizon. Then reality seeps back in. The damp of the pine needles and moss, the realisation that she needs to call Karl and tell him what Greta Hansen said. And the nagging uncertainty about whether she remembered to tell Leo to mind the oven.

She kisses Sigrid’s head firmly.

‘All right, lambkin, what do you say, ready to go back home?’

She can feel a nod against her shoulder, hears a stuffy, ‘OK.’

Sigrid gets up nimbly. Karen stays where she is.

‘I think you’re going to have to help me up,’ she says and holds out her hands.

*

‘The fact is I’m probably going to need both you and Leo to get through this,’ she says when they’re halfway back to the house.

‘Maybe you should tell him that.’

‘I will.’
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Serenity.

So this is what it feels like.

A light, airy down duvet. Restful silence. Even, deep breaths. A momentary grace, she realises, but right now, in this moment, perfect harmony reigns in her home.

She has worked things out with Sigrid, and Leo hadn’t forgotten to keep an eye on the oven; shepherd’s pie had never tasted better. The wine had been delicious, too, though she had had to content herself with half a glass. Now, the sound of Sigrid and Leo doing the washing-up, bickering amicably.

And Karl has finally relented. The last piece of the puzzle has fallen into place.

He had listened while Karen recounted her conversation with Greta Hansen, his grunts in response sounding increasingly pleased. Even before she heard his quiet ‘is that right?’ and ‘you don’t say!’, she’d known he was convinced there was no longer room for doubt. The fact that all four victims had experienced negative interactions with the same individual couldn’t be dismissed as coincidence. At the same time, that only made it more important than ever to do everything by the book and with the full cooperation of the prosecutor.

The rift caused by Martin Talliksen’s arrest has to be repaired for both practical and strategic reasons. So far, the sister hasn’t gone to the media, but they could hardly expect to be as lucky if they were to bring in Freske on incorrect grounds or even in the wrong way. The perpetrator getting off scot-free due to police incompetence would be a nightmare they’d all have trouble waking up from.

‘We should probably ask Sören Larsen to throw out those cigarette butts and keep his mouth shut about us ever submitting them,’ Karen had told Karl.

‘He’s my next call. Then I’ll call Smeed and ask him to set up a meeting with Dineke Vegen tomorrow morning. Or do you want to tell him yourself? The New Builds’ connection was entirely your idea, after all. Besides, you were the one who found Gundar Freske.’

‘Thanks, I’d as soon not talk to him this late at night. Probably wouldn’t help me sleep. But I do want us to keep an eye on Freske until the prosecutor gives us permission to pick him up.’

‘Of course. I’ll put a car outside the building tonight, so that son of a bitch doesn’t get any fancy ideas. One out back, too, just to be on the safe side.’

Then he had hesitated briefly.

‘How are things otherwise?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, what did the doctor say? You had an appointment yesterday. No new gallstones jumping around? Or maybe something else . . . ?’

This time, she had been the one to hesitate.

I’m going to have to tell him sooner or later.

‘Let’s talk about it some other time,’ she’d finally said.

‘Yes, let’s do that, Karen. I’ll text you when we’re meeting tomorrow.’

After hanging up, she had just sat there, phone in hand, brow furrowed.

*

Now, stretched out on the sofa with one leg flung over the back, the thoughts return. Can it really be possible? That Karl’s a good detective and more friend than colleague is one thing. But for him to have figured out what’s going on with her is something else entirely.

Besides, if he didn’t buy her story about gallstones, shouldn’t he be worrying about it being something really serious? But there hadn’t been a trace of worry in Karl’s voice. Just something . . . insinuating, a hint of mockery, as though he wanted her to know she couldn’t expect to pull the wool over his eyes that easily.

Well, as the father of three, that’s probably true, she quickly realises. Maybe a woman throwing up in the morning stirs up certain memories. Her age probably wouldn’t have Karl dismiss the idea out of hand, either; his wife Ingrid must have been well over forty when their latest was born.

Sooner or later I’m going to have to tell both him and Smeed, she thinks and reaches for her cup of tea. But not today.

The clatter of plates and the rush of running water has stopped. She can hear Sigrid talking on the phone with someone. Karen strains her ears to listen but only catches the occasional word. Her voice sounds different than when she was bantering with Leo, more grown-up, but at the same time soft and yielding. Must be Keris, Karen muses and her theory is confirmed when the door to the kitchen is slowly pushed shut.

Leo has apparently been out for a smoke, she notes with a pang of envy when she hears the front door open and then close again, hard enough to rattle the windows, as usual. But right now, wrapped in serenity, she can’t be bothered to work up any level of irritation.

Moments later, Leo falls onto the other end of the sofa and pulls Karen’s foot onto his lap while he reaches for the remote. A faint smell of cigarette smoke and she realises it’s going to be a long time before she can indulge in such pleasures again. A glass of wine here and there, no more than that, the doctor had said. And absolutely no cigarettes.

‘There’s a good film on after the news,’ Leo says. ‘Spotlight, I think it might even have won an Oscar.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘Catholic priests groping little kids.’

‘Sounds delightful . . . No, just kidding,’ she adds quickly. ‘I don’t mind watching it.’

And she thinks to herself that even a film like that won’t be able to quell the feeling flowing through her. If she can stay awake, that is; Leo’s thumbs working the arch of her right foot is making her eyelids feel heavy. She watches the news anchor solemnly read out the evening’s headlines with half-closed eyes.

Just as she’s about to drift off, Leo’s voice makes her jump.

‘Fuck! Shit!’

His suddenly vice-like grip on her foot in combination with the grimness of his voice shatters the restful silence and turns her deep, even breaths into shallow panting.

The temporary respite is definitely over.

The segment is about the traffic accident: helicopter views of mile-long traffic jams, sweeping shots of frustrated drivers getting out of their cars to stretch their legs, someone being interviewed, saying something Karen fails to catch. And then a few more quick shots of the crashed car.

Only then does she see what Leo must have seen. A rusty, light blue Volkswagen Beetle with its front smashed into the mountainside.

‘Are you sure?’ she says.

He nods.

‘Don’t think there’s another clunker like that anywhere. Besides, I recognise the registration number.’
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Ten minutes to five, she gives up. After three hours of dozing off and waking back up with a start, she pushes the duvet aside and sits up. She looks over her shoulder, at the other side of the bed.

Leo, in her bed, for the first time in weeks. And for a moment, all she wants is to crawl back into the warmth. Pick up where they left off a few hours earlier and sink back into the feeling that this is right. Forget about all the things that can go wrong down the line. And about a light blue Volkswagen with its front smashed into the side of a mountain.

 

After seeing Billy’s car on the news, she had immediately connected to the police intranet. Skimmed the report, read sections aloud to Leo.

One-car accident, driver seriously injured, taken to Thysted.

William Hadar Kristofer Formby, born 23.04.1994. Family informed by Station Sergeant Berglund.

‘I hope there’s someone other than his parents. I doubt they’ll be rushing to the hospital,’ Leo had said.

‘Really? Why?’

‘They don’t accept that he’s gay; evangelical as fuck. Apparently kicked him out the moment he came out of the closet.’

That had made Karen remember a comment Kore had made about Billy Formby leaving home early and turning up in the clubs in Dunker long before he was of age. What else had she managed to pick up about the platinum-blond, stick-thin young man with the sooty eyelids and painted nails? Hadn’t he told her he’d dreamed of being a flight attendant but had worked in cafés and restaurants both on land and onboard the ferries instead? Something about back problems, unless she misremembered. And hadn’t it been Eirik who suggested KGB hire him as their receptionist and general fixer? A successful hire, Kore had told her; Billy had turned out to both reliable and engaged and had eventually seemed like the natural choice when Luna was coming to town for a few weeks and needed an assistant.

But in his parents’ eyes, he wasn’t good enough.

No, Leo’s not who’s keeping her from sleeping. It’s Billy.

She slowly leans over, reaches out, and holds her hand over Leo’s back, feels the heat of the magnetic field between them. Wrestles with the urge to wake him.

It’s only five, let him sleep.

Instead, she slips out of bed and tiptoes into the bathroom.

With her wet hair dripping down her back, she walks down to the kitchen, quickly wolfs down a sandwich and knocks back a glass of orange juice standing by the kitchen counter. Then she gets into her car.

 

How is it possible? Karen Eiken Hornby wonders to herself a couple of hours later as she slams the phone down with a bang that makes everyone else in the office turn.

‘They were very clear,’ Johannes Berglund had told her. ‘I spoke to the father on the phone myself and told him what had happened. Stressed that he is in critical condition and that they should hurry. But according to him, Billy Formby is no longer their son.’

‘Heartless fucking arseholes,’ Karen mutters and leans back in her chair.

‘Well, in fairness, that’s not where most of us keep our hearts,’ Evald Johannisen’s dry voice says behind her. ‘So, what was that about?’

‘The guy who drove his car into the side of the mountain yesterday, Billy Formby. He’s in critical condition at Thysted and his parents refuse to go see him because he’s gay.’

‘Crikey.’

‘“Crikey”? That’s all you have to say? The guy just turned twenty-five and from what I can gather, he might not make it. And neither Mummy nor Daddy can be bothered to pull their sanctimonious heads out of their arses for long enough to go and hold his hand while he dies. Doesn’t sound very Christian to me.’

Evald Johannisen holds his hands up defensively.

‘Calm down, will you, Eiken? Yes, it sucks, OK? Doesn’t he have anyone else who can sit with him?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.’

‘And why are you so invested? Do you know the bloke?’

‘No, but I’ve met him. He works for KGB.’

‘The KGB?’

Johannisen looks confused.

‘Music, not Russian agents,’ she clarifies. ‘KGB: Kore, Gordon, and Brynn, the pride of our nation as far as music production goes. Never mind,’ she adds when Johannisen still looks bewildered. ‘Where’s Karl?’

‘Here.’

She turns around.

‘Time to head over to see the prosecutor,’ Karl Björken announces, checking his watch. ‘Smeed’s on his way and Viggo Haugen is probably already there.’

 

There are just enough comfortable armchairs in Prosecutor Dineke Vegen’s office to seat the visitors who have gathered in it: Head of Police Viggo Haugen, Head of the CID Jounas Smeed, Detective Inspector and lead investigator Karl Björken, and Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby.

The prosecutor herself is bent over her desk, speaking into the intercom, a green folder in her hand. Then she joins them, taking a seat in the last free chair.

‘Jounas has already filled me in on the broad strokes,’ she says. ‘And it does sound as if there’s reason for optimism, but we’ve all been burnt before. So, give me the details and we’ll take it from there,’ she adds with a nod to Karl.

‘I think you should hear it from Karen,’ he says. ‘It is entirely thanks to her we might finally have a breakthrough.’

And Karen tells them. About discovering that Anita Kollbar works for the company that owns the properties where two of the other victims lived. About an idea that had started out vague but which for lack of better leads had made her look into a possible connection with New Builds Ltd. About finding out that Loa Marklund had filed complaints about several of her neighbours, and that one of those neighbours had piqued her interest. Granted, Gundar Freske had already given a statement to two of their door-knocking colleagues after the second attack, but he had neither been swabbed nor asked to give a full account of his whereabouts at the time of the crimes.

‘The reason for which was, as you know, that Freske’s in a wheelchair,’ Karen says. ‘However, the way Loa Marklund formulated her complaints made me question his disability. In two places, she wrote that he was smoking on the balcony; in one of them, standing.’

‘That could just be an expression,’ Haugen objects. ‘What does this Freske have to say about it? Because I’m given to understand you’ve already talked to him. Without informing your superiors, I might add, even though we made ourselves very clear.’

He shoots Karl Björken a quick glance.

‘Yes, we did speak to him. I made the decision to go over there after talking to Karen and reading Loa Marklund’s emails. I had the same reservations as you, but my assessment was that it needed to be followed up on. As the lead investigator, I have to be able t—’

Dineke Vegen puts an end to the discussion.

‘OK, whatever, you can work that out between yourselves later,’ she says impatiently. ‘Go on,’ she adds, turning to Karen.

‘We found that he was, indeed, in a wheelchair,’ she says. ‘But we knew he must have been standing up right before opening the door.’

‘And how did you know that?’

‘Because he was aware we were from the police before we introduced ourselves. I had held my ID up to the peephole which is placed at a height of approximately five foot three inches.’

‘Well, what do you know?’ Dineke Vegen says and makes a note. ‘Although, it is possible he can stand up for short periods of time.’

‘Yes, that’s exactly what he himself claimed later. To explain how he gets by without any form of assistance.’

‘Great. Then, why are we sitting here?’ Viggo Haugen demands angrily.

‘Because I don’t believe him. The wheelchair likely belonged to his recently deceased mother; it was certainly far too small for a man his size. Nothing about the flat indicated that a disabled person lives in it. The positioning of the furniture, the lack of threshold ramps, and so on. And Karl and I both had a strong feeling he was lying through his teeth.’

Dineke Vegen discreetly chews the inside of her cheek and taps her pen against the table while she considers what has been said.

‘All right,’ she says eventually. ‘Hunches and feelings, in other words. But I know you know that’s not enough to bring him in. So, what else do you have? Because I assume it’s something more substantial than this.’

‘Karen has been able to establish that all four victims had interactions with Gundar Freske,’ Karl replies. ‘And not the positive kind. In other words, we believe he has reason to hold a grudge against all four women.’

‘You believe?’ Viggo Haugen says. ‘Is there anything you actually know?’

‘Well, the incidents were all relatively trivial, but in each case, Freske ended up feeling demeaned by the victims and that can, as you know, be enough to trigger men of a certain type.’

Silence descends. They all remember the librarian in Grunder who had two molars knocked out after reprimanding a man who returned his books about fly fishing three weeks late. And the woman in Thorsvik who almost lost her life because she suggested to her unemployed husband that he should at least try to find a new job one time too many.

Eventually, Karen clears her throat and presses on.

‘You already know about his connection to Loa Marklund. The others were harder to find. But I’ve spoken to all three victims and there can no longer be any real doubt. Until a few months before she was attacked, Sandrine Broe worked in a local pub and she believes Freske was one of the regulars.’

‘Believes?’

‘Yes, she wasn’t one hundred per cent certain,’ Karen replies truthfully. ‘One of the reasons for her hesitation was that she thought the person the picture reminded her of was considerably older. The driving licence picture of Freske I showed her is over ten years old.’

‘And why would he be holding a grudge against Sandrine Broe?’

‘Because she refused to serve him and kicked him out. Fairly harshly, if I understood her right. He didn’t act out at the time, just stared at her and called her . . .’

Karen hesitates.

‘Cunt,’ she says after a brief pause, avoiding Viggo Haugen’s eyes.

‘Well, I hardly think that’s the first time a waitress has been called a rude word,’ Dineke Vegen comments drily. ‘Especially at an establishment that serves alcohol, which I assume is the case here. And up in Moerbeck, too.’

‘Apparently it was the way he said it,’ Karen explains. ‘It must have stood out to Sandrine Broe because she still remembers it, nine months later. “Creepy” was the word she used to describe him.’

‘Still weak,’ Viggo Haugen says. ‘Very weak. What about the others?’

He nods for Karen to continue.

‘Anita Kollbar is a caseworker at New Builds Ltd and has, among other things, signed the order to evict Gundar Freske on account of delinquent rent. But she has never met or even spoken to him, as far as she can recall.’

Viggo Haugen spreads his hands as if to signal that he has now lost any hope of hearing anything of interest in this meeting.

‘I had expected at least someth—’

‘Why don’t we let Eiken finish,’ Jounas Smeed cuts him off.

Karen shoots him a surprised but grateful glance and clears her throat before continuing.

‘It turns out Greta Hansen can be linked to Freske, too. She has identified him as the man who brought his wheelchair-bound mother to the Thysted A & E the night after Midsummer. The mother, Ethel Freske, suffered from COPD and was having trouble breathing. She was given an oxygen mask and told to wait for a doctor to become available, but then a number of hours passed. You know what A & Es are like on Midsummer; extremely busy, with a constant stream of emergency cases that can’t wait.’

A murmur of agreement while Karen catches her breath and takes a sip of water.

‘Gundar Freske grew increasingly frustrated that other people were seen before his mother and complained to the staff repeatedly. In the end, Greta Hansen had had enough and told him off rather brusquely, according to herself. She still remembers Freske’s reaction. He stared at her in a way she found extremely unsettling, suddenly completely calm, and said just one word.’

Karen takes a deep breath and steels herself. Then she looks the Head of Police in the eyes and says,

‘Cunt.’

The word makes Viggo Haugen stiffen and look away. Silence follows while the people around the table process this information. Karen and Karl exchange a look, thinking the same thought: if this isn’t enough, we’re in trouble.

Dineke Vegen is the one who eventually breaks the silence.

‘All right, here’s what we’ll do,’ she says. ‘I want you to swab Gundar Freske and wait for the results before you arrest him. A good defence lawyer would make mincemeat of most of the things you’ve told me.’

She holds her hands up when Karen opens her mouth to protest.

‘I’m not saying you’re wrong. In fact, a lot of things seem to point to him being our man. But we need incontrovertible proof, not just theories. I have no problem giving you a warrant to perform a DNA swab. But I’m not giving you an arrest warrant until you know for sure. I assume you understand why.’

Nods of agreement; they don’t need to be told twice.

‘I’ll send a couple of woodentops over straight away,’ Karl Björken says.

‘Wonderful,’ Dineke Vegen replies and stands up. ‘And good work. I hope,’ she adds.
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The faces of the people around the table express both relief and surprise. But as the information sinks in, irritation grows as well.

Karl Björken’s account of what has been found out about Gundar Freske has made more and more members of the investigation team exchange looks from under raised eyebrows.

Evald Johannisen is the one who puts their feelings into words.

‘I see,’ he drawls. ‘So, you and Eiken have been doing your own thing on the side. A little “investigation within the investigation” that the rest of us weren’t told about.’

Karl Björken shakes his head, but before he can speak, Johannisen continues.

‘I don’t give a shit, I’m retiring soon anyway, but I imagine the rest of you must be feeling a bit miffed about being considered redundant.’

He makes a sweeping gesture towards Cornelis Loots, Astrid Nielsen, and Sara Inguldsen. They say nothing, just turn back to Karl.

‘For God’s sake, Evald—’ he starts to say, but then he’s interrupted again.

This time by Jounas Smeed.

‘I don’t think Björken had much choice,’ he comments drily. ‘The prosecutor, the Head of Police and I myself were all pretty clear we didn’t want the investigation to focus on some poor bloke in a wheelchair. Especially after the embarrassing incident with Martin Talliksen.’

Who is this guy? Karen marvels, looking as surprised as the rest of the team now. This is the second time since breakfast her boss has demonstrated possession of something curiously like a spine.

‘I don’t think anyone here will be shocked Eiken decided not to give a toss about orders from her superiors,’ Smeed continues with a nod to Karen. ‘Somewhat more unexpectedly, she managed to get Björken on board, too. I can assure you their behaviour won’t go unpunished.’

Is he being stupid now, or incredibly bloody smart?

Smeed pauses for effect.

Eyes on the table. Some of the team’s indignant, hurt, offended feelings seem to have morphed into an unspoken objection to his threat of consequences.

‘Still, inappropriate as their actions may have been,’ he continues, ‘it does look like they may have led to a breakthrough in this case.’

Evald Johannisen looks both confused and slightly mollified now.

‘So after some hesitation, I’ve decided to let Björken stay on as lead investigator and bring this case over the finish line,’ Jounas Smeed continues and stands up. ‘I have the pleasure of meeting with the Head of Police in’ – he checks his watch – ‘four minutes. Apparently, I have some explaining to do.’

Then he leaves the room. The silence after the door closes behind him seems to drag on forever. Once again, Evald Johannisen is the one who finally breaks it.

‘What the fuck was that?’ he chuckles and looks at Karl Björken. ‘Did the boss just compliment you or castrate you?’

‘No idea. Both, I guess. But I hope you understand why I couldn’t bring you all in on this?’

Johannisen mumbles something inaudible.

‘OK, fine, Evald, I know what you’re thinking. Yes, I kept it on the down-low to protect myself, but also because I didn’t want to waste all our resources on something I actually considered a long shot.’

‘Seems more like back of the net to me,’ Astrid Nielsen says. ‘What do we do now? I assume Freske’s being swabbed today. I’d like to volunteer for that job.’
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‘Smart.’

Karen pauses in the doorway after a quick rap on the window to Jounas Smeed’s office. He seems to be busy reading something on his computer screen and responds with a vague grunt. She chooses to interpret it as permission to enter.

‘Really smart, actually,’ she says and takes a seat on a visitor’s chair.

‘What are you talking about?’ Smeed says without taking his eyes off the screen.

‘The team meeting. Giving Björken just enough shit to placate Johannisen and the others. And then a bit of sabre rattling about consequences . . .’

That makes him turn to Karen and fix her levelly.

‘What makes you think I wasn’t serious about that?’

She shrugs.

‘The fact that I think you might be a decent person deep down inside, I guess.’

Smeed gives her an incredulous look.

‘I suppose I should take that as a compliment?’

‘So,’ Karen says, ignoring his question. ‘What did Viggo Haugen say?’

‘That I should consider firing both Björken and you. Especially you,’ he adds and looks at her over the rim of his glasses with a sympathetic wrinkle between his eyebrows. ‘Did you really have to call him a cunt?’

‘I was just quoting Freske. I would never use that word.’

‘Well, he seems to feel singled out.’

Karen chuckles.

‘I’m sure that’ll wear off when he gets to hold a press conference to tell everyone we caught the Moerbeck Swine.’

‘I hope you’re right. Why are you here anyway? I assume you didn’t stop by to shoot the shit.’

‘I wanted to tell you I appreciate you backing me up in the prosecutor’s office, too. I don’t have occasion to thank you all that often, so I thought I’d seize the opportunity.’

‘And there’s the reason you’re never going to get promoted. And why Haugen wants to get rid of you. Have you ever considered speaking to your superiors with more respect?’

‘I have. But I’m just not ready to make a final decision on that yet.’

He laughs and she decides it’s time to get to the real reason for her visit.

Billy Formby.

Leo had called Eirik and Kore the moment Karen confirmed Billy had been the one driving the crashed car. She hadn’t commented on their plans to contact the hospital, but the text she had received from Eirik after the team meeting had confirmed her suspicions.

They won’t tell us anything about Billy. We’re not even allowed to see him. Is there anything you can do?

Of course the hospital won’t release information about a patient to anyone but a close relative. And in Billy’s case, his close relatives aren’t interested.

She’s determined to at least try to get Smeed’s approval for what she’s planning to do.

‘Actually,’ she says, ‘I’d like your permission to do something. As you know, there was a big accident on the motorway south of Gaarda yesterday.’

‘Yes, I do know. I was stuck in traffic for half an hour.’

‘The thing is that the driver was one of the KGB guys I spoke to when we thought Luna was missing.’

Jounas Smeed seems to search his memory.

‘Oh, right, the lady who ran off to England without telling anyone. What happened with that, speaking of which? She’s not back, is she?’ he adds with sudden alarm.

‘No. She did come back from England, but from what I’m told she has finally returned to the US now.’

‘And why are you interested in the guy who crashed his car? It was just a regular traffic accident. He was probably drunk or high, I imagine, given where he works.’

She can’t be bothered to argue with him. Doesn’t want to risk putting his back up when he seems amenable for once.

‘Maybe,’ she replies tersely. ‘Or maybe he sneezed, or swerved to avoid something. Or maybe he ran into the side of the mountain on purpose. Either way, he’s now in a critical condition at Thysted and his parents don’t give a shit. Apparently, they’ve disowned him for being homosexual.’

‘That’s a shame, but hardly any of your business. Or do you just have an open-door policy now for kids who don’t get along with their parents?’

Karen considers her boss for a second.

Don’t say anything.

‘Are you upset about it?’ she asks. ‘About Sigrid living with me?’

He laughs. Slightly too harshly.

‘Not at all. Better she’s out there than up in Gaarda, I suppose. She actually called me last week. Apparently she has a new boyfriend. Do you know who he is?’

‘His name is Keris Gudmundson. He’s a chef.’

‘A chef? What the hell kind of profession is that?’

She chortles.

‘A pretty noble one compared to ours, I’d say. Anyway, he works at P27 up on Parkvej, so I assume he’s good at what he does.’

She decides not to mention the fact that he has made lamb roast in her kitchen or that he’s eight years older than Sigrid. Neither would elevate her or Keris in Jounas Smeed’s opinion.

‘Anyway,’ she says. ‘I was thinking of heading up to Thysted to see what I can find out. Check how the guy’s doing, see if I can find out what kind of treatment he’s receiving, and if I can dig up anyone who needs to be informed. Hopefully, there are other relatives. The doctors won’t let friends and colleagues in, but maybe as a police officer I can do something.’

Smeed gives her an indifferent nod and turns back to his computer.

‘Do whatever you want, so long as it doesn’t interfere with your other duties. But when we . . . if we bring Freske in for questioning, you’re going to have to drop whatever it is you’re doing,’ he adds and shoots her a stern look.

‘Of course. I wouldn’t miss it. Has something interesting happened?’

She gets up with a glance at his computer screen, which seems to once again be consuming all of Smeed’s attention.

‘We just had a report of an older couple outside Ravenby being found dead in their home. Suspected murder, according to our colleagues up there. I’ll have Johannisen check it out.’



44

For the third time in a very short time, Karen Eiken Hornby is reminded that she doesn’t like the smell of hospitals.

That her badge opens both doors and mouths is eminently clear, however, when after just twenty minutes of waiting, she’s granted an audience with the doctor in charge. All it took was a few vague words about the police looking into the cause of the accident.

She listens with mounting unease to Consultant Axel Klak as he lists Billy’s injuries. Aside from lacerations and fractures in both legs, which according to the doctor shouldn’t lead to any lasting impairment, Billy has a serious head injury in the form of a severe brain bleed.

‘He’s sedated right now to keep him stable until we can perform a more detailed evaluation of his condition. We want to let his brain rest, to minimise the risk of pressure build-up.’

‘And how long will you keep him unconscious?’

‘As long as it takes. A week or two, most likely. We’re keeping an eye on his cranial pressure and what the X-rays show and based on that we will, in due course, decrease the sedation gradually and see how he reacts.’

‘How he reacts?’

‘Yes, we may, for example, test his response to simple commands. But it’s a difficult balance to strike and right now, sleep is the best medicine.’

‘So there’s a chance he could pull through?’

Axel Klak pulls a face as if to say anything’s possible.

‘The brain is a complex machine,’ he says. ‘Fragile, too, of course, but sometimes it demonstrates an uncanny ability to recover.’

‘Did you check if there was alcohol or anything else in his blood?’

‘Of course. But no, no trace of anything,’ Axel Klak replies firmly. ‘We can only speculate about what caused him to drive into that mountain. You’re just going to have to wait and hope for the best.’

‘Thank you for your time. I would like to have a look at his belongings, too. Do you know if anything was brought in with him?’

‘You’ll have to ask the nurses. OK, well, unless there was anything else . . . ?’

Axel Klak leans forward and grabs hold of the desk with both hands, as a signal that she has taken up enough of his precious time.

Karen stands up.

‘And you haven’t heard from any relatives?’ she says with one hand on the door handle.

‘Sadly, no. Granted, at the moment, it makes no difference to the patient’s condition, but eventually, the support of his loved ones could play a significant role in a potential recovery. If you manage to locate someone, that would be good.’

*

Billy Formby’s belongings have been put in a ziplock bag. Wallet, mobile, and keys. That’s it.

‘Well, and there’s a paper bag with his clothes, too,’ the nurse says hesitantly. ‘Would you like to see them as well?’

‘I think we can hold off on that,’ Karen replies, turning the plastic bag over.

Smears of something brown that looks like dried blood on the inside.

‘Yeah, they’re not likely to be stolen,’ the nurse says. ‘As I’m sure you understand, we had to cut everything off him, so he won’t have much use for them himself, either, if he makes it. But that’s everything that was in his pockets.’

‘I need to go through both his wallet and his phone. Would it be all right if I took this with me to the station?’

‘Be my guest. As you know, we have a problem with things getting stolen here at the hospital so I’m sure his things are safer with the police. But you’ll need to give me a receipt, of course.’

Once the document is signed and Karen hands the pen back, the nurse asks: ‘Would you like to see him? The doctor said you could.’

*

A picture of abject loneliness, Karen thinks as she watches Billy Formby through the window. She forces herself to stand there and look at the blond wisps of hair sticking out from under the bandages, the tube disappearing into his throat underneath his Adam’s apple, his bare chest, rising and falling as the ventilator dictates, his scrawny arms. Avoids looking at the screws and hardware in both his legs or at the bag of urine hanging next to the bed.

‘Make sure you wake up,’ she whispers. ‘There are people out here who care about you.’
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She has time to register both the quick flash of concern and the smell of paint before the face in front of her splits into a smile.

‘Karen, it’s so good to see you. Come in.’

*

A few months ago, when Aylin asked Karen if she wanted to go with her to Sande to look at a house she was thinking of buying, Karen had initially felt worried. Aylin’s parents were both from Frisel and they already had a summer house down there. But Karen had never fully understood the island where luxury villas sit cheek by jowl with tattered houseboats, old holiday villages, and vast marshlands. Aylin’s financial situation precluded it being one of the big houses in Sande’s safer areas. And the idea of her being dependent on the ferry in her situation had made Karen pause before replying.

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ she’d asked. ‘You’d be very isolated down there.’

‘Not Sande on Frisel,’ Aylin had reassured her. ‘North Sande, here, in Dunker. A terraced house.’

And in reply to the unspoken question, she’d added, ‘My parents are helping me, I wouldn’t be able to afford it otherwise. To be perfectly honest, they’re the ones buying the house.’

Sande, or North Sande as it’s called on newer maps to distinguish the picturesque terraced suburb north of Dunker from the biggest town on Frisel. Plans to change the latter’s name to South Sande had been met with such fierce protests the idea had withered on the vine. The fact that Sande on Heimö had a longer history than its namesake on Frisel had apparently made no difference once the Frisians got fired up. They weren’t about to let some stuck-up people from the capital come in and fix things that weren’t broken.

Karen had heaved a sigh of relief. A better or safer place than North Sande was hard to imagine for a divorced mother of two who lived in constant fear of her abusive husband coming after her again. It was densely populated and with an old-fashioned sense of community – at least according to Karl Björken, whose house, to Karen’s further delight, was only a few streets away.

*

Now that she’s here, having driven over on a whim, she realises she probably should have called first. Aylin’s heart rate probably goes through the roof whenever the doorbell rings unexpectedly, she thinks to herself.

‘Come in. I’m not entirely done moving in, but it’s getting there, I think. Want to see?’

And while she gives Karen a tour, Aylin points out all the things she has done or is planning to do to the house.

‘The kids aren’t home?’ Karen says when they reach the upstairs bedrooms.

‘No, they’re with my parents today and tomorrow. I painted both Tyra and Mikkel’s rooms yesterday and I want the paint to be bone dry before I let the little beasts back in.’

‘You’re doing it all yourself? Why haven’t you asked the rest of us to help out?’

‘My goodness, like you haven’t done enough for me already. You especially. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, Karen. And Eirik actually came over yesterday and put up some shelves in the bathroom.’

‘But painting an entire house . . .’

Aylin looks thoughtful.

‘I suppose I like the idea of proving that I can stand on my own two feet,’ she says after a long pause.

‘You can. Right? Is Bo still behaving?’

She asks even though she already knows. And she knows Aylin knows. They just don’t say it out loud; have sworn never to mention what scared Bo Ramnes so badly he now leaves his future ex-wife alone.

Three people only: no one else is ever going to find out.

‘He has the kids every other weekend, but we only communicate via email and text. Though he had to cancel the last two weekends.’

‘How are they dealing with everything?’

‘They’re calmer now, both of them. Mikkel is disappointed when Bo cancels, but Tyra seems more relieved than anything. But she always says he’s been nice when they come back from a weekend with him.’

Karen says nothing. Aylin clenches her jaw.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she says. ‘But I’m sure he makes an effort when they’re with him. And he never lay a finger on them. Not ever. If he had, I wouldn’t let him see them.’

‘I know that.’

‘OK. Well, anyway, it has been several weeks now since he last had time for them. I assume the party is already campaigning hard.’

‘Or he met someone else.’

That he can beat the shit out of.

Aylin chews her bottom lip.

‘Yes, I’ve wondered that,’ she admits after a pause. ‘Poor thing if that’s the case. Do you think there’s anything I could do about it?’

‘Warn her, I guess. Tell her what happened to you and hope she listens.’

‘Hopefully she’s stronger than me.’

She won’t be. Predators know how to choose their prey.

They’ve reached the kitchen. Karen sits down at the table while Aylin goes over to the counter.

‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’

‘No, thanks. I’m not staying. I just wanted to see your new digs. And tell you a couple of things.’

Once again that flash of fear in Aylin’s eyes.

‘Is it about Bo? Do you know something you haven’t told me?’

Karen holds her hands up with a reassuring smile.

‘Nothing, I swear. But I did want to tell you that we have probably caught a completely different swine.’

For a few seconds, Aylin looks completely nonplussed. Then the penny drops.

‘The Moerbeck Swine?’

Karen nods.

‘It’s not official, and we don’t know for sure yet, but I wanted to tell you now because . . . well. I thought you should know.’

Because you need to know that the pricks of this world don’t always win.

‘Who is it?’

‘I can’t tell you that, but it’s a person with connections to all four victims. So it looks like it was personal after all, just like you said.’

‘Has he confessed?’

‘No, and he’s not under arrest yet, just swabbed. We’re waiting for the DNA results but hopefully we can go get him today or tomorrow.’

‘Wait, he’s still walking around, even though you think he’s the one? How can you just let him—’

‘He’s under surveillance,’ Karen breaks in. ‘He can’t leave his house without us knowing.’

And he’s unlikely to show his face without that wheelchair, she adds inwardly.

Out loud, she says, ‘It’s actually partly thanks to you we found him. What you said made me take a closer look at the victims and I realised the attacks weren’t random, as we thought. And this time, we’re pretty sure we’ve got the right guy.’

Aylin stands up with a wan smile.

‘Then I suppose we should celebrate. I’m going to have a glass of wine. Red or white?’

‘No wine for me.’

‘Are you ill?’ Aylin says with a laugh as she opens the fridge door. ‘No coffee and no wine, that’s not like you.’

Karen makes no reply, just watches Aylin take a bottle of white wine out of the fridge and root around a drawer for the corkscrew. Watches as realisation dawns on her and she freezes mid-movement.

Then she slowly turns around and Karen can see the doubt and the impossible thought that is slowly taking root.

‘Not ill, are you?’ she says, and Karen can tell she’s on the right track.

‘Nope.’

‘Oh my God, Karen! Is it true?’

‘It seems that way.’

‘When? I mean, how many weeks?’

‘End of the eleventh, I’m told.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’ve been extremely tired and actually thought I was sick, but I’m feeling much better now. The worst of it seemed to pass the moment I decided what I wanted to do.’

‘You were considering abortion?’

‘Yes. Or no. Or yes. All the options seemed impossible. But in the end, things just became clear. Somehow, I apparently made the decision without realising it.’

‘Who knows?’

‘Just you, Marike, Sigrid, and Leo. And Mum. But I haven’t told anyone at work yet.’

Aylin hesitates briefly before asking the next question.

‘What does your doctor say? Does everything look . . . good?’

‘Apparently, it does. So far as they can make out on the ultrasound anyway. But the risk of miscarriage is pretty high at my age. And I have to decide whether I want amniocentesis. But I don’t know. I just don’t have it in me to decide that, too. Everything is already so . . . Everything is so damn . . .’

She gives up on finding the right words.

What?

‘Amazing, maybe?’ Aylin says with a smile. ‘Look, I understand that it’s confusing and probably scary and impractical, but if everything goes well, it’s actually really fucking wonderful, Karen.’

‘I don’t know if I remember how to do it.’

‘You do. Believe me.’

They look at each other in silence. Then Aylin sits down at the table and takes a sip of her wine.

‘Cheers, then,’ she says and takes another. ‘And what does Leo say about it? Because it’s his, right?’ she adds.

‘Yes, it’s his. That’s the one thing I’m sure about in this mess. Well, he claims he wants us to keep it, but what else is he supposed to say? It can hardly be a dream scenario for him, either.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, for one thing, we’re not really in a proper relationship. We don’t really know each other very well.’

Aylin chuckles.

‘Apparently well enough to—’

‘We’re sleeping together.’

‘And living together. That’s a pretty good start . . .’

‘Not together. He’s my lodger. I suppose it was a better deal than being homeless. But now that things are starting to work out for him, maybe being saddled with a kid isn’t what he needs. Besides, he could probably find someone considerably . . .’

‘What? Younger? Better-looking?’

‘Yes, that too,’ Karen replies sourly. ‘But I think more than anything he needs someone more . . . radiant.’

‘I don’t think that’s Leo’s type. This is more about you. Maybe you’re selling him short?’

For a moment, Karen considers telling her about Luna. About how happy Leo had seemed basking in her light.

But she decides not to. Maybe Leo doesn’t need someone radiant. Maybe he needs someone who makes him radiant. Someone like Luna.

Or at least someone more exciting than a middle-aged copper with crippling emotional baggage.

*

Fifteen minutes later, she’s back in her car. A wave of weariness suddenly makes her limbs and eyelids feel like lead. She leans her head against the steering wheel and catches a glimpse of the bag containing Billy Formby’s belongings on the passenger seat out of the corner of her eye. Keys, a blood-smeared wallet and a mobile phone. A pang of guilt as the image of Billy behind a glass window at Thysted Hospital flashes before her eyes.

Where the fuck do I get off feeling sorry for myself?

And while she buckles her seatbelt and starts the car, the questions start to pile up. How will Billy feel about knowing that his parents genuinely don’t care whether he lives or dies, if he ever wakes up? Who even knows he’s in the hospital? Is he missed by anyone?

Maybe there’s someone out there right now, worrying about him? Someone who wonders where he is and why he hasn’t been in touch. Other relatives, perhaps. Friends, or even better, a boyfriend. Someone she could find in his call list and texts.

Hopefully the phone survived the crash, she thinks to herself. Granted, it didn’t turn on, but the screen seemed to be in one piece.

I’m going to make it my fucking mission to find someone who cares.
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‘I’m sorry, but I honestly don’t know. Billy was always pretty secretive.’

Eirik repeats almost verbatim what Kore said before handing the phone to his boyfriend.

‘How did you first get to know him?’

‘I didn’t really know him. He used to hang out in the same bars as us, but it’s been years since I had the energy to go out at night.’

‘But surely you know at least something about the guy?’

‘I know he used to work as a waiter at a café, but that his real dream was being a flight attendant or working with fashion or media. Like everyone else. He was fun to talk to, but very naïve. I don’t think he could have been more than seventeen at the time, so no wonder, really. I remember him telling me his parents weren’t OK with him being gay, and that he had moved out a few years earlier. Or maybe someone else told me that. People gossiped a lot.’

‘No boyfriend? Or other friends you remember?’

‘No, if anything he seemed kind of lonely and contact-seeking. I remember feeling sorry for him and thinking he was the type to get himself into trouble.’

‘How so?’

‘Because he was so young and rootless. Practically made to fall in with the wrong men.’

‘So how come you recommended him for a job at KGB?’

‘Pure happenstance, actually. I hadn’t seen Billy in years when we bumped into each other at the market hall last spring. He told me he’d been working as a waiter at some of the better restaurants in town and then as a receptionist on the ferries, but that the flight attendant thing had come to nothing. Some kind of back problem that apparently made it hard to work as a waiter, too. And around that time, Kore had mentioned that they needed someone in the studio who could take care of the practical side of things and receive visitors. I gave Billy Kore’s number and then I heard he got the job. And that he was good at it.’

‘But you didn’t see him socially after that?’

‘Hardly. Billy’s, like, half my age. I don’t think we have much in common. But we’d say hi whenever I was over at the studio, of course, and he thanked me for helping him land a dream job, as he put it. And he certainly changed, at least on the outside.’

‘Oh yeah? So he didn’t always wear harem pants?’

Eirik chuckles.

‘More like jeans and a T-shirt. I suppose he finally had a chance to live out his fantasies among musician and other flaky folk. Just look what the industry has done to Kore . . .’

*

Leo doesn’t seem to have anything more to add, either. Billy Formby had turned out to be a rock when it came to keeping track of invoices, booking plane tickets, making coffee, driving people around, and receiving visitors, and he had been the obvious choice to be Luna’s temporary assistant while she was in the country. A rock that kept track of everyone and everything. The problem was, no one seemed to have kept track of Billy Formby.

Karen pours the tea Leo has made and notes that not only did he opt to have water with his dinner, but now he seems intent on foregoing his usual evening whiskey, too.

‘I don’t mind if you drink, even though I can’t,’ she says.

‘I don’t think it’ll do me any harm to skip it just this once. But thanks.’

It’s just the two of them tonight. Sigrid has texted that she’s spending the night at Keris’s. She had hissed like a cat the other day when Leo gently asked if she was on the pill or if they should expect more surprises.

How is this going to work? Karen wonders. A teenager and an infant in the same house. And me, about to hit menopause.

As though he can read her mind, Leo says:

‘I hope it’s a boy. What should we name him, do you think? Leo Junior, maybe.’

Karen flinches. This is the first time they’ve talked about the baby as a real person. Naming it hasn’t even crossed her mind.

‘Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? What’s your middle name?’ she says and blows on her tea before taking a sip.

He pauses briefly and seems to have trouble keeping his face neutral.

‘Leonard Evald Friis,’ he says eventually and watches her struggle to swallow her tea before letting out a snort of laughter. ‘I assume Evald is out of the question?’ he adds with a grin.

‘Definitely. So, Leonard, is it . . . ?’

‘My mum was into Cohen. What about you?’

‘Karen Pauline Eleanor. Think we’re going to have to look elsewhere if it’s a girl.’

The words feel strange in her mouth. A girl. A daughter. Or a son . . .

God, I don’t care, just let it be healthy.

The realisation that her fear has changed shape sends a wave of heat through her body and makes her eyes burn. Until just a few days ago, the thought of all the things that could go wrong had made her consider not having the baby. Now, the same thoughts make her send up a prayer to a god she doesn’t even believe in.

She quickly gets up and fetches her handbag from the bench in the hallway, pulls out the ziplock bag and puts it down on the kitchen sink.

‘I’m going to go through Billy’s phone,’ she announces, rips off a sheet of kitchen roll, dampens it with a few drops of water from the tap, and wipes down the mobile. Watches it go brown with dried blood.

‘I assume it’s the one he got from work,’ Karen continues with her back to Leo. ‘At least it’s an iPhone,’ she adds and glances over at her own charger lying next to the bread tin.

Leo winces when he realises what it is she’s wiping off.

‘Did you ask Kore for the PIN?’ he says. ‘We’re not likely to get it working without it.’

‘I did. Kore picked the same PIN he uses for his own phone. Apparently, he wanted to be able to get into it because it belongs to KGB and was full of pictures of . . . from the recording sessions. But Billy might have changed it. If he did, I’ll have to take it in to forensics tomorrow.’

She opens the cupboard under the sink and bins the kitchen roll, then inspects the phone before plugging it in. I’ll deal with that later, she thinks with a glance at the even stickier wallet while she waits for the white apple to appear on the screen.

‘I wonder if he’d met someone,’ Leo says.

She turns around.

‘Billy? What makes you think that? Did he say something?’

‘No, and I didn’t ask. It was just a feeling I had. Like he was a bit . . .’

‘What?’

Leo shrugs.

‘I don’t know. Probably just my imagination. But I do remember thinking he’d seemed a bit unlike himself recently. Absent, you know, as though his mind were elsewhere. Even when Luna was around. And I think he felt really guilty when she went missing. He seemed devastated.’

‘All right, but she came ba—’

Karen is interrupted by a ding and turns away again. Looks at the four dashes and the instruction to type in the PIN code.

2107, Kore’s birthday. How fucking original, she thinks and types in the numbers. Then she calls out:

‘Bingo!’

*

A few minutes later, hope fades. If Billy Formby has relatives, a boyfriend, or even friends, he didn’t contact them on this phone. She and Leo stand next to each other with their elbows on the kitchen counter, combing through Billy’s phone for personal contacts.

But Leo can quickly confirm that all the texts and calls are to, or from, people with links to KGB: Brynn, Gordon, Kore, the new receptionist, a couple of the musicians, a catering company, the cleaners . . .

And Luna.

There are no names in the address book Leo can’t instantly link to work, either.

‘He must have kept his private phone, too,’ he says.

‘But he doesn’t seem to have had it with him when he crashed,’ Karen says. ‘So it’s probably still in his flat.’

‘I guess we’ll have to pop over. The keys are in that bag, right?’

‘I can’t just barge in there without clearing it with my superiors.’

‘I can,’ Leo offers. ‘Just a friend watering his plants or whatever. Surely there’s no law against that?’

Karen tests that out in her mind. Even if Billy didn’t keep a second phone, there might be something else in his flat that could give them a clue as to . . .

Well, as to what? she asks herself.

Maybe Billy Formby is simply as alone in the world as his meagre address book suggests. Maybe there really isn’t someone out there wondering where he is right now.

Frowning, she reads one of the texts.

‘Did Luna fire him?’ she says. ‘When she came back, I mean?’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The last text from her is the exact same one you showed me. The one she sent all of you after she popped over to England: “Sorry, guys . . .” and then all that nonsense about needing time to herself.’

Leo is frowning at her, as though he’s wondering whether she has lost her mind. Karen tries again.

‘Why else would he have erased all the texts from her after that? And the calls too, there’s nothing from Luna since then.’

‘Since when? What are you talking about?’

‘Since she came back, obviously. Was Billy no longer trusted to wait on Her Highness?’

Annoyed, she pushes the phone away and returns to the kitchen table. Angry at Leo. At herself. Her Highness. So fucking unnecessary. When they’re finally talking again.

Leo stays by the counter with his arms crossed, staring at her blankly.

‘But she never bloody came back,’ he says with exaggerated stress on every syllable. ‘We haven’t heard a word from her since that damn text. Why would you think we have?’

Now it’s Karen’s turn to stare blankly while the words try to sink in.

‘Come off it, Leo,’ she says. ‘Her phone . . . Forensics told me it . . .’

She trails off while her mind races.

‘What?’ Leo barks. ‘What about Luna’s fucking phone? Kore said you’d traced it to Harwich in England. I haven’t heard from her since. No one has; they would have told me.’

‘So, where did she go, then?’

‘I don’t fucking know. I assume she went back to the US. Like I already told you. I don’t really give a shit anymore. We’re done recording, so it doesn’t matter. The rest is up to Brynn and Kore.’

Karen stares at him.

‘But she did come back,’ she says. ‘From England, I mean. Just a few days after she disappeared. Forensics picked up signals from her phone up in Ravenby. She must have bought a return ticket.’

Leo looks unconvinced.

‘Right, and where are you saying she went after that? I bet the police kept track of that, too, right?’

Karen shakes her head.

‘No, we dropped it. Assumed she’d come back to finish up at KGB. You told me you were making a few changes.’

Assumed.

‘She didn’t come back. At least not to KGB,’ Leo bristles. ‘Don’t you think I would have told you?’

‘I thought we did talk about her being back—’ She breaks off and changes tack. ‘Well, I guess she must have stayed up there, then.’

‘In Ravenby? What the hell would she be doing in Ravenby, of all godforsaken places?’

‘How should I know?’ Karen snaps. ‘She might be visiting her parents, I suppose. Or her brother. She was there, that’s all I know. And since she was back in the country, I assumed you . . .’

Assumed.

With a growing feeling of unease and guilt, Karen recaps the past two weeks.

The instant dislike she had felt at their first and only meeting. The relief when she found out the divine being seemed to have vanished into thin air, the irritation at being dragged into the search for her. The worry that had been there in the background, the nagging notion that something serious might have happened. And then the smugness when the text from Luna seemed to have frayed those angel’s wings ever so slightly. Proof that she was nothing but a spoiled, self-centred diva who took off on a whim without a thought of the consequences for anyone else. Even Leo had finally seemed to realise it.

How quickly she had suppressed that little pang of surprise at the text having been sent from Harwich, at Luna, the celestial one, having deigned to take the ferry.

And how quickly and gratefully she had accepted her orders when Jounas Smeed told her to drop it and focus on more important things. Like catching the prick who was cutting up women with broken glass bottles.

And then. The rape investigation, the grinding worry about her health, and the news of her pregnancy. All things that had made her realise that Leo’s old girlfriend was the least of her problems.

But she could have sworn they’d talked about Luna being back.

And then, suddenly, she remembers Leo’s surprise when she asked about Luna the other day. The irritation in his voice when he asked why Karen kept bringing her up. She tries to remember what Kore had said on Walpurgis. In that restaurant when Karen had congratulated him on getting his ‘little golden goose’ back.

No, she can’t remember what Kore answered. If he said anything at all.

And while her mind races faster and faster, an unpleasant insight spreads through Karen Eiken Hornby, making every muscle in her body tense up.

Luna never came back.

Only her phone did.

*

Her thoughts are interrupted by Leo’s voice.

‘What the fuck is . . . ? Oh my God.’

He’s staring at the phone with a mix of fear and revulsion.

Even before Karen can get up and take it from him, fear hits her like a punch in the stomach.
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The woman in the picture is lying on her side with her back to the camera. Her long, white dress looks grimy and is riding up her thighs. The back of it looks dark. She’s lying with her knees pulled up slightly, and if it weren’t for the angle of her arms behind her back and the thin blue packing string around her wrists, it could easily have been a photograph of a sleeping woman with bare feet and a dirty nightgown. It could have been anyone, if it weren’t for the platinum blonde hair.

‘Is she dead?’

‘I don’t know, Leo. I don’t know.’

Karen swipes to the next picture. And the next. Picture after picture of Luna. In the first two with a hood pulled over her head, sitting on some kind of cot. Then without the hood, her eyes terrified, staring at the person photographing her. And then the one with her on her side and her back to the camera again.

The last picture.

Karen quickly backs up to the thumbnail overview. Looks at the tiny images and the dates they were taken, scrolling down until she finds what she’s looking for. The first picture of Luna in captivity, with the black hood on, still straight-backed, her dress still clean, was taken on 24 April.

Leo is looking over her shoulder.

‘Look at the time,’ he says. ‘Four thirty-five. It was taken just hours after we saw her for the last time. He must have gone back that same night, after we left. When was the last one taken?’

Instead of answering, Karen brings up the picture and holds up the phone so he can see for himself. She has already noticed what now draws another curse from Leo.

‘Yesterday,’ he says. ‘God fucking dammit, that’s just a few hours before he ran his car into a mountain.’

‘Just over five,’ Karen replies.

‘Look, there are videos, too.’

‘Yes, I saw them, and we’re going to have to watch them, but first I have to call this in. We need to get people on this, quickly. Right bloody now. Can you get my phone?’

She hears her own strained voice, hears Leo curse as he rummages through her handbag.

‘Here,’ he says and hands her Billy’s phone too. She uses her thumb and forefinger to zoom in on one of the pictures and squints to try to make out more details.

‘Have a look at this,’ she says. ‘Does anything in this room look familiar to you? Do you have any idea where these pictures might have been taken?’

Leo squints as Karen uses her index finger to move around the picture, hunting for things that might be recognised. Together, they stare at something that looks like a wall-mounted cot, or possibly a narrow bed. They note the bright wallpaper with yellow and orange flowers on the wall behind it. See half a window hidden behind a closed curtain.

Karen hears Leo inhale sharply when Luna’s wide-open right eye slides into view. She quickly pulls the phone away.

‘Oh my God. What if he killed her and then himself?’ he says. ‘Maybe that car accident wasn’t an accident at all. Is that what you’re thinking?’

The other scenario is at least as nightmarish, Karen thinks to herself and she can tell the same thought has just occurred to Leo. That she’s alive, and that the only person who knows where she’s being kept is lying unconscious in Thysted Hospital. And may never wake up.

‘I don’t know,’ she says, ‘but if she’s alive, we need to find her as quickly as possible.’

Then she hesitates. Which would be better, calling Smeed first or spending a couple of minutes checking if the videos Billy took can give them a clue right now? Every minute counts. Unless she’s already dead. Some of the pictures show part of a tabletop and the edge of a plate and something that looks like a glass of water. Billy must have wanted to keep Luna alive, she thinks. At least until yesterday morning. If he hasn’t killed her or hurt her too badly, there’s still a chance. But only if they can quickly figure out where she is.

Her thoughts run in circles. And with a feeling that whichever path she chooses will turn out to have been the wrong one, she starts the first video.

*

The same room, the same cot. The camera zooms in and then out again. The sound of a chair scraping and Luna’s panting breaths underneath the hood.

Then Billy’s voice.

‘Interview with Lena Johanson, 27 April, 11.45 a.m. Hi, Luna, would you prefer if I called you that?’

A muffled mumbling and then Luna’s confused, darting eyes as a hand reaches out and removes the hood.

‘Do you recognise me?’

Terrified, incredulous eyes. No answer.

‘I said, do you recognise me?’

‘Yes, Billy. I recognise you.’

Her voice is thin and breaks into a whimper.

‘And why are you here, Luna? Tell us why you’re here now.’

‘I don’t understand . . .’

She tries to stand up and the picture wobbles when a hand shoves her back onto the cot. Her head hits the wall behind her, not hard, but she lets out a yelp.

Karen bends over the phone, turns the volume up as far as it will go and listens. Luna’s sobs are not the ones she can hear. Is there someone else in the room, or is that Billy crying?

‘Why are you doing this?’ Luna says after a long while. ‘What did I ever do to you?’

The picture wobbles again and the video ends. The display shows the first frame once more.

At this point, Karen picks up her own phone.



48

She asks Leo to drive. Granted, if they get pulled over, it would be better if Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby were driving. And that risk is considerable, given the speed at which they’re travelling, she realises and reaches up to cling to the grab handle with one hand while clutching Billy Formby’s phone in the other.

‘You’re not going to watch?’ Leo asks, rounding the Hare and Crow so fast gravel sprays from their skidding tyres.

‘I’ll wait until we get to the main road. Would you mind slowing down just a little? We don’t have time to end up in the ditch.’

He nods mutely and eases off the accelerator.

*

Jounas Smeed had listened without interrupting while Karen quickly explained the situation and what had to be done. With equal parts relief and surprise, she had noted that her boss hadn’t objected to being told what to do.

A unit had to be dispatched immediately to Frisel to search the house Luna had been staying in, including any secondary areas and sheds. Another to Billy’s flat. All available investigative personnel were to meet at the station as soon as they could get there.

‘Copy that, I’ll start calling people,’ Smeed had said. ‘How soon can you be there yourself?’

‘Forty minutes. Half an hour,’ she had corrected herself. ‘And don’t forget to tell the officers you send to the house on Frisel to bring something back the dogs can sniff.’

After giving Smeed all the information and addresses, she’d ended the call, laced up her boots, and shouted for Leo to get behind the wheel.

*

The substandard maintenance of Langeviksvej makes the car bounce as Leo drives far too fast through the village. Karen grits her teeth and pictures angry and surprised neighbours watching them race by from behind closed curtains. Her jaw remains clenched until Leo finally turns onto road 32. Then she turns her attention to Billy’s phone.

With a push of her thumb, she starts the next video.

And as Leo speeds up again, they listen to the sound of Billy’s voice.

‘Interview with Lena Johanson, 29 April, 8.05 p.m.’

A few scraping sounds before he continues.

‘Hi, Luna. Would you prefer if I called you that?’

No answer, but something like a faint humming can be heard in the background. Yes, Karen thinks, like someone humming a song.

‘You have a lovely voice,’ Billy says coldly. ‘Is that a hymn?’

The humming grows louder.

‘You believe in God, don’t you? You’re sitting there, praying to good old God, even though you claim to be a Buddhist. Too late shall the sinner awaken . . .’

Still no answer.

‘I suppose the question is whether he believes in you. He certainly doesn’t believe in me. Did you know that?’

Karen suppresses the impulse to pause the video to ask Leo what it is Luna’s singing. Something about the monotonous melody sounds familiar. There are no other sounds now, just the humming of that familiar tune. Then, Billy adds the words. His voice is shrill and affected when he sings, ‘God, grant me thy mercy now. Forgive me my sins and give me peace.’

He breaks off abruptly. Then Luna’s humming stops, too, and the video ends.

Karen lets the phone sink into her lap.

‘Oh my God,’ Leo says. ‘What the hell is he doing? What does he want?’

She shakes her head slowly.

‘No idea. No fucking clue.’

True, it’s beyond clear that Billy’s not in his right mind, but at the same time, he doesn’t seem to be after anything in particular. Not money, or at least there’s nothing to suggest that’s what’s driving him. Maybe just a case of twisted idol worship gone wrong? Hadn’t Kore said something about Billy adulating Luna long before he had a chance to meet her? The once sparklingly glamorous, and famously talented singer, the former international star, the gay icon who was embraced by an ever-growing audience.

Until she suddenly stepped off the stage and was reincarnated as a white-clad goddess. Luna, now a symbol of clean living, charity, and causes ranging from orphanages in India and Africa and rainforests in Brazil to endangered orcas and LGBTQI+ issues . . .

And Billy Formby, Karen thinks. Maybe just a rootless young man suffering from acute psychosis. Or something else entirely. So far, neither the pictures nor the videos offer any kind of explanation.

Five videos in total. Three more to go.
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Both Jounas Smeed and Karl Björken are already there when Karen steps out of the lift on the fifth floor of the Dunker Police Station.

Leo dropped her off before speeding off towards Thingwalla. After some hesitation, Karen had agreed to forward two of the pictures in Billy’s phone to Leo’s so he can show them to Eirik and Kore.

‘Ask them if they recognise anything in the room,’ she’d told him. ‘Anything – the table, the wallpaper, the curtains. And call me right away if you think of anything.’

‘I’ll stay at their house until you need a ride back home,’ Leo had replied.

She had laughed mirthlessly.

‘Then you’ll be staying there a good long while. It’ll be hours before I can go home. Days, maybe,’ she’d added, momentarily dismayed at the thought of the cot in the windowless breakroom at work.

And just as she had opened the door to climb out of the car, he had grabbed her hand.

‘Be careful, Karen,’ he’d said. ‘Promise me.’

*

Jounas Smeed wastes no time on greetings.

‘We have Loots and two cars heading down to Frisel, and another unit en route to this bloke’s flat, where they will meet up with Johannisen. Astrid Nielsen is on her way here and Sören Larsen should be joining us any minute, too. I haven’t managed to reach Sara Inguldsen yet, but I’ve left a message and texted.’

‘Good,’ Karen says and takes off her jacket.

‘It’s almost ten now and it looks like we’re going to be stuck here all night. I guess we should try to get some food in . . .’

He lets the sentence hang in the air as if to signal that the responsibility for the food issue has now been delegated to someone else, though it’s unclear to whom.

‘Well, the coffee’s brewing, anyway,’ Karl says, having just returned from the kitchenette. ‘Not sure how I’m supposed to get a large-scale operation going, though. Maybe some things were better in the good old days, after all,’ he adds with a wry look at Karen.

She makes a face at him. This is not the time to antagonise Smeed by reminding him of the failures of last autumn. Specifically, Karen’s reckless decision to purchase an outrageously expensive coffee maker when she subbed for him as interim head of department.

But Smeed seems oblivious. He strides over towards the largest conference room. They certainly won’t be needing all eighteen seats tonight, but it’s less stuffy than the smaller rooms.

‘I briefed Loots and Johannisen as best I could,’ he says once they’re all seated. ‘You’ll have to fill us all in on the finer details once everyone gets here.’

‘Yes, I think we should spend a few minutes getting the group up to speed before we look at the pictures. But while we wait, we could—’

Just then, they hear voices from the other side of the door. Then it opens and Astrid Nielsen enters with Sören Larsen on her heels.

They greet each other with silent nods, no smiles.

‘Wonderful,’ Jounas Smeed says. ‘That’s everyone, until Loots and Johannisen are done searching the house and the flat. We’re obviously keeping our fingers crossed one of them will contact us with good news soon, but since they won’t be here for a long while yet, we might as well get started. Karen . . . ?’

‘Can anyone set things up so I can show photos and videos from this thing on the screen?’ she says and holds up Billy’s phone.

Sören Larsen holds out his hand and takes it from her.

Karen clears her throat. Only now does she realise that what she’s about to tell them is going to cast both her and Smeed in a bad light, and for a split second she contemplates how she can best word things to minimise the damage.

Then she decides to just tell it the way it is.

‘On Sunday 24 April, a few close friends of mine came to me because they were worried about a person who appeared to have gone missing. The person in question was Lena Johanson, better known as the artist Luna.’

A collective intake of breath is heard around the table.

‘The Luna?’ Astrid Nielsen asks.

Karen nods.

‘The Luna. She had at that time been in the country for just over three weeks to record a new album in the KGB Productions studio. The recordings were pretty much done, but they had decided to meet up in the studio the following day to do some final touch-ups. That evening, having not heard from her or been able to reach her by phone, they contacted me.’

No one interrupts as she gives an account of her visit to the house on Frisel where Luna had been staying and of Brynn’s conversation with Luna’s ex-husband, who hadn’t seemed surprised, but, rather, had told him she was in the habit of disappearing for days at a time without warning.

‘When there was still no word from her on Monday, I informed Jounas Smeed, who tasked me with looking into it further, but given the ex-husband’s information, it was decided we could wait seventy-two hours before filing an official missing person report.’

She glances over at her boss, who seems to be studying a bowl of wrinkled apples left on the table from some earlier meeting, his face impassive.

‘A decision we were in complete agreement about,’ Karen adds. ‘As you will all understand, the media pressure would have been enormous if word had leaked out.’

Apparently, Astrid Nielsen can no longer keep quiet.

‘I’m sorry, the three-day rule is one thing, but it’s been almost two weeks since she disappeared,’ she says, rubbing her forehead, as though that might help her understand. ‘Why are you only telling us now?’

‘I’ll get to that,’ Karen replies. ‘In addition to checking the passenger manifests of all relevant flight and ferry departures, I interviewed the people who had been in closest contact with Luna while she was here: the owners of KGB and the person selected to serve as her personal assistant. Because Luna grew up in Ravenby and both her parents are alive, I had also decided to contact them and her brother the next day if there was still no word from her. I made that decision despite knowing that Luna had, to the best of our knowledge, had no contact with her family in over twenty years.’

Karen takes a sip of water and glances over at Sören Larsen, who has closed his laptop and now seems to be giving her his full attention. He must have managed to transfer the pictures, she thinks and clears her throat before continuing.

‘But, in the end, I didn’t have to reach out to Luna’s family, and the reason for that is that she sent a text. In it, she explained that she had changed her mind about making more changes to the recordings and that she needed a few days of “stillness”, by herself. Completely in line with what her ex-husband had said, in other words.’

Astrid Nielsen opens her mouth again, but Karen pre-empts her.

‘We obviously checked, or, rather, asked Larsen’s crew to check, where the text had been sent from, and the answer was England. Harwich, to be specific. As you all know, the ferry company’s passenger lists are hardly paragons of completeness, so it seemed plausible. Everything pointed to her having taken the ferry over to the UK.’

‘And then back again,’ Larsen adds.

Karen grits her teeth as all heads swivel towards the Head of Forensics. This part is going to be harder to explain.

‘Her phone popped back up in Ravenby the next day,’ Larsen says. ‘One of our guys caught the signal. Pure chance, actually, since we had been told we could drop it,’ he adds with a wry smile in Karen’s direction. ‘Would you like me to start the slideshow now?’

He nods at his laptop.

‘In a minute, Sören. Anyway, as far as we were concerned, the case was closed. Or so we thought. Until a car crashed into the mountain south of Gaarda the other day. The man driving it was the person who had worked as Luna’s personal assistant while she was here. His name is Billy Formby, and he is currently in critical condition at Thysted.’

Karen looks out at her colleagues’ focused faces and decides to skip over the thing about Billy’s homophobic parents for now.

‘An hour ago, I was looking through Billy’s phone to try to find relatives to contact when I found the pictures and videos you’re about to see. Before we go ahead, though, I want to emphasise that there can be no real doubt that the woman in the pictures is Luna and that she is being held captive by Billy Formby. The question is, as you will all understand, where she is now and if she’s still alive.’

Astrid looks around at her colleagues in confusion, as if to check whether she’s the only one who’s not following.

‘Hold on, I don’t understand,’ she says. ‘How long has Luna been missing? Did she go to England and then back again or not?’

‘We believed she did. And that was obviously what Billy Formby wanted us to think, so we’d drop our investigation.’

‘But how di—’

Astrid breaks off when she realises how it was done. Karen nods to confirm.

‘Yes, I think we can be pretty sure only her phone took that trip. Billy used to work on the ferries, so he probably had no difficulty getting on board and stashing it somewhere no one would stumble across it, timing the message to send from Harwich.’

She motions to Sören Larsen and everyone turns towards the other end of the room. And with the unsettling feeling that they’re going to witness something that will extinguish all hope, Karen, too, turns her eyes to the screen.
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The room is surprisingly silent as picture after picture fills the big screen. Only the rasping of pens taking notes and the occasional mumbled comment. Karen waits with barely contained impatience while they go through the pictures she has already seen. Knows the others need a chance to catch up. And for each picture, she makes a mental note of things she didn’t notice the first time around.

Intentionally or not, Billy Formby seems to have used the same angle in every picture. But on this big screen, and without the initial shock of the first time she skimmed the pictures back home in her kitchen, new details emerge. The wallpaper pattern behind Luna feels familiar, a stylised floral print in shades of orange, brown, and green. The same kind of pattern Karen had seen at friends’ houses and flats as a child in the late seventies. The same kind of wallpaper she nagged her parents to buy.

The left side of the picture shows a window, half covered by a flimsy, white curtain and a closed pale yellow blind. The blind is thin enough that the amount of light changes between pictures, but thick enough to make seeing anything outside the window impossible.

Or for anyone to see in, Karen reflects.

The bottom-right corner of a framed poster shows a fraction of something that looks like photographed water and the letters MP. To the left of the M is half a letter with a slanted side that suggests an A. She notes that the poster and the frame it’s in look significantly newer than the wallpaper behind them. Karen writes down AMP and suppresses the impulse to immediately start racking her brain for towns that end in that particular letter combination.

Instead, she focuses on the thick tabletop on the left side of the picture. Lacquered pine with prominent knots and the tops of straight, square legs, evocative of the same time period as the wallpaper. Typical seventies, she thinks to herself and makes a note.

The items on the table change or move between pictures. In seven of the fifteen photographs, parts of a plate with food remnants in shades of brown and greyish-white can be seen. A half-eaten banana in its own peel in one of the pictures, a piece of something that looks like black bread in another. In every picture there’s a glass of water, and in two, a green plastic watering can can be glimpsed at the extreme edge of the frame.

Karl Björken is the one who eventually says what they’re all thinking:

‘At least it looks like he’s been feeding her. He clearly meant to keep her alive. At least for a while,’ he adds. ‘What do you think of the last picture, the one where she’s lying down with her back to the camera. Dead or alive?’

‘Impossible to say for sure,’ Sören Larsen replies. ‘Her body looks stiff, which could either mean that she’s alive and in pain from having her arms tied behind her back; lying on your side in that position has to be pretty excruciating.’

‘Or . . . ?’ Karen says, even though she already knows what Sören’s going to say.

‘Well, or it’s a sign of rigor mortis. That would tally, timewise, with the last two pictures. But I’m not a doctor, as you all know. Do you want me to start the videos now?’

*

Scattered grunts, throat-clearing, and comments along the lines of ‘that bloke’s not right in the head’ and rhetorical questions like ‘what the fuck is he after, anyway?’ are heard around the table after the first two videos play.

‘All right,’ Karen says. ‘I’ve seen everything up until this point. The last three videos are as new to me as they are to you. But before we continue, I want to ask if anyone has spotted anything that might give us a clue as to where this is? Anything.’

Worried head shakes.

‘I have guys on their way in to help the on-call crew,’ Sören Larsen says. ‘They should be here any minute now and the pictures and videos are already in their computers. One of them has experience working with image analysis in Denmark, so let’s keep our fingers crossed they see something we don’t.’

‘Good. OK, let’s keep going,’ Karen says. ‘And if, at any point, you think you might have an idea of where Luna is, speak up. Would you mind starting the next one, Sören?’

*

The third video is only twenty seconds long.

Billy Formby’s voice again. Deceptively calm now, almost neutral.

‘OK, let’s try again, shall we?’ he says. ‘Interview with Lena Johanson, 2 May, 10.18 p.m.’

No humming now, just heavy breathing in a thick, suffocating silence.

And then Billy’s voice again.

‘Hi, Mummy. Recognise me?’
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The moment Billy speaks the words, Jounas Smeed jumps up and quickly leaves the room with his phone pressed to his ear.

‘You keep going,’ he says before shutting the door behind him.

Everyone knows he’s gone to assign someone to scour all available records for birth information on Billy Formby and Lena Johanson.

It has to be done, Karen thinks in the pause that follows the end of the short video. Has to be checked immediately, even though it doesn’t really make much of a difference right now whether Billy really is Luna’s biological son or it’s all in his mind. The fact that she didn’t recognise him, even though they probably met every day for three weeks, would suggest she gave him up at birth.

Yet another puzzle piece, another layer to Luna’s personality. A family girl who fell in with the wrong crowd and ran away from home. Who worked her way up from local garage bands in Ravenby and Dunker all the way to the world stage. Only to turn her back on it, Karen summarises inwardly.

And for the first time, a flash of grudging admiration. Which is quickly snuffed out by her next thought, uninvited, insistent, and brutally crystal-clear. If Billy is Luna’s son, she can’t have been more than fifteen when she had him. A wave of nausea and vertigo washes over her so suddenly she has to hold onto the table with both hands.

Leo’s voice echoes in her head:

We were together when we were fourteen, fifteen . . .

Her thoughts are interrupted by a different voice. In the here and now.

‘Are you OK, Eiken? The “gallstones” aren’t acting up again, are they?’

Karl Björken leans forward and gives her a look that both clearly stresses the air quotes and reveals a hint of concern. A quick glance around the table reveals that no one else seems to have noticed. The others all seem busy talking to each other.

‘I just haven’t had anything to eat in a while,’ she says and reaches for her water glass.

‘Here, take this,’ Karl says and pulls a half-eaten chocolate bar out of his pocket. ‘It’s important to eat when you—’

‘Shall we keep going?’ She cuts him off loudly with a nod to Sören Larsen.

And while her mind races on, she watches the fourth video start up and hears Billy Formby’s affected voice fill the room again.

*

‘Interview with Lena Johanson, 4 May, 3.20 a.m. Are you ready to hear the charges against you?’

No answer.

‘You’ve had a few days to think since we last talked. I assume you’ve come up with a defence? Have you?’

A slow headshake.

‘Please, Billy . . .’

‘You should probably start preparing. But maybe it’ll be easier for you when you know exactly what you’re accused of. Shall we begin?’

Luna’s head is bowed and her shoulders look like they’re shaking. No answer.

‘I asked if you’re ready to begin. You have to answer me when I ask you something, Mummy, dearest. Are you ready?’

A barely perceptible movement of her head.

‘Yes,’ Luna replies faintly.

‘The first charge is actually the lesser one. That’s good news, right?’

This time, he doesn’t wait for a reply, just carries right on. He sounds calm again now. Almost like he’s intoning the words.

‘Giving a child up for adoption is not an unforgivable sin. You fucked around and got knocked up at fifteen. Of course you didn’t want to be a mother at that age. It was careless, but not something I’m going to judge you for. Do you understand that?’

She makes no reply. Billy doesn’t say anything, either. The silence seems to stretch out endlessly until Luna eventually capitulates again.

‘I understand,’ she says.

‘Good, then let’s move on. When you give up a child, it’s important to make sure the adoptive parents are . . . how to put it . . . good people. Did you do that?’

At that, Luna raises her head and briefly looks straight into the camera. Her face is swollen, and her eyes look oddly vacant. Then she lowers her eyes again. Her voice weak and dejected.

‘I was never told where you ended up. Everything was arranged by . . . others.’

He attempts a laugh. It sounds more like barking.

‘By others, you say? Are you referring to your family, or maybe Social Services?’

‘I don’t know who decided what, Billy. Honestly. I was completely . . . everything was so . . . I was just a child myself, for God’s sake.’

Luna’s voice breaks and another barking laugh is heard.

‘So that’s your defence? You were a child yourself? That was the reason you never bothered to find out where I ended up?’

No answer.

‘Then let me fill you in. About where I was sent. About who raised your child. Would you like to know?’

Another almost imperceptible nod.

‘Their names are Yngve and Idun Formby. He must be close to seventy by now and she’s a couple of years younger, if I remember correctly. It’s been a while since I’ve seen them. But it follows that they were pretty old when they got me, past forty. Far too old.’

Karen swallows.

‘They weren’t able to have children of their own, as I’m sure you’ve pieced together by now, so they took a ready-made one. And by the time they realised what a disappointment I was, they were too old to be given any more adopted kids.’

The camera zooms in on Luna’s rigid face and stays there while Billy asks the next question.

‘Are you happy with yours?’

Luna’s eyes dart to the side, as though she’s trying to figure out what he means.

‘Your adopted children, I mean. Are you happy with them?’

‘Yeees . . .’ Luna says uncertainly, as though she can sense that whichever answer she chooses, it will be the wrong one.

‘Lucky you, then. Since your biological son never meant anything to you, I mean. Were you unable to have more real kids, is that why you had to go down to Africa to buy other people’s?’

‘They are my real children.’

‘No, they’re not. I’m your real child, but you never even bothered to look me up. Even though you had tonnes of money and every opportunity. And that’s charge number three. You were happy to go to Africa, but not Doggerland.’

‘I’m sorry, Billy, but I just couldn’t . . . Even if I’d known—’

‘Shut up!’

Billy screams the words.

‘Shut up, shut up, shut up!’

He continues to scream and sob until he’s interrupted by a coughing fit. The camera shakes and seems about to be turned off as an unfocused jumble of table legs, a plastic bucket, Luna’s bare feet and something that looks like a rag rug flicker past.

Then the coughing subsides, and the camera is once again pointed at Luna’s face. Her eyes wild with terror now.

The only sound is Billy’s ragged breathing. Eventually, it begins to slow. Then his voice is back, seemingly unperturbed, as though nothing happened.

‘They’re religious, too,’ he says. ‘Just like you. Believers in a higher power. You believe, don’t you?’

‘Yes, but I’m not—’

‘They believe in a god who punishes people like me,’ Billy cuts in. ‘Who will send me to hell when I die. Do you think that’s where I’ll end up, too?’

‘I don’t believe in that kind of heaven and hell.’

‘How convenient for you. How. Fucking. Convenient. But at least they tried before they gave up on me. Unlike you. At least that can be said in their defence. They gave me a chance, you might say, even though they suspected, long before they caught me with some gay porn magazines. That’s more than you ever did. Right?’

No answer.

‘Right?’

Luna looks like she’s weighing her words. Then, almost inaudibly, she says,

‘I’m sorry.’

‘What was that?’

‘I’m sorry.’

Slightly louder now.

‘So, you’re asking for forgiveness. You know what, I don’t believe you.’

‘I understand you’re having a hard time, Billy, and that part of that is my fault. That’s what I’m asking your forgiveness for.’

He laughs.

‘But there’s no forgiveness to be had. My parents made that very clear. Not for people like me. The Bible says so, they told me. Unnatural. Revolting. God cries, they said.’

Silence.

‘And yet, they tried to cure me. Said it was a disease, that I could get better if I just wanted to. Would you like to know what they did to me?’

Luna doesn’t answer.

‘They prayed. Got their pastor involved and prayed. Every morning and every evening. Yes, I prayed, too. Begged God to let me become someone else. But it didn’t help. So they sent me away, tried conversion therapy. Do you know what that entails?’

‘I think . . .’

‘I was about fifteen, hadn’t even had sex yet. Just wanked off to those bloody magazines. A whole summer, they tried. Drugs, threats, electric shocks, prayer, the whole shebang.’

‘Billy . . .’

‘When I got back, I was broken, but still not cured. I screamed at them that they had to accept me for who I was. That not even God could change me. That I was unnatural; it was their own fault for bringing me into this world. If my blood was impure, then so was theirs. And that’s when I found out the truth.’

Luna is crying now. Her eyes fixed on Billy while tears and snot run and drip because she can’t wipe her face.

‘That’s when they told me they didn’t have my impure blood in their veins. That I was adopted. And that it was no wonder I turned out the way I did, considering who my real mother was. A slut who travels the world flaunting herself for money, they said. A whore who preaches Satan’s message. I had evil blood, they said. Your blood. I was no longer their son.’

‘If I’d known . . .’

‘Then what? You would have done what? Come back and rescued me? Made sure I didn’t have to support myself by riding the ferries back and forth, sucking off Danes, Swedes, Dutchmen, and Brits who were turned on by fifteen-year-old boys? You would have rescued me?’

‘I would have, Billy, if I’d . . .’

‘You know what the worst part is? I thought about you when I gave those guys head.’

Luna shuts her eyes.

‘I was proud you were my mother. Do you get that? Luna, the world-famous singer all the gays loved. And whom you loved back. And I figured if you just met me, you’d love me the most. That was what I thought. That you must be sorry you gave me up when the papers wrote about how you couldn’t have children of your own.’

‘Billy, please . . .’

‘So there I was, down on all fours, proud to be your son. I bought every album. You were in my headphones when I went to sleep, I planned our first meeting, read everything about you, saved every shilling I made so I could go to the US. Wrote to the record company but never heard back. And still, all I ever thought about was the day when we would finally be reunited. And what were you doing? What were you doing while I was dreaming about you?’

She opens her mouth as if to speak, but then closes it again.

‘You were going to Africa to buy children. You had wanted them for so long, you said in interviews. You loved children, planned to have at least three more. Wanted a big family. So fucking wonderful and loving . . .’

Billy stops, as if to catch his breath.

‘And that’s the last charge,’ he says. ‘Your fucking hypocrisy. That you can love everyone except the person you should love more than anyone else.’

A faint whimper, impossible to say who from. Then Billy speaks again.

‘I’m going to give you plenty of time to think about this before you answer the charges and receive your sentence,’ he says. ‘But I have one more question for you.’

Luna is hunched over now, her head on her knees, rocking back and forth on the edge of the bed.

Billy leans forward and shouts so loudly everyone around the big conference table jump:

‘Who the fuck is my father?’
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‘Jesus. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.’

Karl Björken leans back and rubs his face with both hands.

‘Poor Luna,’ Astrid Nielsen says and reaches for her water glass.

‘Poor guy, if you ask me,’ Karl says. ‘Conversion therapy, bloody hell! I saw a TV programme about that shit just a few weeks ago.’

‘Yeah, I saw it too, but that was in the US. I didn’t think they did stuff like that here.’

Karen hadn’t failed to notice when Jounas Smeed slipped back into the room and took up post next to the door with his back against the wall. Now, he takes a step forward.

‘Short update before we carry on,’ he announces. ‘I talked to both Loots and Johannisen. Billy’s flat and the house on Frisel have both been thoroughly searched, with nothing to show for it. Wherever she is, it’s not there.’

‘Well, that narrows it down to just about anywhere,’ Björken mutters.

‘It’ll be a while before Loots gets here,’ Smeed continues as though he hadn’t heard the comment, ‘but Johannisen should be back any minute now. We’re not going to wait for him, though, so let’s get that final video started before we—’

He’s cut short by the door opening to admit Evald Johannisen.

‘Speak of the devil,’ Björken says.

‘I can tell you’ve missed me. I hear you’ve been enjoying coffee and a film while some of us were out in the real world, working. So, where’s the popcorn?’

‘Have a seat, Evald,’ Jounas Smeed says in an unusually curt tone.

Apparently, even Jounas Smeed has limits when it comes to inappropriate jokes, Karen muses, hiding half a smile while Johannisen collapses onto the nearest chair with an offended look on his face and his arms crossed.

Karen leans over.

‘Did you find anything of interest in Billy’s flat?’ she asks in an attempt to delay the inevitable.

We were fourteen, fifteen years old . . .

‘How the fuck should I know? I was told to find out if that lady was there, and she wasn’t. Not in the basement storage area either, in case you were wondering.’

‘OK, you and Loots will have to catch up later,’ she says. ‘Would you mind starting the next video, Sören?’

And with a feeling that her world is about to fall apart, she turns her eyes to the screen.

*

Once again, Billy Formby’s affected voice fills the conference room.

‘Interview with Lena Johanson, 6 May, 9.15 p.m. How do you plead to the charges? Guilty or not guilty?’

Luna is sitting in the same position as in the other videos, on the edge of the bed with her hands behind her back. But something about her posture seems more deflated than before and then she suddenly leans forward and to the side.

She’s going to throw up, Karen thinks. Thank God she’s not gagged.

‘I see,’ Billy says. ‘Then let’s discuss the second matter first. Do you remember what I asked you?’

A barely perceptible nod.

‘Then maybe you wouldn’t mind opening your trap. There should really be two of you on the defendant’s bench today, but since not even my adoptive parents could answer that question, there’s only you. So? Who is he? What kind of swine managed to breed someone like me?’

Luna’s upper body looks like it’s convulsing and for a moment Karen thinks she’s going to topple over and fall to the floor.

Don’t say it.

‘Answer me. You owe me that much. You’re going to at least give me that. Who is he?’

The sagging figure slowly draws itself up. She’s probably trying to look Billy in the eyes, but she seems to be staring straight into the camera when she opens her mouth and then closes it again. Hesitates, as though the words are too difficult to get out. As though she knows they’re just going to make everything worse.

Then she licks her dry lips and takes a deep breath.

‘My father,’ she says.

Billy doesn’t seem to understand.

‘Your father? What does he have to do with . . . ?’

He trails off as the information sinks in.

‘My father. And yours, Billy. He . . . assaulted me from when I was eleven.’

Luna takes another deep breath, swallows hard and bows her head. Then the words begin to pour out of her. In a dull monotone, as though any inflection would risk stemming the flow.

‘And my mother looked the other way. Pretended not to see. She didn’t even own up to knowing what he was doing when I got pregnant. I guess it was easier to tell herself her daughter was a slut who had been knocked up by some lowlife than that her husband was a monster who fucked children. She was the one who arranged the adoption. I was only fourteen when I realised I was pregnant, and it was too late to have an abortion, so I had no choice. I had just turned fifteen when you were born.’

She pauses, as though to catch her breath.

‘You were ten weeks premature. They had to do an emergency caesarean. I don’t know exactly what happened or why I started to bleed, but I was left unable to conceive. You’re my only biological child.’

Not a sound from Billy. And with tears streaming down her cheeks, Luna adds:

‘And my brother.’
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Quick glances back and forth between the colleagues in the room to confirm they really heard her right, that they’ve not misunderstood. No one speaks, no one dares to risk missing a word when Luna continues.

‘That’s the truth, Billy, we have the same father. I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want to think about it myself, either, wanted to just forget what he did. And I would never have been able to seek you out without being reminded of him.’

Luna pauses and seems to steel herself.

‘So you’re right, Billy,’ she says. ‘I plead guilty. I could never love you. Everyone but you.’

*

Relief makes Karen clap a hand to her mouth. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees the tension in the room reflected in Karl’s face as the final video ends.

This time, she is the one who breaks the silence. Without asking Smeed, she takes charge.

‘We have to talk to Billy’s adoptive parents,’ she says. ‘Unless the image analysis yields some useful results, they’re our best shot. And since the whole sad mess seems connected to how they treated him, he may have chosen a location they’re familiar with.’

‘An old summer house, maybe?’ Karl suggests. ‘It looks a bit like one.’

‘Possible. The décor looks dated, my guess would be it hasn’t been changed since the seventies.’

‘Or maybe that stuff’s fashionable again,’ Evald Johannisen puts in. ‘Last autumn, the missus sold a couple of bloody hideous orange table lamps we bought when we were newly-weds at a flea market. Six hundred marks she got for them. All I’m saying is that it could just as easily belong to someone who likes second-hand crap.’

No way is that wallpaper new, Karen thinks to herself. Everything seems to radiate stuffiness, age. It almost looks abandoned. How can he not see that?

‘Well, anything’s possible, I suppose,’ she says to keep Johannisen happy. ‘But the first order of business is the parents. I’m going up there right now and I’d like you to come, Karl. OK?’

He nods.

‘And we have to send someone to go through Billy’s flat again. To look for anything that might give us a clue to where he’s taken her. Old letters, postcards, diaries would be the dream, though I don’t think we have much reason to hope for any of that from a man his age. But he might have an old photo album. Or a computer. Would you mind coordinating with forensics, Astrid? Get Cornelis Loots to help you when he comes back.’

‘Shouldn’t we talk to Luna’s parents, too?’ Smeed asks. ‘What are their names?’

‘Stein and Randi Johanson, unless I’m misremembering,’ Karen says. ‘They have a son, too, by the name of Andreas. But Billy was given up at birth and nothing in the videos suggest he has had any contact with them. The chances of them being able to tell us where he took her—’

‘Are non-existent,’ Evald Johannisen breaks in sharply.

Something about his tone makes every head turn to him. Clearly pleased, he reverts to his usual drawl.

‘They’ll have a tough time saying anything at all, because they’re dead,’ he says.

‘Is that right? And how the fuck do you know that?’ Karl Björken says wearily.

‘Well, I might be wrong. Miracles have been known to happen. But my best guess would be that they’re the same Stein and Randi Johanson who were found beaten to death in their home in Ravenby this morning.’

This morning?

Has it only been a day since Smeed mentioned something about a possible double murder? About sending Johannisen to check it out?

‘They’ve been identified,’ Johannisen resumes his little performance. ‘Apparently they lay around for about twenty-four hours before their in-home carer found them and sounded the alarm. You didn’t make the connection?’

He turns to Karen.

‘That’s your case, Evald. I had no idea who the couple up in Ravenby were until you told me. As you know, I’ve had my hands full,’ she snaps.

Jounas Smeed holds his hands up.

‘Cut it out, both of you,’ he says. ‘I didn’t make the connection either since I didn’t know Luna’s parents’ names until just now. Besides, it’s not like Johanson’s an unusual surname in this country. There must be thousands. But I assume we’re all thinking the same thing, now that we know.’

‘That Billy killed them,’ Karl Björken says.

‘Well, I’ve seen weaker motives,’ Karen agrees. ‘And it makes sense timewise. He found out the horrifying truth about his father, went to mete out justice, and then drove himself into the side of a mountain. Intentionally or not. The question is if he killed Luna first.’

‘Or if he spared her after finding out she was a victim, too,’ Astrid Nielsen says with a hint of hope in her voice.

Karen shrugs.

‘It’s possible. Either way, we need to find her,’ she says. ‘And fucking quickly,’ she adds. ‘The glass of water was almost empty in that last picture.’
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It’s twenty to two in the morning when Karl Björken turns onto Förmansgate in the leafy suburb of Trovad outside Ravenby and leans forward over the steering wheel to look for the right house.

They drove halfway each, and Karl watched Karen struggle to stay awake, lulled by the soothing sound of the motorway. Saw her eyelids droop, saw her blink and blink to keep them from closing completely. He has seen it all before. At home. The mood swings, the tension between a physically limited body and a still-sharp mind. He has heard the retching in the bathroom.

And not once was it bloody gallstones.

She will tell me when she’s ready, he thinks; asking now would probably just make her roll up like a hedgehog.

‘Jesus, don’t they have house numbers here?’ he says aloud. ‘Can you see anything?’

Karen peers out the side window, trying to find the right address. After a while, she realises that for some unknown reason, the house numbers in this part of Ravenby are only posted on the letterboxes lining the pavement: 34, 36, 38 . . .

‘That must be it, the next one on our right,’ she says.

The house, a 1960s affair with brown garage doors facing the street, is made of bricks. A balcony runs half the length of the first floor but despite its generous size, it looks unused: no hint of planters or furniture. The windows are small and far between, the front door is as depressing as the gravel path leading up to it. The whole scene makes a gloomy impression. But Karen knows from experience that houses like this one often look completely different from the back, with big windows overlooking a garden.

Faint light from the downstairs windows illuminates the gravel. They’re expected. Karen called from the car and explained to a drowsy and very annoyed Yngve Formby that the police need to speak to them, tonight. She didn’t tell him what it was about.

‘I assume I can’t stop you from coming to my house, but if this has anything to do with William, you’re wasting your time,’ he’d replied.

Karl slows down after passing the driveway, turns the engine off, and stretches out his neck. They’ve agreed he’s going to take the lead this time. The reason Karen gave for wanting to take a step back during their meeting with Billy Formby’s parents is that she would prefer to observe.

They both know that’s bullshit.

The question is whether Karl Björken will be any more successful at keeping his mouth shut and maintaining a civil tone. Neither one of them is looking forward to meeting Yngve and Idun Formby.

They’ve kept in close contact with the rest of the group during the drive. Smeed has confirmed that Astrid Nielsen, together with Cornelis Loots and two guys from forensics, are now in Billy Formby’s flat, looking for anything that might lead them to the location where Luna is being kept. Sören Larsen has let them know the image analyst feels certain the letters on the poster in the room spell out AMP.

‘Apparently, they’re sure the first letter’s A. We’re running a search for places and names that might be relevant, Larsen said.’

‘And I bet it’s going to turn out to be a tourist poster from Denmark or Norway that has nothing to do with anything,’ Karl had muttered after they hung up.

*

Now, they hear the buzzing of the doorbell on the other side of the front door’s frosted glass. They must have seen us drive up and yet, they make us ring the bell, Karen reflects. Her theory is confirmed when the door opens before she has even taken her finger off the button.

It reveals a man in a tightly tied grey bathrobe. Yngve Formby is neither particularly tall nor wide, but there’s something about the way he places himself in the middle of the doorway, at the edge of the threshold, that says this home is his castle and no one, not even the police, can enter without his permission. This home, into which a newborn baby boy was once welcomed, only to be kicked out again fifteen years later when he turned out not to meet the Formbys’ expectations.

Karen tries to hide her disgust behind a stiff smile.

‘Yes?’ Yngve Formby says. ‘Are you the ones who called?’

What the fuck do you think? Are you expecting more visitors at this hour?

She extends her hand and takes a step towards him.

‘Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby. This is my colleague, Detective Inspector Karl Björken. We apologise for disturbing you at this ungodly hour.’

Perhaps it’s her choice of words or the fact that the woman in front of him has now moved in too close that makes Yngve Formby take a step back and stick out his own hand.

‘I assume you have a good reason for coming here in the middle of the night. Like I said on the phone—’

‘We do,’ she responds curtly.

Yngve Formby backs up further and steps aside. Only now does Karen realise there’s a woman behind him, a little bit further down the hall. Instead of just pulling on a bathrobe, she has apparently used the time while they were waiting to put on a skirt and blouse, as well as socks and shoes. Yngve Formby could pass for a regular old man, grumpy about being woken up, but his wife exhibits all the signs of being a woman of God. Her skirt reaches well below her knees, her blouse is buttoned all the way up, her brown shoes are modestly low-heeled, and her long hair is demurely gathered at the nape of her neck. A cross around her neck completes the picture.

‘Welcome,’ she says with something akin to a stiff smile. ‘Would you like to come through to the great room?’

‘The great room’ turns out to be just that. A rectangular space of approximately 350 square feet with oversized windows overlooking the garden. At least, Karen assumes a garden is lurking behind the meticulously closed curtains. The décor is old-fashioned; the Formbys clearly see no reason to mix family heirlooms and modern touches. The piano at the far end may, Karen muses, have been built during her lifetime. The rest of the furniture consists of simple but well-cared for sofas, tables, and chairs from the previous century. No pictures on the walls, no bookshelves, but they do have a TV, she notes. Probably slightly younger than the piano, but not by much.

Without asking if they can get them anything, Yngve and Idun Formby sit down at either end of a hard sofa. He first, she only after a quick glance at her husband.

Then Yngve Formby motions towards two chairs across from the sofa.

‘Please,’ he says.

When he leans back and his robe parts slightly, Karen realises he’s fully dressed underneath. At least, she can see both grey trousers and a white dress shirt. It makes sense, she thinks, he wouldn’t receive us in his pyjamas any more than his wife would; the robe is just there to let us know how inappropriate the hour is.

Yngve Formby confirms that theory.

‘So? What’s so important it can’t wait a few hours?’ he says with a hint of scorn in his voice.

Irritation sweeps away the last traces of her weariness and Karen opens her mouth to reply. But out of the corner of her eye, she sees Karl raise his hand as a reminder of their agreement, so she leans back in the uncomfortable chair while he instead leans forward and rests his forearms on his knees.

‘Yes, I really am sorry to have to drag the two of you out of bed in the middle of the night like this,’ he says. ‘But I’m afraid we do need to talk to you.’

Yngve Formby crosses his arms and legs.

‘If this is about William there’s really no point,’ he says. ‘We know he has been in an accident, and of course those things are never pleasant, but we have no contact with him. We’ve already made that clear to your colleague who called yesterday. Or the day before yesterday, I should say,’ he adds with an arch glance at his watch.

‘This isn’t about the car accident,’ Karl replies calmly. ‘At least, that’s not the main reason we’re here. I’m afraid it’s worse.’

A quick gasp is heard from the side of the sofa where Idun is sitting with her knees modestly pressed together.

‘Is he dead?’ she says and is rewarded with a stern look from her husband.

‘William is no longer part of this family,’ he says. ‘Not part of our life.’

The words sound as much as a reminder to his wife as a clarification for the police.

‘But he was,’ Karl says. ‘And that’s why we’re here. We believe that before the accident, Billy – William – kidnapped a woman who is now being held hostage at an unknown location.’

‘A woman?’

Yngve Formby’s voice suddenly loses its tone of cold hostility. His surprise seems considerable and genuine. And apparently the word ‘woman’ – not ‘kidnapped’ – is what now makes his querying eyes dart from his wife to Karl Björken and back several times.

‘Yes,’ Karl confirms. ‘And we have reason to think you know who this woman is.’

‘How would we kn—’

‘The woman in question is Billy’s biological mother,’ Karl cuts him off. ‘Lena Johanson, better known as Luna Johns.’

The silence that follows is absolute. The only sound is the ticking of the tall grandfather clock.

Without waiting for their reactions, Karl presses on.

‘Everything points to Billy, in his despair at having been given up by his biological mother and then rejected by the two of you—’

‘By God.’

His voice is like the crack of a whip.

‘We have given William every opportunity, despite his unfortunate start in life. We did everything in our power to put him on the right path, but he chose not to accept our help. It should go without saying that we can take no responsibility for whatever he may ha—’

‘We’re not here to discuss your religious convictions,’ Karl breaks in. ‘We’re here to try to figure out where Billy might have taken Luna.’

Yngve Formby shrugs, still without uncrossing his arms.

‘And what would make you think we know? We’ve had no contact with him in . . . well, it must be coming up on ten years now, or . . . ?’

He turns to his wife.

‘Yes, ten years this autumn,’ she replies quietly.

‘We would like you to have a look at a few pictures,’ Karl says, his voice still calm. ‘Please, take your time and see if you recognise anything. Anything at all that might give us a clue as to where they were taken.’

Karen has pulled a plastic folder of printouts from her bag. Now, she takes out eight enlarged pictures, leans forward, and places them on the coffee table in front of Idun Formby.

She notes with satisfaction the flash of anger in Yngve’s eyes as he grudgingly uncrosses his arms and leans a little bit closer to his wife so he can see.

Then he picks up the stack, quickly flips through it, and puts the pictures back on the table, face down, before pushing them back. Towards Karl.

Prick.

‘No idea,’ he says curtly. ‘We’ve never seen that place before.’

‘Are you sure?’ Karl coaxes. ‘Maybe it’s a place you visited when Billy was little? A summer house or something?’

Yngve Formby lets out a snort of derision.

‘We don’t own a summer house. Never did.’

‘I would like your wife to have a look, too,’ Karl says and pushes the pictures back towards her. ‘Have a look, Idun, see if there’s anything you recognise.’

Yngve Formby’s voice is cold as ice when he reaches out and puts his hand on the photographs.

‘I don’t know where you get off. I’ve already told you we don—’

That’s the last straw for Karen. Karl barely has time to raise his hand in another attempt to stop her.

‘Please stop talking!’ she snaps. ‘Let Idun have a look,’ she adds, fixing Yngve Formby levelly.

He inhales sharply.

‘I will not have you come into my house in the middle of the night and then have the gall to—’

‘Which part of what we’re telling you don’t you understand?’ Karen cuts him off. ‘A woman is being held prisoner and you’re showing absolutely no interest in even trying to save her before it’s too late. How about some Christian charity? Or maybe you have something to hide?’

They stare at each other. Three seconds. Four.

Then Yngve Formby slowly takes his hand from the stack of printed photographs.

‘Do as they say, Idun. Have a look at the pictures and then tell them we know nothing about this.’

Idun Formby tentatively reaches out and pulls the photographs closer. Turns them over, leans forward and studies the top one. She mechanically picks up each picture in turn, then puts it aside. Her bowed head makes it impossible to gauge her reactions. What she can’t hide is the trembling of her hands; the one holding the pictures and the other that has closed tightly around the cross around her neck.

Then she shakes her head.

‘I don’t know,’ she says with a quick, sidelong glance at her husband.

‘What do you mean?’ Karen urges her on. ‘Do you have some idea of where the pictures might have been taken, but you’re not sure? Tell us what you’re thinking, anything might be of help to us.’

Idun Formby opens her mouth to say something but then closes it again. Her eyes dart indecisively between Karen, Karl, and her husband, who is sitting stiff-backed next to her without meeting her eyes. Then she bows her head again and says in a quiet but steady voice,

‘No, I don’t know where she is. That’s what I meant.’
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‘Well, what the hell did you want us to do? Search their house without a warrant? The prosecutor on duty said no, as you’re well aware, and Vegen would have done the same if she had been at work. The Formbys are not under any kind of suspicion. Being an arsehole isn’t a crime, sadly.’

Karen says nothing. Karl’s right.

Nor will it do any good to continue to curse the fact that the people who identify as religious are always the ones who feel the greatest need to change God’s creation. Be it women or homosexuals or whatever else chafes against their pompous world view.

And yet, she can’t keep her mouth shut.

‘How the fuck can you say God created human beings and at the same time feel certain mistakes were made that it’s up to them to fix? Appointing themselves both judge and executioner. That, if anything, must be blasphemy, no?’

‘I didn’t think you were religious.’

‘I’m just saying, if there’s a God, she’s probably pretty fucking pissed off by now.’

*

They’re on the motorway, heading back to the police station in Dunker. After a few more attempts to press Idun Formby, her husband had stood up and announced that their visit was over. Like Karl, Yngve Formby had declared that since they could hardly be under any form of suspicion, he would like the two of them to leave his house.

Karl’s question about whether there were any pictures from Billy’s childhood in the house they could have a look at, perhaps an old photo album, had been met with a dismissively short headshake.

‘We’ve never been in the habit of glorifying ourselves through photography. We have no need for it,’ he’d added.

*

‘I don’t think they can be captured on film,’ Karen mutters now. ‘That man’s the devil himself, if you ask me.’

‘I didn’t,’ Karl says with a quick glance in the rear-view mirror before he changes lanes. ‘But I agree,’ he adds. ‘So, what the hell do we do now?’

The answer comes in the form of simultaneously ringing phones. They exchange a surprised look while searching their jacket pockets. Karen finds hers first.

‘Fuck,’ she says when she sees the name on the display.

Jon Bergman, DTV

Then she sees Karl pop his hands-free into his ear and answer his phone with the words:

‘Hiya, Stolt.’

It’s hardly a coincidence that the Police Authority’s press secretary and a reporter are calling at the same time. Karen has no hope at all that the media has simply caught wind of the fact that the police are looking for a woman being held against her will. They must have been tipped off. And whoever leaked it will hardly have held back on the most salient detail – that the woman in question is Luna Johns. The question now is really only how many other news desks know.

She pushes the red receiver and listens while Karl grunts and asks terse questions before he ends his call, too.

‘Right, so now we have to deal with the media, too,’ she says dully. ‘That was Bergman from DTV calling me.’

‘Yes, but according to Stolt, they’re the only ones he has heard from so far. Goddammit, the leak must have come from one of us.’

‘Yeah, who else? I highly doubt Yngve Formby put them on the scent,’ Karen replies sullenly. ‘But it’s just a matter of time now before every journalist in the country is squealing with joy. Not just in this country, either,’ she corrects herself. ‘Fuck, this is exactly what Smeed was worried about.’

‘Well, what did he expect? Sooner or later, everything leaks. The only question is who got there first this time.’

‘Probably some broad.’

Karl shoots her a searching look.

‘Wow, I thought you were a feminist, Eiken. You sound more like Johannisen.’

‘I only say that because it was Jon Bergman calling,’ she explains. ‘He likes making out with female officers.’

‘And how do you know that, if I may ask?’

‘I’ve heard rumours.’

She has. The fact that she spent a handful of summer nights with the DTV reporter almost five years ago is, thankfully, not part of those rumours. She never blabbed about her work anyway, then or later, though he has tried to exploit their brief acquaintance several times since. Sometimes with reference to what he far too often has chosen to call their ‘holiday romance’.

She has seen him in the company of at least two other female colleagues. They’ll probably never know if either of them furnished him with inside information. Bergman himself has neither the right, nor any interest in revealing his sources. But he has definitely managed to collect a few direct phone numbers to the police. Including hers.

‘No, you’re right, I shouldn’t have said it,’ she says. ‘Anyone could have leaked it. Once we searched the house and flat, lots of people outside the group knew what was going on.’

‘Well, anyway, so far, it’s just Bergman. Stolt suspected he might try to contact you directly after they hung up, so he called me to let us know that we have cut a deal with DTV.’

‘A deal?’

‘That’s how he put it. DTV has promised to hold off on publishing for a few hours, but only if they’re kept abreast of developments.’

‘What developments?’ Karen retorts bitterly.

‘Regardless, Johan Stolt wants you to talk to Bergman right away. Keep him sweet.’

‘Keep him sweet?’

‘My words, not his. But it has apparently been cleared with the higher-ups. I assume neither Viggo Haugen nor Smeed are keen to talk to the media right now.’

‘But what am I supposed to tell him? We have nothing.’

‘Well, at least that means you don’t have to worry about giving anything away.’

With a groan, Karen picks up her phone and taps the name in red: Jon Bergman. Then she puts her phone on speaker so Karl can listen in.

For this conversation, she wants witnesses.
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‘Hiya, Karen,’ Jon Bergman says, sounding winded. ‘Happy to hear from you. What’s going on?’

‘I assume you already know. You talked to Stolt, right? I assume he filled you in on what there is to know right now.’

She leans back in her seat, pulls the lever to push it all the way back, and wriggles her feet up onto the dashboard. Tread carefully, she reminds herself. Don’t say too much.

‘Stolt didn’t tell me shit,’ Bergman retorts. ‘What he did was tacitly confirm what I told him. After thinking about it for an eternity. I assume the top brass is panicking.’

‘Fine, what did you tell him, then?’

A weary sigh on the other end.

‘So you’re planning to put me through the wringer as usual? The problem with that is that this time, I hold the cards. Not you.’

‘Why don’t you play them, and we’ll see.’

‘We know the police are looking for a woman who is being held against her will by an unknown perpetrator. You have, among other things, searched a house down on Frisel. No signs of blackmail or ransom. Motive unclear.’

Jon Bergman seems to be reading from his notes. An unknown perpetrator. At least that means the leak didn’t come from the CID, she thinks to herself. Or any of the officers dispatched to search Billy Formby’s flat. Must be one of the woodentops sent to Frisel.

‘And we know who the woman is,’ Jon Bergman says, his solemn tone unable to completely hide his delight.

Fuck.

‘OK, and who do you think it is?’

‘Luna Johns. Stolt certainly didn’t deny it. Can you confirm it?’

Brief hesitation. Deal or no deal, this doesn’t feel right.

‘That’s correct,’ she says at length.

‘And how did you find out she had been kidnapped?’

‘I can’t tell you that.’

‘Can’t, or won’t?’

‘Neither. For now, you’re going to have to make do with the fact that we have indications that she has been taken against her will and is being held at an unknown location.’

‘But she’s alive?’

‘We have no reason to think otherwise.’

‘And why was she in the country in the first place? Visiting family, holiday . . . ?’

Good, at least you don’t know that.

‘We’re not sure, and at present, finding out is not a priority.’

‘But you must have spoken to her parents. Are they alive, by the way?’

‘No, unfortunately, they are both deceased.’

Karl grins and gives her a thumbs up. There is a pause while Jon Bergman types furiously on the other end.

‘And what can you tell me about the kidnapper?’

‘Forget it. But we know who he is and that he . . . no longer constitutes a threat.’

‘Doesn’t constitute a threat? What is that supposed to mean?’

‘Just that he is not with Luna, and that he can’t be questioned at the moment. That’s all you get for now. We’re focused on finding her.’

‘So you have no idea where she might be . . . ?’

She hesitates again.

‘We’re following up on leads. Among other things, we are analysing a number of photographs we believe may be linked to the kidnapping. And no, you will not be given access to that material.’

Another sigh on the other end. And two faint beeps signalling a call waiting.

‘Look, I can tell you’re not going to do what Stolt promised . . .’

‘Which was?’

‘That you were going to keep us in the loop. And that we were going to be there when you go in.’

Karen almost chokes and out of the corner of her eye, she sees Karl punch the steering wheel.

Had Stolt really promised something like that?

‘I have to double-check with him,’ she says. ‘But that’s all I have for you right now.’

‘You do realise we can publish what we have anytime? I’m thinking: “Star Kidnapped, Police Clueless”. It’s all ready to go up on our website. All I have to do is push a button . . .’

She can picture Jon Bergman’s face as he trails off. The small, condoling smile.

You’re probably about to shit yourself with excitement, she grumbles inwardly.

Out loud, she says, ‘Yes, Jon, I do realise that. But I also know it’s in all our interest that you hold off until you have the whole story, otherwise you risk being overtaken by your colleagues at other news outlets. I don’t like it, but if that’s what the brass want me to do, I’ll contact you as soon as I know more.’

‘We want our phones to ring every thirty minutes, even if there’s nothing new.’

‘Oh, come off it,’ she snaps. ‘You’re not dictating the terms here. I’ll get back to you the moment I have anything I deem to be important. I promise,’ she adds in a tone she hopes might come off as slightly milder.

Two beeps again. Probably Stolt looking to give me my marching orders, she thinks.

‘Fine,’ Jon Bergman says. ‘I’ll trust you. But the second someone else catches wind of this, or if I feel like you’re holding out on me, we’re publishing.’

‘I don’t doubt that for a second.’

*

‘He didn’t know as much as I feared,’ Karl says after she hangs up.

‘No, but far too much. Do you really think Stolt promised them they’d be there if and when we go in?’

Karl heaves a heavy sigh.

‘No idea. Maybe better than them dropping the bomb right now. At least it seems to have bought us a few sorely needed hours.’

‘A few hours isn’t going to be enough,’ Karen retorts gloomily. ‘Unless the image analysis has turned up something, we have absolutely nothing to go on.’

‘We’re going to have to call Smeed on the way. Are you hungry? Should we stop somewhere for a quick bite? Looks like we won’t be going home for a while.’

She rubs her eyes with her heels of her hands and counts in her head. Ten to three. Normally, she wouldn’t be this exhausted, even considering that she has only had a few hours of sleep in the past few days. As it is, her sense of time seems to be warping. Was it really yesterday she saw Billy in the hospital and then went to see Aylin? Just a few hours since she and Leo were standing in the kitchen back home in Langevik with Billy’s phone? It feels like days ago . . .

And she won’t have time to sleep any time soon. Food might raise my energy levels, she muses.

‘Sounds good,’ she says. ‘Preferably fat and fast carbs. I’m just going to check who called while I was on with Bergman.’

She checks her missed calls.

‘Someone from the CID?’

‘No, I don’t recognise the number. Oh, I have a message. Why don’t you pull into the nearest petrol station while I check my voicemail, I’m suddenly realising I’m bloody starving.’

‘“Fat and fast carbs”? But what about your gallstones . . . ? Doesn’t your condition require . . .’

For a moment, her thumb hovers over the display. She hesitates.

Then capitulates.

‘Fine, Charlie-boy,’ she says. ‘I get that you’ve puzzled it out. Yes, I’m pregnant. But no one at work knows yet, so can we drop it? I need to listen to this.’

And in a cowardly attempt to avoid questions, she types in the pin to her voicemail before Karl even has time to open his mouth.

You have one new message.

‘Hi, hello, this is Idun Formby. You were here a while ago. I just wanted to say that I think I know where those pictures were taken. Call me at this number, not our home phone. My mobile, not the house.’

Message recorded at 2.43 a.m.
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Idun Formby picks up after the first ring. She must have been waiting, phone in hand, Karen muses.

She had succinctly relayed Idun Formby’s message to Karl and he had pulled over at a rest stop and is now sitting at the ready with a pen in hand and a notepad propped against his knee.

‘Hi, Idun, this is Karen Eiken Hornby. I got your message.’

‘Can you hold on one second?’

The faint sound of quick footsteps and a door closing. Then Idun’s voice is back. Low, almost a whisper, as though she’s afraid of being overheard.

‘I had to go outside, Yngve doesn’t know I’m calling. He’s asleep now, but if he . . .’

She trails off.

‘I understand,’ Karen says. ‘I have you on speaker so Karl Björken can hear you, too. Tell me as much as you can, and he will take notes while we listen.’

A brief pause.

‘Well, it was the pictures you showed us. That room. I recognise the wallpaper. The table, too, I think, but it was the floral pattern that rang a bell first.’

‘So you know where it is?’

‘I knew straight away when you showed us the pictures, but . . . well . . .’

‘You didn’t want to say anything in front of Yngve. I understand.’

‘He doesn’t need to know, does he? That I called, I mean.’

‘He doesn’t need to know,’ Karen says, with more conviction than is strictly justified. ‘But now, tell me, where have you seen that wallpaper and that table before?’

‘The summer camp. The Church of the Covenant youth camp.’

Karen hears Karl’s pen rasp against the notepad.

‘The Church of the Covenant youth camp,’ Karen repeats. ‘And where is that?’

‘Well, it doesn’t exist anymore.’

‘What do you mean it doesn’t exist?’

‘The Church of the Covenant. It was dissolved some years ago, and the congregation was scattered to the four winds, had to join other churches. Some of us—’

‘The youth camp,’ Karen breaks in as calmly and gently as she is able.

‘Well, the parents were allowed to visit one day every summer. No more than that, because it was important that the children weren’t disturbed.’

‘Are you saying Billy attended this camp?’

‘Yes. Three or four summers, I think, and once in the spring, too. That was the last time. There were people there then that were supposed to help him get over his . . . well, there were a few other boys, too, who needed . . . correcting.’

‘Correcting?’

‘Yes, that’s how they put it. Personally, I thought their methods were maybe a bit . . . But then it was shut down anyway when the Church was dissolved. It was in the papers and everything . . .’

Karen tries not to let the many unfinished sentences throw her off.

‘And you believe the pictures might have been taken at this camp?’

‘At least, it’s the same wallpaper. Brash, you know, the kind that was popular in the seventies. I remember thinking it was odd that the Church of the Covenant hadn’t changed them. They didn’t really go with our, you know . . . But it would have been expensive to install new wallpaper, I suppose, because it was a big place, a lot of houses . . .’

‘And where exactly was this camp?’

Karl has picked up his own phone now and is waiting, ready to go.

‘Somewhere on Frisel. Near the marshes, I think. I don’t remember what it was called, it was so long ago, and Yngve did the driving, of course, so I didn’t give much thought to exactly where we—’

‘And what happened to the camp?’ Karen interrupts. ‘Do you know who runs it now?’

This time she’s unable to completely hide her impatience, and Idun Formby’s tone mirrors her own when she replies.

‘I have no idea,’ she says curtly. ‘But the houses are still there, I assume. If that is where the pictures were, in fact, taken.’

‘How sure are you?’ Karen says. ‘That you’re remembering it right, I mean.’

‘Well, I don’t know, I can’t be completely sure, of course, but . . .’

Idun Formby trails off yet again. Then they hear her take a deep breath.

‘No,’ she says in a steady voice. ‘I remember what that place looked like.’

And as if her sudden certainty has made her feel uncomfortable, she adds:

‘But I don’t know which of all those houses, there must have been at least twenty . . . That’s all I know.’

And while Karen continues to try to coax more details out of an increasingly reticent Idun, she can hear Karl talking to someone on his phone, repeating what Idun Formby has just told them:

‘Church of the Covenant youth camp, Frisel.’

Then she hears the sound of a door opening on the other end of her line and a man’s voice in the background.

‘I have to go,’ Idun Formby says quickly.

And ends the call.
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‘Smeed has everything you managed to drag out of her,’ Karl says. ‘The minute they home in on a location, they’ll send all available units.’

‘You’re from Frisel. You don’t know the place she’s talking about?’

‘No idea. Don’t think there was a youth camp on the north side, I reckon I would have heard about it if there were. On the other hand, we moved away when I was eleven. Either way, it’s going to take us a good long while to get there, particularly if it’s on the south side.’

‘The helicopter from Ravenby can get there pretty quickly, so long as it knows exactly where it’s going,’ Karen says. ‘If he hasn’t killed her already or hurt her too badly, we should be able to make it in time.’

‘Assuming Idun Formby remembers correctly.’

Karen gives him a look of surprise. Karl’s not usually this pessimistic.

‘I think she does. I suspected she knew from the way she was looking at the pictures, but I didn’t think she would have the courage to speak up. Would you like me to drive for a bit?’

‘You’re not too tired? You’re starting to look a bit haggard.’

‘Kind of you to say. I have a feeling you’re getting tired, too. But fine, you drive, I’ll google. I assume we’re heading straight down to Frisel without stopping by the station? We might as well take the ferry over as soon as possible and wait there for an exact location.’

‘The fucking ferry,’ Karl groans. ‘Whatever happened to the plans of building a bridge? Weren’t they supposed to start construction twenty years ago?’

‘Then I’m sure it’ll be completed in another twenty. Just drive. And step on it.’

‘You have to call Jon Bergman,’ he says and turns out from the rest stop after a quick glance at the empty road behind them.

She looks at him incredulously.

‘Are you serious?’

‘Smeed certainly seems to be. It was the last thing he said to me. “Remind Eiken to call DTV”.’

With an annoyed headshake, Karen dials Johan Stolt’s number.

‘It’s Eiken. Are you serious?’ she says as soon as the press secretary picks up. ‘You promised DTV they can be in on this?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘And who made that decision?’

‘Head of Police Viggo Haugen,’ Johan Stolt replies, emphasising the title. ‘And I’m in complete agreement,’ he hurriedly adds.

‘Keeping them informed is one thing,’ Karen says. ‘But Jon Bergman claims you promised they could be there when we go in, too.’

‘Yes, that’s correct. We made a deal with DTV, and in return, we get a few hours to prepare talking points. We don’t even know if she’s dead or alive yet, and this could turn hairy very fast. And I mean for everyone involved.’

Karen picks up on the veiled threat and says nothing.

‘Letting them ride along is damage limitation,’ Stolt continues. ‘Otherwise, they’ll publish right now, and it’ll be hell for us.’

‘But if I call Jon Bergman and tell him what we have now, they’re going to head down to Frisel on their own. That will be hell for us.’

‘You’re obviously going to have to tell him as little as possible. Just say a tip has come in and we’re preparing an intervention without giving away the location. Pick him up on the way, at least that way you know where he is.’

‘But—’

‘The decision has been made. Sorry, Eiken, but this is how it’s going to be. We’re buying time, that’s all.’

*

Karl buys them another ten minutes by turning into a twenty-four-hour petrol station while Karen is on the phone with Johan Stolt. Now, he places a sticky wrap filled with something that looks like chicken salad and a can of Coke in her lap.

‘Eat,’ he says and takes the paper off his own wrap.

She eats. Three bites, drinks. Says nothing. Karl already knows what she’s thinking.

Then she makes the call.
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The moment the ferry casts off, they spot the helicopter hovering overhead for a moment before continuing south. Two police cars and an ambulance are parked in front of them, ready to turn on their sirens and race towards Graase on Frisel’s south side the moment they disembark. Aside from uniformed officers, one of the cars holds Cornelis Loots and the other Astrid Nielsen. Given the choice of delaying the ferry five minutes so the dispatched medical doctor could make the same one or getting the units that were ready over as quickly as possible, the latter had won out.

It had taken them forty-two minutes to identify the exact location of the youth camp where Billy Formby had, in all likeliness, spent his summers ten years previously. It would probably have taken half that if it hadn’t turned out that the Church of the Covenant had run not one but two youth camps on Frisel back in the day. The first one, just south of Sande, had been replaced after a couple of years by a considerably bigger one, four miles further south, at something called Roper’s Farm.

According to satellite images of the area, the camp is located just north-east of the marshes, outside the small village of Graase, and seems to consist of a main building and a jumble of smaller cottages flanked by a long, narrow lake.

*

With a glance into the back seat, and without putting her phone on speaker, Karen is now being given the details by Jounas Smeed. She listens without interrupting.

‘It’s some kind of holiday village. Built in the mid-seventies and at first just a regular summer camp for less-fortunate city kids who needed to spend some time in the country. Privately run, but pretty heavily subsidised by the provinces. It didn’t turn religious until ninety-two, when the state church took over, but they pulled out after just one summer. Apparently, the cottages are pretty sub-standard. We’re not sure yet exactly when the Church of the Covenant took over, probably around the turn of the millennium. After they closed their doors, it was used as a private riding camp once or twice, but it’s been empty for years now. The land is owned by a man called Jerome Fack.’

‘Fuck.’

‘You can say that again. The camp has been added to several times, but some sections were built without planning permission so we don’t have a reliable site plan. And according to Fack, both power and water were turned off a long time ago. It took ages to find even this much out. And the damn cult changed its name twice, too.’

‘Yes, that much Google has told us,’ Karen replies.

*

While Karl drove towards the TV station, Karen had relayed everything she was able to find online.

‘Apparently they used to be called The Brotherhood of the Covenant, but they changed their name to the Church of the Covenant sometime in the eighties.’

‘How progressive.’

‘Theologically aligned with the prosperity gospel, whatever that means,’ Karen had continued. ‘Strong emphasis on the commandments, but they don’t call Jesus by name, preferring to refer to him as “The Light”. Seems they were a big deal back in the day.’

As Idun had told them, the Church of the Covenant had eventually been dissolved and its members had instead joined various evangelical churches, most considerably less dogmatic.

‘One group claims to live by the teachings of the original Brotherhood – “Guardians of the Light”. Ever heard of them?’

‘Vaguely. Bunch of muppets up in Ravenby, making life miserable for themselves. I bet Yngve and Idun are members.’

‘They run their own nurseries and Bible schools, and there have been allegations of corporal punishment, even after the ban,’ Karen had summarised, squinting at her phone until nausea forced her to look out at the road instead.

Then they had picked up Jon Bergman and a cameraman.

*

Having ended the call with Smeed, Karen turns to the back seat.

‘When we get there, the two of you will stay in the car until I say otherwise. No pictures of Luna, dead or alive. OK?’

Jon Bergman shrugs and grins.

‘But you have to let us film something,’ the cameraman pipes up, ‘otherwise what’s the point of us being here?’

‘I guess you can film police cars and flashing blue lights. Exciting, no?’ Karen replies wryly.

‘But we have a deal,’ Jon Bergman protests.

‘Sure, but you’re my responsibility now and you’ll do as I say, or I’m placing you both under arrest.’

‘You can’t just fucking—’

‘Calm down, Jon. You’ll have your pictures. Which I assume news organisations from every part of the world will pay DTV handsomely for. And you will have the full story before your colleagues in this country even roll out of bed today.’

‘And a one-on-one with you,’ Jon Bergman says. ‘No bloody press secretary and not Viggo Haugen again. Can’t bear to talk to that pathetic media whore one more time.’

Karen hears Karl stifle a chortle.

‘Maybe Jounas Smeed can do it,’ she says. ‘He’s fully up to date on all the details.’

‘You will do it. It’s part of the deal.’

‘I’ll have to check on that,’ she says.

Just as she says it, the light thud of the ferry docking on the other side of the sound puts an end to the discussion.
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The sun won’t be up for another hour. It’s still dark and the roads are deserted when three police cars and an ambulance speed off southward, lights flashing.

The road from Sande to Graase is wide and looks like a white carpet rolled out through the flat landscape. They’ve turned their sirens off; only the flashing blue light cuts through the stillness, creating a dreamlike illusion of a film playing on mute.

Karen rests her head against the cool window. Soon, the adrenaline will kick in again, but right now, it’s an effort to keep her eyes open. She looks out across heaths and fields and notes that there’s very little to obscure her view in the flat landscape. There are no forests here, just the occasional stand of deciduous trees and pines and low shrubs. Grazing cattle and groups of white sheep everywhere, moving slowly, their heads down.

On one of the low hills, a herd of brown hross have gathered in a grove of oak trees. The decision to prohibit wind power on Frisel had officially been motivated by a need to protect the island’s unique birdlife and free-roaming wild horses. For centuries, the hross had been hard-pressed by both poachers and Frisian whalers, who put the tiny horses to work on their ships going north, only to dump them at sea on the way home. But some maintained that the real reason why Frisel had escaped the scourge of the windmills was not so much concern for waterfowl and an endangered breed of horse, but rather the fact that the sandy soil made the island unsuitable.

Karen is starting to feel nauseous again and rolls down her window. A few deep breaths of the salty air quickly settle her stomach. Over by the horizon, beyond the marshes and the grass-covered embankment, she can now make out the sea. In the dim light of dawn, she can’t see the pied avocets, oystercatchers, and other waders she knows are strutting around out there, but she can hear the forlorn lament of a loon in the distance.

The contrast with the coastline she’s used to from Langevik on the east side of Heimö is striking. There, mountains and cliffs stand firm against the raging sea. Here, there’s no clear boundary between land and sea; they seem to blend together. Here, the difference between ebb and flow is a daily reminder of the dangers and riches of high tide. The fertile soil is sandy and mingled with seashells, a reminder that the ground on this side of the embankment was underwater once, too.

‘It must be around here somewhere,’ Karl says, checking the GPS.

Just then, the car in front of them slows down and indicates right as it passes a faded sign announcing the turn-off to Roper’s Farm.

The flashing caravan slowly continues down a gravel road that seems to lead absolutely nowhere. Not quite a mile later, the road slopes steeply down, and it’s only then they start to make out the faint outlines of buildings up ahead. They pass the police helicopter that has landed in a newly ploughed field and slow down further to pass through an open gate. The road ends in a rectangular gravel field where they spread out and park.

‘Like I said,’ Karen says, addressing the back seat, ‘you’re staying here until I tell you otherwise.’

‘I thought you said the perpetrator has been identified and isn’t here?’ Jon Bergman replies sullenly. ‘That this is just a search-and-rescue operation?’

‘That’s correct. But we need to get an overview before you start running around.’

Her radio crackles when she shuts the door behind her and she and Karl Björken walk over to Cornelis Loots, Astrid Nielsen, and the six uniformed officers, one of whom is opening the door to the kennel in the back of one of the cars.

Nice work, Loots, she thinks when she sees him hand the dog handler something that looks like a white T-shirt.

Together, they listen to the head of the helicopter unit, Ivar Lemke, over the crackling radio.

‘There are approximately twenty smaller, barrack-like buildings in addition to the main house. We have searched the latter and are on our way to the west side of the area now. Over.’

‘This is Eiken. We will split up and search the south and east. The dog will accompany the central group. Over.’

‘Copy. Over and out.’

Karl Björken, Karen Eiken Hornby, and three of the uniformed officers move towards the eastern edge of the area while the others head south towards the houses down by the lake, accompanied by the tail-wagging German Shepherd.

The first houses are huddled in a group of three. While one of the officers breaks the lock and then continues on towards the next one with Karl close behind, Karen turns on her torch, opens the door, and enters. A stuffy, slightly mouldy smell greets her. The smell of a house no one has set foot in in years.

She quickly runs the beam of light along the floor and then the walls, realising two things at once. The house is definitely empty. And they are definitely in the right place.

The same kind of table, the same wallpaper. What looked like a cot in the pictures and videos is in fact, she sees now, the bottom of a bunkbed. On the wall between the bunks there’s a poster with sparkling water and a group of tanned, flaxen-haired boys in a rowing boat holding fishing rods and smiling happily. Above them, the words:

WELCOME THE LIGHT!

And along the bottom:

CHURCH OF THE COVENANT SUMMER CAMP

Everything’s there.

Except Luna.

She turns around and steps back outside. Sees one of the uniformed officers moving quickly from door to door in the growing morning light, breaking open locks without entering, and Karl and the other officer following after, searching each house as they go. She runs past them towards the next one in line. Sees Cornelis Loots a couple of hundred yards away, shouting something as he exits one house and jogs towards the next one.

Splinters fly in every direction when the next lock is wrenched off and Karen throws the door open. The same stuffy smell, the same sweep of the torch across the floors, the same walls . . .

Empty.

Just then, she hears the dog barking. Two seconds later, her radio crackles.

‘We have her.’
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The smell hits her from ten paces away. Not stuffy summer house and mould this time, but a stench of urine, excrement, and sweat.

And terror.

Three officers with their hands over their mouths and noses are blocking the open door when Karen comes striding over.

‘Out of my way,’ she says and watches them gratefully back away to let her through.

A deep breath, then she steps inside.

‘She’s alive,’ she’s told by Cornelis Loots, who is leaning over the rolled-up creature on the bed but not touching her.

‘Go get the doctor,’ Karen orders. ‘He should be here any second. Make sure he finds the right house quickly,’ she adds to Loots, who is already halfway out the door.

A quick look around the room before she walks over to the bed. Yes, she’s alive, she thinks and looks at Luna, who is trying to hug her knees even closer to her chest. As though to protect herself.

‘Turn your torches off,’ she hisses in the direction of the door, where her colleagues have pulled back and are now running their lights over the floor and walls.

She ignores her gag reflex and the impulse to hold her sleeve over her mouth. Instead, she opens the blind as quietly as she can, squats down next to the bed, and gently puts her hand on Luna’s shoulder. Lets it rest there, slowly stroking her with her thumb.

‘Hi, Luna,’ she says. ‘The police are here now and you’re safe. Can you hear me?’

No answer.

‘If you lie very still, I can cut your hands free.’

Still no answer. Luna lies there motionless and tense while Karen pulls her Swiss army knife out of her pocket. Then a soft whimper when she pushes one blade of the scissors in under the cable tie. Then another when it snaps. First one tie, then the other, twisted together in the middle and pulled very tight. Karen winces when she feels the plastic stick to Luna’s skin for a moment before coming loose and she sees the bloody gashes left behind.

Then she puts her hand back on Luna’s shoulder, strokes it while she stands up. Feels her foot bump against the toilet bucket, hears it slosh over, and does her best not to vomit. Moments later, she can sense one of her colleagues coming up behind her and removing the overflowing bucket. She says a quiet thank you without seeing who it is and turns back to Luna.

‘Do you think you’re able to turn over?’

To her surprise, Luna moves. Not slowly, not stiffly, but like a caged animal that has discovered their chain is broken and now wants to break free.

Karen pulls back when Luna abruptly sits bolt upright and dodges her wildly flailing hands, which seem to be looking for something to cling to. They find Karen’s forearm and she feels nails digging into the fabric of her jacket.

‘Luna, it’s Karen,’ she says. ‘Remember me? I’m a detective, Leo’s my lodger. We met at KGB a few weeks ago.’

No hint of recognition in the wide-open eyes that stare blankly at Karen. Or through her.

She puts her free hand on Luna’s.

‘You’re safe now,’ she says. ‘The doctor will be here any second to have a look at you. And then we’ll get you out of here and to a hospital.’

‘Leo?’

Her voice is so faint Karen barely hears her.

‘Yes, Leo,’ she says. ‘He and the other guys have been worried sick about you. But you’re safe now, Luna. It’s over.’

Both the doctor and the two paramedics have joined them now and Karen gets up to make room for them. Just as she is about to let go of Luna’s hand, she feels it tighten around hers. Without looking away from her for one second, she says:

‘I’ll stay with you the whole time. Do you know if you’re hurt? Did he hit you?’

A slow shake of the head and a wince of pain.

‘Just thirsty,’ she says. ‘Head hurts.’

‘We’re going to get an IV going right now,’ the doctor says. ‘I just want to have a quick look at you before we put you in the ambulance.’

*

She doesn’t let go. Throughout the doctor’s brief examination of her head, eye movement, pulse, and blood pressure, Luna’s hand clutches Karen’s.

‘I think you had better go with her in the ambulance,’ the doctor says.

Karen nods and just as she takes a seat next to the stretcher, she’s blinded by a white light that fills the cramped space. She has no time to shield herself, just stares blankly at the camera while her brain catches up.

She has completely forgotten about both Jon Bergman and the DTV cameraman.

Instinctively, she leans over to hide Luna and opens her mouth to say something, but before she can get a word out, the ambulance doors slam shut.

And while her mind reels with thoughts about the potential consequences of her oversight, she hears the sirens start up.

They travel at very high speed. Escorted by police cars, they race through the flat Frisian landscape while the sun slowly rises. The ferry is waiting for them, temporarily closed to the public, and she can feel them bounce on board. Wishes she could open the door and climb out into the fresh sea air. Every part of her body longs to get away from the nausea and the reminders of the sticky chicken salad that keep pushing up through her oesophagus at frequent intervals, if only for the few minutes it takes them to cross. But she stays where she is.

And with Luna’s hand in hers, she does her best to forget about the stench emanating from the filthy dress under the orange blanket.

*

It’s quarter past five when they reach Thysted Hospital. Some of the claw-like desperation subsided after the doctor gave Luna an injection in the ambulance, but she doesn’t let go until the stretcher is rolled into the exam room.

‘I’ll be right outside,’ Karen says before the door closes. ‘Do you want me to call Leo?’

A weak nod.

So she calls him.
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Leo had called from the hospital’s front desk just thirty minutes later, but it had taken Karen another ten minutes to convince the staff he should be let into the room where Luna, clean now and with no physical injuries, is recovering with two guards posted outside the door.

She doesn’t know yet that her son is lying unconscious in the same building, three floors above her head, Karen muses as she walks out through the revolving doors and continues towards the car park.

According to the doctor she spoke to, Billy Formby’s condition is unchanged, and he’s still sedated. They will attempt to reduce the sedation tomorrow. No one knows if he’s going to wake up or whether his brain will work if he does. No one can say for sure if he is going to live or die.

I wonder which would be better, Karen thinks to herself.

Right before she closed the door behind her, Luna, now with Leo’s hand in hers, had looked at her with a wan smile and said:

‘Thank you.’

Whether for rescuing her or bringing Leo was unclear. It doesn’t matter anymore. She’s too tired to care. It’s past six in the morning and she has had three hours of sleep over the past two nights. Three hours of restless, fitful slumber with images of a crashed Volkswagen flashing before her eyes. She had just been concerned about Billy then, unaware Luna was still in the country. That she was tied up in some fucking barracks on Frisel.

She’s certainly still bloody here.

She looks over at the car park and lets out a curse. Leo has parked her old Ford Ranger across two bays, one of which is reserved for people with disabilities. Who has time to think about trivialities like disabled people when a goddess is waiting inside?

The memories of Luna’s terrified eyes, her hand clutching Karen’s, makes her bristling irritation subside.

But the smell lingers.

She helped herself to large quantities of soap and hand sanitiser at the hospital. Took her jacket off, rolled up her sleeves, washed and rinsed with warm water, but the smell of shit and fear is still strong in her nostrils.

Might not just be in my nostrils either, she thinks and looks down at her boots. That bucket had sloshed quite a bit.

An embarrassed look over her shoulder while she digs out her car keys and then another at the wheelchair painted on the pavement. A thought flits past at the sight of it, but she doesn’t have the energy to hold onto it.

Two women in light blue scrubs and green plastic slippers are standing next to a large ashtray by the entrance to the hospital. One of them nods towards her and says something to the other, who takes a drag on her cigarette and shakes her head, then exhales and points to the disabled parking sign.

Karen wonders if she should shout something to them, an explanation, but she’s too tired. And there are plenty of free spaces this early anyway, she reasons.

A moment of light-headedness when she climbs into the car. She swallows hard and grabs hold of the steering wheel. The taste of the vending-machine coffee she knocked back while waiting for Leo to arrive, despite knowing better, suddenly fills her mouth. She glances over at the passenger seat, reaches out and opens the glove box, sticks her hand between the seats. Didn’t she leave a carton of juice in the car? The last of the three-pack she’d bought . . .

Yesterday morning, around this time, it must have been.

Leo probably drank it, she grumbles sullenly, then buckles up and starts the car. Right now, when she really needs it, it’s not here, that’s all she knows.

And neither is he.

As she turns out of the car park, she hears one of the smoking women shout something after her about ‘common decency’ and suppresses the impulse to give her the finger.

Just a quick debriefing meeting with the team. Then home and bed. But before she can even finish that thought, the memory of the painted pictogram in the car park resurfaces and the memory of a man in a real wheelchair follows hard on its heels. They’re getting the results of Gundar Freske’s DNA swab today. It’s not over yet.

And in that moment, she can’t hold it together any longer.

Karen Eiken Hornby just has time to stop the car and throw open the door before the remnants of a sticky chicken salad wrap and stale vending-machine coffee splatters against the pavement.
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It’s not just me, she realises as she enters the large conference room on the fifth floor of Dunker police station thirty minutes later. The faces that turn to her all bear the mark of sleep deprivation and the unique exhaustion that follows in the wake of a sudden adrenaline rush. Cornelis Loots, Astrid Nielsen, Karl Björken, and the uniformed officers who took part in the search are sitting around the table, looking weary, listlessly stirring more and more sugar cubes into their coffee.

Only Evald Johannisen looks relatively well-rested.

‘Has someone died?’ he says and slurps his coffee loudly. ‘Other than the Johansons up in Ravenby, I mean.’

‘Where do you find the energy?’ Astrid asks with what for her can only be described as an unusual lack of respect for a superior.

‘Had a little nap in the breakroom once I heard you’d found the broad. Coffee, Eiken?’ he says and pushes the urn towards her.

She shakes her head mutely.

‘No? Listen, you look like you need to eat something. God knows what, though—’

Just then, the door opens and Jounas Smeed enters. True to form, he seems to have somehow bent the space-time continuum to make time to have a shower down in the gym and change into the clean shirt he always keeps on the back of his office door. His hair is still damp, and he looks clean-shaven, but the circles under his eyes are very dark, Karen notes.

‘Nice work,’ he says. ‘Everybody. You should know the Head of Police is very pleased.’

Some of the uniformed officers straightened up in their chairs the moment the head of the CID stepped through the door. Now, there’s a murmur of approval and their weariness seems to have evaporated. Discreet low fives are exchanged under the table.

It’s easy for you, your shifts only started yesterday afternoon, Karen grumbles inwardly. And you’re probably not even thirty yet.

As Jounas Smeed proceeds to give a blow-by-blow account of the search operation and then a brief outline of what the watch schedule will look like at Thysted going forward, Karen listens with one ear while doing her best to stifle her yawns. The guards posted outside Luna’s room at the hospital have been supplemented with uniformed officers at every entrance. Strict prohibition against revealing the identity of the subject. Naturally.

Pointless.

DTV have already gone public.

‘They led with it on the 6 a.m. news,’ Jounas Smeed says. ‘I’ve already seen part of the segment, but I figured we could watch the whole thing together right now.’

DTV’s logo fills the large screen the second Smeed plugs in his laptop. In silence, they watch the breaking news story that’s going to play all day, every thirty minutes, and that will probably crash DTV’s website.

Jon Bergman’s voice briefly summarising the police operation, the same old hackneyed phrases, such as ‘DTV can now reveal that . . .’, ‘. . . according to police sources’, along with pictures of Luna at the height of her fame. Flashing blue lights, sweeping shots of the barracks, a pan towards the house where Luna was kept, a uniformed officer barring the way before the camera can get inside.

And then two harshly lit faces with wildly staring eyes, Luna’s and Karen’s, before the ambulance doors are slammed shut.

‘What the fuck? I told them they weren’t allowed to—’

Karen breaks off and hears scattered laughter. Mirthless laughter. Everyone knows exactly what’s coming.

All hell is going to break loose. Right now, the press office seems to be holding firm, but it’s a rickety shield, doomed to break. And the media won’t be the only ones hounding them. Every last one of their colleagues is going to want to know what really happened and how it really played out. Curious relatives, friends who want the inside scoop, neighbours who suddenly stop by for a chat instead of just nodding and passing as usual.

Jounas Smeed clears his throat.

‘Well, I don’t think I need to tell you what everyone here no doubt already knows, but I will anyway,’ he says. ‘We have freedom of the press in this country. We also have an obligation to the people we are here to serve, be it an assaulted pensioner in Gaarda or a world-famous popstar. No one, and I mean no one is well served by more leaks.’

Silence. Everyone knows that.

Everyone also knows that there will probably be more leaks than ever now. Granted, DTV doesn’t offer money in return for tips, but the evening papers do. And the foreign journalists who are about to invade are likely to have deep pockets.

‘OK. We’re going to let you guys get out of here, then. Thank you again for a well-executed operation,’ Smeed says with a nod to the uniforms, who take the hint and shuffle out, looking disappointed at having been invited to the party only to be so summarily dismissed.

That they were allowed to be present for any part of the meeting is entirely in line with the new staff directives that stress the importance of ‘participation and the explicit recognition by senior management of all colleagues after the completion of a major operation or operation of particular significance’.

So, Smeed, I guess you did take that course, after all, Karen muses with a weary smile.

‘Is there any risk of the media making the connection with Billy Formby?’ Karl Björken asks the moment the door closes.

‘At the moment, not even DTV have that little detail. But needless to say, it’s only a matter of time. Our phones are already ringing off the hook, and Stolt has called in every last member of the communications team, both here and in Ravenby. We’re also going to be backed up by a communications consultancy firm the Provincial Board has used in various difficult situations. We’re not set up for the kind of media onslaught we’re about to face.’

‘Wouldn’t it be for the best if this broad left the country?’ Evald Johannisen throws out. ‘Stick her on a plane back home to the US – problem solved.’

‘“Stick her on a plane”? Seriously?’

Karl Björken turns to his colleague with his eyebrows raised.

‘Come on, you know what I mean,’ Johannisen retorts dismissively. ‘Fine, so what’s next? The perpetrator has been identified and the victim is safe. Can we go home and sleep now?’

‘I thought you already had a nap,’ Karen says. ‘Don’t forget that we have another big case, too. Have we heard from Sören? When do we get Freske’s results?’ she adds in Jounas Smeed’s direction.

‘He says later today, or tomorrow morning at the latest.’

‘I want to be there when we bring him in.’

‘Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?’ Smeed asks pointedly. ‘If and when there’s a match, we’ll bring him in as quickly as possible. But hopefully you’ll be at home, sleeping, when that happens. You look like you need it,’ he adds when Karen tries to hide another yawn and protest at the same time.

‘And it’s not just you,’ Smeed continues. ‘A lot of us are in dire need of some good rest. So even if we’re able to bring in Gundar Freske tonight, we’re going to hold off on interviewing him until tomorrow morning. And that pleasure will be all yours,’ he says, addressing Karl Björken and Karen Eiken Hornby.

Reassured, she lets her mind wander. Imagines the feeling of a quick shower followed by crawling in between cool sheets with her phone turned off.

But first she has to get home. Three hours of sleep in over forty-eight hours and a forty-minute drive is hardly a safe combination.

I’ll have to ask someone to drive me, she thinks. Leave the car in town for Leo so he can get home. If he ever plans to come home again, she adds gloomily while she fires off a text under the table.

Getting a ride home. The car is outside City Hall if you need it

Her thoughts are interrupted by Jounas Smeed. She only catches the last few words of whatever it is he’s telling her.

‘Stolt just texted to say that they’re here now. But the minute you’re done, I want you to go home and get some sleep.’

‘What? Who?’

‘Aren’t you listening?’

‘Sorry. Took a micro nap.’

‘DTV. Jon Bergman or whatever his name is and a cameraman. They’re waiting for you down in Stolt’s office.’

‘For me? Why?’

She asks even though she already knows the answer. Groans loudly when her boss flashes her a condoling smile and says the words she doesn’t want to hear.

‘We made a deal with them. An interview with you was one of their demands. And we have every reason to uphold our end of the bargain. Without it, media from all over the world would already be swarming.’

‘Can’t you do it? At least you’ve had time to put on a clean shirt.’

‘I assume that’s exactly why they don’t want to talk to me. “No press secretary and no fucking desk jockey”, were their exact words. And since you’re in the footage from the operation, I’d say they’re unlikely to accept anyone else now.’

‘But what am I supposed to say?’

‘You’ll have to go over the talking points with Stolt, of course. He’s fully briefed on all the details.’

‘And when they ask about the perpetrator? Am I supposed to give them Billy Formby, too? I won’t do it.’

‘Not his name, obviously. For now, the only ones who know about him are us and Dineke Vegen. And she hasn’t issued a warrant for his arrest yet since we hardly have to worry about him absconding.’

Smart move, Vegen, Karen thinks to herself. But if and when Billy Formby wakes up, they won’t be able to hold off on that warrant and once it’s issued it’s only a matter of time before his name is leaked, too.

‘You searched his flat, though,’ Karl says with a nod to Evald Johannisen. ‘One of the guys who helped with that could leak it at any moment.’

‘Well, Charlie-boy, maybe if it had been you in charge,’ Johannisen says. ‘But luckily for us, it was me. I made sure to lay down some, well – let’s call them smokescreens – and the boys had no idea what we were really looking for or why. Besides, they were hardly the sharpest knives in the drawer.’

‘All right, let’s cross our fingers, then,’ Smeed says in a tone that signals very clearly that he has neither the inclination nor the energy to hear about smokescreens intended to mislead colleagues in uniform. Or the media.

Then he turns back to Karen.

‘It’ll be fine. But like I said, go over the details with Stolt before you head down there.’
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Her quick sit-down with the press secretary before the interview unfortunately turns out to include Head of Police Viggo Haugen as well, and he makes no secret of his reservations about having Karen Eiken Hornby speak to the media.

‘For God’s sake, don’t say anything you’ll regret,’ he says, drumming his fingernails against the table. ‘And don’t forget that it’s going out live.’

Karen turns to Johan Stolt.

‘It’s live? Right now?’

‘Yes, their morning show’s going to cut to you as soon as we’re done here.’

The last part is a discreet plea not to cause unnecessary delay, addressed to the Head of Police. A plea that seems completely lost on him.

‘Do you get what an opportunity this is for us to bolster the public’s confidence in the police? I just don’t understand why it’s not up to us to choose who we send to . . .’

Half numbed by exhaustion, Karen studies the reflected rays of the morning sun, bouncing off the pinkie ring on her boss’s hairy finger onto the wall next to him. Watches the light dance and thinks to herself that at least in half an hour it will hopefully all be over.

If you ever stop talking.

‘It’s just a short interview,’ Johan Stolt says, sounding stressed. ‘There will be more later, of course, and no doubt you will be the one to handle those, Viggo, but right now, Karen’s who they want. It was part of the deal, as you know. Apparently, they’re aware of her role in this investigation.’

A wince reveals that he wishes he could take that last sentence back.

‘You still have no idea who leaked?’ Haugen says with a mix of disappointment and irritation and turns to Stolt.

‘No, and like I said, I think you’re going to have to drop that now. As you know, we’re not allowed to investigate journalistic sources. Leaks are something we have to both count on and live with, I’m afraid.’

Still polite, but Karen detects an edge to the press secretary’s voice that wasn’t there before. He has probably been forced to repeat the same thing innumerable times in the past few hours alone. And he will likely have to repeat it many more times before the day is over. Not because the Head of Police is ignorant of the law, but because the highest rank apparently comes with the privilege of airing your feelings out loud and shooting the messenger.

‘I’m not talking about investigating them,’ Haugen snaps. ‘I’m talking about discipline and trust within the force.’

Oh, will you please just shut up for once.

‘Maybe I should go out there now,’ Karen says and stands up. ‘They’ve been waiting for quite a while, from what I’m told.’

‘DTV want outdoor footage,’ Johan Stolt says, shooting her a grateful look. ‘The lobby’s already swarming with journalists from other outlets, so you’ll have to take Bergman with you and exit through the garage. I don’t have time to go with you, so you’re on your own.’

Then he, too, stands up, leaving Viggo Haugen sitting there with a surprised look on his face.

*

It’s twenty past seven when Jon Bergman and a yawning cameraman rise from their respective visitor’s chair outside the press secretary’s office.

Once they’re in the lift and Karen has pushed the button for the garage level, she realises Jon Bergman is unhappy. Positively bristling, in fact.

‘Are you aware we have a deal?’ he says. ‘We’ve practically lost our entire lead by now.’

‘What can I say? At least you’ll be the only ones who had the honour of interviewing me,’ she replies with a wan smile. ‘I’m heading straight home after this. The others will have to make do with the “desk jockeys”, or whatever it was you called them.’

An attempt to lighten the dismal mood. John Bergman is having none of it.

‘If you hadn’t ditched me down on Frisel, we could have done this interview right there and then.’

She doesn’t have the energy to explain. Telling Jon Bergman the truth probably wouldn’t make him any happier. Because, in all honesty, she had simply forgotten about him. And even if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have had time for him.

‘Can’t we just get this interview over with and deal with the rest later? Like I said, I just want to go home and get some sleep,’ she says instead.

‘What, you think you’re the only one who needs a nap? Do you mind if we head up to one of the police cars parked out back?’

She shrugs.

‘Sure. Whatever you want. Makes no difference to me.’

And while she runs through likely questions and the appropriate answers Stolt has drafted, the cameraman and Jon Bergman walk out through the garage doors ahead of her. She shuffles after. If they want her to stand in front of a patrol vehicle, she’s happy to oblige. If they think an outdoor environment ‘makes it feel like we’re at least a bit closer to the action’, as Bergman puts it, he’s probably right. That the interview is conducted in the bright morning sunlight in a car park next to City Hall instead of in the dramatic twilight of dawn on Frisel can’t be helped.

‘Well, I don’t think DTV is likely to make any more deals with you people going forward,’ Bergman says and holds a white sheet of paper up in front of her while the cameraman calibrates.

Anger flares up inside her. Taking shit from Viggo Haugen is one thing, having to blithely accept Jon Bergman’s attempt at rebuke is something else entirely.

‘Lay off, will you?’ she snaps. ‘I was very clear about you staying in the car until I said otherwise. Instead, you shove a camera in Luna’s face, and mine, inside an ambulance. I don’t care, but to publish footage of her in that state can hardly be considered honouring our deal. Or the ethical guidelines of your profession either, for that matter.’

‘I’m glad we did it. At least we got something we could use.’

She gives up.

‘Can you get that thing fired up so we can get this done?’ she says with a sigh.

*

It doesn’t go well.

Just how badly won’t be clear to her until she watches the interview herself. They’ve gathered for a quick meeting: Viggo Haugen, Jounas Smeed, Johan Stolt, and two consultants from the hurriedly drafted PR company. Everyone except Karen has already seen the interview on the news.

Now, the male consultant loads up DTV’s website and the big screen at the end of the room fills with her hard face, complete with dark circles under the eyes, and the headline: POLICE DENY EARLY KNOWLEDGE.

The dark circles could be taken as a sign that this is a representative of the Doggerian police who has worked day and night to locate a missing person. The stiff facial expression could be taken as a sign that the Doggerian police took the situation exactly as seriously as it required. What no viewer could possibly miss, however, is the friction between the reporter and the interviewee. Increasingly confrontational questions, increasingly terse answers.

It started out OK.

‘Are you happy with how the police handled this case?’

She doesn’t smile. But she does make an effort to adopt a facial expression that conveys that the police take what has happened seriously, while also reassuring the public that everything went well. Every last muscle in her face feels like it’s seizing up with the effort.

‘Yes, I am. The victim is safe and the perpetrator is in custody. So everything turned out as well as it could, considering the circumstances.’

‘As well as it could, you say. Isn’t it true the police had indications Luna might be missing as early as two weeks ago and that you did nothing?’

Her eyes dart away from his. A tiny but revealing movement that signals both concern and irritation. She can see it herself. Everyone can see it. Whatever answer she gives after that will have zero credibility.

‘We learnt that she was being held captive last night,’ she says.

Somehow her answer sounds more like a question. She’d heard it herself before the last words were even out. Had felt she needed to expand on that a little. But how? What the fuck can I say now without making things worse? Who the fuck is leaking?

Watching herself on the screen, it’s clear her mind is racing, spinning like a centrifuge.

Jon Bergman obviously hadn’t failed to notice her uncertainty and had leapt to exploit the situation. Quickly and deftly, he had changed the subject.

‘How do you respond to the claims that the perpetrator is lying unconscious in the same hospital as the victim right now?’

This time, her gaze doesn’t waver. But a shadow crosses her face and the yellow rings around her sharply blue irises make her eyes look hard. Her unease is palpable.

‘I have no comment on that.’

‘Is it true the perpetrator is a close relative of the victim?’

‘I can’t comment on that.’

‘Can you comment on the information we have that the perpetrator is Luna’s son?’

‘Like I said, I can’t comment on that.’

Jon Bergman turns to the camera with the words:

‘Well, as you can see, there are many questions the police just won’t answer. Questions we will keep asking until we have a clear picture of what happened, how one of our most beloved artists could be kidnapped right under the nose of the police, and what is being done to make sure something like this never happens again. Back to the studio.’

That was the end of the segment.

*

No, Viggo Haugen is definitely not happy.

Exactly how unhappy becomes eminently clear once the interview is finally over and a painful silence descends on the room. Out of the corner of her eye, Karen had noticed him slowly shaking his head while he watched. Now, he shuts his eyes and takes a deep breath, as if to summon strength, before opening them again.

‘Well, it couldn’t have gone much worse,’ he says.

‘I’m not sure it was that bad—’ Jounas Smeed puts in, but Haugen cuts him off.

‘And this is a situation where we really needed to communicate a positive image of the work we do. Couldn’t you at least have brushed your hair?’ he adds and turns to Karen, unable to completely hide a sneer of revulsion.

His words pop the bubble of shame she has been stuck in since the interview began to play. She slowly draws herself up, gritting her teeth against the pain in her lower back.

Choose your words carefully.

‘I hardly think the way I bloody looked is the most important thing here—’

‘No, the most important thing is what you said,’ Haugen cuts her off harshly.

‘The way we say things is also pivotal,’ the woman from the PR company adds. ‘Body language and facial expressions affect viewer impressions much more than the exact words we choose. We’ll have to think of this as a bad exa—a useful lesson and be mindful of these things as we move forward.’

A bad example. Karen’s eyes are burning now and she digs her nails into the palms of her hands underneath the table to hold the tears back.

‘But I had no idea they knew about Billy . . .’

Her voice breaks and she trails off. Digs deeper.

Do not cry.

‘None of us did,’ Jounas Smeed says. ‘And I don’t think any of us would have done much better in Karen’s shoes. The question is, what do we do now?’

‘Well, we have a press conference at eleven,’ Johan Stolt says. ‘We need answers by then. At least to the question of how long we’d known about Luna being missing. We can keep taking a pass on the questions about the perpetrator for now, don’t you think?’

Both the PR consultants smile in agreement.

‘Yes, we would suggest that you release the information in dribs and drabs. Everything you say has to be true and credibly conveyed, but you don’t have to release all the facts at once.’

‘She should have been taken to Ravenby instead,’ Haugen says. ‘Why wasn’t she?’

Why wasn’t it you in that fucking ambulance with poo on your shoes, holding her hand?

‘It was on the doctor’s recommendation,’ Karen replies. ‘She was in severe shock and Ravenby would have meant another hour on the road. I actually did try to . . .’

The last bit ruins the whole thing. Well, that pretty much sums it up, she thinks gloomily. I tried, but I failed.

A hint of sympathy can be detected in Jounas Smeed’s voice.

‘There’s no point wasting more time now on arguing about what we should have done,’ he says. ‘It’s my assessment that Eiken needs to go home and sleep.’

Then he turns to Karen and continues.

‘We just need you to tell us one more time exactly what happened. Start from the first indication that Luna might have been missing and go over everything that happened after that.’
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It’s twenty to twelve by the time PC Björn Lange stops outside Karen Eiken Hornby’s house on the outskirts of Langevik on the east coast of Heimö. Maybe he wants to say something about the view and the location, or about how he’s sorry about what happened with Martin Talliksen, or something along the lines of ‘I did wonder if there was something wrong with the bloke, but Isaksson . . .’

But instead, he just says:

‘All right, then, here we are.’

With a feeling of witnessing something he shouldn’t, he had noted DCI Eiken Hornby’s averted face as she pretended to be asleep the whole way from Dunker, had seen the hand surreptitiously wiping her chin, had heard the bubbling sound of snot and tears being held back. For once, it’s bringing him no satisfaction to see one of his superiors humiliated, even though she did chew him and Isaksson out. Without a trace of smugness, he hears how stuffy she sounds when she opens the door and gives a mumbled thanks for the ride.

And before Karen has made it up the stone front steps and stuck the key in the lock, a relieved Björn Lange has backed up, turned around and set off towards Dunker.

*

There’s juice. Someone, Leo or Sigrid, has restocked their suddenly quickly depleting stores and the thoughtfulness of that proves to be the last straw. Sobbing, she collapses onto a kitchen chair and pours herself glass after glass.

She tells herself she should eat something but she’s not hungry, just thirsty for squeezed oranges. Tells herself she has to stop crying now, for Rufus’s sake if nothing else; the cat has jumped up on the table and is attempting to comfort her by rubbing himself against her face, leaving cat hair stuck in the snot and tears. Tells herself she has to climb the stairs. Do the things she has longed to do since yesterday: shower, turn off her phone, and go to sleep.

Just one more glass.

The acidity makes her stomach burn and she tells herself she really does have to eat something. For the baby’s sake. She reluctantly picks a banana out of the fruit bowl, methodically chews and swallows. Forces herself to have another.

When she stands up, her body feels so heavy that for a moment she considers lying down on the sofa in the living room instead of dragging herself up to her bedroom. But the shower is upstairs.

The hot water washes away the awfulness of the past few hours, and the last lingering memory of the stench in the barracks and ambulance disappears in a lathery eddy along with the shampoo. The world sways when she closes her eyes and she quickly grabs the shower rail to keep from falling. Just stands there for a while before reluctantly turning the water off.

She leaves her clothes in a pile on the bathroom floor, pulls on a T-shirt and clean knickers, and staggers into her bedroom. Her hair is wet, but she can’t be bothered to dry it. Rubs it a few more times and spreads a dry towel over her pillow. Tells herself that’ll do.

Then she pulls up the duvet and waits.

But the combination of sleep deprivation and the sugar rush from all that juice has suddenly made her exhaustion erratic. The sun is shining in through a gap in the blinds and thoughts rush through her head like heavy logs in a river, jumbled, unstoppable.

I’m never going to fall asleep, she thinks and feels an icy surge of panic.

A moment later, she’s out.



66

A rushing sound in his ears. A torrent draining his arms and legs of strength. Hot blood surging to his head, making his face boil in the cold light from the TV.

That fucking cunt.

That’s exactly what she’d looked like when she was here. She had looked at him with eyes that shone with contempt. Had bored into him with those damn wolf eyes. Snooping, watching, noticing. Probing. Behaved like she was above him instead of the other way around. Forced her way into his home, licked up every detail, every word he’d said. And then she had spat them out again.

A whore, like the rest of them.

Worse than the rest of them.

It’s because of her it’s all over for him now. She’s the one who made some other police bitch come over and shove some long bloody stick into his mouth. She’d dug around like she enjoyed it. Enjoyed humiliating him.

Always the women. Not the coppers who came by the first time, not the male detective who was with the wolf-eyed whore when she came snooping around. Not the bloke who stood next to that other bitch when she violated his mouth.

Not the men. The women.

It has always been like that.

‘You have to learn to ignore them, Gundar. They’re not worth it.’

That’s what his mother would have said. And she would have stroked his rage away with her soft hands. Told him he deserved so much better. Said that, one day, someone would see it. Not someone like the girls in elementary school who had giggled and stuck two fingers down their throat whenever he walked by. Not like the girls in secondary school who had contemptuously spat on the ground whenever he passed. Not like the bitches in upper secondary, that one term before he dropped out, who had looked right through him with their rat-like eyes. Like he didn’t exist.

Just like the hateful woman next door who had tried to get both him and his mother evicted. Just like the bitch caseworker at New Builds who had the power to stop the witch hunt but had instead decided to kick him out of his home. Just like the whore who had humiliated him in front of everyone down the pub, shattering his only window to the world. Just like the cunt who had yelled at him in the A & E when his mother was sick. Who had looked him straight in the eye and told him to go and sit down.

Like a fucking dog.

*

‘You’re going to find someone,’ his mother had told him. ‘You just have to stop being so angry. Girls don’t like that.’

But his mother had been wrong. And now she’s gone.

Never again will he be told there’s someone out there for him. That one day, he’ll get what he wants, what he deserves. The only woman who ever saw any value in him is gone. The only one who could persuade him to control his rage. He has done what he can. He has meted out punishment for the worst offences. Stood up for himself, like his mother said he should. Just in a different way.

He knows they’ll be coming for him soon.

The police have been parked outside the building since the day before last. Civvies, so he won’t notice.

Idiots.

He knows the dreary view from his flat like the back of his hand. Recognises every neighbour, every drug dealer. Knows who goes where. Knows every car.

Maybe they’re worried about him doing it again. Maybe they’re hoping he will. Hoping to catch him in the act. That won’t be necessary; that fucking swab will give them everything they need. He had realised as much the second the bottle sliced through his latex glove.

Had felt the peculiar relief of knowing it would be over soon.

He had always known it would end eventually, that he would make a mistake, that the police would catch him. He’d almost looked forward to it. Some grave-looking detective would read him his rights with a look on his face that lets him know that somewhere deep down, he understood.

He would be questioned, have a chance to make his voice heard. Tell them everything. An unspoken, shared understanding of the way the world works. Between men.

Maybe even respect.

Then incarceration, of course. Maybe an institution, maybe prison. It doesn’t matter.

His life has always been a prison.

*

And now she’s back again. Forcing her way into his home through the TV.

The first segment had been short, just enough to send fury surging through him, to make him hurl the remote at the wall in powerless rage. Now that he has watched the whole interview four times, has had that arrogant voice eat into him, now that he has paused the playback and stared at that evil bitch’s face for almost twenty minutes straight, he knows what he has to do.

Not so powerless now.

Powerful.

One last time, he pushes the curtain aside and looks down at the car on the other side of the park. Can just about make out the contours of the driver, slumped in his seat, chewing gum, bored and tired.

There might be another car out back.

He’ll have to go through the basement.
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‘What do you mean, gone? What the fuck are you talking about?’

Jounas Smeed gets up so quickly his office chair tips over and hits the wall behind him. The news that it was definitely Gundar Freske’s DNA on the bottle that made mincemeat of Anita Kollbar’s nether regions had come in just thirty minutes earlier. The warrant to arrest Freske minutes after that.

And now this.

He can’t take it in.

He hears Robbert Klaak take a deep breath and when he replies, his tone is defensive, bordering on defiant.

‘It’s like I told you, Freske must have scarpered. He’s certainly not here, anyway.’

‘And you’re in the flat now?’

‘Yes, what did you think? That we just hung around outside when he didn’t open the door? We’ve gone in and there’s no one here.’

‘So he could be bloody anywhere right now?’

‘I guess so. But he can’t have been gone long. Carlos says he saw him in the kitchen window overlooking the park about an hour before we went in. Hour and a half, tops.’

‘But how the fuck . . . ?’

*

And just like he wasted time asking the head of the surveillance team that had kept a watch on Freske’s home for almost two days pointless and accusatory questions, he himself is forced to give an account of the botched operation to Head of Police Viggo Haugen.

Unlike Robbert Klaak, however, Jounas Smeed understands the importance of keeping his tone respectful when speaking to his superiors. I’m either a better actor, or just a bigger coward, he thinks and steels himself for what he knows is coming once he rips the plaster off and says what needs to be said:

‘We’ve lost Freske.’

Instead of jumping out of his chair, not a natural choice for a man so short and round, Head of Police Viggo Haugen reacts by leaning back and opening his eyes wide while his face darkens.

‘Lost? How the fuck is that possible? Didn’t you put a car outside?’

‘Two, actually. One on Karpvej and one in the back where the park is. Freske must have gone through the basement and out on Trossvej. He probably knew he was being watched.’

‘How? I thought I made myself clear about you people being discreet.’

You did, Smeed agrees inwardly. Both the Head of Police and the prosecutor had been worried about the risk of Freske making real on his threat to report them for harassment. That was why they had ordered a stakeout while awaiting the DNA results.

‘And we were,’ he says. ‘Unmarked cars. Different ones every day, and not directly outside, but still with an unobstructed view.’

‘Unobstructed view? You really think this indicates an unobstructed view?’

‘Of the entrance to Freske’s building, yes. Of every exit on the whole block, no. We would have needed at least ten more cars. The blocks are enormous up there, almost half a mile long. And we’re talking about at least twenty doors in either direction, plus side entrances. We simply don’t have those kind of resources, as you know.’

Smeed notes with a flicker of concern that Viggo Haugen’s face has grown a dark shade of purple and quickly presses on.

‘Every building has two exits, a main one and one that opens onto Moerbeck Park, and those were the ones we set a watch on.’

‘But now you’re telling me that a person can get to anywhere they want within the block via the basement? And we didn’t think of that? We didn’t even check the most basic facts when we . . . ?’

He runs out of breath.

‘We did, actually. Klaask checked with New Builds and was told tenants only have access to the laundry facilities and basement storage areas associated with their particular building. The doors between the sections are locked and a person would need a whole clutch of keys to get from one end of the basement to the other. Or a skeleton key,’ he adds.

Apparently, Viggo Haugen has reached and passed peak indignation. In an almost resigned tone, he says on an exhalation:

‘And I take it Freske had one?’

‘No, but his mother did, as it turns out. Tenants with special needs can be given access to all sections and entrances. Because she was disabled and in a wheelchair, she had been issued a skeleton key. According to the woman I just spoke to at New Builds, that key has not been returned.’

‘And they couldn’t have told Klaak that? And you couldn’t have found this out earlier?’

‘As you’re aware, I’ve had some other things deal with in the past twenty-four hours. But you’re obviously right. That oversight is on me.’

Viggo Haugen emits a sound somewhere between a snort of derision and a bitter laugh.

‘“On you” . . . What good does that do anyone? The question is, what do we do now?’

‘We’ve put out an APB, of course. He can’t move about freely or leave the country. This time, I’ve spoken personally with the owner of the ferry company and threatened dire consequences if the ferries don’t check every last passenger. And I would suggest giving the media his name and picture, too.’

‘Absolutely. Immediately. What are you waiting for?’

And with a sinking feeling this day is going to be almost as trying as the one before it, Jounas Smeed pulls out his phone and dials the press secretary’s number.
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For a split second, he actually hesitates. His eyes dart indecisively back and forth, and the temptation of dropping the whole thing right then and there makes him take a few steps in the wrong direction.

One last journey, reclining comfortably in an almost-new Renault. It’s over for him anyway, he might as well ride in style until they nab him. Dignified.

Because I’m worth it.

At first, he doesn’t know where the phrase is from. Uninvited, it creeps into his brain and unleashes a new surge of rage. Then, as he whispers it back to himself, he remembers the adverts. The whores. Crafty ad men telling them they actually have value.

He pictures the paused TV image. Not even young and pretty like the ones in the adverts. A fucking wreck, hollow-eyed and lank-haired like some junkie bitch. And those damn eyes.

He stops. Then he turns and takes three quick steps in the opposite direction. Breaks the window of a car whose owner he knows isn’t going to report it stolen. His junkie neighbour probably stole it himself in the first place – or got it in a trade that wouldn’t hold up well to police scrutiny. In any event, the police wouldn’t lift a finger to find a rusty old Skoda, or to help that guy in any other way, for that matter.

He glances down at the jumble of empty bottles, cigarette butts that have fallen out of the overflowing ashtray, bits of tin foil, and remnants from various fast-food meals. Pushes an evening paper aside along with something that might possibly be a dried-up banana peel, takes out his screwdriver, and slips in behind the wheel.

It’s the ’93, possibly ’94 model. Could work if he’s lucky, otherwise he’ll have to do it the hard way. He shoves the screwdriver into the ignition and turns it.

Sure, it’s not going to purr like a cat, or like a Renault, he reflects, but at least it starts on the first try.

Ten past six. All he has to do now is lie low and wait for dusk when people start retreating indoors before driving out there. Early May, the sun probably doesn’t set until around nine this time of year.

Though maybe it starts getting dark a bit earlier than that, he muses and glances over at the leaden sky in the west while minding the speed limit on his way down Trossvej on his way towards Road 32.
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She wakes up because she has to pee. Doesn’t check the time as she staggers out into the bathroom. Still half-asleep, she studies the pile of clothes on the floor while her bladder empties. Realises she’s thirsty. That her head hurts, that every part of her body feels heavy.

That the house is quiet.

Sigrid definitely isn’t home; she would have barged in and woken her up. Asked if Karen was ill, sleeping in the middle of the afternoon.

And Leo. Technically, he could be in the annex. He could have come home to sleep, like her.

Technically.

He’s still at the hospital, she thinks. With Luna.

The real question is if he’s ever coming back.

Memories of the past twenty-four hours are lurking in the back of her mind, but don’t quite surface fully. Short flashes, like fragments of a film: Leo and her in the kitchen. When was that? The pictures in Billy’s phone, the videos. Yngve Formby’s pompous refusal to help. Idun’s hushed, anxious voice on the phone. The ferry, the blue lights, the barracks.

The stench.

And Luna. The memory of her raw skin, the cable ties digging into it, makes Karen close her eyes and shudder.

All’s well that ends well, she tells herself. Luna’s alive, that’s what matters. Whatever the media throw at them now, it won’t change that.

Why won’t she just go home?

Still with her eyes closed, she fumbles around for the loo roll, tears some off, and wipes. Stays on the toilet for a while, wondering what time it is, how long she has been asleep for. Maybe she should get up. Feed Rufus.

So she stands up, lets the water run over her hands until it turns cold, splashes her face, cups one hand, and drinks.

When she returns to the bedroom, a cold gust of wind swirls around her ankles. She tells herself she has to do something about the draught. Then she immediately forgets about it and collapses onto the bed. She pulls the wet towel off her pillow, aims for the chair but misses and watches it fall to the floor.

I should get up, eat something. I’m just going to warm back up first.

She crawls in under her duvet and moans with pleasure as the warm bed envelops her and she sinks into the pillows.

Just a bit longer. There’s plenty of dry food in Rufus’s bowl.

Her last thought before she drifts off again is that the sun is no longer coming in through the gap in the blinds.
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Jounas Smeed pushes the lift button again even though it’s already lit. Resists the impulse to give it yet another frustrated push and turns to Karl Björken instead.

‘How much did you get?’

‘Almost five hours, actually. Basically fell asleep in the hallway when I got home, and Ingrid kept the kids away, so I’m all right. You?’

‘Yeah, I managed to squeeze in a bit of shut-eye. Lay down in the breakroom the moment the press conference was over and woke up when Sören Larsen called about the results. Well, that happiness was short-lived. This thing seems stuck, let’s take the stairs.’

‘Do we know he exited via the basement?’ Karl asks as they pass the third floor.

‘No, but it seems like the only possibility. Though frankly it doesn’t really matter which door he slunk out through. He has at least an hour’s head start, and we have no idea where he’s going.’

Five floors now. Short sentences.

‘We know who he is,’ Karl says. ‘The public knows who he is. He won’t get far. Are the technicians here yet?’

Smeed makes no reply. None is needed.

Gundar Freske’s front door is wide open and one of Sören Larsen’s boys is crouched over a big black carrying case on the landing outside. Karl Björken considers the blue protective overalls and plastic booties.

‘Kind of overkill, don’t you think?’ he says quietly to Smeed after they pass him. ‘Don’t we have enough on this guy already?’

Just then, Sören Larsen appears in the kitchen doorway and Karl catches himself thinking about the pencil marks his parents made on the inside of the pantry door; one for each child and year. Sören Larsen’s marks must have stopped at the height he himself reached in middle school.

‘Found anything?’ Smeed asks.

‘Well, it’s pretty clear the guy’s only disabled when the police come to visit. The serial number tells us that was signed out by Ethel Freske six years ago,’ he says with a nod to the wheelchair.

‘Doesn’t anyone keep track of anything anymore?’ Smeed snaps. ‘First skeleton keys go unreturned and now wheelchairs, too. Whatever happened to having functional routines?’

‘Can I ask how many outdated mobile phones you’ve returned to the Police Authority, out of interest?’ Larsen retorts calmly. ‘And, speaking of wh—’

‘Don’t tell me you found his phone?’

‘No. He doesn’t have a contract, so if he owns a phone, it’s a pay-as-you-go one. You know that, Jounas.’

Smeed says nothing. He does know that. They checked with all the operators when they swabbed him.

‘The question is who he would even call,’ Björken puts in. ‘He doesn’t seem very sociable. Was he in contact with anyone at all after his mother died?’

‘Well, that’s for you people to find out,’ Sören Larsen says. ‘But I can tell you he did own a computer. An old LG from God knows when. It’s in the bedroom.’

‘Are you serious? Have you had time to have a look at it?’

‘Only briefly. He hasn’t deleted his emails, but his inbox seems a sad mix of advertisements and spam. Oh, and a handful of emails from New Builds. You can have a look at them right now if you want, before we take it to the lab.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘There’s probably more, but he did delete his browser history. Don’t worry,’ he adds when Jounas Smeed opens his mouth. ‘We’ll get it all back.’

‘Good,’ Björken says. ‘That he deleted it, I mean. Suggests there’s something there he didn’t want us to see.’

They quickly skim the handful of emails sent to Gundar Freske that don’t have subject lines like ‘Sexy girl waiting for you’ or ‘Congrats! You’ve won $5,000’. The subject lines of the emails from New Builds are considerably grimmer, such as: ‘Notice of received complaint’, ‘Reminder of failure to pay rent’, and ‘Eviction notice’.

Jounas Smeed opens them and reads. The sentences seem cut and pasted from a standard template, indicating routine procedure: dry, neutral, and impersonal. All sent from info@newbuilds.dg. All signed by Anita Kollbar.

‘So that thing’s our best hope,’ Smeed says gloomily with his eyes fixed on the technician who is now carefully packing up the computer. ‘I guess we should have a look at the rest of the place.’

The rest of the place turns out to be exactly the depressing, smoke-infused, yet relatively tidy, flat Karl Björken remembers from his previous visit. Judging by the fine layer of dust on them, the floors appear to have been vacuumed no more than a week or two ago. Nothing on the kitchen counter aside from an upside-down drinking glass and the kitchen table is spotless. A handful of crumbs on the floor are the only sign that anyone ever ate at it. The fridge is still surprisingly well-stocked, and a few folded-up paper bags wedged behind the kitchen doors reveal that Gundar Freske was a regular customer of homedelivery.dg.

Jounas Smeed flips through a stack of unopened window envelopes sitting next to the coffee machine.

‘Late notice, debt collectors, pension statement . . .’ he says dully. ‘I’ll have Loots go through it.’

They move through the rooms increasingly glumly, following the technicians as they brush and scrape – God knows why, Björken thinks dejectedly – and finally end up in what used to be the mother’s bedroom.

‘Bloody hell,’ Smeed exclaims.

Together, they study what might best be likened to a freeze-frame of Ethel Freske’s last moments in the flat. Nothing seems to have been moved, or even touched. The unmade bed, the imprint in the pillow, the dress and socks neatly hung over the arm of a chair, a pair of knickers that have slipped onto the floor. The bedside lamp that’s still on.

A sudden feeling Ethel Freske might appear behind them at any moment and ask what on earth they’re doing in her bedroom.

Or be found mummified under the bed, Karl Björken thinks with a shudder.

But this isn’t a horror film. They all know the records show that Ethel Freske was taken to the hospital with severe breathing difficulties just a few weeks after she was taken to the A & E by her son. That it would turn out to be her last trip is also beyond doubt; Ethel Freske passed away there two days later.

‘Good bulbs these days,’ Smeed comments drily. ‘I’ll bet you anything that has been on since last summer.’
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No one seems to notice the man who steps through the doors of Langevik’s last remaining pub, the Hare and Crow, at 7.56 p.m. and takes a seat at a table in the back corner. And if a stray glance were to drift his way, it wouldn’t be because there’s any resemblance between him and the picture that has been prominently featured on every news website for the past couple of hours.

The picture that’s just now flashing by on the TV news.

To the extent the patrons in the half-full pub pay any attention to the TV, it’s a different story that arouses their interest. That the police have finally found the Moerbeck Swine is all well and good, but it pales in significance to the fact that the eyes of the world are suddenly on the Doggerian islands.

All over the country, people are eagerly flocking to British and American news sites, which are all reporting on Luna’s disappearance during a visit to her native country. Lumps of national pride are swallowed as they read about Luna choosing a Doggerian production company for her planned comeback. Fact boxes about the successes of the small studio started by three friends are read with sudden interest. From now on, everyone – even Evald Johannisen – will know what KGB stands for.

And the criticism levelled at the Doggerian police has not yet found a foothold among the wider reader and viewership. Especially not when it’s voiced by foreign media outlets. ‘They rescued her, what more do they bloody want?’ still seems to be the prevailing view among the people of Doggerland.

Attention, yes please, but leave the criticism at the door. It’s nice she chose to come back to her homeland, but she did leave. Just like all the other traitors who set their course for England, Sweden and God knows where during the difficult years and who are now, when times are better, coming back, all smug and full of themselves.

No, there has to be some limit to the brazenness. That much the backbone of the Hare and Crow – also known as Jaap Kloes, Egil Jenssen, and Odd Marklund – are in wholehearted agreement on. Not even owner Arild Rasmussen voices a dissenting view.

‘Coming back here and going missing like that,’ he mutters and mutes the TV.

*

Gundar Freske takes a sip of his beer and wipes his mouth after a surreptitious glance at the TV at the other end of the room. Ten years and fifty pounds seem to have done the trick. The baseball cap he bought at the petrol station along with a pair of the weakest possible reading glasses were probably unnecessary. The glasses make everything blurry, but he decides he’d better keep them on until he leaves.

An hour, no more, until night will have fallen properly. And then over to her house, get inside, and wait. Unless she’s home already.

Well, he’ll find out; the Ford Ranger the Vehicle Licensing Agency tells him belongs to a Karen Eiken Hornby won’t be hard to spot. Nor will the house, he thinks and takes another sip. Finding her address online had been as easy as establishing that the property, according to a satellite image of Langevik, is the last one on the street. And that there’s no one else registered at that address.

Once again, that feeling that someone is watching over him, giving him a helping hand. Whispering that he’s doing the right thing. Just like when her face on his TV screen made him realise what he needed to do. Just like when he pushed the screwdriver into the ignition and heard the Skoda start on the first try. Unfortunately, he’s going to have to leave the car here and cover the last bit on foot. The risk of the police turning up in this backwater is, granted, minimal. The risk of his junkie neighbour having reported his fucking wreck stolen even smaller. And even if he has, the risk of those idiotic coppers making the connection with him is virtually non-existent.

But he wouldn’t be able to drive past her house without arousing suspicion. Beyond Karen Eiken Hornby’s house there’s nothing but the sea.

He puts his hand in his pocket, digs around, and finds what he’s looking for. They have become entangled now, have turned into one big ball instead of the tidy separate strands they used to be. It doesn’t matter; the hair was never for him to wank over like some kind of psycho. They’re just proof he had the guts to do it. That he did the right thing. Now, they serve no purpose anymore, he muses and drops the hairball onto the floor. His mission is almost over.

He looks out the window. The sky has darkened further and a few stray drops of rain are already trickling down the glass. Had this been yesterday, he would have had to wait another hour. Any cloudless day, it would still have been too light out at this time. But today, there’s no need to hold off any longer. And with a feeling of his prayers having been heard yet again, he drains his glass in four big gulps and stands up.

A few abandoned pint glasses and beer bottles are still sitting on the tables outside the Hare and Crow. The rain is picking up now, diluting the remaining splashes of bitter and lager. Quickly, without stopping, he picks up one of the bottles and hides it under his coat. Then he turns up his collar and starts walking.
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‘So, what do we have?’

Jounas Smeed leans back in his chair and folds his hands behind his head with a look on his face that says he’s not expecting any surprises. Anyone who knows him well might also be able to detect a hint of smugness in his voice that wasn’t there a few hours earlier.

It goes without saying that he had not, with so much as a twitch of the corner of his mouth, betrayed the relief he’d felt when Head of Police Viggo Haugen had announced that he intended to take all future interviews about Luna himself. A decision that may, for a person hardly known for his sensitivity, seem a tad rushed.

The dismissive snort the Head of Police had emitted when the consultants from the PR company had talked about the importance of social media had quickly turned into approving grunts when they presented a preliminary analysis of what ordinary people were currently saying. For some unknown reason, the common man seemed to have sided with the police for once in the looming war with the media.

Not even DTV had managed to whip up any ire in their street interviews with locals. Quite the opposite, as it turned out.

One older lady in particular had made the Head of Police feel hopeful as far as the force’s reputation was concerned. She had leaned in towards the fuzzy microphone and emphatically announced:

‘I’m certain that girl was lucky she was kidnapped in this country. If it had happened in America, she’d probably have been shot dead a long time ago. Stop being so hard on the police, that’s what I say. I’m sure they’re doing the best they can.’

Granted, Viggo Haugen hadn’t been completely satisfied with the PR company’s take on it:

‘This isn’t an entirely unusual phenomenon. As you know, people in this country love an underdog. It probably has something to do with our historical background; we feel sympathy for people who have made fools of themselves and ended up disgraced – and above all, we don’t kick people when they’re down.’

No, the Head of Police is not entirely pleased, but neither Jounas Smeed nor anyone else has to worry about handling the media.

At least until the tides turn again.

*

On the other hand, they have more serious problems to deal with.

‘Well, I guess it’s pretty much what we expected,’ Astrid Nielsen says, consulting a list of the tips that have come in.

Within four minutes of the picture of suspected rapist Gundar Freske being published on the evening papers’ websites, they’d had their first call. But that particular tip had gone straight in the bin; the caller was a regular, who for some reason felt it was his duty to assist the police with all kinds of observations, whether or not a crime had been committed.

‘Aside from the usual tinfoil hats, there are a handful we can’t dismiss out of hand. Unfortunately, most of them contradict each other, and I’m not sure I know how to determine which ones are worth following up on.’

‘All of them, probably,’ Smeed says. ‘All right, let’s have it.’

‘A seventy-two-year-old man saw Freske outside Vidkung Upper Secondary. Apparently, he was sitting on a bench, watching a group of girls playing rounders in the schoolyard. But once the officers got there, he was gone, of course.’

Astrid clears her throat and goes on to tell him about the woman who had seen Freske drive onto the Noorö ferry in Thorsvik, the pizzeria owner in Lemdal who was sure he’d served Freske a capricciosa and a Carlsberg Hof around six. About the guy who claimed to have seen Freske go into a petrol station north of Dunker at around half past six, leaving his engine running while he bought a baseball cap and a pair of reading glasses. And then, somewhat reluctantly, about the couple who had ‘happened to be in the neighbourhood’ of the villa where Luna had been staying and had seen someone who absolutely couldn’t be anyone but Gundar Freske by the police cordon.

‘Well, once you let your imagination run wild, it’s hard to keep the two cases apart,’ Karl Björken chortles. ‘I’m starting to find it difficult myself.’

Astrid Nielsen has reached the end of her list. A handful of tips, that’s all. Other, considerably more exciting things are clearly occupying the public’s attention on this May evening.

‘Fine, we’ll have to look into all of that, except the idiots down on Frisel,’ Jounas Smeed announces. Some of the smugness has already drained out of his voice.

What’s left of it vanishes completely just a few minutes later. More specifically when the Head of Forensics, Sören Larsen, enters the conference room with the words:

‘We’ve recovered Freske’s search history. You’re not going to like it.’

Straight backs. Even Evald Johannisen pulls himself out of his half-reclining position, leans forward and puts his elbows on the table while Larsen logs in and connects to the big screen.

‘What?’ Smeed demands impatiently, as Sören Larsen clicks between files.

‘Freske has, as recently as today around lunchtime, run these searches,’ he says and opens a slide.

 

https://www.finder.dg/search?q=eniro+karen+eiken+hornby&ie=&oe=

https://www.google.dg/search?q=google.se+langevik&ie=&oe=

https://vla.dg/extweb/publicview/search?owner.name=-eiken-hornby

 

That’s all they have time to see before Sören clicks to a slide they can parse.

 

Finder.dg Karen Eiken Hornby

Google maps Langevik (map and satellite view)

Vehicle Licensing Agency Eiken Hornby Karen

 

There is dead silence for exactly four seconds.

Then the room explodes.
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‘He’s a fucking loser,’ Sigrid Smeed says, leaning forward and peering out through the windscreen.

I should have changed the damn wiper blades a long time ago, she grumbles and adjusts the hands-free chafing in her ear.

‘Are you saying you broke up?’

Alba Harding is unable to hide the slight hint of hopefulness in her voice.

‘I don’t know,’ Sigrid says. ‘But I certainly don’t want to be with a guy who thinks he’s my dad. I already have one too many of those.’

‘Yeah . . .’ Alba says, dragging the word out to signal some kind of doubt. ‘Look, Keris is quite a bit older than you . . . so . . . Well, I kind of figured from the start that—’

‘He’s not that old.’

‘Isn’t he, like, twenty-seven? Seriously, Sigrid, that’s ancient.’

Her phone beeps to let her know there’s another call waiting and for a moment, Sigrid contemplates answering it, just to get rid of Alba. She’s already starting to regret calling her, but the visibility is so poor now, she’s afraid to take her eyes off the road.

Besides, she needs to vent. For a bit longer.

‘How is it any of his bloody business if I study or work?’ she says. ‘It’s not like he went to uni, and he did fine. But I have to—’

‘Hold on, is he telling you you have to keep going?’ Alba breaks in, sounding outraged. ‘Even though you don’t want to? What a fucking . . .’

Her upset tone makes Sigrid blink.

‘Have to?’ she says in surprise. ‘No, of course he didn’t say I have to. But he sticks his nose in. Nags about giving it a chance, at least finishing the term. Blah, blah, blah . . . I couldn’t take it anymore, so I left.’

‘But weren’t you going over to Lucius tonight to see TBD play?’

‘Yes, but he had to work. One of the chefs threw his back out or whatever, so Keris had to cover for him.’

‘That suuucks. Couldn’t he just have said no?’

‘Apparently it’s not as easy as all that,’ Sigrid says and feels a tiny pang of guilt. ‘The restaurant world is pretty competitive, I guess, and people are lined up to take his job at P27.’

‘OK, but still,’ Alba says. ‘Seriously, Sigrid, if you want to break up, I get it. Like, totally. And seriously . . . a chef? That’s not exactly, you know . . . a career.’

She doesn’t know why she says it, where the idea comes from. It’s not even true, but she can’t resist:

‘I’ve actually thought about becoming a chef myself. That’s why I’m dropping out of law school.’

The silence that follows suggests they’re both equally stunned. Calling Alba was definitely a mistake. But Klara hadn’t picked up and she’d needed to talk to someone. Anyone, she’d thought at the time. Now, she just wants to hang up.

‘But seriously, you should come out tonight.’ Alba says after a while. ‘I’m going and I’d love to see you.’

‘Nah, I’m halfway home already.’

‘Are you sure? We can get smashed and you can stay over at mine.’

‘Another time. Look, I have to go, it’s bloody torrential out here and I can’t see for shit.’

She ends the call.

‘Fucking bimbo,’ she mutters and tosses the phone onto the passenger seat.

You or her?

Just as she lets go of the phone, it starts ringing again. Without taking her eyes off the road, she reaches out and fumbles around to reach it. Maybe Klara?

A quick glance at the screen crushes the faint hope of talking to a normal person.

Dad.

Not now.

Definitely not now, she thinks and rejects the call.
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She doesn’t know what woke her up. Maybe a realisation that trickled through the layers of sleep: she can’t keep sleeping; she has to get up sometime. Yes, maybe that realisation.

Or a noise.

She lies still, like a seal pup on a warm rock, in her duvet cocoon, holding her breath and straining her ears.

Nothing.

I’m probably just ready to wake up, she muses and clumsily turns over to check the clock radio. Stiffens when she sees the green digits shining in the dark. 8.33 p.m.

Oh my God, I’ve slept for . . . she counts on her fingers . . . almost nine hours. How is that even possible? And how can I still feel tired? Still feel like if I just allowed my eyes to close, I’d go straight back to sleep?

Reluctantly, she sticks a foot out of bed and feels the cold swirl around her ankle. Just the other day the weather had been unseasonably warm and she had turned off the furnace. Now, it can’t be more than a few degrees above freezing. And it’s raining, she realises, suddenly aware of the patter against the window. That must be what woke her up.

She needs to pee again. And she’s hungry, she realises. Not the lurching feeling of nausea, but a ravenous hunger for proper food. And lots of it, she thinks, trying to remember what they have in the fridge.

And coffee.

She wants coffee again. When did that happen?

She resolutely throws the duvet aside, steels herself against the cold, and snatches up her old dressing gown from where it lies tossed over an armchair. The plush terrycloth fabric with its blue and green stripes. Dad’s. The one he got for his fiftieth birthday and refused to wear at first.

‘I’m a fisherman, not some bloody lord of the manor,’ Walter Eiken had said.

But as time had gone by and his joints had stiffened, the long sheepskin Dogger jumper with its knit sleeves had given way to the soft terrycloth. Now, it’s even softer and hardly fit for a manor anymore. And it’s one of the few things from her dad’s wardrobe Leo hasn’t appropriated, Karen muses, rolling up the long sleeves while she hurries into the bathroom and sits down on the toilet.

Omelette, she decides as the splashing breaks the silence. There are plenty of eggs and probably at least some of the sheep’s cheese I bought at Brandt’s last week, unless Leo or Sigrid has finished it off. And Haager ham, juniper-smoked. Tomatoes, do we have any? I can live without. There are definitely red onions, at least. But seriously, how much urine can a person’s bladder hold?

Just then, she stiffens – and suddenly fear is creeping up her spine.

Quickly and without wiping, she gets to her feet. Pulls up her knickers and wraps the robe tightly around her.

Something makes her not flush. Not call out. Something inside her knows instinctively the person who just opened the front door is neither Leo nor Sigrid.
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Leo Friis slows down and moves as far to the right as he can to let the police cars pass. Sighs while they overtake him and then accelerates again. Wants to go home now. He’s completely beat and could really do with a glass of whiskey. Or two.

He has spent all day and half the evening in an uncomfortable chair at Thysted Hospital. Only left for brief trips to the cafeteria on the ground floor whenever Luna dozed off. Hurried back in case she woke up.

‘She’s in good hands now,’ Kore had said. ‘Go home and get some bloody sleep, Leo.’

But he had stayed. Because he felt he owed her that. Because he’d wanted to. Because there was no one to take over from him. Karen had, after talking very fast, managed to get him past the staff and the guards, but neither Kore nor Eirik had been allowed anywhere near Luna.

That’s why he had stayed. And because Luna, every time she came to, seemed completely unaware of where she was. A brief moment of confusion while she desperately tried to sit up and her panicked eyes darted around the room, before she seemed to deflate and sink back into her pillows. The first few hours had been the worst.

‘Go home, Leo,’ she’d slurred, dazed from the drugs the doctors had pumped her full of.

‘I’m staying.’

And she had gone back to sleep.

And woken up again a few hours later.

‘Seriously, Leo,’ she’d mumbled. ‘Go home and sleep. You look awful.’

‘I’m fine. How are you feeling? That’s the important thing.’

‘No idea, Leo. No idea. I just can’t . . .’

And she had drifted off again.

Not until she woke up several hours after that had she stayed awake. And curled up in the foetal position, too tired to talk, she had let the tears and snot flow freely, dripping onto the pillow until it was so wet he asked a nurse for a new one.

‘I don’t want it,’ she’d said when the nurse came back to top up her sedative. ‘I don’t want it.’

‘The police would like to talk to you when you feel up to it. Do you think you can handle it?’

‘Is it Karen?’

‘No,’ the nurse had replied. ‘It’s a male detective. Loots, I think.’

‘Not now. Not yet.’

‘Can you talk to me?’ Leo had said after the door shut with a sucking sound.

And she had nodded.

*

And that is why Leo Friis is now the only one, aside from Luna herself, who knows exactly what happened when Billy Formby returned to the house on Frisel after dropping Brynn off at the maternity ward.

She had let him in without question when he said he needed to talk to her. That he had something important to tell her. She wasn’t in bed yet anyway, so why not?

Of course, at some point, she had turned her back, maybe to fetch something to drink, she can’t remember. Why wouldn’t she turn her back? It was just Billy.

She doesn’t remember a blow, just a hand around her throat that had made the world go dark. Her hands tied tightly behind her back when she woke up. She couldn’t see, something over her head, something else in her mouth. The panic when she heard her scream muffled by the rag. The pain in her wrists when Billy half pushed, half dragged her out to the car. The realisation that she had no idea what was going to happen next.

That she might never see her children again.

That was as far as she had made it. Then she’d closed her eyes. He’d figured she’d gone back to sleep until she suddenly spoke again.

‘He’s my son,’ she’d said.

‘I know. Karen told me.’

‘Do you know where he is now?’

Leo had hesitated. It wasn’t for him to tell. But who else would? This Loots character? Was she supposed to have to hear it from a stranger?’

So he’d told her.

About the car crash. That Billy was being kept sedated. That it was unclear if he would pull through.

She hadn’t asked where he was. Leo had been glad for it. No assurances about guards or police officers would have helped against the knowledge that the only thing between her and Billy were a few measly floors.

‘I hope he pulls through,’ she’d said.

Leo had made no reply. Not known what to say. Not been able to get out what he was really thinking: that it would probably be better for Billy if he didn’t have to wake up.

Maybe she’d had the same thought.

‘He’s my son,’ she’d said. ‘But I never want to see him again.’

Then they’d been quiet for a long while, letting it all sink in. All the things that could be said and all the other things, the ones that couldn’t be put into words.

‘Go home, Leo. Go home to Karen.’

‘She’ll be fine without me.’

And he hadn’t said anything about the fact that he actually wondered if she would be. Fine without him. Or better, maybe.

‘It’s what I want to do,’ Luna had said. ‘As soon as I can, I’m going home. You belong here, Leo, I don’t.’

*

It’s not until the third police car, with an ambulance hard on its heels, passes him on Road 32 and looks as if it’s slowing down just before the turn-off towards Langevik that fear hits him like a punch in the stomach.
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The realisations come to her one by one. Lining up like beads on a necklace. The cold wind around her shins is no longer just the usual draught. The front door must be open downstairs.

She’s not alone in her house.

And then the reflexive attempts to rationalise. Maybe something completely innocent, a passer-by looking for help. A neighbour. Maybe Leo or Sigrid, after all. Someone who knows she’s asleep and doesn’t want to wake her.

But the silence.

No footsteps, no lights turning on. Whoever’s inside her house doesn’t want her to know.

The voice screaming at her to turn back, to go back into the bathroom and lock the door. To run.

And then the other voice. The one urging her on, telling her to go downstairs, to face whoever it may be, confront the situation. Telling her it’s her only chance.

She slowly starts moving towards the stairs. Only makes it two steps before being struck by another realisation. It’s not just one or two boards that creak and should be replaced; the whole damn floor is groaning under her bare feet.

Six quick steps and she’s at the top of the stairs. Two steps down. Three.

They spot each other at the same time.

She has no time to think about why she recognises him. In the dark, the large figure at the bottom of the stairs could be almost anyone. Anyone, standing with one hand on the banister and the other hanging limply by his side. Anyone, looking at her with eyes that are invisible in the gloom.

But she knows.

She knows who he is before the sound of a bottle breaking against the wall reaches her.

For a frozen moment, they stand there, staring at each other. Motionless, waiting. Two predators gauging the other’s strength, weighing their options. But the moment he begins to move forward, the moment he places a foot on the bottom step, she turns into prey.

*

Just a few seconds from now, Karen Eiken Hornby will realise she should have attacked immediately, should have hurled herself at him, used all the things they taught her at the academy to overwhelm him. That’s what she should have done.

Instead, she does the opposite.

And before she has fully turned around, she realises she won’t make it, even before she treads on the long robe and her foot slips out from under her. Even before she feels his hand around her ankle, she knows this is going to change everything.

*

He doesn’t speak. Just pulls, hard and fast. She ends up on her stomach. Her chin hits the top step as all air is pushed out of her lungs. Only now does she become aware of that other thing. The muffled sound of her mobile phone at the bottom of her handbag, which is sitting on the kitchen table. The beep a few seconds after it stops ringing.

Something in her is still trying, fingers are fumbling around for something to hold onto, legs are trying to kick off the heavy body, lungs are trying to suck in enough air to scream. He crawls on top of her, drags himself up along her body and she feels his breath against her neck. Feels the robe ride up to her waist, a knee forcing her closed legs apart. A hand over her mouth. Effectively stopping the scream that might have come.

Her phone rings again.

The sound makes him stiffen. Gives her an opportunity to twist sideways while he tries to prise her legs apart again, and he lets out a curse mid-movement. The sharp edges of the bottle miss their intended target and cut the inside of her thigh instead. It doesn’t hurt, just feels strange and warm, she reflects in a daze and registers that he’s adjusting his grip. He slashes again and this time she doesn’t know where the bottle makes contact, just knows he’s going to kill them. Two lives are about to end. And then the realisation that he doesn’t know that.

She clings to that thought, as though it’s the only protection she can give; he’s never going to know you’re in there.

And just as that realisation takes root, she hears the car.

Maybe he hears it, too. Maybe that’s why, in a last desperate attempt, summoning strength she no longer has, she manages to twist again, to turn her hip in the small space where his hand is holding the bottle.

Yes, he heard it, too. Pushes her head down so hard she’s afraid her neck’s going to snap in the angle between the steps. They’re lying completely still now. Listening. They hear the car door slamming shut, quick, light steps on the gravel, up the stone steps. Hear someone pausing at the front door that still isn’t closed. Feels the rush of cold air when it’s pulled all the way open.

And then the voice. Tentative, worried.

Sigrid’s.

‘Karen? Are you home?’

*

It probably only lasts a minute, and yet so many details are burned into her. Details she will never be able to forget. The hand around her neck letting go, the relief when the heavy body eases off her, the warm liquid streaming down her legs when she turns over. The horror when she sees Sigrid frozen in the doorway, unprotected and still unable to process what she can sense is happening in the darkness inside the house. The silhouette of Freske’s back as he gets up and races down the steps towards her.

And then the all-encompassing fear. He’s going to kill Sigrid, too.

Afterward, she will recount all these things so many times that eventually, she won’t know exactly what she actually remembers and what is now just the memories of the telling.

. . . having potentially deployed more force than the situation required . . .

That will be one of the lines in the internal investigation of DCI Karen Eiken Hornby. And maybe there’s something to it. Maybe it would have been enough to kick Freske in the back. Maybe he was actually trying to run away and had no intention of attacking Sigrid. He had already thrown away the bottle, or possibly dropped it going down the stairs. The broken 33-centilitre Budweiser bottle Karen jammed into the side of Gundar Freske’s neck when he tried to stand up.

So far, probably justified. It’s the next stab that must be considered questionable.

And the next one.
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He can’t get to the house. The two police cars he has been following since the turn-off to Langevik have turned off their sirens now and are slowing down on the narrow road. Two more cars and an ambulance are blocking the driveway.

The road is narrow here; there’s no through traffic. Whoever drives all the way up here has to turn around on the lawn, or possibly on the flat rock beyond the bend where the road ends, right behind the house. Assuming they know it’s there.

With a frustrated roar, Leo Friis throws open the car door and starts running. He slips on the grass, muddy now from all the traffic, shuts out the people shouting at him to stop, twists free of a hand around his upper arm. Feels his elbow slam into something hard and then comes to an abrupt stop.

Someone has managed to grab hold of him and is forcing his arm up behind his back, wrestling him to the ground, pushing his face against the wet grass. The world topples onto its side. He stares wild-eyed at legs moving jerkily in the flashing blue light, the stone steps beyond them, the wide-open front door. Feels a knee against his back.

Then he hears Sigrid’s voice.

‘Get off him. Dad, tell them.’

Sigrid’s voice, and yet not. Shrill with fear, and he can feel anxiety hammering against the inside of his chest.

Another shove of the knee before an authoritative tone cuts through the din of tense voices and police radios.

‘It’s OK, let him go, he lives here.’

He shakes off the hands that are now trying to help him up. Rolls over and gets back on his feet, slips, and sees Smeed moving towards him with a firm hold on Sigrid’s upper arm.

‘But you’re staying here. No, don’t go in, Leo. Wa—’

*

Someone is lying on the floor at the bottom of the stairs. A body obscured by two paramedics dressed in green. For a moment, he thinks it’s her. Then one of them raises an arm to wipe his forehead with the back of his hand and moves over slightly.

The relief is physically painful and knocks the air out of his lungs.

Not her.

A man, lying on his side, in a pool of blood, fingers searching for signs of life, exchanged looks, condoling headshakes.

Then he spots something next to the body. Sharp shards and the remnants of a familiar label behind something dark red, sticky. And only now does Leo Friis realise what he’s looking at.

Voices from the kitchen. Someone grabs his arm, gently now, almost kindly, but he pulls free. Someone else is blocking the way and he shoves. Ruthlessly pushing his way to the door.

*

She is sitting on the kitchen floor with her back against the fridge. A female officer is squatting in front of her with a hand on her shoulder, trying to establish eye contact, saying something but getting no response. She is sitting completely still, her legs straight out. One hand is holding the long robe closed and the other is firmly shoved between her legs.

As though she’s trying to hold something in.

Then she sees him, and they lock eyes.



EPILOGUE

She’s lying on her side, listening to the sounds coming from the bathroom. The splashing of water, the squeaking of taps, pipes groaning in protest. Someone singing. Straining to hit the high notes. The hard crash of something being dropped into the bath, a curse, and then the singing resumes. A different key now. Better.

And then that paralysing feeling of . . . joy.

She gently traces the curve of her belly with one hand, as if to assure herself it’s still there.

‘Your baby’s fine,’ the doctor had said. ‘You have a deep cut to the inside of your thigh, but only superficial scratches around your vagina. It’s bleeding quite a bit, but it will heal in no time after we put in a few stitches. Your baby’s fine,’ he’d repeated.

Six weeks ago now.

*

Her mobile vibrates on the nightstand. A quick glance at the display. Then she reaches out.

‘Hi, Mum,’ she says, holding the phone to her mouth without raising her head from the pillow.

‘Hi, lambkin. How are you?’

‘Good. Still in bed.’

‘At half past ten on a Saturday? And how is the tiniest little lambkin?’

‘They tell me everything looks good. But I haven’t had the amniocentesis yet, so we won’t know unt—’

Eleanor Eiken interrupts her daughter.

‘He’s going to be just fine, I can feel it. And if not, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.’

Karen hesitates.

‘She, actually,’ she says after a brief pause. ‘It’s a girl.’

The other end goes quiet. Just a faint rushing sound. Then a sob travels the hundreds of miles from a flat in Estepona to a stone house in Langevik.

‘A girl?’ Eleanor Eiken says thickly. ‘We’re having a little girl?’

‘Well, I am,’ Karen says. ‘And Leo, of course. Not that I understand how they can see anything in those grainy pictures, but apparently they’re sure.’

Her voice dry, almost objective, as though she’s talking about something trivial: a new car, a new refrigerator.

As though her joy is too fragile to be shouted out.

Apparently, Eleanor Eiken agrees that emotional restraint is what’s needed to stay earthbound. Karen hears her clearing her throat.

‘Well, we’re coming back up at the end of August, so I can look for myself then.’

‘You are? But the baby’s due in October. Surely there’s no reason for you to visit so soon before?’

‘Yes, but Harry and I have been talking. We would like to be there, to help out. Both before the birth and after.’

‘Help out with what? I hope you’re not talking about making the house bigger. I really don’t have the time or energy right now.’

‘Harry says he knows how you could convert the attic without it costing too much. And you can’t live the way you do forever, you know.’

‘Why not? You and Dad lived here with me.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Eleanor Eiken says impatiently. ‘But that’s not what I’m talking about. I wasn’t going to tell you yet, because Sigrid and I wanted it to be a surprise, but I suppose you might as well know.’

With a distinct feeling she won’t like what’s coming, Karen pushes up into a sitting position.

‘What are you talking about?’ she says.

‘We bought a house. Harry and me. Spain’s lovely, but there’s a time for everything.’

She knows what the answer is going to be before she asks.

‘You’re moving back home? To where?’

‘Langevik, of course, why in the world would I live anywhere else? We bought Susanne Smeed’s old house over on the ridge. Or Sigrid’s, I should say. So, my sweet lamb, before you know it, we’ll be neighbours.’

*

‘Bloody brat!’

‘Is that any way to speak of our unborn child?’

Leo has come out of the shower and is rubbing his wet hair with a towel. Naked, unabashed.

‘I was referring to Sigrid. Do you know what she has gone and done?’ Karen says and pulls the corners of her mouth down in an attempt to hide the joy she feels just looking at him.

Here, with her. For now, she reminds herself.

‘She broke up with Keris and is now engaged to Evald Johannisen, or something along those lines, I assume? At least judging from the look on your face.’

‘She sold the house she inherited from her mother.’

‘OK, well, we knew she was going to. So she finally found a buyer, isn’t that good?’

‘Yes, except that the buyer happens to be my mother,’ Karen says darkly. ‘And Harry Lampard. They’re moving in at the end of the summer.’

Leo stops drying his hair and looks at her.

‘No kidding. Bloody brat!’ he says.

Then he drops the towel.

*

There’s still time to save herself, she thinks and turns back onto her side. No harm done yet. She can still get out of this in one piece, even if Leo leaves. She’s not completely lost yet. So long as she keeps a cool head.

Then she feels the duvet being lifted and a newly showered, still-damp body against her back. The smell of toothpaste and shampoo.

‘I have to head into the studio for a few hours,’ he mumbles in her ear.

She says nothing.

There’s still time.

He lifts up her hair and nuzzles his face against her neck.

‘You smell good. Dammit, I don’t want to go . . .’

Then she turns to face him, her eyes meet his. Holds his gaze without a word.

And he slowly begins to move down, still with his eyes locked on hers, until his head disappears between her legs.

She closes her eyes and realises it’s already too late.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Maria Adolfsson lives in Stockholm where she worked as a communications director and now writes full-time. The Doggerland series has been sold into 18 languages to date, and has sold over 330,000 copies in Sweden alone.

Also by Maria Adolfsson

Fatal Isles

Wild Shores



Now discover DI Karen Eiken Hornby’s first case

[image: image]

THE GLOBAL BESTSELLING SERIES

A secluded island. A missing woman. An impossible choice.

 

In the middle of the North Sea, between the UK and Denmark, lies the beautiful and rugged island nation of Doggerland.

Detective Inspector Karen Eiken Hornby has returned to the main island, Heimö, after many years in London and has worked hard to become one of the few female police officers in Doggerland.

So, when she wakes up in a hotel room next to her boss, Jounas Smeed, she knows she’s made a big mistake. But things are about to get worse: later that day, Jounas’s ex-wife is found brutally murdered. And Karen is the only one who can give him an alibi.

The news sends shockwaves through the tight-knit island community, and with no leads and no obvious motive for the murder, Karen struggles to find the killer in a race against time.

Soon she starts to suspect that the truth might lie in Doggerland’s history. And the deeper she digs, the clearer it becomes that even small islands can hide deadly secrets . . .

Available now



Don’t miss the second intriguing case for 
DI Karen Eiken Hornby

[image: image]

THE GLOBAL BESTSELLING SERIES

A disused quarry. A suspicious death. A dark past bubbling to the surface . . .

 

Though Detective Karen Eiken Hornby returned to her homeland, the island nation Doggerland, from London some years ago, she has largely avoided visiting the northernmost island where her father’s wayward family reside.

But when a man’s body is discovered in a flooded quarry on Noorö and with illness preventing any of her colleagues attending, Karen has no choice but to head north to investigate.

However, with limited resources at her disposal Karen is largely on her own – and she cannot shake the feeling that her relatives, with their somewhat lax approach to the rule of law, could be involved . . .

Available now



Originally published in Sweden by Wahlström & Widstrand in 2020

First published in the UK in 2022 by Zaffre

This ebook edition published in 2022 by

ZAFFRE

An imprint of Bonnier Books UK

4th Floor, Victoria House, Bloomsbury Square, London WC1B 4DA

Owned by Bonnier Books

Sveavägen 56, Stockholm, Sweden

 

Copyright © Maria Adolfsson, 2020

 

Translation by Agnes Broome

 

Cover design by Dom Forbes

Cover photographs © Alamy.com/Shutterstock.com

 

The moral right of Maria Adolfsson to be identified as Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 

ISBN: 978-1-83877-663-3

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-83877-662-6

 

This book was typeset by Palimpsest Book Production Ltd, Falkirk, Stirlingshire

This ebook was created by IDSUK (Data Connection) Ltd

 

Zaffre is an imprint of Bonnier Books UK

www.bonnierbooks.co.uk

OPS/images/cover.jpg
Mafigidolfsson





OPS/images/title.jpg
CRUEL
TIDES

Maria Adolfsson






OPS/images/map1.jpg





OPS/images/map2.jpg
DOGGERLAND

Gudheim

Thorsvik





OPS/images/map3.jpg
. Ravenby

Langevik

DUNKER
Helleviksnis

Forsete Bay

Frisel





OPS/images/map4.jpg
DOGGERLAND






OPS/images/fatal-isles.jpg





OPS/images/wild-shores.jpg
One terrible truth will create a perfect storm.






