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         FROZEN. A white blanket covering everything—dead or alive. Water drops transforming into ice and snow crystals. A pulsating heart. Heat. No sudden movements. The steady, thumping sound of the diesel motor. The water surface, still and black. There was so much more that needed to be done. He had been so close to the truth. All the information was inside his head. Only there and nowhere else. Nothing was written down. The secrets would follow him into eternity. Knowing that hurt him deeply. Tears found their way down the thin lines of his face and mixed with the blood that trickled out of his body. He had never thought about how it would be to die. His fears about the future had all been about dementia and other diseases that would slowly make his brain wither. Diseases that would stop his brain from figuring things out that nobody else could ever figure out. He had always enjoyed it. Enjoyed the fact his brain was slightly sharper than everyone else’s. He had never met his match. Not until now. He must have misread the situation completely. He would never know why. But something else was bothering him. Something from his past had finally caught up with him. He tried to scream. He wanted to say something so badly. He tried to open his mouth. Tried to form his last words. But all his power had poured out of him. Drip by drip. Darkness embraced him, and from that moment, there was no more pain.

      

   


   
      
         
            1
   

         

         IDUN’S BLUE HULL slid in beautifully next to the snow-covered quay. Silently, and with great precision, the pilot had steered her along the islets outside of Sote Huvud through the black night. The 131' ship took up a lot of the space in the small fishing harbour. Smögen harbour was empty, except for M/S Soten. She rested in her regular spot further in by the quay. Everybody on the ship was asleep, except the captain, the deckhands and the cook. One of the deckhands jumped ashore and lit a cigarette, although his moustache was so full of ice that it completely covered his mouth.

         ‘Jan, for fuck’s sake! It’s freezing!’ he shouted to his colleague while his exhaled breath formed a massive cloud in front of him.

         ‘Take this now,’ the deckhand on board the ship said as he threw the painter towards the thick mooring rope. Once they had moored and thanked the pilot, they headed up to the bridge, where the captain was waiting for them. They still had a lot to do before their shift was over, but they all thought they needed a well-deserved break.

         ‘Put it here,’ the captain said and cleared some papers and nautical charts from the chart table.

         The cook, Jimena, walked over with a tray full of smørrebrød and a thermos. The captain glanced at the tray and nodded his head in approval. Seven chimes sounded from the ship’s bell; in thirty minutes, it would be 4 p.m.

         ‘At least we’re lucky when it comes to the food,’ he said, without looking at Jimena.

         The deckhands let the captain pick the first sandwich. Lucky for them, he despised both fish and shellfish. In his mind, eating shellfish was as vile as eating scorpions. He even left the sandwiches topped with fried plaice, remoulade, lemon and dill. Jan and Carsten helped themselves to them, as well as the sandwiches topped with mountains of peeled shrimp. Carsten winked at Jimena. It was always a good idea to stay friendly with the cook. That was something he had learned many years ago, on his maiden voyage. The fact Jimena looked like a Goddess didn’t make it very hard. Jan elbowed him in the side, and Carsten turned his focus towards the sandwiches again, while Jimena left the room as quietly as she had entered it.

         ‘How long are we planning to stay here?’ Jan asked.

         ‘We’ll leave when the scientists are done with their conference at Smögens Hafvsbad,’ the captain said.

         ‘And when do you think that’ll be?’ Carsten asked.

         ‘I don’t know yet, but I’ll probably know more this afternoon.’

         ‘Can we have an open bar on board the ship?’ Carsten asked. Saturday had been Jan’s birthday. The captain seemed to be in a good mood, so it was a great opportunity for questions and requests.

         ‘Tonight I’m invited to the banquet with all the other scientists, so the ship will be empty until tomorrow morning. We’ll stay at the hotel tonight. So sure, set up a bar for the crew. But don’t invite too many ladies this time. I did not like what happened in Copenhagen.’ Captain Jakob Odinsson looked up from his liver pâté sandwich, frowned his dark eyebrows, and shot Carsten a sour look. Carsten looked down while he nodded his head to show respect for his captain.

         The party in Copenhagen had been the best in years, but he wasn’t expecting anything like it on Smögen, where the blistering cold winter seemed to have caused every living soul to stay inside their homes. He would be happy enough even if he could only find a couple of female homecare workers, or possibly a teacher from the school. But most of all, he looked forward to getting drunk. Idun had been stationed out in the Arctic Ocean for almost a month, and he had been assigned the notorious middle watch most nights. Now it was almost time to hand over to Asbjörn, and as soon as the late riser stepped out of his cabin, Carsten planned to go to sleep. He could use some rest before heading out on his hunt for ladies to invite to their party.

          
   

         Jimena Vega yawned and checked the time. The schedule for the ship’s cook was horrendous. Next summer, she would be done with her studies at the Faculty of Science at Gothenburg University. Idun would go through some renovation work during spring, and after that, Jimena was planning to apply for a Doctoral position on the ship. As long as she worked in the galley, the captain and his stupid crew could treat her however they liked. But once she was a scientist, she wouldn’t even have to look at them. Sure, Carsten was a hottie who had kept her warm in her narrow berth when the ship was floating among the icebergs. But now they were moored at the quay, civilised life took over. And civilised life did not involve Carsten. He was aware of this, just as she knew he would take the first opportunity to invite whatever ladies he could find on Smögen onto the boat and dress up in his finest uniform. She also knew if she hurried up, she would be able to get an hour of sleep before it was time to prepare breakfast for the rest of the crew. It had been Carsten’s idea to serve smørrebrød. So instead of serving yoghurt and muesli like all the other cooks, she had gone all in on the traditional Danish sandwich dish and prepared smørrebrød with a wide array of toppings. The crew had appreciated it. According to them, it was nice to sink your teeth into newly fried plaice or meatballs with potato salad when the weather got cold. Everyone in the crew was Danish, except Asbjörn, who was Norwegian. The captain was from Värmland—a place in the middle of Sweden, far from the ocean—and hadn’t grown up eating shellfish. He also didn’t understand why it was such an issue to stop fishing for the red-listed shrimp.

         All the crew members were men, and she was the only woman on board, except one of the PhD students, Felicia. She was from Kungshamn. Jimena suddenly realised she had promised to bring a cup of hot chocolate to Kaj Malmberg, the Head of Research on Idun. He hated to be cold and always wanted something hot to warm him up in his cabin. Kaj was going to be her boss one day, so she always made sure to keep him happy. She had a feeling he liked her, and was planning to use this to her advantage. Kaj Malmberg slept in the captain’s cabin. It was the only cabin with a double berth. It was the university that chartered these trips, which meant the actual captain had to settle for the helmsman’s cabin, something he wasn’t very happy about. Jimena knocked on Kaj’s door, then waited patiently for him to invite her inside.

          
   

         Peter Malmberg set the table with great care. He could have asked the restaurant staff at the hotel to set the table for him—and do a lot of other things for him too—but the idea hadn’t even crossed his mind. He saw the act of setting the table how an artist would see the act of creating a painting. To let someone else pick the colours and decide in what direction the brush would move was simply not an alternative. For Peter, setting the table was just as important, which was one of the reasons why he was hired to arrange the most glamourous dinner parties. He put the plates down 18" apart and 1.5" from the table’s edge. Then he put the glasses down, making sure they were 1.5" away from the plate’s edge. Although he had developed a good eye for these types of distances over the years, he still used a ruler to be absolutely sure. The white tablecloths were perfect and creaseless; he had asked the laundry service to go over them multiple times. Today was a special day, and this was as close as he was ever going to get to the Nobel Banquet. The food was cooked by the best chef on the west coast, and so far, the menu had been kept secret from the guests. But Peter, who oversaw everything, knew exactly what was going to be served. He had specifically picked out the flowers, napkins and plates with the menu’s exceptional ingredients in mind. Everything would have been absolutely perfect if it weren’t for the fact it was his brother who was the guest of honour at the dinner. The golden boy, Anders Malmberg, was going to accept an award and speak to the elite. His father was going to stand next to him and squeeze his hands together proudly over the fact he, Kaj Malmberg, had raised one of the world’s most promising and interesting marine scientists. The fact his other son, Peter Malmberg, ran a very successful event company—hired to arrange several of the Nordic region’s most lavish parties—didn’t seem to matter to him at all. ‘Are you still a bartender?’ his father always asked him the few times they met up at home or in the house on Smögen.

         His mother had asked him to spend the night at their house after the dinner so they could celebrate together. He had declined her offer. Smögens Hafvsbad had set him up with a room where he could also bring his beloved Puff. He was a mix between poodle and chihuahua. ‘That rat isn’t welcome in my house,’ his father had said. Although Peter already knew his father was an asshole, he had been surprised and slightly frightened by the wave of emotions that washed over him when he had called Puff a rat. He had secretly wished for his father to suffer a heart attack or some other stress-related disease for so long now that he had got used to the thought. But the anger he had felt when his father spoke about Puff in that way was about something different, something more real and brutal.

         He folded the last napkin into an elegant swan and placed it down on the table. Black napkins weren’t very traditional, but as everything else in the room was white, it created an effect that was something out of the ordinary. The swans were positioned so they bowed their long necks towards the dinner guests, spreading their wings over the plate. It looked so elegant that he shivered when he took a step back and admired the eighty-nine place settings. The flower decorations would arrive shortly, and Peter hoped the red roses hanging from the ceiling like drops of blood would create the dramatic effect he hoped for. His phone rang. It was Jimena Vega. Great! She would tell him what was going on back at Idun and provide him with the details he needed to finish the dinner preparations.

          
   

         Dennis heard a quick knock on the door before it promptly opened. He flinched and dropped what he had in his hands.

         ‘Are you happy with the picture?’ Sandra asked with a smile. As usual, she had stepped right in without waiting for his reply.

         ‘Jesus! You scared me!’ Dennis said and leaned over to pick up his new passport from the floor. But Sandra got to it first.

         ‘No, no! Let me see,’ she said and turned her back to him before she opened it.

         ‘I haven’t had the chance to look at it myself,’ Dennis said.

         ‘Of course you have,’ Sandra said and studied the page with his photo and personal information. ‘You look pretty serious, but I guess that’s how they want you to look nowadays,’ she said. ‘I had to re-take my picture twice before they were satisfied.’

         Ever since the fishing boat Dolores had sunk, Dennis had been renting the room above Gösta’s corner shop. Anthony had moved in with Monica the day after Dennis and Sandra had seen them with their arms wrapped around each other by the local sports fields. Monica hadn’t wasted one second. She had finally met a man she could love unconditionally, and who actually seemed pretty into her too. Anthony had called Dennis to tell him he could move into his room, and his landlord Gösta hadn’t protested. Dennis had helped Anthony pack up all the photos and documents connected to the intense genealogy research he had conducted, and Monica had let Anthony use one of the rooms in her house as an office.

         When Anthony had cleared the room, Dennis realised he didn’t own much to decorate it with. The room was empty apart from an old desk, a small fridge, a narrow bed and an armchair. Sandra’s grandmother had woven him a mat, and Sandra had forced him to come with her to a yard sale. There they had found an antique dining table with four matching chairs, as well as a hotplate.

         ‘Have you already started packing?’ Sandra asked. ‘You aren’t leaving until Boxing Day, right?’

         ‘That’s right. Victoria sounded so disappointed when I told her I was planning to leave mid-December, so I rescheduled.’

         ‘Victoria can be pretty decisive, huh?’ Sandra said and noticed her boss didn’t seem to like that she had just made a comment about his sister.

         Dennis’ phone rang and he picked it up.

         ‘Holy shit!’ he said after a while.

         Sandra stared at him, trying to figure out what was going on.

         ‘Holy shit!’ Dennis said again. ‘We’ll be right there,’ he said before hanging up.

         ‘What is it?’ Sandra asked and frowned.

         ‘The research ship, Idun, arrived at the fishing harbour during the night. Kaj Malmberg and his research team are visiting Smögen to attend a conference. But someone’s just found him dead in his cabin.’

         ‘Kaj Malmberg? But he was about to hand out an award at Smögens Hafvsbad tonight.’

         ‘Yes, exactly. But it looks like someone else will have to do it now,’ Dennis said while he put his blue windbreaker on and headed down the stairs.

          
   

         Claes Jäger asked them to sit down and help themselves to the coffee Jimena had served. He could see they were cold. Except in the saloon, the temperature on board was far too low. He would have to sort that out soon. As soon as he had heard Kaj Malmberg had been brutally murdered in his cabin, he had called for an emergency meeting with all the scientists on board. Now they were all gathered in the crew mess, except Felicia, who was waiting for the ambulance in her cabin, and Kaj’s son Anders, who had gone to his mother’s house on Smögen. Felicia was the one who had found Kaj’s body, and she was in shock. Jimena had knocked on Kaj’s door multiple times that morning, and when he didn’t answer, she had finally asked Felicia to enter Kaj’s cabin. Claes started the meeting with a short summary of what had happened.

         ‘So what’ll happen with the conference and the award ceremony?’ Cheng asked. He was a very ambitious scientist from the mouth of the Pearl River, close to Hong Kong. His research focused on behavioural deviations in polar bears and what possible connection these could have to climate change.

         ‘I’ve called the Vice-Chancellor of Gothenburg University, Regina Löfdahl. She’s already at the hotel and she still wants us to go ahead with the dinner tonight, although the programme will be somewhat changed. We’ll start with a memorial service in honour of Kaj Malmberg. Regina will be holding it.’

         ‘Isn’t it a bit much to have a party after what’s just happened?’ George said. He had worked close to Kaj for many years.

         ‘In a way, I think you’re right,’ Claes said. ‘But Regina seems to think it’d be nice for us all to gather for a moment. Then there are all the practical details. Media’s already here, and as soon as we’re done with this meeting, they’ll be all over us. Therefore, the police are arranging a press conference at the hotel at 11 a.m. Myself and the captain will attend it.’

         ‘The dinner doesn’t start until 7 p.m. What are we going to do until then?’ Martin asked. He and Felicia were the two youngest researchers on the ship.

         ‘The police will want to talk to all of you during the day. I’ve given them a schedule, and they’ll try to stick with it as much as possible.’ Claes put a paper down on one of the tables. ‘While you wait for your turn, I suggest you get some rest, alone or together. The police have asked two nurses to board the ship, and they’ll be here all day if you feel the need to talk to a professional.’

         Once Claes had answered everyone’s questions, he left the room and headed for the bridge. He needed to talk to the captain before it was time to face the media. A disaster had taken place on board. It would give them a lot of attention in research circles around the world, and now it was of utmost importance to manage this attention in the correct way. They could not let this event affect Idun’s reputation, or the huge project concerning her renovation and future expeditions. Regina Löfdahl had been very clear about that. Kaj Malmberg was out of the game, and now it was Claes Jäger—the constant number two—who was the top dog on board, and within the whole project. Regina had nobody else to turn to other than him now, and he would show her he was all she needed.

          
   

         Sandra closed the car door and wrapped her coat closer to her body. The wind down by the fish auction was ice cold and her face had gone numb after only a couple of minutes.

         ‘Why’s it so damn cold?’ she asked Dennis, who seemed completely unaffected by the polar wind.

         ‘Fifteen days left,’ Dennis said with a smile on his face while he flapped his arms, pretending to fly away.

         ‘Do you really think they’ll let you go on holiday after all this?’ Sandra turned to him and squinted her eyes.

         ‘I wasn’t planning on asking,’ Dennis answered. ‘They’ve already signed off on it, and don’t forget they have you now—a real police officer with both experience and courage.’ Dennis laughed. If there was one thing he hated, it was being cold, just like Sandra. But unlike her, he dressed for the weather. He was wearing a warm windbreaker over his fleece, and thermal underwear, and he wasn’t cold at all.

         Sandra shot him a look that could have killed anyone, but Dennis kept smiling. Soon he would leave this godforsaken country and go to Mexico. He could already picture the palm trees swaying in the breeze, the white Caribbean beaches and the delicious food. He would stuff his face with ceviche and pico de gallo until it came out of his ears.

         Two crew members met them at the gangway. One of the men leaned against the railing with a cigarette loosely dangling on his lower lip, while the other straightened his back and welcomed them on board. Maybe he was trying to make up for his slightly unprofessional friend.

         ‘That way,’ the uniformed man said and pointed the way to the bridge.

         ‘Thanks,’ Sandra said. She pulled a disgusted face when the cloud of cigarette smoke hit her nostrils. If she wasn’t mistaken, it seemed as if the first man had blown it in her direction on purpose.

         She began to climb the steep ladder to the captain’s nest. She saw shadows moving behind the glass and assumed it was the captain and his closest men.

         ‘You move like a real ship’s cat,’ Dennis said once he had caught up with her on the upper deck.

         ‘Stop it,’ Sandra said. ‘You’re being obnoxious.’

         Dennis laughed. Nothing could ruin his day. He was happy and excited. Fun and sun were waiting for him around the corner. And on top of it, he knew Sandra would be stuck in this freezing place all winter. But four weeks would go by quickly. Before she knew it, they would both be sitting in the freezing car again, sipping on their lattes. But before that, he had a long and relaxing Christmas weekend to look forward to, followed by a wonderful holiday.

         Sandra opened the door to the bridge, where the captain was waiting for them. Dennis had a look at the ship’s exterior before following her inside. A huge vessel, he thought to himself.

         ‘Sandra Haraldsson, Kungshamn Police. I just want to inform you that from now on, we will be giving the orders about what’s going to happen on this ship.’

         Captain Jakob Odinsson tilted his head back without saying a word. Assistant Head of Research Claes Jäger stood next to him, fiddling with something on the control panel. He nodded to show he understood the full meaning of what she was saying, and a little smile played on his lips.

         ‘We’ll be holding interviews with all the passengers during the day. Once we’ve looked through the ship, we’ll be starting with the two of you. The forensic technicians are on their way, and we’ll also be supported by other staff,’ Sandra informed them. Then she left the bridge.

         Dennis saluted the captain quickly behind her back and smiled apologetically before hurrying after her.

          
   

         Felicia lay in her bunk bed, trembling. She was obviously affected by what had just happened. Sandra tried her best to calm her down.

         ‘There, there,’ she said. ‘We’ve called for an ambulance and it’ll be here any second to pick you up. Your mother’s coming with you. She’s on her way.’

         Felicia started crying even more. She covered her face with her hands and turned away from Sandra, who carefully stroked her back.

         Dennis poked his head through the door.

         ‘Could I talk to you for a second?’ he said.

         Sandra looked at Jimena, who had brought them a tray with a cup of tea on it.

         ‘Jimena, can you stay with her until I get back? I won’t be long,’ she said and left the cabin.

         Felicia’s cabin was located in the passenger corridor, while Kaj Malmberg’s was located in the corridor used by the crew. Dennis walked ahead of Sandra into the captain’s cabin, which was bigger than Felicia’s and had its own bathroom. Kaj was lying naked on the double berth, without a blanket. Sandra covered her mouth with her hands when she saw him. His body reminded her of a hedgehog. From his neck down to his abdomen, knife handles were poking out of his body. Sandra estimated it was probably about twenty-four knives in total. A huge amount of blood had seeped out of the wounds, and the blankets and sheets on the berth were red. Sandra turned to leave the cabin, but Dennis grabbed her coat to stop her.

         ‘Look!’ he said and pointed at Kaj Malmberg’s stomach.

         By his navel, there was an object that appeared to be made of a gold-coloured metal. As it was almost completely covered in blood, it was impossible to make out what it was.

      

   


   
      
         
            SKAGENS REV, DECEMBER 18, 1941
   

         

         GUSTAF SIMONSSON STARED out over the sea. It stretched as far as his eyes could see. His oilskin, pipe and fisherman's hat with the ear flaps kept him warm, but the visibility was poor. Sleet and fog had rolled in over the headland of Jutland like a wet blanket. The ship was situated a couple of nautical miles north of Skagens Rev.

         ‘Simonsson, port side, nine-thirty,’ August shouted with pursed lips. His dialect was hard to understand on the mainland, but on board the ship, it possessed a power that made all the important information travel across deck through any kind of weather.

         Gustaf stared at the water. He understood there must have been fish just left of the boat now. So far, they hadn’t caught much, and they were all determined not to return empty-handed. Christmas was upon them, and if they returned with a good catch, they would end up with a little bit of extra money for the festive season. He had seen a doll house in town, and he knew his two daughters would love it. But he wouldn’t be able to afford it if they didn’t catch some fish. Using the winch, he released his net and watched it float on the surface for a moment before it sank into the depths. Come on now. Maybe it was finally time to fill the boat’s hold with fresh catch. Each season had its fish to offer. Herring in the winter, mackerel in spring, and shrimp, crab and crawfish in the autumn. You could fish for cod all year round, but you would have to travel to Saltstraumen in northern Norway, which was quite a long trip. Right now, it was all about herring.

         ‘This’ll be a destitute year,’ August said and puffed on his pipe. He had walked up next to Gustaf. August was an experienced fisherman. Just like Gustaf, he had started fishing with his father when he was about seven years old. His mother had not been very happy about it, but just like Gustaf’s mother, she knew it was what it took for him to learn the trade that would one day allow him to support his own family. August had never set foot in a school, but Gustaf had actually attended one for a couple of years. His father had done his best to help him with his English. Gustaf felt sad when he thought of him. Now his father was only a shadow of his old self. He wished Greta had known him when he was still a great man, when he was still the strongest and most handsome fisherman on Smögen. Everyone had looked up to him and praised him for his knowledge about the ocean and fishing. Those days were long gone, and most of the time, his wife was annoyed with her father-in-law—who was a prisoner in his wheelchair, without the ability to make himself useful. While his body was slowly taken over by the evil progress of rheumatism, he had shrunken and withered.

         ‘Pull!’ August shouted when he saw how heavy the net was.

         Gustaf cranked for all he was worth. Lill-Osborn came to help him, while Hanses Olle settled for overseeing their work. His experience allowed him to function more as a supervisor than an actual fisherman on board the ship. When the net reached the surface, the men saw millions of bouncing herring glistening in it. This sight was like honey to the soul. This one net would fill the hold halfway. One more net like this and they could sail home.

         The heavy herring net was hauled in and all that existed were August, Lill-Osborn, Hanses Olle, Gustaf, the herring and the fishing boat. However, the visibility had turned even worse now. They could barely see a metre outside the railing. Just as Gustaf was about to empty the net over the hold’s opening, a deafening blow hit them from starboard side and the whole fishing boat seemed to explode.

         ‘God dammit,’ August screamed and rushed over to the lifeboat. The blow had been so powerful that he instinctively knew the ship would go down. Quickly. The herring net was still hanging on the crane and Gustaf was holding onto the crank handle, petrified. He looked at August, who confidently loosened the ropes to the lifeboat with frozen but able fingers. A couple of seconds later, the boat was bobbing on the surface next to Henny’s hull, and August screamed to the others to abandon ship. The men climbed over the railing and jumped. They all ended up in the cold water, except August, who managed to push the panic away and use the rope ladder. The three men swam in the water, desperately reaching for the lifeboat that was slamming into the side of the fishing vessel. Lill-Osborn swam up to it and put his hands on the railing at the same time as he swallowed a big mouthful of water. August grabbed him by the collar and pulled him up in the boat. They helped Gustaf to climb on board, then all three men joined forces to pull Hanses Olle into the boat. After their intense battle with the ocean, they all collapsed on the floor. Their clothes were soaking wet. The freezing cold wrapped its claws around Gustaf, and he knew he wouldn’t make it for very long.
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         HELENE BERG HAD pulled out every folder, document and trinket that had been thrown into the archive room during the year. On her annual hunt for the Christmas decorations, Helene always took the opportunity to clean up their office. This year, just like every other, she was shocked to see what a complete mess it was. This time, she was planning to use the labelling machine she had just bought. She was going to label every shelf and every drawer until it couldn’t be clearer where to put things. Anyone who can read will know where to put what, and hopefully the office will look better next year,she thought to herself. If her plan worked, she would have more time to spend on other, more important, things. But at the same time, she didn’t even want to think about what would happen if she skipped her annual cleaning. Their office would probably start floating down the hills of Kungshamn like a paper flood, all the way down to the quay. She was sure of it. Order was everything, they even taught you that at the Police Academy. Sometimes she wondered if the others had even attended it—or if they had skipped at least a couple of crucial lectures—because they clearly didn’t care about order. And now Dennis was going to Mexico for four whole weeks. Who left the station for that long? Sure, maybe in the summer, but then there were always other officers in place. Now—in the middle of winter—Helene, Stig, Dennis and Sandra were the only officers who worked full time, except their colleagues in Uddevalla, who were always ready to come to their aid if they had too much to do. This autumn, things had been pretty calm. Since the big media event last summer, when Åke Strömberg had disappeared, and Sebastian Svensson had been found dead in the water, nothing major had happened in the area. Of course, bikes had been reported missing, just as boat motors and other stuff had been stolen, but there hadn’t been any murders or other major crimes. According to Helene, things had been back to normal.

         Now things were scattered all over the floor in the archive room and out in the corridor. All she had to do now was wipe off the shelves and put everything back in its place before her colleagues came to work. Just as she was mixing a little bowl of water and detergent in the kitchen, the phone rang. Standing with one hand in the water bowl, she answered it.

         ‘I’ll be right there,’ Helene said with a horrified expression on her face. ‘No, no, I’ll be right there,’ she said again. Then she grabbed her coat and scarf and ran out to her car.

         ‘Everyone’s here,’ Dennis said. ‘Forensics are already in the captain’s cabin. Miriam’s team has examined the body, and she’s promised to give us a preliminary report as soon as possible.’

         ‘Good,’ Sandra said. ‘The interrogation officers are also here, and I’ve asked them to report to you after each interview to keep us in the loop.’

         ‘We’re on our way to meet Kaj Malmberg’s wife,’ Dennis filled in. ‘Her son Anders is already there, and his older brother’s on his way. Apparently he’s overseeing tonight’s ceremony.’

         ‘Yes,’ Sandra said, ‘you’ve heard about the event planner Peter Malmberg, right?’

         ‘No,’ Dennis said, ‘the name doesn’t sound familiar.’

         ‘He’s the name behind every single celebrity wedding and movie premiere you read about nowadays,’ Sandra continued, annoyed with the fact Dennis was so incredibly bad at keeping up with things.

         ‘I thought Micael Bindefeld was the one and only,’ Dennis said defensibly.

         ‘Yeah, he’s amazing. But Peter Malmberg’s the rising star in the event sky now.’

         When they stepped out on the gangway, Sandra avoided looking at the man who had blown smoke in her face earlier.

         ‘I need you to stand guard and oversee who goes on and off the ship during the next couple of hours,’ Sandra ordered him without a glance.

         ‘For fuck’s sake,’ Carsten said and threw his cigarette into the water.

         Sandra kept walking and Dennis gave the Danish crewmember an amused nod as he walked past him. Today was obviously not a good day to mess with Sandra.

          
   

         Anders Malmberg met them in the hallway. Out of respect for the situation, both Dennis and Sandra took their coats and shoes off before entering the house. Nobody said anything. The house, decorated in nautical colours, was silent. The newly widowed Birgitta Malmberg looked up when they walked into the living room. Dressed in a beige suit with a light blue shirt underneath, she sat with her back straight. Anders sat down in one of the armchairs opposite his mother. His brother Peter sat in the other armchair. His hair was combed back and he had a red handkerchief in the chest pocket of his black suit. Anders’ hair was a mess, and his blue cardigan with tiny silver hooks at the front was buttoned all the way up. It looked like he had just returned after travelling the world for months without care for his hygiene or style. Dennis walked up to Peter and shook his hand, mumbling something about how sorry he was for their loss. Then he sat down on one of the upholstered chairs with beautifully carved backs, painted in white. Sandra sat down on an identical chair next to him.

         ‘We’re sorry for your loss,’ Sandra said quietly and looked at Birgitta, who had turned to her now.

         ‘Thank you,’ Birgitta said and pulled out a tissue to wipe her nose. She was obviously very emotional.

         ‘Unfortunately, we need to ask you a couple of questions,’ Sandra said with her eyes still on Birgitta.

         ‘Please! Can’t it wait?’ Peter exclaimed and leaned forward.

         ‘I understand you’re all grieving, but this crime is of such serious nature that we’ll have to launch a murder investigation immediately.’

         ‘More people might be in danger,’ Dennis said. ‘We assume the perpetrator’s brutal and ruthless. We must do everything in our power to stop this guy.’

         ‘Are you sure it’s a man?’ Birgitta said with a neutral expression on her face.

         ‘We’re not,’ Sandra said. ‘Right now, we don’t know much. But we’ll let you know as soon as we can.’ She slid her card across the table and placed it next to Birgitta, who stared at it as if it was a disgusting bug.

         ‘When was the last time you saw your father?’ Dennis said and turned his focus to the two brothers. Their styles and attitudes couldn’t be more different, but somehow, you could still see they were brothers.

         ‘I haven’t seen Kaj since last summer, on his birthday. I arranged his party,’ Peter said and looked at his fingernails as if inspecting his manicure.

         ‘I had dinner with him on the boat yesterday,’ Anders said and looked at his mother. ‘He wanted us to prepare for tonight. I’d written a speech for the ceremony and wanted him to hear it.’

         ‘What time did you meet him?’ Sandra asked.

         Anders sighed and shook his head. Maybe it helped him remember things better.

         ‘I think we said goodbye around 9 p.m.,’ he said. ‘We were both tired and wanted to go to bed early.’

         ‘Did you drink any alcohol?’ Sandra asked.

         Dennis looked at her and ran his hand across his face.

         ‘Do you think my brother killed our father?’ Peter asked.

         ‘No, no, not at all,’ Dennis said. ‘We don’t think anything at all for the moment.’

         ‘We just need to know who the last person was to see your father alive,’ Sandra explained. ‘We’re mapping his last twenty-four hours. It’s crucial for the investigation, so we’d really appreciate it if you could answer our questions, even if they seem a bit too private.’

         ‘We shared a bottle of red,’ Anders said. ‘But I only had a glass or so.’

         ‘Do you know if your father had any enemies, or if someone might have wanted to hurt him?’ Dennis asked and turned to Anders.

         ‘Who didn’t want to hurt him?!’ Peter exclaimed and looked at his mother.

         ‘Now, now,’ Birgitta said, ‘your father was a very successful and well-liked man.’

         ‘A dick, you mean?!’ Peter said and stood up. He walked over to a beautiful glass cabinet and turned the key.

         ‘Stop it,’ Anders said. ‘Don’t talk like that. Dad was a genius.’ Judging by the red rash that slowly spread across his throat, Anders—who normally radiated nothing but calm—was upset about what his brother had just said.

         ‘Of course you’d say that,’ Peter said and downed his whiskey in one go. ‘You were his golden boy. Of course you could never say a bad word about him! Then who’d accept all the prizes from the different committees he’s on?’

         ‘That’s enough,’ Birgitta said. ‘Show some respect for the deceased.’

         ‘Hell no,’ Peter said and left the room.

         They all watched him leave and heard the windows rattle when he slammed the back door behind him.

         ‘I apologise,’ Birgitta said. ‘I think he’s only shocked by what’s happened. Maybe his reaction isn’t all that strange.’

         ‘No, we understand,’ Dennis said. ‘We can come back tomorrow. As I understand it, the university’s planning a ceremony in honour of your husband tonight?’ Dennis got up.

         ‘Yes,’ said Birgitta. ‘We’ll attend for a little while, at least.’

         ‘When was the last time you saw your husband?’ Sandra asked and made no attempt getting up.

         ‘He called me around 10 p.m. yesterday,’ Birgitta said, ‘but since he’s been out on an expedition for the past month, I haven’t actually seen him since mid-November.’ She looked out of the biggest window in the living room. It was facing the ocean to the west. The ice was thick out there and came all the way onto the beach. ‘This must be the coldest winter since 1942,’ she said, lost in thought.

         ‘Okay,’ Dennis said and grabbed Sandra by the arm. ‘We’ll talk to you later!’

         Anders walked them to the door, but he didn’t say anything. He waited for them to get dressed, then he closed the door behind them.

          
   

         Victoria studied her reflection in the mirror. She had been on the 5:2 diet all autumn to prepare for the wedding. Björn had gone along with it to make things easier. Every Monday and Thursday, the menu was the same. An egg with some caviar and a couple of slivers of leek for breakfast, cottage cheese with a sliced orange and some chopped nuts for lunch, and a broth-based Thai soup with sesame oil for dinner. The soup contained finely chopped chilli, pork meatballs with lemon, and most days, some shredded carrots and edamame beans. Victoria had lost four kilos during the two first months, and Björn had lost five. After that, the scale had stopped moving.

         ‘Can you please help me?’ Victoria said when Björn passed by with Anna in his arms.

         ‘With what?’ Björn wondered as he put Anna down by the living room table.

         ‘The zipper in the back!’ Victoria said and sounded annoyed, as if he was supposed to be able to figure that out without asking.

         Björn carefully pulled the zipper up, millimetre by millimetre. When it got stuck, he pulled harder.

         ‘Did you know Anthony and Monica are having a baby?’ he asked while pulling even harder.

         ‘Watch it!’ Victoria exclaimed. ‘You’ll break it.’

         ‘Maybe it’s too small,’ Björn said carefully.

         ‘Do you mean I’m too big!?’ Victoria said.

         ‘No, but maybe you should have bought a bigger size. Other than that, I think it’s beautiful,’ Björn said and tried again.

         ‘They don’t make these in a bigger size,’ Victoria exclaimed on the verge of tears. ‘This is the biggest they have.’

         ‘Can’t you wear that beautiful black dress you wore when you were pregnant?’ Björn suggested and sounded very proud of his idea.

         ‘A black maternity dress at a wedding?’ Victoria said. ‘Do you think that’s what I want to wear?’

         ‘Maybe you could ask Dennis for advice,’ Björn suggested. He knew he wouldn’t be able to make her happy in this situation.

         ‘Dennis doesn’t get any of this,’ Victoria said.

         ‘I don’t?’ a voice suddenly said behind them. Dennis was standing in the doorway, hanging casually from the door frame.

         ‘I’m fat,’ Victoria said and sat down on one of the sofas. She picked Anna up, but Anna wanted to go down again. She had just learned how to walk along the furniture. She had also learned she could reach her parents’ more valuable items if she just reached high enough.

         ‘I have the world’s most beautiful sister,’ Dennis said and sat down next to Victoria. ‘I’m not sure if I can fit on the sofa next to you, though?’

         Victoria pinched him until he screamed.

         ‘Ouch! Björn, help me!’ Dennis screamed.

         ‘No, you’re on your own,’ Björn said. ‘I have my hands full looking after myself.’

         ‘Is she this mean to you?’ Dennis said and looked at his sister with a stern, but playful, expression on his face.

         ‘Yes, I’m a witch,’ Victoria said and hid her face in her hands.

         ‘No, no,’ said Björn. ‘Only a little bit. Don’t worry.’

         Dennis hugged his sister and rested his head against hers.

         ‘And you and Mum are just taking off,’ Victoria said and pouted her lips.

         ‘Yeah, but why aren’t you coming?’ Dennis said. ‘Take some of that inheritance and come along. I’ll book you a ticket right away.’

         Dennis got up and reached for his iPad.

         ‘I’m not sure,’ Björn said hesitantly. ‘We need to buy lumber for the new deck for this house. And we desperately need a dehumidifier for the other house.’

         ‘That all sounds horribly boring,’ Dennis said. ‘Check this out. I just found a child-friendly hotel that looks wonderful.’

         Victoria looked at the pictures. The hotel looked like an old roman building, but it had obviously been built just a couple of years ago. There was a huge pool in the middle, and someone had planted palm trees all around the premises.

         ‘Wow, that’s lovely,’ Victoria said and pointed at the little private terraces that belonged to the hotel rooms.

         Theo looked away from his toy cars to see what it was his mother found so interesting. He studied the pictures carefully and frowned his little forehead.

         ‘Swim,’ he said. ‘Swim.’

         ‘A baby!’ Victoria realised suddenly and looked at Björn. ‘Did you say Monica’s having a baby?’

         Anthony turned to Monica. She was still in bed with her laptop in her lap, her black hair glistening against the red satin pillow. The bedroom was decorated in black, red and white. He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, but it was definitely different. He wasn’t even sure what colour his bedroom was back in Greenwich. He assumed it was mostly beige or grey, but he truly couldn’t remember.

         As soon as he had written to his sister to tell her he would stay in Sweden, he had got an email from his niece Therese, asking if she could borrow his flat in New York. Apparently her dream was to become a Broadway star, and her plan was to work as a waitress at the Red Rooster in Harlem while taking singing lessons. He had phoned his sister right away and they had agreed on a reasonable sum for the rent. He just couldn’t afford to loan her daughter the flat free of charge. Sure, Monica hadn’t asked him to pay any rent yet, but all he had to live off was his savings. It had been six months now, and he still hadn’t found a way to earn money. Luckily, Monica’s job was well paid, but he couldn’t live on her income forever.

         His boss had laughed at him when he had asked to take a year off work. ‘Did you meet a Swedish woman?’ he had said before bursting out laughing. It had made Anthony blush. Not so much because he had been embarrassed about falling for a Swedish girl, but because of how his boss had expressed himself. But Buck had wished him good luck, and two weeks later, he had sent a big bouquet of red and pink roses to Monica. ‘So sweet!’ she had said, before making it clear she wanted Anthony to show her off in New York at one point soon.

         ‘Look here,’ Monica said and pointed at her screen. ‘Isn’t it adorable? My heart’s melting!’ Anthony rested his head against her arm.

         ‘What is it?’ he asked.

         ‘Can’t you see?’ Monica asked. ‘It’s a Pomeranian.’

         ‘It’s black,’ Anthony said.

         ‘Yes, they come in all sorts of colours. They’re also called Poms, and they’re crazy cute. I want one. What do you say?’

         Monica looked at him and her eyes sparkled.

         ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘but who’s going to take care of it when you work in Gothenburg?’

         She looked at him, tilted her head and laughed.

         ‘You, silly,’ she said. ‘You’ll be here to take care of our little baby while I’m away. And when I’m home, we’ll take care of it together.’

         Anthony imagined the puppy chewing on all the documents and photographs in his office. He was very happy Monica let him have his own office, but it didn’t have a door and it would be easy for a dog to get in and ruin everything in there. He didn’t know much about dogs, but one of his colleagues had brought a puppy to work for a couple of weeks when she hadn’t had anyone to watch it. The puppy had been cute, but very intense. One day, it had strolled into their boss’ office and devoured—or maybe pulverised is a better word for it—all the contents of his customer files. His boss had looked like he was about to suffer a heart attack, and after that, he had finally agreed to get a computerised ordering system.

         ‘Don’t you think we should wait a little before we get a puppy?’ Anthony said carefully.

         Monica looked at him with sad eyes.

         ‘I need a baby,’ she said and locked eyes with him.

         ‘I understand,’ Anthony said and hugged her. He realised there was no way he could win this. He wouldn’t be able to enjoy a single calm morning for the next ten years. Until he turned seventy, he would have to get up at 6 a.m. every morning to take the little dog out for a walk. Monica wouldn’t be able to do it when she was working, and when she wasn’t working, she would most likely delegate the task to him as she really wasn’t a morning person.

         ‘So you’re okay with it?’ Monica said, still looking at him.

         ‘Yes, of course,’ Anthony said and kissed her forehead. The joy in her eyes made it all worth it. And he could always sleep when he was dead. At least nobody could take that away from him. Maybe a puppy would help him get rid of the love handles that had appeared around his waist.

          
   

         Helene Berg hurried onto the ship without a word to Carsten, who was standing guard next to the gangway, just like Sandra had told him to.

         ‘Hey!’ Carsten shouted with his cigarette still in his mouth.

         ‘My daughter!’ Helene screamed at him as she boarded the ship. She quickly flashed her police badge to the crew member, who must have seen it as he shrugged his shoulders without a word.

         Helene climbed down the ladder and rushed to the rear corridor of the ship. Most of the cabins were closed and locked, but she could hear voices from one of them. She ran towards the voices, coming to a halt when she saw what was in there.

         ‘Hi, Helene! Great you could come so quickly,’ Dennis said and turned to her.

         ‘Who’s that?’ Helene asked and pointed at the man lying on the berth with knives poking out of him.

         The forensics team and the medical examiner had arrived, and they were busy examining the cabin and everything in it.

         ‘His name’s Kaj Malmberg,’ Miriam Morten from forensics said. She had studied the victim’s body carefully, and now she turned to Helene and Dennis. ‘He’s been stabbed with twenty-four knives, and two of the wounds seem to have caused the victim’s death. It’s likely the two mortal wounds were the last ones, considering all the blood. The autopsy will give us a definite answer. One could assume the perpetrator has quite advanced anatomical skills as he or she managed to find the smartest way to stab the victim. It’s very elegantly done.’

         ‘Elegantly?’ Sandra asked. She had just returned to the cabin again after a quick visit to the bathroom. She wasn’t used to dead people yet, and according to Miriam, the victim had been subjected to a particularity brutal act of violence.

         ‘Well, let’s just say the perpetrator used a lot of precision here,’ Miriam clarified.

         One of the forensics walked up to Dennis.

         ‘We’ve taken all the tests from the hedgehog,’ he said and handed Dennis a golden object. ‘When you’ve looked at it, I’ll bring it back with me for further analysis. We need to try to figure out where it came from.’

         ‘Is it gold?’ Dennis asked.

         ‘Yes, it’s gold. The little eyes are rubies, and the nose is a black diamond. That’s at least what we think for now.’

         ‘It must be worth a lot,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Yes, the gold on its own is probably worth a small fortune, then you’d have to add on the value of the stones.’

         ‘So Kaj Malmberg wasn’t killed for his money,’ Dennis said.

         ‘Not for pocket change, at least,’ Sandra said.

         ‘Revenge,’ Helene said. ‘Stone cold revenge.’ She stared at the body in front of her like she was wondering what Kaj Malmberg could have done to deserve this cruel fate.

         ‘Or jealousy,’ Sandra suggested.

         ‘Where’s Felicia?’ Helene asked.

         ‘Come, I’ll show you,’ Sandra said and slipped her hand in under Helene’s arm.

          
   

         The captain left the bridge and headed for the gangway. Carsten was freezing and had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, as always.

         ‘You can leave now,’ Captain Jakob Odinsson said to him.

         ‘Who’ll stand guard, then?’ Carsten asked.

         ‘I’ll take care of that,’ the captain said and nodded. ‘The police have cordoned off the crew’s part of the ship, so no one can set foot there right now. But as the saloon’s located at the opposite end, you can invite a couple of guests there. But it’ll have to be a quiet event this time.’ He gave Carsten a look that made the otherwise fearless Dane blush.

         ‘Thanks, Captain!’ Carsten said. And he really meant it. He was tired. Tired of never being ashore for long, and tired of never meeting normal people—never being able to build real relationships. He was done with the sea. This last expedition had made that clear to him. But what else would he do for a living? No normal HR specialist back in Copenhagen would hire an old sailor just because he was done with the sea, right?

         ‘We’ll leave Idun to check into our hotel rooms around 3 p.m. It’d be great if you could have all your work done by then. And you’ll all have to take turns with the watch during the night, according to schedule. However, it’s okay if you want to shorten the shifts from six hours to four.’

         Carsten had already bought a watch shift from Asbjörn so he was all set for the night, but he thanked the captain for his consideration. Asbjörn didn’t seem to be bothered by the cold. He looked like a walrus where he stood in the cold, breathing calmly. There was always a cloud of his own breath around his head, but he was never cold. Carsten’s watch started at 4p.m. From 8 p.m. to 8 a.m., he was completely free. He was planning to have a great time. But now, he only had three hours to find some ladies. There were definitely enough men on the ship as it was. He picked up the little posters he had printed and wrote the day’s date on them. He also wrote the party would start at 8 p.m. He called his bar Tropical Ice, and on the poster was a picture of a Caribbean sunset, as well as a silhouette of a couple sitting under a palm tree on a beach. With cold fingers, he put the posters in a plastic bag and left the ship.

          
   

         Helene Berg took her daughter’s hand. She had been sitting with her in the cabin until the ambulance came, then she had sat next to her as the ambulance drove to the hospital. Now she sat beside her daughter’s hospital bed, watching her drift in and out of sleep. She was slightly surprised to see her daughter’s reaction to finding her boss in that state. Sure, Felicia was a sensitive girl in many ways, but she was also tougher than most. Who other than Felicia would survive an expedition in the middle of the freezing, stormy sea? Definitely not Helene.

         ‘Honey, how are you?’ Helene asked gently.

         Felicia looked at her mother, but she didn’t say anything. She pulled her hand away.

         ‘Tell me what happened,’ Helene tried again.

         ‘Mum, you’d never understand,’ Felicia said and turned her head towards the window. Sandra was sat by her desk at the station when Dennis peeked his head through the door. Neither Sandra nor Dennis had been able to say no when Camilla Stålberg had offered them their current positions earlier that autumn. Sandra already knew Dennis really wanted to stay on Smögen, and even if she thought it was a bit too uneventful in Sotenäs—at least during the colder months of the year—she had accepted the offer. It was an offer that meant a full-time position, and it was simply too good of an opportunity to pass on after years of being a poor student.

         ‘Are you coming to Hunnebo?’

         ‘What for?’ Sandra asked.

         ‘I think we should visit Kaj Malmberg’s sister. It doesn’t seem like his wife will be able to give us much more right now, and his sons are also still too shocked by this whole thing. I think it’s better if we talk to them again after tonight’s ceremony.’

         ‘Can we stop for scampi pizza first? Or is that not part of your pre-holiday diet?’ Sandra said and winked at Dennis.

         ‘We can share a pizza,’ Dennis said and slammed his hand a couple of times against the door frame to signal it was time to go.

         Sandra put her coat on and followed him. They got into their patrol car and left Kungshamn.

         ‘It hasn’t snowed this much here since the winter of 1942,’ Sandra said.

         ‘1942?’ Dennis repeated. Birgitta had also mentioned 1942. What was so special about it?

         ‘The winter of 1942 is famous out here,’ Sandra explained. ‘They even wrote about it in today’s paper. The harbour was completely frozen over, and children were jumping from ice floe to ice floe between Kleven and Smögen. I bet their parents loved that. The fishing boats were fishing in a small, ice-free channel, and starved workhorses pulled boxes of fish back and forth to town. Men stood on the ice for days to try to get food for their families.’

         ‘Sounds pretty cosy,’ Dennis said. ‘Imagine if you could go back in time to see how they managed.’

         ‘So long as you could come back whenever you wanted,’ Sandra said and picked up her phone.

         ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘Cod with shellfish sauce and dill potatoes,’ Sandra said, reading from the menu. ‘Maybe I should order that… But the scampi pizza’s so darn tasty.’

         ‘Let’s do some work first,’ Dennis said. ‘Business before pleasure, you know.’

         ‘I’m starving and freezing,’ Sandra said and looked out of the car window as Dennis drove towards the harbour in Hunnebo.

          
   

         Carsten was walking along the narrow streets. Although it was freezing cold outside, he felt snug when he thought about how frozen his moustache had been and how painful his red cheeks had felt out on the Arctic Ocean. He had spoiled himself with a proper spa treatment at Smögens Hafvsbad. A woman dressed in scrubs with a huge bosom and strong arms had given him a massage with oils scented with orange blossom and cedar wood. Then he had taken a sauna that warmed him up to his core. Next, he had trimmed his beard—keeping only short stubble and his moustache. Finally, the woman had given him a deep and exfoliating scrub, before patting his body with a cream she said would do wonders for his dry skin. His first instinct had been to invite her to the party the same night, but he hadn’t felt any desire for her. Although she had stroked every inch of his body, he hadn’t felt anything. It wasn’t like him at all. He decided to take a walk around Smögen to see if he might run into any more women on this island. Every street, corner and alleyway he had passed so far had been empty, and every store and café had been closed.

         He thought about Kaj Malmberg, who had been found in his cabin, perforated like a hedgehog. He had heard a couple of police officers mention it was the most brutal crime scene they had ever seen. What could Kaj have done to make someone so incredibly angry? And who was capable of murdering someone in that way? The thought it could be someone on board the ship had crossed his mind. In that case, it was probably a crew member, or one of the scientists. He was convinced it couldn’t have been one of the young scientists from abroad. Sure, both he and Jan thought they could be a bit awkward, but they definitely didn’t seem aggressive. If anything, they seemed pretty boring. And slightly overambitious. He met at least two groups of scientists every winter. A couple of the scientists stayed on the ship for a long time, while others left again after just a couple of weeks. Cheng was a Chinese scientist. He slept four hours per night, and when he was awake, he kept busy with experiments, tests and analyses. His thick glasses looked like two magnifying glasses when he examined the smallest elements of the sea through his microscope. He also studied the rulers of the Arctics—the polar bears. Cheng had asked Jimena to cook Asian food for him, but all she really did was cut the other crew members’ leftovers into smaller pieces and throw it all into a wok with ginger, chilli, lime, cilantro and sesame oil. It had been a real struggle to grow cilantro on board; at best, she had managed to keep the plants alive for two weeks. But according to Jimena, Cheng had been happy with her efforts. In the beginning, Jimena had tried to serve him the same food as everyone else—like meatballs with cream sauce, potatoes and lingonberries—but Cheng had said the Nordic diet upset his stomach.

         Carsten walked past a small yellow house with a pretty little mailbox hung on the fence. Someone had painted the sea, some cliffs and Hållö lighthouse on it. There were two names written on the mailbox. When he read the second name, he flinched. Could it be right?

         Carsten stood there for a while, hesitating. His freezing fingers fumbled with the lighter. He hadn’t had a cigarette since the spa. Suddenly, he realised his hand was knocking on the house’s little door. He waited for a while, but nobody opened it. He turned around and looked to the sea. From the top of the stairs, he could see all the way out to Hållö. What a nice place, he thought, before he decided to keep walking.

         ‘Come inside,’ a voice suddenly called from inside the house.

         Carsten knew that voice. It sounded weaker now than he remembered it, but he was sure it was her. He threw his cigarette into a pile of snow and walked up to the house again.

         ‘Hello?’ he shouted.

         ‘Mik?’ the voice called.

         He walked across the porch and into the hallway. Then he spotted a woman in a wheelchair sitting by the living room window.

         ‘Oh, Carsten, is it you?’ She looked up and covered her mouth with her hands in a surprised gesture.

         ‘Do you recognise me?’ he laughed.

         ‘Of course I do! Little Carsten.’

         He walked up to her and kissed her cheek.

         ‘And where’s Mik?’ he asked and had a look around the little house.

         ‘Do you want a cup of coffee?’ She pressed a button that made the wheelchair move towards the kitchen.

         ‘No, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll get it myself.’

         He walked into the little kitchen and grabbed a cup from one of the cupboards. He hadn’t seen Mik in fifteen years. Maybe the last time he had seen him was at a bar, or maybe they had passed each other on the street. He couldn’t remember. Something had happened and Mik had taken off. The fact he had a connection to Smögen rang a bell. Mik’s mother had lived here before her family had moved to Copenhagen. Carsten sat down across from her. She had taken care of him when he was a little boy. There had always been freshly made pancakes with strawberry jam when he came to visit. He wished his own mother had been more like Mik’s mum. But her night shifts at the factory had meant she was normally sleeping when he got home from school. She had always been tired. And he wasn’t sure if he had ever seen her completely sober.

         ‘Mik’s just running an errand,’ she said. ‘He should be back soon.’

         She uncorked a bottle she must have got while Carsten was out in the kitchen.

         ‘No, thanks,’ Carsten said. ‘I need to be back at work again at 4 p.m.’

         She glanced at the clock on the wall and smiled.

         ‘Just a tiny one, then?’ she said with a sparkle in her eye.

         ‘Why the hell not,’ Carsten said and laughed. Mik’s mother had certainly aged, but he could tell she was as mischievous as ever.

         As soon as they had emptied their little glasses, she rolled over to a glass cabinet by the wall. She opened the door and put the bottle and glasses back in their places, before rolling back to him by the table.

         ‘So how is Mik?’ Carsten asked.

         ‘Good,’ his mother said loyally.

         ‘But that thing that happened… He took it pretty hard, right?’ Carsten said. Maybe he shouldn’t have asked, but the question had slipped out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It took him quite a few years to process it, and I can’t say he’s completely over it yet.’

         ‘No, certain jobs are just like women,’ Carsten said. ‘You need to find a new one before you can get over the old one.’ He laughed and put a hand on her shoulder.

         ‘You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘But he can’t do anything else. He’s a police officer, nothing else.’

         ‘So what does he do now?’ Carsten asked. ‘He has to make a living somehow?’

         ‘He’s fishing and looking after me,’ she said and smiled. ‘But now I want to hear about you. Did you get married yet?’

         Carsten laughed at her bluntness and told her about how he had worked on the sea for the last couple of years, which meant he didn’t have time for a family.

         ‘But it’s not too late,’ she smiled. ‘You’re still just as handsome as you were before.’

         ‘Well, only old mums would agree with you on that,’ Carsten said and pretended to be humble.

         The coffee break with his childhood friend’s mother had done him good, and he felt warm inside when he stepped out into the cold again. The thermometer on the wall read -20°C. It was freezing, but at least the weather was calm for now. Carsten had given Mik’s mum one of his posters, and he had left his phone number behind, in case Mik felt like having a beer with him later.

          
   

         ‘This must be it,’ Sandra said when she saw a white house with a big balcony on the second floor, and four huge panoramic windows on the first floor.

         The house was located on a hill and overlooked the guest harbour. The sun shone down on the frozen and silent harbour. It was empty, except for the Swedish Sea Rescue Society’s rescue vessel that was docked there. In a couple of months, this wintery fishing town would be overrun by happy tourists hurrying in and out of the little shops to buy the latest sailing clothes and marine interior design of the season. But right now, it was hard to even imagine the lively atmosphere of Sotenäs festival that would take place there in July. During the festival, the promenade along the water would be so full of stands and tourists that it would be hard to get from one side to the other. Dennis knocked on the door as he peeked in through the kitchen window next to the front door. He flinched when the door opened.

         ‘Please, come in and take off your shoes. I’m Sam. Mum’s waiting for you,’ the young man with the African appearance said. He was tall, and his dark skin glistened against the white landscape in the background. The hallway turned into a big living room, and just like one would imagine, the view of St. Görans Island and Feskholmen was breathtaking. The blue sky rested over Hunnebostrand, and the small town was covered in ice crystals and snow. Sam showed them to a room situated to the left of the living room. The two French doors leading into the room were open, and the lady of the house had carefully placed a couple of wicker chairs, dressed in skins from zebras and other exotic animals, in the middle of the room. Sandra and Dennis had a look around. Three animal heads with huge horns hung on the medallion wallpaper that covered one of the walls caught their attention.

         ‘African buffalo,’ a voice said behind them. Sandra and Dennis turned around and were met by a smiling Aina Malmberg.

         ‘Syncerus caffer,’ Sandra said confidently. ‘Africa’s most dangerous animal.’

         ‘Have a seat,’ Aina said and pointed to the wicker chairs. She didn’t seem impressed by Sandra’s knowledge.

         ‘Sure,’ Dennis said after a moment of silence. He heard Sandra stifle a laugh next to him and elbowed her gently in the stomach before sitting down on something that looked like an ocelot fur.

         ‘Do you hunt?’ Sandra asked. The question wasn’t really necessary, but she simply couldn’t think of anything else to say, given the amount of exotic animal heads in the room. To her surprise, Aina shook her head.

         ‘I work as a guide and scientist in Africa. Sometimes the situation requires you to shoot an animal, but I’m actually thoroughly against hunting. These buffalos were all a threat to one of my team members at one point.’

         ‘Oh,’ Dennis said and studied the room. ‘You must have travelled quite a bit.’

         Aina sat down across from him with her back straight and her legs wide apart, as if she was ready for whatever was coming her way. Her long hair was bleached by the sun. It had streaks of grey in it and was woven into two untidy braids. She was wearing a light khaki shirt and matching trousers. The African sun had made her skin mahogany-coloured. Even though she was probably in her sixties, she was one of the most beautiful women Dennis had ever seen.

         ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ she asked just as Sam entered the room carrying a silver tray with glass cups decorated with gold.

         Dennis looked at Sandra, who shrugged her shoulders. The woman of the house radiated an aura of authority that made them both lost for words.

         The tea was dark red and smelled like cardamom. Aina added a heaped spoonful of sugar to her tea and stirred it until the sugar crystals had dissolved in the hot liquid. Sandra followed her example, but only took half a spoon of sugar. Dennis did the same, even if he hadn’t put sugar in his tea or coffee for at least twenty years.

         ‘We’ve found your brother, Kaj Malmberg, dead on board the research vessel Idun,’ Sandra said seriously.

         ‘I heard,’ Aina said and stirred her tea a little bit more before bringing the cup up to her lips. ‘Birgitta called me this morning.’

         ‘Were you close?’ Dennis asked.

         Aina gazed through the window and followed the rescue vessel as it was leaving the harbour.

         ‘We were very similar, Kaj and me,’ Aina said. ‘In certain ways. But we were very different in other ways. His science was focused on microscopic animals in freezing cold water, while I’ve always been more interested in bigger animals that like it in the dryer and hotter parts of the world.’

         ‘When was the last time you saw Kaj?’ Sandra asked and noticed Aina was already talking about her brother as a person who was no longer with them. In most cases, members of the victim’s family had a hard time accepting their loved one had been taken from them so suddenly.

         ‘I met him before he left for his last expedition. Must have been in the beginning of November. He stopped by to say goodbye. The week after that, me and Sam went to South Africa for a mission. We came back home last night.’

         ‘We think Kaj was murdered sometime between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m. last night. Where were you at that time?’ Sandra asked.

         Aina glanced at Dennis as if trying to determine if he found the woman next to him fully sane. But Dennis looked down into his tea and avoided her gaze.

         ‘I drove straight home from the airport. Sam and I arrived at the house around midnight,’ Aina said and started putting the empty teacups back onto the tray.

         A little while later as they stood in the hallway, Dennis reached his hand out for a handshake. Aina reluctantly took it.

         ‘Thanks for the tea! We’ll be in touch,’ he said.

         Sandra was already walking down the stairs. She lifted her hands up to her ears to protect them against the cold. When she got to their car, she stomped her boots in the snow to signal to Dennis he needed to hurry up. Dennis unlocked the car and smiled at Aina as he made his way down to where it was parked.

         Dennis silently drove north via Södra Hamngatan.

         ‘Pizza time?’ Sandra asked.

         ‘Pizza with crawfish, crème fraiche and red onion.’

         ‘Ocean Breeze, you mean?’ Sandra said. She knew the pizza menu like the back of her hand.

         ‘Yeah, but I’m adding asparagus to mine,’ Dennis said.

         ‘Oh, almost like the scampi pizza?’

         ‘Exactly,’ Dennis said. ‘It’s the best.’

         ‘I’m willing to try it,’ Sandra said, ‘if you tell me what you think about Aina Malmberg.’

         ‘What I think?’ Dennis said and kept his eyes on the road.

         ‘Hot, for a woman around seventy.’

         ‘Jesus, Sandra. She isn’t seventy. Fifty-eight, tops.’

         Sandra immediately turned to her phone and started searching her birthday-finding app.

         ‘She turns sixty-seven in June,’ she said after a couple of seconds, sounding smug.

         ‘Did you want pizza, or what?’ Dennis asked and parked the car outside the pizzeria, very close to the pink granite wall that protruded against the sky.
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