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1
            PROLOGUE

         

         He filled the birchbark cup from a small stream, the water cold and clear. It was late October and the snow was already powdering the mountain peaks around him.

         To the east, Strandåtinden rose into the sky, its sheer rock face glittering like silver in the bright autumn light. He took out his pad and charcoal and quickly sketched it – the mountain contrasting with the dark sky. He sketched several images in quick succession. He knew it would take time to capture the soul of the mountain – that these drawings were not worth any more than the kitsch daubs sold on the streets of capital cities from Oslo to Madrid.

         Only when his fingers became numb with the cold did he return the drawing materials to his bag and continue further along the valley. Traversing the rugged terrain, he warmed up again quickly. According to the map he’d been given at the hotel, his destination wasn’t far away, but the final climb was a stiff one – some two hundred metres up a steep mountainside. He knew it would be worth the effort. When he crawled out of his sleeping bag in the morning, he would have a perfect view across the valley and the surrounding mountains. By now he was in a hurry – it was already gone four and the daylight was fading. He shouldn’t have taken out his sketchpad. Whenever he started drawing, he lost all track of time.

         When he reached the foot of the ridge it was twilight. He had to switch on his head torch so that he could pick out the narrow trail. He was not an experienced mountaineer, but he knew enough to tell that this was a seldom-used route. The pine roots winding their way across the path were brown rather than the shades of grey and white that might have been expected had they been worn down by shoes and hooves.2

         Halfway up the hill he stopped – his throat was on fire and his woollen shirt was soaked through. But as soon as he stopped moving, he began to shiver.

         He forced himself to move on. He half-heartedly made a promise to himself that he would quit smoking.

         The sight that greeted him at the top of his climb made him forget all about the cold and his aching limbs. At the end of a ragged avenue of birches there was a building. This discovery came as a surprise – according to the map, there were no cabins up here.

         He scrutinised the single-storey building from a distance. It looked uninhabited. There were no lights on outside, and no curtains drawn in the windows. Nor did it look like a typical Norwegian cabin. The design was more functionalist in its style – clean lines and sharp corners. The exception to this was the door, which was reddish in hue – almost henna-coloured – with a curved lintel. A black wooden batten had been fixed to the doorposts, as if the owner wanted to prevent anyone from getting out of the building rather than to stop them breaking in.

         He slowly approached the low cabin. The tangle of birch branches soon formed a roof above him and beneath this it was noticeably darker. Thus it took him a little time to notice what was hanging from a branch ahead of him: a cage suspended from a chain. The cage was oval in shape and rusty – but it wasn’t empty. Something was moving inside it. Quick, restless movements. He stepped closer for a better look: a raven.

         The bird stared at him with its dark eyes before emitting three loud caws and hopping around the bottom of the cage. The movement made the chain jangle.

         No sooner had the raven finished its monologue than it received a response from further down the avenue of trees. He shifted the beam from his head torch to follow the sounds and discovered another six cages. They were hanging from the branches like dark cocoons. Seven cages. Seven live ravens.3

         The beam of light had the same effect on the six other ravens as it had on the first: they broadcast their warning cries, and their movements made the cages dance on their chains.

         He was overwhelmed by the noise of the birds and pressed the palms of his hands over his ears, doubting for the first time whether he ought to continue towards the red door.

         All of a sudden, the commotion died down. The raven in the cage closest to him turned its head. He had the impression that the birds were staring at something behind him. Was that a movement he saw reflected in the bird’s dark eyes?

         He turned around.

         A figure was calmly approaching him. The stranger’s shadow dominated the avenue behind them as if they were pulling the darkness along in their wake.

         The face.

         There was something odd about the person’s face.

         A little voice in his head was begging him to run, to get away from that place, but he stayed where he was. He felt his bladder give way and warm urine drip down his legs as the stranger stopped in front of him and the grotesque face cracked open.4

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER 1

         

         JAKOB WEBER

         November brought the wind and rain; it gave the daylight a sombre tint and transformed the town into a backdrop of grey façades, fleeting figures, bare treetops and blackened patches of grass. Bodø locals always said that autumn was yellow: a reference to the football team’s frequent upturn in form during the season. But often it was just dark, like now.

         In past years, Jakob had looked forward to the final month of autumn. The wood-burning stove that left the scent of birch around the house. Dinner with friends as the northerlies pummelled the walls. The play of lights in the warmth of the homestead a contrast to the dark outside.

         This year it was different. As autumn drew towards its close, a melancholy took hold of him. A time of inner darkness. November was the month when Lise had left him. It was a year since the funeral and he was still possessed by grief. It wasn’t as sharp and piercing as it had been at first; instead it was heavier and more stubborn. Sometimes he awoke in the middle of the night and lay there fretting that he would never feel any better.

         Perhaps snowfall would come soon and illuminate the world from below. In Jakob’s childhood, winter had been known to arrive on the Bodø peninsula as early as late October, but now it wasn’t guaranteed that there would be any snow at all. It felt as if everything was changing while he was standing still. There wasn’t much that made sense in November.

         ‘Wasn’t this the turning?’

         Ola André’s voice made Jakob apply the brakes. The car stopped halfway across the intersection and the SUV behind them honked and flashed its lights. Jakob drove on through the intersection and then turned around at the next roundabout to drive back the way he had just come.6

         ‘Sorry – I was completely lost in my thoughts there.’

         ‘Lise?’

         ‘Yes.’ Ola André didn’t ask any more questions. They had visited Lise’s grave together on All Hallows’ Eve, and Ola André had surprised him by producing a small ceramic angel.

         ‘It was Mum’s,’ he’d said, before putting the figurine down next to the lit lantern.

         It had been a year. A year since Lise left him. But he still sometimes reached out to her when half asleep, finding nothing but empty space beside him in the bed. And for almost half of that time, the boy – Jakob still had to remind himself sometimes that he was his half-brother – had lived with him.

         Ola André had travelled from the isolated municipality of Beiarn to Bodø just a few days after the death of his own mother, showing up completely unannounced at Jakob’s door. Two half-brothers unexpectedly brought together by their own personal grief.

         The time that had followed had been a learning experience for them both. But Ola André, now sixteen, was still a mystery to Jakob. Some days the boy was talkative and lively; others – like today – he was mostly silent.

         Armann – one of his colleagues down at the station – had summed the situation up: ‘You’ve spent scarcely six months learning what other fathers take the first fifteen years to realise: you’ll never understand your kids.’

         ‘Bold words for a man who barely knows himself,’ had been Fine’s interjection – she was Armann’s investigative partner. Jakob remembered that the two of them had laughed.

         But Armann had most definitely been right in his assertion. Ola André was a puzzle box.

         The nursing home was in East, just a few minutes from the biggest shopping mall in Nordland. Jakob parked on the opposite side of the street. He knew he ought to visit his mother more often – as he got out of the car, he promised himself, as he did on every 7visit, that from now on he’d be a better son. His guilty conscience was hardly improved by the staff making up excuses on his behalf: ‘You have such an important job,’ they’d say.

         ‘Why did they call the home “Stadiontunet”?’ Ola André asked as they crossed the street. ‘The football stadium is further down towards town.’

         ‘There used to be a football pitch here,’ Jakob replied. ‘In the winter they used it as a shooting range. I remember my dad – our dad – brought me a couple of times. I wasn’t very good.’

         ‘I’m guessing you never heard the end of it from Manfred.’

         Jakob didn’t answer. Their father, Manfred Weber, was a subject they avoided if at all possible. Jakob opened the door and let Ola André lead the way inside. The display mounted on the wall in the reception area announced that it was ‘International Waffle Day’.

         ‘Eva is looking forward to seeing you,’ said the nurse. Jakob remembered her from the previous visit. Her name tag read Inez. She was from Spain. Or was it Portugal? At any rate, Inez spoke the local north Norwegian dialect with the soft notes of the Iberian peninsula. He noticed the way she was staring at Ola André. Bodø was probably small enough for the rumour of Jakob’s half-brother to have reached the nursing home too.

         ‘Thanks,’ was all he said. He might have added ‘I doubt it,’ but that would have been unfair to Inez. She was only doing her job.

         Eva lived on the third floor. It was a small room with a view of the street outside the home – Gamle Riksvei, it was called. The same road ran on to the police station. As the crow flew, Jakob worked less than eight hundred metres from the institution caring for his own mother.

         They took the lift up, and the doors parted onto a corridor that upon first glance looked like it belonged in a hotel, at least until the visitor spotted the yellow vinyl flooring and the mismatched door signs. Outdoor shoes were lined up outside some of the doors, often with a shoe horn protruding from the uppers.8

         ‘Eva’s in room 304.’ Jakob pointed towards a door at the far end of the corridor on the left-hand side, noticing as he did so the sadness that always manifested itself when he came to visit. In the early years, when the dementia had occasionally taken a break – at least that was how he conceptualised the illness – her face had brightened when she saw him. On days like that they had talked for a long time, usually about his childhood.

         Then things had changed. From one month to the next she no longer recognised him and would be angry or frightened whenever he turned up in her room. But Jakob usually managed to calm her down.

         Now the rage was gone. Instead, Eva just sat there in her easy chair in front of the TV, staring at the screen without really seeing the flickering pictures on it. She didn’t react when he turned the programme off. This indifference was worse than the violent mood swings, because it removed all hope that he would ever get his mother back. The person in that chair was a stranger – as much to herself as to him.

         Ola André knocked and opened the door. The tiny room was bright and tidy, and smelled freshly cleaned. Today found Eva not in front of the TV but in the chair by the window. She wore a simple green dress and her hair was styled. Inez’s handiwork, Jakob guessed. He had to remember to thank her properly.

         Eva slowly turned towards them. As usual, her face was blank and her eyes expressionless. There were no facial expressions, no hint that she recognised him. She was a porcelain doll.

         Then the porcelain cracked. Eva’s eyes widened and her lips burst into a smile he hadn’t seen in a long time. She leaned against the edge of the table and got to her feet under her own steam. The sudden activity jolted him. He took a step forward, afraid she would fall.

         ‘Ah, there you are, Jakob!’ Her voice was warm. She sounded happy. Excited, almost.

         Eva took a few unsteady steps towards Jakob before leaning forward to embrace Ola André.9

         ‘How good to see you, my dear.’

         Ola André looked up at Jakob in surprise before gently putting his arms around Eva.

         It didn’t take long for Eva to slip away from them again, but in that brief period of time Jakob couldn’t take his eyes off Ola André and Eva. It was like seeing himself from the outside. Like studying his mother and himself during his own childhood. Jakob didn’t quite know how he felt – or what he ought to feel.

         Ola André played the role of understudy well. He held the old woman’s hand and nodded and smiled at what she said. An outsider would have assumed the duo were grandmother and grandson, rather than strangers who had just met each other.

         Afterwards, in the corridor outside Eva’s room, Jakob put his hand on Ola André’s shoulder.

         ‘Thanks.’

         The boy looked up at him and Jakob saw himself in his half-brother’s face. Saw what Eva must also have seen.

         Ola André nodded and made for the lift.

         
             

         

         On the way back to the car, Jakob’s mobile vibrated in his inside pocket. The display said Ronald Janook was calling. He was head of forensics.

         ‘I’ve got to take this,’ Jakob said to Ola André.

         ‘You said you had today off.’

         ‘I … Hmm. I’ll be quick.’

         Ola André got into the car.

         ‘Yes?’ Jakob said, answering the call.

         ‘I was looking for you at the office,’ was the first thing Ronald said.

         ‘I’m taking some time in lieu this afternoon,’ Jakob replied, more defensively than he had intended. The last time he had checked, he had 305 hours of lieu time banked. Not to mention all the overtime that he never got around to claiming. ‘What is it?’10

         ‘Hard to say. I was just rung by an ambulance driver out on a routine call. What he told me didn’t sound routine at all.’ Ronald briefly outlined what the paramedic had said.

         ‘I agree,’ Jakob said. ‘That sounds like one for the police. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Where are you?’

         ‘Already on my way,’ Ronald replied.

         ‘Good. Then I’ll see you in about an hour.’
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            CHAPTER 2

         

         TUVA MJELDE

         ‘Cheers!’ Tuva raised her glass. Katja and Britt clinked their glasses against hers. It didn’t exactly sound like crystal, but the plastic cups they were drinking from were filled with vintage Krug champagne. The use of cheap plastic was justified: you simply did not take crystal glassware into a sauna.

         Tuva knocked back half her glass in one go and then topped up the other two’s before her own. The bottle was in a wine cooler but the wood stove in the sauna had pushed the temperature up to eighty-four degrees Celsius. First some bubbly, then they would cool off in the sea. The order of things had always been important to members of the Kjerringøy Women’s Naked Bathing Club.

         ‘Another toast, girls!’ Katja squinted through the finder of her Polaroid camera. Tuva automatically placed her hand over the bruise on her left shoulder, now just a shadow of the original dark-purple, fist-sized mark. Katja raised an eyebrow, as if to say: damn it girl, you have nothing to be ashamed of. Then she pressed the shutter button. The camera emitted a whirring sound before spitting out the still-undeveloped photo. Katja briefly left the sauna to put the camera and picture aside.

         Except in the summer months, the club met regularly. Tuva had founded it two years previously, not long after returning to her roots in Kjerringøy. They had only missed one session, when a particularly bad February storm had taken out the entire sauna and parts of the jetty it stood on. Britt had moved back to the area at around the same time as Tuva, while Katja had turned up six months later. Now the three newcomers represented the hard core of the club.

         ‘We out of champers?’ Britt asked hopefully, holding out her glass to Tuva.12

         ‘Afraid so. And you know what that means…’

         Britt peered out through the porthole in the door. The water in the private harbour in Fjære was completely still. The thermometer outside was showing minus three. ‘Why exactly do we do this?’

         Tuva and Katja looked at each other meaningfully. Britt always asked the same question when it was time to jump in. And the answer she got was always the same. ‘Because if we didn’t then we’d be the Kjerringøy Women’s Naked Club,’ Tuva replied.

         ‘And that sounds kind of tacky,’ Katja added.

         ‘Right,’ Britt sighed in agreement. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

         They put on their swim socks and each put on a dressing gown. Tuva opened the door and cold air flowed into the sauna. Under the towelling their skin began to form goosebumps.

         In the sky, the northern lights were flickering from north to south, making the sea glow in shades of purple, glacial green and emerald.

         Tuva stretched her arms over her head. She felt at once big and small. As if she were at the centre of a universe in motion. Sometimes she missed the hustle and bustle of life in Oslo, but there was a time for everything. Moving north had been the right choice – in fact, the only choice.

         The jetty and sauna belonged to the Meile Foundation, a voluntary organisation that helped people deal with a range of addictions. The managing director of the foundation, Hermann Kjerschow, was an acquaintance of Tuva’s. Well, more than an acquaintance … They had both studied at the Bodø Graduate School of Business and had frequented the same circles as Otto Jahrberg, one of Bodø’s wealthiest men.

         They had also briefly dated. When Tuva had later met Hermann at a party in Oslo, he had acted as if the relationship had never happened, which had suited Tuva down to the ground. By then she had been with Emilio.

         Emilio…13

         She had met Emilio in Barcelona while he had been working as a freelance photographer for the La Vanguardia newspaper. After a few romantic weekends in Paris, Brussels and Amsterdam, she had plucked up the courage to invite Emilio to Oslo. There, she had introduced him to her friends, colleagues and acquaintances, including Hermann. A year later they had escaped the capital and moved to Kjerringøy.

         It had been Emilio who had suggested that they should move. Tuva had been both surprised and delighted by the suggestion. Her homecoming, however, had not been quite as she had pictured it.

         Her relationship with Emilio had begun to falter – he had become increasingly absent, both physically and mentally. Sometimes Tuva even felt alone when they were eating dinner or watching TV together. Then there were the rapid mood swings.

         For a boy from the big city, the transition to life in a small rural community had been abrupt, and one day Emilio had simply left without saying a word. Tuva’s initial emotion had been one of relief, followed by a guilty conscience. She perceived the break-up as a defeat, but the way that it had happened – Emilio ghosting her – was what hurt the most.

         ‘So the chicks are off for a swim, are they?’

         Tuva turned towards the voice. A guy in an oversized woollen sweater and grey wadmal trousers was standing on the jetty some distance from the sauna. It was difficult to tell what age he was. Tuva guessed somewhere between forty and fifty. The man was holding a cigarette between his fingers. His thinning hair seemed to have been dyed blond, and his lean face was characterised by its pronounced cheekbones.

         ‘This is private property,’ Tuva replied.

         ‘The air is for everyone.’ The man took a drag on his cigarette. Then he exhaled a bluish-grey streak of smoke that lingered above his head in the still air.

         ‘You don’t understand.’ Tuva tightened the sash of her dressing 14gown. ‘Hermann Kjerschow lends us this jetty and sauna once a month, and when he does it’s up to us who gets to be here.’

         The man took a couple of steps towards them. His eyes were grey, almost colourless – a stark contrast to the northern lights above them.

         ‘Hermann Kjerschow indeed. Quite a guy. Hit Oslo hard. These days he’s a bigwig in Kjerringøy. Some people always land on their feet, no matter how badly things go. But that’s not true for everyone, is it?’ The man’s eyes flickered from Tuva to Britt.

         ‘What are you talking about?’ Tuva felt herself getting angry – this man was ruining their evening.

         Katja came to stand next to Tuva. ‘Don’t you understand what we’re saying? Get lost!’ Her voice was harsh and left no room for discussion.

         The man turned his attention to her, holding her gaze, but Katja wasn’t easily frightened. She stared right back at the man until he looked down at the jetty with a crooked grin that revealed teeth stained yellow by nicotine.

         ‘No two snowflakes are alike,’ he muttered, flicking the cigarette towards them. It landed right in front of their neoprene socks, its glowing tip hissing against the ice crystals on the jetty before it went out. ‘You have a good swim now.’

         ‘Who are you?’ Tuva asked.

         The man didn’t answer. He shoved his hands in his pockets and disappeared around the corner of the boathouse. Tuva knew that the path went from there, past the Meile Foundation building and the driveway, and onto the main road.

         ‘What a creep,’ said Britt. ‘The way he looked at us was freaking me out. Do you know him, Katja? He seemed to have some respect for you.’

         Katja shook her head. ‘I meant to ask you the same thing. But no, I don’t know who he is. There’s no doubt about it though – he was fantasising about getting better acquainted with these two.’ Katja stuck her hands inside her dressing gown and pushed her 15breasts together. ‘But if he’d hit us with that cigarette then I’d have run over and kicked him in the balls.’

         Tuva had no doubt that Katja would have done just that. Why wasn’t she more like her friend? A little tougher. Someone who took crap from no one. Someone who set her own boundaries and thrived in her own company.

         ‘What do you think he was doing down here?’ Britt asked.

         ‘He looked like one of Hermann’s clients,’ Tuva replied. ‘They seem to wear hiking gear all the time.’

         Tuva went over to the corner of the boathouse and peered up towards the Meile Foundation building. She could see a couple of people at one of the windows on the second floor, engaged in conversation – or at any rate that was what their gesticulations indicated. Of the man in the wadmal trousers there was no sign.

         ‘He may have nothing to do with the foundation,’ she added. ‘I’d never met him until just now.’

         ‘Why don’t we … just skip the swim?’ said Britt.

         ‘Out of the question!’ Tuva retorted. ‘That’s just letting scumbags like him win. “Victim mentality” we call it.’

         ‘Bloody right,’ said Katja.

         ‘Okay,’ Britt said meekly, and Tuva realised that she was taking their replies as a reprimand. That was the problem with Britt. She always turned back on herself. She made herself small in the eyes of others rather than standing up for her own views.

         They headed for the gangway that connected the main jetty with a narrow pontoon – which projected some ten metres into the tiny harbour basin.

         Tuva took off her dressing gown and ran towards the end of the pontoon. At the edge, she steeled herself and took the plunge. She hit the surface of the water at a perfect forty-five-degree angle, cutting down into the clear, ice-cold depths. She broke the surface five metres from the side. She screamed at the sky until the shock of the cold was replaced by a blessed feeling of warmth.

         There was a splash, and Katja appeared at her side, shivering. 16She lay on her back like Tuva was doing, and together they floated weightlessly side by side, until Tuva noticed that Britt was missing.

         She was still standing on the edge of the jetty, her arms crossed over her breasts.

         ‘Come on!’ Tuva encouraged her. ‘It’s only cold for the first few seconds, and that moron’s gone.’

         ‘Are you absolutely sure?’

         Tuva looked up towards the main jetty, which was in semi-darkness. The only source of light was a lamp at the corner of the boathouse. She couldn’t see anyone in its circle.

         ‘Quite sure,’ she replied. ‘Jump in!’

         Britt took a couple of steps back before running towards the edge and taking a leap.

         Unlike Tuva and Katja, Britt went into the sea legs first. She hit the water, her toes pointing sharply downward as she disappeared from view. ‘Graceful as an anvil,’ said Katja. Tuva didn’t laugh at the quip. Britt was their whipping boy a little too often – jokes and slurs were made at her expense and no one else’s. It was never meant maliciously, but it could end up being too much.

         ‘Where’s she got to?’ Katja whispered after a moment.

         Tuva rotated in a circle. The wake from Britt’s plunge had dissipated and the surface of the water was shiny once again. As if she had never jumped in.

         A big bubble of air followed by several small ones broke the surface in front of her. Tuva didn’t hesitate – she kicked her legs and dived.

         The water was clear, but the northern lights were too faint to penetrate the water. A metre down and Tuva could barely see her hand in front of her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a movement – something fluttering and bright to her left. She changed course. She took two strokes and caught sight of Britt. Her hair was moving in a frenetic dance above her head, her arms floundering. Britt was stuck to something.

         Tuva grabbed one of her friend’s arms, wrapping her hand 17around her wrist, and kicked. She could already feel her lungs beginning to burn.

         Come on!

         She kicked for all she was worth and didn’t notice Katja until she gripped her under the arms and pulled her upward. Tuva kept hold of Britt’s wrist as she used the final strength in her legs to kick again, realising that she was finally rising. She broke the surface and immediately gasped for air.

         
             

         

         Britt vomited seawater. She retched so hard the pontoon jetty shook. Tuva wrapped the dressing gown around Britt’s trembling body.

         ‘What happened?’ Katja asked.

         Britt had to take several deep breaths before she could manage to answer. ‘I … I don’t know,’ she stammered. ‘When I jumped in, I went down further than I expected. My foot got tangled in something when I took my first stroke.’ She was rocking back and forth as she spoke. ‘It was so dark down there. So cold. But it didn’t … it didn’t feel like I was alone…’

         Tuva put her arms around her friend. ‘You’ve had a shock. But it’s okay. Let’s head back to my place and get a fire going. We’ll put something a little stronger than champagne in our glasses. What do you say?’

         Britt nodded and wiped away the tears as Tuva helped her to her feet.

         They were halfway towards the gangway up to the main jetty when they heard the sound of an air bubble bursting – judging by the sloshing sound, a big bubble. It was followed by several smaller ones, and the water began to churn around the spot where Britt had jumped in.

         ‘What’s…?’ Katja got no further before she had to put a hand over her nose and mouth. ‘Jesus Christ. That stinks!’ she gasped through the palm of her hand.

         Tuva couldn’t even manage an answer. The stench – an all-18enveloping, sickly smell, reminiscent of rotten eggs and rancid fish entrails – enveloped them. Tuva walked closer to the edge, her hand over her nose. She saw discolouration in the water where it was bubbling most violently – something yellow and brown.

         ‘Eww!’ Katja groaned. ‘Good thing that didn’t happen while we were out there. Maybe a sewage pipe’s burst?’

         ‘Must be something like that,’ Tuva murmured.

         She glanced behind her. Britt was rooted to the spot.

         ‘Is there something moving down there?’ Tuva pointed. Katja came closer.

         There was something whitish under the water. It reminded her of a fish being hauled out of the sea. The bright belly was often the first thing a fisherman saw. but this was no fish; it was something bigger. Rubbish? A tarpaulin or a barrel dumped into the sea? Perhaps it had come loose when Britt had kicked it.

         Slowly, almost majestically, the object rose to the surface. It broke through the water with a muffled splash, sending small waves lapping against the pontoon. Katja let out something between a gasp and a sob. Tuva ignored her. She knew where she had seen that sunshine yellow anorak before, but it was as if her brain couldn’t keep up, couldn’t make the connection. She even knew what it was like to run the palm of her hand over the material. She knew its texture. His scent. Always an aftershave with dark notes.

         His scent. 

         Her gaze was drawn to the tousled dark curls over the arc of white. Past and present merged into one, and Tuva realised she was looking at a face. The remains of a face, with ragged strips of flesh still adhering to the skull and black, empty eye sockets staring at her.

         She didn’t want to gaze into that abyss, but she was unable to look away. The once full lips had been eaten away by fish and small sea creatures, leaving only grimacing teeth.

         She saw everything clearly now: Emilio’s jacket. Emilio’s teeth. Emilio’s face.19

         Tuva didn’t realise that the cry – the shrill, desperate howl – was coming from her own throat until Katja put her arms around her shoulders and gently moved her back along the pontoon and away from the thing in the water.
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            CHAPTER 3

         

         NOORA YUN SANDE

         She managed two and a half kilometres before the pain in her hip made it impossible to run any further. Noora limped over to one of the benches in Rensåsen, Bodø’s main municipal park. She sat down and soaked in the autumn sunshine, her sore foot stretched out in front of her as she massaged the outside of her hip. She could feel the contour of the scar under her running tights. She blinked away the sweat dripping down into her eyes.

         Two and a half kilometres in fifteen minutes and thirty-five seconds. Before the injury, she’d run three in ten minutes, nineteen seconds. Both the surgeon who’d operated on her and the physiotherapist she saw twice a week had advised Noora not to strain her foot like this.

         Easy for them to say. They weren’t risking being stuck on desk duty if the injury turned out to be one obstacle too many for operational duties. So Noora ran. Daily. And when she got home, she took one or two of the painkillers her GP had prescribed. Codeine-acetaminophen: a morphine-based drug with potentially exciting side effects, including confusion, loss of appetite and hallucinations. The GP had made it abundantly clear that she had to stick to the recommended dosage. Sometimes, however, it wasn’t enough, and Noora would combine it with a glass of wine or two. Then she felt almost fine.

         Arriving home at Nordlysbuen 9D, she locked the front door behind her. When she had come to Bodø, she had only planned to stay with Ellen for a couple of weeks, until she found a place of her own. But the injury she had picked up on the island of Røst had almost killed her. So Noora had been grateful to Ellen that she could remain with her until she was back on track, both physically and mentally. In fact, they were now discussing renting 21a bigger flat together – a place with enough space to allow them to have visitors without disturbing each other.

         That said, Ellen had complained to Noora on more than one occasion that the men of Bodø were worse than dried cod. ‘Too many Peter Pans and not enough proper men.’

         When Noora had asked what Ellen meant by ‘Peter Pans’, she had said: ‘Thirty-year-olds who refuse to grow up. If you date a guy like that, the chances of him moving in with his mum are greater than they are of him moving in with you.’

         Ellen wasn’t at home. Lately, her friend had been working late. Flamme Architects, where she worked, had recently been awarded a major tender: an urban renewal project arising from the proposed relocation of the airport, which would free up new land. Ellen had mentioned contracts worth tens of millions of kroner. It was now all hands on deck – or at the drawing boards – in the rush to produce the necessary plans.

         Noora gulped down a tablet and got into the shower, letting the warm water stream down over her hip until the pain stopped. Afterwards, she cooked herself an omelette, made a coffee and took the cup with her to the desk where her computer was.

         She was now working three days a week until further notice. These three days included set appointments with the police district psychologist. Her conversations with the psychologist – an older guy who looked like a faded soap star from the eighties, with dyed hair and brand-new teeth – were not a complete waste of time. It helped to talk about what had happened on Røst. But Noora was unable to lower her guard completely. She didn’t share everything with him, because it was ultimately the psychologist who was going to evaluate her fitness to work. Chief of Police Telle expected a clear recommendation from him before Noora was allowed to return full-time.

         Her inbox contained a message from HR about holiday leave and the Christmas period. The canteen had also sent one of its usual reminders asking that all coffee mugs sitting in the many 22offices in the building be returned immediately. The third email was from Josefine Skog. ‘Fine’ as she was usually called – was Armann Femris’s investigative partner and Noora and Jakob’s colleague at the police station. Noora had recently worked with Fine on the Iselin Hanssen case.

         Iselin, a nineteen-year-old girl from Bodø, had been abducted, and physically and sexually assaulted that summer. The case was one of the most serious Noora had ever seen. Unfortunately, they were dealing with a skilled – or lucky – perpetrator. After many hundreds of hours of persistent effort they had still not secured a breakthrough. There was not a single biological trace. Ronald Janook, head of forensics, had described it as ‘most unusual’.

         Noora clicked on the email:

         
            Subject: Facial recognition

            
                

            

            Hi Noora,

            
                

            

            We know that Iselin had been in Oslo a few months before her abduction. She only has vague recollections of the trip, and to date we haven’t viewed Stein-Jarle Lie (her travel companion) as a suspect. But what did the two of them actually do in Oslo? With the exception of the CCTV at Oslo Plaza, we don’t have any verifiable images of Iselin. My question to you is as follows: could Kripos run a search of social media? I’ve heard rumours about a facial-recognition program that might turn up some results. Since you worked at Kripos back in the day, perhaps you could ask whether this might be possible?

            
                

            

            Best wishes, Fine

         

         Noora leaned back in her chair. She didn’t like getting in touch with her old place of work. There was a reason why she’d left Kripos – a reason that no one other than Ellen was aware of. Noora pulled 23up the internal directory for Kripos and read through the names of the detectives. One of them made her stop. Mia Brandt.

         Noora and Mia had started at Kripos at the same time. And they’d been climbing partners on the indoor wall at the Oslo Climbing Centre. Afterwards, they had sometimes hit the town together. As far as Noora could remember, Mia had gone on maternity leave before the problems with Leo had begun. Noora now felt a pang of guilty conscience that she hadn’t contacted her friend since arriving in Bodø. What was Mia’s daughter called? Stine? Tine?

         
            Hey Mia. Long time… how are you and your baby girl getting on? Thought I’d drop you a line from Bodø. As you know…

         

         Noora wrote a few brief paragraphs and hit send. The worst that could happen was that Mia didn’t reply. At least she could tell Fine she had tried.

         After checking her emails, she read the headlines online, but her concentration soon began to waver. Her eyelids began to feel heavy. A run, codeine, a shower, hot food and darkness … In November it often felt as if the days up north began at six o’clock and quickly ended twelve hours later. Was it time to go to bed? At any rate, she might take a nap on the sofa until Ellen got home.

         Noora didn’t even have time to pull the blanket over herself before her mobile rang. She was expecting to see Ellen’s name on the display, but it said JW: Jakob Weber.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Hello, Noora. I know this isn’t one of your on days, but I just got a call from Ronald.’

         Noora sat up on the sofa, her fatigue instantly gone. ‘What about?’

         ‘Suspicious death in Kjerringøy. I’m about to head out there.’

         ‘Are you asking if I want to come with you?’ Noora was already heading for the hallway.24

         ‘I thought I’d at least give you the opportunity.’

         ‘I’m at Ellen’s,’ Noora said without hesitation. ‘Pick me up as soon as you can.’

         ‘You’re sure you’re ready?’

         ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean, Jakob? It’s my hip that’s the problem, not my brain.’

         She heard him smiling as he replied: ‘Fine. Just have to drop Ola André off at home first. See you in ten minutes.’
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            CHAPTER 4

         

         ARMANN FEMRIS

         ‘I’m looking for Jakob Weber. Do you know where he is?’

         Armann looked up from the screen. Gaute Hoff, one of the duty officers on shift at Bodø police station, was standing in the office doorway. Armann was the only one still there. Their boss, Police Superintendent Konrad Råkstad, was on holiday for the week, which meant Jakob was in greater demand than usual. Armann was about to pack it in for the day. It was already seven o’clock. In half an hour’s time, he was due to pick Ronja up from handball. Sometimes teenage life seemed even more hectic than adult life.

         ‘He’s on his way to a crime scene. Kjerringøy, I think. Can I take a message?’

         ‘Kjerringøy…?’ Gaute snapped his fingers. ‘Ah yes. The case reported by the ambulance driver earlier. I passed him on to Ronald in forensics when I didn’t get an answer from any of you lot.’

         Armann held his arms out in resignation. ‘It’s hectic during the day. Is that why you stopped by? To dress me down for not answering my mobile?’

         ‘I do like putting self-important detectives like you in their place, but it’ll have to keep for now. Another case has come up. In Stille Dal.’

         ‘Ah, right.’

         ‘And since Jakob isn’t here, it’s to the B-team that I must turn.’

         ‘Says the man who uses a hole punch to customise his belt. You really should get braces instead – they’d sit nice and tight over your pot belly.’

         Gaute laughed. ‘Same old Armann, I see. But mark my words: one day you’ll say something that will incur the wrath of the MeToo brigade. Then you’ll be in the doghouse.’26

         ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. What’s up in Stille Dal?’

         ‘An obvious suicide. At any rate, that’s what we assumed until someone from forensics told us it wasn’t so obvious after all.’

         ‘Who’s on the scene?’

         ‘One of Ronald’s new-hires. Theresa Sommer. Conscientious, she is.’

         ‘Quite. Still, it wouldn’t be the first time some newbie in forensics cried wolf.’

         Gaute nodded. ‘That’s for you to decide. I’ll text you the address.’ He looked around. ‘Where’s your partner?’

         ‘Fine went home. The parents of young children work long shifts.’ Armann might have added that the same applied to the parents of teenagers, but he left it at that.

         ‘Lucky you,’ Gaute said, grinning. ‘Then you can have the case all to yourself. Shall I call Theresa to tell her you’re on the way?’

         ‘Do I have a choice?’

         ‘Not really.’

         Armann waited until Gaute had closed the door behind him, then logged off his PC, filled a travel cup with coffee and headed out to the car park.

         He called Linn from the car, and her first words as she picked up were: ‘What’s happened now then?’ Armann could tell from her voice that she was fed up. There had been a lot of calls like it over recent years – perhaps too many.

         ‘I’m on my way to Stille Dal. There’s been a death that I need to follow up on. Probably a false alarm, but all the same the hours will slip away like they always do. Could you pick Ronja up from handball?’

         ‘Yes,’ Linn replied, and hung up.

         The passive-aggressive tone had become the norm between them of late.

         Not so long ago, Linn had suggested that they ought to try out couples therapy. He’d laughed the suggestion off but regretted it when he saw the expression on her face. Should he accede to 27Linn’s wishes? For Ronja’s sake, if nothing else…? At any rate, things couldn’t carry on like this.

         Armann fumbled with the dial on the radio until he found Radio Rock. The host, Stein Johnsen, was in the middle of introducing Tyrant and their song ‘End of the Line’. The eighties still had the present in an iron grip. Armann turned up the volume until the steady bass drum, pounded by the drummer known as ‘BOL’, drowned out the sound of the engine. He kept a firm grip on the wheel until the music drove away his thoughts.

         
             

         

         Stille Dal was three kilometres northeast of Bodø’s town centre. The buildings in the community consisted primarily of detached houses from the eighties and nineties set on large plots, each with two cars on the driveway.

         The address provided to him by the on-duty officer was for a flat on Sneveien. The building was visible from a distance, illuminated by police floodlights. Its faded yellow-and-white paint job stuck out from the otherwise well-kept gardens and façades on the street.

         When Armann pulled onto the driveway, he saw a face in the gap between the partially drawn curtains in a neighbouring house. The arrival of the police on Sneveien had probably already been advertised on Facebook and Snap.

         He parked in front of the police tape and put on the overshoes, hairnet and gloves issued to him by the officer controlling all comings and goings through the cordon.

         ‘Theresa Sommer?’ he asked.

         ‘Inside,’ the officer replied, pointing to the front door.

         It was a typical, two-storey building from the seventies, housing an upper and a lower flat. The ceilings on the lower level couldn’t have been much more than two metres in height. Inside it was cool, as if it were damp. There was a faint smell of mould.

         He brushed his gloved fingers over the bubbles and cracks in the wallpaper while taking in the yellow watermarks on the ceiling. 28Decay was everywhere to be seen. Creeping. Insidious. Nevertheless, people paid a lot for this kind of rental in Bodø’s tight housing market. A peninsula only had so much space – and the municipality prioritised hotels rather than homes in the town centre.

         Armann made his way into the living room. Its furnishings were from the same period as the house itself: worn-out pine furniture with faded seat cushions in earthy tones.

         A sideboard stood against one wall. He picked up one of the framed photos positioned on top of it. The picture showed two women – probably a mother and daughter – standing on a rocky outcrop with the sea behind them. There were no mountains or other landmarks visible on the horizon. The photo could have been taken anywhere.

         ‘In here!’ Theresa Sommer’s voice emanated from an adjoining room. He pushed open the door and went into the small, enclosed space.

         The bedroom was barely big enough to accommodate the single bed, which was without a headboard, and the wardrobe with sliding doors opposite it. Between the bed and the wardrobe there was a gap of no more than half a metre. The only source of ventilation was the narrow, rectangular window above the bed. The window was ajar.

         Theresa Sommer was sitting halfway across the mattress, bending over a figure on the bed, her head torch turned on. She was holding a pair of tweezers in one hand, and the bright light on the pale, waxen skin of the person in the bed left him in no doubt that the individual was dead.

         Theresa used the tweezers to pluck a material fibre carefully from the skin just below the left eye of the deceased. She slipped the thread into a sealable bag and then Nordland Police District’s newest forensics recruit stood up.

         ‘Armann Femris?’

         ‘Exactly. And you must be Theresa. I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure.’29

         ‘I only started a fortnight ago,’ Theresa replied in a southern Norwegian accent.

         She was almost as tall as Armann. Beneath the bulging hair net, he glimpsed dreadlocks. The tip of a tattoo was visible on the upper part of her neck. Theresa had an oval face and a rather pointed nose. The addition of glasses would have made her look like a strict school teacher, if you left out the dreadlocks, tattoos and her soft use of the letter ‘s’. These features didn’t fit the picture, and that awakened Armann’s curiosity.

         ‘Who’s the dead girl?’

         ‘Veronika Paulsen. Twenty. She spent her whole short life in Bodø municipality. Her first fifteen years were spent in Kjerringøy. Absent father. Alcoholic mother. Frequent visits from children’s services.’

         Theresa paused for a moment – looking at Armann as if to make sure he was keeping up with her – before she continued: ‘Her father, Reidar Paulsen Mandt, is abroad. Last known address is in Bangkok. The mother has a less exotic address: she lives in Fauske with a new husband. We haven’t been able to reach either of them. The only other relative is a sister and her two children down south in Drammen. Based on the rota on the fridge, Veronika did a few days a week at the public bar on Sjøgata.’

         While Theresa was speaking, Armann studied the figure in the bed. The delicate features of the fair-haired girl in the photograph in the living room were in stark contrast with the person before him – the broken mouth and the remains of the skull and brain matter scattered across the pillow in a fan shape. Grey and dark brown against a white background – like an infernal halo.

         The woman’s left hand was still grasping a pistol – a heavy, old-fashioned piece with a grip that seemed too big for her fist.

         ‘Doesn’t sound like you need a detective here,’ Armann replied, only half-jokingly. ‘You’ve done more than just examine the scene.’

         ‘Didn’t mean to trespass on your turf,’ Theresa replied. ‘But the 30information I just gave you is all in her police file or the public domain.’

         ‘Lose the fight face, Sommer. It was meant as praise.’

         ‘Theresa.’

         ‘Theresa it is. Is that a forty-five calibre Colt the deceased is holding?’

         ‘Exactly. The 1914 model, made in Kongsberg. Not exactly a modern weapon, but it does the job. The weapons specialist in the police district refers to it as a “hand cannon”.’

         Armann wondered whether Theresa knew much about guns, or whether she’d merely regurgitated what someone else had told her. Her self-assured speech suggested the former.

         ‘Is it difficult to get hold of a gun like that?’ he asked.

         Theresa shook her head. ‘The opposite, frankly. These were used by the Norwegian army from the middle of the First World War until 1986. There are still plenty of them out there. Most of them are probably locked up in Grandad’s bedside table or a long-forgotten gun cabinet in the attic or basement.’

         ‘When you called it in, you told the on-duty officer that you had doubts about this being a suicide. I have to admit my first impression is the opposite – this is a self-inflicted death.’

         ‘That was my first thought too,’ Theresa replied. ‘But I changed my mind.’

         ‘Can you explain why?’

         ‘Of course. There are three things puzzling me.’ Theresa bent over the dead woman and pulled up her damaged upper lip. The incisors and part of the jawbone had been pulverised by the bullet.

         ‘People who choose to end their lives like this insert the barrel into their mouth before they squeeze the trigger. Shooting yourself through your lips and teeth is unusual. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a case like it.’

         As Theresa spoke, Armann ran his tongue over his own teeth. He imagined the cold pressure of the muzzle of the gun against 31his lip. The thought of his teeth shattering with the impact of the bullet made his gums prickle with discomfort.

         She hadn’t noticed Armann’s discomfort and continued: ‘Points two and three in my rebuttal relate to the gun itself. The Colt is heavy and has a powerful recoil. I would have expected to find traces of blood on the back of the deceased’s hand, but I haven’t. The same recoil should also have tipped the barrel upward at the moment of firing. My preliminary assessment of the entry and exit wounds is that this didn’t happen.’

         ‘And what is your conclusion from that?’

         ‘Maybe the dead woman had stronger wrists than they look.’

         ‘She does work in a bar,’ Armann interjected. ‘Lots to carry there.’

         ‘Good point,’ Theresa admitted. ‘Nevertheless, an alternative explanation is that she was shot at close range by someone holding the gun in both hands.’

         ‘Someone who then put the weapon in her hand?’

         ‘That’s my current view of the matter,’ Theresa confirmed.

         Armann studied the hand holding the gun. In his view, it wasn’t that unlikely that she would maintain her grip after shooting herself, but the way the pistol was resting in Veronika’s hand was perhaps a little contrived.

         ‘To recap,’ Theresa continued, ‘if this is a murder rather than a suicide, I think we can assume the killer knew her.’

         ‘What makes you say that?’

         ‘About ten per cent of the population are left-handed. Now, I don’t know whether the deceased is or not, but if she is, we have to assume that the killer knew it.’

         ‘He might just have placed the gun randomly,’ Armann said.

         ‘Possible,’ said Theresa. ‘But based on what I still haven’t told you, I consider it unlikely.’

         Armann shook his head. He was both impressed and slightly irritated by Theresa Sommer’s confident manner. She had presented her findings in a way that left him in little doubt that 32she was right. No wonder Ronald Janook had hired her. The two were alike.

         ‘What haven’t you told me yet?’

         ‘That the officers first on the scene and I have struggled to find any clear trace of a possible killer.’

         ‘That’s a good argument for this being a suicide rather than a criminal act,’ Armann said, challenging her.

         ‘Naturally I’m keeping an open mind on that possibility,’ Theresa said. ‘But most of the surfaces in the flat have been scoured with a powerful cleaning fluid that I can’t find any sign of in the home. So my assessment is that this is a crime. That’s what I’ll say in my report. I’ll leave it to you guys in the investigative team to decide what happens next.’

         Theresa turned towards the dead woman and moved her head gently to locate the bullet hole in the pillow. It seemed to Armann as if she had already forgotten about him.

         He backed out of the tiny bedroom. It rarely bothered him to see the victims of violence and sudden deaths, but in that claustrophobic space he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of the gun barrel pressed against his lips. The bitter taste of gunpowder.

         On his way out, he took the photo of Veronika and her mother from the sideboard and slipped it into his shoulder bag. After giving it some thought, he also took the rota for the bar that Veronika had worked at.
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