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      New Year's Eve, 31 December 2019

      A fine glow came from the grill and the brazier placed just beside one of the water-filled pits. The smoke rose and followed the wind towards the land. The man turned and looked out over the sea. It was very beautiful here, in the nature reserve just north of Glommen. The site had long ago been used to quarry stone to build the harbour, now the pits were filled with water. The dark liquid's surface puckered lightly in the wind. Local lore had it that the largest of the pits was precipitous and that an old tractor sat at the bottom.

      The man heard the voices of the New Year's guests as they came walking along the path. Anticipation and joy filled him.

      'Hello, friends, and warm welcome!'

      'God, how cozy you've made it,' said a woman.

      'There's food, beer, and schnapps here. Did you bring suggestions for games?'

      'Absolutely, we brought this and that,' another guest replied.

      'Start with something to drink while I get the sautéed moose going,' said the man and turned towards the grill, where he had also placed a large serving platter. The aromas spreading from the sizzling meat were heavenly. Salt, pepper, whey butter, and chili were tossed onto the hotplate, adding to the magic.

      Damn, that smells good!' exclaimed one of the men in the group as he opened a beer can.

      The idea to start the New Year's celebration outdoors had come to the man with the grill when he saw in an app that the weather would allow it. If the rain had still been coming down in sheets as it had the past two days, it wouldn't quite have been the same thing.

      The rest of the evening they would all spend at his home. The New Year's rockets lay ready in the hall of the house, the champagne was being cooled, and the ingredients for the evening's dinner were in the refrigerator. Everything was meticulously planned. All the conditions were there for this to be a New Year's Eve to remember for a long time.

      After two hours of outdoor activities, it was time to put out the grill and brazier and continue the party indoors.

      'I'll get water to put them out,' said one of the guests as they grabbed the bucket and strode towards one of the quarry pools.

      

      The woman dropped to her knees by the water and lowered the pink bucket toward the surface. The plastic vessel offered some resistance and she forced it down under the surface with effort. The motion stopped when it struck something. The water bubbled with air that rose to the top. As if in slow motion, the woman saw something come up from the depths; something that had broken free and wanted to reach the surface. Something that looked like a human body.
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      New Year's Eve Morning, 2019

      The suitcases had sat untouched in the hallway since the Rudolfsson family came home from their holiday trip over Christmas. It was high time to unpack them and get the washing machine going. Kajsa Rudolfsson sighed heavily. The worst part about traveling was having to deal with the laundry afterward. Her husband Mattias had gotten up on the wrong side of the bed, if you could call it that. Their daughter Lovisa, on the other hand, was happy to finally be home again. She had already run off to her best friend's house two doors down. Lovisa was in first grade at Långaveka School in Glommen and had many friends. But Tekla was the one she played with most.

      Now both Kajsa and Mattias stood in the downstairs hall outside the laundry room.

      'Sweetheart, how are you?' Kajsa asked, stroking Mattias's cheek.

      'I'm just a bit slow today. It was good to be away, but...'

      'But?'

      Mattias hesitated with his answer and looked down at the suitcases. It was as if he had something he wanted to say.

      Kajsa bent down and tipped the larger of the two suitcases so she could open it.

      'I actually feel bad that I haven't gone to pick up the dogs yet.'

      'Then go do it, I'll handle the suitcases.'

      'Sure?'

      'Of course I'm sure. I miss them too, actually.'

      Mattias smiled and pulled Kajsa to her feet and kissed her.

      'My beautiful Detective Inspector,' he said, pulling on his jacket. 'See you in a bit.'

      Kajsa watched him go. He'd gotten as excited as Lovisa when she'd gotten permission to play with her friend Tekla. It was the first time in two months he'd kissed her so intensely. She probably hadn't been any better herself, maybe.

      

      Detective Chief Inspector Kajsa Rudolfsson had recently taken over as head of the Serious Crimes Unit in Halland, a solid and natural step up in her career. After years with various chiefs, more or less suited to the job, the question had finally come from the regional police chief: would Kajsa consider applying for the position? It was enormously flattering. Kajsa had held the leadership role for just over three months as of this New Year's Eve. When she'd gotten the offer, she and Mattias had decided they would evaluate how the work meshed with family life and their relationship after six months. Even so, Kajsa felt that Mattias was approaching things differently now — things that concerned their family life and relationship. Somewhere inside her, she sensed it like a splinter beginning to emerge. An infected and painful splinter.

      During their trip, which was supposed to have been a relaxing getaway, Mattias had barely touched her. It wasn't like him. She thought she was practically starved for sex. She wanted to make love, but he didn't seem interested. Kajsa had no real plan for how to approach the subject, even though they always had been able to talk about everything.

      Kajsa shook off the thoughts and started dealing with the unpacked clothes. Tonight they were going to a party at a good friends' house, and she really wanted to be in a good mood.

      

      The whole Rudolfsson family, including the dogs, walked three houses down Breviksvägen to Bahram —  also called Barre — and Richard Mohebbi-Wismarsson's place. Kajsa felt lighter in spirit. Mattias had been happy, affectionate, and almost like his old self when he'd come home with the dogs. They, in turn, had whined in that shepherd way and carried their toys around to show their joy at being back together with their pack.

      'It was kind of Richard and Barre to let us bring the dogs. You never know how many damn fireworks they'll set off this year. It just won't work if they turn gun-shy,' Mattias said, scanning the area.

      True, they were both trained police dogs, but you never knew if they might get spooked. The younger of the two dogs was now Mattias's closest colleague, his constant companion at work, and they were both stationed in Varberg. Mattias had previously been posted in Halmstad as a police dog handler with Tassus, the older of the two dogs.

      'Did we bring the present?' Mattias asked, pausing mid-step.

      'I've got it here in the bag with the starter,' Kajsa replied and held up the plastic bag she was carrying. At the same time, she saw that his face had hardened again.

      Lovisa rang the doorbell and the door was opened by Richard. 'Welcome in from the cold. How's such a lovely girl doing?' Richard asked, lifting Lovisa into his arms.

      'I'm good. We brought a present for you and Barre,' Lovisa said, hugging Richard.

      'Aren't we lucky then?' Richard set Lovisa back down on the floor and Barre came toward them.

      Bahram and Richard had recently moved back to Glommen after a stint in Gothenburg. To Kajsa's great relief, Barre had started working at the Serious Crimes Unit in Halland again. Earlier in their careers, Kajsa and Barre had worked for the police in Falkenberg under the now-retired police chief Raúl Morales. That was before the reorganization within the agency. There they had also met prosecutor Ylva Isaksson, who had finally said yes to marriage with Morales after persistent courtship from him.

      Lovisa took the present from the plastic bag Kajsa held and gave it to Barre as he bent down to give her a hug. Kajsa smiled at her, thinking how devoted Lovisa was to these two men. Sometimes Barre and Richard babysat her daughter, and she always wanted to sleep over at their place. Since neither Mattias's nor Kajsa's parents lived nearby, the couple's help was invaluable.

      Kajsa could hear both Ylva's and Raúl's voices from further inside the house. Just as Kajsa, Mattias, and Lovisa had gotten their coats and shoes off, the doorbell rang again. This time it was Anna and Bosse Jönsson with their children, who squeezed into the hallway to get their jackets and shoes off.

      Anna was one of Kajsa's best friends and also a member of the book club that met every other month and talked about anything but books.

      'Are you coming to the book club at Maria's in two weeks?' Anna asked as she and Kajsa hugged.

      'I think so... if I can get away from work, that is,' Kajsa answered, hoping Anna wouldn't comment further.

      'No work talk tonight,' Mattias said, fixing his eyes on Kajsa.

      'What's with him?' Anna asked when Mattias had left the hall.

      Kajsa met Anna's gaze first, shrugged, then looked down at the floor.

      'Need to talk?'

      'Oh, he just thinks I work too much. But we've been in Cape Verde for a week and done nothing but rest, so I honestly don't know what's wrong with him.'

      Anna placed her hand on Kajsa's arm and squeezed it gently. 'You two probably need to talk to each other pretty soon,' Anna said.

      'Are you coming?' Mattias called from the living room doorway.

      Kajsa nodded, took Anna by the hand, and joined the others.

      'A warm welcome home to all of you,' Richard said, raising his welcome drink while looking each person in the eye. Even the children had been given fancy special drinks in their glasses.

      

      'We're so happy you all wanted to celebrate New Year's with us,' Barre added. 'The Rudolfssons are handling the appetizer, Richard and I have the main course, the Jönssons are doing dessert, and the Morales couple got the hardest job — drinks.'

      'Very nicely arranged. We've been looking forward to getting together all Christmas,' Ylva replied, glancing at Raúl, who nodded contentedly.

      Kajsa tried to push away the feeling that had been growing in her earlier in the day. Now they were all gathered and would have a good time.

      In the kitchen, Kajsa and Mattias prepared the appetizer. Kajsa lifted out avocados, fresh dill, and a bowl covered in plastic wrap. With a smile, she handed Mattias the avocados. He stood ready with a cutting board and a knife. She watched his jaws grind.

      'Kajsa, can you promise me that you and Barre won't talk about work tonight?' Mattias said as he split the avocados.

      'What do you mean, Mattias?'

      'Just promise me that,' he said, turning toward her.

      Kajsa nodded but said nothing, continuing to spoon the homemade shrimp salad onto the avocado halves. She topped each with a sprig of dill and felt tears sting her eyes. She tried not to let Mattias see her reaction to his behaviour. What was wrong with him? Kajsa hadn't mentioned work at all during their trip to Cape Verde. Only when Mattias had asked questions, but surely that couldn't count. Before the trip, she had admittedly been so stressed that she sometimes forgot things. The worst was probably the time she forgot to pick up Lovisa from the after-school program. Unforgivable, yet somehow understandable.

      Since Kajsa's promotion, her workload had increased enormously, which meant she never had time to work out anymore, neglected her friends, and forgot to eat. Worse still, her sleep had been affected. Not even a week at an all-inclusive resort had sorted things out.
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      New Year's Eve, 2019

      The mood around the table was pleasant after all, just as it should be on New Year's Eve. The people Kajsa loved most in the world were gathered together and she was completely off-duty. Even so, her work phone lay in her trouser pocket. It had been with her on the trip too, but she had done everything to hide it from Mattias. It was only when she had to charge it that he'd noticed, but he hadn't mentioned it.

      She looked around the table. Lovisa, Mattias, their very best friends Anna and Bosse, Bahram and Richard, Raúl and Ylva were all talking loudly with each other. Laughter rang out and cutlery clattered against plates. Their shoulders dropped as Mattias's face softened. It was going to be a lovely evening. That's what she had decided, at least.

      Kajsa's mobile phone vibrated in her pocket and her body froze. She lost track of the conversation around the table, which Mattias noticed. She felt his gaze follow her as she carefully rose and went out into the hall. With a sigh she pulled out her phone and with a tap on the screen accepted the call. Whoever found it necessary to call her on New Year's Eve had to have something important to say.

      'What's happened?' Kajsa asked the caller, listening intently to the voice.

      'Eva Strandberg, on-call crime unit. Sorry to disturb you on New Year's Eve itself, but we've got a case from the duty officer that I want you brought in on immediately.'

      'Right, I'm listening.'

      'It's in Glommen, at something called Pannebo Hålor. Do you know where that is?'

      'I do. Go on,' Kajsa replied. She positioned herself as close to the front door as possible and leaned her forehead against it.

      'A New Year's Eve party found human remains in one of those water-filled pits. I've got technicians on scene and we'll be sending the body to Forensic Pathology in Gothenburg. My first thought was that the person had accidentally hit their head and fallen into the water, but circumstances have emerged that make me no longer believe that. This is definitely a crime scene now.'

      'I understand, and I trust you'll keep me informed.'

      'The area is naturally cordoned off, but can you come out tonight or send someone from your unit? I think that would be good.'

      'All right, I'll be there as soon as I can. I may bring Detective Inspector Bahram Mohebbi with me.'Kajsa ended the call on the screen and swallowed audibly. How the hell was she going to handle this? She took a deep breath, turned around, and jumped when she saw Barre standing in the hall.

      'What's happened, Kajsa?'

      She explained the call and studied Barre to see if he'd heard what she'd said just before she ended the call.

      'Do you think it's all right if you come with me?'

      'Of course, I just need to explain it to Richard,' said Barre and turned back towards the dining room. At the table silence had settled and everyone looked questioningly at Barre as he walked over to Richard. Kajsa regretted asking if Barre could come with her. She could have gone alone and briefed him afterwards. Barre and Richard were the hosts of the New Year's party, after all. Kajsa couldn't stop Barre.

      'Of course you shouldn't let Kajsa go alone. We'll handle the washing-up and carry on with the party without you two,' said Richard, while looking at the seated guests around the table.

      'Ylva and I understand. Off you go and hurry back instead,' said Morales, tightening his arm round Ylva.

      'Kajsa, I'm so impressed by you and Barre, I hope you make it back by midnight,' said Anna, getting up to give Kajsa a hug.

      Kajsa accepted the hug and caught Mattias's dark look. Little Lovisa blew her a kiss instead. She couldn't quite breathe easy and the guilt gnawed at her. But she didn't have time to dwell on those feelings.

      By eight the wind had freshened from the west. A layer of drizzle settled on the windscreen. Kajsa parked behind the technicians' van and could see the crime scene lit by powerful lamps from the driver's seat. The sides of the white tent the technicians had erected moved ominously in the wind. They were met by lead crime-scene technician Sara Ericsson at the tent opening.

      'Happy New Year, Sara.'

      'Thanks. So you were called out here.'

      'Yes, Eva thought it was urgent.'

      Sara rolled her eyes and nodded.

      It wasn't like Sara to react like that, Kajsa thought. 'What can you tell me, Sara?'

      'We have a man who has most likely been killed. According to our assessment, he's been in the water roughly two days. Forensic Pathology will give us a more precise estimate. The ropes that were tied around the body to weigh it down below the surface have come loose, probably when the party-goers went to fetch water to put out the grill, and the body floated to the surface. I'll report back once I've had a chance to make a proper examination of the material we're bringing in.'

      'Do we have an identity?'

      'No.'

      'Thanks, Sara.' Kajsa turned and went to meet up with Eva Strandberg from the on-call crime unit.

      Their paths had crossed before and Eva was experienced in her game.

      The raindrops had dissolved some of Kajsa's mascara. Kajsa rarely wore makeup, but for New Year's Eve she'd thought it might be fitting. With her index finger she wiped away the mascara that had run down her cheek. She tried to shake off Mattias's look, which lingered on her retina.

      'Right then, Kajsa, I was just telling Mohebbi here that I sent the party guests away. They're sitting in that house over there and probably not feeling very festive anymore, I'd imagine.' Eva's expression could easily be read as bitter and resentful if you listened to the rumours that were going around the station. Eva had always been a subject of gossip. She'd also contributed to the talk about herself by complaining about everything. She was rarely satisfied.

      'Tell me how they found the body,' Kajsa said, picking up her notepad and pen.

      'The group met here at 3 p.m. today. By 2.30 p.m. one of them had already lit the grill and brazier.' She pointed out the spot as she spoke. 'For two hours they socialised and grilled. A few beers were consumed, and just before 5 p.m. the group decided to put out the remaining embers and flames.' Eva paused and checked that she still had their attention.

      Kajsa nodded with an encouraging smile.

      'A woman grabs a bucket, which Sara has taken aside, and goes to this pit,' Eva said, pointing to the nearest water-filled pit. 'She kneels at the water's edge and starts lowering the bucket, which hits something. The woman pushes harder which somehow makes the body come up to the surface. She's naturally shocked.'

      'That's understandable. Did they recognise the man?' Eva shook her head in response. 'Have you taken their contact details?' Kajsa asked and quickly had a note handed to her.

      'They're ready for you to come and speak with them tonight if you want. You see that white house?' said Eva, pointing towards a brightly lit house.

      Kajsa nodded. She wasn't going to go there and speak with them tonight. That could wait until the next day. They had already given their account of the evening and everything had been written down.
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      New Year's Day, 2020

      The morning hadn't gotten off to the best start in the Rudolfsson family kitchen. Lovisa, who had sensed that her parents weren't quite getting along, had woken up in a bad mood. It was very unusual for Lovisa to scream and whine.

      'I don't want any breakfast, I already told you!' Lovisa yelled at her parents.

      'Lovisa, not that tone!' Mattias fixed his gaze on his daughter. 'If you don't want breakfast, you can leave the table and go up to your room.'

      Lovisa glared back and made faces at Mattias.

      The younger of the German shepherds, as well as Mattias's closest work partner, did everything he could to get his handler's attention. He licked Mattias's hands, whined, and wagged around him while the older dog, Tassus, settled at Kajsa's feet.

      'Tassus, do you have to lie there and fart right next to me?' Kajsa said, waving her hand in front of her nose.

      Kajsa's words made Lovisa giggle and her bad morning mood seemed to vanish into thin air. Kajsa laughed at the situation too. Mattias, however, didn't seem as easily amused.

      The night before, when the family came home from the New Year's celebration at Barre and Richard's, Mattias had shared his thoughts and feelings. Kajsa worked too much, only spoke about her job, and put the family last. Mattias thought it was inconsiderate of her to leave the party for work when she was actually supposed to be off duty. It stung her, and Kajsa didn't know how to explain to him that she didn't know what else to do. If anyone should understand her work, it ought to be Mattias, the excellent dog handler with the Varberg police. In the end, Kajsa had gotten angry and snapped at him that she was doing the best she could and that they had both agreed she should take the position. It wasn't a decision she had made lightly, and Mattias had to take responsibility for the decision too. For the first time in their relationship, they had gone to sleep on bad terms.

      'Come on, boys, time to go out in the garden,' Mattias said, opening the patio door.

      The dogs trotted after him, tails wagging. Mattias stood there for a long time afterward, watching the dogs through the window. He looked as if he'd frozen solid, turned to stone. Kajsa wanted to break the ice but didn't quite know how. It had been ages since they'd fought with each other, apart from the last two months, and it knotted in Kajsa's stomach. Tears pressed behind her eyes. It wasn't fair. Shouldn't she be able to focus on her career without complaints, and with support, and understanding? Was he jealous, or what? Mattias turned around and walked straight toward Kajsa. Her eyes were now completely filled with tears and her heart was beating fast.

      'I'm sorry, Kajsa, my love. I don't know what it is that makes me react so strongly as soon as your work is brought up.' He pulled her close and held her tight.

      Kajsa buried her head between his head and shoulder and sniffled. He stroked her back and whispered in her ear.

      'You're doing the best you can, and if anyone should understand that, it should be me.' He took her by the shoulders and held her so he could look into her tear-filled eyes. 'I'm really ashamed that I was such an idiot yesterday. It was low of me to say all those stupid things. Can you forgive me?'

      'I'm doing the best I can, Mattias, and I don't know how to do it differently. I miss us. I'm so tired.'

      He held her tighter still. 'I'm sorry.'

      Kajsa felt his strong arms embrace her, nodded, and wiped her face with the back of her hand. They smiled at each other and kissed. Lovisa came over and wanted to join in the hug too.

      'I love you, Kajsa,' Mattias said.

      'Me too,' Mattias said, squeezing Kajsa's head even tighter.

      

      After breakfast, the feelings from the quarrel still lingered inside, and it irked.

      Kajsa would need to think through how she wanted her life, work, and free time to be. Where would she draw the line? She hadn't really settled into the job yet. There was so much administration and so many loose ends that her predecessor hadn't quite tied up. She rarely got to be out in the field herself, and that was the work she liked most. Today she planned to be in the field and hand over the investigative work to her colleagues for tomorrow.

      Chief forensic technician Sara Ericsson and her colleagues had worked all night. Kajsa and Barre arrived just after nine in the morning. Sara and Kajsa had been in touch by text several times during the night. Among other things, Kajsa had decided that a dive team should be called in to examine the water-filled pit where the body had been found.

      'My preliminary assessment of the body is that the man was strangled with a common leather belt. It was still around his neck. If we're lucky there might be DNA traces on it, but since it's been in water... well, you understand,' Sara said, stifling a yawn halfway.

      'Sara, did you get any sleep at all last night?'

      'I'm fine.'

      A car approached the site and one of the uniformed officers, posted there to keep unauthorized personnel away, waved to Kajsa and Sara. The dive team had arrived.

      'Well, now it's just a matter of waiting and letting them do their job. I'm heading home to sleep for a few hours. My colleague Mats will be here to receive any evidence recovered from the pit,' Sara said, nodding toward a guy walking toward them.

      'Go get some good sleep,' Kajsa replied, while greeting Mats with a nod.

      The dive leader, Kajsa, and Mats conferred about what would be done in the pit.

      'Since the depth is unknown and we lack information about what might be found in the pit, we'll be very careful. We can also expect poor visibility depending on how much sediment is in the water and so on. Do you have any additional knowledge about these pits?' the dive leader asked, looking at Kajsa.

      'According to local lore it's bottomless, but I don't believe that. I've read about the pits in the Glommen book, and from what I understand we're talking about a maximum depth of just a few meters. They quarried stone here when Glommen's harbour was built back in the 1800s.'

      The dive leader gathered his team and they prepared. Meanwhile, Kajsa and Barre headed up to the house where the party guests had been the evening before.

      

      The dive leader and his team decided that one of the divers, Tina, would go down first. Tina already had her base layer on and pulled her drysuit over it. She got help zipping up the back of the suit. She pulled on the hood, and carefully tucked all her hair underneath. The specialist diving gloves had only three fingers: one for  the thumb, one for the index finger, and one for the other three fingers together. This meant Tina could grip ropes, refill the suit with air, and handle other tasks whilst protecting her smallest fingers from the cold.

      She got help wrestling into the vest with the regulator and the air tank. The colleague who'd helped her then checked that the air valve was open and the mask sat properly.Tina tested breathing through it, and the 'okay' sign came immediately. Her face was now completely covered and would stay dry. They tested the communication system, which worked as it should.

      Tina was helped to sit down at the edge and slipped her fins onto her feet. Her pulse always rose a bit when she was about to descend into unknown water. From the surface it looked dark and deep. She got a tap on the shoulder, looked up, made an okay sign, and let her body sink into the water. She lay flat at the surface to get a picture of the pit. The torch came in handy. She saw the contour of the pit along one edge. Tina looked up at her colleagues and made the

      safety-compliant communication via the rope that was secured around her body, reaching to one of her colleagues. Should anything happen to her and the communication equipment fail, her colleague could help her by pulling her up from the depths. Another stood ready in free-diving gear to jump in if anything went wrong.

      With a soft hiss, Tina deflated her drysuit and began her descent below the surface. Visibility was roughly half a meter, which wasn't ideal, but she'd seen worse. What mattered now was keeping her body reasonably still. Particles in the water limited visibility further. She got a signal through the line asking if she was okay. She answered by tugging back the same number of times. Tina was perfectly fine. The slightly raised pulse that had come just before the dive had vanished. She was a highly experienced diver and knew exactly what she was doing at every moment. The water-filled pit really wasn't that deep after all.

      'Diver One. Estimated depth three meters. Over.'

      'How's visibility? Over.'

      'Half a meter but decreasing. Found: a bicycle. Been here a long time. Moving west. Over.'
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      Thursday, 2 January 2020

      The coffee machine was filled, the projector running and the large wheeled whiteboard was in position. Kajsa's colleagues were on their way in to start the preliminary investigation for the suspected murder at the Pannebo pits in Glommen. Kajsa had copied all the available material and stacked the papers in a pile on the table in the large meeting room. Magnetic markers in different colours sat on the white board. She had spent New Year's Day working to pull together as many strings as possible.

      Voices could be heard in the corridor as her colleagues approached. She had missed them over the holiday. For the first time in ages, Kajsa's little family had taken a trip over Christmas, with days off between Christmas and New Year. She didn't feel entirely well rested and perhaps lacked some energy. She tried to push back the memory of the New Year's Eve quarrel. If she was going to manage the work, she might as well put her blinkers on.

      'Welcome back, boss,' said Lars 'Biffen' Göransson, first into the room.

      'Have you had a good break?' asked Sven 'Tranan' Tranberg.

      'Excellent, and I'm ready to get started,' Kajsa replied, smiling at them. She hoped it wouldn't show that she felt anything but ready.

      'Oh no, boys, when she's in that mood we'll have to work our socks off!' said Detective Klas Holmström.

      'Serves us right,' said Barre as he entered the room, and the others laughed in response.

      'So, have you been slacking while I've been away?' Kajsa fixed them all with a mock stern look.

      'Right then, jokes aside, we've got a murder in Glommen that Barre and I heard of from the incident commander at the on-call crime unit on New Year's Eve.'

      'Can't they at least stop harming each other at New Year's? One would think it could be tasteful,' Holmström complained.

      'It was a New Year's party that found the body of a man. We still don't have an ID on the person.'

      'Are we certain it wasn't the partygoers?'

      'Yes, Holmström, it wasn't any of them and they didn't recognise the person,' Barre replied.

      'We're waiting for the lead technician for more information, but I'll continue the briefing, all right?'

      The four men nodded in reply and gave Kajsa their attention.

      'We're dealing with a man, dressed in a pair of suit trousers, grey shirt but no shoes. He's believed to have drowned in one of the larger water-filled pits. The body is estimated to have been in the water for about two days and has been sent to forensic medicine. We'll see how long it takes, but I promise to be onto them like a hawk.'

      A soft knock on the meeting room door was heard. The door opened cautiously and lead technician Sara Ericsson stepped in. She looked worn out and tired and Kajsa was struck by the fact that she was always on duty. Did the woman never take any time off?

      'How are things, Sara?' Kajsa asked.

      'I'm afraid I don't have much to report yet. What I can tell you is that the man had a leather belt around his neck, but perhaps Kajsa has already mentioned that.'

      Kajsa nodded to Sara, who continued. 'We've found neither a mobile nor a wallet. No DNA traces secured. Pretty slim pickings with other evidence too. You were there during the diving, weren't you, Kajsa?'

      'Yes, exactly. They found a bicycle, a grill, and a key besides glass bottles and other rubbish. The key had been lying on top with no sediment on it, so there's a possibility it hadn't been in the water for an extended period. The key is an older design. Mats packed down everything of value for you to go through and send to the National Forensic Centre South.'

      'They've barely had time to unpack and settle into the new premises here in Halmstad. Good if we can keep them on their toes,' Holmström said.

      'Yes, it's good that NFC has expanded operations and that expertise is being strengthened with nearly twelve guys,' Tranan said.

      'And girls,' Kajsa corrected.

      'It doesn't feel right not to have more to give you.'

      'Right, Sara, I understand if you need to leave, so if you don't have anything else…'

      'I'll be in touch.'

      Sara left the room and a silence spread. Holmström pulled the stack of papers towards him and began handing out the copies Kajsa had prepared.

      'So who is the guy, then?' Biffen blurted out, looking around himself.

      'Let's hope the medical examiner's office can establish that quickly,' Barre said 'Holmström, can you go through missing persons who might match the man in question? The photo of the deceased is in the material,' Kajsa asked. 'Tranan and Biffen, if you head out to the area around the pits and go door-to-door to see if there are any observations, Barre and I will continue interrogating the partygoers.'

      Everyone except Barre and Kajsa got up and left the room.

      'Have you got the list of phone numbers?' Barre asked.

      'You'll find a list in the files. I've actually been good and typed it up neatly,' Kajsa replied, laying on her regional accent. Both Kajsa and Barre spoke with a dialect, which became more pronounced when it was just the two of them.

      'Brilliant! It will suffice if we call them, no?'

      'Yes, I think so. Shall we split the people we haven't managed to speak to between us?'

      'Absolutely. But Kajsa — how are things at home?'

      Kajsa weighed what to say and sat quietly for a moment.

      'You don't have to tell me if you don't want to. It's just that Richard thought Mattias seemed really upset when you and I left for the crime scene. We care about you both. You know you can talk to me.'

      'Thanks, Barre.' Kajsa took a deep breath. 'Would you like to have lunch with me today?' She wasn't entirely sure about how to behave. Aside from her being his boss, Barre was one of Kajsa's closest friends. They knew each other well, but Kajsa still found it difficult to relate to her new role. She understood that things they'd talked about before, such as leadership matters, wouldn't be discussed with her any longer.

      'Of course I do. I've got leftovers with me and there's enough for you too.' Barre's face lit up and he got up to make the first call.
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      Stockholm, six months earlier

      It was just after lunch when Hubert arrived by taxi from recording the food segments for the morning TV show which would air over the summer. In the leather briefcase he carried were requests for appearances on various televised competitions. The four large windows adorned with the restaurant's name, Gastronomiska Salongen, in gold lettering, gleamed in the afternoon light. He unlocked the door, stepped inside, and drew the scent of the space through his nose. This was his first restaurant of his own, his stronghold. He had owned it for just over eight years. He locked the door carefully from the inside and noted with satisfaction that the luxurious and contemporary interior was still holding up well, despite it being five years since he'd had the space renovated.

      Hubert went through the swing door to the kitchen, the door where the waitstaff rushed back and forth every evening, in both directions. The kitchen was busy with preparations for the evening's seatings.

      'I'll be right back and then we'll have a chat about tonight,' Hubert said, opening the door to the office behind the kitchen. On the desk lay a pile of envelopes. He would deal with those tomorrow. Not now. His mood sank and he slumped into the office chair, which squeaked ominously. But he'd better pull himself together, because after the briefing in this kitchen he had to drive to the other two restaurants and go through the evening with the staff there. A knock on the doorframe roused Hubert from his thoughts.

      'Boss, I was wondering if I could have a word with you?' asked Kent, one of Hubert's most loyal employees.

      'Of course, Kent. Come in and close the door behind you.'

      'Right, I just got a call from Jonas, the only guy on front-of-house at the restaurant in Gamla Stan, saying he was sick.'

      Hubert sighed heavily and waited for him to continue.

      'Would it be all right with you if I find a replacement for him? This guy has been "sick",' Kent said, making air quotes with his fingers, 'so many times now that I think he's lying.'

      'I have complete trust in you, Kent. You do exactly what you think is necessary. Just remember what we said about wages... you know... as low as... Okay?'

      'Absolutely, boss. I think I've got a good girl lined up instead. You can rely on girls and besides, she's got the looks going for her. Charming and sweet,' Kent said, smiling at Hubert.

      'You know exactly what the restaurants need, Kent. That's excellent. I'm so pleased with you as HR manager.'

      'Have you been there today?'

      'Where?'

      'In Gamla Stan, at Kapten Blåskägg?'

      'No, I'm heading there as soon as we've had our briefing here. Are you coming with me?'

      Kent nodded and stood up. Hubert pushed off and the chair squealed again. 'I really need to replace this damn chair.'

      'We could have Carlos oil it for you. Try that before you throw it out, boss.'

      Hubert clapped Kent on the shoulder and they walked out into the kitchen.

      After a half-hour meeting in the kitchen at Gastronomiska Salongen, Hubert and Kent made their way to Gamla Stan and the restaurant Kapten Blåskägg. Here the door stood wide open and masses of tourists were already seated at the tables. The floor creaked under Hubert's feet as he walked through the premises. One of the guests recognised that it was the famous TV chef Hubert they were seeing.

      'Hubert, could I get a selfie with you?' A woman of roughly fifty stood suddenly beside him.

      Hubert switched on his celebrity persona and smiled at the woman. She wasn't his type, but a woman's appreciation was never wrong.

      'I have to say, I think it's brilliant having the hashtags with the restaurant name right in the menus. How long has the restaurant been in these premises?'

      'A long time, my dear. Of course you can take a selfie with me.'

      The woman giggled in response and got ready with her phone. Hubert positioned himself close behind the woman, put his arm around her waist, and the woman leaned her full weight into his embrace.

      'Is this good?' he asked the woman.

      'Oh yes! Absolutely perfect,' she replied.

      He knew what they wanted from him. For three years, Hubert had been one of the most regular TV chefs, and he often had to sign autographs and pose for selfies. It wasn't unusual for him to receive more or less shameful propositions from all sorts of women. He wasn't bad at it himself either. He knew what he wanted. More often than not, he got lucky. There was something about this woman's dialect and her perfume that appealed to him. He whispered in her ear that if she wanted to meet up, she should give him her mobile number. The woman began to giggle, almost hysterically, and Hubert regretted his approach.

      'Oh, that's a bit unexpected... I'm in Stockholm with my husband...' The woman trailed off without finishing and looked longingly at him.

      'You decide. A little fun never hurt anyone, but I won't pressure you,' Hubert said, taking her hand, kissing the back of it, bowing, and leaving her standing by the table.

      In the kitchen, Kent had a young beauty at his side who immediately caught Hubert's interest, making him quickly forget the woman he'd just been charming.

      'This is Hubert,' Kent said, and the girl smiled confidently at Hubert.

      'Welcome to the team, I suppose I should say,' Hubert said to her, taking her outstretched hand in greeting.

      'Well, as I mentioned, Kapten Blåskägg is an institution here in the Old Town. We have many tourists who appreciate the fact that the establishment has been here for many years. One hundred and fifty, to be precise,' Kent said, glancing at Hubert, who nodded.

      He wasn't going to mention the restaurant had only been at the same address for five years under his own ownership. The girl's eyes gave away that she was impressed.

      'Here we serve classic Swedish dishes like pork with onion sauce, meatballs with mashed potatoes and the like, but with Hubert's signature touch,' Kent continued briefing the new employee. 'Among our foreign guests, the restaurant goes by the name Captain Blue Beard, and you'll see that on the English menus too. You do speak English, don't you?'

      'Yes, Sir, I speak English,' the girl replied with a broad smile.

      

      'Olof Palmes Gata, Restaurant Hubert, thanks,' Hubert told the taxi driver and shut the passenger door.

      It was already two in the afternoon and Hubert was behind schedule. If the chefs at Restaurant Hubert were going to have time to prepare for the evening, he needed to hurry.

      As the taxi pulled up outside the restaurant door, Hubert paid in cash and out of the corner of his eye saw one of the waitresses waiting with the door open for him. He greeted her briefly and walked into the dining room that was bathed in light. At the light wooden furniture sat the entire staff — chef, kitchen staff, head waiter, and servers — even the dish washer was there. What's this about? Hubert wondered.

      'We've just finished our coffee break, but would you like some as well?' the head waiter asked. The staff rose and tidied their chairs, almost slipping away from the dining room itself.

      'Ah, no thanks, I've had enough coffee. Shall we do a quick run-through of tonight's menu?' Hubert replied, wanting to move things along.

      While the sous chef went to fetch his notes, Hubert sat down on one of the chairs and looked around the room. The horizontal white wood panelling was adorned with details that evoked the sea. The head waiter joined Hubert at the table and laid out the menu with the restaurant's logo: a shell and starfish with an ornate H in the centre. Hubert flipped to the impressive white wine selection to check that the latest addition had been entered. The chef returned and sat down opposite Hubert.

      'Right, tonight's menu. Let's start with the main fish?'

      'We've got lemon sole today. Cod loin and haddock as backup. I managed to get hold of some fine spring vegetables too, so I thought I'd sauté them in butter and serve with a white wine sauce.' The chef was flushed around the neck and looked uncertain, but Hubert had no objections.

      Hubert trusted the guy he'd hired a year ago on strong recommendations from several of the well-regarded names in the restaurant business. He looked at the chef and felt relief spreading through his body. The rest of the menu consisted of recurring dishes and was always included.

      'Well done! Can you handle tonight?'

      The chef nodded and smiled, visibly pleased that Hubert had confidence in him. Hubert tapped the table as if sealing the deal and stood up.

      'Then I'll head over to Gastronomiska. Call me for kitchen matters, and Kent for staff matters.'

      

      Back at Gastronomiska Salongen, Hubert was met by one of the front-of-house staff.

      'There was a man here looking for you. I sent him on to Blåskägg.'

      'Who was it?' Hubert asked, wiping his brow with the back of his hand.

      The waitress shrugged and left him standing by the windows. Hubert peered out at Birger Jarlsgatan. If it was the man he suspected it was, they wouldn't be satisfied with Hubert simply not being there. He saw no one and shook off the unease. Instead he turned back and went into the office where he would change into his chef's whites. That was actually something they should all do in the changing room, but Hubert didn't think that applied to him. He could lock the office door before unbuttoning his fly. Sometimes, in the evenings after the kitchen had closed, he had company in there and help getting undressed. He was very fond of being pampered in all sorts of ways. With those thoughts in his head, he decided to make sure he had company that evening.

      He sank down in the squeaky chair at the desk and saw yet another pile of envelopes in front of him. He scratched his scalp. There were just more and more of them. He rummaged through them and realised it would take some doing. It pained him to open the three top letters. The logos on them told the tale — invoices from the beer, vegetable, and meat suppliers. Sweat broke out on his brow. His knuckles were white from clenching his fists so hard that his short nails dug into his palms. The sour belches became increasingly insistent. How the hell could he have been so bloody stupid to treat an entire party at the Ritz bar? People he didn't even know — he'd squandered his hard-earned cash on them. Just to feel important. An audible sigh escaped him. He set the envelopes aside and picked up his mobile phone. For a long time he sat there staring at the messaging app. He typed in words and deleted them over and over again.

      Finally he threw his phone on the table. It had become a vicious circle. Truly awful. Hubert had no idea how he was going to get out of it. A knock at the door and a timid girl poked her head in.

      'There are two men at the bar asking for you. Should I tell them you're coming or...?' she asked in a soft voice, almost whispering.

      Hubert grew irritated and snapped at her to tell them he wasn't on the premises. When the girl closed the door as carefully as she'd opened it, he regretted it and stood up. But goddamn, couldn't he be left in peace? After all, he had closed the door. That, if anything, should mean he didn't want to be disturbed. After a few minutes there was another knock at his office door.

      'For fuck's sake! Are you thick?' The door opened with a force that Hubert understood could not belong to the timid girl.

      'You should not say you not here when you are, and I come and talk with you,' the man said in broken Swedish. Hubert swallowed audibly and bowed his head.
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