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            Chapter 1:5
   

         

         The Flowers of Evil
   

         
            A foul carcass on a gravel strewn bed
   

            Its legs raised in the air, like a lustful woman
   

            Burning and dripping with poisons
   

            (An excerpt from the poem “A Carcass” by Charles Baudelaire)
   

         

         National hospital, copenhagen
   

         Sara’s ears popped uncomfortably as the lift rushed down to the basement level where the staff changing rooms were situated. Her mouth felt dry, and the onset of a headache felt like a helmet tightening around her temples. Sara was exhausted after her night shift in the Neurosurgical ward. She couldn’t help but think of the little boy’s face; the eyes were shut so firmly, as if he could not bear what he had witnessed. His father had hit a tree by the side of the road and died instantly. Sara had noticed that the usually upbeat and talkative ambulance crew had been downcast and silent when they delivered the boy to the department. She sensed that this was one of the rescues they would never forget; the ones that would burn themselves into their thoughts and give them nightmares. The chief surgeon had displayed some of that same solemnity when he had informed the rest of the staff of the boy’s condition. It could go both ways, he said, but if the boy did survive, there was a substantial risk of brain damage.

          
   

         The double doors slid silently open. Sara went out of the lift and down the long basement corridor, rubbing her temple. The ache was throbbing to the rhythm of her heartbeat. She heard the sound of footsteps, turned around, and saw a tall figure clad in white. Whoever it was gave her a wave as a greeting. She was not entirely sure who it was, but she felt as if she’d seen him before, and she waved back.

          
   

         Down in the basement of the leading hospital in the nation, it felt like a different world. The light was slightly dim, and the chilled air moving through the subterranean corridors carried a smell of disinfectant. She followed the multi-coloured walkway stripes on the linoleum floors which formed complex patterns in bright colours. Even so, the overall impression of the basement was rather gloomy, and she was not too fond of being there all by herself.

          
   

         Sara entered the locker room and yawned as she went through the familiar motions of getting ready to go home.

         A small mirror on the inside of her locker door showed an exhausted and pale version of herself. The dark lines under her eyes were a clear sign that she hadn’t been getting enough sleep. Some were better at staying awake for night shifts than others. She mostly struggled to fall asleep when she got home, because the impressions from the busy night shift were swirling around in her mind. And yet, she preferred the night shifts and the temporary calm in the ward. A calm that, in Neurosurgery, meant a sort of slumbering readiness. Death was always right around the corner, and some of the patients managed to sneak past her professional armour and make a lasting impression, as the little boy had done.

          
   

         The row of metal lockers cast still shadows, and the silence of the locker room was eerie. There was a small clicking noise when she opened the buttons on her scrubs, and she let them fall down around her ankles. She undid the clasp of her bra and quickly rubbed the area where the straps had dug into her skin. Then she took off her pantyhose and rolled down her knickers. Sara gathered up her underwear, put it in the bottom of her locker, and closed the door. She picked up the scrubs and put them in an almost-full yellow laundry sack, then tiptoed over to a table where there was a stack of towels. She smiled tiredly at the size of them, which reminded her of a washcloth. Then she walked over to the shower stalls. Sara hung her towel on a peg, turned on the water and got a handful of soap from a dispenser on the wall. She washed herself and enjoyed the heat of the prickly spray of water for a little while, then switched off the tap. She dried herself with the rough towel but froze when she heard a noise. It sounded like a locker being slammed shut. Hard enough to reverberate on the concrete. She left the shower stall and approached her locker. The chill from the floor came up through her feet and made the heat from the water evaporate. She froze when she noticed that her locker was slightly ajar. She was certain that she had shut it before showering. “Is anyone there?” she called.

         There was no reply.

          
   

         Theoretically, someone could be hiding behind the row of tall lockers without being seen. She wondered about the door to her locker. Sara shook her head at herself. She wasn’t actually certain that she had shut it. She tried to push the unpleasant thoughts away as she was starting to feel cold. Sara slowly opened the locker as wide as it would get and started looking for the knickers and bra at the bottom. But she soon realised that her underwear was gone. She looked around the floor and a narrow bench where someone had dropped a cardigan. But her underwear seemed to have vanished. She suddenly felt herself trembling, and the exhaustion was replaced by a sense of unease at the thought of someone stealing her underwear. The red satin set was a delightful secret contrast to all the white. She had chosen it deliberately, in case the handsome young intern might visit the ward. She and her colleagues had immediately started referring to him as Doctor Charming. She found it easier to flirt with someone when she was dressed for the occasion, as opposed to just wearing ordinary knickers and a faded cotton bra. But who would steal her underwear? The question was bouncing around in her mind. She guessed that it had to be one of the orderlies. They would occasionally play practical jokes in a primitive attempt to initiate an acquaintance with the female staff. And yet, she doubted they would go this far. Sara was really starting to freeze, and she put on her clothes. It felt strange not to wear underwear underneath. She put on her knee-high boots and her long coat and hurried out of the locker room. The corridor felt even more sinister now, and she walked even faster. Her footsteps echoed loudly between the grey walls. The sky was an inky black outside, even though it was almost seven in the morning. A lot of snow had fallen during her shift. In front of the concrete entrance to the hospital, she spotted her co-worker, Lina, who was leaning against the wall having a smoke. Lina worked in the Emergencies ward, which was in the basement. Sara waved at her and walked over. “Some freak stole my underwear,” Sara said eventually, after lighting a cigarette. “What?” “Some freak pinched it while I was in the shower.” “Scary,” Lina said, smoke seeping out of her mouth. “Probably one of the orderlies. Some of them seem really weird!”

         Sara nodded, and Lina continued:

         “Or it might be one of the patients from the Psychiatric ward. Never know what they might do.” Lina noticed Sara’s expression. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” “I’m too tired to be scared,” Sara muttered gloomily. “A while ago, I heard one of the nurses say that someone steals underwear from the locker room. But honestly, I thought she was just trying to sound interesting in front of Doctor Charming… He is on duty this week. Have you heard that he got together with one of the night staff from the Medical ward?” Sara shook her head and felt a slight pang of irritation. He had seemed quite interested in her the other night, when they had bumped into each other on the ground floor. Sara stared out into the darkness and took one last puff of her cigarette. She had smoked it so fast that it was warm. “I’m going home, would you like a ride?” “No thank you, I’ve got my bike, but drive safely,” Lina said while disappearing into the darkness towards the bike racks. The scent of musky perfume lingered in the air for a moment. Sara started walking over to the street next to the hospital where she had parked her car. Parking spaces for the staff at the hospital were always in short supply, even with the brand-new parking structure that had been built.

          
   

         The outline of her car was obscured by a thick layer of snow. She prayed that it would start, seeing as it had been complaining the past evening as she left home. She brushed snow off the windshield with her arm and muttered a few expletives. As if the snow wasn’t bad enough, the windows were covered in ice. She unlocked the door and got inside the car. It felt like a deep freezer. She put the key in the ignition and turned it.

         No sound emerged except something that resembled a muffled cough. It wasn’t until the fourth attempt that the chilled engine started. It took her a long time to scrape the ice off the windows, and by the time she had finished her fingers were numb from the cold. She slid into the driver seat and carefully reversed out of the parking space. The sound of another car reached her at the end of the road, and through the misty rear window she could barely make out the silhouette of a white van. The light from its bright headlights lit up the interior of her car. She carefully turned into the street and felt the rear wheels slip a tiny bit. Sara drove very slowly on the slippery surface, and she was annoyed that the white van wouldn’t keep at a safe distance. She tried to focus on something else, but it followed her as stubbornly as a wasp, and the gap between her rear bumper and the van kept getting smaller and smaller. After a while, Sara decided to pull over and let the van pass. She slowed down and felt her car’s suspension groaning as she went up on a curb that had been hidden by the snow, and she parked rather clumsily. The van quickly went past her, spraying dirty snow from the road onto her side windows with a heavy thud. It had started snowing a whole lot, and in an instant her view was covered, before the hard-at-work wipers, moving as if waving slowly, managed to push away the snow, leaving a red glare from the taillights of the van. He had to have had his full beam on. The light was so blinding, it had almost hurt her eyes. Under the streetlight, she could see that the white van was so shiny as to look newly washed, as opposed to her own car, on which some joker had written wash me in the grime only the other day. The van had to have been parked in a garage, since it wasn’t completely covered in snow. It struck her that it looked like one of those police vans they used to blitz drivers with speed radars. Sara slowly slid the car back to the street and found the brown tracks left by other cars, while taking deep breaths to get her heart rate under control. She rolled down the window slightly to get rid of the humidity inside, and the scent of snow filled her mind. Her fingers started tingling as her body got warmer, and she started feeling drowsy.

          
   

         Sara drove past the large, artificial lakes in central Copenhagen, where the water was black and shiny, and the snow-covered shapes of the chestnut trees provided a beautiful contrast to the dark surface of the water, where the familiar neon advertisements shimmered in all the colours of the rainbow. The overall impression was one of beauty, and she felt a sense of calm washing over her. She turned on the radio and enjoyed the music while letting her thoughts go where they may. Had it been a weekday, she would likely have been stuck in a traffic jam. But on this Sunday morning, she almost had the streets to herself. When she had almost reached her flat on the island of Amager, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. A square silhouette in a small side street where two bright lights were suddenly lit like two spotlights illuminating the snowflakes whirling around in furious circles. Then the deep rumble of an engine being switched on filled the car. The driver floored it. Again, the square shape of the van was right behind her, and the distance between them rapidly shrunk. A smothering sensation of panic spread through her body, and she put her foot on the accelerator while clutching the steering wheel hard. The engine responded agonisingly slowly, and the lights of the van were so close, it seemed a crash was inevitable. Then, the blinding light disappeared. Confused, she looked out of the window and saw that the van was overtaking her. It gathered speed quickly, and as if in slow-motion, she sensed that the driver’s hazardous manoeuvre was becoming terrifying in a new way, when they turned right in front of her car and blocked the road. The street was quite narrow, and there was no gap in the row of parked cars on the right, so she had nowhere to pull over. She couldn’t do anything other than braking abruptly. Sara took her foot off the gas and stood on the brake, feeling the car beginning to swerve as the tires lost their grip. The white van was still now, and its outline grew and grew as she approached. Her car slid to a halt only a few metres from it. A strange silence descended, interrupted only by the humming of the engine. She looked at her white knuckles and fingers, still grasping the steering wheel like tight cords. A black shape appeared in the side window of the van. Just as quickly, it vanished, only to reappear in much more vivid detail as a contrast to all the whiteness. She felt a paralysing sensation in her body, like a premonition that something dreadful was about to happen. But then, the dim streetlight showed the contours of a familiar face. She realised that it was the co-worker who had waved at her in the basement of the hospital. The oval shape of the face was shining in the light, and he squinted at her headlights as he slowly approached. The eyes that were visible under a black hood were cold and dark, and the smile was completely fake and forced. When he reached her car, she saw that one of his eyes was bottomless and black, like the eye of a snake. She didn’t have time to think anything else before she felt the sudden drop in pressure as her door was torn open, and the snow-scented air mixed with exhaust fumes rushed inside. The first punch struck her face. The second was aimed at her throat and knocked the air out of her, even though she tried defending herself. As if in a trance, she noticed that her front teeth had been knocked out, and the blood started oozing hotly inside her mouth. It wasn’t until a few seconds after that an unbearable pain set in, and a suffocating sensation washed through her body. He grabbed her hair and turned her head to the side, and she felt a prick behind her ear. As if in a nightmare, she felt whatever he had injected her with starting to weave and bob inside her. It was as if she was in a gigantic roller coaster that had been derailed, and was heading towards a pitch black abyss.

          
   

         Sara breathed in the dark air in slow and pulsating breaths. The room was completely silent, the darkness as dense as thick cloth, and it smelt of paint and chemicals. Her eyes were wide open, but she couldn’t see anything. A throbbing pain was lurking inside her body. She felt as if it was only getting started. She had no idea what had happened or where she was. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and her breath was becoming rapid and shallow – and her head was pounding.

          
   

         The reptilian brain controlling her animal instincts was on high alert; her heart wouldn’t slow down, even though she was trying to calm down. It felt as if her body was concealing a dangerous secret.

          
   

         The exhaustion felt like lead weights forcing every cell in her body downwards. She blinked her eyes rapidly and noticed that they felt dry. The darkness was all-engulfing. Her gums ached, and in her throat she tasted blood. The nightmare sensation of loose teeth turned out to be real when she felt around her mouth with her tongue. She bit her cheek, and the tears streaming down her cheeks revealed that there were several cuts on her face. She tried wiggling her toes, but soon she realised that she was tied down. A wave of panic swept everything else away from her mind. Sara tried getting up, but her arms were also fixated by something that was digging into her wrists. Bits and pieces of memories surfaced slowly in her mind in no particular order. She saw the little unconscious boy in his bed when she went to check his vitals. His mum had been sitting motionlessly by the bed, staring desperately and unblinkingly at her son.

          
   

         Sara forced herself to concentrate. She had been on a night shift, but then what? Suddenly, she remembered that she had stood outside the hospital smoking a cigarette with Lina. Then she saw a bright newly washed van in her rear-view mirror. The police – with a speed camera – was her first thought. But it was not the police. The realisation of what had happened suddenly tore through her mind. Her heart rate increased to a dangerous speed. An almost unbearable feeling of sickness sent a torrent of acid up through her oesophagus. She almost threw up, but managed to avoid it. Sara realised that she was in mortal danger. An unpleasant voice at the back of her mind informed her that it might already be too late. Suddenly, she noticed a dim light being switched on. She listened for footsteps, but everything was silent. After a while, her eyes had grown accustomed to the light. The contours of some tall and slender glass jars were visible on a shelf. The jars all had black lids and looked like something from a museum of medicine – old hand-blown glasses which distorted the contents into strange shapes in the dim light. She tried to work out what they contained. It looked like… flowers. Elegant on thin stalks. The petals were facing one way, as though the wind caressed them slightly. Sara thought of trumpet lilies. But something was off… something wasn’t right. It was the colour. It was strange… sort of pale and fleshy. She counted five glasses, four of which contained flower-like objects. The last one was empty. She raised her head slightly and focused on the glasses. She slowly realised what the flowers were. She screamed. Suddenly, it was as if the room changed. The sound of distant footsteps… and soon she heard a thumping walk. A door opened, and a silhouette became visible in the dim light. He was wearing a full-body protective suit and a paper mask that covered the lower half of his face. Sara felt sure that it was the same man she had seen in the basement of the hospital, and who had followed her in the van and cut her off on the road. Now she remembered that he had been staring at her with a hungry expression in his strange eyes, right before everything turned to a hazy darkness. Her body surrendered to the fear, and she felt a warm sensation between her legs. He removed the sheet. His eyes examined her body, and his gaze fell on her abdomen. She heard the sound of rattling metal, and then felt something chilly around her navel. A searing pain worked its way slowly and meticulously through her skin.

         Teglholmen, Copenhagen

Investigating Unit, Violent Crimes
   

         The scent of exotic spices hit Detective Inspector Felix Jørgensen – nicknamed Silver Fox – like a brick wall when he entered the police canteen in the Teglholmen offices.

         The nickname was a reference to his hair colour, a bit like tainted silver, and the fact that he was somewhat middle aged. He felt irritable, and his stomach was growling with hunger. Not only had they relocated Homicide, Narcotics and International Crimes to a concrete block on a windy construction site, but management had found it amusing to take a sudden interest in the health of the personnel, which had resulted in a catastrophic food supplier. He missed the old Police HQ with the beautiful circular courtyard surrounded by columns, where your footsteps reverberated melodically as you walked across it. At HQ, they would have served proper classic Danish dishes; quality meat and thick gravy and all the trimmings. He grabbed a tray and stared at the buffet with increasing frustration. He noticed a sign saying “meat-free day”, followed by a stupid smiley face. Small tags explained what was in the colourful bowls, as if the readers were five-year-olds. They even listed how little fat and carbohydrates each dish contained. He had no idea what he put on his plate, except that it was guaranteed to give him gas. But Yusuf, the chef, had charmed all his female co-workers, and he carried himself like a movie star in white chef’s attire and a bright smile as he shared recipes with his blushing admirers. Felix found a table and nodded curtly to some of his male co-workers who were prodding the food carefully with their forks. He tried cutting into the thing that looked like lasagne but wasn’t. The meat had been replaced with eggplant, and he only had a vague idea of what that was. He took a bite and almost spit it out. Had the lunatic put cinnamon in his food? This had gone too damn far! Just then, his phone vibrated in his chest pocket. He pushed the plate away and checked the display. It was a text from Kirsten, his new secretary. They had hired non-police workers as secretaries to free the officers from administrative duties, allowing them to focus on the work they had been trained to do. The terrorist attack in Copenhagen a few years ago had brought the police to their knees, resulting as it did in a tsunami of extra work. The chaotic situation with Middle Eastern refugees struggling to get across the border was another drain on police resources, and it looked as if it would be keeping them busy for a long time to come.

         The accumulation of extra work had made life easy for drunk drivers, burglars and speeding motorists. There simply weren’t enough police to handle these vital areas properly. They should probably have hired professional secretaries much sooner, because Kirsten was a complete godsend. She made sure to remind him of his appointments, and this text was to remind him that his new assistant, Detective Sergeant Kathrine Nymark, was scheduled to start today. She had been working elsewhere in the building, at the department for Organised Crime. He cut a piece off something that might have been a meatball but looks were deceiving. This falafel, whatever the hell that was, tasted weird. His stomach tied in a knot, as if it had been offended. Felix decided that he couldn’t eat another bite of this hippie food and stood up angrily. His stomach groaned, and he decided to visit a hot dog street vendor on his way home.

          
   

         Felix got a cup of coffee and put in four sugars. He spent a moment looking out at the construction site, where new tower blocks shot up regularly. Copenhagen was growing continuously. But the flats were all incredibly expensive. He went into his office and put the coffee on his desk, where he noticed Kathrine Nymark’s personnel file next to a slew of papers that his subordinates had to have sneaked in while he was out to lunch. Felix sighed. He decided to be well-prepared for the new colleague, for once. Maybe he would have enough time to write a little work description? Felix was interrupted in his thoughts when his mobile phone rang. Soon after, it became clear that it was a so-called illegal parking. This was a slang term for someone driving a car into the harbour. The harbourmaster had noticed a strange light in the morning, which appeared to be coming from the harbour floor. Before they could lift up the vehicle from its unusual parking space, they had to determine if it contained anyone injured or dead – or if it was a simple matter of insurance collection.

          
   

         Felix ordered the divers from the Copenhagen Fire Department to conduct the initial examination, and then asked his secretary to find Kathrine Nymark, who would have to make do with a quick introduction to the work of the Violent Crimes division on the way to the harbour. She might as well learn as soon as possible that the work was done in the field, not behind a computer monitor.

         Dragør harbour, the island of amager
   

         The harbour looked deceptively idyllic on this winter afternoon, where the low-hanging sun cast its rays on some fishing boats, making them gleam like brass, forcing the police officers squint at the bright light. But the atmosphere was tense, because the sunlight was deceptive; the sky was a deep blue, but the water in the harbour was black – like a hemp canvas dipped in pitch. The snow from the past few days had all but melted, but now it felt as if winter was starting over, and there was ice forming here and there by the bulwark. The divers from the fire department had quickly discovered that there was a woman in the car on the bottom of the harbour, and that she was dead. But Felix’s initial theory of suicide was quickly disproved when the divers had seen through the windshield that her arms had been bound in front of her body. The fire department had offered to pull the car out of the water, but instead, Felix decided to call an expert in underwater crime scenes from the Armed Forces Mine Clearing Corps. Watery crime scenes were always complicated, because forensic clues quickly disappeared in water. Besides, raising the car would likely ruin important evidence. The army divers were experts in underwater photography, and they conducted all the initial examinations before the landlubbers from the police forensic department took over.

          
   

         Everyone was wearing full-body suits for working with hazardous materials. A dress code which was highly appropriate for a potential crime scene. Felix glanced over at Kathrine who was having to learn several lessons very fast.

         She kept to herself a bit, and she looked rather tense. Her short, blonde hair caught the sun’s rays. Some large seagulls landed on the frost-covered concrete, as if they thought the police officers were fishermen bringing their catch ashore. The atmosphere was still tense, a sense of quiet before the storm. “I told him to check out every grain of sand down there… and you’ll need a microscope for the car afterwards.”

         Felix met the gaze of crime scene technician Asbjørn Andersen, who looked bright and cheerful. He was tall and as wide as a bear, with an enormous chest, freckles and red hair, like the archetype of a Viking, if there had still been any of those around. He went by the name of AA, which were his initials but also a satirical nod to his former alcoholism.

          
   

         Felix observed the black and shiny wetsuit-clad body of the army diver who swam back and forth in the square harbour basin, following a meticulous plan. The firefighters had marked the placement of the car with bright orange buoys which slowly rocked from side to side. Debris from the bottom looked like black silk, and followed the diver as he made his way through deeper and deeper water. Soon, the only visible sign of his presence in the harbour was small, dark bubbles rising to the surface. The wind was saturated with the smells of the harbour, mostly tar and salt and fish.

          
   

         The army diver felt the usual pressure against his forehead, which was due to the mask squeezing his face and the icy water causing numb pain between his eyes. Several years of training had taught him not to think too closely about what might be lurking in the water, because the only limit to what his underwater work had uncovered was his imagination. Of course, there were the usual old bicycle wrecks and all sorts of rubbish that people senselessly threw into the water. Therefore, he was very careful when he let his gloved hands brush over the silvery green surfaces. Barnacles or rusty iron could easily tear large gashes in both his gloves and his skin.

          
   

         He slowly approached the square shape of the car, and could just make out a dark silhouette behind the window. Soon, he could clearly make out the oval shape of a face. The car door was open. The diver swam all the way over to the car and reached his gloved hand inside, where it brushed against a nylon string with bits of seaweed drifting from it. The white light from his forehead lamp hit something that reflected it. Something light brown; a pair of wide-open eyes that could no longer see anything. The gurgling noise that filled his mind came from himself, and he let go of the string and withdrew slightly from the eyes that felt as though they were etching their way inside him. The woman’s hands were tied in front of her body just like the firefighters had explained, and the gesture brought to mind the idea that she was praying. But it was clear that it was far too late for that. The string had cut its way into her white flesh, and even though he was wearing thick gloves, her skin felt like touching a dead fish. Smooth and cold and clammy. The perpetrator had tied her hands together and then fixed them to the steering wheel with nylon string, as if to make sure she would remain in a certain position. Another possibility was that he might want to make sure she didn’t float out of the open door. There was something ethereal about the woman’s hair, which billowed lightly as if caught by a subterranean breeze. She was wearing a dark dress and a long light green coat, which looked as if it had been chosen to match the colours of the seafloor. The overall impression was deeply unpleasant. He took out his camera and started taking pictures of the woman, including several pictures of the string that seemed to have been tied meticulously around the body’s wrists. He then took pictures of the car’s interior as much as he could. Then of the exterior.

          
   

         Felix turned his head when a shiny black shape rose to the surface. The sun’s rays were reflected by the wet rubber. The army diver took out his mouthpiece and pulled up his mask. “You can lift the car out now!” he shouted.

          
   

         A while later, Felix was staring at the body of a young woman, lying on a piece of plastic with her arms in an almost clerical posture. She reminded him of a mermaid. The murderer had to be a different sort. The way the wrists had been tied seemed neat. He felt certain that it was not a spontaneous or desperate act. This had been carefully planned. He knew it was a coincidence, but he had noticed that the woman’s empty gaze was aimed in his direction, as though she was trying to tell him something. A final desperate plea. Her skin reminded him of wet, white rubber. The glint in her eyes was gone forever. But the time she had spent in the icy water hadn’t managed to erase her expression. A mix of sheer terror, and then something else. A kind of… resignation, he decided. As if she had abandoned all hope before she died. That she accepted her fate long before she passed away. Her mouth was open, as if she had been screaming silently at the bottom of the harbour.

         Autopsy Lab, Copenhagen
   

         The body of the woman in the harbour had quickly been identified as Sara Hermansen. Kathrine had been very good at handling the practical matters in identifying her, which had to be done at the autopsy lab, and the subsequent conversation with the shocked parents. There was no way of teaching empathy with grieving relatives, that was an ability you had to be born with, and which any police detective ought to have. Unfortunately, many didn’t.

          
   

         After the parents had left, Felix and Kathrine changed their clothes and went inside the lab itself. Felix nodded to Benedict, a tall younger man with lips that were perhaps a bit too full to suit him. “Come closer,” Benedict said without moving his gaze from the dead woman whose clothes had now been removed. She was lying on her stomach. Benedict’s assistant was a middle-aged woman who had grey wisps of hair sticking out from under her surgical cap. “Are you new?” Benedict asked Kathrine. “I am.” “Have you ever been at an autopsy before?” “No, but I usually have a strong stomach…”

         Benedict sized her up. “Be careful with this guy,” the coroner warned. “He does like the ladies…” “You’re one to talk, Benedict,” Felix said with a smile. Benedict shifted his gaze back to the dead body, now on its back, having been turned around by the assistant without his help. She had covered the corpse’s face and midsection with white cotton sheets. The coroner adjusted his rimless spectacles. “She was wearing a dress and coat, but shoes, pantyhose and underwear are missing. There are marks on the throat which would indicate strangulation, and it looks distinctly like finger marks,” he informed them. A microphone was suspended from the ceiling to record everything. Benedict pulled the sheet off the woman’s face and gently lifted the eyelids. “Hm, that also fits with the small petechiae in the mucus glands of the eyes… and on the eyelids.” Then he opened the woman’s mouth with a strange-looking pair of pliers. “There are dental injuries… and the upper front teeth are missing…” He put the pliers down on a table and cleared his throat: “I’ll start with the internal examination…” The assistant handed him a scalpel, and he cut a large V-shape from shoulder to shoulder, but then turned it into a Y-shape by letting the scalpel slide downwards, but he hesitated when he reached the navel. Soon after, the scalpel continued down to the pubic bone. The skin folded aside like a zipper being undone. Benedict stared at the woman’s abdomen. “The most obvious thing to note is a fresh surgical scar from the navel down to the pubic bone… tell me, has she recently had surgery?” “No, her parents didn’t mention anything like that,” Felix said in surprise. “The suture thread is still present,” Benedict said.

          
   

         After the examination was complete, Benedict took off his mask and gestured them over to a table to where the autopsy report was waiting. “She died of asphyxiation. And there are signs of rape. There are large gashes in the vagina and anus. There is no trace of semen, so he must have been using a condom. She has been dead for about 24 hours. The victim has deep abrasions from nylon string on her wrists. As far as the surgery on her abdomen is concerned, it turns out her Fallopian tubes have been removed, and the incision has been closed with suture thread. I think you have to talk to someone who knows about that kind of procedure. A gynaecologist. To me it looks like a professional medical suture. I’ll e-mail you the phone number of a chief surgeon at the Juliane Marie Centre of the National Hospital. She was bleeding profusely, which indicates she was still alive for the procedure. Additionally, nothing was done to address the bleeding after the surgery. Very unorthodox, in my opinion.” Felix felt the hairs on the back of his neck standing up at the thought. “She has an injection mark behind her left ear. Maybe she was drugged, but the blood tests should tell us more.” Felix thanked him for the information and made eye contact with a pale but focused Kathrine who had remained silent during the autopsy. He couldn’t blame her for that. The woman on the steel table would be around her own age. Not an easy first case to deal with, even less so considering the information they had just been given by the coroner.

          
   

         A while later, Felix and Kathrine were speaking in the corridor. “Is something wrong?” Felix asked. “My mum died of cancer in the Fallopian tubes when I was thirteen. It was only a month from they discovered it until she passed away.” “That… must have been horrible.” Kathrine nodded and bit her lower lip. “I’ve been considering having this exact surgery myself.” “How come?” “That form of cancer is hereditary…”

         National Forensic Institute, Brøndby, Copenhagen
   

         Late in the afternoon, Felix and Kathrine made their way to the western suburb of Brøndby, where the National Forensic Institute was situated. Felix wanted to see what AA had found out in regard to the car. They went to the garage, where the forensic technicians were doing their examinations. Felix got into a white coverall, fastened the mask’s strings behind his ears, and pulled up the hood. Then he struggled to put on the plastic coverings over his shoes. Kathrine elegantly got into a similar suit. She seemed less timid as the day went on, and her cheeks were pleasantly flushed. He could hear his co-workers rustling, and the smell of petrol, rubber and lubricant completed the impression of a completely ordinary mechanics’ garage. But it was a highly specialised one, and nothing remained hidden from the technicians’ watchful eyes. If a criminal had anything to conceal, these experts were bad news. Sooner or later, even microscopic bits of evidence would be found. “So, AA, what did you find out?” “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your new colleague?” “Of course, sorry, this is Detective Sergeant Kathrine Nymark, my new assistant.” “Delighted,” AA said with a smile and the hint of a bow. “We’ve taken the car apart completely. The engine was running when the car hit the water. We know that because the key was in the ignition in the ‘on’ position. We found nothing that could have been used to wedge the throttle in place, and the floor mat was exactly where it should be. Besides, the driver’s side door was open, likely to ensure that the car would sink rapidly. The lights were on, just as the harbourmaster said.” “How can you tell? I mean, they were off when we pulled the car out of the water…” “The headlights in a ‘94 Ford Fiesta contain a filament which short-circuits after a while when the warm bulb is put in cold water, and it leaves unmistakable marks.” He pulled off his rubber gloves and put them in his pocket. “So the perpetrator pushed the car into the harbour while the engine was running… But why didn’t he switch off the headlights?” “I’ve been wondering about that myself. The harbour is quite dark at night, so perhaps he kept them lit to be able to see anything…”

         AA paused for a bit and then continued:

         “Interestingly, the seat was not adjusted to fit the victim.” “So the perpetrator must have been the one driving?” Kathrine asked. “Exactly… She was not very tall, only 165 centimetres. The seat was set to fit a person almost two metres tall. The victim would simply have been unable to reach the pedals.” “Did you find any blood or DNA?” “No.” “So the car can’t have been where she was murdered,” Felix concluded.

         AA shook his head in reply. “What about the nylon string, was there anything particular about that?” “Perfectly ordinary. You can buy it at any hardware store…”

          
   

         Felix offered to drive Kathrine back to the station. They didn’t speak much on the way. He thought she looked quite exhausted. Before she got out, Felix asked: “Everything alright?”

         He saw her making a swallowing motion, before nodding briefly.

         National Hospital, Copenhagen
   

         The next day, Felix and Kathrine conducted interrogations of Sara’s co-workers, which didn’t yield any new information, so they were hoping that the last person on the list might give them a lead on something. The woman who entered the conference room was beautiful but looked very sad. She seemed to be completely knocked off balance by the death of her co-worker. “Hello, Lina,” Kathrine said and gestured to a chair. “Would you like to take a seat?” Lina sat on the edge of the chair and stared expectantly at the two of them. “Can you tell us what happened the last time you saw Sara?” “I had worked the night shift at the Emergencies ward, and I happened upon Sara outside, where we had a cigarette…”

         “Did you notice anything unusual about her behaviour?”

         “No. Except… She mentioned that someone had stolen her underwear from the locker room.” “Really?” “Yes.” Felix made a note of it, and he remembered that the coroner had mentioned that the underwear was missing. “Where is the locker room?” “It’s down in the basement…” “Would you mind showing us?” “Not at all.”

          
   

         Soon after, they were down in the basement. A bright light was running like stripes all along the ceiling. Lina led them into a large room where rows and rows of drab, grey metal lockers were standing side by side. “Which locker is hers?” “Over there,” Lina said, pointing to one of them. Felix noticed that the door was standing slightly ajar. He put on a pair of latex gloves and gently opened it. Inside were a couple of clean and folded scrubs, a white undershirt, some worn, wooden clogs with rubber soles, shampoo, hair conditioner and a deodorant. Nothing unusual. “Is this room usually unlocked?” Kathrine asked. “Yes…” “About the underwear. Who do you think that could have been?” “It could be one of the orderlies. Or a patient from the Psychiatric ward. Sometimes they sneak off and go down here. It can get a bit scary…”

          
   

         Felix decided to investigate the remark about the orderlies right away, and it turned out their breakroom was in the basement as well. He quickly found the supervisor, but he couldn’t shed any new light on the case.

          
   

         The supervisor, a muscular man with colourful tattoos and a heavy gold bracelet around his wrist, was ready to concede that some of his workers might be fond of pranks and tricks, but he believed that the underwear would be far across the line, and he was adamant that none of them would do such a thing.

         They also located the orderlies who had been working the night before the murder happened, but they all denied having seen Sara or having anything to do with the missing underwear.

          
   

         It remained for them to find out if it might have been one of the patients from the Psychiatric ward who had stolen the underwear, and Felix phoned the Chief Psychiatrist who informed him that no patients considered dangerous were in the hospital at this time. In principle, a patient might leave the open ward at night without being noticed. As there were no surveillance cameras in the hospital, Felix had to admit that this trail was a dead end. Shortly after, his mobile phone rang. It was AA with some news about the suture thread. “It is ordinary suture thread for surgical use. Some types dissolve on their own, and others are permanent and made of nylon – such as this one.” “What about the knot?” “It’s a perfect, two-handed reef knot. They are a bit tricky to learn, but once you know how, it’s just like riding a bicycle. You’ll never forget how to do it.” “How do you know that?” Felix asked curiously.

          
   

         “I spent my entire childhood in the Scouts.”

         Lista, Norway
   

         Sixten Arstad, Village Constable, let his police car coast down the final dip on the narrow gravel road, where the small stones crunched with a static noise under the tires.

         There were pools of water in the gravel, and they reflected the deep blue colour of the sky. The last stretch of the road leading to Jøllestø Harbour had been flooded a couple of days earlier from a powerful winter storm with an ensuing surge in water level, and there were small strands of seaweed on the road. The seagulls were circling the mussels that had been thrown on land. Small tufts of grass showed which way the wind was blowing, and the car drifted slightly from the air pressure on the open stretch of road to the harbour. He whistled along to a piece of music on the radio and rolled down his window to enjoy the fresh sea air.

          
   

         The reported discovery of a diving suit among the jagged cliffs on the very southern edge of the Agder police precinct was a matter that might usually be safely left until the next day, if it hadn’t been for the macabre detail that something was sticking out of the suit which might look like human bones. The area east of Jøllestø Harbour happened to be right at the terminal point of the strange ocean currents, which meant that lots of things ended up there – everything from buoys without their tethers to fiberglass pieces of old boats and surfboards. The wind was powerful, and the water got whipped into foam by the jagged cliffs which looked like ravenous jaws that chewed everything and spat it out on dry land in much smaller chunks. The harbour had to be one of the smallest in the world. It consisted of a five-metre-long gap in a concrete wall. Through the gap, it was possible to see waves as high as an adult human being crashing steadily against the concrete, leaving behind trails of white foam that flowed slowly through the passage. Daring anglers would frequently risk their lives for a couple of flatfish or eels, but this year, there hadn’t been any reports of people drowning. Last year, two anglers had drowned. Their boats had been crushed to splinters, and the bodies hadn’t been washed ashore until weeks later. They had begun to dissolve from the water, and the powerful weather made them look as if they had been beaten to death.

          
   

         This possible death might be the first of the year, he thought when a citizen phoned to inform him that his dog had shown a keen interest in a diving suit which had bones sticking out of it.

          
   

         Sixten parked on a sloped parking lot, pulled the handbrake, and stretched so thoroughly that his joints creaked. He found his mobile phone and dialled a number. Soon after, he spotted the silhouette of a short, fat man in a long and cumbersome winter coat. It turned out to be the man who had reported finding the diving suit. He had left his dog at home. The man’s eyes were hidden behind a pair of round spectacles with a tortoiseshell frame, and his nose was small and pointy. He said that he was an architect and had designed his own house, which had possibly the best view of the tiny harbour.

         “It’s this way,” the architect said, slightly out of breath, and made his way towards an area where boulders were lying here and there, like irregular teeth poking through the brown winter grass. “Probably one of those nuts who think they can walk on water,” he grumbled. “In the winter, they go south to the Atlantic, but in the summer they fucking flock here…” The architect bunched his pudgy hands into fists. Sixten suspected that he considered the rocky expanse as an extension of his back garden, even though it was a public space.

          
   

         The coastline was largely inhabited by somewhat eccentric types, including several successful painters, possibly drawn by the unique light, a single author living by himself, and a couple of ecology enthusiasts who had painstakingly built their own home of driftwood. The architect carefully led Sixten through the protruding cliffs until they reached a spot where the grass had become the same colour as dark hay. Sixten watched the ocean. There was something fascinating and alluring about the thundering waves when they crashed into a deep blue and shiny surface, almost as if they might be on the equator. But a freezing gust of wind tore him free from his imagination and brought him back to reality, where the dreary winter landscape suddenly felt quite oppressive. A dark diving suit was spread neatly on the ground, as if someone had smoothed it down. Some bones that had been polished by the sea were sticking out of the openings for the hands and feet. A round shape seemed to be filling the hood of the suit. “Did you touch anything?” Sixten asked while rubbing his chin.

         The architect shook his head. “What about your dog?” “Hannibal always heeds my commands…” Sixten looked at the man for a short while, then shifted his gaze back to the diving suit. He decided to bring in the technicians from the regional capital of Kristiansand. Better safe than sorry. And then he would search the registry of missing persons. It was almost certainly a sports diver who had gone on a dive in late autumn, drowned and sunk to the bottom. Then the body would have been thrown about by the currents and ended up in Lista. The rumours of old shipwrecks attracted lots of daredevils playing at being treasure hunters on the search for old silver coins. The coast with its many jagged cliffs had seen lots of shipwrecks through the centuries, and if the diving enthusiasts were to be believed, the ocean had an abundance of treasures on its bottom. Sixten knew there might be some truth to the stories, because the coast was so treacherous that no less than three lighthouses had been built along the cliffs to make sure ships would be able to navigate it. It would have to be determined formally if the bones in the diving suit were human. Although, Sixten had no doubt they were. He had been a professional for more than a quarter of a century, and he had seen plenty of things in his career, including a number of skeletal remains. The district of Agder was a peaceful one, but it covered a vast area of mountains, islets and rugged wilderness. If someone lived alone on one of the islands, they might lie alone for a considerable time before being found.

          
   

         Sixten noticed that the phone connection was poor. There was enough static that it felt as if he was calling a faraway land, and not the neighbouring town of Kristiansand where the police technicians had their district HQ. The static underlined the fact that he was at the very tip of a jagged coastline where darkness would soon arrive. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” The architect asked when Sixten had put his phone down. “That would be lovely, thanks,” he replied with a smile. It would be at least a couple of hours before the technicians would arrive.

          
   

         Soon after, they were standing in front of the main entrance of a modern-day mansion built in the Nordic style. It wasn’t particularly pleasing for the eye with its asymmetric shapes and dark grey bricks. The architect unlocked the door, and a large dog appeared on the polished granite floor. “Don’t worry about Hannibal. He’s as gentle as a lamb.” The animal was the size of a small pony, and the yellowing eyes were shooting a hostile glance at Sixten, while a guttural and ferocious growling could be heard from its throat. Hannibal’s giant square head was about as charming as a decrepit deep freezer.

          
   

         After a while spent over mugs of a liquid the architect referred to as “barista style coffee”, Sixten received a text message informing him that the technicians were arriving, and soon after he was being blown sideways by the strong wind outside. The experienced technician was known as The Bloodhound. He wasn’t very talkative, but he did have a witty streak once you got to know him. Sixten greeted The Bloodhound and his assistant, who had come out of a dark blue van. The darkness had fallen heavily, and Sixten used his torch to carefully navigate the boulders. After a while, he caught the weary gaze of The Bloodhound and announced: “We’re here.” He pointed his torch at the dark shape of the diving suit. “Hell of a weather,” The Bloodhound muttered and spat into the darkness. “We’d better get a tent up.” “Yes, the wind has picked up a bit…”

          
   

         Soon, a tent had been erected and spotlights been put up. “There’s not much left of him,” the Bloodhound said slowly. “Can you see anything interesting? What about his diving mask?” “No, nothing but a few rusty beer bottle caps and the remains of a fishing net. I doubt there’s anything else. Is it a local?” “We’re trying to find out,” Sixten replied. “Is the coroner on his way?” “He should be here soon.”

          
   

         Sixten felt a twinge as they examined the diving suit more closely. The white spotlights mercilessly revealed all the details invisible to the naked eye. The coroner had arrived and was examining the earthly remains of the diver. The ocean had done its job meticulously. The visible bone fragments glowed white, completely polished of what had been attached. The Bloodhound had carefully turned the hood, and the characteristic eye sockets stared emptily at them. The coroner was a young lad with spots and blushing cheeks, and neither he nor The Bloodhound were able to contribute any sensational news. The diving suit was rather damaged, most likely as a consequence of coming across the jagged cliffs. The coroner pulled the hood a bit to the side. He didn’t want to pull the skull out of the hood out here on this godforsaken cliff. He remarked that they would have to do that in Oslo. Sixten noticed that the lad had a serious expression on his face, and he soon understood why he had been informed that the skull had a fracture which seemed a bit suspect. Sixten knew that head injuries were often tricky business for the coroners, and that it required specialists to determine if an injury had occurred as the result of an accident or a crime. But there was no doubt that the powerful waves and the cliffs would be able cause serious damage. Despite his young age, the coroner’s gaze was firm and steady. Sixten felt sure that he had a great career ahead of him, and said: “We need to get him to Oslo, so that the CID people can examine him.” The Criminal Investigation Department in Oslo were routinely involved in cases with unidentified bodies and suspicious deaths. This diver checked both of those boxes.

         Later in the evening, Sixten parked his patrol car in front of the yellow wooden building where the Farsund Constabulary had its offices, overlooking the fjord on one side and the local supermarket on the other. He unlocked the door and went up the stairs to the second floor where the police offices were. The ground floor was home to the regional court. He went into the kitchenette and got a cup of coffee. He was glad he was able to secure the remains now that a storm was fast approaching. It was no secret that the ocean could both provide and take away in this area. Even large pieces of debris could be swept away if the water level rose. Sixten went into his office and switched on his computer. He threw his jacket on a cobalt blue sofa. Even now, he could hear that the wind made the building creak slightly, and the windowpanes settled in their frames with a ticking noise. The weather frequently changed quite rapidly in this area. And yet, this storm felt more aggressive than usual. He checked his inbox to see if anyone had responded to the missing persons’ report he had phoned in at the architect’s house. No one had. Then he booked a plane ticket to Oslo for the following morning, and decided to call it a night.

         CID Headquarters, Oslo
   

         Sixten still felt woozy after the flight from Kristiansand to Oslo as he sat down in a conference room in the featureless building with mirror windows on the outside which housed the CID. The small Dash 8 airplane had moved like a turbulent pebble through unforeseeable air currents and a dense layer of grey clouds. He had felt very alone sitting in the small plane and observing the stewardess, who had elegantly walked the aisle of the wildly swaying plane like a catwalk, without so much as a slight stumble.

         The noise from the propeller engines had lodged itself as a high-pitched screech in his ears.

          
   

         He glanced at his colleagues from the CID who he only met on the occasion of serious assault cases or murders. The rate of violent crimes in the Agder precinct was low when compared to the rest of the country, so he didn’t visit the capital city on business very often. His gaze stopped briefly at the leader of the homicide unit, Bergthora Solberg. She had recently been promoted to leader of the homicide division. Her hair was so blonde it was almost white, and she had distinct laughter lines. The nose was pretty and sloped, like a ski piste. She was stunningly beautiful, and he had been momentarily distracted by her perfume when they greeted each other. “Why don’t you tell us about what you found out in… Lista, was it, Sheriff Arstad?” The title was correct, and it reminded him of a cowboy movie, but she made it sound as if the town was right out in the middle of nowhere, which he supposed it was. The contrast between his countryside district and the headquarters in the capital city could hardly be any greater. “Well,” Sixten said and cleared his throat. “A citizen living by Jøllestø Harbour, you know, out by the Lista lighthouse, was walking his hound of the Baskervilles, and the owner found the skeletal remains of a diver in a diving suit. We have made a description and run it through the system, but it doesn’t match anyone missing in the region… and the coroner from Kristiansand found a suspicious fracture in the skull.” “The diver must have hit the cliffs.” “Possibly.” “Where do you think he came from?” “The ocean currents are completely unpredictable, so there’s no telling.” “What about the nuts living on the islands?”

         Sixten swallowed. “You mean he might not have been reported missing?” “Something like that.” Bergthora folded her arms in front of her chest and leaned back in her seat. “Well… it’s possible. But we broadcast the description in the database, the local paper and on the radio.” “But what if it’s someone who lives alone? Who would report him missing? His cat? If he had a bit to drink, and then the boat capsized… drunk sailing is becoming almost as frequent as drunk driving.” “Why don’t we examine the diving suit a bit more thoroughly?” Sixten suggested, meeting her gaze. “We should. I’ve made an appointment with one of the police divers who will brief us shortly. In the meantime, why don’t we find out what the forensic orthodontist and forensic anthropologist have found out?”

          
   

         The orthodontist was so fond of his job that it was almost unbearable. Teeth weren’t as interesting as he made them out to be. But when you had to deal with skeletal remains, examining the teeth had to be done. The orthodontist had barely changed at all in the twenty years since Sixten met him for the first time. But Sixten knew that he had helped identify the 32 victims of the plane crash by the Torghatten Mountain in 1988, so he had to be somewhat advanced in years. Come to think of it, that was the same airline he had just flown with. Same type of plane as well. He shuddered at the thought and forced himself to focus again, and he rubbed his eyes a bit. What was important now was to identify the body and inform the relatives. The Norwegian police code listed that as the duty of the police. The orthodontist briefly cleared his throat. “The deceased had no fillings. We have extracted the jaw, taken x-rays of the teeth and sent the pictures to the relevant authorities. I would estimate that he was between the age of 15 and 25 and should have seen a dentist a long time ago. There were two large cavities in the molars. That must have been rather painful. “Wouldn’t he show up in the system then? I mean, don’t school dentists have these pictures?” “Yes, but mistakes do happen. Perhaps as a result of everything being done digitally.” The orthodontist picked up a muddy pink post-mortem form from Interpol and passed it around.
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