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PRAISE FOR


THE ICE COVEN


“A gripping page-turner. The novel’s compelling, exciting side cast of characters and the intense, twisting revelations of the case keep the pace of this book rushing forward to its climax. Thriller fans will finish The Ice Coven and be impatient to start the third, teased volume of the series.”


—Booklist


“Seeck throws a murder that definitely happened, human trafficking, frog toxin, and somnophilia into the mix, masterfully ratcheting up the tension. Ragnar Jónasson fans will be mesmerized.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“A disturbing mystery whose complex heroine’s internal struggles only enhance the story line.”


—Kirkus Reviews


PRAISE FOR


THE WITCH HUNTER


“The Witch Hunter, translated with icy precision by Kristian London, is written in short, sharp present-tense chapters, a technique which adds to its relentless tension. Flashbacks to earlier episodes in Jessica’s life suggest that the strangeness currently unfolding is tied to her personal history. Discovering the how and why of it brings a resolution as bleak as anything Poe might have conjured.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“The Witch Hunter, Finnish novelist Max Seeck’s pulse-quickening English-language debut, is a genre twofer: it gives crime-novel enthusiasts a satisfying puzzle to logic out, and it offers fans of supernatural tales a look at the world of, as one character puts it, ‘amulets, rabbit feet, you name it’ . . . a police procedural with paranormal activity at its black heart.”


—Shelf Awareness


“[A] rich, intensely suspenseful thriller. Seeck’s debut is dark and intricate—the moments of revelation are as vividly cinematic and impactful every time. Seeck has an uncanny ability to unspool reveals at just the right pace to get the reader’s heart pounding as they make the connection at the same moment as the detective on page. His expertise with pacing, his careful plotting, and his choice to use short, quick chapters all combine to create a vivid, robust thriller.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“One twist follows another, baffling the police and readers alike. Seeck imbues this riveting procedural with a deliciously creepy undertone. Readers will be excited to see what Seeck does next.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Seeck’s riveting, multilayered debut, blending masterful police procedural with a chilling exploration of the occult, kept me up all night, devouring it in one amazing gulp, and checking under the bed.”


—#1 international bestselling author Sara Blaedel


“The Witch Hunter is everything I wish for in a thriller: exceptional story, exceptional characters, exceptional writing, and shocking twists—exceptional everything. I loved this book, and you will too.”


—Chris Mooney, author of Blood World


“One of the best books I have read. Ever. Absolutely thrilling, well written, and oh so hard to put down.”


—Emelie Schepp, author of Slowly We Die
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TO WILLIAM & LIONEL






Prologue


JANUARY 2020


L’ÉTRANGER OPENS THE door, allows his gaze to circle the room, and smiles. The three-star hotel is ascetic, but the room is perfect for his needs. He inserts the key card into the electricity slot, and a dim light comes on.


He lowers his Louis Vuitton duffel bag to the floor and feels the weight drop from his shoulder. He hasn’t let the duffel out of his grip since he disembarked from the vessel: his fingers have clutched the leather handle of his toolbox from the passenger bridge at the terminal into the taxi and across the hotel lobby.


He walks lazily to the large window overlooking a square. From the hotel’s top story, the people swarming down below look like tin soldiers. And in a way that’s what they are: the soldiers of their own lives, marching toward their own trivial battles. The lemmings.


A protest is taking place at the square’s edge, outside a granite-faced office building: dozens of people swathed in overcoats carry large placards. Two police vehicles are present, and the officers who emerged from them monitor the situation passively.


L’Étranger laughs to himself. He has never participated in a demonstration. Why would he? He has always preferred to fade into the crowd rather than be the center of attention. Besides, permanent change is not achieved by gathering at some stupid square with a few dozen other losers. It’s a nice idea, maybe; nothing more.


It’s in the presence of crowds that he sometimes feels it, the utter detachment and alienation that has marked him since adolescence. But the sensation has never depressed him. Just the opposite: it’s the result of an enlightenment he experienced during his youth. He grasps something the vast majority of ordinary people refuse to acknowledge: ultimately nothing we do or leave undone matters.


A new day dawns. And then another. And they will continue dawning until they dawn no more. That goes for him, for his neighbor, and for the entire world.


L’Étranger closes the curtains. He hoists the duffel bag onto the bed, pulls out a laptop, and opens it. The computer hums for a moment before a Tor-network messaging service opens.


His fingers lower to the keypad and conjure up a brief message: Here. Waiting.


Then he closes the email window and opens a text file. He stares at the page that appears on the screen: Existential Nihilism in the Works of Albert Camus. His dissertation topic is bold, sure to spark controversy among the academic community. Existential nihilism is generally associated with the works of Sartre, due to Sartre’s atheistic worldview, but L’Étranger believes Camus—despite his agnosticism—deals with the exact same themes in his works, if from a more humane perspective.


I’ll show you, you sheep. If anyone knows the meaninglessness of existence, it’s me.


L’Étranger reaches into his pocket for a handkerchief and wipes away a fingerprint that has made its way to the screen. One chapter of his life is coming to a close. He needs to finish this one last job, and then he can concentrate on his academic career. Maybe he will find a position at a university. Maybe not. In the end, it makes no difference. But that doesn’t mean he’s going to do anything without proper compensation. As the Joker says in the film The Dark Knight: If you’re good at something, never do it for free.


He pulls a book about the life of Søren Aabye Kierkegaard from his bag. Two photographs have been slipped between its pages: those of the two people who are going to pay for the completion of his studies.


They will pay for it with their lives.
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THE CAR OF the old elevator thunks between floors. The cable hums at the ceiling.


Greedy old shit.


Eliel Zetterborg catches a whiff of his bodyguard’s powerful aftershave and turns up his nose. He thinks about the words painted on the placards he saw through the Maybach’s tinted windows an hour ago.


He clenches and unclenches his fists; his hands feel weak. Those ungrateful idiots don’t know what they’re talking about.


Eliel steps out of the elevator and crosses the short distance to his front door, key in hand. Joonas shuts the elevator gate behind him. Eliel feels a pang of nostalgia when he hears the metal clank. The sound reminds him of the mechanical equipment of days gone by, iron and metal parts that smelled of lubricant and were powered by springs, steam, or mere gravity to perform work on people’s behalf. In contrast, present-day technology is completely odorless and tasteless. Machines you could touch with your hand have turned into a series of elegant algorithms and mechanisms whose functioning is guided by principles so abstract that advertising and marketing professionals have to create beautiful stories around them to inject the tiniest hint of life. Even then, customers have only the faintest idea of how they work. No matter what these millennials say, things were better in the old days.


You killed this town, Zetterborg.


When Eliel Zetterborg founded EZEM Pipes Co. with Eetu Monto fifty years ago to the day, the name of a company still communicated its primary business. Back then, no one fiddled with computers at the machine works in the Herttoniemi industrial area; they hammered and turned parts used to build something real, something tangible. Not circuits or transistors, but industry that reeked of blood and sweat. Heavy industry—in its most literal sense.


Eliel shuts his eyes and imagines the sweet smell of red-hot metal, hears the splatter of welding at the rear of the manufacturing hall on the south side of Puusepänkatu.


“Will you be all right?” Joonas says with a discreet glance around the stairwell.


Joonas Lamberg is Eliel’s long-term driver and bodyguard and is escorting his employer to his front door on this evening as on every other. He will then wait at the wheel of the Maybach down on the street until Eliel is ready. Then Joonas will drive Eliel to tonight’s dinner venue, a restaurant located only a block from the latter’s apartment. Joonas would typically be heading home at this point, but the times are exceptional: so many members of the general public hate Eliel Zetterborg and the board of RealEst from the bottom of their hearts that it’s best to keep Joonas close at hand all evening.


“Yes, thank you. I’ll see you downstairs in a minute,” Eliel says, then opens the door to his apartment and taps the code into the alarm system.


Joonas gives a curt nod, peers up to the top floor, then starts descending the stairs. He does so every evening because he wants to make sure no one who doesn’t belong there has snuck into the stairwell. Joonas is loyal and conscientious. He’s a former SWAT unit officer and still dangerous, despite being almost fifty and unarmed.


Eliel Zetterborg knocks his shoes against the mat in the entryway and takes off his coat, the shoulders damp from the walk between the car and the building entrance. The apartment smells like a new fabric softener he asked the cleaner to buy. It masks the cloying, stale odor of antiques and upholstery dating from the war, as the scent has recently begun to repel Eliel. It reminds him that he is old and that he—just like everyone else on the planet—is condemned to die sooner or later. In his case sooner, no doubt. Ever since Anne-Marie passed, his days have felt like a slow slide toward death; it’s as if his heart is beating less and less frequently, until one night it will stop and release him from his pain.


Eliel’s eyes strike on a yellow plastic bag on the floor of the entryway. The cleaner was supposed to return the books to the Rikhardinkatu Library that morning and pick up the new ones he had reserved.


Hell’s bells. That woman is getting careless.


Eliel steps into the living room, stands there with his hands in his pockets, and lets out a deep sigh. The company’s anniversary has put him in a nostalgic mood.


Half a century. Over that time, RealEst has grown into a global corporation, and it’s difficult these days to find any similarities to the small machine shop he and Eetu founded fifty years before.


The year 1970 was like a different reality in every respect: under the Finlandization policies of President Urho Kekkonen, the country was a very different place from what it is today, for better and for worse. In his parents’ view, no doubt the latter. Eliel Zetterborg’s father covered politics for Finland’s largest daily, Helsingin Sanomat, and was a huge champion of freedom of the press. His mother enjoyed a prominent career as a playwright. The artistic, liberal Zetterborgs experienced the postwar atmosphere as oppressive and regressive, perhaps partly because their only son, Eliel, actively opposed the self-censorship the Finnish government practiced when it came to the Soviet Union. On the other hand, EZEM Pipes Co.—which became RealEst, Ltd., through a merger and IPO that took place in the spring of 1990—benefited greatly, especially in the 1980s, from bilateral trade between Finland and its eastern neighbor, a development that shaped Eliel’s views of the Soviet Union in a significantly more positive way. As long as Finland’s neighbor to the east was satisfied, business was good.


Opportunistic traitor.


Eliel knows he is a prime example of how ideology is cast aside in hopes of the fast profits offered by capitalism. Over the years, he has been accused of selling out his principles so many times by so many people that he doesn’t let it get to him anymore. Besides, the accusations are true—even if decades have passed since then. But he regrets nothing, not for a second. His decisions made it possible for Anne-Marie and him to live a life of extreme privilege, and for Axel to be raised—unlike Eliel—in a wealthy, luxurious home. Sometimes Eliel wonders if rockier soil would have produced a different sort of son. Is their relationship difficult because their lives started out in such dissimilar circumstances?


Eliel pauses at the large mirror and gazes at the furrowed face hidden behind the white beard. His phone is flashing on top of the console, but Eliel doesn’t intend to answer. His phone has been ringing off the hook today. Journalists, well-wishers, professional and amateur politicians, almost-friends, backstabbers. Parasites. It’s a big day for Finnish industry and RealEst: at this very moment, the company’s middle management is celebrating in a massive tent erected at Hietalahti Square, complete with a program and entertainment. The upper management and board of directors, on the other hand, are gathering for dinner with their spouses in the private dining room at Saslik, the venerable Russian restaurant right around the corner, in honor of the day.


Job killer.


Eliel closes his eyes and tries to forget.


He can still see them, the white placards reflecting the bright sunshine. There are dozens of them, and they are being held by hundreds of hands. Every insult in the world has been scrawled on them in large letters. Thousands of people have amassed outside the factory, and none of them are there to celebrate the company’s fifty-year success story. The din raised by the angry throng is earsplitting, and the union man at the front is conducting this racket with a megaphone.


Eliel opens his eyes and feels his heart hammering. The ingrates. Of course it’s a radical measure, but it was not taken lightly. If the factory could have been spared, it would have been. The board’s decision to shut down the Kouvola unit had nothing to do with saving production costs; plumbing-material operations are being ramped down for the simple reason that they’re not profitable. The factory, which employs nearly three thousand people, has been a money pit for a decade now, and the positive results in the other divisions are not sufficient justification to continue keeping it on life support into the hazy future. Presumably a bigger problem than the closing of the factory is that those who lose their jobs will be nearly impossible to place in the company’s other divisions. That’s how significantly RealEst, Ltd.’s operations have changed over the last ten years. Even if the company pays for costly training, there is no way a fifty-year-old metalworker is going to learn how to produce a single line of code. At least not fast enough.


Get out of Finland, you capitalist pig.


Eliel sighs. He reads the text message he received fifteen minutes ago. It’s from Axel.


On my way to the restaurant. Please don’t be late.


He considers his son. The boy’s fine features and unique voice, which is surprisingly high. It has a tinge of jazzy whisky bass, just like that of Anne-Marie, from whom the boy also inherited his beautiful face and his birdlike build.


The curious heartburn that troubled Eliel throughout the drive has started again. The visit to Kouvola was not, he will admit, particularly pleasant. He knows he will not be serving as chair of the RealEst board for even a year, which is the precise reason he was prepared to take this bullet. The condemnation of the entire nation. His successor will start from a clean slate and perhaps even have the backing of the labor unions. That will make it possible to steer RealEst on to future success.


Eliel considers his reply, then settles for tapping an OK into the text field.


Just then he feels a sharp pain in his chest. For a moment he feels as if he can’t breathe. He collapses onto the stool in the entryway.


Damn it.


Eliel is in splendid physical condition for a seventy-four-year-old—he recently ran a half-marathon in the senior division in two hours and fourteen minutes—but the idea of long restaurant dinners with ten-course menus and the accompanying wines wearies him body and soul. He probably ought to have his heart checked again, but Eliel looks askance at doctor visits and avoids them to the last. Damn it all to hell. If it weren’t the company’s fiftieth anniversary today, he would sink to the couch with a glass of whisky and watch Emmerdale.


Eliel advances slowly down the entry hall and into the living room. The long floor planks, stained brown, creak under his merino wool socks. He touches the light switch and the chandelier hanging from the ceiling comes to life. He undoes his cuff links and lets his sleeves dangle over his hands.


The needle of the record player lowers to the black disc. Johann Sebastian Bach: Siciliano, Concerto in D minor, Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis 596. Eliel thinks it the most beautiful piece of music ever composed. Listening to it feels almost masochistic—that’s how wistful and melancholy it makes him. The concerto brings him back to Anne-Marie’s funeral, when Axel’s cousin played it on the piano at the beginning of the memorial service, here in this very room three or so years ago. More than a thousand long days and nights have passed since then, but the apartment still smells of Anne-Marie. In the end, it makes no difference what brand of fabric softener the cleaner buys.


Anne-Marie.


He ought to wear something tonight that reminds him of Anne-Marie.


Eliel walks past the grand piano to the sofa set and pauses in front of the oil painting that hangs there. The depiction of a capercaillie hinges outward to reveal a safe embedded in the wall. Eliel taps in the code, and the safe beeps and opens.


He takes from the top shelf what is perhaps his most prized possession: a Vacheron Constantin Genève with an eighteen-karat gold casing. The watch probably has little monetary worth, but it has all the more sentimental value: Anne-Marie gave it to him as a wedding present in 1969.


Eliel senses the weight of the watch on his wrist; it feels foreign yet familiar. He returns to the grand piano and gazes at the spacious living room: the Persian carpets covering the floor, the furniture fashioned by hand long ago, the large oil paintings ensconced in decorative gilt frames.


Eliel has no interest in attending the party tonight. Not without his wife.


And then he hears something above the music.


He has stopped at the liquor cabinet next to the piano, but the floor is still creaking. As if there were a second-long lag between his footfalls and the sound they produced.


He holds his breath. Suddenly he’s sure he’s not alone in the apartment. He glances back, but the arch leading into the kitchen is empty. The kitchen is dark; the only glimmer comes from the windows facing the Russian embassy. Eliel shakes his head. It’s just the Jugendstil building; old structures live a life of their own.


J. S. Bach is playing in the background as beautifully as it does every night.


My mind is playing tricks on me. It’s been a long day.


Eliel opens the bar, reaches for the masculine, broad-shouldered bottle of Macallan Reflexion. If the sensation in his chest grows unbearable, he’ll cancel his attendance at tonight’s dinner. That’s one good thing about growing old: there’s always an acceptable excuse for getting out of doing things one would prefer not to do. Age itself. No one can have anything to say about that.


The brown liquor burbles to the bottom of the glass like water from a pure tundra stream.


And the wooden floor is creaking again, this time more distinctly. He tosses back the contents of the glass, and the plummy whisky burns his throat.


“Hello?” Eliel says forcefully, despite knowing there will be no reply. The last time he did so, Anne-Marie was still alive. On a night he came home and wasn’t sure if his wife was there or out.


Eliel lowers the tumbler to the liquor cabinet and coughs into his fist.


Of course he’s home alone. The alarm was on when he stepped in, and he would have heard the front door open.


“Hello?” he hears himself say again. He knows he wouldn’t if he were a hundred percent certain there was no one else in the apartment. The doubt is like a rapier at his breast. “Who’s there?”


This time the creak comes from the other side of the wall, from the kitchen. A dragging sound that ends in an abrupt clunk. A kitchen drawer.


Eliel feels a shiver surge up his spine to his neck.


He reaches for his phone, brings up Joonas’ number on speed dial.


The footfalls are more pronounced now. And then he sees it: a shadowy figure emerging calmly from the darkness of the kitchen.


The phone slips from Eliel’s grasp and drops to the floor at his feet.
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JOONAS LAMBERG OPENS the car door and steps out. The drizzle mists his shaved head, and his cotton blazer offers little protection against the biting wind. He’s on the verge of pulling on his overcoat but rejects the impulse, and instead shuts the door of the gleaming, freshly waxed Maybach. After all, he’s a former member of police special forces who he has dived into frigid water in full tactical gear and lain for eight hours on a metal roof, rigid from the subzero temperatures, staring through the sights of a sniper rifle without moving a muscle. He has shot to kill more than once and has been shot at just as often. One of the bullets—propelled by a 9mm belonging to a Swedish-speaking bank robber in November 1998—left a permanent scar above his knee and started the countdown to the end of his SWAT days, which forced him to switch to the private sector. Over the course of his long career, knives and bicycle chains have been wielded against him, but he has usually walked away from such encounters the victor. Although he has a firearm at home, he hasn’t carried one since his law-enforcement days. No, he puts his faith in the Israeli self-defense system Krav Maga, in which he has forty years of experience and a black belt, second Dan.


So there’s no question he can puff on a cigarette without an overcoat, even if the wind blowing off the sea tonight is downright murderous. The temperature is slightly above freezing, but he feels like he’s standing in an air-conditioned freezer chest.


Lamberg places a cigarette between his lips, lights it with a butane torch, and scratches the scar tissue at his neck, which itches in the cold. The tinkle of a wind chime carries from the direction of nearby buildings.


He takes a drag and glances up at his boss’ windows. The boss, who seems to have aged ten years over the past three. Since his wife’s death, Zetterborg’s step has gradually grown slower, and it has become harder than ever to establish any sort of contact with the old man.


Lamberg’s thoughts turn to his mother, who is a year younger than Zetterborg and lives in an assisted-living facility. Alzheimer’s has tightened its grip on her during the past few months, plunging her more recent memories into oblivion. Her future isn’t looking too bright, and sometimes he wonders if he ought to snatch her away and take her off to live out the rest of her days somewhere where the sky blows a soft Mediterranean breeze instead of this icy drizzle.


Lamberg exhales the smoke from his lungs, and it flees instantly with a gust of wind.


He glances at his watch again, as if to check how long the cigarette has been burning. He takes a few sharp drags, drops the butt to the ground, and as he does, he notices his phone on the Maybach’s passenger seat is ringing.


Lamberg climbs into the car and picks up the phone. The name flashing on the screen is Prince Charles. An inappropriate joke, of which the elder Zetterborg would no doubt disapprove if he were aware of the nickname Lamberg has bestowed upon Axel. In his interactions with the family, Lamberg is always polite but never fawning or officious. The boss man himself wanted it this way.


“This is Joonas.”


Axel Zetterborg’s voice is agitated: “Hi, Joonas. . . . I’m just calling because . . .”


Lamberg does what he does best: waits patiently.


“Are you with Dad?” Axel finally spits out.


“Your father is at home. I’m downstairs, in the car.”


“I thought you were supposed to come straight to the restaurant.”


“Your father wanted to stop by the apartment.”


“OK . . . Dad is expected here at the restaurant, and he knows it.”


Lamberg leans forward to look up at the corner windows of Zetterborg’s apartment. They glow with a faint light.


“He’s not picking up. He almost always answers.” Now Axel sounds concerned. “I wouldn’t call you, but he was complaining earlier today about not feeling well.”


“I’m sure he’ll be—”


“Go up and check on him.”


“But—”


“Do as I say, Joonas.”


“Certainly. I’ll go upstairs.”


Lamberg opens his car door and pushes himself out. In all likelihood there’s nothing to worry about, but under no circumstances can more than a couple seconds pass between the tiniest suspicion and action. That would be unprofessional.


Lamberg strides to the front door of the building and pulls the key from his pocket. The call is still connected as he bounds up the stairs: six floors in under thirty seconds. His kneecap is working just fine, even though Lamberg knows it looks appalling in X-rays and could give out at any moment.


“I’m at the door. I can’t hear anything inside . . . ,” Lamberg says into the phone, slightly out of breath. He presses the doorbell.


“That’s not what I was thinking, but . . .” Axel lets the sentence trail off, presumably because he hopes to hear his father’s crotchety voice: Coming, darn it. Hold your horses.


But he doesn’t hear it, and the door doesn’t open.


Lamberg stands there outside the door with the phone at his ear, staring at the nameplate that reads ZETTERBORG in white letters against a black base. Then he bangs a few sharp raps against the door. The seconds follow one another until he’s sure over a minute has passed.


“Joonas?” Axel says, and now Lamberg can hear the uneasiness in his voice.


Lamberg lets himself in with his key.


“Axel,” he says upon reaching the living room, “you’re right. Something is really wrong.”
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DETECTIVE SERGEANT JESSICA Niemi watches a squirrel scamper across the road in its self-grown winter coat, then climb a fat tree trunk with surprising speed. Nature’s little miracles, like the agility of the gravity-defying rodent, have never ceased to amaze her. With the passing years, she seems to yearn for nature more and more, perhaps to create distance between herself and the tragedies and horrific fates she encounters on the job.


However, her love of nature isn’t the reason Jessica has ventured into Helsinki’s Central Park on this gloomy January evening.


The squirrel disappears, but Jessica can hear its tiny claws scrabble against the bark and see branches sway high up in the tree.


The path running through the dense forest is dark, and the icy drizzle has kept all but a few fitness enthusiasts inside. Jessica brought a flashlight, but so far she has managed with the lamps spaced sparsely at intervals along the path.


She zips up her windbreaker with the fingers of her left hand. Her right arm still dangles in a sling—not because it’s necessary in terms of recovery, but because her arm muscles throb every time the wrist she injured in mid-December isn’t supported.


A little over a month ago, a sledgehammer wielded by a young woman did a number not only on Jessica’s wrist, but on the base of her thumb. It crushed the trapezium, and it was only the virtuosic performance of the operating surgeon that ensured the thumb had even a moderate chance of functioning again someday. Despite the successful surgery, Jessica is facing a patience-trying rehabilitative process that will continue for some time. A conservative guess puts Jessica wrapping her hand around a firearm at the police shooting range in summer at the earliest, maybe even autumn.


If she wants to go back, that is. Right now there’s no guarantee.


The idea of taking a leave of absence caught Jessica off guard: she and her boss, Hellu, had agreed she could continue at the unit as long as she left the fieldwork, which requires a functioning hand, to others. And for a while Jessica felt like she wanted to get back. Despite everything Hellu had learned about Jessica and her past, Jessica had been given a second chance. Hellu had thrown her a life preserver, and for a fleeting moment, Jessica had clung to it. But then . . .


Jessica stops abruptly and gazes at the soaked sawdust on the surface of the path. The puddles there haven’t frozen yet, and the wind is setting the water skittering.


This is where it happened, in this exact spot: last November, a drunk assaulted Jessica. After knocking her to the ground, he repeated a phrase in her ear, over and over: Christmas Eve.


And only fifty yards from the path, in the middle of the woods, the charred body of a man was discovered on Christmas Eve.


A gust of wind sets the leafless branches swinging in the darkness.


Jessica is roused from her reverie when she hears someone approaching rapidly. A few seconds later, a cyclist in Lycra zooms past and vanishes as quickly as she appeared.


A cold wave washes over Jessica. She doesn’t believe in coincidence. She knows something is going on. Something she needs to get to the bottom of—alone.


She remembers looking out her apartment window on Christmas Eve.


She remembers what she saw. Horned figures. Witches. All a part of that insane cabal that murdered numerous people a year ago and ultimately threatened her life too.


But even so, she cannot completely trust her perceptions. It’s perfectly possible her mind has mingled two worlds, only one of which is real.


This is why she must dig into the matter alone; otherwise she will never be at peace.


Jessica brings up her phone’s camera, turns on her flashlight, and steps off the path, making for the place where a burned body was found on Christmas Eve.
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DETECTIVE SERGEANT YUSUF Pepple of the Helsinki Police Violent Crimes Unit parks at the intersection of Vuorimiehenkatu and Muukalaiskatu, where blue-and-white police tape has been unrolled across the street. Fella Nalle’s “Karhukirje” is blasting from the car’s speakers; the jump of the bass can undoubtedly be heard at the front door of the building nearby.


Finnish rap is Yusuf’s lifeline; he’s been tanking up on it since early adolescence, when he first heard Punainen tiili, Renesanssi, and Hampuusin päiväkirja—all the classic albums of the genre—being played at house parties in Söderkulla.


He turns off the ignition, grabs his pack of Marlboro Lights, and climbs out of the car. January or not, the temperature is a few degrees above freezing, but the brisk wind coming off the sea a few blocks away makes the air frigid.


Yusuf hears the side door of the nearby van slide back, and a blond woman steps out with a duffel bag over her shoulder. Yusuf and the woman nod at each other in a discreet greeting.


“The Flatiron Building,” she says as Yusuf lights a cigarette.


“Huh?”


The woman points at the triangular white building standing before them. “That. Copied from Manhattan.”


Yusuf casts a look of feigned surprise at the woman. Her name is Tanja, and she is a crime scene investigator—a very cute one. Yusuf danced a slow dance with her at last year’s Christmas party, and it ended in a kiss but it went no further, and Yusuf can’t exactly remember why. Maybe the split with Anna was too still too fresh; maybe Yusuf thought fooling around with Tanja would permanently exclude the possibility of him and Anna reconciling. In retrospect, and although he wasn’t fully conscious of it at the time, he spent last autumn still wrapped up in his previous life. In any case, the intimate dance at the Christmas party had remained a one-off, which was also a bit strange. As if two complete strangers had met for the length of one magical kiss, then gone their separate ways before the carriage turned back into a pumpkin. Or something like that.


“What are you talking about?” Yusuf says.


Tanja looks at him with exaggerated disappointment. “The architect Max Frelander visited New York and fell in love with the Flatiron Building, this iconic triangular skyscraper on Fifth Avenue. Frelander wanted to bring a cosmopolitan vibe back to Helsinki, and this is the result.”


“Flatiron? So this guy built his own version of a building shaped like an appliance?”


“Not exactly. He modified a building that already stood on the lot, added stories, and rounded the end. I think it was around 1930 or so.”


Yusuf eyes the eight-story example of functionalist architecture and takes a long drag of his cigarette. The clank of a tram carrying passengers from Tehtaankatu sounds like the start of an earthquake.


“A cosmopolitan vibe? I’m not sure I’m convinced.”


“That’s not surprising. The original Flatiron Building is three times taller.”


“So Flanders’ version is a runt.”


“Frelander’s.”


Yusuf shoots Tanja an amused look and points the fingers holding his cigarette at her. “Frelander. Of course. And you know all this because . . .”


“Didn’t I tell you last time? Or did we just dance?”


“Is that what we did? Dance?”


“Mostly.” Tanja smiles and slips the hair falling out from under her beanie behind her ear. “I’m this close to being a licensed architect.”


Yusuf’s mouth turns up in a smile, revealing flawless teeth. “Wow. How the heck did someone who’s about to start designing buildings become a forensic investigator who hangs around blood-soaked crime scenes?”


“You can still make a U-turn after you’ve arrived, Yusuf. It’s even easier before you get there.”


“I guess,” Yusuf says, bringing the flirtatious conversation to a close. He starts walking toward the building. He and Tanja might be able to pick up where they left off at the Christmas party sometime, but it seems inappropriate to make a date or even fantasize about one at a crime scene where the body’s still warm.


Three vans and an ambulance stand in the street lined with parked cars. For Yusuf, the blue flicker bouncing off the building’s facade is such a familiar sight, he could describe it with his eyes closed. It’s a message telegraphed to the surroundings that is never well received. As if death has scrawled its name in the guest book.


“It looks like we’ll be working with a high-profile client today,” Yusuf says, dropping the cigarette butt to the ground. He kills the burning end with the tip of his shoe.


“I’ve always figured it was only a matter of time before something like this happened,” Tanja says. “You’d think the top dogs at RealEst would have arranged for extra-robust security for the time being.”


“Tell me about it.” Yusuf looks on as two officers in uniform talk to a man sitting on the steps leading to the door. The man is wearing dress trousers and a long black overcoat. That must be the driver-slash-bodyguard Hellu mentioned on the phone.


“See you inside. I’m going to put on my space suit,” Tanja says, and heads back to the van.


Yusuf waves good-bye and directs his feet to the street door of the triangular building. He scooches under the cordon, then presents his ID for his uniformed colleagues’ inspection. Yusuf has been trudging around crime scenes for six years now, but he’s still stopped on occasion when entering a police cordon. Apparently his casual civilian clothes and dark skin still don’t match the description of a detective in Finland, even in the 2020s. As the only person of color in the unit, Yusuf is used to having to deal with lingering gazes and blurted comments when meeting new colleagues or customers. But this time he’s greeted by officers he knows.


“How’s it going?” Yusuf says as he approaches one of the officers, hands in his pockets. The officer’s name is Hallvik, and he’s a tough cop Yusuf has bumped into at crime scenes before.


“The superintendent’s inside,” Hallvik says as the other officer continues questioning the driver.


Yusuf nods, then shoots a quizzical look over Hallvik’s shoulder.


“The chauffeur,” Hallvik says in a low voice. “He’s the one who called it in.”


“Did he see anything?”


“Doesn’t seem like it.” Hallvik hawks up a loogie and spits it to the ground. “The victim’s son was also in the apartment when we arrived. Axel Zetterborg. Apparently he rushed over from a nearby restaurant where the victim was supposed to be having dinner tonight.”


Yusuf appears to take a moment to digest Hallvik’s words. “Where’s Axel Zetterborg now?”


Hallvik nods at one of the vehicles. “In the van. He was a wreck. We had to be pretty forceful in insisting he leave the apartment. But at least so far there don’t appear to be any contradictions between the two stories.”


Yusuf glances over at the van where the younger Zetterborg is waiting for news. They should get his interrogation out of the way so he can go home. Unless there’s reason to suspect he’s mixed up in his father’s death.


Yusuf turns back to Hallvik. “You two were the first to arrive?”


Hallvik nods.


“So what exactly happened in there?”


“It’s a pretty sad sight. I’d say, go see for yourself, if you can enter the apartment without contaminating the scene. . . . There are a few CSIs in there already, and I guess more are on their way. . . .”


“OK.”


Yusuf enters the building through the open door. He pulls the blue protectors Hallvik handed him over his shoes, a mask over his face, and white gloves over his hands.


The irreverent rap music continues ringing in his ears, completely incongruent with the ornamental lobby he just stepped into.
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A WOMAN WITH short bleached, black-rooted hair stands on the sixth-floor landing. Hellu—officially Superintendent Helena Lappi—is wearing a black overcoat and the appropriate protective gear. Yusuf can’t see Hellu’s mouth, but her eyes look tired and a little irritated. Actually, that’s how Hellu always looks.


“Hi,” Yusuf says.


Hellu doesn’t reply. She turns to look through the open apartment door, and a blinding flash goes off at the end of the long entry hall. The subject of the photography shoot is no doubt Finland’s most prominent industrial magnate, if for reasons other than one might assume on the company’s fiftieth anniversary.


Yusuf waits near the elevator, hands on his hips. He glances at the name on the apartment door. “Zetterborg,” he says softly.


“Just figuring that out now?” Hellu says wearily but not unkindly.


“Well, yeah, I got that, but—”


“This is a massive case, Yusuf. The biggest of both our careers to date.” She turns to Yusuf and removes her mask. “Eliel Zetterborg was stabbed right in the heart with a big knife.”


“Jesus Christ,” Yusuf says. “Do we have any—”


“Joonas Lamberg, driver and bodyguard. You may have seen him downstairs.”


Yusuf nods. There’s a faint clang followed by a low hum as the elevator shudders into motion and slowly disappears down the shaft. Male voices carry up from somewhere below.


“Questioning Lamberg is the most acute item on the agenda,” Hellu says. “Evidently he escorted Zetterborg to his apartment door and said he heard Zetterborg deactivate the alarm. So logically there couldn’t have been anyone inside the apartment waiting for him.”


“The killer waited in the stairwell?” Yusuf suggests.


Hellu shakes her head. “Lamberg came down the stairs and checked every floor on the way. Says he does it every night.”


“What about the top floor?” Yusuf asks.


Hellu nods.


“And no one entered through the door to the street?”


“At least Lamberg didn’t see anything. He seems pretty sharp, so I’d give his words some credence,” Hellu says.


“Well, what the hell, then? Did the killer come from one of the other apartments?”


“The officers knocked on every door in this stairwell with the super. There was someone home in every apartment but no one saw anything.” Hellu points at the door across from Zetterborg’s flat. “The woman who lives there said she might have heard a faint shout around the time of the killing, but she wasn’t sure and couldn’t provide any further details.”


“Yeah, you’d think the victim had time to do a little shouting,” Yusuf says.


“So how the perp magically appeared in Zetterborg’s apartment is a mystery for now. The lock on the door hasn’t been touched. Zetterborg must have opened the door for the killer himself.”


Yusuf can’t help thinking about his friend Jessica Niemi’s palatial flat in Töölö. “What about the back door?” he says quietly.


“Uncompromised.”


The elevator gate closes down below and the car lurches into motion again.


Yusuf opens his mouth to continue asking questions, but Hellu raises a forefinger and brings her silently ringing phone to her ear.


“This is Superintendent Lappi. Hi. Yes . . . exactly.”


She disappears into the entry hall of Zetterborg’s apartment, leaving Yusuf in the stairwell.


At that moment, the elevator car stops at the floor, and out steps a bearded man, about fifty, who looks as if he’s just seen a ghost. His black hoodie reads MAKKONEN MAINTENANCE in big letters across the chest.


Yusuf glances at Hellu, who has appeared at his side with the phone lowered to her chest.


“The super,” she says, then continues her call.


“Evening,” Yusuf says.


The man shuts the elevator door and parks himself in front of the door opposite from Zetterborg’s, arms akimbo. “Hi there. I’m Jari Makkonen, the super—”


“Yusuf Pepple, police.” Yusuf flashes the ID hanging around his neck. “You and the officers knocked on all the doors in this stairwell?”


“Yes, all twelve.” Makkonen puts his hands in the pockets of his black jeans, presumably because he can’t think of where else to put them. His upper teeth are stained from snuff, and his breath smells of spicy food.


“Where does the back door lead?” Yusuf asks.


“It has access to the attic and down to the courtyard.”


“Is there an elevator there?”


Makkonen shakes his head.


“Is it possible to access the other stairwells from the attic?”


“No.”


Yusuf looks at Makkonen’s graying beard. The tip is tied off in a little knot. “Did you go up to the attic with the officers?”


Makkonen nods.


“And from the courtyard you can access the street through the vehicle ramp. . . .”


“Exactly,” says Makkonen. “And stairwells B and C too. There’s also an entrance on the other side of the building, on Vuorimiehenkatu.”


“Does the same key work for all entrances?”


“No, the keys are cut so you can’t use them to open the doors of the other entrances.”


“How far is the vehicle ramp from entrance A?”


“Fifty feet,” Makkonen replies, and Yusuf pictures the tall trees on Muukalaiskatu, whose leafless branches provide shelter for passing pedestrians. Someone could have easily slipped in through the gate without Zetterborg’s bodyguard noticing. And if the killer knew or noticed the bodyguard was waiting on the street, he no doubt used the Vuorimiehenkatu entrance.


“Do you live in the building?” Yusuf says after a brief silence.


Makkonen’s expression is incredulous, as if the idea is preposterous. “No. I live over on Pietarinkatu. I handle maintenance for other buildings too.”


Yusuf shoots another glance at Hellu, who has her back to him and is muttering into the phone. As the person ultimately responsible for the investigation, Hellu is juggling a lot of balls right now, but it would be nice if she could handle the political hobnobbing from, say, the car on her way back to the station. Oh well, that’s Hellu for you, and she’s unlikely to change.


“Are there any cameras or anything else in the building that might be of use? Electronic locks, digital access systems, anything like that?”


Makkonen shakes his head again.


Hellu finally ends the call and steps out into the stairwell to join Yusuf and Makkonen. She regards the agitated-looking super coldly, as if she smells his fear and takes strength from it. “We need to be able to reach you over the next few hours . . . and days.”


“Sure, of course,” Makkonen replies, peering over Hellu’s shoulder. He is presumably hoping to catch a glimpse of what’s going on in Zetterborg’s apartment.


“Detective Pepple will be in touch,” Hellu says.


She stares pointedly at Makkonen until he takes the hint, steps back into the elevator, and presses the button for the ground floor. Yusuf watches his terrified face disappear between the floors.


Then Hellu nods at the apartment. Showtime.
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AXEL ZETTERBORG HEARS voices outside the car but can’t make out the conversation between the police officers. He looks at his hands; they have finally stopped shaking.


Blue lights flash from the roofs of the vehicles stopped on Muukalaiskatu. It’s like something out of a B action movie.


Axel lets out an agitated sigh.


Dad is dead. It’s hard to believe it’s real.


Yet at the same time, everything is plain as day.


Dad is somewhere that hopefully isn’t much better than hell, and good riddance.


Axel clenches his fists.


He has given his all to the firm, skipped vacations year after year despite his wife’s wishes, turned down the tempting job offers that have rained down from as far away as across the Atlantic. His private life might be colorful, but even so, the firm’s interests have always come first. That wasn’t enough for Dad. Fuck. RealEst’s success even took precedence over his wife’s desire for children. Or perhaps the reason for their childless state ultimately lies in the fact Axel doesn’t want children: he has finally convinced Alise to give up the fertility treatments that have dragged on for years and proven incredibly expensive. Axel’s sperm isn’t the issue; that’s been made clear once already.


Axel’s hand feels the pocket of his dress trousers, but it’s empty. The police confiscated his phone. Evidently he’ll get it back as soon as one of the detectives has finished questioning him.


Axel buries his face in his hands. This evening could have gone so differently, in the best case. He would have drunk himself into a safe state of inebriation in the private dining room at Saslik, boosted his invincibility with a few lines of coke, and left the celebration in plenty of time to hit the VIP area at Teatteri and the strip club on Uudenmaankatu. The company’s anniversary was supposed to come to an unforgettable end: he had booked the Mannerheim Suite at the Hotel Kämp, where he’d meant to release the stresses of the week with Shirley or some other whore from the late-night bar. Maybe he would have taken two of them, screwed the brainless bimbos for hours on end, and ordered a heap of burgers.


Now he can only dream about it.


Dad is dead.


How could everything have turned from golden to shit so fast?


Axel punches his fist into the window of the police van.






7


YUSUF STEPS INTO the apartment, which smells like a museum. Next to the front door is a stack of books with covers protected by clear plastic. He squats to take a closer look. “Zetterborg liked to read, I guess?”


“Just don’t touch them,” Hellu quickly says in a maternal tone. “They might be relevant to the case.”


But Yusuf has already picked up one of the books in his gloved hand. James Joyce—A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. A classic Yusuf skipped during his high school years. A stamp from the Helsinki City Library adorns the book’s flyleaf.


“That’s why I always use protection,” Yusuf says, wiggling his fingers.


He dodges Hellu’s murderous glance, sets the book back down, and follows his superintendent into the living room.


Eliel Zetterborg is lying on his back on the floor between the grand piano and the liquor cabinet. His dress shirt, revealed by the sleeves to have been white at one point, has been stained red.


“The weapon?” Yusuf points at the long bloodstained kitchen knife jutting out of the floor planks only three feet from the victim. The tagged piece of evidence looks like it was stabbed into the floor.


“The first breakthrough in the case,” Hellu quips, stepping around a suited-up CSI who is standing in the doorway with a box of supplies. “It was taken from the knife rack in the kitchen drawer.”


Someone walks in, and a moment later Yusuf hears tech investigators chatting in the kitchen. He recognizes Tanja’s voice.


“Weird,” Yusuf says softly.


“What?”


“That the killer chose something as random as a knife from the kitchen as the murder weapon. If someone broke in here intending to murder Zetterborg, you’d assume they were already armed.”


“Maybe the trespasser didn’t mean to kill Zetterborg,” Hellu suggests.


Yusuf shakes his head. “The killer stabbed the victim with a knife, then pulled the blade out of the chest. They had to have known that meant the victim would be more likely to die and die faster.” He frowns at Hellu. “That doesn’t sound very spontaneous, even if the murder weapon was sourced from the kitchen.”


Hellu grunts drily. “On the other hand, it’s been seen before: raging, long-term violence might have played a role in a completely heat-of-the-moment act. Maybe someone was in the apartment meaning to rob the place and Zetterborg showed up unexpectedly. They had to kill him so there wouldn’t be any eyewitnesses.”


“I guess. . . . I just think it’s maybe a little naive to presume the perp was here to rob the place, considering the man lying dead here is one of the most hated men in Finland right now. The fact that the perp, in some incomprehensible way, managed to deactivate the alarm system and, on top of that, slip out unnoticed indicates forethought. A seasoned security professional was out front, and I doubt he was reading comic books. . . .”


Hellu shakes her head barely perceptibly. “Slow down, Yusuf. If the break-in was planned, it wouldn’t necessarily mean the homicide was.” She glances around.


Yusuf sighs behind his protective mask, wondering why his boss is so committed to the idea of the killing being a spur-of-the-moment act, even if a knife taken from the victim’s kitchen was used as the murder weapon. He takes a few steps toward the body. “Well, at least we can count out suicide.”


Hellu’s phone rings again, and she vanishes into the hallway.


“Superintendent Lappi. Not yet . . . Of course, of course . . .”


Yusuf glances at his watch: seventy twenty-five p.m. The wind is sending the icy drizzle pattering against the windows. The sound of a tram carries up from the street. The clatter calls to mind an image of a medieval wagon coming to fetch the old man’s corpse and cart it off through the fog.


Yusuf looks around and tries to form some sort of overall impression of the situation. Is it possible that the killer had a key to the apartment, that they were there the whole time? Yusuf thinks back to the witch case from a year before: he and Jessica had entered a luxurious waterfront home in Kulosaari and found a dead woman in a black evening gown sitting at a table, surprisingly erect. That time, the murderer had still been hiding at the scene and slipped away disguised as a crime scene investigator. The case was utterly unlike anything they had ever seen before, and Yusuf was not going to make the same mistake twice. Since Kulosaari, all crime scenes have been investigated meticulously, at times even with thermal imaging. Despite this, Yusuf is overcome by the nagging sensation the first officers to arrive on the scene missed something in this spacious flat.


“Yusuf,” Hellu says. She’s off the phone and standing, hands on hips, in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. “In the first place, the bodyguard didn’t call it in; Eliel Zetterborg did himself. Lamberg entered a little later and continued the call and requested an ambulance.”


“OK, but does that change things somehow?”


“I don’t know. You figure it out. Secondly, I have to head to Pasila.”


“Press conference?”


Hellu nods. “You’re lead investigator now.”


Yusuf feels his stomach lurch. This is a bombshell he didn’t expect. “Huh?”


“Huh? Huh?” Hellu mimics Yusuf’s look of surprise. “Harjula is still on the road, heading back from Tampere. We can take another look later if it feels like too much pressure.”


Yusuf nods. The unexpected responsibility is making his palms sweat. He has investigated dozens of crimes but has never led an investigation.


“But if you feel—,” Hellu says.


Yusuf quickly shakes his head. “No,” he says with a hint of a smile. The initial shock has quickly transformed into pumped enthusiasm. “I’ll handle this, Hellu. Thanks for your confidence.”
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THE DEAD BRANCHES on the frosty moss snap under Jessica’s shoes as she advances through the trees.


She curses under her breath when a whip of a twig evades her raised left hand and scratches her cheek painfully. The wail of emergency vehicles carries from Ruskeasuo. The air feels damper and colder in the woods than it did on the asphalt surrounding the apartment buildings on Mannerheimintie.


Jessica trudges deeper into the woods, until the trees give way to bare granite.


She unlocks her phone and sees Yusuf has sent two text messages. She decides not to read them. She needs to concentrate now. She browses the series of photographs of a charred corpse on her phone and compares them to the dark landscape opening before her.


This is the same place. There isn’t the slightest doubt, even though the murder by fire left no traces on the rocks. The circle of small stones visible in the photographs has lost its shape; some were presumably collected for analysis.


Jessica squats and picks up one of the stones. It’s an ordinary rock the size of her thumb tip, presumably brought to the site from somewhere in the vicinity.


It appears to be the scene of a ritual murder.


Jessica read the report; it included the detail that the unidentified victim was missing his two front teeth. Jessica instinctively glances at her slinged right arm. Her fist broke the front teeth of the drunk who assaulted her.


She hears a rustling and looks in the direction of her approach. The wind is tossing the crowns of the immature spruces growing at the edge of the granite.


There’s no sign of anyone.


Jessica is overcome by the unpleasant sensation that she ought not be alone here in this exposed place. Not now.


Maybe someone is waiting for her out there in the darkness. Maybe she has walked into a trap.


You’re fine. Concentrate, Jessica.


She shakes her head, takes a few photographs of the spot where the victim was found, and drops a pin on her map app. Then she puts her phone back in her pocket and briskly retraces her footsteps.


More rustling.


And now she hears it clearly: movement in the darkness behind her. She picks up her pace and glances back.


When she sees the antlers rising beyond the young spruces, she roars in terror.


Just then the ground gives beneath the ball of her foot, and she falls face-first between two pines. She howls in pain as her slinged arm is trapped beneath her.


She throws herself onto her back and aims her flashlight at the saplings growing a stone’s throw away.


The antlered head rises until it is fully visible.


And then four slender legs carry the creature off.


A deer. Holy hell.


Jessica catches her breath and drags herself to her feet.


The path is only a few dozen meters away, and the lights of the riding stables glow beyond.


She hears the whinnying of horses and faint voices she can’t understand.
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NINA RUSKA MOANS faintly. Her knees are starting to sting; they’ve been chafing against the sheet so long, she’s sure she’ll have burn marks. She already came twice and is ready to call it a night, but for some reason Tom, the guy firmly gripping her buttocks, hasn’t come at all yet.


“Can we switch positions?” Nina gasps as Tom thrusts inside her over and over. For a second Nina thinks he hasn’t heard. He doesn’t stop; his fingers dig into her lower back, and she can feel his stomach against her butt. Then he puts his mouth right up to Nina’s ear and lets out a deep groan.


“Sorry,” he says, and collapses, spent, at Nina’s side.


Nina rolls onto her back and snuggles up under his arm. “For what?”


“That it took so long. Rocketman was having trouble launching.”


Nina laughs and touches her knees. They feel like they’ve been rubbed with sandpaper. “Are you stressed?”


“I don’t think so.”


Tom sweeps back the hair pasted to his brow, and Nina catches a whiff of strong deodorant that smells somehow quintessentially Finnish: fresh forest and tar shampoo.


“I think your phone just rang,” he continues.


“I silenced it.”


“Yeah, but it keeps flashing over there on the table. Yusuf.”


“Is that what was bothering you?”


“I wouldn’t care otherwise, but his face kept flashing on the screen.”


Nina laughs heartily. “Who told you to look at Yusuf’s face while you’re screwing me?”


“Who is he?”


Nina rolls away from Tom and reaches for her phone. “Are you jealous?”


“Come on, if he calls you twice during one fuck, I think I’m allowed to ask who he is.”


Nina can tell from Tom’s tone he’s only half joking. “One really long fuck . . . Look at my knees.”


“I said I was sorry.” Tom stretches over to the nightstand for his watch. “Besides, having some male stamina probably isn’t the worst crime in the world.”


Nina runs her fingers across his cheek, activates her phone, and sees Hellu has tried to reach her too. Did something happen?


“Yusuf is a colleague.” Nina lifts the phone to her ear; she has decided to call him first.


“A police officer?”


“Yup,” Nina replies as the phone starts ringing at the other end.


“Did someone get whacked?”


“Apparently.”


Just then Nina hears Yusuf’s voice on the phone. She listens in silence for a moment before replying, OK, I’ll be right there.


She hangs up and sits there staring at the screen, lost in thought.


“What is it?” Tom says, snapping his Submariner to his wrist.


“I have to go.”


“What happened?”


“Turn on the TV,” Nina says, and she feels Tom’s rough fingertips slide down her lower back as she rises from the bed.
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YUSUF WATCHES FROM the window as Helena Lappi climbs in at the wheel of her Toyota Prius and soundlessly speeds off. It’s unlikely the rumble of any engine would penetrate the closed windows and the noise from the street, but Yusuf knows Hellu’s always-charged hybrid doesn’t make a peep when it starts up. The thought that his crotchety superintendent has just left the scene powered by an electric motor strikes him as comical for some reason. Then again, Hellu is pretty comical, if unintentionally so.


But what happened just a moment ago in Eliel Zetterborg’s apartment isn’t the least bit amusing. Yusuf spins on his heels and scans the spacious living room. The industry magnate’s body, which lies at the left edge of the enormous Persian carpet, is bathed in the glow of a spotlight. A black grand piano and a well-stocked liquor cabinet stand nearby.


The motive for the homicide is almost grotesquely plain, and it shouldn’t require much guessing for anyone who pays the slightest attention to the news. Just a few days ago, one of the biggest companies in the country announced it would close its decades-old factory in Kouvola and begin layoff negotiations involving thousands of employees. The board of directors has unambiguously indicated it gave the management free rein in the decision. The incident has been processed in headlines and current affairs shows nonstop for days now: the decision has been commented on and criticized by not only the labor unions but dozens of MPs and the president of the Republic. Even the Confederation of Finnish Industries has indirectly messaged that the decision is head spinning, considering the company’s healthy profits, and wondered about its social responsibility. Nevertheless, the decision was not rescinded: at today’s press conference, Eliel Zetterborg appeared boldly, perfunctorily, and without the slightest hesitation. Nevertheless, the notion of undertaking such radical action on the cusp of the company’s fiftieth anniversary has sent the media into a tizzy—as has Eliel Zetterborg’s firm desire to publicly claim the role of ax-wielding executioner. He truly took one for the team. Especially when viewed in light of tonight’s tragedy.


“Quite the bombshell.”


Yusuf hears the female voice and turns to see Tanja, who has appeared behind him surprisingly silently.


“Tell me about it.”


“Did Lappi hand you the reins?”


Yusuf nods and smiles tentatively.


Tanja nudges Yusuf’s shoulder. “Congratulations.”


“Did you guys find anything out of the ordinary?” Yusuf says, clearing his throat. The cigarette he smoked outside left a bitter taste in his mouth. “What about those books in the entryway? The place is so tidy; it’s funny they were on the floor like that.”
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