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To Cassius.


My anchor, my hourglass,


my little sun that shines.










MONDAY,



APRIL 15












PROLOGUE


After spending his weekend in bed, Michael woke up Monday morning with a throat full of glass shards. He had just pulled the comforter up around his fever-laden head and decided to call in sick, when his wife came in to stand at the foot of the bed, crossing her arms and giving him that look. Michael got up. After all, she was right. His job as crane operator at the incineration plant was still new, and he couldn’t risk making a bad first impression.


Pumped up on a mixture of Tylenol and black coffee, he drove out to Copenhagen’s industrial island, Refshaleøen, the car radio alternating between soft hits and crisp commercials, and gradually he started to feel better. He parked the car, nodded to the guards in the lobby, and rode the elevator up to the staff room to change his clothes. Strictly speaking that wasn’t necessary, because the negative pressure in the sealed waste silo left the surrounding facility nearly odor-free, but Michael always changed into his boiler suit anyway. He laced up his protective work boots, put on his helmet, and walked through the plant with knees aching from the flu.


The walkways around the silo made up their own world of steel and valves, control panels, boilers, and signs. There were no windows, the incineration plant comprising a closed system that lacked weather or any circadian rhythm. Michael casually ducked under the hot-water pipes, said hello to a couple of coworkers by the steam turbines, and let himself into the crane operator’s room. He stuck his lunch in the refrigerator and made a pot of coffee before sinking into his work chair with a heartfelt sigh. A ferocious scene came into view in front of him, one that he still had not fully gotten used to.


A window—the only one in the entire waste silo—offered a view into the heart of the incineration plant: the underbelly of Western civilization, a massive aggregated heap of filthy futility. Michael hadn’t worked with garbage before, and on his first few shifts he had felt sick to his stomach, as if he were witnessing the apocalypse and ought to be doing something instead of just watching it. It had gotten better over time. He had even started eating the cookies his coworkers left behind while moving the claw.


The claw! At eight meters across from leg to leg it resembled something from a dystopian world where giant spiders ruled a dead planet. Michael had brought many pictures of the claw home to his six-year-old son, who firmly believed his dad had the coolest job in the world.


In reality, his dad’s job was a little boring. The system that controlled the claw—moving it from the chutes where the waste carts were emptied and over to the ovens—was automated. Michael was only there to observe the transfer of the waste from left to right ad infinitum and make sure that nothing went wrong.


“Good morning,” said Kasper Skytte as he walked in and sat in the chair next to Michael.


Occasionally the process engineers came to check if there was trouble in the control system. Michael hadn’t noticed anything.


“Any problems so far?”


“Nope.”


Luckily the engineers rarely spoke to the crane operators or anyone, really, who didn’t understand their technobabble. So Michael knew he would be able to work in peace, which was just as well. He felt feverish and hot and perhaps should have defied his wife and stayed in bed after all.


“Coffee?” Kasper asked.


“Thanks, I’m good.”


The engineer got up and clanked around with cups and spoons behind him, then yawned loudly and sank back into the chair beside Michael so they were once more seated side by side, watching the silo. Michael pulled his bag closer and dug around in it for something to relieve his sore throat, hoping he still had a couple of lozenges left. He found a pack of Ricola drops and gratefully popped one into his mouth.


The claw approached the window with a full load. It was always an impressive sight when it swung by really close. Trash dangled from its enormous grabbing arms, like tentacles on a jellyfish: a rope, a dirty tarp, a sneaker.


Michael leaned closer to the glass, squinting. That shoe was attached to something. Just as the load passed right in front of the window, an arm emerged, flopping out of the trash and dangling limply from the claw. Next to him Kasper spat his coffee at the window.


Then Michael slammed the dead-man button.












SATURDAY,



APRIL 13


TWO DAYS EARLIER












CHAPTER 1


The ocean closed over his head, and he sank to the bottom, away from the light at the surface. A kelp plant caressed his arms, inviting him deeper. He was tempted to just let go, exhale one last time, and fall, let his body dissolve into motes dancing in the sea’s vertical rays of sunlight and surrender to the mermaids of the bottomless blue.


But the gray waters of Snekkersten Marina were far from the bottomless blue. Jeppe Kørner pushed off from the bottom and stretched his arms up toward the light. Seconds later, he broke the surface and inhaled.


“I was starting to think you would never come back up.”


Jeppe shook the water out of his ears and squinted up at the figure on the dock. Above the surface the world was warm and bright. He swam to the ladder and searched with his feet for the slippery bottom rung, then he looked down one last time. The cool depths of the sea always stirred a longing in him, some kind of death wish perhaps.


“I don’t understand how you can stay in so long. Ten seconds and I’m freezing.” Johannes Ledmark shivered in his bathrobe and held a towel out to Jeppe. “Let’s hit the sauna and warm up before the senior crowd arrives. I can’t stand the sight of all those varicose veins.”


He winked as if to take the sting out of his harsh remark and headed for the sauna. Jeppe dried himself and stuck his feet into the slightly too small sandals Johannes had found for him to use.


Johannes, renowned actor and one of Jeppe’s oldest friends, was renting the ground floor of an old brick house by the harbor in Snekkersten for the summer while he looked for a new place to live. His repeated attempts to save the marriage with his husband of twelve years had failed, and the inner-city condo they owned together was now for sale. Meanwhile Johannes was licking his wounds far from the prying eyes of the public in the old fishing village of Snekkersten, north of Copenhagen. The run-down house was leaky and the yard overgrown, but Johannes seemed to thrive in the makeshift chaos overlooking the waters of the Øresund. He had even begun attacking the yard with a hedge trimmer and loppers, stubbornly insisting that mowing the lawn and weeding the patio felt meditative.


“Ha, I think we lucked out. The sauna’s empty.”


Johannes held the door of the little black-painted building on the breakwater open for Jeppe. They made themselves comfortable on the sauna’s wooden benches and let the oven’s dry heat rise up through the wood and bring the life back into their cold bodies. The early spring weather had been unusually sunny and warm for Denmark, but there was still a bite to the air, and the water temperature hadn’t crept up above the midforties.


“Would you look at us, all grown up, winter bathers in the sauna,” Johannes said with a chuckle. “We’re just a pastrami sandwich and a senior pass to the Louisiana Museum away from turning into our parents.”


“What’s wrong with pastrami?” Jeppe asked, squeezing the salt water out of his short hair with his hands to stop the chilly trickle down his back. “I’m afraid we turned into our parents a long time ago. You just haven’t noticed yet, because the guys you pick up are half your age.”


“Oh, would you stop?” Johannes snapped a rolled-up towel at Jeppe’s arm, and Jeppe responded by punching him on the shoulder. They rubbed their bruises, laughing.


“Besides, my young boyfriends keep me fit. Look, I’ve never been hotter than now!” Johannes smiled enigmatically. “Youthful, and only ever lonely on Sundays. How about you? You practically have a wife and kids now. How’s that going?”


Jeppe looked down at his feet, which pearled with beads of sea-water and sweat. Indeed, he had got in Sara what he might call a package deal, one that he had never pictured himself signing up for, and he often found himself walking the very fine line between love and irritation.


“We haven’t moved in together yet,” Jeppe said. “It’s not so easy when there are kids involved.”


“On the other hand, it’s a way to have kids.” Johannes tipped his head to the side and dried his ears on the towel. “That is something you’ve always wanted, after all.”


Jeppe shrugged. He had lived through three failed rounds of fertility treatments with his ex-wife before they decided to split and she had a baby with someone else. Since then he had pretty much given up on the idea of becoming a parent.


“When you don’t have kids yourself, the whole thing can be a little overwhelming,” Jeppe admitted.


“Honestly,” Johannes said, eyeing him skeptically. “Can you ever really learn to love someone else’s children?”


Jeppe pictured eleven-year-old Amina, who had awakened the household that morning—along with most of the neighbors—by playing K-pop at concert volume and throwing a temper tantrum when Sara turned the music down.


“They’re both great girls.”


“I’ll take that as a no.” Johannes laughed. “I figured as much, but I get it. Most kids are just as unbearable as their parents.”


“Wait,” Jeppe protested. “That’s not what I mean. I’m very fond of Sara’s kids, we just need to get used to one another. They need ample time to adjust to Mom having a boyfriend, who is not their father …” He felt a wave of heat rise up his spine and hit his cheeks, turning them a glossy red. “Say, shouldn’t we be talking about your divorce instead? How’s it going with divvying up the assets? Are your lawyers on speaking terms?”


“Okay, okay, you win.” Johannes raised his hands in the air, like a white flag of surrender. “Let’s go have some breakfast. I got croissants from the good bakery.”


“First we need to go back into the water.” Jeppe stood up, a drip of sweat falling from his chin to the floor. “Just a quick dip.”


“No way! I’ll die if I have to go into that freezing ocean again.”


“A little dying won’t kill you. Come on, old friend!” Jeppe pulled Johannes out of the sauna and pushed him down the breakwater toward the swimming dock. He was already longing for the cold darkness below the surface. Jeppe hung the bathrobe over the railing and was on his way to the swim ladder when he heard his phone ringing. He walked back and plucked it from the pocket of his robe to see who was calling. The wind raised goose bumps on the bare skin of his arms. It was the police commissioner.


HER SHOES SANK into the soft sand, immortalizing each point of contact between her rubber soles and Greve Beach in a trail of footprints. Anette Werner let the dogs run on ahead and enjoyed the feel of her body working, lungs pumping oxygen in and out. The ocean lay like a bluish-gray belt, sending in whiffs of seaweed-scented air with the surf and mixing it with the sharp smell of beach gorse. The morning sun already stood well above the horizon. Anette breathed hard and pondered how the things that made us feel happy and alive generally also involve pain. Like becoming a parent, for example. Having little Gudrun a year and nine months ago was hands down the hardest—sometimes even the most boring—thing she had ever attempted. Even so, she loved her daughter so much that she began missing her the very second she waved goodbye every morning at the day care.


The dogs started barking up ahead. She could see them by the water’s edge and sprinted the hundred or so yards to her three eager border collies, running so fast she could taste blood in her mouth by the time she reached them. The dogs were growling and jostling one another, alternately jumping up or lying down flat in the sand. Anette separated them and crouched down to see what they had found.


A dead bird lay in the coarse sand. She recognized the sharp black-and-white markings, the green on its neck, and the delicate orange on its breast, a male common eider. It was lying on its back with the head turned to one side, like an infant. Its plumage was pretty much intact, it almost looked like it was sleeping. But between its yellow legs, where the abdomen should have been, there was just a bloody hole. The bird was dead. Maybe it had been migrating from Saltholm, headed north for the summer and left behind by the flock. 


The sun glistened on its glossy feathers, and Anette resisted an impulse to run her finger over the beautiful animal. It was just a dead bird after all, not so different from the chicken Svend had made for dinner the night before.


She called on her dogs, and they followed her obediently back to the car, antsy at having to leave the bird behind but too well trained to defy her. In the parking lot she cleaned off their paws and they gracefully leaped into the back of the car, already seeming to have forgotten their find. But as soon as Anette turned on the engine, they started whining and whimpering and kept it up all the way home, as if they had left a part of themselves behind on the beach.


At Holmeås 14, Svend stood in the front yard, greeting her with Gudrun in his arms. Even from a distance, Anette could see her daughter struggling to get down and go explore the world, ever impatient, only at rest when she was asleep. Just like her mother, Anette thought with pride. As she turned off the engine, Svend set their little girl down and let her toddle off into the bushes without looking back, her diapered butt swaying and those short arms sticking out, like a tightrope walker’s balance pole.


Anette let the dogs out of the car and went to kiss her husband. She put her hand up to the back of his head, prolonging the kiss.


“You’re all sweaty.” He gently pulled away from her embrace, caressed her cheek, and herded the dogs toward the front door. “But sexy!”


And as she peeled off her running clothes in front of the mirror, for the first time in their twenty-five-year-long relationship, she agreed with him. She had always had what her mother consistently called strong bones, maybe to protect Anette from the uncomfortable fact that she was fat. She had been the biggest girl in her class, the tallest with the broadest shoulders and the beefiest thighs. The one who won all the athletic disciplines and got picked first whenever they chose teams. Anette had never considered her size a problem, and Svend had never given her reason to think that he saw her as anything other than perfect, no matter how chubby she had been at times.


But now, looking in the mirror, she saw a new body. The nursing and many months of maternity leave had sucked off the excess pounds, with the result that at the age of forty-six she was in better shape than ever before. Still with meat on her bones, but firmer and stronger. And prettier. It surprised her how good it felt. In the shower, she allowed her hands to pay attention to the body they were lathering up for once, and felt a strong sense of well-being touching the firm skin over her abdomen. She dried off in front of the full-length mirror and dressed with her back half turned so she could appraise her butt. Having considered her body a tool for most of her life, rather than something decorative, there was something heady about feeling attractive.


“Your phone’s ringing!” Svend called from the kitchen, and Anette hurriedly pulled up her pants and ran to answer it.


Gudrun sat at the little dining table, now strapped into her high chair, throwing fruit yogurt at her father, who received the bombardment with a smile. He had always had a calm temperament, but since becoming a father, his patience had extended as a wad of chewing gum in the sun. Anette shuffled across the room, buttoning her pants, and grabbed the phone, which lay buzzing on the kitchen table next to Svend’s freshly baked sourdough rolls.


“Werner here!” She realized that she had managed to step in a glob of yogurt and cursed under her breath.


“Sorry to have to disturb your weekend, but we have a situation. Well, a possible situation anyway. I’ve just spoken with Kørner.” It was PC’s voice. Anette’s Saturday mood began to tank, plummeting down toward her mixed-berry-covered toes. The commissioner—who never went by anything other than “PC,” even though her name was Irene Dam—was deeply professional and would never have called on a Saturday if the “possible situation” wasn’t very likely real. Anette saw their planned family outing fade into uncertainty.


“What happened?”


“We have a missing young man, or to be more precise, a fifteen-year-old boy, Oscar Dreyer-Hoff. Last seen when he got out of school yesterday afternoon at a quarter to three. His parents thought he spent the night at a classmate’s house, but that turns out not to have been the case. They didn’t realize it until he didn’t come home this morning as agreed.”


“Why are we getting involved?” Anette asked, looking around for something to wipe her foot. “It’s pretty common for a fifteen-year-old to be missing for a day or two if he wants to go to a party his parents won’t let him attend or whatever. If we’re getting involved, there must be an indication of something fishy?”


“The family received a letter.”


Anette made eye contact with Svend. They had been through this so many times before that he knew instantly what the look meant. The family picnic was going to happen without her. He shrugged and gave her a smile of encouragement, before he hid behind his newspaper again and then suddenly popped his head out, causing Gudrun to burst out laughing.


“Was he kidnapped?” Anette asked.


“We don’t know for sure,” PC sighed. “But the family is … shall way say, prominent? They own that auction house, Nordhjem. And they have received threats before. We’ve had them on our radar for several years.”


Anette heard her daughter’s laughter fill the kitchen. 


“I’m on my way.”










CHAPTER 2




Behind Langelinie Pier’s steady stream of cruise ships and the world-famous Little Mermaid sculpture, a small pleasure-boat marina, Søndre Frihavn, was tucked between warehouses and the sort of modern apartment buildings where the stainless steel–clad refrigerators are always empty because their owners are in Hong Kong.


Jeppe Kørner scowled at the pier, past the restaurant with the outdoor seating underneath dark green sun umbrellas, toward the red and gray concrete buildings, where the Oslo ferry docked at the end. This area might be considered desirable, fashionable even, but Lord knows it certainly wasn’t pretty.


Dampfærgevej, PC had said. The Dreyer-Hoff family lived at number 24B. Anette Werner would meet him on the street out front at eleven.


He walked along the water, glancing at the small gathering of Folkboats, yawls, and yachts made of fiberglass and wood that were moored in the little marina. Their rocking and sloshing in the breeze brought an echo of life to the desolate area.


A hundred yards farther down the pier he spotted Anette in front of a modern brick building. She was standing near the breakwater, inspecting an older wooden boat that was wrapped up in tarps and looked like it was being overhauled. Jeppe contemplated her with a smile. He never thought he would be saying this about his partner, but she looked good. Still as big as a shed, and yet even so, she seemed longer now and with a slenderness around the hips, which made her broad shoulders look sporty. But it wasn’t just that she had lost weight. Anette had a new twinkle in her eye lately, a depth that changed her rather ordinary facial features and made her—well, beautiful. Maybe it had something to do with her becoming a mother, or maybe she was just one of those women who got prettier with age. Jeppe was fairly confident that she would punch him if he remarked on the change.


“What, are you checking out my ass while you’ve got the chance?” Anette asked him, her back still to him. 


“Would be foolish not to.”


“I agree.” She turned around and winked at him.


Jeppe returned her offered fist bump with one of his own—a compromise greeting, somewhere safely between a hug and a handshake, which suited them both nicely. “What did you have to cancel today?”


“A family picnic. It’s fine. How about you?”


“I was out at Johannes’s place in Snekkersten.”


“Aha, so he’s still in hiding from the mean, nasty tabloids?” She pointed to an entrance around the side of the building and started walking. “The front door is around that way.”


Jeppe let his partner’s sarcasm slide. Besides, there was a grain of truth to it. Ever since Johannes had returned from Chile with a divorce in his suitcase, he had stalled out. Jeppe was starting to worry if he would ever return to the stage.


The intercom button for number 24B revealed that the Dreyer-Hoff family owned the whole top floor of the building. A spotless stainless steel elevator, which made Jeppe think of the Department of Forensic Medicine, brought them straight to the family’s condo. On the way up, Jeppe texted Sara to warn her that he might be late tonight. There was no telling what the day would bring.


The elevator doors opened to an impressive room, where wide-plank flooring disappeared under Persian carpets and continued out to floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the marina. Clean, modern lines were punctuated by colorful works of art and antique, worm-eaten wooden furnishings that looked to have been shipped home from Italian monasteries wrapped in tissue paper. Not a humble home, and the woman who received them also looked anything but humble. Malin Dreyer-Hoff was voluptuous like a Botticelli angel, with big eyes, pink lips, and a green floral dress that sat tight across her chest. When she saw them she called out in a strained voice.


“Henrik, they’re here!” She clasped her hands together in front of her, twisting them nervously. Her fingers were stained with some type of blue paint.


“Hello.” Jeppe hesitantly held out his hand. “Jeppe Kørner from the Copenhagen Police’s Investigations Unit. This is my colleague, Anette Werner.”


“I’m sorry. I’m just … Thank you for coming so quickly.” She responded to his handshake with limp fingers and averted eyes.


“Is there somewhere we can sit down?” Jeppe gazed around the large room with an open kitchen to the left and glass walls all around. It looked like a modern version of the loft apartment he had dreamed of owning ever since he had seen Flashdance as a child. It looked like money.


“We’ll go join my husband in the living room.”


Malin led them to a long hallway with a view of the water on the one side and doors to various rooms on the other. Jeppe peeked in an open doorway and saw more paintings and two sleek computer screens. The Dreyer-Hoff family had built their fortune running an online auction house for art and antiquities. It showed in their home.


The hallway ended in a light-filled living room, nearly as big as the kitchen space. A pink five-seat sofa sat beneath a Kasper Eistrup painting, which suited the space so perfectly that it must be a commissioned piece. By the window stood an easel with a half-finished blue painting, and next to it a tall gray-haired man waited for them with his back to the ocean and his hands in his trouser pockets. He had a vertical crease between his eyebrows but looked put together in a freshly ironed white shirt and beige canvas slacks that closed over a budding paunch. His shoulders drooped in the fashion of someone who spent most of his day at a desk.


He walked over to greet them, holding out his hand.


“Henrik. Hi. Thanks for coming.”


Jeppe was puzzled by his choice of words, which would have been better suited for a social call. But worry makes people say the strangest things.


“Have a seat.”


Jeppe and Anette sat down on two matching armchairs facing the pink sofa, where the couple then settled. Henrik Dreyer-Hoff put his arm around his wife protectively.


“You still haven’t heard from your son?” Jeppe scrolled to a blank page in his notebook.


They both shook their heads.


“When did you discover that he was missing?”


“This morning.” Malin took a deep breath. “On Saturdays we usually eat breakfast together, all of us. It’s a family tradition. Henrik cooks brunch. …”


She looked at her husband, who nodded.


“I love to cook, but I rarely have time on weekdays. So on the weekend … Oscar always requests pancakes. The American buttermilk ones with syrup.” Henrik stopped.


Malin gave her husband a look, as if he had said something wrong, and turned back to Jeppe.


“I got up early and painted,” she said, “while I was waiting for everyone else to get up and for Oscar to come home. But he never came. At eight thirty I called him and texted.”


Jeppe noted the time and saw as he did so that Henrik’s hand was squeezing his wife’s shoulder in a tight grip. As if he were holding her up. Or back.


“Where was he last night?” Jeppe asked. “Or where was he supposed to be?”


“At his friend Iben’s, to study for a written Danish exam. They’re freshmen. But she says he never showed up. I got ahold of her just before ten. That’s when we knew something was wrong.” Malin nervously twisted a ring around her finger.


“And Iben doesn’t know where he is?”


“She says she just thought he had changed his mind. I think that sounds weird. And her father, who could have done the responsible thing and contacted us, didn’t even know about their plans. Or so he says.”


“We’re going to need Oscar’s phone number, and Iben’s and her parents’.” Jeppe passed his notebook over the table to Malin. She stared at it for a second, perplexed, then slowly began writing, her trembling hands showing her fear of the worst imaginable.


“I think he’s been kidnapped.” Her voice shook. “Just the thought that he—”


“Where does Iben live?”


“On Fredericiagade,” Henrik replied, and looked at his wife. “Number sixty-four, isn’t it? With her dad. It takes about ten minutes to walk from here if you cut across the Citadel. Oscar usually does.”


Jeppe nodded to Anette, who got the notebook back from Malin, stood up, and walked over to the window to call the friend.


“What about the rest of the family? Were you home last night?”


“Yes,” Malin replied after a brief pause. “Well, Victor, our eldest, was out with some classmates, but Henrik and I were home with our daughter, Essie.”


“They left this for us.” Henrik carefully picked up a sheet of paper from the coffee table. Three typed lines glowing black on a white backdrop. “We didn’t see it until today. Then we knew something was seriously wrong, and we called the police right away.”


Jeppe pulled his sleeve down over his fingertips, took the piece of paper, and read it.




He looked around and saw the knife that had stabbed Basil Hallward. He had cleaned it many times, till there was no stain left upon it. It was bright and glistened. As it had killed the painter, so it would kill the painter’s work, and all that that meant. It would kill the past, and when that was dead, he would be free.





THE KEEL SLICED lithely through the water, dividing the waves into an endless V behind the boat. Seagull cries accompanied the motor noise, and the sun played off the tops of the waves, turning the helmsman’s pupils into two little black dots. CopenHill, the combined incineration plant and recreational facility, sparkled in the morning light so that one would think there was actually snow on its manmade ski slope. There wasn’t, of course. It was spring, and the incineration plant’s recreational vision was far from ready, so the city’s downhill skiers still had to travel to real, snow-covered mountains for the time being.


Copenhagen’s port was quiet. Only harbor buses and garbage boats were out this early. In a few hours the water would be filled with Saturday canal tours, rental boats, and yachtsmen on their way out to fish, swim, and camp on the little islands in the Øresund strait, as well as yawls with beer-guzzling captains and sea kayaks paddled by clear-eyed rowers in windbreakers. By that time he would be gone. 


He was steering without any plan or time pressure, the way he preferred it, just leaning into the boat’s movements and letting the wind squeeze morning tears from his eyes. Trekroner Sea Fortress came into view ahead of him, the small island smiling red and green and invitingly in the sunlight. Mads Teigen steered the fort’s tug familiarly into the little harbor. One lone wooden yawl was moored by the dock, otherwise the harbor was empty. He tied the boat securely, turned off the motor, and jumped ashore. The steep embankments were covered with spring grasses that looked like soft wings of wild-growing green and yellow protecting the old fort.


Trekroner was originally built in 1713 as part of Copenhagen’s fortifications, a system of defense structures that included several other forts and which played a key role in legendary attacks like the 1801 Battle of Copenhagen and the 1807 British bombardment of Copenhagen, when the city lost its fleet. The original fort of Trekroner was established with three old ships that were sunk and filled with rocks. One of them was named the Tre Kronor, and she gave her name to the fort even though most people think it originates from the time, over 250 years later, when the island was sold to the government for three Danish kroner.


Mads picked up a stray plastic bag and scanned the horseshoe-shaped promenade for signs of life but didn’t see any. As always his eye lingered on the white lighthouse, which towered over the main entrance to the fort itself. From there the structure extended down two stories belowground. The casemates had served as a base for 750 soldiers during the First World War, and the Germans later used them during the occupation. When standing within those peeling walls in the corridors below sea level, you could still sense the smell of gunpowder and anxious sweat in the air. Panic and boredom had seeped into the masonry and now whispered the tales of hundreds of dead men.


Nowadays the fort was home to only birds, mink, and one solitary fortress caretaker living in the red-painted old commandant’s quarters. A hermit on his island—that had become his fate.


Mads walked across the platform, where they were amassing wood for the midsummer bonfire, and up over the ridge to the outside of the embankment. He wanted to check on the pair of swans that was nesting down by the breakwater. From the top of the embankment the view of Copenhagen’s towers and spires on the one side and Malmö’s Turning Torso on the other was unimpeded. Standing there, he might as well be on his own planet, it was that deserted. An enclave of wilderness in the middle of the capital, separated from the hectic city life by only a narrow band of water.


The pair of swans was brooding; the female sitting heavily on the nest of seagrass, the male circulating warily around her. In a good month’s time, the fort would have a new clutch of fuzzy little fledglings that would stick close to their mother to survive the first critical weeks.


Mads smiled at the thought.


He continued along the embankment, past one of the old white-and-red-striped navigation markers, towering on poles atop the ridge. The first bachelor party of the season was taking place around noon today. Mads had already prepared the stations of their treasure hunt in the underground corridors, but an impulse made him walk the route again.


The air between the casemate’s thick concrete walls felt cool, as he descended the winding stairs to the low-slung ceiling of the cellar level. His footsteps echoed, as if somebody was walking behind him in the shadows. When he passed the old cell door with a red cross on it, the sound distortion felt so real that he had to turn around and look back. But of course no one was there, only the ghosts in his own head.


Mads checked all twelve of the stations and made sure that the ropes were lashed and the flashlights charged, before he walked back out into the light. He could just fit in a couple of hours in the workshop before the guests arrived. On his way back to the commandant’s building, he passed the solitary wooden yawl, which was still moored to the dock. It didn’t worry him. Still, he locked the main door behind him. No need to risk being disturbed.


To be on the safe side he also locked the door to the workshop. He hung his windbreaker on the doorknob, leaving his phone in a pocket of it, and switched the sound system on so Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony filled the room.


The prospect of an hour of absolute peace and quiet for his next project made Mads breathe a sigh of relief. He took a plastic-wrapped package out of the refrigerator and set it on the workbench. Carefully he unwrapped it, filled a bowl with water, and got the scalpel ready.










CHAPTER 3




Anette watched the parents sitting on the pink sofa and reluctantly remembered the British couple who had lost their little girl while vacationing in Portugal. Despite years of searching, she had never been found. Eventually some people had begun speculating whether the parents themselves had been behind her disappearance.


“The letter was left on the kitchen table,” Henrik explained, pulling his wife closer, as if he could physically protect her from the words coming out of his mouth. “We didn’t notice it until we realized that Oscar was missing, just thought it was a homework assignment or something like that.”


“And it isn’t?”


They both shook their heads.


“It was folded in the middle and it had To M and H written on the outside. Plus it is typed. See!”


Jeppe turned the paper over and showed it to Anette. She pulled down her sleeve to cover her fingers, just as he had done, took it, and carefully examined the words.


“Could it be”—Malin took a shallow breath—“a ransom demand? It’s about killing.”


“It seems to be some kind of a quote.” Anette looked at Jeppe and knew he was thinking the same thing. Most kidnappers’ messages were concrete, not descriptive and lyrical. “Who’s Basil Hallward?”


“No idea,” Malin replied quickly. “We’ve never heard the name before.”


Anette detected a dismissive note to her voice, as if she thought the police were asking the wrong questions.


“We’ve received threats before, maybe two years ago? We notified the police. You must have a record of it.”


Anette nodded.


“Did those letters resemble this one?”


Malin hesitated and then said, “As far as I remember they were all different, some of them written by hand, others on a computer. But all brief.”


“Do you still have them?”


“No.” Henrik interrupted before his wife had a chance to answer. “The point is that someone has it out for our family. And now they’ve taken Oscar!”


On the last sentence his voice wavered. He lowered his head, and his shoulders began to tremble. Malin put a hand on his leg and patted him impatiently. To Anette the gesture didn’t seem very affectionate.


“Did the police find out who sent the letters back then?” Jeppe asked.


“No.”


“Okay, we’ll find the report and take a look at it. Our forensics experts will investigate this letter for potential clues, and then we’ll compare it to the earlier ones if we have copies of them on file.”


While Jeppe explained, Anette took pictures of the letter with her cell phone, then got up to find her bag and pulled out a brown envelope, slid in the letter, and sealed it. She noticed that Henrik had lifted his head and put his arm around his wife again.


“Were there any signs of forced entry?” she asked.


“We have an alarm, but it wasn’t triggered,” Henrik answered, shaking his head. “But that’s not so surprising, is it? They probably rang the bell, and Oscar let the kidnappers in.”


“When was the last time he was seen and by whom?” Jeppe turned a page in his notebook.


“When he finished school at two forty-five yesterday afternoon,” Malin responded. “He goes to Zahles School, a private high school near Nørreport subway station. Iben told us that they waved goodbye to each other in front of the school and that Oscar then walked home.”


“When did the rest of you get home?”


“Fridays Essie—Esmeralda, our youngest—has dance class. I picked her up and we got home a little after five, maybe five thirty.” Malin touched Henrik’s hand on her shoulder, as if she wanted him to remove it. He didn’t.


“Have you checked with your immediate family to see if they’ve heard from him?”


“We called my parents and my sister, but none of them know anything. That’s all our immediate family. Henrik’s parents are dead. But Oscar would never just stay away without letting us know.”


Anette sat back down next to Jeppe.


“Can you tell if he came home after school yesterday? Is his backpack here, for example? His computer?”


Malin shook her head. 


“Neither is his cell phone.”


“What about his passport?” Anette continued. “Is that in its usual place?”


“I checked. All our passports are where they go in the drawer.” She pointed to a red lacquered secretary. “What are you planning to do to find him?”


“We’ll start searching for him immediately,” Jeppe assured her. “If he has his cell phone on him, we’ll find him right away. What you can do in the meantime is call everyone who has contact with Oscar on a regular basis and ask about him.”


Henrik’s eyes grew moist.


“Do you have a good recent photo of your son?” Jeppe asked. 


“I’ll get one.” Malin freed herself from her husband’s grasp, got to her feet, and supported herself for a moment on the backrest, as if she were dizzy. Then she left the room.


“Would you mind if we took a peek at his bedroom?” Anette asked.


The father didn’t respond. Anette looked at Jeppe, who shrugged in a gesture she chose to interpret as approval, got up, and walked back down the long hallway, opening doors as she went. The first room looked like an office, furnished with heavy wooden furniture. In the next room sat a teenager wearing headphones. He had dark hair and long limbs: a handsome young man.


“Hi, I’m Anette from the police. You must be Victor.”


He pulled off his headphones and let them hang around his neck like a backward necklace. A heavy beat filled the room. Anette saw that his eyes were red from crying.


“I’m looking for your little brother’s room,” she explained over the noise of the drums.


“Just call me Vic, everyone else does.” The boy took out his phone from his pants pocket and pressed on the screen. The music stopped. “This is actually his room. I was just sitting here and …”


“I’m assuming you don’t know where your brother is?”


“If I did, I don’t really think you’d be here right now, do you?” Victor smiled apologetically and wiped a tear off his cheek. “Sorry, I’m not trying to act smart or anything. This whole thing is just … weird.”


Anette looked around at the room’s spartan decor: a desk with a worn wooden chair, bookcases brimming with books, a full clothes rack, and a dresser. That was it. The room was as clean and tidy as the rest of the condo, but nowhere near as cozy.


Prefab frames hung close together over the desk, displaying black-and-white images, charcoal drawings of human forms, naked bodies, faces with downcast eyes, and limbs that faded into black.


“Did Oscar draw these?”


“Yeah, he drew all of them. He’s damn good. When we were younger, he always used to try to teach me. You know, he would put a vase of flowers in front of me and demonstrate how to draw in perspective and do shading, the little stinker. I could never do it, and he would get all grumpy and say that I was messing it up on purpose, to tease him.”


Anette smiled.


“When did you last see him?”


“At breakfast yesterday,” Victor answered hesitantly, his voice sounding brittle, on the verge of breaking the whole time. “We ate in the kitchen like we usually do—with my little sister—and then we went to school together. Oscar and I go to the same high school. He’s a freshman, and I’m a senior.”


Victor fiddled with his headphones.


“Mom says someone took him. Do you think that’s right?”


“It’s too soon to say.”


Something snapped off the headphones, and the boy looked at the little piece of plastic in his hand, puzzled.


“We had agreed we would walk home together, but I … I had to talk to someone at school. Maybe if I had stuck to our plan …”


He eyed her pleadingly. Anette wished she could reassure him, but she didn’t know any more than he did. And maybe he was right.


He took off the headphones and tossed them on the floor.


“One of my friends says that he saw my little brother talking to someone in a black car outside the Botanical Garden after school.” 


Anette held her breath.


“What’s the name of your friend?” she asked.


“Jokke. Well, Joakim. He’s in the same grade as me.” Victor held up his phone and showed it to Anette. “I wrote to everyone I know on Messenger a little while ago. He just wrote me back.”


She handed him her own phone.


“Could you please type in, uh, Jokke’s phone number for me?” 


He complied.


“Do you think Oscar could be mixed up in something he shouldn’t be? Maybe with a friend your parents don’t want him to see?” She smiled amenably to signal that he wouldn’t get in trouble.


“No! My little brother is a good kid.”


Anette looked around the room again, at the pictures, the desk, the dresser, and the room’s only chair, in which Victor was sitting.


“Uh, where does he sleep?” Anette asked. 


“In the family bed.”


She looked at him blankly.


“Our parents believe that the pack should sleep together, so when I was little, they built a huge bed for all of us, fifteen feet wide. I have my own now, but Oscar still sleeps there.”


Anette felt a cold breath of air on the back of her neck.


A family bed?


BOWLS OF CHIA seed porridge sat congealing on the kitchen table—breakfast prepared by a father with no appetite, for a family that wasn’t home. Iben ought to be here, sitting with her elbows on the table and her mouth full, laughing at his bumbling attempts to prepare the vegan fare that she herself had introduced to the household. But in spite of her best friend being missing, she had gone to a morning rally at the Danish Youth Council. Iben was active in their environmental organization. His daughter, idealistic and stubborn as hell.


Kasper Skytte tilted his head back and downed what was left of the Fernet-Branca. The burning sensation in his esophagus felt good, as did the subsequent wave of nausea. He wasn’t particularly fond of Fernet-Branca, especially not in the morning, but today of all days he needed liquor and the blissful indifference it spread through his body. Kasper didn’t have a drinking problem—his addiction wore a different face—but he knew that he sometimes drank too much. That his already ample wine consumption had escalated to something decidedly unhealthy in the seven years since his relatively amicable divorce. That he only coped with being a single parent by having a drink and a couple of hours alone in front of the computer screen to look forward to at the end of the workday.


When his ex-wife moved to San Sebastián with her new boyfriend six years ago, she had agreed to let Iben remain in Denmark. Kasper had gotten the condo, their daughter, and—much against his will—the dog, a Coton de Tulear named Cookie that he had begrudgingly walked twice a day until it finally kicked the bucket last year. In other words, he had gotten everything and she had walked away with nothing but her freedom.


And yet she seemed to have taken some part of their daughter with her, for with every passing year the emptiness in Iben’s eyes grew. At least when she was looking at her father.


The gate banged shut in the front yard, and he looked out the window to see if it was her. It was the upstairs neighbor. Iben had promised to come straight home after her meeting, and now she wasn’t even answering the phone when he called. He started throwing away the remaining porridge but gave up on doing the dishes. They would just have to wait for later.


Oscar was missing, and the police were coming to question his daughter. That was reality; he couldn’t run away from it. Kasper prayed she would be home in time for him not to have to face them alone.


He went into the cramped living room and turned on the architect lamp over the small desk that he had squeezed in despite Iben’s protests. True, there wasn’t a lot of space, but where else was he going to put it? If he were to be home to greet her from school, to prepare their meals, and be a parent, he had to be able to work when she went to sleep. Hanging on the wall over the desk was a drawing of Copenhagen’s new incineration plant, the ambitious CopenHill, or more formally, the Amager Resource Center, a.k.a. ARC. His workplace for the past year and what occupied most of his waking hours, besides Iben.


He spread out four sheets of paper on the desk and leaned down over the rows of numbers. They specified the preceding week’s emissions from the plant’s six internal pipes, called the scrubbers. These pipes cleansed and led the smoke from the ovens to the 123-meter-tall chimney, so it could puff out clean, white steam over the city. Kasper was employed as a process engineer to design data pathways and keep an eye on harmful emissions of toxic substances from burning the trash, but also to optimize the use of the energy the incinerator produced. He oversaw all stages of the incineration process, from garbage pickup around the city to the computer-controlled claw in the waste silo itself.


ARC was unique in a lot of ways. Under the motto “We take and we give back,” this incineration plant had been considered much more than a garbage dump from the beginning. Designed by world-renowned architecture group BIG, the plant had a roof that was built as an eighty-five-meter-high ski slope, complete with lifts, a café, and a unique Italian plastic underlay that made it possible to whiz down the slope without a single snowflake. CopenHill was the city’s new recreational gathering place and landmark. The roof project alone was rumored to have cost three hundred million Danish kroner.


But the slope’s opening had been delayed several times already, and the press seemed to magnify every single little misstep, as if they had no appreciation for the size and significance of the project. One of the cleanest incinerators in the world, and it was working impeccably. Even so, the plant kept running into headwinds. A favorite story was how they had to import trash from England to be able to deliver enough district heating to the city. The plant was oversize from the beginning, and Copenhagen’s waste volumes were decreasing. The journalists were all over that, of course. But upscaling the plant had been a political decision to avoid ending up with a plant that would be too small in ten years.


Kasper held a magnifying glass to the paper and read the NOX catalyzer’s latest emissions numbers. Nitrogen oxides are significant environmental health hazards, so they are strictly regulated around the world in order to minimize smog and acid rain. He and his colleagues were some of the leading engineers globally in smoke purification plant construction, and they had already been contacted by incineration plants in Canada, India, and France regarding potential consulting gigs. The goal before long was to be able to capture all the CO2 from the plant’s smoke so that it could be deposited into an underground geological formation. The technology already existed. It was only a question of time.


He looked at his watch and called Iben again. Still no answer. Kasper tossed his phone down, and when it bounced off the desk onto the floor, he was forced to shamefacedly pick it up and check for cracks in the screen. The police would be here soon, so she had to come home.


He leaned over the desk again and started drawing lines with numbers next to them. Pathways and values, illustrated with cramped little symbols. But his fingers kept writing the wrong things, and he swore to himself, leaned back in his chair, and looked up at the ceiling, listening for the key in the door.


He shouldn’t. He had promised himself he would lay off. But the idea of turning the computer on grew in his head, until he could hardly read the numbers on the paper in front of him. If he logged in, it would be easier afterward, then he could stay off it for a while. Kasper felt a burning sensation in his body like an inflammation that spread from his stomach through his bloodstream out into his skin, making it tremble. He fetched his laptop, breathlessly logged in, and felt the world falling back in place.


BY ØSTERPORT STATION, where the train tracks run underground alongside the park Østre Anlæg, the trees shone white with flowers against a carpet of green and small dots of yellow. Branches of half-open flower buds pointed eagerly up at the sky, defying gravity, and their scent filled the whole area. The white ones must be mirabelle plum trees because it was too early for bird cherry or hawthorn, and the yellow, forsythia. Early spring blossoms were covering the city. It was more than life-affirming, it was pure-happiness heroin.


Esther de Laurenti breathed in the scent. She had turned seventy, and with every passing year, as she moved closer to the end of life, the arrival of spring felt like winning the lottery. She pulled on the single dog leash with only one pug at the end and felt a little stab of pain. Twelve-year-old Epistéme had caught a cold over the winter, and the cold had turned into encephalitis, which the pug hadn’t been able to shake. Now only Dóxa was left. She had whimpered at the loss of her partner for a few weeks, then it had subsided. Now she trotted down the path in fine form, without any visible signs of grief. Strange how death could come so close without leaving any serious harm behind.


Esther bent down to scratch the dog behind the ears and continued her walk past the National Gallery, along the Botanical Garden, and to the Lakes. The sun was reflected brightly on the water, forcing her to squint her eyes to narrow slits. She smiled at a group of young people sitting on a bench, holding beer cans, their eyes luminous. Copenhagen is at its best right when it wakes from its winter hibernation, she thought, unlike us humans, who have to go through countless morning rituals before we’re good for anything at all.


Gregers, her eighty-five-year-old housemate and friend, was a prime example of a slow starter. Sometimes he would sit in the kitchen of their place on Peblinge Dossering, grumpy till almost noon. And it was only getting worse with age. As time passed he moved less and complained more. He still walked to the bakery on Blågårdsgade every day for exercise, but even so he was losing weight, the flesh melting away from his once strong bones, and his mood rarely made it above freezing point.


Esther pulled Dóxa gently away from the bench and let her thoughts wander back to what she spent most of her time thinking about these days: her writing. She had only an incipient idea for a book, but still it was so exciting that she couldn’t shake it. The idea had come to her at Christmas when she was placing a bouquet on her deceased friend Kristoffer’s grave. It had snowed that day, and the plot was covered with ice flowers. She stood for a long time in the cold trying to establish a connection with her friend, feeling stuck and dejected.


Why do we deal with death so poorly when it’s the one inescapable condition we all have to face? Where do you put your grief once all the rituals associated with death are over and everyone is busy moving on?


These thoughts buzzed around in the back of her mind like a stubborn wasp that would neither sting nor go away.


Esther had begun reading about death rituals in other cultures, about grieving and funerals. One morning in March she had woken up and gone straight to her computer to write—just disconnected thoughts about death to begin with, but now a text was starting to take shape. Her stomach tingled at the thought of her budding tale. 


She leaned her head back and looked up at the new chestnut leaves, dangling limply from the branches like puppy ears. It was impossible to picture how they would soon lift themselves up to form resilient, bright green parachutes.


Death rituals and budding springtime greenery. Esther couldn’t remember when she’d ever felt better.
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