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For William.


 


It will take some time before I let you read this.


 


And once (and if) you finally do, do know that Dad wasn’t as crazy as the book may indicate.






Chapter 1


THE WIND HAS PICKED UP, AND THE CORNERS OF THE massive glass-and-skimmed-concrete house wail restlessly. The tap-tap carrying from the roof has gradually intensified; the faint pops call to mind the spitting of an open fire. The incredible speed with which the accumulation of white dunes on the patio now vanishes speaks of the gusts’ force. 


Maria Koponen knots her cardigan tightly around her waist and stares out the wall-to-ceiling windows into the darkness. She gazes at the frozen sea—which at this time of year is remarkably reminiscent of a vast, flat field—and then at the path plowed down to the dock, illuminated by knee-high yard lights.


Maria curls her toes into the plush carpet that reaches almost to the edges of the expansive floor. It’s warm inside the house, cocoon-like. Even so, Maria feels uneasy, and even the tiniest grievances strike her as unusually annoying tonight. Like those damn expensive yard lights that still don’t work the way they should.


Maria is roused from her reverie when she realizes the music has stopped. She walks past the fireplace to the enormous bookshelf, where her husband’s collection of nearly four hundred records has been organized in five neat rows. Over the years, Maria has gotten used to the fact that, in this household, music is not played from a smartphone screen. 


Vinyl just sounds a hell of a lot better. That’s what Roger said to her years ago, when she paused in front of the collection for the first time. There were more than three hundred albums then, a hundred fewer than now. The fact that the number of records has grown slowly, comparatively speaking, during their shared existence makes Maria think about how much life Roger lived before her. Without her. Maria was with only one man before Roger: a high-school romance that had led to marrying young and ended with her meeting the famous writer. Unlike Roger, Maria has never tasted the single life. Sometimes she wishes she’d also had a chance to experience irresponsible floundering, finding herself, one-night stands. Freedom.


Maria is not the least bit bothered by the fact that Roger is sixteen years her senior. But a thought has begun to nag at her: that she might one day wake up to a sense of restlessness, the sort that will not die until you have plunged into the unknown a sufficient number of times. And Roger already had the chance to experience that in his previous life. Now, suddenly, on this stormy February night Maria spends pacing alone around their massive waterfront home, she sees this as a threat for the first time. An imbalance that could cause the ship of their relationship to list dangerously, were they ever to drift into the eye of a true storm.


Maria lifts the needle of the record player, takes the vinyl disk between her fingertips and slides it carefully into its cardboard sleeve, where a young artist in a brown suede jacket and a black-and-white-checked scarf looks directly into the camera, self-assured and surly. Bob Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde. Maria returns the record to its place and picks a new one at random from the end of the alphabetically organized collection. A moment later, after a brief crackle, Stevie Wonder’s honeyed, compassionate voice reverberates from the speakers.


And then Maria sees it again. This time out of the corner of her eye. The yard light closest to the shore drifts off for a second. And comes back on.


It goes dark for only a fraction of a second, just as it did a moment before. Maria knows the lighting elements glowing inside the fixtures were replaced before Christmas. She remembers it well, because she is the one who paid the electrician’s tastelessly inflated invoice. And for that reason, this trivial matter kindles an inordinate pique in her.


Maria grabs her phone and taps out a message to Roger. She isn’t sure why she feels the urge to trouble her husband with such a matter, especially since she knows he is on a stage addressing his readers at this very moment. Perhaps the cause is a fleeting flurry of loneliness, mingled with a dash of uncertainty and unjustified jealousy. 


Maria watches her sent message for a moment, waiting for the little arrows at the bottom edge to turn blue, but they don’t; Roger is not paying attention to his phone.


At that moment, the record gets stuck: What I’m about to. What I ’m about to. What I ’m . . . Wonder’s voice sounds uncertain, thanks to the bit excised from the beautiful sentiment. Some of Roger’s records are in such poor condition they aren’t worth keeping. Doesn’t anything in this goddamn house work?


And then Maria feels a cold wave wash over her. Before she has time to make sense of what she has just realized, she looks out the sliding doors and sees something that doesn’t belong there. For a moment the contours line up with those of her reflection. But then the figure moves, transforming into a distinct entity of its own.






Chapter 2


ROGER KOPONEN SITS HIMSELF IN THE CHAIR UPHOLSTERED in a coarse, perspiration-inducing fabric, and squints. The spots hanging from the ceiling of the conference center’s main auditorium are shining right into the eyes of those onstage. For a moment all he sees is blinding light; he forgets that before him and his two author colleagues sit four hundred curious readers who have packed into this auditorium to listen to their favorite boozers’ thoughts on their latest works.


Roger understands that the event is important in terms of promoting his book. He understands why he would bother to drive four hundred kilometers in heavy snow to spend the night at a serviceable dump slapped up on Savonlinna’s main square, its mediocre fast-food restaurant on the ground floor dolled up with tablecloths and table service. But what Roger doesn’t understand is why the good people of Savonlinna would bother to show up on a night like this. Even though his books have sold millions of copies worldwide, he is never going to be an idol besieged by shrieking fans. Few people ever reflect that musicians and authors do very similar work—same shit, different package—but only the former inspire middle-aged women to toss their panties onstage. But people still show up. The majority are seniors, tilting their heads slowly to one side and then the other. Aren’t they tired of the sportscaster-style banalities and superficial analyses authors spew about their own work? Apparently not, as it appears to be a full house: not a single empty seat.


Roger’s latest psychological thriller, launched the previous spring, is the third and final book in his enormously popular Witch Hunt trilogy. His books have always sold relatively well, but the Witch Hunt series blew up. No one anticipated this sort of mega-success, least of all his agent, who originally held a skeptical view of the entire project, or his former publisher, whom Roger dumped prior to the publication of the first installment due to their lack of confidence in its prospects. But in the space of a few years, translation rights to the trilogy have been sold in almost thirty countries and more deals are in the pipeline. Although he and Maria were doing fine before, now they can buy themselves whatever they want. Suddenly all possible luxuries and pleasures are within reach.


The evening goes predictably; Roger has heard the questions hundreds of times during his promotional tours and answered them in four different languages, intermittently modulating his cadence, intonation, and minor details with the exclusive aim of keeping himself awake amid the fog of bright lights and forced laughter.


“Your books are quite violent,” a voice says, but Roger doesn’t look up from the pitcher he’s using to fill his water glass for the third or fourth time. He hears this a lot too, and there’s no denying it: brutal murders, sadistic torture, sexual violence directed at women, and nightmarish dives into the depravity of sick minds are described in Roger Koponen’s works in graphic detail.


“It reminds me of Bret Easton Ellis, who has said he processes his angst by writing detailed depictions of violence,” the voice continues. 


Now Roger shifts his gaze to the man sitting halfway back in the auditorium, microphone in his hand. Roger raises the glass to his lips and waits for the man to ask his question. Instead, there’s an awkwardly long pause as the man collects his thoughts.


“Are you afraid? Is that why you write?” the man finally asks in a flat, reedy voice. 


Roger puts down the glass and takes a closer look at the balding scarecrow of a man. Surprising and interesting. Almost brazen. Now, this is a question he has never heard before.


Roger leans in, bringing his mouth closer to the flexible microphone on the table. For some reason, he feels a pang of hunger at this instant. “Am I afraid?”


“Have you written your own fears into your books?” the man asks, then lowers the microphone to his lap. There’s an annoying smugness to the guy. There’s not a hint of the jittery respect, the certain reverence fame brings and that Roger has grown accustomed to.


“Right,” Roger says, and smiles thoughtfully. For a moment he forgets the person posing the question and allows his gaze to wander across the sea of faces. “I think that something of the author always finds its way into the work. You can’t help writing about what you know about or think you know about. Fears, hopes, traumas, things left undone, and then, of course, the things you did and justified to yourself too easily . . .”


“You’re not answering the question.” The gaunt man has raised the microphone up to his lips again. 


Roger feels first surprise and then irritation cutting through him. What is this, a fucking interrogation? I don’t have to listen to this shit, regardless of the circumstances.


“Could you please be more specific?” Pave Koskinen, the ineradicable literary critic who organized this event and is serving as moderator, has intervened. He no doubt feels that he has handled his role with panache and gusto but is now afraid that his star guest, the red-hot thriller writer who has written three international bestsellers, will take offense. 


But Roger raises a pacifying hand into the air and smiles self-confidently. “I apologize. Perhaps I didn’t understand the question. Do I write about what I’m most afraid of?”


“No. The other way around,” the man says in an unusually cold tone. Someone in the front row coughs maddeningly.


Roger hides his confusion behind an idiotic smile. “The other way around?”


“Yes, Mr. Roger Koponen,” the man continues mechanically, and the way he utters Roger’s name is not only sarcastic, but vaguely chilling. “Are you afraid of what you write?”


“Why would I be afraid of my own books?”


“Because truth is stranger than fiction,” the thin-faced man replies. An awkward silence falls over the room.


Ten minutes later, Roger takes a seat at a long table covered with a white tablecloth in the lobby, which is abuzz with people and chatter. The first fan in the line of those hoping for an autograph is Pave Koskinen. Who else?


“Thanks, Roger. Thanks. And sorry about that one knucklehead. You handled it beautifully. Unfortunately, not everyone is blessed with social skills . . .”


Roger smiles. “No worries, Pave. There’s one in every crowd. The only thing any of us is responsible for in this world is our own behavior.” He registers that Pave has lowered all three books of the trilogy to the table for signing. 


As he scrawls out something ostensibly personal along with his name on the title pages, he glances up at the snaking line in front of him and silently notes that the thin-faced crackpot is nowhere in sight. Luckily. He wouldn’t necessarily be able to handle a face-to-face provocation as diplomatically.


“Thank you, Roger. Thank you. We have a table reserved at the hotel restaurant at nine. They make a mean rack of lamb.” Pave smiles and stands there in front of Roger, books clutched to his chest like an eager schoolgirl. 


Roger nods slowly and lowers his gaze to the table, a prisoner who has just received his sentence. It shouldn’t be hard for Pave to realize that Roger would rather retreat to his room. He has come to despise the banal chitchat and forced wine swilling that, as far as he can tell, has zero impact on sales of his books. He could just as easily decline the invitation and allow himself to be branded an asocial asshole.


“Sounds great,” Roger says wearily, twisting his face up in an almost credible smile. Pave Koskinen nods in satisfaction, revealing teeth that are more or less white, thanks to new crowns. He seems unsure of himself.


Then he steps aside, making way for the winding centipede of book-cradling readers.






Chapter 3


SERGEANT JESSICA NIEMI TIES BACK HER SHOULDER-LENGTH black hair into a ponytail and pulls on a pair of leather gloves. A bright signal sounds as she opens the passenger door; the engine is still running.


“Thanks for the ride.”


The man at the wheel yawns. “It’s probably best if no one knows who dropped you off.”


They look at each other for a moment as if each is expecting a kiss. But neither will make the first move.


“This was so fucking wrong.”


Jessica steps out of the car and narrows her eyes; the icy wind scrapes her face. It has snowed heavily, and the plows rumbling over at the school haven’t made it to the waterfront yet. Jessica shuts the car door and sees a large contemporary house looming before her: a compact front yard, an arborvitae hedge clipped at eye level, a wrought-iron gate. Two police vans are parked on the street out front, and based on the sirens howling in the distance, more are on their way.


“Hey there.” A man decked out in heavyweight blue police coveralls steps out from behind one of the vans and walks up to Jessica. “Officer Koivuaho.”


“Jessica Niemi.” She shows her badge, but her colleagues in uniform have already recognized her. She has caught a few of the nicknames in passing. Sergeant Sweetcheeks. Lara Croft. PILF.


“What happened?” Jessica asks.


“Goddamn it . . .” Koivuaho takes off his navy blue cap and rubs his bald head. 


Jessica waits patiently for the officer to pull himself together. She glances over at the house and sees that the front door is ajar.


“We picked up the call at ten fifteen. Taskinen and I were pretty close, so we were the first patrol to show up.” Koivuaho gestures for Jessica to follow him through the gate. She does, acknowledging the officers waiting near the van with a nod.


“What did dispatch say?”


“We were told that there was a suicide threat at this address,” Koivuaho says, as they step up onto the porch. A puddle of melted snow has formed on the flagstone floor of the entryway. The wind dies for a second, and Koivuaho continues: “The door was open, so we went in.”


It is only now, under the bright porch light, that Jessica sees the depth of the fear in the husky man’s eyes. She curls and uncurls her aching fingers and allows her mind to form an image of the situation based on the little she was told a moment ago on the phone.


“So there’s no one else in the house?” she asks, even though she knows the answer is negative. 


Koivuaho solemnly shakes his head and puts his wool cap back on, pulling it down to his ears. “We checked both floors. I have to say, my heart has never pounded so hard. Plus there was that damn music coming from the speakers.”


“Music?”


“It was, like, inappropriate for the situation . . . too mellow.” Koivuaho hands Jessica the basic protective gear: gloves, face mask, a pair of disposable shoe covers. She bends down to slip the blue plastic booties over her black sneakers. Her holster slides a hair toward the floor.


“Where’s the body?”


“We tried to leave the place uncontaminated,” Koivuaho says, then coughs into his fist. 


Jessica brushes a strand of damp hair from her forehead and walks toward the picture windows giving onto the sea. She passes a powder room and the kitchen and enters the living room, where the walls are all glass. The emergency lights glaring through the enormous panes make the furnishings pulse blue in time to her heartbeat. The room looks far too much like an aquarium to be comfortable, but when Jessica sees the figure sitting at the head of the table, she abruptly stops assessing the room’s aesthetic dimensions.


Jessica pauses and tries to figure out why the woman sitting almost upright in her chair looks so incredibly unnatural. She takes a few steps closer, and her stomach drops.


“Have you ever seen anything so creepy?” Koivuaho asks, somewhere behind Jessica, but she doesn’t hear the question. 


The dead woman’s face is twisted up in a hysterical grin. Even her eyes are laughing. The expression is in utter contrast to the fact that this woman lost her life just a moment ago. She’s wearing a black cocktail dress, its most prominent feature a plunging neckline, and her crossed hands rest on the table. The table is otherwise bare. No phone, no weapon. Nothing.


“I felt for a pulse. I haven’t touched anything else,” Koivuaho says, and now Jessica turns to look at him. Then she warily steps up to the woman and leans in to examine the face distorted in an unnatural grimace.


“What the hell . . . ?” Jessica mutters in a voice so low that the only one who could hear her would be the woman, if she were still alive. 


Jessica glances down and quickly observes that the bare feet have been crossed underneath the chair, and a pair of matte black Jimmy Choo spikes have been placed tidily on the floor next to the chair. Both the toenails and fingernails have been painted a glossy black.


“Koivuaho?” she finally says, returning her gaze to the forced euphoria of the woman’s face.


“Yes?”


“You called this in as a homicide. Even though this doesn’t seem like your typical suicide, it—”


“Shit.” Koivuaho gulps, takes a few steps toward the table. A trickle of sweat runs down his knobby temple, behind his ear, and vanishes between the thick neck and the collar of his coveralls. He appears to avoid eye contact with the lifeless woman as he tentatively continues: “Didn’t they tell you? The call to the emergency number—”


Jessica is getting impatient. “Yes?”


“She didn’t place it.” Koivuaho pauses for a few seconds to lick his parched lips. 


Jessica knows what he’s about to say next, but even so, hearing it makes her shudder.


“It was called in by a man.”






Chapter 4


ROGER KOPONEN TOSSES BACK THE REST OF HIS CALVADOS, swishes it gingerly around his mouth, and doesn’t catch the tiniest hint of apple or pear. Cheap crap. And yet the meal itself has been a positive surprise, for which thanks is not due to the organizers, but to Alisa, the thirty-something manager of a local bookstore. A hot little number who has capitalized on a beautiful face and melodious laugh by keeping her figure in mint condition. CrossFit. She mentioned it earlier when she was explaining how her ex-boyfriend had forgotten the keys to his third-floor apartment, and they had climbed in by piling up garden furniture and . . . blah blah blah. Who gives a shit? Roger watched the discreetly gloss-moistened lips form the words instead of paying attention to the details of the story. The germane point was that some months ago, the boyfriend who featured in the story had, by either his, her, or mutual decision, earned the prefix “ex.”


The way Alisa has been looking at Roger is the way single women in their thirties—who are wavering between eternal youth and the burgeoning urge to reproduce—do in the best-case scenarios. Roger relishes the attention. He was never a ladies’ man in his youth. Just the opposite, as a matter of fact. His interaction with the opposite sex had gotten off to a miserable start during early adolescence, and it had taken nearly two decades for him to repair those original disappointments. As a young man, Roger had been too weird and different for women his age, and it was only upon reaching his forties that Roger had genuinely started to have confidence in his appearance and charm—so that nowadays he could actually accept that the woman sitting across from him was batting her eyes at him and not the Shia LaBeouf look-alike standing behind him, pouring more crapple-flavored hooch.


Age has brought Roger success, money, self-confidence, and, above all, the sort of charisma that a spray tan, shirt-stretching abs, and a thick head of hair are incapable of producing on their own. Women want him. Like many inveterate oat-sowers, he has found his segment, the type of woman he never fails to get. Maria eventually joined this happy club. And Alisa the bookstore manager is inevitably going to be included in it too.


“Am I the only one who hasn’t read the Witch Hunt books yet?” Alisa asks with a laugh. The sycophants sitting around the table bray their ironic disapproval and join in the laughter. Alisa takes a sip of her wine and shoots Roger a playful look from behind her glass, shrugs conciliatorily as if she had just pelted him in the back of the head with a snowball. She is flirting through provocation. And Roger finds it incredibly sexy. He feels a swelling erection and considers the possibility of rising from the table and visiting the men’s room. Alisa would follow him; there’s no doubt about that. He could take the little bookseller for a real ride without having to look at her lying next to him in the bed of his hotel room afterward. Without having to come up with something private and profound to discuss when there was nothing left to talk about.


“You’re in the minority, Alisa,” Pave Koskinen says at her side, his spoon filled with melted ice cream from his dessert plate, and continues: “It feels like everyone has read them. Even people who never read detective novels.”


Roger lowers his glass to the table, smiles at Pave, and is certain that his phony grin has failed to conceal his revulsion. The old fart has shed whatever remained of his dignity by refusing to drop the toadying and trying to rescue his star author from a jab that, in his deplorable lack of social insight, he does not recognize as a mating dance.


“I’m going to powder my nose.” Alisa dabs at the corners of her mouth with her napkin, as if etiquette required her to do so, and stands. She’s a step ahead of him. 


Roger’s eyes trail her as she walks around the table in her high heels and, when passing Roger, discreetly brushes against his back. An unnecessary gesture; the game is obvious. Roger takes a moment to eye the dinosaurs sitting around the table and sees that only Pave has raised his uncertain gaze to follow Alisa. So you have a pulse too, Pave. Roger strokes the stem of his Calvados glass and considers his next move. It’s been over six months since the last incident. He has since promised himself countless times that he would never fool around behind Maria’s back again—at least in situations where the risk of being caught exceeds the temptation. This is a borderline case. The desire blazing in the young woman’s eyes makes her particularly intriguing, and over the course of the dinner, it has become clear that there’s no point expecting a deeper connection. Wham bam, thank you, ma’am. A couple of minutes is all he needs.


Roger pushes back his chair, lets out an almost perceptibly excited sigh, and stands. He glances at the clock on his phone and notices that he has received three calls from an unknown number and a WhatsApp message from Maria. Two hours ago. The yard lights still don’t work! Beneath it a crying emoji—and an orange angry face.


Roger feels a wrenching in his gut. The fact that he suffers pangs of conscience for his behavior doesn’t make him feel like any less of an asshole. Roger suddenly understands that it was wrong for him to commit to Maria simply because he doesn’t want anyone else to nose in on his kill. He knows that any middle-aged man would give one of his kidneys to be able to grow old next to a woman like Maria. And despite that, he’s rushing off after the girl from the bookstore.


Don’t stress. I’ll handle it tomorrow.


Roger waits for a moment to see whether Maria reads the message, but when she doesn’t, he returns the phone to his pocket.


“Please, excuse me,” he says, not offering more of an alibi, and stalks off. It’s only after he steps out of the private dining room that he hears the flies gradually dare to continue their buzzing. Going on about what a great evening it has been and how they’re sure Roger thought the event was a success too. The restaurant is otherwise empty, and Roger crosses the deserted dining room toward the toilets. He passes the reception desk, nods at the desk agent who has just answered the phone, and spots the door to the ladies’ room. It has been left slightly ajar. His heart pounds harder, and in his mind’s eye, he sees how in no time flat he’ll be hiking the black-and-white dress up to waist height, pulling the panties to the side, and thrusting himself into that young woman, putting a hand over her mouth to prevent her from arousing the curiosity of other guests.


But just as he’s reaching for the door handle, he hears a voice behind him and freezes, like a teenager who’s about to sneak out for a party and is accosted by the angry tone of his mother. But the tone of this voice isn’t scolding; it’s somehow apologetic. It belongs to the woman from the reception desk.


“Excuse me. You’re Roger Koponen, aren’t you?” she says from a safe distance.


“Yes,” Roger replies, wondering whether he can still claim, with any credibility, that he misinterpreted the symbol representing a shepherdess’ silhouette.


“There’s a phone call for you.”


Roger registers that the desk clerk seems concerned. A phone call? Amazing fucking timing. And before he can ask, she continues: “It’s the police.”


“What?” The question blurts rudely from Roger’s mouth; he is simultaneously surprised and disappointed. 


The sound of high heels clacking against the tile floor carries from the ladies’ room.


“The police are on the phone. They said someone is on their way.”


“Wh—”


“Your wife. It’s about your wife.”






Chapter 5


JESSICA NIEMI HAS REPLACED HER BLACK LEATHER GLOVES with a pair made of thin elastic rubber. As she smooths out the wrinkles, her superior Erne’s words creep into her head: Gloves protect the evidence from the investigator, but they also protect the investigator from the evidence. It feels particularly apt in this instance. The cause of the woman’s death is impossible to determine by visual examination of the body. No external wounds, signs of strangulation, or other clues. The table—or, more likely, the entire room—may be contaminated by some toxin invisible to the naked eye.


“Tech is here.” The voice belongs to Yusuf Pepple, one of the investigative team’s senior detective constables. 


Jessica turns and sees Yusuf nod at the open front door. Jessica can’t see the street, but she hears an engine idling and the side door of a van being pulled shut. Yusuf is a couple of years Jessica’s junior, an athletic man with big eyes whose roots are evidently in Ethiopia. Not that Yusuf has ever set eyes on the country: he was born and raised in Söderkulla, an idyllic area in the Helsinki commuter town of Sipoo. He has the demeanor of a sweet country boy, almost overly so.


“Has the husband been contacted yet?” she asks, shutting her eyes. The wind is making the large house moan; it sounds as if it were trying to tell its own story about what happened.


“The police in Savonlinna contacted him. Someone’s on the way to the hotel where he’s staying as we—”


A mobile phone blares out, ringing, cutting Yusuf off. Jessica opens her eyes and scans the room.


“Where is it?” she mutters, and watches Yusuf approach a sofa set across the room.


“It’s here next to the remote; it slipped between the cushions—”


“Wait!” Jessica says, unintentionally snapping at Yusuf. She strides over. The iPhone on the sofa is playing a vaguely familiar melody as a picture of a man flashes on the screen. Rouzer <3.


“Rouzer?”


“Roger. Roger Koponen,” Jessica says, huddling over the phone.


“He looks really familiar . . .”


“Guess you’re not much of a reader?” Jessica asks laconically as she lowers her gaze to the floor. 


Yusuf studies the smiling middle-aged man on the screen for a minute before realization brightens his face. 


Jessica pulls down her mask, takes off her right glove, and answers with the middle knuckle of her forefinger. Then she turns on the speaker.


“Hello?”


After a brief silence, a firm but fearful voice speaks: “Maria?”


“Roger Koponen?” Jessica asks, bringing her face closer to the screen.


“Who is this?”


“This is Sergeant Jessica Niemi with the Helsinki police.” Jessica pauses for a few beats. The man at the other end of the line doesn’t say anything. But Jessica could tell from the tentativeness in his voice that the bad news has already reached him. “I’m sorry.”


“But . . . what happened?” Roger Koponen’s voice isn’t breaking, but it’s searching for its intonation.


“I’m sorry. It would be best if you came home.” Jessica feels her throat constrict in empathy. She hasn’t had to have many of these conversations over the course of her career; responsibility for informing loved ones has fallen on her shoulders on only a few previous occasions. Not that it necessarily matters: her colleagues assure her that the task doesn’t get any easier with repetition. How do you tell someone the words they dread hearing more than anything else in the world?


For a fleeting second, Jessica considers how and from whom she heard them herself the first time. Might it have been one of the ER doctors? Or her aunt Tina?


Jessica swallows to lubricate her dry throat and is on the verge of speaking again when the line goes dead; Koponen has ended the call. The wind conveniently stops wailing, and for a moment she and Yusuf can clearly hear the investigators talking outside the house.


“Did you say the husband is in Savonlinna?” Jessica asks without looking up. The screen of the phone goes black. Jessica tries to turn it back on, but her attempt is foiled by the request for a PIN code. Suddenly the device is nothing more than a useless hunk of black metal.


“That’s what I was told.”


“Damn it,” Jessica mutters again, prompting her colleague to prick up his ears. What a case. The wife of Finland’s current number-one export, the thriller writer Roger Koponen, has died in circumstances that are, at the very least, suspicious. The husband is conveniently halfway across the country, which eliminates the statistically most probable scenario. And then there, right in front of their faces, is the phone from which the man who murdered Maria Koponen had, in all likelihood, called the emergency number just a moment ago, before making his way into the frigid, blustery night. The perpetrator can’t be far. But then Jessica realizes she is rushing to conclusions.


“Was the call to the emergency center placed from this number?” she asks, feeling an irresistible urge to look over the back of the couch to where Maria Koponen is laughing hysterically. Or that’s what it would look like in a photograph, a burst of overacted hilarity. But it’s not a photograph. Everything else in the room is living in this moment. The blue lights, the wind, Yusuf, and the leafless trees swaying outside. But Maria Koponen is stone-dead.


“I don’t know,” Yusuf says, unzipping his coat. Frigid, freezing air is flowing in through the open door, but the room is still hot.


“Could you please call and find out? Now.”


As Jessica speaks, three figures in white coveralls waddle slowly into the living room, as if trying not to wake the princess sitting at the table from her eternal slumber. Jessica watches the forensic technicians go about their business in such a routine fashion that they might just as well be engaged in some mundane chore, like emptying the dishwasher. By any standard, these protective-suit-wrapped human burritos have seen plenty; it takes a lot to throw them off. Even so, Jessica can’t help but notice how each one stops in turn to eye the corpse and the configuration of its pretty face, which is more reminiscent of Jack Nicholson’s Joker than anything else.


“That’s it for the first one,” one of the techs mumbles from under his hood and mask. Based on the footfalls echoing from the hallway, he has just come downstairs from the second floor, and he stands there in front of Jessica, scanning the room as if he has nothing better to do. The three other techs are working at the body, deep in concentration. 


Jessica looks at the tech and narrows her eyes to indicate that she doesn’t grasp his meaning. She has a hundred percent confidence in these people’s competence; not once has she had to intervene in crime-scene practices over the course of her career.


“What?” she says, but the tech is already turning around; she sees him disappear into the hallway.


Jessica steps past the table and toward the bookshelf burdened with LPs. She walks past the long row of records, allowing her rubber-skinned fingertips to dance across the album covers’ slender spines. Dozens and dozens of albums; the couple must really love music in its analog form. An author’s bookshelf full of music. 


Jessica stops in front of the record player and registers that it’s a brand-new piece of equipment and presumably connected to the home’s wireless sound system. The needle has risen from the surface of the record, and the PVC disk is resting, motionless, on its overlarge platter. It’s a forty-five. A single. The cover is there on the wooden side table next to the player: a black-and-white image of John Lennon, eyes hidden behind round sunglasses, looking at the camera. “Imagine.” Released as a single for the first time in the UK. 


Jessica picks up the cover and turns it over. Two sides. Two songs; one per side. “Imagine.” Jessica feels a cold wave shudder through her as she remembers what Koivuaho told her when she first showed up. That damn music. If the song was still playing when the patrol arrived, someone must have lowered the needle to the record just before the police entered the house.


Jessica lets the cover fall to the side table and slips her hand under the bottom of her coat before she has time to register the true significance of her insight. She wraps her hand around the polymer grip of her Glock and turns to look at the white angels tending to the body. There are three of them. There have been only three this whole time, and none of them ever went upstairs.






Chapter 6


JESSICA STRIDES BRISKLY DOWN THE SHORT HALL TOWARD the front door. She unsnaps her holster and tilts the gun slightly toward her body, releasing the locking mechanism. She feels a throbbing at her temples; her rhythmic, ever-intensifying heartbeats make her feel incredibly alive, a body running on automatic functions. When she reaches the door, Jessica sees three officers in uniform, two police vans, the tech van, and the hearse, which just pulled up. The ambulance, called in pointlessly, is leaving. The flashing blues and reds of the emergency vehicles dominate the color scale of the nocturnal idyll; they draw their strokes across the neighboring lots and the buildings, where lights indicating curiosity are coming on in more and more windows. 


The officers notice Jessica’s alert state before she can even open her mouth.


“Is everything—”


“Where did he go?” Jessica barks.


“Who?”


“That CSI!”


“Oh, him . . .” one of the officers says, raising his thumb to indicate the street leading down the hill. “He just headed—”


“Running?”


“Walking.”


“One of you come with me, now!” Jessica orders, taking a few backward steps down the road, illuminated by streetlamps swaying in the wind.


“Was he—”


“And you, call dispatch and tell them the killer fled the scene on foot just a moment ago. We need more bodies and fast!” Jessica speaks emphatically, pulling her pistol out of the holster. The dramatic gesture makes the bearded officer start, as if this was what it took to convince him Jessica is dead serious.


They drop down the snow-blanketed street, where the deep tire tracks look as if they could carry a streetcar. A densely spaced line of fresh footprints is clearly visible on the sidewalk. The man in white coveralls has indeed walked away: the tracks of a running person would be farther apart. They’ll be able to catch up to him if he’s not expecting them to follow him soon. Even so, confusion bores into Jessica’s mind during the few seconds it takes them to hustle to the corner where the footprints lead. The murderer knows they will chase after him. It’s what he clearly wanted: a moment before, he marched up to Jessica and opened his mouth, despite the fact that he could have simply strolled out of the house without anyone being the wiser. If she had only understood during the encounter that he was no CSI . . . 


Jessica feels goosebumps form on her skin. She has seen the shit who murdered Maria Koponen, looked him in the eye. And now the asshole is out here somewhere, on the loose and triumphant.


“He can’t have gotten far,” the officer says. Despite his beefiness, he is keeping up without the slightest shortness of breath. 


Jessica grips her pistol in both hands as they approach the intersection; her line of sight to the cross-street is blocked by a tall, snow-crusted spruce hedge. She slows down, shoots a glance at the officer at her side, whose movements are a mirror image of her own. Jessica peers around the hedge and sees an empty street with a pileup of cars parked on either side.


“Motherfucker,” Jessica mutters, scanning around for the footprints. There’s no sign of them. The road has been plowed, and by walking down the middle of it, the fugitive has been able to continue on his way without leaving any easily discernible trace. 


Jessica hears the sirens of approaching patrols. The clank and growl of a snowplow carry faintly from somewhere in the distance.


“He could be hiding behind the cars. Or under,” the officer whispers confidently, then calmly advances toward the closest parked vehicles.


Jessica replies at normal volume: “He’d only do that if he had to hide in a hurry.”


“Doesn’t he?”


Jessica doesn’t answer. She softly curses the long seconds it took her to grasp that the killer had just walked out of the police-cordoned crime scene on his own two feet.


“Maybe he had a car parked here,” the officer says. It’s not a totally off-the-wall idea. But, at first glance, there are no parking spots melted by a car or tire tracks merging into the driving lane.


“What’s your name?” Jessica asks as they advance cautiously, car by car.


“Hallvik. Lasse Hallvik.”


“OK, Lasse. Check the cars. Stay on your guard. Reinforcements are on the way,” Jessica says, and starts jogging down the long, brightly lit road.


“You’re not going after him alone, are you?”


Jessica doesn’t make any sign of responding; instead, she pulls out her phone and lifts it to her ear, pistol still in her other hand. She runs down the middle of the street, cars on either side, fully confident that Hallvik is covering her. At least for this stretch of road.


“Hello?” The alert voice that answers belongs to Erne Mikson, who just half an hour before was made investigative lead on the case.


“I’m not sure if you got the message from the switchboard, but we have to close the interchanges leading to the Kulosaari bridges. Fast.” Jessica can hear the tension in her own voice.


“What’s going on there?”


“I’m trailing the killer on foot . . .”


“With who?”


“No one.”


“Jessica!”


“He went this way just a minute ago . . . I have to see if . . . Shit, hold on . . .” 


Jessica slips the phone into her coat pocket and holds the Glock with both hands again. For a second she’s sure she’s looking at a person lying on the ground. But the white coveralls shivering in the street are empty, like a Michelin Man who has been pricked with a dagger. One leg flutters in the wind, as if indicating the direction its owner has in all likelihood continued on in his journey. Jessica glances back, sees Hallvik crouching between cars a hundred meters away. She puts her fingers in her mouth and whistles to get his attention.


“Lasse! Make sure no one drives over this!” 


At first Jessica isn’t sure if he heard her yell since it was flying into a headwind, but he stands and hurries over. Jessica continues down the road and is considering her next move when she registers the sirens growing louder. Some ineffable instinct prompts her to stop and whispers the unfortunate truth. They’re not going to catch him. Not tonight. She lets out a deep sigh and feels the sting in her lungs. Then she puts her hand back in her coat pocket.


“Erne?”


“Goddamn it, Jessica! I was already thinking—”


“Erne, I screwed up.”


She hears her boss’ voice, but her mind has already leapt onto a spinning merry-go-round with no room for new thoughts to jump on in the middle of the ride. The man who conjured up a smile on Maria Koponen’s lifeless face might be watching them at this very moment from the depths of the darkness. There’s no sign of him. And yet he’s everywhere. 






Chapter 7


CHIEF INSPECTOR ERNE MIKSON HAS BEEN DOWN FOR over two weeks with a nasty flu, but even so, the characteristic odor of the interior of his car—a distinctive blend of marzipan, worn leather, and burned clutch—penetrates the stuffiness in his nostrils. 


Erne hears a faint beep and pulls the digital thermometer out from under his arm—37.4. Goddamn it . . . That’s 0.3 degrees higher than it was when he climbed into the car in Pasila. Erne glances at his watch, searches his pocket for the small notebook, and jots down the reading in the next free square. The thick notebook has served him for years, and it is now on its last legs.


Erne starts when the passenger-side door of his old 3 Series opens. A thirty-three-year-old woman with black hair steps in, the angularity of her pretty face exaggerated by her stony expression and the dim lighting. 


For a moment they stare straight ahead, where a dozen cars stand outside a house a hundred meters up the road. A police van closer by is parked crosswise across the street, its message underscored with the blue-and-white cordon tape of the Helsinki Police Department.


“Looks like the circus has come to Kulosaari,” Erne eventually says, shoving the notebook back into his breast pocket. He pops a piece of nicotine gum out of the foil and into his mouth. The calming effect of the cigarette he smoked ten minutes earlier with the window cracked has dissipated. Besides, by now, at the latest, it’s high time to cut back. Or even quit. Although it may not do any good.


“Aren’t you coming inside?” Jessica says quietly, then leans her head back against the headrest.


“No. Seeing as how I don’t have to.” Erne’s eyes appear to be yawning. He unrolls the window a little. “Male, forty, average build, relatively broad-shouldered, a hundred and eighty centimeters, and . . . lightly dressed, considering the weather?”


“I don’t think a heavy coat would have fit underneath the coveralls.”


“We have six guys who fit the description, but they’re all wearing big coats. One from the street, three from the pub at the shopping center. And two more from the bus stop on the expressway. We set the radius for apprehending potential suspects based on how far he could have gotten at a run. Five more minutes and we would have had to push it out to the Herttoniemi waterfront too. And that means we would have run out of resources.” Erne turns to Jessica and continues: “Jessica, you did everything exactly the way you were supposed to.”


Her boss’ words elicit a grunt from Jessica, but they offer no consolation. Erne is speaking to her like a soccer coach talking to a kid he has pulled out of the game after the first half. His compassionate tone doesn’t change the fact that things on the pitch didn’t go as intended.


“Tell me, Erne.” Jessica gulps audibly before continuing: “How long have you been at the unit? And over that thousand years, how many times has an investigator talked with the killer at the scene of the crime and then let him go?”


“You can see it that way if you want to torture yourself.”


“How the hell am I supposed to see it?”


“Well, for instance, that he could have pulled a gun and shot all of you if you’d begun to suspect something. No one would have necessarily had time to react.” Erne turns down the radio. From the look on Jessica’s face, he can see there’s a seed of truth in his words. They thought they were safe, and he could have easily hurt anyone who was in the house. Not just Maria Koponen.


“Six suspects?” Jessica finally says, unzipping her coat.


“The fibers from the coveralls will be compared to their DNA.”


“What about the mask?”


“We didn’t find it. Probably in a trash can somewhere. Or with the perp.”


“That makes no sense,” Jessica says softly.


“Because he left the coveralls on the street?”


“Yes.”


“Listen, Jessie,” Erne croaks, cutting off pointless speculation. He focuses his gaze on the man stepping through the gate of a yard across the street, whom Yusuf is gesturing to stay away. The nosy neighbors have caught the whiff of carrion. “Do you think you’d recognize his voice?”


Outside the car, one of the investigators starts to take a statement from the neighbor, who’s wearing a parka, pajama pants, and low boots.


“Sure. But I’ll bet you none of them is the perp.”


“A pessimist is never disappointed.” Erne reaches into the back seat for his leather satchel and pulls out a tablet. A second later he hands it to Jessica. “Six videos. Same sentence six times.” That’s it for the first one.


Jessica watches the clips, listens to the voices, and looks deeply into the eyes of each suspect, wanting to believe she would recognize the culprit. The creep who, just forty-five minutes ago, was standing in front of her at Maria and Roger Koponen’s record shelf. 


Two of the men in the digital lineup are clearly intoxicated, which has been confirmed with breathalyzer results recorded in the comments at the bottom of the screen. One is incredibly—if not particularly suspiciously—relaxed; the other three seem annoyed. And Jessica can’t blame them: who wouldn’t be pissed off, having to stand in the glare of bright lights, reciting a phrase fed to them by the cops without the slightest idea what was going on. Someone has more than an idea. But just as Jessica guessed, it’s none of the men from the video.


“No,” she says, and hands the tablet back to Erne.


“Are you sure?” Erne says, knowing full well that the question doesn’t warrant a response. 


After a moment of silence, he rakes a hand through his thick gray hair and coughs to open up his voice. The wheeze carrying from deep within his throat does not disappear with the coughing, however.


“Here. Rasmus has gathered all the relevant info on Maria Koponen,” Erne says, handing Jessica a printout. The dead woman’s curriculum vitae, all the basics on her interrupted life. 


Jessica takes hold of the sheet of paper and starts reviewing it, line by line.


“ ‘Age: thirty-seven . . . Education: PhD in pharmacy . . . Profession: VP, product development, Neurofarm Inc . . .’ ”


“I don’t know if you’re going to get anything useful out of that.”


“That remains to be seen,” Jessica says, then folds the paper up and slips it in her pocket. A white hare bounds across the road. Maybe she should interrogate it too.


“I have to head over to HQ to prepare a press release,” Erne continues.


“Lucky you.”


“The circumstances are pretty unusual. We need to warn people.”


“How? Don’t open your door for a criminal investigator? ” Jessica grumbles as she strokes her knuckles. 


Erne lets out a joyless chuckle. Black humor is part of the job, and Jessica is a master at taking it to the extreme. 


They sit there for a moment longer, collecting their thoughts.


“We need to expand the investigation. And then there’s interrogating Roger Koponen,” Erne eventually says, rolling up the window. “I’ll handle all that. Your job now is to figure out what the hell happened in that house. It looks like we’re already talking to the neighbors. Maybe one of them saw something.”


“OK.” Jessica opens the passenger door. “Try not to have a heart attack, Ser Davos.”


“If anyone’s going to give me one, it’s you, Arya.”






Chapter 8


ROGER KOPONEN SITS AT A TABLE, FINGERS WRAPPED around an empty water glass, staring at the forehead of the woman sitting across from him. The social worker who just stepped out informed him that she’ll be waiting in the next room if Roger wants to discuss what happened. Chief Inspector Sanna Porkka from the Savonlinna police force reaches for the glass pitcher and pours him more water. Sanna is a forty-two-year-old single woman and lifelong resident of this eastern Finnish city whose life revolves around her police work, hunting, orienteering, and three old Finnish Hound bitches.


“I should probably start heading back to Helsinki,” Roger says, his glazed eyes not budging from the spot where the ceiling hits the wall.


“I understand,” Sanna says, then calmly leans back in her chair. “But first we’ll need you to blow into the Dräger. I’m assuming you had some alcohol with dinner . . .”


Koponen’s tone is incredulous: “Are you fucking kidding me?”


“Actually, we’d prefer you’d spend the night in Savonlinna, just as you planned.”


“Why?”


“The news you just heard would be a big blow for anyone. You have a long drive in lousy weather ahead of you, and there’s nothing you can do in Helsinki tonight to help.”


“True. I suppose it’s a little late for that.” Roger’s voice is barely louder than a whisper. He smiles faintly, but only with his mouth. In every other way, his expression is pained. 


Sanna knows that the family members often behave in strange and erratic ways due to shock; you can rarely deduce anything useful from their reactions. But glazed, unmoving eyes, pallid skin, and accelerated breathing indicate genuine distress.


“Have they caught him?” Roger asks now with a little more determination, his trembling hands raising the glass of water to his lips. 


Sanna takes a quick glance at her notes to check how much the victim’s husband has been told. Apparently Roger Koponen has been informed that his wife has died at their home in the Helsinki neighborhood of Kulosaari and that the police have probable cause to suspect that it was a homicide. Then her thoughts refocus on Koponen’s question.


“Excuse me, but do you have some reason to assume that the perpetrator is a man?” she asks, doing her best to avoid a cross-examiner’s tone. At this point, the police have no reason to assume Roger Koponen had any part in his wife’s death, but fully excluding the possibility may become notably more difficult if careless mistakes are made during questioning. The truth of the matter is, Sanna has no role in the investigation; her sole task is to keep an eye on the celebrity author who has just lost his wife. The temptation to ask him some basic questions is too overwhelming, however.


“I don’t know. Isn’t it pretty likely?” Koponen says slowly, lowering his glass to the table. His eyes brighten a bit, as if he were proud of his observation. 


Sanna purses her lips and nods. He’s right, if the matter is considered from a statistical perspective. In nine out of ten cases in Finland, the murderer is a man. The ratio is even higher if the perpetrator and the victim are strangers to each other.


“Our only aim now is to catch the perpetrator. And the police in Helsinki think the place you’d be of most use is at this computer. Here, in Savonlinna, at this station, where we’ll do our best to make you comfortable. Not in your car, tired and in shock, where you’ll pose a threat to yourself and possibly other travelers on the road.” Sanna purses her lips again and hopes she projects enough empathy. Then she taps in the password for the laptop.


Koponen frowns. “How am I going to be of use at a computer?”


“The lead investigator in Helsinki, Chief Inspector Erne Mikson, would like to talk to you. We’ll set up a video call,” Sanna says calmly, folding her hands on the table. 


Roger Koponen blinks a few times, as if this proposal were utterly absurd. Nevertheless, his body language does not speak of outright opposition.


“A video call?” Roger mutters, appearing to furiously ponder the idea.


“As I said, our only goal is to—”


“You said aim.”


“Excuse me?”


“A second ago, you said your only aim is to catch my wife’s killer. Not goal.” Koponen scratches his eyebrows with a fingernail; a flake of dead skin floats down to the table and comes to rest next to the glass.


“Right. You’re right. I did.” Sanna tries to smile understandingly. She considers whether she ought to give him some time alone to compose himself. But there’s no time. Just half an hour ago, she received word that the suspect is still at large. The minute hand on the square wall clock pulses a notch ahead, coming to a brief rest on top of the twelve. “Would you excuse me for a moment?” Sanna says.


After a few seconds, Koponen nods his apparent approval.


Sanna shuts the door behind her and gestures to the officer on duty to keep an eye on it. She glances at the young social worker standing near the deafening grind of the coffee machine and heads for her office.


“Is he ready?” Erne Mikson’s weary voice asks over the phone. The sound of a car engine hums in the background.


“He’s pretty shaken.”


“We have to talk to him.”


“I know.” Sanna walks over to the window. The bare birches staring back from the darkness wave their wispy branches at the warmth inside.


“Of course we’d prefer to do it face-to-face,” Erne says, and Sanna hears the rustling of foil. There’s a pause as the jaws at the other end of the line concentrate on chewing gum. In the end, the hoarse voice continues: “Somehow it feels a little disrespectful to talk through a screen to a man who just lost his wife, but . . . we have to get as much information as possible immediately.”


“Gotcha.” Sanna’s word choice makes her feel like an insecure adolescent who understands the language of adults but doesn’t know how to speak it.


“Fifteen minutes and I’ll be online. Take good care of him in the meantime.”


“Sorry. There’s one thing . . .” Sanna interjects before her colleague in Helsinki cuts off the call.


“Yes?”


“Koponen . . . he says he really wants to see his wife. Maybe even a photograph from the scene . . .”


“Of course,” Erne says after a brief silence. The hum of the car engine stops and Sanna thinks she catches the sound of spitting. Then a car door slams shut, there’s the click of a lighter, and a deep inhale as Erne draws the smoke into his lungs. “Of course he fucking does. But trust me when I tell you you’re going to want to hold him off for a little while.”






Chapter 9


JESSICA PULLS ON A FRESH SET OF SHOE PROTECTORS, WHITE coveralls, gloves, and a mask. Suddenly being in the house feels unsafe, even though after the most recent incident it has been checked thoroughly. She steps into the living room again, sees that the techs have expanded their evidence gathering and moved on from the table. Maria Koponen is still sitting staunchly in her seat, the same lunatic grin on her face. It looks as if the hostess is the only one who hasn’t gotten the memo about the murder.


Normally, the body would have been zipped in a bag and removed from the scene by now, but apparently there are still too many questions in the air—the kind where finding the answers could be critically impaired by moving the woman’s lifeless body.


“Do we have the slightest idea what happened here?” Jessica asks. She has waved over the tech in charge of the crime scene, this time one she knows for a fact is part of the investigative team. The murderer in disguise has put her on edge.


The tech is a good-looking guy named Harju, and he looks at Jessica reassuringly with his brown eyes. He sighs and takes off his mask. “The very slightest.”


“So basically nothing?”


“The only thing we know for sure is it wasn’t a break-in. The perp entered through the sliding door in the living room. Then shut it behind him. It wasn’t locked. As a matter of fact, it’s still unlocked.”


“It wasn’t locked . . .” Jessica mutters.


“Or else the victim and the perpetrator knew each other and the victim let th—”


“Somehow that’s a little hard to believe. The perp had white coveralls with him and . . .” Jessica steps past Harju and continues: “Whatever he used to create this work of art here.”


“Her face is rock-hard.”


“What?”


“It’s as if it’s been artificially locked into that position. It’s hard to say . . .”


“Was something injected into her face?” Jessica squints and now notices that the victim’s head is slightly tilted. It must have been this whole time.


“That’s my guess. But we won’t know for sure until after the autopsy.”


“Let me know right away if you come across anything else out of the ordinary.”


“Sure thing.”


“Thanks.” Jessica turns back toward the hall. Down at the far end, the front door is still open, letting in a flood of lights and sounds. The house is cold as hell. Nor do the white canvases with their minimalistic brushstrokes hanging from the white walls give off any warmth, just the opposite—they emphasize the frosty ambience. 
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