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PROLOGUE


The clear glass ampoules sat in the locked cabinet alongside disposable syringes and sharps containers—morphine and OxyContin for strong pain, Propafenone for atrial fibrillation, and the blood thinner Pradaxa, safely sealed in little boxes and wrapped in clear plastic: standard medications in the cardiology department at Copenhagen’s National Hospital, paths to relief and a better quality of life, sometimes even a cure.


The nurse cast a quick glance over the medications and did the calculations in her head. How heavy could he be? The patient’s weight was on the whiteboard at the head of his bed, but she was too exhausted to go check.


The night had dragged on forever. Just before her shift ended the day before, someone had called in sick and she had ended up pulling a double shift. Instead of spending an evening home with her family, she had worked for almost sixteen hours. Her brain was echoing with beeping alarms, requests, and questions from anxious patients. Her feet ached in the ergonomic shoes, and her neck felt stiff.


She yawned, rubbed her eyes, and caught her reflection in the shiny metal door of the medication cabinet. No thirty-two-year-old should have chronic bags under their eyes. This job was wearing her out. Just one hour left, then her shift would end, and she could go home and sleep while the kids got up and ate Coco Pops in front of the TV.


She selected three ampoules, put them in the pocket of her scrubs, and locked the cabinet behind her. Three 10 ml ampoules of 50 mg/ml ajmaline, that would be plenty. The patient couldn’t weigh more than 150 pounds or so, which meant that 30 ml of the anti-arrhythmia drug would be twice the recommended maximum dose. Enough to cause immediate cardiac arrest and release him from his suffering. And all the rest of us, she thought, setting off down the empty morning hallway toward room eight. The old man was demanding. He was foul-mouthed and rude, and complained about most things, from the weak hospital coffee to the doctors’ arrogance. The whole ward was tired of his cranky personality.


She had always been one to speak up and do something about a situation, not a role that makes one popular, but what else could she do? Stand idly by and complain about poor staffing ratios and the shortage of beds like her colleagues? No way! She had not become a nurse just to fetch coffee and bandage abrasions. She wanted to make a difference.


A cleaning lady, sporting a head scarf and a downcast expression, pushed her mopping cart down the hall without looking up from the linoleum floor. The nurse strode past her with the ampoules hidden in her pocket. Her heart rate sped up. Soon she would perform, live up to her full potential, and try to save a life. The anticipation started throbbing through her, as if it had a pulse of its own, a life to counterbalance the emptiness that normally filled her. In this moment, she would be indispensable. The stakes were high, so much rested on her shoulders. In this moment, she would be God.


She locked the door to the staff bathroom, quickly cleaned her hands and the countertop by the sink with alcohol, and laid out the ajmaline ampoules neatly side by side. With experienced fingers, she removed the disposable syringe from its packaging and drew the medicine up, flicking it per instinct to make sure it held no air bubbles. She crumpled the packaging up into a little ball and stuffed it down to the bottom of the trash can, then, with the syringe hidden in the pocket of her scrubs, she opened the door.


In front of room eight she cast a discreet glance down the hallway; no sign of colleagues or patients headed for the restroom. She pushed the door open and stepped into the darkness. A quiet snore from the bed told her the patient was asleep. She could work in peace.


She approached the bed, looking at the old man, who was lying on his back with his mouth open slightly. Gray, bony, and dried up with a little bubble of saliva at the corner of his mouth, his eyelids twitching ever so slightly. Is there anything, she thought, more superfluous in this world than grumpy old men?


She opened the cap of the venous catheter that adorned the thin-skinned back of his hand, and drew the syringe from her pocket. Direct access to the blood that flows to the heart, an open gateway for God’s outstretched fingertip.


The good thing about ajmaline is that it is fast acting; the cardiac arrest would occur almost instantaneously. She connected the syringe to the catheter, knowing she would just have time to hide the syringe before the monitor alarm was activated.


The patient moved a little in his sleep. She gently stroked his hand. Then she pushed the plunger all the way down.
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CHAPTER 1


“Ugh, this sucks!”


Frederik wiped the water off his forehead and put the cap back on his head. He pulled up the hood of his rain poncho, made sure his under-seat bag was closed, and set off on his bike. Getting out of bed was always tough when the alarm went off at five fifteen, but some mornings were worse than others. This morning the driving rain made it hard to remember why he had ever said yes to this newspaper route. Six days a week, fifteen buildings in downtown Copenhagen, 620 flights of stairs up and down. Unfortunately it was the only way to make the money for his sophomore-class trip. And he wasn’t going to miss out on that.


The distribution point vanished into the dimness behind him as he rode along over the cobblestones. The phone in his pocket pumped music into his ears and reenergized him: “I got my black shirt on, I got my black gloves on.” Even in the rain there was something cool about having the city’s busiest pedestrian shopping street to himself. He stood up on the pedals and rode along Strøget until the old market square, Gammeltorv, and the new market square, Nytorv, opened up on either side of him. The neighborhood was full of neat stucco apartment buildings with muntin windows and copper gutters currently overflowing with autumn rain, grafted trees, and iconic Copenhagen benches with trash stuffed between their dark-green slats. The city’s municipal court’s sand-colored columns seemed to glow in the early-morning darkness, a moral juxtaposition to the age-old basement pubs across the square. During the daytime the two squares served as a hub for bicycle messengers, tourists, and people selling cheap nickel-alloy jewelry. At this hour it was completely deserted.


Frederik hopped off his bike and leaned it against the fountain in the middle of the square. He pulled out his earbuds and felt his jacket pocket to make sure he had enough coins for a warm cinnamon roll. Passing the fountain, he cast a quick glance at the surface of the water, which was rippling from the raindrops in the dark.


There was something in the water.


There was often something in the water. Every day city workers fished out beer cans, plastic bags, and curiously solitary shoes.


But this was no shoe.


Frederik reeled. Three yards away from him, in Copenhagen’s oldest fountain, a person floated facedown with their arms out to the side. The raindrops hit the person’s naked back with innocent plops, splashing up into the air like hundreds of tiny, individual fountains.


For a second, Frederik couldn’t move. He was paralyzed, like in those nightmares he sometimes woke up from, sad that he had grown too big to be comforted by his mother.


“Help! Hello?” he yelled hoarsely and incoherently. “There’s someone in the water.”


He knew he should jump into the fountain and turn the body, administer first aid, do something, but the warm urine running down his leg emphasized how unable he was to help anyone at all. Frederik looked back at the body in the water. This time really understanding what he was looking at. He had never seen a dead person before.


His legs trembling, he ran over to the twenty-four-hour convenience store. The automatic doors opened, the scent of cinnamon and butter hitting him just as he spotted the humming, blond checker. Water dripped into Frederik’s eyes from the visor of his cap, and he wiped it off, fresh water and salt.


“Help, damn it! Call the police!”


The checker stared at him wide-eyed. Then she dropped her tray of cinnamon rolls and reached for the phone.





RAIN POURED DOWN on Copenhagen, blurring the contours of tile roofs and plastered facades. The sky sent cascades of unseasonably warm water straight onto the umbrellas and cobblestones of Old Market Square.


Investigator Jeppe Kørner squinted his eyes shut and decided to risk an upward glance. Not a single reassuring patch of clear sky on the horizon. Maybe the world really was dissolving, the oceans claiming back the last remaining landmasses. He wiped his face with a wet hand, stifled a yawn, and ducked under the crime scene tape. Water seeped into his sneakers at the seams, making them squelch with every step.


Through sheets of rain he saw miserable plastic-draped silhouettes busy erecting pavilion canopies around the fountain, the kind people rent for garden parties hoping they won’t need them. Jeppe ran to the closest pavilion for shelter and looked at his watch. It was a little after seven, and the sun was just rising somewhere behind the rain clouds, not that it made much difference. Today daylight would be no more than varying shades of gray.


A naked body floated in the fountain in front of him, reflecting the light from the crime scene work lamps. Jeppe took in the scene as he pulled a protective suit over his wet clothes. The body was lying facedown, like a snorkeler in the Red Sea. A woman’s body, as far as he could tell from the shoulder width and the arch of the back. Naked, middle-aged, dark hair with some gray, the scalp just visible between wet locks of hair.


“The name of the fountain is Caritas, did you know that?”


Jeppe turned around and found himself eye to eye with crime scene technician J. H. Clausen. The hood of his blue protective suit outlined a wrinkled face, making him look like a wet garden gnome in an oversize space suit.


“You’ll be pleased to hear that the answer is no, Clausen. I did not know that.”


“Caritas means ‘charity’ in Latin,” Clausen explained, wiping his bushy eyebrows and then shaking water off his hands. “That’s why the figure on top is a pregnant woman. The symbol of altruism, you know.”


“I’m more interested in why there’s a body in the basin.” Jeppe nodded toward the fountain. “What have we got?”


Clausen looked around and found an umbrella leaning against one of the legs of the pavilion. He opened it and tentatively took a step out under the open sky.


“Damned weather, impossible working conditions,” he muttered. “Come on!”


Tall Jeppe had to walk in a stoop to fit under Clausen’s umbrella. At the stone rim of the basin they stopped to look at the body. Droplets ran down the white skin, making it look like a marble statue. A police photographer was trying to find workable angles all while shielding his camera from the rain.


“The medical examiner will obviously need to get her up out of the basin for a postmortem before we can say too much about her,” Clausen began. “But she’s female, Caucasian, average height. I would guess about fifty years old.”


A gust of wind gently nudged the body, so it floated past them to the other side of the basin.


“She was found by a paperboy at five forty a.m.,” Clausen continued. “The call came in to emergency services from the convenience store on the corner two minutes later. The first responders pulled her to the edge of the fountain and tried to resuscitate her, per protocol. I don’t know why the body hasn’t been taken out of the water yet. The paperboy and shop clerk are sitting in the store with an officer, waiting to be interviewed. The shop clerk arrived at five a.m. and is positive that there wasn’t anything in the fountain at that point, so the crime must have occurred sometime between five and five forty this morning.”


“You’re saying this is the crime scene?” Jeppe pulled his hood back to get a better view of the large public square. “She was killed in the middle of Strøget?”


Clausen turned to Jeppe, which caused the umbrella he was holding high above their heads to tilt. Rain gushed down on the both of them. Jeppe’s hair was instantly soaked.


“Oh, sorry, Kørner, for crying out loud! Did you get wet? Well, I’m being inaccurate. She could hardly have been killed here, for a number of reasons.”


“I guess it would be too risky…” Jeppe tried to ignore the raindrops sneaking down the back of his neck and inside his raincoat.


“Yes, the risk of someone coming by would be too big. The mere fact that someone has dared to dump a body in the fountain at Old Market Square is… well, that’s beyond my comprehension.” Clausen shook his head, dumbfounded. “But that’s not the only reason. Can you see those small incisions in the skin on the front of her arms? They’re facing down toward the water, so they’re hard to see.”


Jeppe squinted to get a better look through the rain. Bobbing in the surface of the water, a symmetrical pattern of small, parallel cuts was visible on the wrists, gaping gashes of whitish flesh. An image of a whale rotting on the beach flashed through Jeppe’s brain, and he swallowed his discomfort.


“There’s no blood in the water?”


“Exactly!” Clausen nodded in affirmation. “She must have bled profusely, and yet there’s no sign of blood, not in the fountain and not around it. We would have found some if she had been killed here, despite the rain. She died somewhere else.”


“There’s plenty of surveillance cameras we could retrieve recordings from.” Jeppe looked around at the old house facades. “If the killer dumped the body, there must be footage of that.”


“If?” Clausen sounded indignant. “She didn’t cut herself and then jump naked into the fountain, I can promise you that.”


“What were they made with, the cuts?”


“I can’t say yet. Nyboe needs to get her up onto the table first,” Clausen said, referring to Professor Nyboe, the forensic pathologist, who usually conducted autopsies for major murder cases. “But no matter what, the murder weapon isn’t here in the square. The dogs have been looking for half an hour and haven’t found anything. Also there’s no sign of her clothes.”


Something buzzed in Jeppe’s pocket. He wiped his hand on the seat of his pants and carefully took out his phone. Seeing Mom on the screen, he declined the call. What did she want now?


“In other words,” he said, “someone brought a naked body to the middle of Strøget and tossed it in the fountain early this morning?”


“Looks like it, yes,” Clausen said, his face apologetic, as if he were partly responsible for the absurd scenario.


“Who the hell does that?” Jeppe rubbed his burning eyes. He was short on sleep, and in the few hours he had slept, he had tossed and turned. Dealing with a dead woman in a fountain wasn’t exactly how he had imagined spending his day.


Disconnected lyrics from Supertramp’s annoying rain song ran through his head: “Oh no it’s raining again. Too bad I’m losing a friend.” If only Jeppe could at least pick the music his tired brain had to torment him with. Usually snippets of ultra-commercial pop music ran on a continual loop underneath his thoughts when he was stressed out. “It’s raining again. Oh no, my love’s at an end.” Jeppe pulled his hood back up and strode over to the convenience store, where the paperboy was waiting.





THE CRY WAS unbearable. A persistent, helpless wail on the same frequency as screams of terror or a dentist’s drill. The worst sound in the world.


Detective Anette Werner rolled over and closed her eyes tight. Svend was with the baby; this was her chance to catch up on a little of the sleep she hadn’t gotten the night before. She put a pillow over her head to block out the noise. Tried to think of something she wouldn’t give up for a night of uninterrupted sleep but couldn’t come up with a single thing.


The crying mixed with Svend’s soothing voice in the next room. If only he would shut the door; maybe she should get up and do it herself? Actually, she needed to pee anyway. Before August 1, she would have ignored a full bladder and slept on, but now she could no longer rely on her bombed-to-hell forty-four-year-old body to do its part.


Anette pushed herself laboriously into a sitting position and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. When would this permanent hungover, jet-lagged state be over?


She got up slowly, every single joint in her body gradually resigning itself to the weight of those bones, which were no longer supported by strong muscles. Her breasts ached. She looked down and noted that she had once again forgotten to take off her shoes last night. Then she dragged herself like a zombie across the carpeted floor, past the baby’s room, out to the bathroom. How could Svend be so calm and optimistic? She locked the door and looked at herself in the mirror.


I look like the living dead, she thought, and sat down on the toilet. I wish I were dead.


That was more or less what she had thought a year ago when she found out she was pregnant. They weren’t going to have kids, had agreed on that ages ago. It just wasn’t for them. Instead, they would focus on being the world’s most adoring dog parents. Sometime around her fortieth birthday they had stopped discussing kids altogether. Ironically, that might have been why they had grown careless about birth control; the idea that sex could lead to parenthood had somehow slipped their minds. For a long time, Anette had just thought she was sick, that she had inherited her father’s bad heart and that her pulse was racing toward a bypass operation or a pacemaker. The doctor’s results from the blood tests had been a relief. And a shock.


I wish I were dead.


Apart from that, things had gone fine from there. Unexpectedly enough Svend had been overjoyed about the news and had never questioned the prospect of parenthood. The pregnancy had passed without a hitch. The first-trimester screening had looked great, the birth itself was quick and uncomplicated. She had defied the bad odds and beaten every conceivable record for first-time pregnancies for the over-forty set. But when her little baby girl was placed in her arms, neat and clean, and immediately started sucking, Anette hadn’t felt a thing. The bond, which was supposed to occur instinctively, had to be forced along, and the love was somehow hard to feel. For her, anyway.


For Svend it was different.


In the last two and a half months, his love for the new, tiny human being had only grown stronger and stronger. The look on his face when he held her! His eyes beaming with pride. Svend swam like a fish into family life and was already more a father than anything else. Anette was trying; she really was. If only she wasn’t so exhausted all the time.


She rested her elbows on her thighs, leaned forward, and put her forehead on her hands.


“Honey, are you asleep?”


Anette lifted her head with a jerk, her neck so tight she instantly felt a headache looming. Svend’s voice came from the hallway. He must be standing right outside.


“I’m peeing,” she said. “Can’t it wait, like, two minutes?”


She heard the irritation in her own voice; the same resentment she had often witnessed in other women, but rarely displayed herself. Now it was like she couldn’t get rid of it. She stood up, washed her hands, and opened the door.


“She’s hungry. That’s why she won’t settle. See, she’s rooting!” Svend gently lifted their daughter up and kissed her on the forehead before holding her out to Anette.


She reached out her arms and felt the already familiar spasm of fear that she would drop the delicate life on the floor. People who compare having dogs to having children don’t know anything, she thought, even though she had been exactly one of those until two and a half months ago. She looked at the crying baby in her arms.


“I miss the boys,” she said. “When are we picking them up?”


“The dogs will be fine at my mom’s for another couple of weeks,” Svend said, eyeing her with concern. “They go for walks in the forest three times a day. We need to focus on little Gudrun right now.”


“Stop calling her that! We haven’t agreed on a name yet.” Anette squeezed past her husband with a brusqueness that forced him up against the wall of the narrow hallway outside their bathroom.


“I thought you wanted her name to be Gudrun?”


“I’m going to go sit in the car and breastfeed her,” Anette said, heading for the front door. “And please don’t say anything. I just prefer it out there.” She slammed the door behind her, as hard as she could with the baby in her arms, jogged through the rain to the car, and eased the door open. The baby stopped crying, maybe because of the unexpected sensation of rainwater hitting her face.


The car smelled familiar and safe, of work and dogs. Anette made herself comfortable, pulled up her blouse, and put her daughter to a swollen breast. The baby latched on and started sucking right away, settling down. Anette exhaled heavily and tried to shake the persistent feeling of stress in her body. She gently wiped a raindrop off the baby’s forehead and stroked her soft scalp. When she lay like this, quiet and peaceful, parenthood felt good. It was the crying and the nighttime battles that were hard to cope with. And maternity leave. Anette missed her job.


She looked out at the house. Svend was probably vacuuming or tidying up. With a quick push she opened the glove compartment and pulled out her police radio. It was actually supposed to be sitting in its charging station at police headquarters, but Anette had not gotten around to dropping it off. It was only a matter of time before someone noticed the radio was missing and deactivated it, but she would enjoy listening to it until then. She checked to make sure the volume was low, so as not to scare the baby, and switched it on. The familiar static sound caused a rush of emotion in the pit of her stomach.


And we need an escort for the deceased at Old Market Square in Copenhagen. We’re going to transport the victim from where she was found to the trauma center for the autopsy. We’ll maintain barriers on Frederiksberggade, and around Old Market Square until the crime scene technicians from NKC East are done gathering evidence and effects.…


A murder at Old Market Square? Her colleagues from police headquarters would be investigating that. Anette winced, feeling sore. Why did something as natural as breastfeeding have to hurt so darned much?


We need to obtain surveillance footage from all the cameras in the area. An investigative team led by Investigator Kørner will be in charge of this.…


Investigator Jeppe Kørner, who worked in the police’s crimes against persons unit, section 1, better known as Homicide. Her partner.


Kørner and Werner, now without Werner. Werner, now without her job. Anette switched off the radio.





“DOES ANYONE KNOW what’s keeping Saidani?” Jeppe asked casually, tinkering with the computer cables, his back to his colleagues. In principle he was the most likely to know where Detective Sara Saidani was since he had spent most of the night in her bed, but—they had agreed—for the time being this detail didn’t concern the rest of the Homicide crew.


“Maybe she has a sick kid, like usual?” Detective Thomas Larsen guessed. “Rubella? Plague? Those kids are constantly coming down with something that keeps her from coming to work.” He tossed the paper cup he’d just drained of expensive takeout coffee into the trash in a neat arc. Larsen had neither children nor any desire to acquire them—a view he did not hesitate to share with his colleagues.


Jeppe looked at the clock over the door. It was 10:05.


“We’ll have to start without her,” he said.


He made sure the computer was connected and adjusted the brightness of the image that flickered before him on the meeting room’s flat screen. Then he turned and nodded to his twelve colleagues who were waiting, notebooks on their laps and eyes alert. A mutilated woman found in a fountain on Strøget was no everyday occurrence.


“All right!” Jeppe began. “The call came in to Dispatch at five forty-two a.m. and we had the first patrol car on the scene six minutes later. The physician who rode along with the first responders declared the victim dead at six fifteen a.m.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Lima Eleven immediately decided the death was suspicious and called us.”


The door to the meeting room quietly opened and Sara Saidani slipped in and found a chair. Her dark curls glistened with rainwater, and her eyes beamed. Jeppe experienced the familiar surge of feeling wide awake when she was nearby. Sara Saidani, colleague in the Investigations Unit, mother of two, divorced, ethnically Tunisian, with hazel eyes and skin like honey.


“Welcome, Saidani.” Jeppe glanced down at the notepad in front of him even though he knew quite well what it said.


“The deceased has been preliminarily identified as health-care aide Bettina Holte, fifty-four years old, resides in Husum. She was reported missing yesterday, so her picture is in POLSAS, but the identification hasn’t been confirmed yet.”


POLSAS was the police’s internal reporting system, where all information about open and closed cases was stored. It sounded fancy and efficient. It wasn’t.


“Her family has been summoned to an identification, so we’ll hear back soon. The body was naked, lying facedown, as you can see in this photo.”


Jeppe pointed to the grainy image, pushed a button, and moved to a close-up of a white body in black water.


“According to a witness statement,” Jeppe said, “the body was not in the fountain at five a.m., so we’re operating on the assumption that she was brought there between five and five forty a.m. We’re working on securing footage from all the surveillance cameras.…”


“Kørner?”


“Yes, Saidani?”


“I took the liberty of gathering the footage from the city’s cameras in that area and looking through them. That’s why I was late.” Sara Saidani held up a USB flash drive pinched between two fingers. “The footage from the camera above the convenience store is good. Fast-forward to five seventeen a.m.”


Jeppe accepted the flash drive with an appreciative nod, opened the recording, and fast-forwarded. The screen showed a sped-up version of a dark, empty public square without any movement other than a bicycle tipping over in the wind. At 5:16 a.m., Jeppe slowed the playback to normal speed, and after a minute a shadow appeared at the top of the frame.


“He’s coming from Studiestræde, heading toward the fountain,” Larsen said enthusiastically. “What’s he riding on?”


“He or she is riding a cargo bike. Just watch!” Sara snapped her fingers in irritation and pointed to the screen.


The dark figure approached the fountain and the streetlamps over Frederiksberggade. Sure enough, the person rode in on a cargo bike and was covered by a dark-colored rain poncho with the hood on. It was impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman, or even a human. The bike stopped by the fountain, and the rider dismounted easily, as if the move was familiar.


“He gets off like a man, swinging his leg around behind the seat,” Larsen said. He stood up and demonstrated what he meant.


Sara quickly pointed out, “That’s how I get off my bike, too. That doesn’t mean anything. Now watch the cargo.…”


The figure in the rain poncho pulled a dark cloth or plastic cover off the long flatbed of what looked like a cargo bike. The bright skin of a dead body lit up in the dark. The figure quickly and effortlessly lifted it over the edge of the basin. Once the body was in the water, the figure continued to stand there.


Jeppe counted two seconds, five.


“What’s he doing?” he asked.


“Staring,” Larsen suggested. “Saying goodbye.”


After seven long seconds, the dark figure climbed onto the cargo bike and rode away from the fountain, back in the same direction it had come from.


Jeppe waited for a second to make sure there was nothing more to see, then stopped the playback. A murderer on a cargo bike, only in Denmark! He sighed.


“Saidani, would you please send the footage to our forensic friends at NKC and ask them to look for other surveillance cameras in the area so we can track where the bike rider came from? We ought to be able to follow his or her route through most of the city.”


Sara’s eyes settled on him from the second row of chairs. She looked happy, her face bright with enthusiasm. Love, perhaps? Jeppe hurriedly averted his gaze before he broke into an inappropriate smile.


“As always, we’re working with how, why, and who,” he said. “Falck and I will be partners; Saidani, you’re stuck with Larsen.”


Larsen raised both arms in a victory pose, and Jeppe felt a stab of irritation that the fool got to hang out with Sara. But there was no way around it. They couldn’t risk people gossiping.


“Falck and I will take the autopsy and then talk to Bettina Holte’s immediate family, assuming of course that it is her. Saidani checks mail, phone, and social media as usual.”


Sara nodded and then asked, “Are all of her things missing—her wallet, phone, the clothes she was wearing?”


“Nothing has turned up yet.”


“Ask her family members to hand over her computer and get her phone number so I can pull her call history. Maybe she communicated with the killer,” Sara said.


“Will do,” Jeppe said. “Larsen handles witnesses and talks to her colleagues, neighbors, and whoever else there might be to question.”


Jeppe looked around the room at the team. His own investigation team plus reinforcements, ready for the first twenty-four-hour, labor-intensive push to gather evidence.


“We need to do a door-to-door around Old Market Square and question any potential witnesses we find in connection with that. Maybe there was a sleepless neighbor who looked out a window at quarter past five this morning.”


One of the officers raised a gigantic paw in the air and nodded, the light bouncing off his bald head. Jeppe recognized him as either Morten or Martin, one of the young, recent hires.


“I’ll take the door-to-door,” he volunteered.


“Excellent,” Jeppe said. “You’ll report directly to Detective Larsen. Thank you.”


The bald Morten or Martin nodded again.


“We need to examine the bike from the surveillance footage. Can we identify the make? Who sells them? Was a bike like that stolen in the last couple of months? And so on.”


Larsen volunteered, brash and ambitious as always. Jeppe nodded to him and then looked at the superintendent in the front row.


“Supe, I’m assuming that you’ll brief the press?”


Her somber eyes met his. Supe, as she was called, had been threatening to retire for a long time, but as far as Jeppe could tell, she was perkier and sharper than ever. And he predicted that she would keep it up for a few more years. Now she gave him a youthful thumbs-up. She found press conferences only mildly disruptive, whereas to Jeppe they were almost insurmountable obstacles.


He smiled at her gratefully.


“Any questions?” he asked, looking around the room. His eyes rested on Detective Falck, who stared down at the table in front of him, as if something was expected of him that he wasn’t able to do. He had just returned from a relatively long disability leave due to stress and did not seem entirely back in fighting form. Falck was an old-timer, whose mustache competed with his eyebrows for the prize for bushiest and grayest. His potbelly was usually kept in check by a pair of colorful suspenders, and his general work tempo varied between moderate and snail’s pace.


Jeppe slapped his hand on the table and declared, “Let’s get to it!”


Everyone got up and moved toward the door, holding notepads and empty coffee cups, while they milled around chatting and arranging details. Sara Saidani and Thomas Larsen left the room together, Larsen with his hand casually on her shoulder. Jeppe ran his tongue over a blister he had on the inside of his cheek and bit down on it. A minute later only he and the superintendent were left in the meeting room.


She regarded him soberly and said, “Kørner, I need you to tell me that you can run this investigation, that you’re up to it.”


“What do you mean? You’re the one who picked me.”


“I’m not questioning your competence,” the superintendent said, raising her eyebrows and with them her heavy eyelids.


“So why are you asking?”


“Calm down! I just have a bad feeling about this case. It’s not going to be an easy one to handle or solve, and you don’t have your partner.…”


So that was her concern! That he wasn’t up to leading a big investigation without Anette Werner at his side. Jeppe smiled at her reassuringly.


“I wonder if this case won’t be solved faster now that I don’t have Werner slowing me down.”


The superintendent patted him on the shoulder and left the room. She did not look convinced.










CHAPTER 2


“Who are you talking to, Isak?”


The young patient raised a pale face from his book and stared in surprise.


“No one,” Isak answered. “Was I talking out loud?”


“Yes, you were.” Social worker Simon Hartvig smiled reassuringly but without seeking eye contact.


It was a matter of spotting the psychotic symptoms in time so they didn’t have a chance to develop. Isak seemed calm right now.


“It’s fine,” Simon said. “Just keep reading.”


The common room walls were painted orange and decorated with movie posters—Grease, Pretty Woman, Dumb and Dumber. Two other patients were playing foosball, and a group in the corner was making friendship-bracelet key chains, kept busy by his enthusiastic colleague Ursula. The rain drummed softly on the roof, a scent of freshly baked bread hung in the air, and soon there would be phone time until lunch. This place was actually really nice. The enhanced Inpatient Ward U8 housed some of the country’s most severely mentally ill pediatric patients, children and teenagers with conditions like paranoid schizophrenia. But on a calm Monday morning like the present, one might easily believe that this was just a regular, old boarding school. A boarding school with guitar lessons and a twenty-four-hour staff, crafts, home cooking, and locks on the windows.


Simon sat back in his chair and peered out the window at the hospital grounds. The copper beech just outside dripped discouragingly, making the yard outside the Bispebjerg Hospital’s pediatric psychiatry center look more like a cemetery than a place for children to play. It angered him that the kids didn’t have a more inspiring outdoor space, a natural area that could be utilized and serve as a backdrop for edifying experiences. He had been lobbying to set up a kitchen garden on the grounds for a long time. All modern research showed a clear correlation between outdoor activity, a healthy diet, and mental well-being, so nothing could be more appropriate than a kitchen garden at a psychiatric hospital, could it?


The bureaucracy was unbearably slow, though, and his previous proposals to get the cafeteria to go organic and to convert a shuttered section of the hospital into a rec center had both failed. But this time things looked more hopeful.


Along with his colleague Gorm, he had set up a committee six months earlier that wrote letters to the city council and collected signatures from employees and family members. So far they had managed to raise 150,000 kroner for the kitchen-garden project. Unfortunately the plans were on hold with the city’s Technical and Environmental Administration, which believed that the current hospital grounds should be preserved, possibly even protected as a conservation area. But the committee wasn’t planning on giving up. Simon would see to that.


He scanned the common room to make sure everyone was calm and engaged. The key-chain group had abandoned their embroidery floss and were now playing air hockey instead. Isak was still reading with his legs pulled up underneath him.


Sometimes working in health care felt like renovating a fixer-upper with modeling clay. Often he went home from his shift feeling like his work as a social worker didn’t make any difference, that he wasn’t doing enough. Even though he was young and newly qualified, he already felt the impotence crawling under his skin. The system didn’t encourage individuals to take initiative or foster a can-do attitude. But it was impossible for him to accept that conditions weren’t better for the patients and that the beautiful old hospital’s space wasn’t being put to good enough use. More so because he loved the place and appreciated the old buildings that had been built to outlive those who had built them. They reminded him of a bygone era, where solutions lasted and were more than just stopgap measures.


Society had moved on. Now washing machines broke two months after their warranties ended, buildings were made of drywall instead of plaster, and disorders were something managed with painkillers without considering what had caused the pain to begin with.


It was all just symptomatic treatment. Idleness had won; the system was broken.


He got up to go do his rounds.


“Hey, who’s winning?” he asked. “You’re not cheating, are you, Isolde? I’m keeping an eye on you!”


He tweaked Isolde’s arm and walked on with a laugh. One of the upsides of being young was that the patients could relate to him better than to many of his older colleagues. He cleaned up the embroidery floss, even though they were supposed to do it themselves, and found himself next to Isak’s chair again.


“Did you have breakfast?”


Isak nodded absentmindedly.


Simon’s question seemed innocent, but as a matter of fact it was essential. Isak sometimes forgot to eat, and when he did, his antipsychotics caused nausea. The last time he threw up his Seroquel he disappeared on the hospital grounds and was missing for several hours. Later they found four ducks by the pond with their heads ripped off.


Simon had been working with Isak for nearly six months and was getting to know his history. The schizophrenia had emerged in his early teenage years, but because he already had an Asperger’s diagnosis, his family had long thought this was another disorder on the autism specrum. It had taken way too much time for him to get the right treatment. Simon had seen the last of the remaining hope fade slowly but surely from the family’s eyes as Isak’s condition deteriorated and his diagnoses piled up. Now his father mostly came to visit on his own, sometimes with a magazine or a book for Isak, always with a sad smile that broke Simon’s heart. His own father had never shown him that kind of devotion. Isak’s parents were loving people forced to watch helplessly as their son grew sicker and sicker and gradually moved further and further away from the dream of ever living a normal life.


“Do you want to go to the quiet room while the others have their phone time?”


“Yes, please,” Isak said, standing up abruptly.


He knew that Isak liked the little room decorated with floral wallpaper, scented oils, and soothing music, partly because it was a quiet place to read, but also because he didn’t have to see everyone else having fun online. Isak wasn’t allowed to access the internet.


“Do you have your book?”


Isak held up his worn copy of Papillon. He was over six feet tall, skinny as a Masai warrior, and had a wobbly, arrhythmic gait as if the floor sent shocks up through the soles of his feet with every step he took. In the quiet room he sank down into a beanbag chair, pulled his feet up under himself, and went back to reading.


Simon checked that the alarm was in his pocket. Isak was almost eighteen and would soon be transferred in the adult OPUS system, which provided integrated outreach treatment for young adults with psychotic symptoms, a transition that Isak wasn’t ready for at all. The idea was completely untenable. Where was he going to live? In a residential home for mentally ill students with a ratio of one day-shift social worker to ten youths? Or if there wasn’t room, then in a group home or a shelter? Or on the street even? If so he would clock in and out of hospitals and get worse and worse, until… How long would it last until things ended badly?


Simon closed the door with anger bubbling in his blood. It was clear to him that he needed to take drastic measures if he was going to change things.





KNIVES HUNG FROM hooks along the tiled wall next to electric oscillating saws and handsaws, heavy and robust work tools made to open rib cages and split skulls, a world of steel and disinfectable surfaces, clinical and precise, to handle the deceased’s waste, decomposition, and chaos. There were spray hoses, nonskid flooring, magnetic bulletin boards, and work lights, and every surface and corner had discreet holes to guide the messy bodily fluids and the final remnants of life away.


Jeppe Kørner snapped up his protective suit and glanced at the oversize grabbing claw that hung from the ceiling. He regretted the chorizo sandwich he had eaten for an early lunch, because the sausage turned out to be a gift that kept on giving. The autopsy hallway in the pathology department was not the place to be reminded of the taste of dead meat.


Next to Jeppe Detective Falck pulled a white scrub cap over his gray hair, which made him look more than ever like a cartoon teddy bear, Paddington perhaps, trapped in a cold world of stainless steel and bodies waiting to be cut open.


“I think they’ve already started.” Jeppe pointed toward the farthest autopsy bay and started walking. Paddington followed.


Professor Nyboe was standing next to a forensic tech and a police photographer by the stainless steel table in the middle of the room. Under the bright lights, they cast shadows over the lifeless body on the examination table, making its skin shine like patches of sunlit snow on a faded gray hill.


“Who do we have there?” Nyboe looked up, his long wrinkly neck evocative of an aristocratic tortoise. “Kørner and Falck, come on over. We’re just finishing up the external examination.”


Jeppe came closer and looked at the dead woman. She lay faceup, her chin raised slightly and the palms of her hands open, still naked with a waxy pallor, her jaw broad and her chin prominent. Her legs were muscular with varicose veins; the hair on both her head and genitals was graying and curly. In this, the very last bodily surrender, she was defenseless, every defect and flaw clearly visible. Still, there was a strange, frail beauty to the dead person lying on the table.


“Has she been definitively identified?”


“As suspected, this is Bettina Holte, fifty-four-year-old health-care aide. She lives in Husum with her husband and is the mother of two grown children. The family positively ID’ed her.”


Jeppe nodded to Falck and said, “Will you just make sure that the search has been completely called off?”


Falck took a couple of steps away and fumbled around with his protective suit, trying to get to his phone.


“And what did she die of?” Jeppe asked.


With concentration, Nyboe rubbed a cotton swab over one of her nipples and then deposited the swab into a sterile bag before replying, “She died of cardiac arrest, Kørner, like everyone else. You want to know more before I’ve done the autopsy?”


“Just tell me what you know now.” Jeppe suppressed a sigh. “If you would be so kind.”


“Kind is my middle name,” Nyboe replied.


Nyboe took a metal stick from the worktable behind him, one of those telescoping pointers that schoolteachers used to use in the old days when they had to point out Djibouti on the world map. Nyboe directed the tip of the pointer to the body’s wrist.


“Do you see those cuts? There, there, and there.” He moved the pointer from arm to arm and then to the hip.


Jeppe leaned forward. Across each wrist and on the top of her left hip, the skin gaped open in centimeter-wide slits, carved completely symmetrically over each other in two parallel lines. Twelve little cuts in total, meticulously made over three of the body’s major arteries.


“Bettina Holte bled out. I haven’t found any other external injuries apart from those cuts. So I can tell you this with a reasonably high probability.”


“Bled out?” Jeppe actively shut out the sound of Falck’s phone conversation in the background. “Isn’t it usually suicide when someone cuts their wrists and bleeds out?”


“Not in this case. I can assure you that this was not a suicide.” Nyboe moved the pointer back to the pale arm. “Can you see those red marks on her forearms? The woman was restrained with some kind of wide straps, also around the ankles, and maybe around the actual hand as well. The skin is red there at any rate.” He pointed again.


“Why around the hand?”


“So the victim couldn’t do this,” Nyboe said, raising his gloved hand, making a fist, and bending it forward. “That would stop the bleeding. Or slow it down at least.”


Nyboe put the pointer away and adopted a pensive posture, one finger on his chin.


“Rigor mortis indicates that the death occurred sometime between midnight and three a.m. last night—the cooling from two hours in the fountain unfortunately makes the calculations a little iffy—and furthermore that the woman was lying completely flat on her back when she died. The killer probably strapped her down, cut her arteries, and then waited for her to bleed out.”


Jeppe noticed that Falck had joined them again and was taking notes. He was humming to himself unknowingly while he wrote, an unwelcome distraction from the music in Jeppe’s own head.


“The killer must have gagged her or used some kind of anesthetic, no? Otherwise surely she would have called for help.”


“Yes, and screamed from the pain,” Nyboe said. He started clipping the body’s fingernails, which were painted with red nail polish, collecting the clippings in a little bag. “Bleeding out is painful. Maybe not for the first ten to fifteen minutes, but once the heart and the vital organs start shutting down, it hurts quite badly. With those cuts it must have taken about a half hour before she died. It would have gone faster if her carotid arteries had been cut.”


“So this was meant to take some time?”


Nyboe nodded thoughtfully and closed the bag of fingernail clippings.


“That was probably the intention, yes.”


“Man!” Jeppe shook off his discomfort. “Then surely the killer didn’t anesthetize her.”


“The toxicology report will obviously confirm that, but my guess is that, no, he didn’t.” Nyboe flipped his headlamp down and forced the body’s mouth open so he could shine the light into it. “No obvious injuries to the teeth, but she could easily have been gagged, maybe with a wadded-up plastic bag or a soft ball. It’s not hard to keep people from screaming.”


Jeppe closed his eyes for a long moment and tried to picture it, the woman undressed and strapped down, bleeding, unable to scream out in pain, while the life slowly and painfully left her.


“Are there signs of anything sexual?” Jeppe asked.


Nyboe stuck a very long cotton swab down into the woman’s throat and then handed it to the forensic tech before responding.


“Nothing obvious,” he said. “Since she was found naked it would be probable, but there are no signs of penetration, resistance, or semen in her orifices.”


“Okay,” Jeppe said, leaning over the table and looking at the woman’s wrist. “Why all these cuts? Why didn’t the killer just cut right across the arteries?”


“Aha! Kørner, a relevant question for once.” Nyboe turned and searched his workbench, picking up a scalpel. “I don’t know. To start, I’d like to know what the cuts were made with.”


The forensic tech lifted the body’s head from the table, Nyboe made an incision across her neck, set the scalpel down, and then peeled the face off the cranium all the way to the chest. Jeppe knew that the next step was to saw the cranium open, so the brain could be removed and weighed, sliced and examined. After it would be placed in her abdomen along with her other organs, and the skin stitched closed. The skull would be filled with cellulose and absorbent paper. If you put the brain back into the cranium there was a risk that fluid would seep out during the funeral.


“Here, give me your hand!” Nyboe instructed.


Jeppe held out his arm so it hovered over the faceless body on the autopsy table.


“Uh, what are you going to do?” Jeppe asked.


“I don’t think I could make cuts as symmetrical as these, no matter how hard I tried.” Nyboe pulled up Jeppe’s sleeve, rotating his palm so it faced up, and rested the edge of a new scalped on the thin skin covering Jeppe’s wrist. “Not even with my smallest scalpel.”


“In other words, we’re looking for a special murder weapon?” Jeppe said, pulling his arm back and tugging his sleeve back down.


“Yes, Kørner, in other words.” Nyboe tipped the scalpel back and forth so it flashed under the bright lights. “We’re looking for a special murder weapon.”





“SUICIDAL THOUGHTS?” ESTHER de Laurenti repeated, pausing to consider the question.


The psychiatrist regarded her with a learned wrinkle over his frameless lenses, and she wondered yet again whether she, a sixty-nine-year-old woman, could take such a young doctor seriously. How old was he anyway, his early thirties? Esther glanced around the office, skillfully avoiding his questioning gaze. The wall behind him was covered with glass-front cabinets made of polished walnut, filled with professional books about psychiatry and medicine; the other walls were covered with modern art and preserved butterflies in glass display cases.


“Have you had suicidal thoughts?”


Apparently Esther had considered the question for too long. She noticed that this time around he spoke louder, in case she simply hadn’t heard him, and decided on the spot that she didn’t like him. Seeking his help had been a long shot in the first place. Some of her old friends from academia recommended him warmly, others couldn’t distance themselves enough from his methods. Young Peter Demant was a psychiatrist his patients either loved or hated.


“No…,” Esther said. “Uh, that is, no, not for a long time.”


“But you have had them?” He pointed at her with his Montblanc pen like some lawyer in a courtroom movie.


“As I said, I went through something really devastating a year ago. I lost two people who were close to me. In the wake of that episode… well, after that…” Esther reached for her glass of water, drank a sip, and put the glass back. “I moved out of my childhood home, and that was hard for me as well. I did go through some very dark spells, but it is a long time ago now. So, to answer your current question, no, I’m not having suicidal thoughts.”


He wrote something on his notepad and regarded her over the top of his eyeglasses.


“And yet you’ve come to see me,” he said. “Why?”


Yes, why had she?


Esther wasn’t depressed per se. Her life was pleasant enough without being stellar. She had retired from her job as associate professor of comparative literature at the University of Copenhagen and lived with her old friend and tenant, Gregers, and her two pugs, Dóxa and Epistéme, in a beautiful, centrally located apartment on Peblinge Dossering, overlooking the Lakes, less than a mile from Rosenborg Castle. She had been able to buy the place outright after selling her building on Klosterstræde, in the heart of Copenhagen’s old medieval core. She had money, was in relatively good shape physically, and had tons of time to pursue her writing ambitions.


She just didn’t get any writing done. The murder mystery she had dreamed of writing up until a year ago, she had now abandoned for good, and she couldn’t seem to start on anything else. Inspiration had long faded, and every time she sat down to the keyboard, she was overcome by fatigue and complete apathy. Instead, the days were spent on basic maintenance and mundane tasks like grocery shopping, walks, reading the paper, dinner parties, and so on. She didn’t accomplish anything. The days just passed.


“It’s like I’m sort of numb on the inside, like I’m stuck,” she said. “I’m not doing badly. I’m just not really doing well, either. Does that make sense?”


“That absolutely makes sense, and you’re far from the only one who feels that way.” The psychiatrist thoughtfully tilted his round, clean-shaven face to one side and smiled fleetingly. “Depression is a widespread disease.”


“Oh, but I’m not depressed,” Esther said, shaking her head in surprise so her earrings jingled against her neck. “I’m just… stuck.”


“Stuck in what sense?”


She weighed her words carefully before responding. He really wasn’t getting it.


“Like I said, my life sort of fell apart the summer before last, and it’s been hard to pick up the pieces. It’s not that I feel depressed the whole time, just…”


“How about insomnia? How have you been sleeping at night?”


“Well, I do wake up around three or four most nights.”


“And how’s your appetite?”


Esther shrugged. She had actually lost nearly ten pounds in the last couple of months; she just didn’t really feel like eating.


The psychiatrist took off his glasses in a rehearsed motion, which was meant to radiate authority, and regarded her seriously. Esther saw through his agenda but also noted with irritation that it was working.


“You’ve experienced an upheaval in your life, from retiring and then from the two deaths. You’re having a hard time eating and sleeping, and you walk around with a general sense of despondency. Have I understood that correctly?”


“Yes, I suppose that’s it.”


“To me it sounds as if you’re traumatized. Maybe the situation doesn’t feel urgent to you and you are not actually feeling depressed. My guess is that your coping strategy is to clench your teeth and struggle through the day. At the same time, you are what I would call emotionally immature. The type who doesn’t dwell on the difficult and the unhappy, and who refuses to be a victim. A survivor, someone who bounces back up.”


Esther felt a warm discomfort sneaking up her throat and spreading over her face. She turned away from his piercing eyes and studied the decorations on the wall. Who the hell collects maimed butterflies, anyway?


“But now the trauma is catching up with you. Unprocessed emotions have a way of doing that,” Peter Demant said, putting his glasses back on. “Let’s plan a course of treatment for this fall. You’ll come in every two weeks, and we can get to the bottom of what’s holding you back.”


“Couldn’t a pill help me?” Esther held up a hand defensively. “A happy pill?”


“You mean an antidepressant?” He smiled wryly, setting his notepad down on the highly polished desk in front of the window. “Those doesn’t make people happy, only relieve the acute crisis for those suffering from depression. It’s not something I prescribe until I’ve had a chance to become familiar with a patient’s condition.”


“It’s not that I don’t want therapy. I just have…”


“No one is forcing you into anything. If you’re asking for my advice, therapy is the way forward, to begin with at any rate.” He stood up. “If you wish to continue treatment, then make an appointment in a couple of weeks, but please hurry, my appointments fill up quickly.”


Peter walked around his desk and opened the door to the waiting room. In the doorway he shook her hand.


“Thank you for coming,” he said.


Esther was relegated to the smiling receptionist who sat ready, manning the credit card terminal. Esther found her wallet and entered her PIN, took her receipt, and hurried out to the gilded curlicues in the imposing stairwell.


She had been in there for forty-five minutes and ought to be furious at the sum on the receipt. Normally she would have been furious, too. Normally she would have protested to this kind of rip-off. She clenched the railing and quickly descended, eager to get out into the fresh air. Maybe this was the way forward, even though it would be a difficult, expensive endeavor. Was it just childish vanity that made her feel so exposed, almost humiliated? Because the psychiatrist was so certain of his observations, that he could pin her personality down in an instant. Because she apparently radiated gloomy self-denial.


Sankt Annæ Square greeted her with heavy clouds and puddles on its wide sidewalks. She stepped out into the wind and let the door bang shut behind her, closed her eyes for a moment, and inhaled deeply before she began walking. There was a juice bar across the square. She cut over to it and walked into the shop’s warm pink-and-black interior with its pumping bass. People sat on barstools, chatting over the loud music, as if everything was just fine. Esther got in line and watched the young men behind the bar juggling apples and winking flirtatiously at the female patrons. It looked a bit forced. Still, there was something oddly soothing about the display.


She ordered a smoothie and received a flirtatious smile back from a young man who couldn’t be more than a third of her age. His blue eyes shone with a zest for life and faith in the world. His enthusiasm was contagious. When Esther reached to get her wallet out of her purse, she realized that she was still holding the receipt from Demant’s office in her hand. Without thinking, she crumpled it up and tossed it in the cup intended for tips and cute girls’ phone numbers. Then she returned his smile.
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