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ON A HOT SUMMER’S DAY

The police chase a speeding car through the streets of Helsingborg. When they reach the quay, the driver keeps going, straight into the cold, dark water.

A TRAGIC ACCIDENT

The body recovered from the wreck is Peter Brise, a wealthy tech entrepreneur. Fabian Risk and his team are confident this is a suicide. Young, rich, successful, Brise just didn’t know how to ask for help.

TURNS EVERTHING A LITTLE COLDER...

But then the autopsy reveals something unexpected. Brise was already dead when his car crashed. He’d been brutally murdered two months ago. His body was frozen in perfect condition, at eighteen degrees below zero…
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Prologue

October 28, 2010

It was just past midnight when the taxi coasted to a stop outside the house. Two five-hundred kronor bills changed hands, and the man stepped out of the car without waiting for his change. The biting, ice-cold wind blew in from the pitch-black waters of the Kattegatt, the gale so stiff that he could feel the spray of salt from the waves crashing onto the pier, forty metres away in the dark.

The thin layer of ice on the ground suggested that the temperature had dropped below freezing, so he rounded the taxi, opened the rear door on the opposite side, and helped his companion out so she wouldn’t slip in her dangerously high heels.

Just thirty metres left now, he thought, closing the door behind her. Thirty metres in which he had to put up a front of kindness, and radiate safety without seeming too pushy. Make her feel like the decision to come home with him was hers and hers alone.

She shivered and clasped her little fur capelet tight with her right hand, and allowed him to take the left as they walked up to the house. That was a good sign. Especially considering what an uphill battle dinner had been. He’d had to use all his tricks to keep her from seeing right through him, discovering the cracks in his smile, and leaving the table.

They had met at Grand Hôtel Mölle, just as planned. She had been waiting for him on a leather sofa in the lobby, a drink in her hand and her long, thin legs crossed. Right away he had been struck by the fact that she looked just like her picture. Her dark hair in its boyish cut, her dark red lips, and her high cheekbones looked just as he’d imagined. Even her skin, which he’d assumed had been retouched by a photo editor, looked as if it had never been exposed to the destructive rays of the sun.

This almost never happened. Nearly every time, in fact, reality turned out to be a disappointment. The question was just how much of one. Rougher skin, unplucked eyebrows, and muffin tops that refused to be concealed despite loose clothing. At times, reality had been so different from the picture that he had simply turned on his heel before they could even say hello.

But this evening he’d had to work hard, and on the way up the path with its Höganäs pavers and automatic lights, he decided that he deserved a bit of fun—so much fun that she wouldn’t be able to walk for at least a week. He just needed some insurance first. So he stopped where the outdoor lighting was brightest and the surveillance camera had a good angle, and turned to her.

She met his gaze and he responded by pressing his lips to hers. She didn’t need to return the kiss. It would be enough for her to accept it. As long as she didn’t push him away or slap him, he would have the proof he needed to maintain that it had been consensual, that the accusations against him were nothing more than hollow excuses made up after the fact to get at his money. In other words, he would soon be able to do whatever he wanted to her.

He showed her into the house and helped her off with the fur capelet. Just like most of the women who had made it this far, she could barely conceal how impressed she was with the inviting floor plan, the fire already burning in the fireplace, and the custom furniture. And the artwork, which made any exhibition at Dunker Culture House down in Helsingborg seem like it had been created by a bunch of preschoolers.

He offered her something to drink from the bar, claiming that his mojitos were unbeatable. Her face lit up and she moved to follow him down the stairs. He stopped to allow her to walk ahead of him into the whitewashed hallway and past the in-home spa, then instructed her to head for the doorway to the left of the built-in bookcase at the end of the hall.

She did as she was told. But as she entered the windowless room, she turned to him with a confused expression, just as each one before her had. They all wondered about the bar they had been promised.

Instead, there was a large bed as well as four substantial metal rings with straps fastened to cables, which, in turn, ran along the walls and floors and through a series of block and tackles. Everything was painted a plain white to avoid drawing the eye.

The blow turned out to be a little harder than he’d imagined. He didn’t want to ruin her lovely face. Not yet, at least. She fell backward onto the bed, and from the corner of his eye, as he quickly strapped the first cable around her wrist, he could see that her nose was bleeding. She was too dazed to react or resist until he had secured both her arms and her legs, at which point he calmly winched her into position.

He had expected that she would spend her energy trying to get loose. Just like all the others. Instead she just lay there looking at him with her arms extended and her legs spread. It was as if she were asking him to be extra rough with her, and who was he to disappoint?

He opened the wardrobe with all the toys and tools he had collected throughout the years, and took out the trauma shears and the brand-new ball gag, which he shoved into her mouth and strapped into place. Still no resistance. It was almost too good to be true. But then, he’d found that some resistance made the experience better.

Once he had cut off her clothing, he sat on the bed and studied her naked body. It was thin and fit; a little too thin for his liking. Her hips, like her hair, bordered on boyish, and he could see the muscles outlined on her belly, rising and falling, as she breathed. A gym addict. Her breasts would be at least two sizes larger if she didn’t exercise them out of existence. But he liked her arms. They were nearly perfect with their well-defined biceps and triceps. And her cunt. He liked them shaved, and this one was so smooth that it seemed like it had never known a single hair.

He let his gaze wander up her body until it met her own. It bewildered him. She was completely under his power, with no idea what awaited her. And yet he saw nothing in her eyes but absolute calm. She wanted this. There was no other explanation. He let loose a glob of spittle, which hit her in the cheek and ran down along her throat. Still no reaction. He sat on top of her pinching her right nipple between his thumb and index finger until his thumbnail turned white.

There. He could finally see a hint of pain and a flicker of fear in her gaze. Pleased, and certain that he would be able to crack her, he left the room and went to the home spa, where he took off his clothes, relieved himself, and took a shower. He soaped up his whole body and turned the water on so hot that it burned his skin.

After he had dried off and brushed his teeth, he placed a sponge in a bowl, filled it with warm water and shower gel, and returned to the windowless room. A press of a button on a remote caused the door to close silently behind him. He could see her eyes following the dripping sponge in his hand as he climbed onto the bed and began to wash her. This part always turned him on, and he used his free hand to help his erection along until the blood was pounding in his veins.

When he was satisfied that she was clean, he tossed the sponge on the floor and bent forward to taste her. The blow struck him before he even had time to stick out his tongue.

The pain and the loud, prolonged noise that roared in his right ear made his head go numb; it felt like it might come loose and fall to the floor at any moment.

He was baffled. What had happened? Had she hit him? No, that was impossible. She was tied up. His hand fumbled at his injured ear and the hairline just above it. It didn’t seem to be bleeding, but he could definitely feel a throbbing lump rising there.

He noticed now that one of the cables was severed. But how in the hell… There was no way those pliers could be in her hand, but there they were. Where had she gotten hold of them? In her other hand she was holding a rubber mallet. Were those his tools? He mentally catalogued the contents of the wardrobe, but he got no further than the whip collection before she hit him again with the mallet. This time so hard that he no longer felt any pain and was blissfully unaware of collapsing on top of her.


Part 1

May 9–16, 2012

The Theseus Paradox

According to Greek mythology, the warrior Theseus saved fourteen young men and women from being sacrificed to the bull-headed Minotaur on the island of Crete. The ship on which he returned to Athens was preserved in remembrance of his heroic actions. It quickly became a symbol, a reminder that even the seemingly impossible is possible.

But the forces of nature took a toll on the ship, which became more and more worn down as the years went by. As individual planks rotted away, a decision was made to replace the worst of them. Eventually all the parts of the ship had been replaced with new ones. The question was: Was this truly the same ship as the original? Was it still Theseus’s ship?
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Astrid Tuvesson, chief of the Helsingborg crime squad, regretted her decision the minute she left her house. Inside, the blinds had kept the bright springtime sun in check, but out here the glare was considerably stronger than she’d expected. If she didn’t find the sunglasses in her bag soon, this headache would cause her skull to explode. She could already picture how Ingvar Molander and his men would come over to cordon off the scene and pick up all the pieces of her. Ah, there they were—her sunglasses, scratched and covered in fingerprints.

Oh, for Christ’s sake… She suddenly needed to pee. Sometimes she got so fed up with herself. Typical Astrid, forgetting to go before she stepped out the door and threw her keys in her bag, where they would of course be impossible to find by now. That bag was better at making things disappear than David Copperfield. She decided there was no point in looking for the keys—they were gone, probably forever—so she pulled down her pants and underwear and squatted in the flowerbed.

This was her own yard, so why not do whatever struck her fancy? If people didn’t like it they could always call the police. She laughed at the thought and the stream between her legs came in bursts like a fancy water fountain.

She wasn’t quite sure why she wasn’t just staying home as she’d planned; why she instead felt the urge to get behind the wheel and turn the key in the ignition. After all, she had only taken three sick days since last Monday, which was nothing compared to some people on the team.

In some ways, this was all that idiot Gunnar’s fault. If not for him, none of this would have happened. She would have been at the station, spending time with everyone else, not lying around at home and—

Something slammed into her car and she stood on the brakes. What on earth? She adjusted her rear-view mirror and realized that it had to be the mailbox. The one the idiot himself had insisted on shoring up and sinking into such a giant clump of cement under the ground that it would undoubtedly survive World War III. That was all she needed. She didn’t even want to think of what the back of the car looked like now.

Astrid pulled forward and backward a few times before she drove onto Singögatan and took off as fast as possible, before any of the neighbours had time to come out and gape at her. That was exactly what she meant. Everything—absolutely everything—that was wrong with her life was the fault of that idiot Gunnar.

She took a left onto the entrance ramp of the northbound E20, pushed in the car’s lighter, and took the last cigarette from the pack jammed into the door handle. The glow spread into the outermost layer of tobacco and she inhaled the smoke as deeply as her lungs would allow as she accelerated onto the highway.

Just a few years ago, she was the one who wanted to leave. But he had clung to her, and her fading love had slowly turned into contempt. She had soon transformed into a hateful monster, and once he finally made up his mind to leave her, nothing turned out the way she had imagined. Nothing.

At first she didn’t understand what was happening—there was a sudden crunch as the driver’s side mirror tore loose and ended up hanging by its spindly wires, banging against the body of the car like an overeager woodpecker. Then she saw the red BMW right in front of her. She laid on the horn but there was no reaction; the car just sped off. No way in hell was he getting off that easy. She hit the gas and soon caught up with him.

There was nothing she disliked more than newly rich little men with expensive cars, and she was convinced that this was a man and that he was little, in all measurable ways. She passed him on the left, swerved back into the right lane with her hazard lights on, and slowed down as she held up her police badge. As if he could see it. But fuck it. He was going to stop, and when he did she would teach him a thing or two.

Instead the BMW moved into the left lane and flew past her like it was the easiest thing in the world. What the hell? This meant war. Dammit, this meant war for real. She stuck her left arm out the window and pulled the side mirror off as she chased after the red BMW, with the gas pedal pressed tight against the dirty floor mat.

A minute later, she was well over the speed limit. Her Toyota Corolla shook, all signs indicating that it no longer wanted to take part in this chase. But Astrid was in full control, driving like a god—if she did say so herself—and by the time they passed the Helsingborg Södra exit she had caught up with him again, flashing her high beams.

But the BMW didn’t slow down. It went faster. The driver obviously had no idea who he was dealing with. Astrid stuck her hand into the bag on the passenger seat. Her phone was in there somewhere, she was sure of it. Oh, there, she could feel her keys. Of course they would show up now.

Astrid fished out her phone and cast a quick glance at it, searching for the camera app. Wherever it was. Fucking Samsung piece of shit. She hated it. Not to mention the downy-faced salesman, who had gone on like a stubborn parrot about how much better Android was than iOS. In the end she’d given in just to shut him up. But, okay, apparently it was working now. How she had managed that, she had no idea.

Astrid held up the phone, its camera aimed at the car ahead of her, only to find that she was about to drive off the shoulder. She hit the brakes as hard as she could, causing the car to skid sideways, and within a second there was a cacophony of honking cars and bellowing trucks.

This was the end—that was all she could think. It was over, and maybe that was just as well. After all, she was nothing but a big, menopausal loser and a disgrace to the whole force.

But her hands refused to give up; they worked to correct the skid and downshift at the same time. Same for her right foot, which put the pedal to the metal. Miraculously, she regained control of the car. Astrid gave a shout of joy, and then a few seconds later tried to calm herself with a mantra about everything being under control.

By now the red BMW was about fifty metres ahead of her, and Astrid could see it slowing down to take the exit for Elineberg and Råå. She picked up her phone from the footwell and began filming again. She would soon catch up to him, and then—dammit—she would show him.

Whether it was due to her presence or the line of cars all the way to the roundabout, the driver changed his mind and accelerated back onto the highway, showing no signs of slowing down even though they were headed straight for central Helsingborg.

He didn’t slow down at all until they reached Malmöleden, near the old police station, where the red lights at Trädgårdsgatan didn’t seem to bother him in the least. Astrid wasn’t about to be outdone, so she blared the horn through the intersection just as she heard sirens. The uniforms had woken up. About time.

A glance at her rear-view mirror showed the marked car right on her tail. Astrid waved at them to calm down. No way in hell was she about to let them waltz in and take over just like that. This waste of space was hers.

The circular fountain near town hall, twenty centimetres high, wasn’t actually much of a fountain—it looked more like a giant blue Frisbee made of shattered tiles. An opening in the middle leaked water over the tile shards and kept the whole thing constantly wet. Astrid had never liked it, and her opinion was not improved when the left turn onto Hamntorget seemed to come out of nowhere. There was no help to be had from tossing her phone aside or swerving, either.

Its height and rounded edge worked together in perfect symbiosis with the Corolla’s angle of attack and speed, flipping the car onto its side, its roof scraped ragged by the fountain. When the car finally came to a stop a few metres on, resting upside down in the middle of the bike path like a helpless beetle, Astrid unfastened her seatbelt and crawled out of the car.

Shit. Her head was pounding, and her eyes… whether she was seeing double or if things were just blurry, she didn’t know. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. The driver was going to get away. Astrid just knew that the bastard would keep on waltzing through life as if nothing had happened. As if this were all a fucking game.

She looked for the red car, which would soon turn right onto Kungsgatan and then, in all likelihood, go back the way it had come. But in fact, it didn’t turn at all. Instead it kept going, right past the nightclub in the old ferry station, heading for the edge of the quay.

What was he doing? Astrid dashed across the cobblestones toward the water. Everything was spinning as if it were Midsummer and she had gone all in on a game of dizzy bat. She stumbled several times and realized she must have hit her head in the crash. But that would have to wait.

The BMW sailed right over the edge of the quay and flew several metres through the air before striking the water. Astrid kept running, and she noticed that others were now rushing from different directions and gathering in a cluster at the water’s edge. She stopped near the crowd, caught her breath, and cleared her throat.

“Hello, this is the police,” she said in the most authoritative tone she could muster. “We will need to cordon this area off, so I need you to move aside at least twenty metres!”

Most of the people turned to look at her.

“Yes, I’m talking to you! Come on, move aside as quickly as possible,” she went on, gesturing with both arms.

As the crowd began to move away, she could see the back of the car sinking into the dark water.

“That goes for you too.” She pointed at the last few people, who didn’t want to tear themselves away, and then she approached the edge of the quay.

There was no sign of the driver. Just a mass of bubbles rising to the surface. She really ought to jump in, but she would never manage. Astrid had never felt comfortable in the water, and in addition she had—

“Astrid Tuvesson?” The voice startled her and Astrid nearly lost her balance as she turned to face the uniformed officer. “May I ask you to blow into this please?” he went on, holding out a Breathalyzer.
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Theodor Risk climbed up on the bench, sat on the backrest, and gazed out at the empty schoolyard as he drew a cigarette from his pack and defied the sign stating that smoking was forbidden on school grounds. He put on the red Beats he’d received from his dad for Christmas and pulled up Motörhead’s “Ace of Spades” on his phone. In a minute or so the calm would be broken by shouting students anyway, as the others in his class streamed out of their double hour of gym class.

For his part, Theodor had spent the last hour with his therapist. As usual she had harped on about how important it was for him to join in and make friends. For him to be part of a community, as she liked to say. Theodor wanted to throw up all over her and her disgusting southern Swedish accent. Fuck, he hated that Skånska accent. It was without a doubt the absolute worst of all the dialects. But just as he did every week, he sat there like a lobotomized puppet and accepted her platitudes.

Like how important it was for him to open up and talk about how he was feeling in his heart of hearts. His “heart of hearts” was her number-one favourite phrase. Come on, let’s take a journey inside together, she would say in her sticky-sounding Skånska, holding out her hand as if she seriously expected him to take it. Only if he allowed her all the way in would she truly be able to help him. He sucked in the smoke and shook his head at the very thought. As if anyone would ever be able to help him.

Still, for the first few months he had followed her directions to the letter. He had talked about how he was doing, what he was thinking, and how everything felt. About his relationship with his father, who seemed to believe that he made his children a priority when in fact he was never around when they needed him. About the betrayal he’d felt at having been left home alone for several days—a betrayal that still felt like an open wound but which no one ever talked about, as if it had never happened. Theodor told her about the panic he had felt when he was locked up in a space the size of a coffin, and his fear that he would die as soon as the oxygen was used up. That everything would be game over.

Not to mention the schizophrenic disappointment that had washed over him when he realized he would survive. That his suffering would continue. At one point he had even held her hand and, with his eyes closed, brought her along deep down inside him. But she continued to pressure him despite all of this, as if she only had one song to play on repeat.

He had seen no other way out than to start lying, saying that he was making friends, that everyone liked him and he was becoming popular. That his appetite for life was returning, and even that he sometimes thought it was fun to sit at home, studying and hanging out with his family. He lied that the lump in his chest was getting smaller and he could finally breathe easy again.

But now, apparently, she had seen right through him. Her constant nagging about new friends had increased. What she didn’t understand was that there was no lack of people who wanted to be his friend. He just didn’t want to befriend anyone. He took a drag and gazed at all the idiots that had begun to fill the schoolyard.

Dumbasses, that’s what they were. Every single one of them was just an idiot on two legs, topped off with an ugly accent. But he had been a good boy and hadn’t touched a single one of them. He hadn’t crossed that line even once.

Alexandra was different. She was totally unlike anyone else in his grade; she didn’t speak Skånska or stand around giggling with the other girls. When he stopped to think about it, Alexandra was the only one who had never annoyed him. He hadn’t told anyone how he felt, but he felt something. And secretly, he suspected that the same went for her, since she always looked away as soon as their eyes met. Just like she would now.

Alexandra was standing over by the graffiti wall with some of the lame-os from class, and sure, he’d never timed it, but he was convinced that she’d never held his gaze for this long before. The feeling was so intense that he had to work hard not to look away first. What did this mean? Was it an invitation to talk to her? She looked happy. But what would he say? And what would he do about her friends?

Then the spell was broken. Not because of a furtive glance but because his phone rang, silencing Lemmy in his headphones. Theodor didn’t even have to look at the screen to know who it was. Of course he would call and interrupt this moment.

“Hey,” Theodor said, trying for a neutral tone, his annoyance seeping through.

“Hi, Theodor, it’s Dad. How’s it going?”

“Fine.”

“Great. And your therapy, did it go okay?”

“The usual.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Dad… that’s between her and me, you know that.”

“Yes, but it’s not like you can’t talk about it. If you want to, I mean.”

“I don’t want to.”

“No, no, okay. Completely unrelated: you know Mom has that opening reception tomorrow night down at Dunker? I just wanted to make sure you would be there by six at the latest.”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes, you have to. And I was also thinking we should surprise her with a trip to Copenhagen this weekend.”

“Um, hold on, does that mean I have to go too?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fun. You know, stay at a hotel, go to Tivoli, eat those red hotdogs.”

Theodor didn’t even try to hide his sigh. “Look, I can’t. I have three tests next week and I have to stay home and study.” Only the first part was true. But Theodor would rather stay home alone and do schoolwork than spend a whole weekend with his family.

“Okay, okay, we’ll talk more about it tonight. Maybe I can help you. But it’s good to hear things went well with the therapist.”

Theodor allowed silence to speak for him, and three minutes later, after some dutiful small talk about nothing, he was finally able to end the conversation and let Lemmy back in again.
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Einar Greide sipped his steaming rooibos tea, which he’d let steep in the pot all morning to get that extra-rich taste only Celestial Seasonings’ Madagascar Vanilla could provide. The clock in the forensic medicine department underneath Helsingborg Hospital told him it was time for a coffee break, and while Greide thought coffee breaks were pointless, he didn’t exactly have much else to do besides making sure his tea was perfect.

It was only Wednesday, and so far the week had offered up three extremely obvious causes of death—the doctors’ decisions to call for autopsies had been an absolute waste of taxpayer money. But Greide had performed his duties as required and scribbled down the already-obvious answers in his reports. Beyond that, he’d had time to delete all the old emails from his computer, clean his office, and switch out a couple of Woodstock posters for new prints he’d bought in Berlin with Franz: old VW buses painted with colourful flowers. The question was, how would he occupy himself for the two and a half hours that remained of his shift after the break? Not to mention all of Thursday and Friday.

Not since the summer of 2010 had anything happened at work that really piqued his interest, and that was nearly two years ago. Not that he wished anyone ill. Quite the opposite. It was just that he was so desperately bored. Greide felt like a gym junkie who had been barred from working out for six months. His brain had grown lazy and was well on its way to shrivelling up into nothing. Two years ago, an entire school class had been wiped out, and he had put in so many braids—one per victim—that by the end he’d looked like a white Snoop Dogg. Now his hair hung in a limp grey ponytail, and he had started to seriously consider cutting it off.

Greide’s colleague Arne Gruvesson had already taken paid leave for the rest of the week. He hadn’t even had time for a proper coffee break before rushing off to do a big grocery shop for a confirmation celebration or something. “Nice of you to cover for me!” Arne had called from the corridor, adding that he would keep his phone nearby in case anything came up.

As if Greide would call Arne if something came up. As if he would ever decide to call that loser. How Arne had even managed to become a pathologist was a mystery Greide had long since given up hope of solving. “Careless” was his middle name. Not to mention “sloppy” and “totally worthless.”

It was more the rule than the exception that Arne would miss something. Most of the time it was some small detail that didn’t really affect his performance. It didn’t take a genius to state that the cause of death was extreme head trauma and internal bleeding, or a perforated abdomen from a car crash.

But once in a while Arne missed something much more crucial. Like the time two years ago when he’d assumed, in the midst of an ongoing investigation, that one of Torgny Sölmedal’s many victims had been killed in a common car crash, even though both of her eyes were burned to such a degree that there was no way it could have been an accident. In fact, the injuries to her eyes were why she had crashed in the first place.

And today they had received a fresh traffic death that had been preceded by a spectacular car chase through the downtown before coming to an end at the bottom of the harbour. Of course, as if God himself were directing this ironic play, the body had ended up on Arne Gruvesson’s table while Greide had been busy with the very exciting case of Gerda Nilsson, age ninety-four.

A thought had been growing inside him all afternoon, but only now did it bloom in full. And why not? After all, Greide had nothing better to do, so he slurped down the last of his cooling rooibos tea and left the break room.

Everything was exactly as he expected. The toxicology report showed a blood alcohol level of .275, which certainly supported the theory that this was a case of drunk driving in which the victim had drowned after being knocked unconscious when the car hit the water. A theory that seemed to be corroborated by the substantial facial injuries. Greide figured this was exactly what had happened—but again, he had nothing better to do.

Greide swiped his security badge, opened the door to the morgue, and breathed in the cool, dry air as he approached the wall of refrigerated drawers. He opened the one Gruvesson had labelled with Peter Brise and the date. Right away he was struck by the way both legs were drawn up into a fetal position, as if rigor mortis still had its grip on the limbs, even though the cold water should have lessened the body’s stiffness.

Greide also noticed that the body appeared to be relatively unscathed. Especially considering that the car must have hit the water at a fairly high speed. The seatbelt hadn’t even left a mark across the left shoulder, something that was almost always present in violent collisions, especially in cases where the airbag failed to deploy, which happened more often than one might think. Of course, in this case, the state of the airbag wasn’t something Gruvesson had had the energy to investigate.

In contrast to the body, the deceased’s face was wounded and swollen. Identification would have to be done by other means. These injuries were more than sufficient to have induced unconsciousness in the man, who did not appear to weigh more than seventy-five kilos. And just as Gruvesson had stated in his all-too-brief report, it seemed that the left cheekbone, with its open wound just below the eye, had suffered the greatest blow. Confusing right and left was a classic Gruvesson mistake.

Or maybe that wasn’t it. Greide pushed the thought away and leaned over to study the wound more thoroughly. It looked almost clean; not much blood at all. Such a thing wasn’t that unusual, since the body had spent an hour or two underwater. The strange thing was that the blood that was there appeared, for some reason, to be coagulated.

Greide took out a scalpel and carefully scraped along the edge of the wound. Sure enough, the blood was dry. How could that be? Greide couldn’t come up with an answer, but he felt a shudder course through his body. An idea started to take shape. But before he could be certain, he would need to do a few more tests. Perhaps the fetal position wasn’t a result of rigor mortis at all.

His pulse racing and his adrenaline pumping, Greide pulled his hemostatic forceps from his breast pocket and focused his attention on the lower portion of the torso, which showed the beginnings of fat deposits despite the body being otherwise thin. The scalpel cut into the flesh with no resistance, and after a few well-judged incisions Greide removed a sugar cube–sized tissue sample with his forceps.

Greide rushed down the corridor to the lab, where he cut a thin slice from the sample, set it in the middle of a slide, placed a cover slip over it, and turned on the microscope.

It took only a moment to confirm his suspicions. There was an explanation for the coagulated blood, the largely undamaged body, and the curled-up position. How it had happened, Greide couldn’t say. But it wasn’t his job to explain it. And of course, he would have to open the thoracic cavity and perform a thorough examination of the lungs before he could go out and broadcast his findings. But he wasn’t anxious in the least. In fact, he was convinced that Arne Gruvesson was, once more, guilty of a disastrous misjudgement.

It was as if a great weight had fallen from Greide’s shoulders, and he could truly feel how the corners of his mouth no longer drooped under the influence of gravity. At last, he could put in his first braid in nearly two years.
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The black-and-white photograph measured 180 by 135 centimetres and depicted a jungle of mangrove trees and their endless chaos of above-ground, snakelike roots. Then there was the lead frame, which weighed a lot more than one might expect. Fabian Risk sent up a silent prayer as he lifted the last in the series of three and hung it in place.

His lumbar region had begun to protest at increasing volume in the past hour, and if he didn’t get some rest soon, those twinges would likely explode into full-on lumbago.

But Fabian didn’t want to put a damper on the mood by saying anything to Sonja. After all, he was here for her. Fabian had surprised her by taking the entire day off work to assist her as she hung her first big art exhibition.

Sure, it was in the smallest of the three exhibition halls at Dunker Culture House, but still, this was a big deal. After all the years of hard work and self-doubt, Sonja finally had a chance at a true breakthrough. If everything went as planned, she would make a name for herself. Fabian understood why it was so important to her that everything should be perfect, right down to the tiniest detail.

But that hadn’t stopped him from thinking about the police sirens echoing off the building facades on Hamntorget as he carried in the last pieces. Thanks to his phone, Fabian had been able to access the local news from Radio P4 Malmöhus, which reported a car chase through central Helsingborg that ended when one of the drivers went over the edge of the quay, crashing into the water.

An hour or so later, when the identity of the deceased driver was made public, the item reached the national level on Eko, the financial news report. It seemed that Peter Brise was one of the country’s shining stars in the IT sector. His company, Ka-Ching, had doubled its revenues many times over in the past year and its future was predicted to be very bright. In Fabian’s eyes, this made the sequence of events seem even stranger. He also couldn’t understand why the driver of the other car hadn’t been mentioned even once.

“It’s a little too far to the right.”

Sonja’s voice brought Fabian back to reality and he adjusted the frame by a few millimetres.

“No, hold on, that’s too far.”

He no more than brushed the frame with one finger before Sonja exclaimed that it was perfect and backed toward the centre of the exhibition space. Once there, she took a deep breath and spun around so slowly that Fabian had time to repeat his prayer several times. This was, as it happened, far from the first time she had taken in the placement and energy of the pieces.

“I’m sorry, but this isn’t going to work.” She threw up her arms in defeat. “The mangrove series doesn’t create enough contrast with the Øresund pictures. I think it’ll be better if they’re on their own in the corner along with the floor sculptures.”

“You mean we have to move everything? Again?” Fabian realized right away how poorly this landed, and wished there were some way to take it back, to replace it with a simple okay, and possibly follow up with a sure, we can do that.

“Right. So what?” said Sonja, in a tone that made it perfectly clear that the positive atmosphere could no longer be salvaged. “Do you have a better idea?”

Of course he had a better idea—the very same idea he’d had the last three times she had forced him to start over from square one. But Fabian had no intention of saying it out loud this time either, even if that was perhaps exactly what he should do. Maybe that was just what she was waiting for.

Fabian had just decided it was sink or swim when his phone came to life in his pocket. He took it out and found that it was Einar Greide in pathology. If he was calling Fabian rather than anyone else on the team, it could mean only one thing.

“Hi, Braids.”

Something had happened. Something out of the ordinary.

“It’s about the victim in the car.”

“You mean the guy who drove off the quay in Norra Hamnen.”

“Yeah, who else?”

“Braids, you’ll have to excuse me, but I’m off today and all I know is what’s been on the news. I’ve hardly even heard of this Brise guy, or whatever his name is.”

“Never heard of Killer Slugs?”

“No. Should I?”

“Mutated Spanish slugs that eat up your pets. What planet are you from?” Braids’s sigh was so loud that it must have reached Sonja, who had taken matters into her own hands and was starting to take down the smaller pieces. “We’re talking about the year’s most downloaded app. And if you ask me, a totally brilliant game. But that’s not what we should be gabbing about. The thing is, Brise’s body arrived here a few hours ago. Or more accurately, it arrived on Arne Gruvesson’s table, and he arrived at the conclusion that it was a run-of-the-mill car crash.”

“Okay. Could you get to the point? I have to get back to—”

“And Arne has done it again.”

“Done what?” Fabian asked, an instant before he realized that he should have known.

“Messed up!” Braids exclaimed with such disdain that Fabian could almost feel the saliva spraying from the phone. “Because I examined the body and it turns out Peter Brise didn’t die today—he died about two months ago.”

“Huh? What do you mean, two months ago? Wasn’t he the one in the car?”

“Oh yes, he was indeed. But he was frozen when the car filled with water.”

“Frozen,” Fabian repeated. “What do you mean, frozen?”

“As in, as cold and hard as my lamb chops out in the storeroom.”
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At first glance it seemed like a perfectly ordinary day at the peaceful pedestrian mall in the city of Helsingør on the other side of the Sound. The morning sun beamed down, signalling that summer had arrived and vacation season could finally begin. Unsuspecting people strolled on the cobblestones, moving from shop to shop.

But something wasn’t quite right, and although the vast majority had no idea what was going on, a subconscious unease spread down the mall like a cold wind. A child dropped an ice cream and began to shriek. An older woman was convinced a male passerby had stolen her wallet, and hurried after him, calling out. A mother looked for her daughter, who had just vanished from her sight. Although no one could put a finger on why, the mood had transformed.

Only the people outside the Telia shop across from the half-timbered red building could see what was going on with their own eyes. The sight made them instinctively move aside and crowd alongside the buildings. Like a parting sea, a corridor was formed through the pedestrians.

And there she was.

Her T-shirt had once been white but was now covered with dried blood. The same went for her face and hands, and the red extended quite a way up her ulcerous forearms. Her eyes darted from side to side, as if she wanted to make sure that everyone kept their distance as she moved forward.

And that was exactly what they did. A few even fled as far as the side streets, while others pressed up against the walls. A small group began to crack jokes and laugh while looking around for the candid cameras. But there weren’t any.

Whatever was happening, it was real.
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“Frozen for two months?” Sverker “Cliff” Holm grimaced as if the problem was with the croissant he’d just stuffed in his mouth. “Are you joking?”

“Not if Braids is to be believed.” Fabian stood up and pushed his hips forward in an attempt to ease his lower back pain. Yesterday it had felt like a reasonable price to pay for showing Sonja how willing he was to help her out. But now he wasn’t quite so sure. True, she had eventually been satisfied and had even taken him out for pizza as a thank you, but that was the extent of it.

“Can someone explain this to me? Because I am totally confused.” Cliff reached for the basket of croissants. Hugo Elvin, who was just as rotund as Cliff but two heads shorter, got there first and moved the basket out of reach.

“What if other people want some?”

“Sorry, I thought everyone already had some.” Cliff held up his hands in an apologetic gesture.

“So they have. But no one has had as many as you,” Elvin said, pointedly taking one of the croissants before returning the basket to the table.

“Okay,” Cliff said, trying to shake off the offence. “Where was I?”

“You were totally confused,” Elvin reminded him between bites.

“Right. What I mean is, there’s no way Peter Brise could have been dead. For God’s sake, he was the one driving the car. Or am I completely off track here?”

“I don’t get it either,” said forensic investigator Ingvar Molander, shaking his head. “I have to say, this whole situation is incredibly strange.”

“That’s not like you, Ingvar,” Irene Lilja said as she sat down at the oval conference table and took a folder of notes from her bag. “You’ve always got a clever explanation up your sleeve.”

“Who’s to say it wasn’t someone else behind the wheel?” Fabian asked, gazing out the picture window at the low industrial buildings that made up the northern approach to Helsingborg. An inexplicably ugly introduction to a city that was otherwise so beautiful.

“I’ve been in touch with the divers, and they say he was in the driver’s seat when they found him,” Molander said.

“And what’s more, the quay was full of eyewitnesses who saw the car sink,” Cliff said, sipping his steaming coffee. “And if we believe them and the uniforms who were at the scene, no one swam up to the surface. In other words, it had to be Peter Brise driving the car.”

“So you’re saying that it was just an accident and he was alive as recently as yesterday, when the car hit the water and sank,” Fabian said, realizing that not even he could think of a way to explain what had happened.

“Yes.” Cliff nodded. “And if I’m not mistaken, he had quite a bit of alcohol in his blood. I don’t know what the rest of you think, but in my book it’s a reasonable explanation.” With a pointed smile at Elvin, he took another croissant. “And if Braids could hear me now, he’d probably tie me up naked to his totem pole and flay me alive.” Cliff met the others’ eyes. “But I really can’t see any other option except to say that for once he’s wrong.” He raised his mug to his mouth and drank.

Silence descended on the conference room. Instead of offering counterarguments and objections as they usually did, the group remained quiet. Not because they agreed, but for just the opposite reason. None of them truly believed that Braids was wrong when he said Peter Brise had been frozen for two months. Not even Cliff. And yet none of them could think of a new angle that might solve the problem.

Fabian was convinced this was because everyone was feeling exactly like him. It was as if Brise’s mysterious fatal journey through the city had roused them all from their cosy beds, and now they were freshly awake—or perhaps still half asleep. Instead of lolling through their duties day after day, they would have to start actually thinking again. They would have to question and analyze, turning each tiny clue over and over in their minds.

This wasn’t another routine case that could be solved between the hours of nine and five. The assembled team could already smell the late nights, bad coffee, and occasional office naps coming on. And it rubbed and scratched at their senses in the exact way that they’d all been sorely missing, even if they didn’t want to admit it.

And then there was the elephant in the room—the one not sitting in Astrid Tuvesson’s chair. The fact that it was empty hadn’t escaped anyone’s notice. Yet none of them had mentioned it, not even in passing. It wasn’t that they didn’t know. They were all aware that she drank, that it had gotten worse after she and Gunnar separated, and that Astrid had begun to take sick leave at odd times.

But instead of talking about it, and maybe even confronting her, they had sidestepped the topic in the hopes the problem would resolve itself. As a result, they had stopped counting on her. If she was around, Astrid led the team as usual. If she wasn’t, they all pitched in to fill the space she left behind.

There was no obvious leader in their group. To be sure, Cliff was the one who was supposed to step in officially, and now and then he did make a half-hearted attempt to take the wheel. But neither he nor anyone else on the team could quite take his leadership seriously.

Up to this point, Astrid’s absences hadn’t led to any major problems at work, largely due to the fact that their investigations had remained fairly elementary. But if Fabian’s intuition turned out to be accurate, the situation would soon become untenable.

*

Lilja broke the silence. “Before we dive into the Brise case, there’s something on my desk today that can’t wait. It’s no big deal, but since we haven’t exactly been overloaded with work recently, I promised to meet with a woman whose husband has been missing since Monday.”

“Is there any reason to suspect foul play?” Elvin asked.

“That’s what I’m going to try to find out. There’s probably a perfectly rational explanation. Her name is Ylva Fridén and his is Per Krans. None of you happen to know them, do you?”

Elvin and the others shook their heads.

“Okay, the question is how the rest of us should proceed,” said Fabian, who had decided to take control of the meeting. “It’s already quarter past. Anyone know if Tuvesson is on her way in?”

The others exchanged glances, as if they’d been wondering the same thing.

“Then I suggest we get started without her.” Fabian walked over to the whiteboard and erased Cliff’s many stick figures, lists of whose turn it was to bring break-time treats, and the results of the Christmas quiz from five months earlier. “Peter Brise. What do we know about him, aside from the fact that he got stinking rich off that Killer Slugs game?”

“He lived downtown, on Trädgårdsgatan.” Cliff handed Fabian a photograph of Brise. “But his company… what’s it called again?”

“Ka-Ching,” Molander said, shaking his head. “How clever.”

“Right. Apparently it’s in Lund. I know that much.”

“I read somewhere that they quadrupled their number of employees in the last six months, and they reached their annual sales goal back in early February,” Lilja said. “And all they sell is just a tiny app that only costs seven kronor.”

“And it’s extremely boring,” Molander interjected.

“I would say it’s totally addictive. I can’t stop playing it.”

“That’s exactly why I don’t want to try it,” Cliff said. “Berit has tried to stop a couple of times, but then just a few hours later she’s sitting there again, poking at the screen of her phone until she has blisters on her fingertips.”

“Yeah, and it’s beyond me how that’s supposed to be fun,” said Molander.

“But maybe we can agree that he’s rich as a king,” Elvin said, rolling his eyes.

Fabian inwardly thanked Elvin as he made a dollar sign next to the picture of Brise, who looked more like a venture capitalist than a computer nerd with his white shirt, cleanly shaven head, and horn-rimmed glasses. “Anything else? Did he have a family? Was he married? Siblings and so on?”

“Single, only child, and, if you ask me, gay,” Lilja said.

“How do you know that? Was he open about it?”

“No, but you just have to play his game. There are tons of references. I mean, you should see the pink slugs in Level 33.”

“Exactly,” said Cliff.

“See, there you go. You do play it.” Lilja fired off a grin.

“Now just hold on.” Elvin leaned back in his chair—one of two that was adjusted for his bad back and which, rumour had it, cost the taxpayers a five-figure sum. “Doesn’t this remind anyone of Johan Halén? You know, the guy who gassed himself to death in his garage a few years ago.”

“You mean that shipowner’s son?” Cliff said. “The one who lived down by the harbour in Viken, just a stone’s throw from me? That absolute dream house.”

Elvin nodded.

“What do you think, Ingvar? You were around when I was working on the investigation.”

“Is it that similar?” Molander shrugged. “All I remember was that we never found the hidden sex dungeon he was rumoured to have in his basement.”

“What kind of sex dungeon?” Fabian asked.

“It was probably just a rumour,” Elvin said. “At least, if we’re to believe the expert here, who couldn’t find it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Molander turned to Elvin, looking thoroughly affronted.

“Only that even the best miss something now and then.” Elvin offered Molander a smile. “My point is, like Brise, Halén was wealthy. Plus, he was both an only child and single.”

“Okay, but if Braids is right, Brise didn’t take his own life,” Fabian said.

“Don’t say that,” Cliff said. “Who knows, he could have frozen himself two months ago and driven the car as a ghost.” He chuckled.

“Are you really that convinced he’s wrong?” Lilja said.

“No, I’m not convinced of anything. But…” Cliff sighed. “Okay, I don’t want to be that guy. Let’s assume Braids is right and Brise was murdered over two months ago. I’m sure there are as many motives as there are kronor in his bank account. But why keep him in deep freeze for several weeks, only to dump him in the harbour in front of countless witnesses?”

The question remained unanswered as silence descended over the room once more. This time it was so heavy that it made the humming of the HVAC system sound like the idling engine of a distant semi-trailer.

Like the others around the table, Fabian was occupied with trying to understand the strange sequence of events. The problem felt impossible, like a Rubik’s cube that had its colourful stickers all mixed up.
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The advisory about the bloody woman in Helsingør had come just as Dunja Hougaard and her colleague Magnus Rawn’s early-morning shift was coming to an end. They were in the car on their way back to the police station at Prøvestensvej 1 after a largely uneventful night.

Dunja had let Magnus remain behind the wheel all shift. Not because he was a better driver; he wasn’t. But anytime she insisted on driving, he became so nervous and anxious that even a lane change made him gasp. So even though their duty area encompassed the northern portion of the Danish island of Zealand and they travelled at least 200 kilometres per shift, Magnus almost always drove.

And as always when the weekend was approaching, Magnus had begun fishing for her plans—and he wasn’t very subtle about it. Was she just going to stay home and veg out in front of the TV, or was she going to meet up with some friends and maybe go out dancing? To avoid hurting his feelings, Dunja steered the conversation elsewhere—something she had gotten really good at in the past six months.

But this time Magnus wasn’t giving up so easily. At the red light just after the Jet station on Kongevejen, he turned to her and asked point blank whether he could take her out to Baron von Dy, an all-you-can-eat fondue restaurant in central Copenhagen. The only thing that cost extra was the drinks.

After a quick moment of deliberation, Dunja decided to take the bull by the horns and explain that she liked him as a colleague, but not in a dating sort of way. That was about as far as she got before the radio crackled to life and hailed all units in the vicinity of the pedestrian mall.

“That was a close one.” Magnus glanced at the clock as he drummed his fingers on the wheel and waited for the light to turn green.

“What? We can’t just ignore it,” Dunja said, feeling the itch in her fingers as they longed to take over the wheel.

“We’re not ignoring it. Our shift is over, and we have to wash the car and finish our reports.”

“We do not.” Dunja grabbed the radio microphone. “Hi, Anna. Dunja Hougaard here. Magnus and I can get it.”

“Okay, perfect,” replied the female voice, at which Dunja reached across the control panel and turned on the siren.

“You’re not suggesting we run this red light,” Magnus said.

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Come on.” She opened her last bag of Djungelvrål candy, took out two pieces, and felt the immediate effect as the super-salty licorice raised her heart rate. “Anna, do you have any information about where on Stengade she is?”

Magnus shook his head and checked cautiously over both shoulders before making a U-turn and driving back toward Helsingør.

“No, but they called from that shop Damernes Magasin, which is right next to Slots Vin—you know, the wine shop that closed down,” replied the voice on the radio.

“Okay, thanks.” Dunja knew exactly where that was. She had read about the wine store in Helsingør Dagblad, where emotions ran high about what should be done with the rundown location that became more of an eyesore with each passing month. The store had been closed for several years now; its owner had taken over a different shop further down the mall. The problem was that the now eighty-year-old store owner controlled the whole building, and for some reason he wasn’t interested in selling or renting out the vacant space, which had become makeshift housing for the area’s homeless population.

“Okay, but what do you think about my suggestion?” asked Magnus.

“What suggestion?”

“Baron von Dy. I’ve heard it’s supposed to be really—”

“Can we please just focus on this instead? Here, turn on Bramstræde.” Dunja pointed as she unfastened her seatbelt.

“But it’s a pedestrian street. Shouldn’t we drive around?”

“No, I want to get there today.”

The squad car turned into the narrow alley, and before Magnus could park and switch off the siren, Dunja was out of the car and on her way to Stengade, where she made her way through all the tourists with their ice creams.

The closed wine store with its cracked grey facade was markedly different from the rest of its surroundings; each of the other shops tried hard to look inviting. The Slots Vin sign looked like it might fall down at any moment, and just behind the dirty windows, which were covered in old concert posters, were security grilles.

Dunja looked up at the second floor and found that the entire building was in the same miserable condition. If no one took action soon, it would have to be torn down. But she didn’t see any bloody women. Not in the windows, nor when she tried to peer into the filthy darkness through a gap between two torn posters.

“It’s totally quiet here,” Magnus said, looking around.

“It’s a little too quiet, if you ask me.” Dunja walked over to the door, between two picture windows, and tried the handle. It was locked, so she moved on to the door further to the left. A grey grille was down in front of it, but when she bent to test it, she found it could be raised by hand.

“Dunja, hold on a minute.” Magnus approached her. “If there was someone here, that grille wouldn’t be down, would it? Plus the car is in a bad spot.”

“Well, I’m going to take a look. You can wait in the car.” She vanished inside, leaving Magnus behind. Eventually he gave up with a sigh and followed her into the abandoned store.

The beam of her flashlight revealed a hallway that was crammed with empty wine crates, mattresses, and shopping carts, all full of blankets and other junk.

“How cosy,” Magnus said as he adjusted his belt and made sure that his baton, handcuffs, and pistol were in their proper spots.

“They haven’t gotten into the store, in any case.” Dunja aimed the flashlight at a security door on their immediate left; substantial marks on the doorframe bore witness to numerous attempted break-ins.

“So, listen, what do you say?”

“About what?” Dunja gingerly tested the rotting wooden stairs to see if they would hold.

“About tomorrow evening,” Magnus said, following her up to the second floor. “Because if that doesn’t work for you I could do Saturday instead. I’ve just heard it’s harder to get a table then.”

“Listen, Magnus, we’re not going to get a table anywhere.” At the top of the stairs, Dunja continued down a narrow hallway; the floor was covered in pigeon droppings and the wallpaper was peeling off the water-damaged walls. “First of all, I would never set foot in Baron von Dy.” She opened the first of several closed doors and peered into the room, which was full of broken furniture and shelves. “Second, it’s been closed for several years.” The next room was empty aside from a bed, a few mattresses, and an old stationary bike. “Third…” she went on, opening the next-to-last door.

That was as far as she got, because it turned out that the dim room was full of homeless people, who were either sitting against the walls or lying unconscious amid the chaos of sleeping bags and blankets. In the middle sat a man with unevenly spaced teeth; he was playing with an old lighter. Open, light, close… Next to him sat the bloody woman, whose eyes glowed white as if she were possessed; her pupils had vanished up under her eyelids in the rush from the empty syringe that was still hanging from her ulcerous arm.

“Here she is.” Dunja slid on a pair of protective gloves, squatted down, and pulled out the syringe. “Hello there, how are we feeling?” She took the woman’s face in her hands, hoping for a reaction. “Do you know her?” She turned to the man with the lighter.

“I’d like to get to know you. In your cunt,” the man said with a laugh.

Open, light, close…

“Dunja, take it easy now,” Magnus said, holding his service weapon in both hands. “You never know—when they’re so high.”

“Put that away and let the station know we found her.” She slapped the woman’s cheeks lightly. “Hello! Time to wake up.”

The woman fought her way up through the haze and tried to focus her eyes on Dunja. “It wasn’t me… wasn’t me…”

“What wasn’t you? Tell me. What happened?”

Open, light, close…

“Not me… I didn’t do anything…” she said, and then she seemed to vanish back inside herself.

“What didn’t you do?”

“Hello, this is Rawn. We found her,” Magnus said into his radio as he left the room.

Dunja slapped the woman a few more times. “Come on, think back and tell me. Whose blood is that on your shirt?”

The woman looked down; it was as if she only now realized she was covered in blood.

Open, light, close…

“He was so nice… never hurt anyone…” The woman was about to break down. “I swear, he didn’t do anything to them…”

“To who? Did you witness someone hurt somebody?”

“When they left I tried to wake him up but there was only blood. Blood everywhere.”

Open, light, close…

“Who are ‘they’?” Dunja ran her hand over the woman’s hair. “Do you remember how many of them there were? Did you see their faces?”

The woman appeared to be sinking even further into herself.

Open, light, close…

“Hello, you have to talk to me,” Dunja said, trying to make eye contact. “Try to remember.”

“Happy…”

“What do you mean, happy? Do you mean—”

“Laughing… the whole time… like it was just a game. And yellow. Yellow and happy.”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

“I wanted to stop them, but I didn’t dare. Too many of them…”

Open, light, close…

“Shouldn’t we take her in and question her at the station?” Magnus said as he came back into the room, his pistol in one hand.

The reaction was immediate. Within a few seconds, the woman had sprung to her feet and, in a single motion, grabbed Dunja’s pistol from its holster.

“Magnus, what the hell are you doing? Lower your weapon!”

Magnus appeared petrified, both hands desperately clutching the butt of his gun.

“Magnus!”

“Get out of here… both of you. Get out of here, or else…” The woman pointed the gun, going back and forth between Dunja and Magnus.

“Take it easy. That’s just my colleague. You don’t need to worry about him.” Dunja stood up, her hands in the air. “Neither of us wants to hurt you.”

“That’s exactly what they said to Jens.” The woman continued to brandish the gun at them. “I said get out!”

“Shoot her!” shouted the man with the lighter. “Just shoot her!”

“Just hold on,” Dunja said. “Jens? Who’s—”

“Right in the face,” the man interrupted. “Or the cunt! Shoot her in the cunt!”

Open, light, close…

“Listen, just cool it here.”

“Bang! Right in the cunt!”

“Cool it, I said!” Dunja fixed her eyes on the man, urging him to calm down. “And, Magnus, for Christ’s sake, lower your weapon!”

Open, light, close…

The shot missed Magnus and hit the wall behind him. Out of pure shock, he dropped his gun and it fell to the floor.

“You can just go to hell, you bastards!” the woman cried, grabbing Magnus’s service weapon on her way out of the room.

Dunja rushed after the woman into the hallway, and caught only a glimpse of her as she disappeared down the stairs. But by the time Dunja reached the pedestrian mall, the woman had been swallowed up by the hordes of people strolling around with their ice creams and enjoying the sunny spring weather.
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Astrid Tuvesson had to struggle to keep her true feelings from shining through as Gert-Ove Bokander, district police chief for northwestern Skåne, squeezed his cholesterol-laden body into the visitor’s chair. To be sure, he was in the right. She had screwed up; there was no way around it. Not only had it been wrong and deeply unethical for her to get behind the wheel given her condition, it had also been extremely dangerous.

But this did not change her dislike of the man. Her insides began to seethe at his very presence. Not to mention his self-righteous smile, which revealed how much pleasure he was deriving from the situation at hand. He had finally found his chance to give her a slap on the wrist, to get her back for all the criticism she’d aimed at him in her years as chief of the Helsingborg crime squad.

Astrid tried to shake off the image of herself smashing that smile of his so far down among his double chins that it would never find its way back out. She took a deep breath and prepared herself to respond.

She had arrived at the office long before the others and had spent the past few hours mentally preparing herself for every possible—and impossible—question Bokander might ask. This time she was being forced to meekly push aside her conviction that she must always choose the truth, no matter how much it hurt. This time she was stuck in a patch of quicksand that had swallowed up her legs and was about to drag her down. The slightest wrong answer and she would be irretrievably lost.

“Well, this isn’t what I would call fun.” Bokander leaned back as the chair protested underneath him.

“No, it really isn’t,” Astrid replied, sticking to the plan she had set out for herself. “For my part, I honestly don’t understand why we have to sit here making a mountain out of a molehill. I’m sure I’m not the only one who has more important things to attend to.” Attack, then total denial.

“You call this making a mountain out of a molehill? We’re just sitting here, having a little chat. Surely this doesn’t seem unusual, even to you, considering what happened.”

“What happened was I tried to stop an extremely dangerous speeder. And that’s it.”

“It hasn’t occurred to you that your careless actions might have contributed to the situation spiralling out of control, that you might have made him drive even faster?”

“I’m sorry, but how exactly were my actions ‘careless’? He was the one who ran into me. Not the other way around. I just happened to be there, so I intervened. If I hadn’t, there’s no way of knowing how things might have ended or how many people might have lost their lives.”

“But there was a death as a result.”

“If you’re talking about Peter Brise’s death, all I can say is that there is a great deal of uncertainty surrounding that. Which is why I don’t have time to sit here with you discussing all of this, no matter how much I might want to.”

Bokander sighed so heavily that Braids’s autopsy report moved several centimetres across the desk. “Astrid, it’s no secret what you and I think of each other. We’ve had our differences of opinion, and we probably always will. But this has nothing to do with that. This has to do with the fact that one of the officers on the scene has filed a report that claims you were acting as if you were under the influence of alcohol.”

“I had just been involved in a dramatic car chase and a rollover accident.”

“Yes, thanks for that; I hear it’s not going to be cheap to repair the fountain.”

“You’d call that a fountain? Anyway, of course I’m sure I was dazed and a little upset. Is that so strange? Is it hard to understand?” Astrid snorted and shook her head, just as she’d practised. “Like I would get behind the wheel if I’d been drinking.”

“And yet you refused the Breathalyzer.”

“Yes, I did, and maybe that was a little stupid. I was just so darn frazzled. And to be honest, at the time I saw no reason why I should take orders from a uniform who was obviously trying to mess with me instead of devoting his attention to what really mattered.”

Bokander laced his sausage fingers together and tilted his head to the side. “Astrid. How are you, really?”

“How am I?”

“Yes, how are you feeling?”

“Fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Maybe because you just went through a divorce, and from what I understand it was a little messy. That kind of thing could drive anyone to drink.”

“You’re right about that, and it’s just as tragic every time it happens.” She met his gaze; her own didn’t waver in the least.

Bokander studied her, and she could see the gears in his brain turning as he tried to figure out how to move forward. There was no doubt that he was fully aware of the situation. But that didn’t change the fact that this was all an act. A dance they had to perform. Without a number from the Breathalyzer and a follow-up blood test, he had no proof…

“All right,” Bokander said, then paused. The corners of his mouth turned down and vanished somewhere among his many chins. “I’m going to be nice and let it go this time.”
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Fabian had put it off as long as he could. It felt like what he was about to say was absolutely forbidden and would put him at risk of a public flogging. But in the end he saw no other option but to toss out the question and confront the rest of the team regarding how they were going to handle Astrid Tuvesson’s increasing problem with alcohol.

The team’s reaction was tentative. Cliff and Molander responded with a shrug of the shoulders, pursed lips, and evasive glances. Still, Fabian continued onto the ever-thinner ice, voicing his opinion that her unpredictable absences were becoming untenable, especially considering that they now found themselves faced with an investigation that would require an obvious leader. He also felt that they had a certain responsibility toward their colleague. Who else would say enough was enough and get her back on the right path?

In the end, the dam broke and the stories poured out of them. Lilja had been wondering the same thing and told them that Astrid had smelled of alcohol on Monday morning when they shared an elevator up to the unit. It turned out everyone had smelled liquor on her. Cliff had spotted a flask in her purse, and Molander said she had once called him up in the middle of the night but was so incoherent that he’d hung up.

Hugo Elvin was the only one who didn’t say anything. Then again, he almost never did unless it was something concrete about the case they were currently working. He liked to say that gossip should be punishable by a two-year sentence.

But gossip was the last thing Fabian was after. He tried to guide the discussion toward a plan for how they could help her without losing momentum in their investigation. But once Cliff got going on the stories of the previous day’s drunk driving, which had already spread like wildfire throughout the building, it became impossible to get a word in edgewise.

Only when the door opened and Astrid herself entered the room did they quiet down. She responded to their curious eyes with a smile and held up her hands apologetically.

“Sorry I’m late, but I was in a meeting with Bokander all morning. I understand if you started without me.”

“Wait, you’ve been here in the building all along?” Cliff looked almost disappointed.

“Yes, since five this morning. I came in to put a dent in the pile of work on my desk.”

“What was your meeting about?” Molander asked.

Tuvesson sighed and closed the door behind her. “I don’t really feel like getting into it all again. But the things you’ll do to avoid a bunch of loose talk…” She looked everyone in the eye, then filled a mug from the Thermos of coffee. “As you know, I’ve been off sick a few days, and… Well, I’m not going to try to hide the fact that I’ve had some problems with alcohol since Gunnar and I separated. But yesterday afternoon I felt strong enough to come in to work. And before you ask, I hadn’t had so much as a drop to drink. By the way, is that last one for me?” She pointed at the croissant.

Elvin nodded and held out the basket so Astrid could take it.

“Anyway, I pull out onto the highway, and after a few hundred metres there’s a bang and the side mirror flies every which way.”

“Peter Brise?” Cliff asked, and Astrid nodded.

“But I didn’t know that then. I don’t know what any of you would have done in that situation, but I chased him down and tried to stop him. Unfortunately my Corolla wasn’t much competition for his BMW, so when he finally turned down toward Hamntorget I ran into one of those over-designed fountains and rolled my car.”

“I wouldn’t call that thing a fountain.” Elvin shook his head.

“I don’t know what to call it. Anyway, I get out of the car and I see the BMW going over the edge of the quay into the water. Totally surreal. I run over and start to disperse the crowd, and then a uniform comes up and orders me to blow. I was at a total loss, and I just stood there like a big question mark. It wasn’t like I had anything to hide. Not at all. And still, I refused. But please don’t ask me why, because I have no idea.” She threw up her hands. “So he reported me, although Bokander promised he’d see what he could do. But enough about that.” She clapped her hands together. “What did I miss?”

And with that, the silence was back again, as if someone had pulled out a fuse, and everyone did their best to avoid Astrid’s gaze.

“Can anyone explain to me how I should interpret this?” she went on, still trying to make eye contact with someone—anyone. “Either I missed something, or you don’t believe that I—”

“They’re worried about you,” Elvin interrupted, meeting her eyes.

“But you’re not?”

“Should I be?”

“Like I just said, I’ve been having kind of a rough time. But I can assure you all I’m in full control of the situation. So if we could just turn the conversation to why we’re really here—”

“Unfortunately, we don’t share that view.” This time it was Cliff who looked up and made eye contact with her.

“Oh no? And what do you want me to do about that?” Astrid threw up her hands. “It’s not like I don’t know how the rumours fly in these hallways, but—”

“Astrid,” Fabian interrupted, standing up so he would be at her eye level. “We’re facing an investigation that might be the most difficult one since—”

“Well, what the hell is the problem? I’ve been here since five. And yes, I am a little late, because I was in a meeting with—”

“The problem is, we never know if you’ll show up or if you’ll be gone for the rest of the week! You were off sick, but then you suddenly decided to drive over, and on the way you got caught up in a dangerous pursuit that ended in a fatality.” This was the first time he’d ever raised his voice to Astrid, and she was obviously just as surprised as he was.

“Let’s take one thing at a time,” she said, forced calm in her voice. “For one thing, it’s not a sure thing that this ‘dangerous pursuit’ ended in a fatality. Yes, I’ve talked to Braids.” She held up the autopsy report and placed it on the table. “And from what I understand, there are signs that Brise had been dead for a long time. For another, if it does turn out that Braids is wrong and it really was Brise behind the wheel, the toxicology report shows that he had quite a lot of alcohol in his blood. In other words, he was the drunk driver, not me.” She allowed her gaze to settle on each of them in turn. “So if we’re finished with this, maybe we can ditch the tabloid-level crap and get to work instead?”

“Okay.” Fabian nodded, although he was still convinced she was lying. She was right about one thing, though; they were there to work, not to dwell on their personal problems. “So you already know that Braids contacted me yesterday and told me about Brise—”

“Who had been frozen for two months. Yes, like I said, we talked this morning.”

“Great, then maybe you have an explanation,” Cliff said, leaning back in his chair. “Because we can’t seem to make any sense of it. Why, for example, would someone freeze his body and then dump it in the harbour in front of a bunch of police officers? And how could this someone become invisible to all those witnesses?”

“You make it sound like it was part of the plan for there to be witnesses,” Astrid said.

“Well, otherwise why would you choose to drive over the edge of the quay in the middle of Norra Hamnen?”

“And what makes you assume it was a choice? It’s not like whoever was at the wheel expected I would start to pursue the car. If it weren’t for me, maybe it would have gone somewhere entirely different. And that reminds me, how’s it going with the car?” Astrid turned to Molander.

“It’s being salvaged right now and it should be on its way here soon.”

“When do you think you can begin the examination?”

“As soon as the fans dry it out, which is likely to take tomorrow and most of the weekend.”

“Okay. Hopefully that will help us sort out some of the many questions.” Astrid turned to Lilja. “I saw you wrote down an Ylva Fridén in the calendar—her husband is missing?”

“Yes, but I can squeeze it in at lunchtime so it doesn’t take any time away from—”

“It’s fine. As soon as you’re done, you can join Cliff and Hugo, who will be mapping out Peter Brise’s life.” She turned to them. “We’re talking his company, his private life, family, interests, friends—everything down to the bank he used. Someone must have noticed if he’d been missing for two months. And, correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t he the guy who made Killer Slugs?”

Cliff and the others nodded.

“Fabian, you can take care of these.” She held up a keyring and tossed it to him in a long arc across the room.

“What are these to?”

“No idea. Braids found them in his jacket. I’d start with his apartment on Trädgårdsgatan.”

Fabian could only capitulate in the face of Astrid’s leadership. She had come in stumbling at the finish line, but had already lapped them several times. The fact was, it had been ages since he’d seen her this sharp. Maybe this was just the type of investigation she needed to give up the bottle.

“Great, so everyone knows what they’ll be doing?” Without waiting for a response, Astrid gulped down the last of her coffee and headed for the door.

“I’m sorry, but are we really finished here?” Cliff threw up his arms. “I don’t want to be a nag, but if Brise really was dead, as Braids claims, and someone else was driving the car, you or one of the other witnesses ought to have seen—”

“Oh, right…” Astrid turned to look at the others. “I completely forgot.”

“What?”

She held up her phone. “Believe it or not, I actually managed to take a short video yesterday; I put it on the server.”

“Now you tell us.” Molander used the remote to start up the projector on the ceiling and made his way to Astrid’s video clip with the help of the wireless keyboard and mouse on the table. “Here it is.”

The shaky video showed everything from the dashboard and the trash in the passenger seat to Astrid’s legs and the broken side mirror, which had been tossed on the floor. The image moved quickly, and the camera wasn’t the only thing shaking—the whole interior was vibrating as if the car was being pushed to its limits.

“No sound?”

“I must have hit the mute button or something,” Astrid said as the red BMW entered the frame dangerously close to the Corolla’s hood. But that’s not where everyone was looking—all eyes were on the driver’s seat of the BMW, and the shaved head that stuck up over the headrest.

A few seconds later, the picture froze, signalling the video was over.

Fabian gave a sigh of relief now that he could see there’d been a living person behind the wheel after all.

“Well, if you ask me, that looks like Brise behind the wheel.” Cliff nodded at the frozen image, which Molander was already in the process of manipulating.

“Or it’s just someone else with a shaved head and the same horn-rimmed glasses,” Fabian said, finishing his coffee.

“You mean someone dressed up as Brise?” Lilja looked at him like he’d just claimed flying saucers were real.

“I’m just saying that the only thing we can be sure of right now is that someone who looks like Peter Brise was driving that car.”

“Listen up, my friends, I might have just found the answer.” Molander rewound the clip frame by frame. “Look at this.” He zoomed in on the grainy image, which showed the driver diagonally from behind, in half profile. “See this dark thing that extends a little up onto his throat?” He lit up his laser pen and aimed it at the driver’s neck, where, sure enough, the group could discern a dark object.

“Isn’t that just his seatbelt?” Astrid took a step forward to get a better look.

“No, that’s down here.” Molander indicated it with the laser.

“It looks like a scarf,” said Lilja.

“Yes, it could be,” said Molander. “But my guess is it’s a wetsuit.”

“A wetsuit?”

“Exactly. He probably has flippers, a diving mask, and oxygen in the back seat. If so, he could have exited the car underwater and vanished along the bottom of the harbour.”

“Are you serious?”

Molander nodded.

“What about Peter Brise?” Cliff said. “Where was he?”

“In the trunk, would be my guess. That’s where I would have put him, anyway. Once underwater, it would be no problem to take him out and put him in the front seat.”

Silence gripped the room once more.
OEBPS/Images/facebook.png





OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-white.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/twitter.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
‘EPIC IN SCALE AND AMBITION’ DAILY MAIL

STEFAN AHNHEM

‘MORE GRIPPING THAN JO NESBO’ TONY PARSONS






OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-black.png





OEBPS/Images/bookgrail.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz-logo-bw.png





OEBPS/Images/apollo-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg
'EPIC IN SCALE AND AMBITION DAILY HAIL

STEFAN AHNHEM

‘MORE GRIPPING THAN 0 NESBO' TONY PARSONS






