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CHAPTER ONE  

It was an early Sunday morning in November and already the footpaths were 

carpeted with a fresh layer of newly fallen leaves. The wind was whipping across 

from the Baltic Sea and the grey early morning light and bright yellow street lights 

added to Axel’s feeling of gloom. What he needed was peaceful Sunday morning 

sitting in the office doing the paperwork for the local drunks and stag parties who had 

ended up in the police cells.  

He had just locked his flat door when he received a call on his work mobile 

phone. His section chief wanted him to go over to Hirve Park and take charge of a 

new case. The park lay at the far end of Vanalinn, just below Toompea, and could be 

reached by tram. The former Danish religious and administrative centre, with it’s 

colourful Alexander Nevsky Cathedral dominating the skyline, was a vantage point 

for looking out over the red clay roofs of the medieval old town and across the Baltic 

Sea towards Finland. It was a place Axel knew well. 

 The park below Toompea did not amount to much. On one side it was 

bordered by Kaarli Puiestee, part of the main road which took traffic out towards the 

huge Soviet Era housing estates. The traffic flow was endless, even early on a 

Sunday morning. There was usually a healthy amount of foot traffic during the day to 

the kiosks and the underground shopping arcade. The park was cut by Toompea 

Road which lead up to the Parliament and Cathedral. It was too early for the faithful 

and tourists to be making their way up the hill, so Axel hoped there would not be too 

many witnesses to be dealt with. 



 He stepped off the tram and walked towards the park. The whole area had 

already been cordoned off by police tape and several uniformed officers were on the 

ground taking statements from the small crowd which had gathered around near the 

bus and tram stops. Sat on a bench near the main road was a medium-built middle-

aged man with a small white dog. The man had the dog’s leash wound round his 

hand and the small dog was stood looking at the scene and wagging its tail with 

excitement. Axel guessed the dog was not  usually rewarded with so much fuss and 

fun on his morning walk.  

Axel Altermann, a Senior Detective with the Tallinn Central Criminal Police, 

went over to the officer in charge and exchanged notes. The official handover 

complete and having been brought up to date on events, he stood on a path and 

pushed over some leaves with his tan leather boots while he waited for the 

pathologist and forensics team to arrive. A few of the patrolmen looked at him 

suspiciously at first, before they recognised him. Being a detective in the 

investigation branch meant that he did not have to wear the distinctive dark police 

uniform, with its collection of weaponry on show to the public. Standing on the path 

in dark black jeans, a black down jacket and tan boots, he could pass for any 

member of the public and not arouse suspicion. Toying with the leaves, he looked 

just like an observer of the scene.  

The sound of voices drifter over to him and Axel noted that his partner, 

Investigating Detective Jaana Laar, was now standing over the bench interviewing 

the shocked dog walker whose white West Highland terrier had found the corpse. 

Axel moved a little closer to hear the dog walker’s account of events. 

“I was giving Buster his early morning constitutional going up from here to 

Schnelli Park and back round when he started sniffing at a pile of leaves. I tried to 

drag him away but he got excited and started pulling on his lead. He wouldn’t leave 



the pile alone. Eventually, he managed to drag me over to the pile. He was yapping 

like crazy and batting at the pile with his front paws,” he stopped to take a breath. 

“What happened next?” asked Jaana. 

“Erm. Buster wouldn’t come away and started going round in circles getting 

his lead all tied up. I bent down to try and undo it. That’s when I realised he had 

disturbed something. I didn’t know what it was. I looked around to see if there was 

anybody near but a trolleybus has just come by and picked up a load of passengers. 

I was a bit scared, to tell the truth.” 

“So, what did you do?” asked Jaana. 

“Well, I managed to get the dog free and he darted back to the pile of leaves. 

This time he managed to dislodge a lot of them. That’s when I saw the arm. I was 

shocked, I can tell you. I grabbed Buster and picked him up. I came to sit on this 

bench here. It took me a few minutes to pull myself together. I mean, it’s not every 

day you come across a body in a park, is it?” he asked Jaana. 

“What happened next, Richard?” asked Jaana. 

“I called the police, that’s what I did.” 

“Did you take a look at the body?” 

“No way. I only saw the hand. That was bad enough,” said Richard. 

“Ok. I have a photo of the body on my phone. I’d like you to have a look and 

tell me if you know who she is. Is that OK?” asked Jaana. 

“Yeah.” 

Jaana took her phone out of her top pocket and flipped open the clamshell lid. 

She found the photo and showed it to Richard. 

“No. I’ve no idea who she is. I’ve never seen her before.” 



“Thanks, Richard. You’ve been really helpful. And Buster too,” said Jaana as 

she petted the dog’s head. “If we need any more information, I’ve got your number 

and address.” 

“Can we go home now?” 

“Yes. Thanks again for calling it in.” 

Jaana lifted the police tape so Richard Redlich could duck under it.  

“Any help?” asked Axel as he wandered over. 

“Not really. The poor guy just found a dead body. It’ll take him a while to get 

over it.” 

Axel and Jaana walked over to the crime scene where the police 

photographers were at work recording every detail on their new digital cameras.  

The early morning traffic was rattling along the cobbles of Toom Boulevard 

and there were the distant sounds of Tallinn beginning the day. Axel looked up 

towards Harjumägi.  He could make out church bells coming from inside the walled 

town and the screech of trams going along Pärnu Road. 

“Vanalinn is waking up,” he observed.  

“Seven o’clock,” said Jaana. “First communion or whatever.” 

“It’s amazing how all these churches survived, isn’t it? I can remember my 

babushka talking about the Russian Orthodox Church in Pärnu, which was a place of 

great beauty with icons and gold leaf everywhere. If you walked around the park on a 

Sunday, you could smell the incense from the services, she said. My babushka had 

stories about how Empress Catherine the Great was shocked that the Russian 

community had no church of their own so she had it built. Until the Communists took 

over, it was a great source of civic pride.” 

“Is it still there? I don’t remember seeing it.” 



“Yes. It’s near the Lydia Koidula Park.  The outside brickwork is a bit faded 

these days. I’ve never been it so I don’t know whether it’s still the same as my 

babushka remembered. It was boarded up and derelict when I was growing up.” 

“The regime managed to silence the bells here but they never completely shut 

down the churches. They just spied on everyone who used them, including the 

tourists.  The KGB installed a signal blocker in the steeple of Oleviste Church so they 

could stop us getting television and radio broadcasts from Finland. It didn’t work for 

very long, though.” 

“Hello, it looks like the techs have finished,” said Axel. “It’s time to find out 

what they have got.” 

They walked over to a woman in her thirties dressed in a Tyvek protective 

suit. 

“What have you got for me, Anushka?” 

“Not a lot really. She’s got no form of identification on her or a purse so we’re 

working on the theory that she might have had a bag.  We’ve searched around the 

immediate area but can’t find a handbag of any sort. I’ve asked uniform to get their 

truncheons out and go over the entire park. It’s possible she was attacked 

somewhere else and lost her bag before she ended up here.” 

“So, is the theory that she was killed somewhere else first?” asked Jaana. 

“There are drag marks on the ground. Luckily for us, it was below freezing last 

night and the ground froze solid preserving not only the drag marks but footprints as 

well.” 

“How many different kinds of footprints?” asked Axel. 

“We’ve taken casts of three different treads. One is clearly the victims since 

she was wearing a half inch heel with a ribbed rubber sole. The other two are much 



larger. One set looks like some kind of work boot or winter boot. A bit like the ones 

you’re wearing, Axel.” 

Axel lifted his right boot up and looked at the sole.  

“These are ten a penny these days. Good luck on trying to get a match on 

them.” 

“Don’t give up hope. We might be able to get something from the wear 

pattern. The other prints we cast are again a common sole, possibly leather.” 

“That’s a bit unusual these days, isn’t it, Anushka? Who wears leather soled 

shoes these days?” asked Axel. 

“You’ll be amazed. They’re not as expensive as you might imagine.” 

“I’ll take your word for it. Anything else you might be able to give us?” 

“Not really. We’ve collected all the evidence we can on the ground. It looks 

like our girl liked to travel around on public transport. We found a booklet of unused 

tickets in one pocket and a used one. It’s dated and timed so it should be possible to 

find out where she got on the bus or tram,” said Anushka as she handed over the 

evidence bag with the tickets.  

“Thanks, Anushka. When do you think you’ll have information on the 

clothing?” 

“As soon as the coroner has removed them. I’m on the weekend shift so it’ll 

be me doing the lab work. I’ll call you as soon as I have everything.” 

Axel and Jaana both turned when they heard a crunch on the frozen path. 

The medical examiner was making his way towards them.   

“Nice outfit, Martin!” Jaana called towards him. 

“Thanks. Have you ever tried getting one of these things over a ski jacket. It 

makes me look like a fat ghost.” 

“Welcome to the party,” joined in Axel. “What took you so long?” 



“I was over at my mother’s place. The duty coroner was already on a case so 

he called me in. I couldn’t leave without a slice of mother’s apple cake could I?” 

“Did you bring us any?” asked Jaana. 

“Of course. Here you go.” 

He deposited a brown paper bag in Jana’s hand.  

“Mother says ‘Hello’ and hopes you’ll drop in sometime for a good meal,” said 

Martin. “So, what have you got for me?” 

“A young woman. A local dog walker found her under a pile of leaves.” 

“Right. Let’s have a look. What brings you and Jaana out on this one? Are you 

both on the weekend shift?”  

“Saturday to Thursday shift for the next six months,” said Axel. “I was on my 

way to the station when the call came in, so Kilvet told me to drop off and start the 

enquiries,” said Axel. 

“Well, from the first examination I can say that you definitely have a homicide 

on your hands. The poor girl appears to have been strangled. From behind, I would 

say. She’s around 5’8”, so I would hazard a guess she was struck from behind. 

There’s dirt caught up on her heels and drag marks so she could have been attacked 

over there.” He pointed towards a dirt path. 

“Time of death?” 

“She’s in full rigor and quite frozen. Late last night, I think. I’ll know more when 

we get her onto my table. We need to get her moved as there’s a snow forecast for 

this morning. Winter’s coming early this year.” 

“What about ethnicity? Estonian? Russian?” asked Axel. 

“Mix?” threw in Jaana. 

“I’m not an expert on clothes despite all the girlfriends but I don’t think she’s 

local.” 



“Local? As in Estonian?” asked Jaana. 

“Could be wrong. After all, the economy is doing much better these days. 

What did Anushka say?” asked Martin. 

“About the clothes? Nothing. She only said that our victim has a used 

transport ticket on her,” said Axel. 

“We’re such a fashion conscious bunch, aren’t we?” said Jaana. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

“While I was waiting for you to arrive I had a quick chat with one of the patrol 

guys. There was a patrol car parked on Kaarli Boulevard from 8 pm keeping an eye 

on the Bronze Soldier and the little bunch of Russian patriots camped out around it. 

They didn’t radio in any kind of disturbance,” said Jaana. 

“Would they have been able to see anything from other there?” asked Axel. 

“The lighting over here is fairly sparse and there’s not a lot of light shining down from 

the bastion. They probably wouldn’t have been able to see anything going on.” 

“True. And they were concentrating on keeping an eye on the statue’s 

devotees. They wouldn’t have been paying much attention to anyone wandering up 

Toompea or hanging around the park. Besides which, Mr Redlich said he walked his 

dog near the park at 9 last night and didn’t see or hear anything suspicious.” 

“Did he go into the park, though?” asked Axel. 

“He said not. He went up to the café at Vabaduse Väljak for some cigarettes 

then just skirted the park. He had had a small row with his wife so he wasn’t really 

concentrating on what he was seeing.” 

“Oh, yes. What did they row about?” 

“Whose turn it was to walk the dog.” 



“I bet he wishes it was her turn, now. So, our witnesses didn’t see anything. 

The patrol officers didn’t see anything. Not a lot to go on, is it?” said Axel. 

“What about CCTV? Are there any cameras around?” asked Jaana. 

“I don’t think so but we can go and take a look.” 

They walked over to Toompea and stood looking around at the stark structure 

of the Museum of Occupations and the residential building next to it. 

“I can’t see anything,” said Axel. “Have you ever been in there?”  

“No. Mart has though. He said it made him both sad and nostalgic.” 

“What about?” 

“The past, you know. All the things that happened and all the people who 

died. Also, the things he grew up with. They’ve got a little section on Soviet Era 

products like washing powder and coffee. He said it reminded him of his lost 

childhood.” 

“Why didn’t you go with him? You’re into history and stuff like that,” said Axel. 

“I was working. Anyway, it’s too soon. It’s only been 15 years. What about 

you?” 

“I think I’m ready for it. I don’t really remember much about that time at all 

really. Most of the bad stuff was over when I was kid. You’re younger. You probably 

can’t remember much about it.” 

“Don’t forget, I was brought up on one of the great social development 

housing estates. It was grim when I was growing up and it’s even grimmer now. 

Every day was a reminder that Estonia was a Soviet experiment. I don’t miss any of 

it. Not like Mart. He’s a bit of a romantic that way,” said Jaana. 

“Well, he went away for a while, didn’t he?. How long’s he been back now? 

Five years?” 

“Just about. Let’s get back to the case. I’m getting cold out here.” 



“Did you come in a patrol car?” 

“Yes. It’s near the tram stop.” 

“Let’s go and sit in then,” said Axel. 

“So? What do we have so far?” asked Axel as he fiddled with the car heater. 

“A young woman. Early twenties. Possibly foreign. Finnish or Swedish, say. Dead 

but not by her own hand. Died sometime last night and was covered in leaves. 

Found this morning by a dog walker. Somebody must be missing her. What did you 

do with the cake?” 

Jaana took the cake out of her jacket pocket and handed it over to her 

partner. 

“Toompea on a Saturday night would have been quite busy up to around 10 

o’clock. There’s a few restaurants and bars up there not forgetting the Cathedral. 

Parliament isn’t open at weekends but there could have been somebody doing some 

overtime. Somebody must have seen or heard something.” 

“You’re right. Are uniform going to do a house to house?” asked Axel. 

“I don’t know. Did you ask them to?” 

Axel picked up the car radio and asked for uniform division to conduct a 

search of all neighbouring houses and businesses. 

“Tell them, I’d like to see the reports when they’ve done them.” 

A small crowd of onlookers had gathered, kept behind the police tape by the 

heavily armed officers who had first visited the crime scene. Some of the onlookers 

were taking photographs on their phones, but most were just looking shocked. A van 

from a television station had turned up and the camera man was setting up his 

equipment. The reporter, dressed in a dark blue ski jacket, was combing his hair and 

shrugging himself into his jacket. 



 “We’re not going to find out much more from here,” said Axel to Jaana. “Let’s 

move on.” 

“Why don’t we got back to the office and start going through the missing 

persons reports. If she is local or here with a friend, someone could have missed 

her.” 

Jaana put the car into gear and drove off up Tonismägi. There were still a few 

hardy souls dressed in thick winter jackets, knitted hats and gloves standing around 

the Bronze Soldier. A couple of police officers could be seen standing at the top of 

the steps of the National Library. Jaana waved as she drove past. 

 The car radio sprang into life and Axel answered it. 

“She could have gone missing earlier. Can you get someone to check the 

reports for the last week as well as out of town reports. We need to get a picture 

circulated as soon as possible. We’re on our way back to the station now and we can 

get the photo off Jaana’s phone. That should be good enough to circulate to the 

news agencies for the time being. We can get a police artist to do a sketch for the 

morning papers,” he said into the radio as he took a packet of domestic cigarettes 

and a bright pink disposable lighter out of an inside pocket. 

“Where on earth did you get that lighter?” Jaana asked him. 

“I found it in the canteen. It does the job.” 

Axel stepped out of the car and onto the pavement in front of the police 

station and tapped the bottom of the soft packet and a cigarette popped up. He 

cupped his left hand round the cigarette as he lit it. The smoke wafted upwards and 

the cigarette gave off a strong smell of old hay. He inhaled deeply then let out a 

plume of smoke. He was not looking forward to this investigation at all. This was the 

kind of case which could get you media attention and his boss, Komisaar Marianne 

Kilvet, did not appreciate the media spotlight.   



 


