
   [image: Cover: Without a Trace: A Sara Vallén Thriller by Cecilia Sahlström]

   
      
         
            Cecilia Sahlström
      

            Without a Trace
      

            A Sara Vallén Thriller
      

            Translated from Swedish by Emma Ericson
      

         

         
            SAGA Egmont
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Without a Trace: A Sara Vallén Thriller

             
      

            Translated by Emma Ericson

             
      

            Original title: Pojken som försvann

             
      

            Original language: Swedish

             
      

            Copyright ©2019, 2023 Cecilia Sahlström and SAGA Egmont

             
      

            All rights reserved

             
      

            ISBN: 9788728014073

             
      

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 3.0

             
      

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

             
      

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            WITHOUT A TRACE
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1998
      

         

         C
         ome on, buddy, let’s go see Mummy.”

         The boy looked up. He was curious. Smiling. The stranger stood in front, gesturing to him to be quiet.

         “Mummy.”

         He took the stranger’s hand. It looked so soft. In the other hand, the boy saw the ice cream and reached for it.

         “Not now,” the stranger whispered.

         The boy was wearing a thin spring jacket with yellow ducks on it. He had his eyes on the ice cream as it moved back and forth in front of his round little face.

         The gate opened slowly, and they walked out together. The boy didn’t say anything. He just wanted the ice cream.

         Before he knew it, the stranger picked him up and gave him the ice cream. He licked it eagerly.

         They walked up to a bluish-grey car and the stranger opened the door to the passenger seat. The stranger buckled the boy into a car seat that looked very similar to the one in his parents’ car. There was a teddy bear inside the car. The little boy picked it up with his free hand.

         “Eddy,” he said.

         The stranger nodded, walked around the car, and sat down behind the wheel. The car started and the little boy sat there with his ice cream. He looked happy, and the ice cream dripped down his chin onto his jacket, making the yellow ducks all sticky.

         When the boy had finished the ice cream, he started to cry.

         “Mummy,” he snivelled.

         “Soon,” the stranger said, and stroked the boy’s hair. “There, there.”

         A couple of minutes later, the boy fell asleep.

          
      

         “You’re speaking to the police,” the operator said calmly. He assumed it wasn’t anything too exciting. In his experience, most people who called the emergency services misjudged how serious their situation was.

         “My son, my son…” a voice said on the other end of the line.

         “Yes?” the operator said, and stifled a sigh.

         “My son is gone. He’s been kidnapped!”

         The operator sat up straighter. “What’s your name?”

         “Molly Altenius. You must come right away. My son has been kidnapped,” the woman screamed.

         “What’s your son’s name and where are you?” Hysterical woman, the operator thought.

         “My son’s name is Karl-Axel Altenius. He’s two years old, and he’s gone missing from his preschool in Linero. I’m there now.” The woman took a deep breath and the operator could hear she was trying her best to sound composed. I better take this seriously, he thought, and sat up even straighter. “I’ll send a car,” the operator said, and asked the woman to stay on the line while he directed two units to the preschool, including the sergeant’s car. Another case well-handled, he thought.

          
      

         When the police arrived at the preschool, they were met by an agitated crowd. A young preschool teacher and an equally young teacher’s assistant stood next to the mother on the playground outside the school. They all looked confused and scared. The sergeant talked to them to get a better idea of what had happened, and then he called Lund to ask for more resources as well as a forensics unit.

         “How could you let Karl-Axel disappear like this? How could you?!” Molly Altenius sobbed desperately. Her hair was a mess and her make-up was smeared across her face. Her chin trembled.

         “We didn’t let him disappear,” the teacher said, defending herself while her colleague cried. “We didn’t let him go anywhere with anyone else. We’d been outside. And suddenly, he was gone. We have fifteen children to keep track of.” She sounded as devastated as she looked.

         “But he’s gone, and you let it happen. That’s a fact.”

         “There is no point arguing now—we have to act,” the sergeant said, looking serious.

         The three women looked at him. The teacher’s assistant kept crying.

         A moment later, another unit arrived at the school, as well as the K-9 unit. The dog sniffed the missing boy’s clothes, and one of the teachers took the boy’s photo down from the wall. Then the dog took off to search the playground and the surrounding area.

          
      

         “Do you think Karl-Axel would react negatively if anyone other than you or your husband came to pick him up from school?” the sergeant asked Molly Altenius, who paced back and forth on the playground.

         “I don’t know. I guess so. Maybe not if he was tempted by something.

         I don’t know.” Her eyes welled up.

         “I understand. Have you called your husband?”

         Molly nodded.

         “I have to go look for him,” she said.

         “It’s better if you stay here. Let the police do the looking.”

         The sergeant took a moment to think and decided to call for a couple of extra units to look for witnesses. Then he returned to talk to the rest of the staff.

         “Do you think the boy could’ve opened the gate on his own?” he asked.

         “No, I really don’t think so. It’s always locked,” the preschool teacher said.

         “Is it possible someone forgot to close it? The boy isn’t here, so he must have left the area on his own, or with someone else.” The sergeant gave them a stern look.

         The teacher’s assistant trembled and seemed to be in shock. The sergeant saw an adult-sized jacket on one of the hooks on the wall and brought it over. He draped it around the shoulders of the teacher’s assistant and gave her a friendly look.

         “It’s good to keep warm. Shock can affect you more than you’d think,” he said, and turned to the teacher again. She squirmed.

         “I guess it’s possible that someone forgot to close the gate, but I really don’t think so. It’s a well-rehearsed routine.”

         Just then, the dog handler returned. He stopped in the doorway while the dog waited outside.

         “Jackie followed the boy’s scent to the car park over there and to one of the empty parking spaces. Then nothing. We’re probably looking at a car that took off.”

         “Not good,” the sergeant said. “Then we can almost assume someone drove off with the boy.”

         “Yes, I think you might be right. Either way, there isn’t much more we can do here,” the dog handler said, and waited for further instructions.

         “We’ll have to assume someone took Karl-Axel away from here,” the sergeant said. Then he picked up the dispatch radio and closed the door behind him before he called all available units.

         “The boy, Karl-Axel, has probably been taken somewhere by car. The dog followed his scent to an empty parking space in the upper right corner of the car park. Make sure you talk to as many people as possible,” he ordered. “And knock on every door in the surrounding area. We need to talk to everyone. Understood?”
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            PRESENT TIME
      

         

         C
         hief Inspector Sara Vallén paced back and forth in the corridor. Her lips moved but she didn’t make a sound. She counted her steps and each time she reached ten, she turned so suddenly that her long curls flew up into the air. She hated waiting. Especially for others. She would never be late like this. An appointed time is an appointed time, she thought to herself. Commissioner Beatrice Larsson, on the other hand, seemed to consider time to be something more elastic. She was rarely—if ever—on time. It bothered Sara. But she never said anything. Instead, she kept counting her steps.

         A moment later, Sara heard the distinct sound of high heels on the stairs. The glass doors opened and Beatrice Larsson entered, dressed in a fur coat. Her hips moved from side to side as she walked and Sara couldn’t stop herself from giggling. Beatrice Larsson could be described as many things, but she wasn’t coquettish. She was tall and powerful. And just like that, Sara wasn’t annoyed anymore. After all, it was hard not to like Beatrice.

         “I know, I’m late,” Beatrice said, and winked at Sara, who laughed.

         “Well, I must say you’re not the most punctual person I know. But I forgive you, once again.”

         Beatrice shrugged her shoulders, opened the door to her office, and walked in before Sara. She hung her fur coat on a hook next to the door.

         “It’s too humid to be wearing fur today,” she said, and pointed at the armchair by the round table in the corner. Sara sat down.

         “It’s time for your annual performance review,” Beatrice sighed, and reached for a document on the table in front of them.

         “Yeah,” Sara answered.

         “We’ll talk about the different aspects of your performance in the usual manner,” Beatrice said, and tapped her pen against the table.

         “Yup.”

         Sara didn’t expect much from the meeting, at least not in terms of a pay rise.

         The meeting went on for about an hour before Beatrice shot Sara a serious look and tapped her pen against the table again to signal that the meeting was over. And Sara didn’t really have anything to add. She had received both a raise and praise for her hard work.

         “Thanks,” she said, and stood up. When she had opened the door to leave, she turned to her boss to tell her that she was worried about how things were developing within the police force. But when she realised Beatrice was already busy reading something seemingly important on her computer, she changed her mind and decided to leave it for a later time. Everyone was bored with talking about the consequences of the restructuring anyway. It was better to focus on the future.

          
      

         The police station was peaceful and almost completely quiet. The sky was grey and lay like a frozen blanket over people’s souls. Most of Sara’s colleagues were out on assignments, except for Jörgen Berg, who had called earlier that morning to tell her he wasn’t feeling well. Sara went into her office and had a look at all the cases she was supervising. A month ago, Beatrice Larsson had managed to convince Malmö to let Torsten Venngren and Jonny Svensson work in Lund as she wanted to keep her major investigation team together. The deal was that Malmö would also have access to the team whenever they needed. Both Torsten and Jonny had been happy with the decision. Torsten had told Sara he wanted to work closer with her, and Jonny was lazy and probably thought it would be easier that way. At least that’s what Sara thought. She smiled to herself. She had felt more comfortable working alongside Jonny lately. She thought he seemed happier, nicer, and more engaged, which she had also told him.

         She leaned back in her chair and stretched out like a cat. She even made a cat-like sound. She knew she should go through her email, as well as all the documents on her desk. Official letters, invitations to surveys that needed to be answered, and law amendments were spread across the desk in unorganised stacks. She knew keeping her documents in order wasn’t one of her strengths. At the top of one of the stacks was a list of cold cases. She read through the list without much enthusiasm. There were other things she should focus on, things she had procrastinated doing.

         “How much paperwork can one police station produce?” she exclaimed just as Torsten passed by her office with his jacket thrown over his shoulder. He stopped outside her door.

         “A lot, it looks like,” he laughed. “I remember when we thought the computer would mean a paperless working environment… I honestly think we’ve never had as many documents lying around as we do now.”

         “Maybe we were lazier before, but as soon as we installed the computers, we started using paper like never before. We print everything as if we’re scared of forgetting things if we don’t get it onto a physical piece of paper.”

         “You might be on to something. Do you need help?”

         “No, I need to deal with this on my own. I’m incredibly good at collecting documents. I don’t throw anything out and I don’t file anything.”

         “I see,” Torsten laughed. “By the way, how was your performance review?”

         “Well, I was pleasantly surprised by the pay rise. At least Beatrice is trying.”

         “Sounds like something to be happy about?”

         “Maybe, but I think I’d better focus on my stacks here,” Sara said.

         Torsten nodded and walked towards the stairs.

         “I’m on my way to follow up on an anonymous tip,” he said. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

         “See you,” Sara said, and blew him a kiss. He blew a kiss in return.

         Sara turned her focus back to her mountain of documents and sighed.

         She started with rearranging everything on the table in new, more organised stacks. Then she picked up a document and read it. Then she picked up another one and another one and another one. Every couple of minutes she had to stand up and stretch a little. She had made some impressive progress when her phone rang. Thank God, she thought, and answered the call.

         “Sara Vallén, Major Crimes, Lund Police Department.”

         “Hello, this is Sergeant Kristian speaking,” a familiar voice said at the other end of the line.

         “Hi there,” Sara said curiously.

         “This is a bit strange, but do you remember that boy who went missing from his preschool in Linero twenty years ago?”

         “Well…” Sara said, and thought about it for a while. “I’ve heard about the case, but I’m not up-to-date with the details.”

         “Okay. Because the police up in Falun received a tip. The tip is interesting from a couple of different angles.”

         Sara urged her colleague to go on.

         “The tip was regarding a man with known Nazi sympathies. The caller told us this man and his wife are regularly visited by men from the Nordic Resistance Movement…” The sergeant paused for a second. “Yes?” Sara said impatiently. Sara knew the sergeant well and appreciated his meticulous work. But he was also a bit too slow for her taste. Every cell in her body tingled when things moved too slowly.

         “Yes, sorry,” the sergeant said. “The operator who took the call understood it as if the caller was a neighbour of this Nazi. But anyway… Well, the caller told my colleague about a sticker on the man’s mailbox. The sticker says Folktribunen, which is a magazine that no longer exists. But the Nordic Resistance Movement used to publish it. At least I think so.” The sergeant fell silent again.

         “I see, but what does this have to do with the missing boy?” Sara took a deep breath.

         “Well…” the sergeant continued.

         Sara sighed.

         “I know you’re impatient, so I’ll get to the point. The caller told us he lives close to the Nazi but when my colleague asked him to tell him where that was, he didn’t want to tell us. He’s probably trying to stay anonymous. People who call in with tips are normally quite nervous. Anyway, my colleague asked the caller why he had decided to call now. The caller told my colleague that he was passing by the Nazi couple’s garden one late afternoon after dark when he heard them argue. He was standing behind a hedge so he couldn’t see them. This was where the caller accidentally gave away that he was in fact the Nazi’s neighbour, by the way. The fight was about the couple’s son. According to the caller, the man shouted something like: ‘You went all the way to Skåne to steal someone else’s child. You’re insane.’ Apparently, the man also said he never wanted the child in the first place. The caller didn’t think much about it at first, but later he recalled the couple acting strangely one spring twenty years ago. My colleague asked more questions about the couple and the caller told us that years ago—you see, he’s lived in the same house for ages…”

         Jesus, Sara thought.

         “… you don’t have to take notes on this.”

         “I’m not taking notes,” Sara hissed. “Please, continue.”

         “Years ago—twenty-two years ago this September—they had a child. A son. The caller bumped into the mother a couple of times as she took the boy for a walk. A year later, maybe in November, something must have happened. Because suddenly, they pulled all the blinds and stopped leaving the house. One day, they stepped out with a bunch of suitcases. The caller said this must have been in April or May. After that, he didn’t see them for months. He couldn’t say exactly how many. He suspects they went somewhere. In hindsight, the caller thinks they left to cover up the fact that they had kidnapped a child. A while later, the caller and his family moved abroad and rented their house out. Years later, they returned home. The caller hadn’t really thought about his neighbours for years, but when he heard them arguing about their son a couple of days ago, it all came back to him. He told us the argument turned quite chaotic after the man had accused his wife of stealing a child. In return, the woman screamed something about her husband being a murderer. Then she didn’t say anything more. The caller stayed behind the hedge until things calmed down and then he hurried back to his house. When he passed the gate, he saw the woman following her husband up the stairs to the house. Apparently, it looked like they had calmed down at that point.”

         Sara inhaled sharply.

         “My colleague took the tip very seriously and started looking into missing children in southern Sweden. He found the Karl-Axel Altenius case and realised the time of his disappearance fitted right into the caller’s story. Also, he saw the boy still hadn’t been found.”

         “Wow, what if—” Sara said, then interrupted herself. “Do we know what family we’re talking about here?”

         “Our colleagues in Falun will get back to us about that. They keep track of the Nazis up there, so it shouldn’t take too long to find out who they are. And in this case, we’re looking for a whole family, which limits the search quite a bit. This could obviously be a long shot, but still.”

         “Right, but still…” Sara’s heart was racing and her whole body tensed up. It was a wonderful feeling. The best.

         “I assume you’ve written a memo about this? Would you send it over? I also want the reference number for the case with the missing boy,” she said.

         “I’ve already uploaded the memo to the case file,” the sergeant said, and gave her the case number.

         “Super. Thanks.”

         After the call, Sara opened the case file in their filing system and printed it out. She was still on edge and felt one of her eyelids start to droop. She opened her eye wider to regain control over it. It was uncomfortable when her eye acted up and she knew it bothered others too, as it made her look pompous. But she couldn’t help it, and it happened especially at times when she felt tense. She went into the archive and found the boxes from 1998 belonging to the case with the missing boy. She was glad the boxes were still in there and hadn’t been moved to the National Archives, which would have meant a lot of extra work.

         “Jesus, look at all this paperwork,” she complained to herself. Then she thought about how much she preferred reading on an actual sheet of paper compared to reading something on a screen. She took a seat behind her desk, and as she read through document after document in the case file, she quickly realised she wasn’t as restless when she cared about what she was reading.

          
      

         “I’m back now.”

         Sara looked up and saw Torsten standing in the doorway.

         “Great; there has been a development related to one of the cold cases,” she said, and asked Torsten to have a seat.

         “Oh, really? How exciting,” Torsten said, and chuckled.

         “This time, we might actually be on to something interesting,” Sara said.

         Torsten pulled out a chair and sat down next to Sara.

         “A two-year-old boy went missing in 1998 and was never found. How is it even possible?”

         Torsten looked down at his hands.

         “I worked that case,” he said quietly.

         “Why are you whispering?”

         “I’m ashamed,” Torsten said, and looked into Sara’s eyes.

         “Are you trying to tell me you’re the only one who has ever failed an investigation?” Sara smiled at him.

         “No, but this case was something out of the ordinary, and the fact that this child, Karl-Axel… You see, I still remember his name… The fact that he was never found… It was horrible. And it completely destroyed the mother. I wonder if she ever recovered.”

         “It must have been hard on you,” Sara said, and kept looking at Torsten. She told him about the anonymous tip and his face lit up. Even if his eyes were still full of regret about the old case, she could see the fire in them.

         Torsten was one of the best officers on the force, and he took failure much harder than most people. That’s the downside of everyone trusting in you and you putting too much pressure on yourself, Sara thought. She smiled again and stroked the back of his hand. On the outside he looked calm, but she knew he was restless and eager to get started. She didn’t have to tell Torsten about the importance of being methodical, as working methodically was another one of his strengths.

         “What did you find last time, then?” Sara asked curiously.

         “Nothing. At least nothing that led to any conclusions,” Torsten said, and frowned. “But I remember this feeling… I don’t know how to explain it, but I felt like I was chasing this elusive shadow that disappeared every time I tried to catch it. Do you know what I mean?” Torsten asked Sara.

         Torsten was usually a man of few words and Sara was surprised by his language.

         “I know that feeling very well,” she said, and frowned too.

         Torsten stared off into space. It looked like he wasn’t thinking about anything at all, but Sara knew that wasn’t the case.

         “I spent a lot of time wondering how a child could go missing like that without anyone seeing or knowing anything. I thought the most likely explanation was that someone close to the child had something to do with it. But we couldn’t find anything at all to go on. I was probably asking the wrong questions. Today, maybe I would’ve asked different ones,” he said after thinking about it for a second.

         “Probably. But things might have turned out the same anyway.”

         “I know. It’s just that I wasn’t a very experienced interrogation officer back then. I couldn’t wrap my mind around what had happened.”

         “Well, that doesn’t sound like you at all. It doesn’t sound like the Torsten I know.”

         “Maybe not, but I’ve grown a lot since then.” Torsten rolled his eyes.

         “It looks like a difficult case, and I can imagine it was a challenge to find the right method.”

         “Yes, you’re right. But we tried a bunch of different approaches and asked the same questions over and over again. We just couldn’t find a way forwards. And I couldn’t shake the feeling of that elusive shadow.”

         “Either way, we have a new lead to follow up now. Together with the police in Falun, of course. We’ll see where it takes us. But I have a good feeling about this. I’m not sure it’s an actual hunch or just hope though.” Sara watched as Torsten ran his hand through his hair like a comb. What a wonderful person, she thought. She loved him. Not in the same way as she loved Anders, but still. An impulse made her run her fingers through her own curls. Pacing, she thought.

         “We need to find a new angle,” Torsten said, and Sara noticed something familiar in his gaze.

         “I understand a child can go missing. Do you remember that girl who was supposed to be picked up by her grandfather, who accidentally picked up the wrong child? Things like that can happen. But it’s very uncommon that a child goes missing without ever being found. I’ve only really heard of cases like that in other countries,” Sara said.

         “I think I’ve been blaming myself for all these years, although I’ve never said anything about it. I worked so hard but couldn’t produce results. I still can’t believe we never found that boy, dead or alive.”

         Sara didn’t want to take part in the blame game so she decided not to say anything.

         They kept reading in silence. Sara was looking for clues.

         “I’m looking for mistakes,” Torsten said, and looked up.

         “That’s where we’re different, you and I.”

         Sara got up and left Torsten alone. She saw him move his index finger up and down one of the documents. He was obviously affected by the unsolved case. She too found it especially difficult to work cases involving children as she couldn’t help identifying with the mothers.

         Sara wanted to speed up the process of assigning a prosecutor to the preliminary investigation, so she sent the case off electronically for random allocation. Once that was done, she picked up the phone and asked the secretary to speed up the process.
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         T
         orsten read through the documents in the case file until his eyes started hurting. He leaned back, closed his eyes, and tried to look back in time. Although he tried his hardest to see something that he had missed back then, nothing happened. No visions appeared to him. No clarity. As he tried to remember every word of the interrogations, he twisted one of his curls between his thumb and index finger. His hair was almost completely grey now and he noticed it had taken on a less-soft texture.

         I wish I grew less soft with age too, he thought. He had always been a softy. He was just as tall and gangly as he had always been and he didn’t have a pot belly like most men his age. He smiled to himself before he continued reading about the boy and his parents. The parents who never got their son back.

         That uneasy feeling of the elusive shadow… Maybe they were finally about to turn the shadow into something less elusive—something they could touch. He allowed himself to feel hopeful for a second.

          
      

         Torsten was on his way out of the office when he heard Rita enter the station. She stomped her feet and jumped up and down a couple of times.

         “It’s bloody cold out there,” she said to Torsten, who aimed a bleak smile her way and asked her to come with him. She followed him without asking questions and shook her head like a dog to dry her wet hair. It was damp and cold outside.

         Sara’s face lit up when she saw Rita entering her office together with Torsten. Torsten had noticed how close the two women were. Their relationship wasn’t like the relationship between himself and Sara. They knew each other in a different way. He felt slightly jealous, even if he knew how much Sara liked him too. Maybe he wasn’t really jealous of their relationship per se, but of the fact that women seemed to have the ability to get close to each other on all levels, developing deep and emotional bonds. Male relationships were different—at least those he had experienced.

         Rita walked up to Sara and leaned in for a hug. Torsten felt left out. How silly, he thought, and forced himself to shake it off.

         “A two-year-old boy went missing in 1998. He was never found. We’ve received an anonymous tip from Falun that might give us a new angle. I’ve reopened the case,” Sara explained.

         “Wow,” Rita said, and shook her head again. “Holy crap.”

         “I need you to get involved too. Torsten will brief you.” It was an order. Torsten and Rita both looked serious and nodded.

         “Make a plan and we’ll present it to the prosecutor. Maybe you have one already, Torsten?” Sara asked, and turned to Torsten.

         “I think we should start by questioning the mother, Molly Altenius, again. We also need to talk to her husband, Staffan Ehn. I must have missed something back then. After that we must focus on Falun. I’ll call them again to see if they can tell us what family the tip was about.”

         “Okay, sounds good. Did you call them already?” Sara asked. “Altenius and Ehn, I mean?”

         Torsten shook his head and scoffed.

         “When would I’ve had time to call them? And by the way, shouldn’t we talk to the prosecutor first?”

         “I’ll begin with answering your first question. No, of course you haven’t had time. And as an answer to your second question, I think we can start without talking to the prosecutor. Speaking of prosecutors, I just found out Åke Baum has been selected for the case, which means we should be free to do whatever we feel is necessary,” Sara said confidently.

         “Come on, Torsten,” Rita said, and grabbed his arm.

         Torsten brought the case file with him to the conference room and spread all the documents out across the table. He walked up to the whiteboard and wrote down all the names and places that were relevant to the case, just like they always did. While he wrote, he told Rita about the case and did his absolute best to give her all the details.

         Rita took notes and snapped a couple of photos of the whiteboard when Torsten was done.

         “I find it interesting that you never found the boy,” Rita said.

         “If anything, I think it’s bloody strange,” Torsten said.
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         T
         orsten flicked through the documents in front of him for a while before pushing them away. He picked up his mobile phone and tried calling Molly Altenius and Staffan Ehn. Neither of them picked up. Typical, he thought. He turned his focus back to the documents and started going through the interrogation transcripts from the old investigation. After a while, he leaned back and noticed the emotions the old case had roused within him.

         He remembered how the young Molly Altenius had looked at him with something accusing in her eyes. “I don’t understand. Who would take someone else’s child?” she had asked him with tears streaming down her face. He had felt horrible. But back then he had been sure he would find her son. Eventually, they had closed the case to free up some resources and Torsten remembered how hard it had been to tell Molly that it was over. That all his work had been meaningless.

         He returned to his desk. After all these years, he could still remember Molly Altenius’s and Staffan Ehn’s voices. But nothing felt different when he looked at the case this time. The couple had no enemies. They hadn’t been warned, and they hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary. Staffan Ehn studied to become an engineer at the time of the boy’s disappearance. Nothing strange there. Molly was a med student, and the baby’s biological father was a man who died when the boy was still a baby and who had never been part of his son’s life. His sister and mother lived in the States, but the little boy had no passport and there was no reason to believe he had been taken out of the country. They had investigated every aspect of the boy’s family’s past, but everything seemed normal. Maybe the fact that the boy’s parents were both so perfect, ambitious, and loving was what had felt like a shadow all this time? Torsten didn’t know.

         He sighed and called his colleagues in Falun, but they were still looking into who the Nazi family could be. They promised to get back to him the following day. Torsten let out another sigh and tried calling the boy’s parents again. They still didn’t pick up.

         He decided to go home. It was late and Rita had left the office, so there was no point in him staying. When he stopped by Sara’s office to say goodbye, she was busy reading something. She didn’t turn around but asked him if he had heard anything from Falun. When he told her they had nothing to tell them yet, she muttered something and kept reading.

         “See you tomorrow with new energy,” she said.

         Torsten hummed but didn’t say anything.

         Three minutes later, he stepped into the train station. He was hungry and stopped by Asian Express. He ordered and sat down at a table.

         It was March and the days were getting longer. It was election year and the social climate in Sweden was tougher than ever. People seemed to have adapted a more aggressive approach to things, and the growing polarisation in society made him sad. Tolerance and solidarity seemed to be concepts of the past. Now people wanted harsher punishments and deportations, and many claimed all rapes were committed by foreigners. Times had become tougher for those who were already in a tough spot and the borders were closed a while back. He didn’t know how to act in the harsh social climate. He worried about the normalisation of hate, threats, and violence against anyone who spoke Swedish with a foreign accent, as well as the constant debate of who and what was “Swedish.” The sense of unity was lost, and although he knew most people were good, it worried him that they stayed so quiet. What made things worse was that he knew he was one of the quiet ones. The brutal truth was that he simply didn’t have the guts to stick his neck out. For every day that went by, he became more and more aware of what a coward he was. It was easy to be brave at work, but much harder in private. He had never been so bothered by it as he was now.

         He ate his food but had lost his appetite. He walked with heavy steps through the tunnel and up the stairs to the platform. The train to Malmö took ten minutes. He stared out the window the whole way.

          
      

         He remembered how he started to suspect the child had been murdered a month or so into the investigation. But he had pushed his negative thoughts aside and continued acting professionally. Staying professional was his refuge when things turned ugly. It protected him—protected his soul from breaking.

         When he got home, he tried calling Molly and Staffan again without any luck. He wondered if they had been able to move on. If they could ever live normal lives again.

         He decided to stop thinking about the case and sat down in an armchair with one of his favourite books—King Salomon, written under the pseudonym Émile Ajar. It made him laugh.

         When he finally went to bed, he fell asleep and dreamed about little children tumbling around in his field of vision. They were all winged.
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         S
         ara sat down by the kitchen table. She was exhausted. It was late. She hadn’t eaten all day. She had forgotten. Her children weren’t home. Johannes was probably out with his friends or his girlfriend, and she was pretty sure Klara and Bella were busy with their studies. Or was tonight the night when they were helping a group of unaccompanied refugee youths with their homework? She was proud of them for doing something to help with inte gration.

         In a way, she liked being home alone, but it felt empty as well. Luxury problems, she thought, and walked over to the fridge to assess her options.

         “Should I cook some food or take the lazy way out?” she asked herself, and opened the fridge. She saw a couple of cheeses on one of the shelves. Anders had brought them over. Then she spotted an open bottle of wine. Well, why not? She took out the cheese, an olive jar, and the wine. She thought about what a fantastic experience it had been to meet Anders in the way she did. He entered her life in a time of crisis, during a summer when everything was turned upside down—again. She had really been forced to reassess herself after falling in love with Peter Matsson. Peter Matsson, who turned out to be married to a woman he forgot to mention, Sara thought sarcastically. Peter Matsson, who turned out to be a wife-beater and a liar who beat Sara up so badly she could barely move when he was done with her. She had walked right into his trap and allowed him to get close to her although she had seen the red flags. Even after she had figured out who he really was, she hadn’t been able to walk away from the destructive relationship. She was having a hard time forgiving herself. But from her own experience from working similar cases over the years, she knew walking away was actually a really hard thing to do. She knew very well that any woman could end up a victim of domestic abuse and that it didn’t matter how educated, smart, or strong she was.

         The worst part was that Sara had allowed it to happen to her despite knowing all that. She thought about when she was young and her father, who was a diplomat, was kidnapped during a time in her life when she was also raped. The two events and the horrible years that followed had haunted her ever since. What her father had been through made him mentally ill and at the time, she felt like he was letting her down. Much later in life, she realised that he didn’t let her down because he wanted to, but because he was sick.

         She did have a present mother. But Sara’s relationships with men had always been tumultuous. She didn’t trust them. Even when she married Göran and had children with him, she let her past experiences affect her. She couldn’t love him with her whole heart. There was something holding her back. She would probably have left him anyway though, as they were simply not a great match for each other. At least it made her feel better to think that way.

         Sara cut some bread, arranged the cheese on a beautiful platter, lit some candles, and poured the wine. Then she sat down again. Enjoyed the silence. She let her mind race and left her past in the past. Instead, she thought about Anders again. Anders, who was such a loving person and who put up with her strange approach to love and relationships. Anders, whom she hurt sometimes but who always took a step back when she did. He never blamed her. It was so wonderful and it made her feel free in a way she had never experienced before. But she couldn’t quite shake her past. It wasn’t an ideal situation, especially not for Anders.

         Despite her complicated emotions, she had never been anything but devoted to her children though, and she had always been a loving and present mother. Today, she was strong and healthy. She thought about her own mother and felt grateful. Her mother had always been the family’s rock who had never given up and always loved her. Sara relaxed.

         Suddenly, she heard her phone ringing in the hallway. She had forgotten it in her jacket pocket. She got up and went to take the call. It was Klara.

         “Hi, sweetie,” she said.

         “Hi, Mum! We just wanted to make sure you were home. We’ll be back in a minute and we really need to talk to you,” Klara said. She sounded upset.

         “Is something wrong?”

         “Yes, I would definitely say so,” her daughter said, “but let’s talk about it when we get home.”

         “Okay, but—” Sara said, but didn’t get to finish the sentence before Klara ended the call.

         Sara sat down again, but changed her mind and stood up. She was anxious and couldn’t relax. It’s bloody impossible to get a peaceful moment around here, she thought. There was always something going on.

         Ten minutes later, she heard Klara and Bella outside. They sounded angry and very upset.

         The door opened and the girls stormed in. Sara sighed and went to meet them in the hallway. They were both talking at the same time.

         “Calm down, I can’t hear what you’re saying. Take off your jackets and come sit in the kitchen.”

         They both started talking again.

         “No, stop it! One at the time,” Sara ordered, and slammed both her hands into the table.

         The girls fell silent. Klara nodded at Bella, who took a deep breath.

         “Mum, we’re upset! That’s why we’re both talking,” she said.

         “Yes, I understand. But I can’t hear what you’re saying. Now, tell me what happened.”

         “Tonight we helped a group of unaccompanied refugee youths with their homework at uni,” Bella said, and took another deep breath. When Sara realised she was holding back tears, she stroked her hand gently.

         “A group of guys showed up and told us they were nationalists. They threatened our students and scared the shit out of all of us.” Bella’s chin started to tremble.

         Sara got up and sat down next to Bella instead, stroking her hair.

         “In what way did they threaten you?” she asked with a serious look on her face as Bella’s tears fell onto the table.

         “They attacked the refugee students and told them they weren’t welcome here. Then they said they would make their lives a living hell,” Klara said. “And then they approached Bella. They stood super close to her and told her she was a traitor to the nation. And then they turned around and pointed at the other Swedish students who were there to tutor these kids. I mean, it felt like they were threatening us. Then they left,” Klara told her mother with her blue-green eyes wide open.

         “How many were they?”

         “Five. They were all blond and you know… super Swedish. They wore black trousers and white shirts. They looked strangely proper, if you know what I mean?” Bella said after calming down slightly.

         Sara was furious. “And what happened to your students?”

         “One of the younger guys was so scared. He called his foster family and they came and picked him up. I don’t think we’ll see him again. Reza, another one of our students, stood up and tried to say something, but they ignored him and turned to the refugee girls instead. There wasn’t much more Reza could do, but he was very brave,” Klara said, and looked down at the table. “It was horrible. But they all stayed until those idiots were gone. And Bella and I and the rest of us walked the students home. That’s why we’re late.” Klara looked devastated, which made Sara sad and furious at the same time.

         “What were their names, these nationalists?” she asked, and clenched her jaws. She wasn’t tired anymore and her whole body tensed up.

         “No idea,” Klara answered “But I thought I recognised one of them. He’s also in law school so I’ve seen him around Juridicum.”

         “Is he the same age as you? And what about the others?”

         “I’m not sure if all of them are law students, but I know that if they are, they’re not my age. I think I would have recognised them if they were. I only recognised one of them. He’s tall with almost white hair. He’s pretty recognisable. I have no idea if the others are students.”

         “Then I’ll have to find out,” Sara said.

         “Maybe we can do it ourselves?” Bella suggested. “We could at least try.”

         Sara nodded, but she had already decided she was going to find out more about the nationalist group.

         “At this point I would say what they did was harassment, but it gets more serious because of the hate motive,” she said. “I’ll talk to the prefect of Juridicum.”

         “Yes, that would be great, Mum. Thanks. We’ll try to find out who they are and if they study law. Teamwork,” Bella said with a smile.

         “You’re the best, Mum,” Klara said, and hugged her mother.

         “Do you guys want something to eat?” Sara asked, and stroked her daughters’ backs.

         “Yes, please. We’re starving,” answered Klara.

         Sara grabbed a couple of eggs, a jar of mayonnaise, a cucumber, and some tomatoes from the fridge. Then she found a bag of frozen shrimp in the freezer.

         “Starving, Mum,” Klara repeated.
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         I
         t took a while before someone picked up the phone.

         “Daniel Vasquez, Lund University,” a deep voice finally answered.

         “Hello. My name is Sara Vallén and I’m working with the Lund Police Department. I have a daughter named Klara Vallén and she’s a firstsemester law student here in Lund.”

         “Hi there, Sara. Has something happened?”

         “Yes, I would say so,” Sara said, and twisted a lock of hair between her fingers to stay calm.

         “Please, tell me.”

         “My daughters, Klara and Bella Vallén, have started a student association that helps unaccompanied refugee youths with their homework. They’ve been given permission to borrow a room at Juridicum to host these meetings. I assume this means you support this type of activity?”

         “Yes, your daughters’ initiative is truly fantastic and creative. And there has been a lot of interest to join the association from what I’ve heard.”

         “Yesterday, they were upset and scared when they came home,” Sara said, and paused for a second before she told the prefect what had happened.

         “Oh my God, who are these people?” Daniel exclaimed, and Sara heard him swallow a couple of times.

         “Are you saying you’re not aware of all the associations that operate within the walls of Juridicum?” she asked sceptically.

         “Well, I’m aware of all official associations, but I had no idea there was a nationalistic one,” he answered quickly. “Unfortunately, I can’t tell you who these guys are as I’ve never heard about this group.”

         “Then I suggest you find out, because I really want to know. It’s a safety precaution. My daughters, their friends in the association, and the young people they’re helping shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

         “Of course not. I’ll look into it straight away. They’re probably aware of what they can and can’t do according to the law though. Unfortunately, we can’t stop nationalistic associations from existing. But there is a huge difference between a political association and an association that takes part in criminal activities. We do not tolerate any criminal activity, obviously.”

         Sara left her name and number with Vasquez, and he promised to get in touch with Klara.

         As soon as they had ended the call, Sara called the girls to tell them what the prefect had said. She also asked Klara to be careful.

         “Maybe it’s better if you host the next class at my house?” she suggested.

         “Mum, you know we can’t be there. We need access to computers and books and stuff. We have to be at Juridicum. We have no other choice.”

         “Okay, but be very careful and don’t let your students walk home alone. Their situation is tough enough as it is.”

         “I promise. But the next class isn’t today, it’s on Thursday. Two days from now.”

         “The thing is, I might have to travel up to Falun this week. I want you to stay with your father when I’m away. And I want you to tell him about this.”

         “Oh, but you know how he is. He’ll forbid us from going and then he’ll probably lock us up,” Klara laughed.

         “No, he can’t. You’re adults, you know.”

         “I do. But still….. You know how he is.”

         “Yes. He just cares about you girls, that’s all. You have to tell him, or I will. Tonight.”

         “Sure, we’ll tell him tonight. I promise.”

         Sara wasn’t sure if she could trust her daughters, so she decided to tell Johannes as well. That way, their father would definitely hear about what had happened. She smiled at her plan.

          
      

         She sat down to go through the case file from 1998. How would she have survived if she had lost a son like that? She looked at the greyish-brown landscape outside the window. If she could skip a couple of months every year, she would pick January, February, and March without hesitation. She could barely stand them. When she caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the window, she didn’t like what she saw. She pinched her cheeks to give them some colour. Jesus. She had to start working out. It had been a long time since she practiced judo, and she hadn’t gone for a run since October. She felt like a sack of potatoes. But she also knew it was up to her to make the change. Nobody else would make it for her. She rubbed her face again. For some reason, it suddenly made her feel more alert. And more determined.
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T orsten walked past Sara’s office when he came to work. She was on the phone with a glum expression on her face. She looked up and aimed a dismissive wave his way. He noticed one of her eyelids was drooping slightly, which meant she was unhappy or upset. Or both.

He took off his jacket and hung it on a hook next to the door to his office. Then he sat down in the armchair and thought about the dream he’d had. Was it an omen? Maybe, he thought, but decided to let it go. He didn’t believe in anything that wasn’t supported by science.

He began reading through the case file connected to the missing boy. He found it hard to focus. A thousand thoughts raced through his mind. Although his wife had left him years ago, he missed her more than ever. She had been his best friend. His beloved wife. And it had taken him by surprise that she had slowly slipped away from him. Or perhaps it had been the opposite. He flicked through the documents and found the transcript of an interrogation with Molly Altenius from 1998.


Interrogating Officer: Could you tell me about Staffan’s past? Molly Altenius: Why?
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