
   [image: Cover: White Lilac by Cecilia Sahlström]

   
      
         
            Cecilia Sahlström
   

            White Lilac
   

         

          
   

         
            SAGA Egmont
   

         

      
   


   
      
         
            White Lilac

             
   

            Translated by Emma Ericson

             
   

            Original title: Vit Syren

             
   

            Original language: Swedish

             
   

            Cover image: Shutterstock

Copyright © 2017, 2022 Cecilia Sahlström and SAGA Egmont

             
   

            All rights reserved

             
   

            ISBN: 9788728017968

             
   

            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.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1
   

         

         HE WAS WALKING on top of the old city wall that ran along Gyllenkroks Allé and through Lund City Park, on his way to Mejeriet. His walk was slightly uncoordinated – typical for a boy who has yet to become a man. The determined yet insecure youth found himself somewhere between adulthood and childhood. He wasn’t able to fully distinguish where the line between boy and man was drawn, but he was completely convinced by his greatness and unique personality.

         His shoes were brand new and white. He was humming a melody – happy, and totally at peace.

         The sun was rising in the east. The sky above the horizon was pink and red, while the sky above his head was still dark blue.

         He left the old city wall and headed into the park, skipping over a puddle. The park was in full bloom and leaves crowded the branches of the bushes, creating a network full of secrets. The boy, gangly youth personified, strolled into the park – without haste and filled with confidence in life.

         Here and there the roots of the different trees and bushes had created cosy and cave-like structures, big enough to sit in. That would be a great place to sit with a girl, he thought and sighed. He loved summer. Summer break was upon him.

         He had shaved his head and now his hair was only a couple of millimetres long. His stubble was dark, almost black. A thin white line on his scalp glistened in the light from the rising sun. A long time ago, he had fallen from a tree. He ran his hand over the scar. It was smooth and hairless.

         The boy suddenly froze. He stopped humming and his heart skipped a beat. Out of the corner of his eye, he had seen something white. Something that looked out of place in all the greenery.

         He turned his head to the left. A foot, it was a foot. He was sure of it. He suddenly felt slightly nauseous, but he forced himself to look at the cave-like hollowness in the large rhododendron bush where he had seen the foot.

         The boy wasn’t sure what to do, but he carefully took a couple of steps towards it and squatted down to get a better look.

         A girl was lying on the ground in front of him. Her body was curled up in the foetal position and her left leg was outstretched.

         Her chest moved slowly up and down.

         He stared at her while desperately trying to find his phone. Something trickled out of her mouth, turning her chin almost black. Blood, he thought. That must be blood. His fingers trembled as he dialled 112, the Swedish emergency number.

         ‘Pick up, pick up,’ he breathed heavily.

         ‘Emergency services, this is Stefan speaking. What’s your emergency?’

         When the boy heard the calm and friendly voice of the man on the other end of the line, he gasped for air and said, ‘There is a naked girl in Lund City Park. Just next to Mejeriet.’

         ‘Okay. Can you please give me some more information?’ The voice kept calm.

         ‘Just between the old city wall and the path leading away from Mejeriet. You have to hurry. She is breathing strangely. Slowly. And blood is trickling out of her mouth. A lot of blood.’

          
   

         Johannes kept looking at his watch. The girl was still breathing. Slowly. She wasn’t moving. He didn’t dare to touch her.

         Suddenly, Johannes saw a shadow.

         He leaned forward and squinted his eyes. Then he saw a dark silhouette against the greenery. Johannes froze.
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         HE RAN. HIS BODY felt light and his mind was clear and sharp.

         Zigzag, he thought. Confuse them. He ran like a gazelle through the park. Along the footpaths and then over the grass, through the trees, past some bushes and out on the footpaths again. He ran as if the ground was on fire.

         Once he reached the beach, he turned around and ran up onto Svanegatan and along it, still light on his feet and as quietly as he could. He turned left on Grönegatan.

         His breath pounded inside of his head. Could it be heard as loudly from the outside? he wondered to himself. What did she think? That she would get away? That she could choose her moments? As he thought about her, his heart started beating faster. It almost felt like he was suffocating. She was nothing more than a simple whore, he thought. The flower, the white lilac, had been a good idea. It smelled lovely. And it covered up the smell of the dead body. Nobody would ever understand what he had done for her. That he had saved her from the devil’s grip.

         He stopped in front of one of the entrance doors to an apartment building and walked up to the landing. Confuse them, he thought. He took a big leap to the right and landed between the door that he had just approached and the one next to it. He stayed close to the wall and tip-toed his way over to the next entrance door. There, he took his shoes off. He caught his breath for a moment, focused and sneaked in through the door. Then he closed it silently behind him. He had done this before. The courtyard was quiet and the black windows looked like eyes, staring suspiciously at him.

         Quietly, he knocked on one of the doors.

         ‘Look at the state of you. Come inside.’

         He walked into the flat without a word. He was covered in blood. He undressed and stepped into the shower.

         When he came out of the bathroom, he was alone. He slipped into the tracksuit that someone had laid out on the bed.
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         SERGEANT MALVA GRAN was in charge of the night shift and was busy washing vomit off the back seat of the patrol car. Peter Matsson’s reckless driving had made a drunk man named The Rat throw up all over it. Peter ate his hot dog as if nothing was wrong. Malva’s anger seemed to amuse him.

         When they first met, Malva had found him attractive. He was both handsome and strong. After knowing him for a while, she had changed her mind though. Peter was a smug idiot who could be quite aggressive at times. The poor souls that crossed Peter Matsson’s path when he was in a bad mood would definitely pay for it.

         Malva was just about to wipe the seat down one last time when they heard the radio.

         ‘Three-nine-ten, from seven-zero.’

         ‘Three-nine-ten, garage, over,’ Matsson replied.

         ‘Immediate action required in Lund City Park, entrance from Mejeriet. A guy will meet you there. His name is…’ said the emergency call operator and paused for a moment before continuing, ‘Johannes. Step on it, three-nine-ten. Over and out.’

         Malva immediately reacted to the serious tone of the operator’s voice. Peter Matsson put down his hot dog and Malva threw the stinking cloth to the side before they both got in the patrol car.

         The sirens and the flashing lights made Malva’s heart rate rise. She looked over at Matsson and could tell that he was feeling the same way as she was. When it came to speed, she had to admit that he was one to count on.

          
   

         A couple of minutes later, Malva radioed the emergency call centre to tell them that they had arrived in the park. She reached for her mobile phone in the glove compartment and rushed out of the car.

         The path between Mejeriet and the old city wall, she thought, but couldn’t see anything in that direction. The park was silent. The sun was still low in the sky and hadn’t made its way through the trees just yet. Not a single person in sight.

         ‘Hello?’ Malva called out. ‘Hello? Anybody there?’

         Peter walked up behind her.

         ‘What the fuck is this?’ Peter almost looked disappointed.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Malva said before she suddenly shushed Peter. ‘Did you hear that? It sounded like a moan. It came from that direction,’ she said and pointed to one of the footpaths. A bit further ahead, they spotted someone lying flat on the ground. Malva rushed over. It was a boy.

         She heard the sound of the ambulance closing in. The sirens of their patrol car would tell them where to go.

         ‘He’s alive!’ Malva shouted.

         ‘I saw him. He punched me,’ the boy whispered and pointed towards the rhododendron bushes ahead. ‘There, there she is.’

         Peter Matsson and Malva Gran both walked over to the opening in the bushes.

         ‘Oh my God,’ Malva exclaimed. ‘Oh my God.’

         Peter squatted by the girl’s head. ‘Holy fuck, this doesn’t look good,’ he said. He felt her slow pulse and saw how shallow her breathing was, but he didn’t know what to do.

         Next to Peter, Malva’s phone camera went off, and flashes lit up the cave-like structure in the rhododendron bushes. The scene was grotesque. Malva Gran shielded herself behind the camera.

         The ambulance staff came running and rushed the girl off to the hospital. Malva noticed how they shook their heads. That didn’t look good, she thought.

         ‘Seven-zero to all units in Lund,’ emergency call operator Stefan said over the radio and listed the number of patrols available that night. ‘Seven-zero to all units in Lund. We are switching to channel 60. All units to channel 60. Over.’

          
   

         It’s probably too late, Malva Gran thought once she had deployed all the patrols. The park was completely open and there were a lot of ways one could disappear quickly.

         Johannes was still sitting on the ground. He was holding a flower in his hand, a white lilac. Its scent was intense. Peter squatted next to him.

         ‘He was really tall. He looked huge. Big hands. I think. It was so dark. I’m not sure. I think he had… I don’t know. He was big,’ Johannes said. ‘At least he was bigger than me,’ he continued.

         Peter could tell that Johannes was really trying.

         ‘Where did you get that flower?’ Peter asked.

         ‘I don’t know. It must have been that guy, the one who punched me.’

         ‘Where did he punch you?’ Matsson asked.

         ‘In my stomach. That’s all I know.’

         When Malva saw how Johannes was shaking, she walked over to the car to get a blanket. It’s probably the shock, she thought.

         ‘Seven-zero from three-nine-ten, over.’

         ‘Seven-zero here, over.’ Stefan’s voice. Good, he is always calm, Malva thought.

         ‘We need forensics out here. And we need the on-call inspector as well, over.’

         ’Roger, three-nine-ten, K-9 on its way. The duty officer will get back to you.’
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         CHIEF INSPECTOR SARA VALLÉN was tired after a long and intense day at work. Lately, she had been forced to solve all her problems on her own as her mentor was on sick leave. She was exhausted.

         She was on call, but she was rarely called out in the middle of the night. She was ready to go to sleep, but her spinning head and aching jaw kept her from it. She took an allergy tablet that made her a little drowsy and around 2 a.m., she was finally able to fall asleep.

         She was standing in the middle of a room. A door was open. Behind the door, her father stood with an axe in his hand. A snake slithered in through the door. She couldn’t move. Suddenly, her father jumped out from behind the door and started swinging the axe at the snake’s neck. The snake closed in on her and didn’t seem to care about the axe. It hissed at her, and she noticed that it had two ringing bells attached to the tips of its whipping tongue. She pressed herself against the wall, but the sound grew louder and louder. She woke up with a jerk and picked up her phone.

         ‘Vallén,’ she answered and took a deep breath to try to shake off her dream.

         ‘Hey there,’ said the voice that belonged to Duty Officer Kjell Stigsson.

         ‘Yes?’ Sara sat up straight in her bed, shook her head and felt wide awake within seconds.

         ‘A girl has fallen victim to a very violent crime in Lund City Park. As I understand it she is badly wounded, possibly life-threatening.’

         ‘Lund City Park? That’s just around the corner from me. I’ll call the forensics team. They should be there within an hour. I can be there within ten minutes, I think.’

         ‘Good. We’re sending a K-9 unit as well,’ Stigsson said. ‘The perpetrator fled the scene when a passer-by spotted the girl. Let’s hope she pulls through. Good luck!’

         Sara was already getting dressed. She always had her clothes prepared on a chair next to her bed. Sports bra, sweatshirt and trousers. Sneakers on the floor next to the chair. Normally, she was quite messy. Her wardrobe was an absolute war scene. But there were two different sides of her: police officer Sara and private Sara.

          
   

         Sara Vallén got into her patrol car, an old Saab 900, and got inspectors Jörgen Berg and Rita Anker on the phone.

         ‘Lund City Park. Get there as soon as you can. I’ll brief you while I drive,’ Sara said to her colleagues.

         Sara had been given the go-ahead to handpick the members of her major investigation team, and it felt natural to pick her old colleagues from years back. They all felt a bit lost in their new roles. They had gone from working closely together for years to being split up between different police districts and jurisdictions. Nothing was the same anymore. It created a certain amount of insecurity but in a situation like this one, Sara knew exactly what needed to be done.

         ‘I’m not far away from there,’ Rita said. She lived close by, on Grönegatan.

         ‘I’m already dressed. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’ll leave home in three,’ Jörgen said.

         Sara shared the little information that she had with Rita and Jörgen.

         ‘See you down there,’ she said and ended the call. Then she repeated the procedure with her colleagues Jonny Svensson and Torsten Venngren. They both belonged to Malmö police district now. When she hung up the phone, Sara started feeling anxious. Were the girls home when I left? she thought to herself. She hadn’t even checked before she rushed off. What if it’s one of them? She picked up her phone again and dialled the number to one of her daughters’ mobile phones. A couple of seconds later, she heard a sleepy voice over the phone. Once she had been assured by her annoyed daughter that both she and her twin sister were at home, Sara felt calmer. She hung up the phone and stepped on the accelerator.

         She stopped the car outside of the perimeters and ran towards the flashing lights by Mejeriet.

         A beautiful young woman came walking in her direction. She wore her hair in a ponytail. Considering the situation, she looked surprisingly calm.

         ‘Sergeant Malva Gran,’ the woman said and put her hand out.

         ‘Chief Inspector Sara Vallén.’

         ‘Let me show you the scene,’ Malva said. ‘We might already have a suspect. He has been taken into custody. It was the prosecutor’s call. Someone at the station will conduct the first interview. Then the prosecutor will decide how to move forward.’

         ‘Great. Do we know who the girl is?’ Sara said and tried to hide her fear of it being one of her daughters’ friends by sounding as professional as possible.

         ‘No, not yet. The ambulance had to take her straight away. She was bleeding a lot… her tongue had been cut out.’

         Sara Vallén pulled a disgusted face.

         ‘What kind of a crazy person is this?’ she said. ‘It must have been horrible!’

         ‘Yes, truly horrible,’ Malva Gran said. ‘It wasn’t the whole tongue, but a big portion of it.’

         ‘What a sick world we live in,’ Sara said and shook her head. Although she had been working major crime for years, she still couldn’t help feeling horrified every time she was presented with the cruel and twisted face of violence.

         ‘Her tongue was on the ground next to her.’

         ‘So this is the crime scene?’

         ‘It looks like it. But we can’t be sure. Hopefully, the forensics team will tell us soon,’ Malva said.

         Sara nodded.

         ‘The girl was holding a lilac branch. It looked creepy, as if it had meaning somehow. It’s hard to know what to think about the tongue on the ground, let alone the lilac…’

         ‘Yeah, of course. But there is probably a message there,’ Sara said.

         She followed Malva back to the perimeter a bit further away from the rhododendron bushes where the girl had been found.

         Everything had been cordoned off and there was a silent tension in the air. All they could hear was the occasional crackling from their radios.

         ‘Oh, and the boy who found her was also holding a lilac branch,’ Malva said and looked away. Suddenly, she looked horrified.

         Malva took a deep breath.

         ‘His name is Johannes Vallén.’
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         SARA FELT THE GROUND disappearing beneath her feet. She turned away. She wanted to escape. She pulled herself together and dug her heels into the earth for support.

         ‘That’s impossible,’ she said and started walking away from Malva.

         ‘We will keep working as if we know nothing,’ Malva shouted after her.

         ‘Of course,’ Sara said. ‘My son could never have done something like this. Do you understand?’

         Malva looked at Sara Vallén with respect as she walked off. She was impressed with how strong she came across, but she couldn’t help wondering whether she might also be the mother of a violent criminal. She clenched her fist and reminded herself that the most important thing for her now was to stay objective.

          
   

         Virro sniffed his way out from the rhododendron bushes. A harness was strapped around his chest. From the harness, there was a long leash that connected him to his owner. Judging by the way that the dog held his head quite some distance above the ground, the tracks were still fresh. He ran back and forth and it didn’t look like he could pick up a distinctive scent. Fredrik, the dog handler, muttered something to himself. Too many people had walked across the tracks. He moved the dog a bit further away from the bushes to the place where the perpetrator seemed to have taken off in flight. There were clear marks from fleeing feet in the gravel.

         Virro picked up a scent and started running. The dog’s nose was closer to the ground now.

         Nobody knew how long it had been since the perpetrator had run along there, but the dog’s reaction showed that there was still a scent to track. Fredrik followed the dog. The dog took off over the grass towards Svanegatan. Then he stopped to sniff the ground for a moment, just like he was supposed to, before he kept going. The dog handler followed his dog quietly.

         Virro suddenly changed direction again and walked out onto the gravel path, towards the beach. Then he stopped, again. Then he carried on. The trace seemed to be zigzagging everywhere and the dog was hard at work. The varying quality of the ground made it even more difficult for Virro to pick up the scent, but now he continued out towards Svanegatan.

         Except for the harness that jangled around the dog handler’s hips, all they could hear was the dog’s panting. Virro suddenly stopped. Then he made a quick turn and started moving along the footpath towards Högevallsbadet, an indoor pool close by. The dog kept his nose quite a bit above the ground as he ran past the pool and turned right, towards Svanegatan.

         Asphalt, Fredrik thought. Not good. That means the trace will end soon. But Virro seemed to have found it again. Now his nose was closer to the ground and he eagerly turned onto Grönegatan. Virro stopped in front of an entrance door. He smelled the ground for a bit but seemed confused. The trace was too weak here, and the dog couldn’t pick it up again. He stuck his tongue out and stared at his owner. Then he smelled the wall next to another entrance door, lifted his leg and urinated. Fredrik pulled at the door, but it was locked. Something crossed his mind briefly, but he let it go. Virro had lost his trace. Too bad. The dog handler was used to this and knew that both he and his dog had done their best. This was the way the cookie crumbled in his profession. Sometimes you succeeded, sometimes you didn’t.

         ‘Seven-three-ten to three-nine-ten.’ The dog handler radioed Sergeant Gran.

         ‘Talk to me,’ she answered.

         ‘The dog lost the track. We’re at the beginning of Grönegatan.’

         ‘Roger that.’

      
   


   
      
         
            6
   

         

         ‘HE IS SEVENTEEN years old and his summer break is about to start. We can’t ground him. You have to understand that? Also, he is not a violent kid. This is a mistake, Göran. I have requested the assistance of a solicitor,’ Sara finally said before hanging up.

         ‘My ex-husband,’ she said apologetically to Malva, who was standing next to her.

         Malva turned to Sara and shook her head. Her posture told her that she had distanced herself from the current events. Once again, Malva thought about Sara Vallén’s strength.

         ‘Of course, the real perp disappeared within a couple of minutes,’ Sara said.

         She spoke quickly and blinked repeatedly – her eyelids seemed to have taken on a life of their own. It always happened when she was struggling with puzzling things together, and she knew that it made her look pretty arrogant.

         Johannes kept popping into her head and it threw off the balance between rational thinking and her emotions. She had two voices in her head: one that assured her it was impossible for her kind and friendly Johannes to do anything this horrendous, and one that introduced a sliver of doubt in her heart – even if she knew that her son had nothing to do with this crime. It was simply out of the question.

         Sara turned her head and felt relieved when she saw Rita Anker and Jörgen Berg running towards her. Shortly thereafter, they heard a car park close by and saw Jonny Svensson and Torsten Venngren step out of it.

         Sara told her team what had just happened. She hesitated at first, but then she told them that her own son might actually be a suspect. Her colleagues looked at her, confused.

         ‘But then you shouldn’t take the lead on this case,’ Jonny Svensson said.

         ‘We don’t have anyone else right now. But it will be fine because Johannes hasn’t done this. Period.’ Sara gave them a stern look. There was nothing more to say about this for the time being. Everybody realised that.

         Jonny didn’t look happy, but he lowered his gaze and gave in. He lit a cigarette and told himself that there was no point in arguing about this. That was something he had learned after years on the job.

         They stepped over the perimeter together and treaded carefully towards the crime scene. Malva followed them and Sara turned to her.

         ‘Make sure to keep the perimeter secure and send someone up to Grönegatan’ she said, surprising herself with how confident she sounded.

         ‘On second thoughts, I will send my own people,’ she said a moment later and put a hand up to stop Malva, who had just picked up her radio to send a unit to Grönegatan.

         She pointed at Rita and Jörgen. Rita looked eager. She wanted to go right away. As always, Jörgen followed, and the two of them left the crime scene.

         Then Sara nodded towards Jonny and Torsten.

         ‘You two, take Svanegatan and Gyllenkroks Allé,’ she said.

         Once they had left, two members of the forensics team approached Sara. She pointed at the crime scene.

         ‘Great, you’re here. Unfortunately, there have been quite a lot of people walking around in there. But I know that there are shoe prints that stand out from the rest. They are slightly longer at the front, as if someone took off in a hurry.’

         The forensic technicians nodded. They were used to this.

         ‘Also, there are probably quite a few footprints from police officers and ambulance staff. As always, it’s hard to avoid it,’ she continued.

         ‘Anything else we need to know?’ asked the head of the forensics team, Ove Ovesson.

         ‘Yes, the dog lost track of the scent by a door on Grönegatan.’

         ‘Then that area must be cordoned off immediately,’ said his colleague, Bengt Karlsson. ‘There might be evidence there that will be relevant to the investigation.’

         The forensics team entered the area carefully. Karlsson put a camera on a tripod and started photographing the crime scene from all possible angles.

         Their white overalls looked like clouds among all the greenery.
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         SARA’S BRAIN kept spinning. Johannes, she thought. Completely insane. She flinched when Ove ‘The Shadow’ Ovesson sneaked up behind her. He really earned his nickname.

         ‘We have found quite a lot,’ he said. ‘The crime scene is outdoors in an area with a lot of foot traffic. Yeah, you know… And I think it’s probably best if we collect footprints from all the ambulance staff and all the officers on-site, just like you said.’

         Sara nodded.

         ‘We’ll take care of that,’ she said quietly and decisively.

         She felt very comfortable with all the technical work and knew exactly what needed to be done. She simply found it easier to navigate the practical aspects of her job than the rest.

         ‘The medical examiner will examine the girl, of course.’

         Sara turned to Malva Gran.

         ‘Have we heard anything from your people by the perimeters or the team knocking on doors?’

         ‘Yes,’ Malva said. ‘Negative. Nothing so far. Also, I want to mention that both my colleague and I went into the bushes. Life-saving measure, of course.’

         ‘Okay, let’s get your colleague’s shoeprints too,’ Ovesson said. ‘I can see that your feet are small. So let’s not create unnecessary work for us all. Is your colleague a smoker?’

         Everybody knew that Ovesson hated smokers and that he hated smokers within the police force most of all. They always caused problems. Cigarette butts everywhere, sometimes even at crime scenes.

         ‘No, he is not.’

         ‘Great, then we don’t need DNA from you guys, only your shoeprints.’

         Sara waved at Deputy Sergeant Matsson, who walked up to her. Without introducing herself, she nodded towards his big feet.

         ‘Make sure to get your shoeprints to forensics,’ she said and pointed towards the team of technicians.

         It sounded more like an order than a friendly request. Peter Matsson nodded his head and, even if it went against his instincts, he didn’t protest – although he had a feeling that he had just looked like an idiot in front of Sergeant Gran.

         He shook his head and walked off to sign the protocol that he had just drawn up. He had written numerous protocols like that during his career and knew that their purpose was to make it easy to follow the decisions taken and actions performed during the first stages of an investigation. He knew how important it was to get everything right from the beginning. It was hard to reconstruct certain things at a later time. Also, the document would be part of the preliminary investigation and he knew that it would be reviewed carefully. Therefore, he decided to add in the fact that his shoeprints would be part of the preliminary investigation. A crooked smile played on his lips just as the dog handler came back.

         ‘What are you smiling about’ he asked Peter.

         ‘Oh, nothing. It’s just the chief inspector. She is a feisty woman.’

         ‘Oh, really? I’ve heard that she is nice and very competent,’ the dog handler said.

         Matsson’s mouth turned into a thin line and the dog handler felt satisfied. Matsson was a nasty piece of work. Everyone who had ever worked with him knew this. The dog handler was no exception. He turned around and walked in Malva Gran’s direction.

          
   

         Sara turned to Ove Ovesson. She knew there were still many questions to be answered, and that she wouldn’t get all the answers at this point. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from asking.

         ‘Were there any signs of a struggle?’

         ‘No, not really. But there has been some movement in the area, obviously. I have a feeling that she was taken out pretty swiftly. I’m not sure, but that’s what it looks like. We will see if the girl has any defensive wounds. Also, we haven’t found any potential weapons in the area.’

         ‘Great,’ Sara said and felt slightly hopeful.

         ‘Great?’ Ove Ovesson said, looking confused. ‘Are you okay?’

         ‘I haven’t mentioned this to anyone except my closest colleagues, but the boy who found the girl is my son. He has been brought in for questioning. He is a suspect, I assume.’ Her lower lip trembled slightly.

         ‘What? Are you serious?’ Ovesson exclaimed.

         ‘Yes, I know. It’s impossible. That’s why it’s great that we haven’t found any weapons. That would have strengthened the suspicions for now. Before we get all the DNA, I mean.’

         ‘Yeah, I guess that’s true,’ Ove said. He wasn’t sure if he agreed with Sara’s reasoning but decided to leave it for now.

         ‘But … Should you really be here?’

         ‘Yes, Johannes’s father is with him now. I will go there later. And I will make sure that we get a new chief inspector on the case. But until we do, I am the one in charge.’
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         ‘SHOULD I REALLY be the one questioning Johannes, considering you’re my colleague?’ Torsten Venngren asked Sara when he returned from Svanegatan. Another colleague assisted Jonny Svensson.

         ‘Yes, we don’t belong to the same district anymore,’ Sara Vallén said. ‘And so far, I’m still the chief inspector on this case,’ she added.

         She knew that she came across as more decisive and unaffected than she felt. Emotionally, she was a wreck. Her heartbeat was faster than normal and her stomach ached. Still, she managed to think rationally. Her psychologist had once told her that her rational thinking was her strongest defence. She thanked her lucky stars for that today. Torsten was the only one she could fully trust. He had the ability to make people tell him everything, without being offensive or disrespectful. That was what made him the best interrogating officer she had ever met.

         ‘Okay. I’ll call you as soon as I have anything to tell you. Don’t worry, everything will be fine,’ he said and gave her a concerned smile.

         Sweet Torsten, Sara thought. Then she nodded and got back to work.

          
   

         Inspectors Jörgen Berg and Rita Anker knocked on a door on Grönegatan. They knew the importance of acting quickly. The entrance door where the police dog had stopped was cordoned off. On top of that, a police officer was stationed outside the door. Neither Jörgen nor Rita would be able to step foot in there before the forensics team was done. The uniformed police officer by the door told them that nobody would be able to sneak out anyway, as there were no back entrances.

         Every case that wasn’t solved within a couple of weeks risked turning into a cold case. There were plenty of them in the archives down at the station. Jörgen and Rita worked as quickly as they could – Rita somewhat quicker than Jörgen – but they both felt the pressure and wanted things to move even faster. One after the other, the residents in the building opened their doors. They were all tired and dressed in robes. All except one. He was fully dressed, wearing track pants and a T-shirt made of some kind of silky material. He told them that he was going for a jog as his shift started early and he wanted to squeeze his workout in before he went to work.

         ‘The mornings are so light this time of year. Perfect for a run,’ he said.

         Rita gave the man in the doorway a sceptical look. He flexed his upper arms and pushed his chest out. She wasn’t sure if he did it consciously or not, but she instinctively knew that she didn’t like him.

         ‘You haven’t seen anyone pass by here?’ Rita asked. ‘Your window is facing the street.’

         ‘No, no. I guess it’s way too early for people to be out and about,’ the man said. ‘Has something happened?’

         It was understandable that he asked, but Rita’s instinct told her not to answer him. Jörgen Berg on the other hand didn’t seem to think that there was anything suspicious about the man at all. Instead, he looked at him with an open and interested expression on his face. Rita tried to get Berg’s attention, but something told her that he was more impressed by the size of the man’s muscles than in what she had to say.

         ‘A girl has been badly wounded and the perp seems to have made his or her way up Grönegatan,’ he said.

         Rita pinched Jörgen in the side. He turned around and shot her a sour look before taking a step away from her.

         ‘That’s horrible,’ the man said and Rita studied him carefully. He seemed very full of himself and he annoyed her. Something about the expression on his face didn’t match his words. She even thought she saw him smile for a millisecond. Or was she mistaken? She looked at him again, but what she thought had been a smile wasn’t there anymore. Alarm bells rang in the back of her mind.

         Jörgen Berg nodded seriously and shook the man’s hand.

         ‘Thanks for your time,’ he said.

         Rita nodded but didn’t say anything. The man closed the door and they walked back out on the street.

         ‘He seemed harmless,’ Jörgen said.

         ‘I recognise him,’ Rita said and thought about it for a moment. ‘But maybe that’s not all that strange. We do live on the same street after all. But harmless… I’m not sure. I have a feeling that he was acting. That’s why I pinched you like that, to stop you from telling him too much. But no, you didn’t pick up on it. Instead, you told him everything as if he was the most reliable person in the world. Did you learn nothing from your fifteen years as an investigator?’

         ‘I didn’t think about that. Do you have to get so worked up about it?’

         Jörgen Berg shrugged his shoulders and thought to himself that he would probably never really understand women. But still, he and Rita were probably more alike than he and many of his male colleagues.

          
   

         ‘What did he look like?’ Sara asked when they called her up with their report.

         ‘Tense,’ Rita said. ‘And athletic. He said he was working in construction and that he needed to be at work early. That’s why he was going for a jog now. If you ask me there was something strange about him, something unnatural and unpleasant.’

         ‘Do you think you can tell me what it was?’

         ‘No, not really… Something in his eyes maybe? Anyway, he said that he hadn’t heard or seen anything strange.’

         ‘Okay,’ Sara said.

         ‘How are you feeling?’ Rita was more worried about Sara than about Johannes. She knew the Vallén family and was convinced that Johannes was innocent.

         ‘I’m not worried, I know he is innocent,’ Sara said. ‘But I don’t want to talk about that now. Let’s talk about it later. How did Jörgen feel about that man?’

         ‘Jörgen didn’t notice anything strange, so maybe it’s all in my head.’ She paused for a second. ‘Here he is, going for his jog. So at least he didn’t lie about that,’ Rita said when she saw the man running down the street. Even if she didn’t really want to, she had to admit that it was pretty impressive to go out for a run this early in the morning.
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         ‘I WILL DRIVE up to the hospital to try to identify the girl,’ Sara said to Malva, who was busy talking into the radio.

         Sara looked at the forensics team. She knew that she could leave them without having to worry. Brown paper bags stood next to them containing clothes, as well as smaller paper bags containing cotton swabs covered in sperm and blood. The lilac branch was in a separate bag. The tongue had been transported to the hospital. The men dressed in white walked silently among the bushes, looking for clues on the ground.

         Malva nodded towards Sara while she listened attentively to the radio.

         ‘When the forensics team is ready you can remove the perimeter closest to the crime scene,’ Sara Vallén said as she headed for her car.

         The moment she closed her car door, tears started running down her face. She leaned against the steering wheel and clutched it until her knuckles turned white, crying like a baby. She screamed quietly and hoped that nobody outside could hear her. After a couple of minutes, she sat up, aimed the rear-view mirror towards her face and ran her trembling fingers across it. She was pale, so she pinched her cheeks to regain some colour. She collected herself and started the car.

          
   

         ‘The girl has been subjected to serious trauma, or multiple traumas. Therefore, there are multiple doctors involved,’ the nurse said seriously and looked at Sara Vallén.

         ‘What’s going to happen now?’ Sara asked.

         The nurse sighed.

         ‘After the initial life-saving measures, the girl was sedated. Then she was examined by a surgeon, a doctor and a gynaecologist. Then a neurologist, an orthopaedist and an ENT had a look at her. But first, we had to stabilise her of course.’

         ‘Can I see her?’ the chief inspector asked.

         ‘Well, if you come with me we can stand outside her room for a bit. Maybe you will catch a glimpse of her.’

         Sara nodded.

         ‘Do we know who she is?’

         ‘No, no,’ the nurse answered. ‘There was no time for that. Also, she was naked and we didn’t really have anything that would help us get an ID.’

         Sara followed the nurse as she walked quickly towards A&E. Through a small window, Sara saw a group of doctors and nurses working around the girl. A female doctor stood behind the girl’s head, pressing slowly on a plastic balloon that was connected to the girl’s throat with a tube.

         ‘What’s that?’ Sara asked.

         ‘A resuscitator,’ the nurse said and smiled when she saw the confused expression on Sara’s face. ‘It’s a device that blows air and oxygen into the girl’s lungs.’

         ‘What will happen next?’ Sara suddenly felt very uneasy. She had left her worries about Johannes outside the hospital. Now she was only there as an officer of the law.

         ‘Multiple things will happen at once,’ the nurse said with a friendly voice. ‘She has already had a cranial CT scan. The doctor is assessing the x-rays now. They might have to operate. Next, she is headed for Neuro ICU. The gynaecologist has examined the injuries to her genitals. As you hear, this will take time. The girl has sustained a lot of injuries.’

         Sara Vallén sighed and turned away from the window.

         ‘Is she in pain?’

         ‘No, not right now. She is heavily sedated. We sedated her, even though she was already unconscious when she arrived.’

         The nurse patted Sara on her shoulder.

         ‘Even the most experienced police officers and nurses find this kind of event pretty hard to handle,’ she said.

         When Sara left the hospital, she felt how tired she was. Her whole being was exhausted. She would probably be able to squeeze in an hour or two of sleep. Better than nothing, she thought.
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JOHANNES VALLÉN SAT in a cell. His elbows rested on his knees and his head in the palms of his hands. He had no idea what was going on or what he was doing there. As he had been at the scene where the girl was found, they told him that he needed to be questioned. But why was he sitting in a cell that reeked of urine and vomit if he was a witness?

His stomach hurt, and the back of his head. Wave after wave of anxiety washed over him and before he knew it, he was throwing up on the floor.

‘Help!’ he shouted. ‘Help!’

A guard came running and opened the door.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’

‘My head is killing me,’ Johannes whimpered. His gangly body started to shake and the guard rushed off.

After what felt like an eternity, the cell door opened again and a man dressed in a white doctor’s coat stepped into the cell. He looked at Johannes with friendly eyes. Then he turned to the guard and ordered him to make sure that someone came to clean the cell up.

‘You might have heard about the UN Commission on Human Rights?’ he said and the guard took off.

The doctor examined Johannes and ordered another guard to call for an ambulance.

‘The kid needs to go see a doctor for an x-ray,’ was all he said.

 

‘Dad,’ Johannes said when Göran Vallén came into his room. ‘I’m not sure what’s going on. I haven’t done this. I promise.’

‘Of course you haven’t,’ Göran said and tried to hide how worried he was.

Torsten Venngren got up from his chair by the window.

‘Torsten Venngren, we’ve met before. A solicitor will be with us in a moment,’ he said and shook Göran’s hand.

‘But I didn’t do anything. I would never hurt anyone. I hate fighting and I could never do anything like that. I don’t even know who that girl is.’

Johannes found it hard to breathe. He was still nauseous and it felt like his head was about to explode.

Göran saw the horror in his son’s eyes and hugged him tight.

‘You’ll be okay,’ he whispered into the boy’s ear at the same time as he looked into Torsten Venngren’s anxious eyes.

 

The interrogation started once Johannes’s mouth and the inside of his cheeks had been swabbed. ‘DNA test,’ Venngren had explained, ‘nothing to worry about.’

Torsten let Johannes tell his story while he listened attentively. Johannes told him everything that he had and hadn’t done. The defence counsel listened without interrupting and Göran had to focus hard to stay quiet. Torsten managed to ask completely objective questions. He had been an interrogation officer for a long time and knew the importance of conducting the interviews without emotions involved.

Johannes had been at his friend Alex’s house. They had been there until almost 2 a.m. Then Johannes had decided to go home, as he needed to go to school the following day. He knew it was late, but still. He had walked along Grönegatan. Then he had crossed Gyllenkroks Allé and walked on top of the old city wall that ran along Lund City Park. He hadn’t seen anyone on the street and he hadn’t heard anything strange when he crossed the park close to Mejeriet and suddenly spotted the naked foot in the bushes. He couldn’t really explain why his clothes had blood on them. He assumed it must have got there when he leaned over the girl.

‘I have no idea who she is,’ he said. ‘All I saw was the girl and a shadow on the other side of the bushes. Then everything went black.’

‘What did you see?’

‘I saw that she was bleeding from her mouth and that she was breathing slowly.’

‘What hair colour did she have?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t remember. Or I couldn’t see. Or both.’

‘What did you do when you saw her?’

‘Called 112. Then someone punched me. I promise.’

The interrogation ended after about an hour. The boy needed to rest.

 

Torsten left the boy’s room and picked up his phone. He called the on-call prosecutor.

‘So?’ the prosecutor said, urging Torsten to give him the boy’s story.

‘I don’t think this kid did it. He has sustained injuries from an assault. He has a concussion and a broken rib,’ Venngren replied, absolutely sure that Johannes was innocent. Even if Johannes hadn’t suffered any injuries, he was clearly too weak and completely lacked aggressive tendencies. The boy was terrified.

‘Okay,’ the prosecutor said. ‘But I want to keep him under our protection until we have examined all the DNA tests. The time of his arrest is 06:22 today.’

The prosecutor wrapped up the conversation by giving Venngren further instructions. Then he sighed and said he would be going home to sleep very soon. A clear signal that he didn’t want to be interrupted.

Torsten Venngren hadn’t seen the decision coming, but reluctantly filled in an arrest warrant. He felt uncomfortable, but he knew that there was no point debating it. If the prosecutor had made his mind up, he wouldn’t change it. Venngren’s experience told him that the on-call prosecutor wasn’t a man you questioned. Especially when it came to major crimes like this one, where the prosecutor always tended to play it safe.

He entered the boy’s room again and sat down in the chair. He felt tired, and something about the whole situation didn’t sit well with him.

He looked at the counsel – a young woman with her hair cut in a short, boyish style. She saw what was coming and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. It almost looked as if she was bracing herself against the boy, rather than supporting him.

‘The on-call prosecutor has decided that he wants to arrest you, Johannes,’ Venngren said, looking at the boy. He really wanted to instil confidence in him but didn’t succeed.

The counsel’s grip around the boy’s shoulder tightened. Göran Vallén looked down at the table. Johannes looked pale.

‘But I didn’t do anything,’ he whispered. ‘I could never do anything like that! Never. Ask my mum. Ask my dad.’

Göran Vallén shook his head.

‘You’re all crazy,’ he said. ‘This is completely bizarre. I refuse to accept that Johannes should be arrested. I refuse to let him end up in one of those cells. Never.’

He turned to Venngren and then to the defence counsel.

‘Make sure he gets out quickly,’ he said through clenched teeth. Göran Vallén’s hair was a mess. He had a desperate expression on his face and, for a second, Venngren almost thought he was going to punch him. Vallén’s eyes were full of rage. But he didn’t say anything else. He stood up from his chair, lost his balance for a second and steadied himself again. Johannes Vallén stayed seated in his chair. As if nothing could save him now.
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