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         F
         inally,” he whispered.

         “Finally.” He kissed her and held her close. She felt the heat of his body and started to breathe more calmly. His scent, his warm lips against hers, and his calm heartbeats relaxed her and made her feel safe. His big hands stroking her hair.

         Their clothes in piles on the floor.

         Their naked bodies met and moved together in perfect synchronisation. She reached climax long before he did, and when he finally came, it was time for them to say goodbye. It hurt more and more each time.

         On her way home, she walked in silence along the streets. She took Slagtoftavägen and turned right on Storgatan. The air was cool and clear and the stars glistened in the black sky. She passed the deserted car repair shop. As always, she was worried about someone seeing her or following her. Worried about someone knowing what she had done. She had met up with him–the man she loved more than anything–once a week for months now, and just like after all the other times, she was overcome by a feeling of unease. She clenched her fists, focused her eyes on the street ahead, and frowned. She was almost too scared to breathe. She scanned her surroundings for danger. Not sure what was dangerous. And what wasn’t.

         Suddenly, she heard a noise behind her. It sounded like gravel underneath heavy feet. Her heart raced. She turned around and her long braid danced across her back. But she didn’t see anything. There was nobody there. She told herself she was only imagining things and stood still for a while to allow her pounding heart to calm down and the noise in her head to disappear. Then she kept moving, silently. She walked past Sandahl’s fashion boutique, crossed Hörby’s old square, and finally made it home.

         She slipped into her bed. Her heart was filled with love for him but she couldn’t shake the fear she had felt on the street. Her parents were asleep and she could hear her father snoring through the wall.
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         T
         obias walked briskly towards the car, opened the door, and was just about to sit down behind the wheel when he heard something behind him. Before he had the chance to see what or who it was, he felt a powerful arm wrap around his throat. It suddenly became hard to breathe, and his head started spinning. Spots began to flicker in his vision. A thought started to form in the back of his mind but refused to reveal itself.

         He had a feeling he should know who was attacking him. But he couldn’t figure it out. He tried twisting out of the attacker’s grip but the more he moved, the harder it became for the air to find its way into his lungs. He tried to breathe through his nose and did his best to stay calm. He was a pretty big guy and realised that the person attacking him must be even bigger. He tried to relax as he knew it would make it easier to breathe, think, and act.

         The man was panting heavily, and Tobias could feel the heat from his breath against his neck. He smelled the sharp scent of sweat mixed with perfume under the attacker’s armpit.

         “You’ll never see her again,” the man whispered into Tobias’s right ear.

         The man’s breath smelled metallic.

         Her. Of course it was about her. He tried to answer, but couldn’t speak.

         “This is your first and final warning.”

         Tobias’s head was pounding. His heart raced.

         “Don’t look,” the man whispered as he released his grip around Tobias’s neck. He heard footsteps move away from him, but didn’t move until they were completely gone.

         The car door was still open. His mobile phone was on the seat. He started to dial 112, but changed his mind. He stepped into the car, drove out of the car park, and turned left on Slagtoftavägen. He continued until he reached highway E22 and turned left towards Lund. As he was driving, his legs started trembling so violently that he had to stop the car by the side of the road. Suddenly, he received a text message.
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         C
         hief Inspector Sara Vallén woke up and reached for her phone. When she saw it was only 8 a.m., she let out a relieved sigh. The sun shone in through the blinds and the light bounced off the mirror on the wall. It gave her hope. I love autumn, Sara thought as she stretched out in bed.

         Today it was her turn to testify in the trial against Peter Matsson. The trial had been going on for days and this was the last day before the closing arguments tomorrow. Then it would all be over and Sara would be able to move on. Up until now, the trial had focused on the years of abuse Peter had subjected his wife to. Sara really felt for Linda Matsson, even though she couldn’t help feeling annoyed with her for letting it go on for so long. After years on the force, Sara knew how hard it could be for women to get out of destructive and abusive relationships. The process of normalisation was powerful. Just look at how you reacted, she thought, and brushed her hair away from her face.

         She sat up on the edge of the bed and shook her body to get rid of the weight on her shoulders. She was filled with anxiety.

         It hadn’t been long since summer, but what had happened felt like a distant memory from another life. It had been a summer she would never forget. Probably the worst summer of her life. The boy who had been so full of sadness and who had shot himself after committing multiple murders. Her dear Johannes, who had been arrested for a crime he didn’t commit. And Peter Matsson, of course. The colleague who she had fallen in love with and who had turned out to be a devil in disguise. Today, she would expose him for what he really was.

         The events of the past summer had also made her realise how fragile life can be and how important it is to stick together with those close to her.

         Sara stepped into the shower and allowed the hot water to relax her stiff muscles. She cupped her hands over her breasts and made sure they were soft and even–a habit she had picked up since she had started going to mammography screenings. No breast cancer today either, she thought to herself, and stepped out of the shower.

         She tried on the clothes she had laid out the night before. Then she pulled another outfit out of the wardrobe and tried it on too. No, it didn’t feel right either. Finally, she decided to go with black jeans, a white shirt, and a black blazer. She put on the boots she had bought in Simrishamn. “Look out, here I come,” Jonny Svensson had said when she wore them to work once. She smiled at the memory. She loved the boots for a reason. They were black and covered with colourful embroidery.
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         S
         ara hurried down Kalendegatan and in through the doors to Malmö District Court. She waved to the receptionist and ran up the stairs. Her lawyer, Marit Ståhl, was waiting for her.

         “Bloody city. Nowhere to park and parking attendants everywhere.”

         “That’s the city for you. That’s why I bike. Did you go over your testimony?”

         “Yes,” Sara said, “I still can’t believe that I was once in love with this guy. I really should have known better after working major crimes for all these years.”

         “Well,” Marit said with a friendly smile, “it happens more often than you might think.”

         “I know,” Sara said with a stiff laugh, “but I still can’t believe I accepted his behaviour. I noticed the red flags right from the beginning. But still—”

         Sara interrupted herself. The prosecutor specially assigned for cases involving officers of the law, Stig Malmsten, stepped out into the waiting room at the same time that Peter Matsson and his defence lawyer made their entrance. They all entered the courtroom and sat down at their assigned seats. The prosecutor, Sara Vallén, and Marit Ståhl sat on one side of the courtroom and Peter Matsson and his lawyer on the other. Sara didn’t want to look at Peter, but forced herself to do so. She locked eyes with him until he looked away.

         Although the room was chilly, Sara’s face felt hot. She reminded herself of Rita Anker’s comforting words. “You’re not the embarrassing one here. He is,” she had said.

         The prosecutor presented his case and the defence lawyer presented his. Both Rita Anker and Peter Matsson’s partner, Sergeant Malva Gran, testified. Then it was the medical examiner’s turn. Time moved slowly. When Sara was questioned by the defence lawyer, she had to bite her lip to contain her temper.

         “Didn’t you provoke Peter Matsson?” he said, and pointed at the defendant.

         “How do you mean?”

         “I’m the one with the questions here,” he snapped.

         “I can’t answer your question as I’m not sure what you mean,” Sara snapped back. Her eyes were full of rage.

         “Let me rephrase,” the defence lawyer said, and leaned back. “Do you sometimes have issues controlling your temper?”

         Sara stared at him. “Issues? No!”

         “You practice judo, right?”

         “Yes.”

         “And you’ve used your judo skills to subdue a man, right?”

         “Yes, a man who attacked me.”

         “So, I ask you again, do you have issues controlling your temper? Because you assaulted Peter Matsson once, didn’t you?”

         “What?”

         The chief judge frowned. The prosecutor stood up, but the judge signalled to him to sit down again.

         “Would you please tell me where you’re going with this?” he said.

         “Sure. Peter Matsson has documentation of injuries that prove he was assaulted as well. Injuries caused by Sara Vallén. So, does Sara Vallén have anger management issues? I mean, this is not the first time she’s assaulted a man.”

         Sara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The prosecutor stood up again.

         “What kind of injuries are these and why is this the first time we’re hearing about them?” he asked, and shrugged his shoulders dramatically.

         “Yes, what injuries?” Marit Ståhl and the chief judge asked at the same time.

         “I want to present a couple of photos.”

         The chief judge nodded at the defence lawyer, who walked over to him with a folder. Then he handed a copy of the photos to the prosecutor and Sara’s lawyer. The photos had been taken on the same day as Sara had gone to the doctor and had her injuries documented. They showed a scratch next to Peter’s right eye, another one above his right collarbone, and a tiny bruise on his chin.

         The chief judge didn’t look impressed.

         “What is this? I would appreciate it if we all showed some respect for the court’s time. The witness does not have to answer the question,” the chief judge said, and looked at Sara.

         “The principle of unfettered evaluation of evidence,” the defence lawyer said, and looked slightly nauseous.

         “It seems to me that you’re suggesting that these injuries are proportionate to the violence Sara Vallén was subjected to. As I said, let’s show this court some respect.”

         The defence lawyer protested, but when the chief judge didn’t budge, he gave up.

         The hearing continued all day. Sara’s lawyer demanded damages. When Sara came out of the courtroom, she heaved a sigh of relief. She felt that the worst part was over. Her lawyer patted her on the shoulder.

         “It went great,” she said. “Yes, but it was bloody hard.”

         “I know. Let’s talk after the closing arguments.”

         The prosecutor had filed a prosecution for gross violation of a woman’s integrity. And considering how Peter Matsson had treated both his wife and Sara, they were all convinced he would be convicted.

         Before Sara drove home, she called Rita.

         “I don’t exactly feel relieved. Just empty. Empty and sad. But thanks for being there for me,” she said when Rita asked her how she was feeling.

         “I understand. It’s a very normal reaction,” Rita said. “What happened, happened. Our system is flawed when it comes to crimes like these. We all know that.”

         “I know. But what’s most important here is that he’ll never work for the police again. He doesn’t belong on the force.”
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         S
         ara was on her way out to have lunch in town. Her phone had been ringing all morning. She needed to move. Just as she closed the door behind her, her phone rang again.

         “Hello, this is Marit Ståhl.”

         “Hi.”

         “Could I talk to you for a minute?”

         “Sure, is the verdict in?”

         “Yes, he will lose his job and serve a year and four months in prison. And he’ll have to pay you twenty-five thousand SEK.”

         Sara scoffed.

         “One year and four months. Is that all he gets for assaulting me and beating up his wife for years? Not much to celebrate if you ask me.”

         “No, that’s one way to look at it. But as it was impossible to prove all occasions of abuse as separate offences, I think we should be pretty happy with the outcome. At least he’ll be fired and never work with people again.”

         Sara scoffed again.

         “Sure. But still … Does he even have any money? What is he paying Linda Matsson?”

         “Seventy thousand.”

         Sara could hear that Marit Ståhl had hoped not to have to share that particular information with her.

         “Seventy thousand. That’s ridiculous. For all those years of suffering.”

         “I know.”

         Sara knew that she sounded like a squeaky old door.

         “Oh well, at least it’s over now. As long as he doesn’t appeal.”

         “Yes, I guess we’ll see.”

         “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

         “Me neither. But even if he does, I’m convinced the verdict won’t change.”

         “You’re probably right. Well, take care and I’ll talk to you later.”

         “You too, Sara. Goodbye for now,” Marit Ståhl said, and hung up.

         Sara arrived at La Cucina on Hantverksgatan and sat down at a table next to the window.

         The waiter came over with a menu.

         “Hi there. Welcome. What can I get for you? Pasta Arrabiata?” he asked with a smile.

         “Yes, the usual,” Sara said, and laughed. “And some sparkling water. Thank you.”

          
      

         When Sara got back to the office, she continued working on one of the cold cases they had been investigating for what seemed like forever. It was moving forwards, slowly. But at least it was moving forwards and not backwards.

         At 4:30 p.m., she decided to go home. She had just put one arm in her jacket when her phone rang again.

         “This thing won’t stop ringing,” she mumbled to herself before picking up. “Sara Vallén. I’m just on my way out.”

         “Hi, this is the duty officer. I’m sorry to bother you, but an old couple has found a dead man in the cottage on their allotment. I want you to check it out. A patrol car is on its way. I’ve already called forensics. Let me know when you’re on the scene.”

         “I’m on it,” Sara sighed, and ended the call as she walked out into the corridor to call her colleagues over. Rita peeked out of her office.

         “Dead guy found on an allotment,” Sara summed up.

          
      

         Multiple patrol cars were parked on Maskinvägen and the little street leading into Palettskolan. The gates to the allotment gardens were open and there was an ambulance and a patrol car in front of one of the little cottages. The lights on the vehicles danced on the dark sky and curious bystanders had gathered outside the police tape. Sara and Rita ducked under the blue-and-white tape and walked into the garden, where the flowers were in full bloom and the apple trees’ branches were heavy with fruit. An older couple with blankets thrown over their shoulders stood on the gravelled path next to a little cottage.

         “Hi there,” Sara said, and walked over to the couple. She reached her hand out. “My name is Chief Inspector Sara Vallén and I’m the lead investigator. This is Inspector Rita Anker,” Sara said, and nodded towards her tall blonde colleague, who was standing right behind her.

         “Roland Bruhn,” the man said.

         “Anja Bruhn,” the woman filled in. Her voice broke when she said her surname. “We don’t understand what is going on. Who would do something like this?”

         “We don’t know yet,” Sara said, and put a hand on the woman’s thin arm. “I think you should come with me to the ambulance. It’ll be warmer there and we’ll find someone for you to talk to. We can speak more later. It’s okay.” She nodded towards the ambulance.

         “But we don’t want to ride in the same ambulance as the dead man,” Anja Bruhn said as her chin began to tremble.

         “Oh, no, of course not,” Sara said. “But he won’t need an ambulance, unfortunately. As he’s dead there is another type of vehicle that will pick him up. Don’t worry.”

         The man pulled a face and brought his hands to his chest. For a second, Sara thought he was about to suffer a heart attack.

         “I need a nurse over here,” she shouted in the direction of the ambulance. A nurse hurried over to them and Sara nodded towards Roland Bruhn. The nurse walked him over to the ambulance while Anja Bruhn was left standing alone.

         “Don’t worry, I’m sure he’s fine,” Rita said. “But let’s walk over to the ambulance so both of you can go to the hospital. Just in case. Come on.”

         Rita’s voice was friendly but stern and the woman finally gave in. Sara walked up to the little cottage and bumped into the medical examiner, who was on his way out.

         “This isn’t pretty,” he said with a grimace. “Multiple stab wounds all over his body. The perpetrator must have been furious. And his nails have been pulled out, meaning the victim was subjected to torture. Forensics is in there as we speak.”

         He grimaced again, nodded, and kept walking. Sara saw him talking to Rita and smiled to herself when she saw how he straightened his back as he spoke to her.

         Rita wiped her shoes on the doormat and put a hand on Sara’s back before they went inside.

         The man was still on the floor. Sara took a step back. Shit, she thought. The medical examiner was right. Torture.

         “Bloody hell. What is this?” Rita exclaimed.

          
      

         The head of the forensics team, Ove Ovesson, was leaning over the body, examining something that looked like fingernails. He turned around and looked at them.

         “Yes, his throat has been slit. And he was tortured before that. He has burn marks on his face and his nails have been pulled out. We’ll have to wait and see what the medical examiner says about the genitalia, but there are bloodstains all over the victim’s crotch area.”
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         C
         ommissioner Beatrice Larsson sat on the edge of her desk and looked at Sara and the other four officers she had called into her office to form a major investigation team. She rubbed her left temple with two fingers. A bead of sweat glistened on her hairline.

         “The victim hasn’t been identified yet, but we looked into the record of missing persons and found a likely match. A Tobias Klingström was reported missing yesterday. He disappeared a couple of days ago. Our victim matches his description, and unfortunately we’ll have to ask the parents to identify him. It won’t be fun. Sara?”

         “Yes, we’ll launch an investigation right away. I’m not sure what to think about this murder. In a way, it looks like a crime motivated by immense fury, but at the same time the torture seems calculated and shows little to no signs of lack of impulse control.”

         Sara turned to her colleagues. Jonny Svensson had been called in from Malmö together with Torsten Venngren. Jörgen Berg leaned against the doorframe and Rita Anker stood next to the window.

         “Hate,” Rita said, and threw her hands out in front of her.

         “Yes, very likely,” Jörgen agreed.

         “Very likely,” Sara repeated. “But let’s start from the beginning. With identifying the body, that is.”

         “Do you want me to call the Klingströms and meet them at the hospital?” Torsten Venngren asked.

         Sara nodded. Torsten was the right man for the job. He was good with all sorts of people. And all sorts of emotions.

         “I need you to start looking into Tobias Klingström. Find out if he appears in our records; look into who he hangs out with and stuff like that,” Sara said, and pointed at Jörgen, who didn’t look too happy about the assignment.

         “We’re not even sure if it’s him.”

         “It doesn’t matter right now. We have to get going right away. Most likely, it’s him.”

         Jörgen shook his head before he left Beatrice Larsson’s office. “And what about me?” Jonny said, and threw his hands out.

         “Call the medical examiner and check on their progress.” Sara’s voice sounded mechanical. Her brain was already working hard, coming up with different possible scenarios.

         Torsten and Jonny walked out of the office and left the three women alone.

         “You, come with me,” Sara said quickly to Rita before heading for the door.

         “Remember to identify the victim before you do anything drastic,” the commissioner shouted after them.

         Sara waved dismissively at her boss. Although Sara knew Beatrice was only trying to help, she was experienced enough not to have to deal with unnecessary advice like that.
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         T
         orsten walked towards the entrance of the police station. He was shaken by his visit to the hospital and full of regret. He should have used dental records to identify the victim. The parents shouldn’t have been allowed to see their son in the state he was in. He should have been cleaned up and the moment should have been more respectful. Not clinical and ruthless. It could all have been handled a lot better, he thought, and wiped the sweat off his forehead.

         The summer had ended abruptly and the air was cool and crisp. The leaves were starting to turn orange and red and the rowanberries made it look like the trees were on fire. It was beautiful. Within a month, the leaves would have fallen off the trees and left everything naked and dull. The fields surrounding Lund would be nothing but dark mud.

         Torsten stepped into the building and felt the heat of the police station warm up his cold muscles. He hurried up the stairs and walked right into Sara Vallén’s office. She was sitting next to Rita in front of the computer, lost in the online labyrinth that made up a person’s life.

         “It’s him,” Torsten said. “Tobias Klingström. His mother identified him.”

         Sara and Rita both looked up and nodded solemnly.

         “Great. He’s identified. Did they have any idea of what might have happened?” Sara asked while her eyelid started to droop. She blinked to regain control over it as she looked at Torsten.

         “What’s up with the superior look on your face?” he asked.

         “You know I can’t help it,” Sara said.

         Torsten nodded.

         “To answer your question … no, they had no idea. Probably because they were so shocked. I had to take them to the grief counsellor, who in turn had to call the hospital chaplain. Okay?”

         “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensitive. But we have to talk to the parents.”

         “Tomorrow,” Torsten said. “I’m sure Jörgen will find enough information for us to get a good idea of who he was.”
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         W
         hen Samira woke up, she was still tired and had a strange feeling in her stomach. As if something had happened. She heard a noise behind her and sat up.

         “Why are you staring at me?” she asked her father, who looked at her with his arms crossed and his thick eyebrows in a furrow.

         She pulled the duvet up to her chin.

         “Say something. I have to go to Lund for a lecture in an hour,” she continued, trying her best to sound confident and ignore the shiver that ran down her spine.

         “Leave,” she said when he didn’t answer her. “Get out of my room.”

         Her father turned around and walked away. She could see by his posture that he was upset. Very upset. He mumbled something in their language. All she could make out was the word away.

         Samira jumped out of bed and got dressed. Then she made her way to the kitchen, where her mother sat by the table with her hands resting in her lap.

         “What did you do?” her mother complained.

         What does she mean? Do they know? Samira thought. She had been so careful. Fear took hold of her at the same time as she felt a wave of loathing wash over her.

         “Nothing. I have done nothing,” she answered stubbornly, and felt her voice tremble slightly. “Nothing,” she repeated.

         She left the kitchen and walked into the bathroom. She applied her makeup. Brushed her teeth. Walked into the hallway, wrapped a headscarf around her hair, and opened the front door. She heard her father’s heavy footsteps behind her and started running down the stairs. She tripped and fell down the last set of stairs, hitting her head against the stone floor. She quickly got up and stumbled out through the front door. She made it to the bus stop just as the bus driver closed the doors, but he opened them again when she slammed her fists against the glass. The bus driver stared at her without asking for a ticket and she hurried past him. She took a seat at the back of the bus and looked out the window as the bus drove off.
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         M
         ost of the students had already taken their seats. The only person who reacted when she rushed into the classroom was Martin. Judging by the expression on his face, something wasn’t right. He got up, grabbed her by the arm, and dragged her out into the corridor again.

         “You’re covered in blood,” he whispered to her.

         Samira brought her hands to her face. Her skin felt sticky.

         They hurried into the bathroom, and when Samira saw her bloody face in the mirror, she couldn’t believe that she hadn’t realised how bad it was. She turned on the water and washed her face. Martin inspected the wound to see where all the blood was coming from.

         “It doesn’t look very deep. I think I can fix it with some surgical tape.” Martin ran off while Samira stayed in the bathroom. She took off her white wool sweater, which was now red with bloodstains. She turned it inside out and tied it around her hips.

         She blushed and tears burned behind her eyelids. She should have understood that her fall on the stairs had left a mark. What would her friends think?

         Martin patched up her wound and when he was done, they walked back to the classroom. Samira carefully opened the door and the professor glared at them as they returned to their seats.

         “You know how I feel about students being late,” was all he said.

         They both nodded. They didn’t speak more until the lecture was over.

         “Are you seeing my sister today?” Martin asked.

         Samira shook her head. “I don’t think so. Do you know if she’s at uni?”

         “No idea, but I can check.”

         “No need. I’ll call her later,” she said, and hurried out of the classroom at the same time as it filled with new students, ready for their next lecture. Samira threw a glance over her shoulder and saw that the steady stream of people had stopped Martin from following her. She kept going without him, heading for her next class.

         On her lunch break, she called Elin, who was the only one she could fully trust. But still, she didn’t feel comfortable telling her the real reason why she had been in such a rush down the stairs, or what she had feared would happen if her father had caught up with her.

         “I fell down the stairs as I was running for the bus,” Samira said. It wasn’t a total lie. They had known each other for years, but there were still things Elin didn’t know about. Elin loved Samira’s family. When she was around, her family behaved well and didn’t seem more controlling than most caring families. Maybe Elin suspected something, but she had never mentioned it.

         “Oh no, you could’ve been really hurt. Are you okay? You could’ve broken your neck, Samira.”

         “Don’t be so dramatic. I’m fine. Martin took care of me. My favourite sweater is covered in blood, though.”

         “Don’t worry about that. You can always buy a new one. You’re so spoiled.” Elin giggled.

         “I’m not spoiled.”

         “It was a joke,” Elin said. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay.”

         “I just wanted you to hear it from me. Martin will probably tell you all about it. But now you know.”

         They hung up and Samira went about her day without anyone asking her what had happened to her face. Martin kept looking at her, but for some reason, he didn’t make any further efforts to talk to her.
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         T
         his is what we know,” Sara said, and pointed to the whiteboard where she had written a bunch of names and drawn arrows between them. “Tobias Klingström works for the Social Services Administration in Hörby. More specifically, he works with families and children in need. Or, well, he used to work there.”

         “Hörby, what a dump,” Jonny Svensson scoffed.

         Sara shot him a sour look.

         “He never showed up to work on Monday and has been missing since then. His parents reported him missing Tuesday night. He doesn’t have a record. I’ve talked to the social services director. I’m going to Hörby after this meeting to pay a visit to Tobias Klingström’s office. Torsten and Rita will question his parents. They’ll be here at 10 a.m.”

         Sara turned to Jörgen.

         “I need you to contact the medical examiner again and find out what has really happened here. And then we need to talk to forensics, of course. I’m sure Ove Ovesson has something to tell us.”

         Jörgen Berg nodded. He sat in front of his computer and his fingers moved quickly across the keyboard as Sara spoke.

         “Jonny, I need you to talk to the couple who own the allotment.”

         “Why do you always want me to talk to the old ones?”

         “Someone has to.”

         Jonny shrugged his shoulders and sighed. But for once, he kept quiet about his feelings. Sara nodded to her colleagues and went to her office to make a phone call.

         “You’ve reached the Social Services Administration. This is Karin Thorsson.”

         “Hi, I’m Chief Inspector Sara Vallén from the Lund Police Department. I would like to come to Hörby and talk to you about Tobias Klingström. I assume you’ve heard that he has been found dead.”

         “Yes, we heard. The whole thing feels very scary. Tobias was a very appreciated colleague around here.”

         Sara chewed over what the woman had just said. Wouldn’t it have been just as scary if he weren’t so appreciated? she thought to herself, but decided not to say anything about it.

         “I would like to come right away if that’s okay. I’ve talked to Social Services Director Gertrud Hagberg.”

         “Yes, of course. It’s important that we sort this out as soon as possible. You’re welcome at any time. Most people are at the office today. We’ve just had a staff meeting.”

         “I’ll get in the car immediately. I’ll be there in about forty minutes.”

         The autumn landscape was beautiful, but Sara was so focused on her own thoughts and the road ahead of her that she barely noticed it.

         Guilty. Why did I feel guilty when Peter abused me? And why didn’t I leave him the first time he hit me? She knew the answer. Because you have a destructive relationship with men. It felt as if she had two tiny people sitting on her shoulders. One of them tried to be nice to her and the other one was convinced she only had herself to blame for what had happened. She tried to ignore both of them, but couldn’t.

         She couldn’t even answer the questions she usually asked other women who had been beaten by their partners. Sara thought about the defence lawyer’s attempt to make her look as guilty as Peter Matsson. She had found herself thinking along the same lines more than once. But the trial had been a wake-up call. Funny how you can convince yourself of the strangest things, she thought, and as she turned off highway E22 and drove towards the city centre, she realised she had been driving far too fast. She immediately stopped thinking about Peter Matsson.

         She parked the car outside the social services office at Slagtoftavägen 1. The office was located in a rundown and rough-looking neighbourhood and Sara threw a glance at a man who stood on one of the balconies, smoking.

         “You wanna come up and keep me company for a while?” he slurred.

         It was obvious that he was drunk. This seems like an appropriate location for a social services office, Sara thought. Or perhaps not appropriate at all.
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         S
         he rang the doorbell, but nobody came to the door. She rang it again and finally heard footsteps in the hallway. A woman opened the door. “Welcome,” she said, and took Sara’s hand. “Karin Thorsson.”

         “Sara Vallén, Lund Police Department.”

         Karin Thorsson let Sara inside and Sara was baffled when she saw that the inside of the office looked as rundown as its exterior. She had driven past the quite modern municipal office and assumed the Social Services Administration would operate in a similar building. Karin Thorsson aimed a tired smile Sara’s way and showed her into a conference room. They sat down by the large table.

         “Do you want me to bring the rest of the staff?” she asked Sara, who shook her head.

         “It’s probably better if I speak to you alone first. Then I’m happy to speak to anyone who wants to share information that might be of interest to the investigation. It would be helpful if I could talk to someone close to Tobias.”

         Karin Thorsson thought about it for a while. “Then you’ll probably want to talk to Staffan.”

         “Why do you think that?”

         “He knows Tobias very well. They’re also friends privately.”

         Sara nodded.

         “Tell me about Tobias,” she encouraged Karin Thorsson.

         “Well, he was an honest man who was positive and kind to his colleagues. He was kind to people in general.”

         “What did his colleagues think of him?” Sara asked.

         “They all liked him. He was someone who made others feel important. He was thoughtful and attentive, if you know what I mean.”

         “How was he lately? Did you notice any mood swings or other signs that something wasn’t right?”

         “To be honest, he has seemed weighed down by something for the past couple of months. At least at times. If I had to guess, I would say it had to do with his love life, but I’m definitely not sure. I heard him tell someone that he loved them over the phone once.”

         “But he hasn’t shared anything about this with you?”

         “No, not at all.”

         “Could you describe him some more?”

         Sara studied the woman, trying to determine if she seemed insecure or nervous in any way. Karin Thorsson didn’t seem completely comfortable being interrogated, but she showed no signs of lying or hiding something.

         “He is … I mean, he was a big guy. Athletic. He got along with everyone. He was social and mature. Thirty years old. Smart, but maybe more practically skilled than analytical. At times he was chatty, but sometimes he could be quiet. I guess that’s about all I can tell you about him.”

         Sara reassured the woman by nodding as she spoke. When she leaned back in her chair, Sara did the same.

         “At what times was he chatty?”

         “At staff meetings or in the lunchroom, for example. When we were all gathered, he often spoke for the whole group.”

         “And when could he be quiet?”

         Karin Thorsson thought about it.

         “When he was handling a case, for example. Then he was always incredibly focused. Even if a couple of us were working on a case together, he kept his head down and didn’t say much.”

         Sara nodded.

         “Did he have any enemies?”

         “I’m not sure, but I find it hard to believe. He was a truly charming man who was liked by both his clients and his colleagues.”

         Sara wondered what it was with the woman’s description of Tobias that made her curious. Then it hit her.

         “Could you describe in what way Tobias seemed weighed down by something lately?”

         “It’s hard to explain. He didn’t seem depressed or anything, but he disappeared into his office more and more often. He clearly showed that he wanted to be left alone. I guess that’s not all that strange, but I got the feeling he was sad about something. Or weighed down, as I said.”

         Karin Thorsson let her pen wander back and forth between her right and left hands. It was the only sign of emotion that she showed.
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         C
         hief Inspector Sara Vallén,” Sara said as she stood up and reached her hand out towards the man who had just stepped into the conference room. She noticed that he was red under his nose and around his eyes. He had been crying.

         “Staffan Davidsson,” he said, and shook Sara’s hand. When she tried to look him in the eye, he lowered his gaze. It surprised her.

         “Please, have a seat,” Sara said.

         Sara waved at his boss, who backed out of the room and carefully closed the door behind her.

         He sat down in the chair with his back straight, still not looking at Sara. She started recording the interview on her phone and read out the date and time of the interrogation, as well as both of their names, before turning the microphone towards Staffan.

         “I understand that you’ve just found out about Tobias Klingström’s death.”

         Staffan nodded and it looked as if he was about to cry again. He took a deep breath.

         “Yes,” he said. “It’s bloody horrendous.”

         “Yes, it is.” Sara nodded to verify his feelings.

         “And hard to believe,” he continued. “He’s probably the nicest guy I know. Or … he was. Have you talked to his parents?”

         “Yes. They were the first ones we talked to. How well did you know Tobias?”

         “I would say we were best buddies,” Staffan said. “We met at uni, and we’ve been friends since.”

         “It sounds nice. Would you mind telling me about Tobias? Who was he, and how did he live his life?”

         The young man nodded and started sobbing. Sara gave him a minute.

         “He was a person who everyone liked. He was a great listener, friendly, loving, and thoughtful. He had skills that everyone wants but few possess. He was intelligent, but never looked down on people who weren’t as bright as he was. He was respectful and smart at the same time. He had a great childhood. You know, almost too good.”

         “Didn’t he have any bad habits or personality traits that were less charming?” Sara asked, and felt her eyelid slip down. She noticed how the man looked at her and blinked hard.

         “I’m sure he had, but none that I could see. Or, well, yes, actually. He always thought the best of people. It’s a good quality, I guess, but only as long as people are actually as good as you think. If they’re not, it can come back to bite you.”

         It sounded rehearsed, but Sara didn’t say anything.

         “Who did he hang out with?”

         “A few of us normally hung out together. I’ll give you everyone’s name if you want?”

         “We’ll get to that,” Sara said. “Please continue.”

         “He had another group of friends as well. They used to play golf and tennis together. I think he had known them since childhood.”

         Sara smiled to hide her suspicion.

         “Girlfriend?” she asked.

         “He hasn’t said anything, but I think there was a girl. I have no idea who she is. For some reason, he never told me about her. But I’ve suspected it for a while.”

         “So, why didn’t he tell you about her if you were such good friends?”

         “How would I know? Maybe he didn’t think it was going to work out between them.”

         Staffan Davidsson ran both his hands over his beard. Beautiful hands, Sara thought. Graceful, slender, with long fingers. She thought about her stepfather–the painter. His hands had looked just like them.

         “And you don’t know who this girl could be?”

         Staffan sighed. “No, I have no idea. But something felt strange about it as he kept her a secret. It wasn’t like him. We all thought so, but he refused to tell us about her. We tried many times, but he kept quiet about it. He denied seeing anyone, but he did it in a way that left us convinced he was lying. We assumed he wanted to keep it a secret. Very strange, really.”

         His answer was full of things that made Sara suspicious. Why wouldn’t Tobias want to tell his friends about his girlfriend? The way she saw it, there were two possible reasons. Either he wasn’t sure if he wanted to be seen in public together with her, or their relationship could lead to negative consequences for one or both of them if it was exposed. What was Tobias Klingström hiding?
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T orsten and Rita sat in two separate interrogation rooms. Torsten was interviewing Anna Klingström, and Rita was interviewing Karl Klingström. Tobias Klingström’s parents both showed signs of shock. As always, Torsten felt like a villain when he forced a parent to reveal their child’s deepest secrets. It was always sickening. Although, for some reason, it was always easier when the parents were still in shock. It was as if the questions he asked didn’t feel completely real before reality sank in. And he was great at what he did. His never-failing attention to detail, his ability to ask questions respectfully, and the fact that he never stepped on anyone’s toes made his job easier. Maybe he even helped the victim’s family to work through their grief in a way. At least that’s what he wanted to believe.

“Could you tell me about who Tobias is?” Torsten said carefully, deliberately talking about him as if he were still alive.

Anna Klingström’s eyes were empty. She was as pale as a white sheet and her mouth was slightly open. Her shoulders slumped in a way that looked unnatural somehow. Deflated and lethargic, Torsten thought to himself.

The woman tried to pull herself together, blinked hard, and shook her head.

“He’s everything a parent could wish for. He has a huge heart and he’s thoughtful, loving, and beautiful. More beautiful than all the others, but I guess all parents say that?”

“They probably do, but it doesn’t matter,” Torsten said with a friendly smile.

“He has a lot of friends and he’s good at what he does. He’s intelligent, sensitive …”

“Does he have a girlfriend?”

“Yes, an amazing young woman. Her name is Samira. We only met her once. It’s a bit complicated,” Anna Klingström said, then hesitated.

Torsten was immediately interested. “In what way?”

“Well, her family is from Pakistan. You should see her. She is beautiful. Almost surreally so.”

It was obvious to Torsten that the woman wanted to avoid getting into why it was complicated. He ran his hand though his hair, and when one of his fingers got stuck in a knot, he freed it with an irritated jerk.
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