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    Dedication
 
For those who carry memories they cannot explain,for those who have spent years searching for answers hidden beneath the silence,and for those who know that some wounds are not healed by forgetting.
To the children who deserved to be remembered,the voices that were never heard,and the lives forever changed by secrets they never chose to keep.
May we never mistake silence for peace,nor forget that even the longest winter must eventually give way to spring.
And to everyone who believes that the truth,no matter how deeply buried,deserves to come home.
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PROLOGUE
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The snow had stopped falling shortly before midnight.

For a few minutes, the forest was completely silent.

Not peaceful. Not quiet in the ordinary sense. It was the kind of silence that made a person conscious of every breath, every movement, every small sound produced by a living body. Beyond the trees, the frozen lake stretched beneath the northern sky, its surface hidden beneath a thick blanket of snow. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf called once and then disappeared into the darkness.

Seven teenagers had entered the forest that afternoon.

Only six would return.

At least, that was what the official report would eventually say.

The boy stood beneath an old pine tree, his fingers stiff inside his gloves. He could no longer feel his toes. His jacket was wet, his left cheek was bleeding, and the small flashlight in his hand flickered every few seconds.

He had stopped calling for help.

Nobody answered anymore.

Behind him, somewhere among the trees, a branch snapped.

He turned.

"Hello?"

His voice sounded strangely small.

There was a figure between the trees.

For a moment, he thought it was one of the others. Perhaps Erik, with his ridiculous red scarf, or little Johan, who had been crying since they crossed the frozen river.

But the figure did not move.

"Is that you?" the boy called.

Nothing.

He raised the flashlight.

The beam caught a pale face.

Then the light went out.

The boy stumbled backwards, his heart pounding so violently that it hurt. He pressed the button again. Once. Twice. The flashlight remained dark.

He could hear breathing now.

Not his own.

Someone was standing close enough for him to hear the air moving through their lungs.

"Please," he whispered. "I know what happened."

The breathing stopped.

He swallowed.

"I didn't tell them. I promised."

A faint sound came from the darkness.

Laughter.

It was not loud or cruel. Somehow, that made it worse. It sounded almost familiar, like someone remembering a private joke.

Then a voice spoke.

"You were never supposed to come back."

The boy began to run.

He ran without knowing where he was going, crashing through branches and sinking into snow that reached above his knees. His lungs burned. His injured cheek stung in the freezing air. Once, he fell hard enough to knock the breath from his body.

He got up again.

Ahead, through the trees, he could see the faint yellow glow of the expedition cabin.

Someone was there.

Someone had left the door open.

He pushed himself forward, shouting names he would never forget.

But when he reached the clearing, the cabin was empty.

A wood-burning stove stood in the corner. The fire had almost died, leaving a faint red glow beneath the ashes. Seven cups had been placed on the table.

He counted them.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

His hands began to shake.

There were seven cups.

There had always been seven of them.

He approached the table slowly. Beside the final cup lay a folded piece of paper. His name was written on the outside.

He recognized the handwriting immediately.

It belonged to someone who had been dead for twenty-one years.

He opened the paper.

There were only six words.

You promised to forget the seventh.

Outside, something moved past the window.

The boy looked up.

A shadow crossed the glass.

Then came three soft knocks at the door.

He did not answer.

The handle turned.

And the world went dark.

Twenty-one years later, a man in the small northern town of Kallvik received an envelope that would change everything.

It arrived on a Tuesday morning, delivered with the ordinary post between electricity bills and supermarket advertisements.

The envelope contained no letter, no return address and no explanation.

Only an invoice.

The amount was exactly the same as it had been every seven years.

Not a single krona more.

The man stared at it for almost ten minutes before reaching for his telephone.

He had paid the previous three invoices without hesitation. He had never asked who sent them. He had never attempted to negotiate. And he had never told his wife what the money was for.

But this time, something was different.

At the bottom of the page, beneath the payment instructions, someone had added a sentence.

This is your final opportunity to remember what happened to the seventh.

The man dropped the paper.

For the first time in twenty-one years, he began to cry.

Three days later, he was found dead in his locked study.

And somewhere in Stockholm, Detective Sofia Lind was about to receive a case that would take her back to a place where winter never seemed to end.

A place where six people had spent twenty-one years paying for a secret.

And where nobody could agree on the face of the seventh.
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Chapter 1
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The telephone rang at 5:43 in the morning.

Sofia Lind was awake before the second ring.

She lay motionless for a moment, staring at the unfamiliar ceiling of her apartment in Stockholm. Outside, rain tapped against the window, and the pale November light had barely begun to touch the buildings across the street. For several seconds, she couldn't remember where she was. Then the old instinct returned, sharp and unwelcome.

A telephone ringing before six rarely brought good news.

She reached for it on the bedside table.

"Detective Lind."

"Sorry to wake you."

The voice belonged to Chief Inspector Henrik Dahl. She recognized the tiredness in it immediately. Henrik had a way of sounding as though he had been awake for three days, even when he had slept perfectly well.

"You're not waking me," Sofia said.

It wasn't entirely true.

"We have a murder in northern Sweden. Kallvik. A man named Gustav Eklund. Sixty-three. Local businessman. Found dead yesterday evening."

Sofia sat up.

"Why are you calling me?"

There was a pause.

"Because the regional police have requested someone from Stockholm to take over the investigation. They know you are being transferred."

The word transferred settled between them.

Sofia looked towards the window. A bus moved slowly through the wet street below, its headlights spreading across the pavement.

"That's a rather generous way of describing it."

"Sofia..."

"How long?"

"Your flight leaves at ten. You'll connect through Luleå. A car will be waiting."

She rubbed her forehead.

"And why exactly was I chosen?"

"Because you're a good detective."

She almost laughed.

Henrik was a decent man, but he was a terrible liar when he wanted to be kind.

"Try again."

"Because you need a fresh investigation, and this one needs someone who isn't connected to the local community."

She looked down at her bare feet.

There it was.

The unspoken explanation.

Three months earlier, Sofia had led an investigation into the disappearance of a sixteen-year-old girl in Stockholm. The girl had been found alive after eleven days, but the investigation had unravelled in ways Sofia had never expected. A senior officer had concealed evidence. A witness had changed his statement. A decision Sofia had made in the first forty-eight hours had placed an innocent man under suspicion.

The internal review had cleared her of misconduct.

It had not cleared her conscience.

She still remembered the girl's mother sitting across from her in the interview room, both hands wrapped around a paper cup of coffee that had gone cold.

"You told me you would find her," the woman had whispered.

Sofia had not known what to say.

She had been right, eventually. But being right after eleven days had not made the eleven days disappear.

"Is there anything else I should know?" Sofia asked.

"Not over the telephone. The initial report is in your email."

"Henrik."

"Yes?"

"Is this a punishment?"

Another pause.

"No. But perhaps it is an opportunity to breathe."

She closed her eyes.

"I don't think I've forgotten how."

"Then perhaps northern Sweden will remind you."

The call ended.

For a while, Sofia remained sitting on the edge of the bed.

Her apartment was small, tidy and almost entirely impersonal. There were books on the shelves, a coffee mug beside the sink and a dark coat hanging over the back of a chair. A photograph of her younger sister, Elin, stood on the windowsill.

Elin had taken it during a summer holiday on Gotland. They were both laughing, their hair blown across their faces by the wind. Sofia had been twenty-seven then, still capable of believing that most things could be repaired if people simply tried hard enough.

She picked up the photograph and wiped a little dust from its frame.

"I'll call you when I get there," she murmured, although nobody was listening.

Then she stood, went to the kitchen and made coffee.

It tasted bitter.

She drank it anyway.

By eight, she had packed a suitcase, printed the preliminary case report and placed her service weapon in its holster. Before leaving, she walked through the apartment once, checking the windows and the stove.

At the front door, she stopped.

Something about leaving Stockholm felt more permanent than it should have.

She turned off the light.

And closed the door behind her.

The journey north took most of the morning.

By the time the small regional aircraft descended towards Luleå, the landscape beneath Sofia had changed into something almost unfamiliar. Forests stretched in dark, endless patches between frozen lakes. The roads looked like thin scratches across the white ground.

She pressed her forehead lightly against the window.

She had visited northern Sweden twice before, both times during warmer months. She remembered green hills, long evenings and a strange feeling that the sun refused to leave.

Winter, she suspected, would be less forgiving.

At the airport, a uniformed officer stood near the arrivals area holding a piece of cardboard with her name written on it.

"Detective Lind?"

"Yes."

"I'm Johan Nyström. Kallvik Police."

He was perhaps forty-five, broad-shouldered, with pale hair and a weathered face. His winter jacket was unzipped despite the cold outside.

They shook hands.

"Long journey?"

"Long enough."

"Coffee?"

"Already had three."

He smiled.

"Then you'll fit in."

He took her suitcase and led her towards a dark police vehicle parked outside.

The cold struck her immediately.

Not the ordinary cold of a Stockholm winter morning. This was different. It entered through the smallest opening in her coat and seemed to settle directly against her bones.

She pulled her scarf higher.

Johan noticed.

"First proper Lapland winter?"

"First one in a while."

"People always say the cold is the difficult part."

"And it isn't?"

"Not really. It's the darkness. You get used to waking up and feeling like the day has already ended."

Sofia glanced towards the sky.

A low ceiling of grey cloud covered everything. The sun was somewhere behind it, but there was no sign of it.

"How far is Kallvik?"

"About two hours. Depending on the roads."

They climbed into the vehicle.

As they left the airport, Johan began explaining the case.

"Gustav Eklund owned three businesses in the region. Timber processing, transport and a property company. He was wealthy, well connected, and generally liked."

"Generally?"

"Nobody likes everyone."

"Was he involved in anything illegal?"

"Nothing we know about. No major criminal record, no obvious enemies. He donated to the local school, helped fund the sports club and paid for renovations at the old community centre."

"Family?"

"Wife. Two adult children. His daughter lives in Umeå. His son works for one of the companies."

"Who found him?"

"His wife. Around seven in the evening."

"Cause of death?"

"Head injury. The forensic team hasn't completed the full examination yet, but there was considerable blood loss."

"Weapon?"

"Not recovered."

Sofia opened the case report on her tablet.

"Where was he found?"

"In his study. The door was locked."

She looked up.

"Locked from the inside?"

"Apparently."

"How did they enter?"

"His wife had a spare key. She said she knocked several times before opening the door. She found him behind his desk."

"Windows?"

"All closed. No signs of forced entry."

Sofia returned to the report.

There was a photograph of Gustav Eklund attached to the first page. He had silver hair, a broad smile and the comfortable expression of a man who had spent much of his life being listened to.

She studied his face.

"Anything unusual at the scene?"

Johan kept his eyes on the road.

"His wife said he had been frightened during the last few days."

"Frightened of what?"

"She doesn't know."

"Did he say anything?"

"Only that something from the past had come back."

Sofia lowered the tablet.

"What does that mean?"

"We're hoping you'll find out."

Outside, the forests grew thicker.

The snow beside the road had been pushed into high banks by passing vehicles. Every few kilometres, a small collection of houses appeared between the trees, their windows glowing yellow against the white landscape.

Sofia watched them disappear behind the car.

"How long have you lived here?" she asked.

"All my life."

"Do you know Eklund personally?"

"Everyone knew him."

"That's not what I asked."

Johan glanced at her.

"I knew him. We weren't friends."

"Why not?"

He shrugged.

"He had a way of making people feel they owed him something."

Sofia looked at him more carefully.

"Did you?"

Johan gave a small smile, but it didn't reach his eyes.

"Most people did."

She waited for him to elaborate.

He didn't.

Kallvik appeared shortly after two in the afternoon.

The town was smaller than Sofia had imagined. A main street ran between a grocery store, a pharmacy, a bank and several older buildings with snow-covered roofs. Beyond them stood a church with a narrow wooden tower. A frozen river divided the settlement, disappearing beneath a bridge at the northern end.

There were no crowds.

No traffic lights.

No hurried pedestrians.

A man was clearing snow from the entrance of a bakery. Two children walked home carrying schoolbags, their faces almost hidden beneath knitted hats.

It looked like the kind of place where people knew which houses had arguments behind closed doors.

Johan turned towards the police station.

"Welcome to Kallvik."

Sofia looked out of the window.

She had spent most of her adult life in cities where people could disappear without anyone noticing. Here, she suspected, disappearing would be considerably more difficult.

And being remembered might be worse.

The station was a modest building with pale walls, narrow corridors and the faint smell of burnt coffee. A woman in her early fifties stood waiting near the reception desk.

"Detective Lind. I'm Inspector Karin Holm."

Her handshake was firm.

Karin had dark blond hair tied into a loose knot and tired eyes that suggested she had not slept properly. There was a small scar near her chin.

"I've heard about you," she said.

Sofia removed her gloves.

"Hopefully nothing too interesting."

"That depends on what you consider interesting."

Johan took Sofia's suitcase to a small office.

Karin gestured towards a meeting room.

"We should start with the victim's wife. She's been asking when someone from Stockholm would arrive."

"Has she been interviewed?"

"Twice. But not properly. She's still in shock."

"What's her name?"

"Margareta Eklund."

Karin opened a folder.

"She's sixty-one. Married to Gustav for thirty-four years. They lived outside town, near the old forestry road."

Sofia glanced at the photographs.

"Tell me about the family."

"Two children. Erik, thirty-two, and Anna, thirty. Both financially comfortable. Neither appears to have any immediate reason to harm their father."

"Appears?"

Karin looked at her.

"People here are very good at appearing."

There was something in the way she said it that made Sofia pause.

"How long have you been investigating?"

"Since yesterday evening."

"And what do you think happened?"

Karin closed the folder.

"I think Gustav Eklund was killed by someone who knew exactly when he would be alone."

"Someone local?"

"Probably."

"Probably isn't evidence."

"No. But it is a place to begin."

Sofia nodded.

"Then let's begin with his wife."

Margareta Eklund lived in a large wooden house on the outskirts of town.

The property stood behind a low fence, surrounded by snow-covered spruce trees. A narrow driveway led to a detached garage. The house itself was painted dark red, with white window frames and a small porch.

A wreath hung beside the front door.

It looked strangely cheerful.

Sofia followed Karin inside.

Warm air carried the smell of coffee and something sweet, perhaps cinnamon. The hallway was immaculate. A pair of men's winter boots stood beside the wall, still carrying dried mud around their soles.

Sofia looked at them.

"Are these his?"

Karin nodded.

"Yes."

For a moment, neither woman moved.

It was a small thing, a pair of boots. But they had been placed there by someone who had expected their owner to wear them again.

Margareta was sitting in the living room beside a large window.

She was a thin woman with short grey hair and a pale face. Her hands rested in her lap, fingers intertwined so tightly that the knuckles had turned white.

When Sofia introduced herself, Margareta stood.

"You're from Stockholm?"

"Yes. I'm taking over the investigation."

"Good."

The answer came too quickly.

Margareta seemed to notice.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean..."

"You don't have to apologise."

Sofia sat opposite her.

Karin remained near the doorway.

For several seconds, nobody spoke. A clock ticked somewhere in the hallway.

Sofia had learned not to rush silence. People often filled it with things they had not intended to say.

Margareta looked towards the window.

"He always sat there in the evenings."

Sofia followed her gaze.

The chair beside the fireplace was empty. A folded newspaper lay on the small table beside it.

"Your husband?"

Margareta nodded.

"He liked to read the news before dinner. Even when he already knew everything that was happening."

A faint smile appeared on her face, then disappeared.

"Did you have dinner together that evening?" Sofia asked.

"No."

"Why not?"

"He said he wasn't hungry."

"Was that unusual?"

"Not recently."

"Was he ill?"

"No. He was worried."

Sofia leaned forward slightly.

"You mentioned that to Inspector Holm. Do you know what was worrying him?"

Margareta looked down at her hands.

"Someone had contacted him."

"Who?"

"I don't know."

"Was it a telephone call?"

"No. A letter."

Sofia exchanged a brief glance with Karin.

"What kind of letter?"

Margareta swallowed.

"An invoice."

The room seemed to become quieter.

"An invoice?"

"Yes."

"For what?"

"I don't know."

"Was it addressed to your husband?"

"Yes. It arrived in the post about two weeks ago."

"Do you still have it?"

Margareta nodded.

"It's in his study."

"Can we see it?"

For the first time, the woman looked genuinely frightened.

"I don't think you understand."

"Help me understand."

Margareta's eyes filled with tears.

"My husband received these letters for years. Every seven years. The same amount of money, the same kind of paper, the same instructions."

Sofia felt something tighten in her chest.

"How many?"

"Four."

"Four invoices?"

"Over twenty-one years."

"Did he pay them?"

"Every time."

"Without asking questions?"

Margareta gave a small, broken laugh.

"He never asked. Not even once."

"Did he tell you what the payments were for?"

"No."

"Did he ever mention who sent them?"

"No. He said it was something that had to be settled."

Sofia wrote the words down.

Something that had to be settled.

"Was the latest invoice different?"

Margareta hesitated.

"Yes."

"How?"

"He received it two weeks ago. He looked at it for a long time. Then he put it in the desk drawer."

"Did he seem frightened?"

"He was furious."

"Did he say why?"

"He said they had made a mistake."

"What kind of mistake?"

Margareta pressed her fingers against her mouth.

"He said the seventh person was supposed to be left alone."

Sofia stopped writing.

For a moment, the words seemed to have no meaning.

Then she looked up.

"What seventh person?"

Margareta shook her head.

"I don't know."

"Did your husband explain?"

"No. He told me never to ask about the expedition."

"What expedition?"

The woman's eyes moved towards Karin.

Then back to Sofia.

"There was an accident when Gustav was young. A winter expedition. Seven teenagers went into the forest."

Sofia felt her attention sharpen.

"How many came back?"

Margareta's voice became barely audible.

"Six."

The clock continued ticking.

Sofia glanced at Karin, who had gone completely still.

"Do you know the names of the teenagers?"

"No. I only know that Gustav was one of them."

"Did he ever talk about the accident?"

"Never."

"Not even with you?"

Margareta shook her head.

"Sometimes, when he was sleeping, he would say things. Names. He would wake up and look at me as though he had forgotten where he was."

"What names?"

"I don't remember all of them."

"Any?"

The woman closed her eyes.

"Erik. Johan. Anders. And one name I never understood."

"What was it?"

Margareta took a breath.

"Albin."

Sofia wrote it down.

"Was Albin one of the teenagers?"

"I asked Gustav that once."

"And?"

"He looked at me as if I had slapped him."

Margareta began to cry quietly.

"He said there had never been anyone called Albin."

Sofia put her notebook aside.

"Margareta, I need to ask you something about the night your husband died."

The woman wiped her cheeks.

"Go ahead."

"When you found him, was the study locked?"

"Yes."

"Did you have to force the door?"

"No. I had a spare key."

"Was anything missing?"

"I don't think so."

"Did you notice anything unusual?"

Margareta stared at the empty chair beside the fireplace.

"There was a cup of coffee on his desk."

"Was it his?"

"Yes. He always drank coffee in the evening."

"Anything else?"

The woman nodded slowly.

"His desk drawer was open."

"Which drawer?"

"The bottom one. He kept old documents there."

"Was the invoice inside?"

"No."

"Do you know where it was?"

Margareta looked at her.

"I thought he had thrown it away."

"Why?"

"Because I found the envelope in the fireplace."

Sofia's pen stopped.

"Burned?"

"Partly. I found it the morning after he died. There were pieces of paper in the ashes."

"Did you touch them?"

"No."

"Where are they now?"

Margareta pointed towards the hallway.

"In a small metal box. I was afraid to throw them away."

Sofia stood.

"Could you show me?"

Margareta rose slowly and led them towards the kitchen.

As they passed the study, Sofia glanced through the open doorway.

The room was exactly as she had expected from the photographs. Dark wooden furniture, shelves filled with books, framed business awards and a large desk facing the window.

But something caught her attention.

On the wall behind the desk hung a photograph of a group of young people standing in front of a wooden building.

Sofia stopped.

There were six teenagers in the photograph.

A boy in a red scarf stood near the centre. A girl with dark hair had one arm around another girl's shoulders. Two boys stood behind them, smiling awkwardly at the camera.

The final boy stood slightly apart from the others.

His face had been scratched away.

Not damaged by age. Not faded.

Scratched.

Deeply enough that the paper beneath the photograph had almost torn.

"Who is that?" Sofia asked.

Margareta followed her gaze.

For a moment, she seemed unable to understand the question.

Then her face changed.

"I don't know."

Sofia looked at her.

"You don't know who the people in the photograph are?"

"I know the others."

"And the boy whose face has been scratched out?"

Margareta stared at the photograph.

Her lips parted.

A small sound escaped her.

"Oh, Gustav."

It was not an answer.

It sounded like grief.

Sofia stepped closer to the photograph.

The six visible faces were young, almost impossibly young. There was something carefree about them, something that belonged to people who still believed that adulthood was a distant country they would eventually reach.

The boy with the damaged face wore a dark winter jacket.

Around his neck was a red scarf.

Sofia looked again at the photograph.

"Margareta, who scratched his face?"

The woman slowly shook her head.

"I don't know."

"Was the photograph like this when you first saw it?"

"No."

Her answer was immediate.

Sofia turned.

"You're sure?"

Margareta's breathing had become uneven.

"I remember that photograph. Gustav showed it to me when we first met. There were seven of them."

"Seven?"

"Yes."

She looked at the damaged face again.

"There were seven."

The metal box was kept in a kitchen cupboard beneath a stack of old tablecloths.

Inside were several envelopes, a handful of photographs and fragments of burned paper.

Sofia photographed everything before touching it.

Most of the writing had been destroyed by fire. But a few pieces remained.

A date.

A partial bank reference.

And the amount.

She read it twice.

Then a third time.

The sum was exactly 147,000 Swedish kronor.

"Is this what he paid?" she asked.

Margareta nodded.

"Every seven years."

"All four times?"

"Yes."

Sofia photographed the fragment.

"Did he ever complain about the amount?"

"No."

"Did he have to make the payment immediately?"

"Within thirty days."

"And this last invoice?"

Margareta shook her head.

"He didn't pay it."

Sofia looked up.

"Why not?"

"He said he wasn't going to pay anymore."

"Did he say what had changed?"

The woman stared at the table.

"He said there was nothing left to protect."

Sofia felt the words settle somewhere deep in her mind.

Nothing left to protect.

She placed the paper fragment carefully inside an evidence sleeve.

"Thank you, Margareta."

The woman caught her hand before she could turn away.

"Detective?"

Sofia stopped.

"Yes?"

Margareta's eyes were wet again.

"Please find out what happened to them."

Sofia looked at her.

"To the teenagers?"

"To all of them."

Her fingers tightened around Sofia's hand.

"Because my husband wasn't the only one receiving those invoices."

Sofia remained still.

"Who else?"

Margareta swallowed.

"Six other people. All of them were there that winter."

Sofia felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather outside.

"Do you know their names?"

Margareta nodded.

"I remember them from the photographs. But you must understand something."

"What?"

She looked towards the study.

"They all agreed to forget the same person."

For a moment, Sofia could hear nothing except the quiet ticking of the clock.

Then Margareta whispered something that made Sofia's stomach tighten.

"And every time Gustav received an invoice, he would spend the entire night checking the locks."

The drive back to the police station was quiet.

Johan had gone ahead with Karin, leaving Sofia a few minutes alone in the vehicle while she finished photographing the evidence. The sky outside had darkened considerably. It was not yet four in the afternoon, but the streetlights were already glowing.

She opened the photograph she had taken of the six teenagers.

There was something wrong with it.

Not just the scratched face.

The boy in the red scarf stood with his hands in his pockets, looking directly at the camera. The others smiled or looked towards one another, but he seemed strangely detached.

Sofia enlarged the image.

The damaged area was too deliberate to be accidental.

Someone had wanted his face gone.

Her telephone vibrated.

A message from Henrik.

How is the new assignment?

She looked at the photograph again.

Then typed:

Complicated. Victim received anonymous invoices every seven years for twenty-one years. Six other recipients connected to a fatal winter expedition involving seven teenagers. One person appears to have been erased from the records.

She paused before sending another message.

I think this is bigger than a murder.

Henrik replied almost immediately.

Be careful, Sofia.

She put the telephone away.

For a few seconds, she simply watched the snow falling beyond the windscreen.

Then she opened the case file and searched for the date of the old expedition.

The first result was a local newspaper archive.

A small article, dated February twenty-one years earlier.

TEENAGE BOY DIES IN WINTER ACCIDENT NEAR KALLVIK

The article mentioned a group of six teenagers who had become stranded during an overnight expedition. One had died from exposure before rescuers arrived.

Six teenagers.

Sofia read the paragraph again.

Then she opened the attached police report.

The same information appeared there.

Six teenagers had entered the forest.

One had died.

Five had survived.

She frowned.

That made six.

But Margareta had said seven.

And Gustav's photograph had once contained seven faces.

Sofia returned to the photograph.

The boy in the red scarf.

The scratched-out face.

The seventh person.

She looked at the old newspaper article once more.

There was a line near the bottom that she had not noticed before.

Authorities have confirmed that no other individuals were involved in the expedition.

Sofia leaned back in her seat.

Outside, the snow continued falling, slowly covering the tracks of passing cars.

She read the sentence again.

No other individuals.

She had spent years investigating people who lied, people who concealed evidence, people who changed their stories to protect themselves.

But this was different.

Someone had not simply removed a person from a photograph.

Someone had removed an entire human being from history.

And six people had spent twenty-one years paying to keep it that way.
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Chapter 2
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Sofia did not sleep well that night.

The hotel room was too warm, the mattress too soft, and the silence outside the window seemed somehow louder than the traffic she was accustomed to in Stockholm. Every now and then, the wind pushed against the building, making a faint whistling sound around the window frame. Somewhere in the corridor, a door closed. Then nothing.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

It was almost three in the morning.

The photograph of the seven teenagers was still open on her laptop. She had enlarged it so many times that the image had begun to lose its sharpness. Six faces were visible. The seventh had been deliberately destroyed.

She had spent the last four hours searching old newspaper archives, police reports and municipal records. She had found references to the accident, a brief account of the rescue operation and an official statement confirming the death of a teenage boy.

But the names didn't match.

The newspaper article mentioned six teenagers. The police report mentioned six. A later memorial notice mentioned five survivors and one deceased boy.

Nobody mentioned a seventh person.

Yet Margareta Eklund had remembered seven.

And she had not been the only one.

Sofia closed the laptop and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes.

She was tired. More tired than she wanted to admit.

For a moment, her thoughts drifted back to Stockholm, to the apartment she had left behind and the unanswered message from her sister. Elin had called twice the previous evening. Sofia had seen the missed calls but hadn't returned them.

She knew what Elin would ask.

How are you?

Not how is the new assignment, or are you settling in, or have you eaten anything.

Just that simple question.

And Sofia would give the same answer she always gave.

I'm fine.

She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket closer.

At 4:12, she finally fell asleep.

The police station smelled of coffee and wet wool the following morning.

Sofia arrived shortly after seven. Her hair was still damp from the shower, and she carried a paper cup of coffee that she had bought from the bakery near the hotel. The streets were almost empty. A faint blue light hung over the rooftops, and fresh snow covered the pavements.

Johan was already at his desk.

He looked up when she entered.

"You're early."

"Couldn't sleep."

"That happens here."

"Does it?"

"Especially in November."

He pushed a folder across the desk.

"I found something you might want to see."

Sofia removed her coat.

"What is it?"

"Old records from the accident. The regional archive sent them over this morning."

She opened the folder.

Inside were photocopies of handwritten statements, a rescue report and several pages from an investigation conducted twenty-one years earlier.

The paper had yellowed slightly. Some of the handwriting was difficult to read.

Sofia turned the first page.

The incident had occurred on February nineteenth. A group of teenagers had left a small outdoor recreation centre near Kallvik for a planned overnight winter expedition. They were expected to return the following afternoon.

The weather had deteriorated unexpectedly.

Temperatures dropped below minus twenty degrees during the night, accompanied by strong winds and heavy snowfall.

The group had become separated somewhere near Lake Svarträsk.

One teenager, a boy named Markus Häll, had died before rescuers reached him.

Sofia read the names listed beneath the report.

Erik Nordin.

Johan Berg.

Anders Sjöberg.

Linnea Karlsson.

Markus Häll.

Gustav Eklund.

Six names.

She read them again.

"Where is the seventh?" she asked.

Johan pulled out a chair.

"That's the problem."

"Is this the original report?"

"An official copy. The original is supposed to be in the regional archive."

"Supposed to be?"

"Apparently, the original file was transferred several years ago. Nobody seems to know where it is now."

Sofia looked up.

"Convenient."

"That's what I thought."

She returned to the papers.

"Who conducted the original investigation?"

"Chief Inspector Nils Åkerman."

"Still alive?"

"Yes. Retired. Lives outside town."

"Can we speak to him?"

"I called his daughter yesterday. He's not particularly interested."

"Why?"

"She said he doesn't like discussing the accident."

Sofia gave a short, humourless smile.

"That makes two people."

Johan leaned back.

"There's something else."

He took a smaller document from the folder.

It was a list of the teenagers' parents and home addresses at the time of the accident.

Sofia scanned it.

"Why are there only five families listed?"

"Because Markus's parents had moved away shortly after his funeral. Their address was included in a separate document."

"That still leaves six."

Johan nodded.

"Exactly."

Sofia placed the paper on the desk.

"Did you find anything about the invoices?"

"Not yet. But I spoke to someone who used to work at the local bank. He remembers Gustav Eklund making unusually large transfers every seven years."

"Did he know who received the money?"

"No. The transfers were made to an account registered under a company name that no longer exists."

"What company?"

"Northline Consulting."

Sofia wrote it down.

"Who owned it?"

"That's what I'm trying to find out."

She studied the name.

Northline Consulting.

It sounded ordinary enough. The sort of company that could have existed for years without attracting attention.

"How much did Gustav pay?"

"According to the bank employee, 147,000 kronor each time."

Sofia glanced at him.

"That amount is confirmed?"

"Yes."

"Four payments?"

"Four."

She counted the years in her head.

Twenty-one years. Four invoices, including the most recent one.

The first payment would have been made twenty-one years earlier, almost immediately after the accident.

The next seven years later.

Then another.

Then another.

She looked at the dates.

"Johan, the first payment was made in the same year as the expedition."

"Three months after the accident."

"Did anyone investigate the transfers?"

"Not that I can see."

"Why would a man pay the same amount of money to an unknown company every seven years without asking questions?"

Johan shrugged.

"Perhaps because someone knew something about him."

"Or because he knew something about someone else."

Neither spoke for a moment.

Sofia looked at the list of names again.

Six teenagers.

One dead.

Five survivors.

But the photograph showed seven.

She felt an uncomfortable pressure behind her ribs.

"Find me the other six recipients," she said.

Johan nodded.

"Already working on it."

"And I want the original expedition records. Every document, every photograph, every rescue log."

"That might take time."

"Then start now."

He stood.

As he reached the door, Sofia called after him.

"Johan?"

He turned.

"Did you know Gustav personally?"

He hesitated.

"Yes."

"Did you know him twenty-one years ago?"

"No. I was still in school."

"Did you ever hear about the accident?"

Johan's expression changed.

It was subtle, but Sofia noticed.

"Everyone heard about it."

"Everyone?"

"Small town. News travels."

"Did people talk about seven teenagers?"

He looked towards the corridor.

"I don't remember."

It was a perfectly ordinary answer.

Still, Sofia watched him leave with the uncomfortable feeling that he had answered a different question.

At nine-thirty, Sofia sat alone in the interview room with a photograph of the expedition group.

She had printed a high-resolution version from Margareta's camera roll, which had preserved an older digital copy taken before the original photograph was damaged.

The seventh teenager was visible.

His face was intact.

He looked perhaps sixteen or seventeen, with dark hair, a narrow face and a small scar above his left eyebrow. His expression was neither happy nor unhappy. He simply looked at the camera, as though he had been asked to stand still and had agreed without enthusiasm.

He wore a dark winter jacket and a red scarf.

Sofia studied him for several minutes.

There was something familiar about the expression, although she couldn't say why.

She turned the photograph over.

Nothing was written on the back.

She opened her laptop and began searching the six official names.

Erik Nordin had become a successful property developer. He lived in Umeå and had recently sold a company for a substantial amount.

Johan Berg had become a local doctor. He still practised in Kallvik.

Anders Sjöberg had spent several years in municipal administration before entering private business.

Linnea Karlsson had moved to Stockholm, worked in finance and later returned north.

Markus Häll was dead.

Gustav Eklund was dead too.

Sofia opened the photographs attached to the old school records.

One by one, she compared the faces.

The boy with the red scarf was not among them.

She searched the school archives.

Nothing.

Birth registers.

Nothing.

Old sports club membership lists.

Nothing.

She tried several possible spellings of the name Margareta had remembered.

Albin.

Albin H.

Albin Karlsson.

Albin Nordin.

Nothing.

It was almost as though the boy had never been born.

Her telephone rang.

The display showed an unknown local number.

"Detective Lind."

For a moment, there was only breathing.

Then a woman's voice.

"Are you investigating Gustav Eklund?"

Sofia sat straighter.

"Who is this?"

"My name is Linnea Karlsson."

Sofia glanced at the list beside her computer.

The fourth teenager.

"Yes. I'm investigating his death."

"I heard someone from Stockholm had arrived."

"That's correct."

"I need to speak to you."

"About the murder?"

A pause.

"About the invoices."

Sofia leaned forward.

"How do you know about those?"

"I received one."

Sofia looked towards the closed door.

"How many have you received?"

"Four."

The same number as Gustav.

"And you paid them?"

"Yes."

"Every time?"

"Yes."

"Can you tell me what the payments were for?"

The woman let out a quiet breath.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I don't know whether you're asking me as a police officer or as someone who wants to understand what happened."

Sofia frowned.

"I'm asking because a man is dead."

"Then you should understand that some people have spent twenty-one years living with something they cannot undo."

"Did Gustav threaten you?"

"No."

"Did you speak to him recently?"

"Three days before he died."

"What did he say?"

Linnea was silent.

Sofia waited.

Finally, the woman whispered, "He said he wasn't paying anymore."

"Did he explain why?"

"He said the next invoice would be different."

"Different how?"

"I don't know."

"Did he mention the seventh person?"

The silence on the other end became so complete that Sofia checked whether the call had disconnected.

Then Linnea spoke.

"Where did you hear that?"

"From someone close to Gustav."

"Who?"

"I can't discuss that."

"Then perhaps you should tell me why you're frightened."

A small, unsteady laugh came through the telephone.

"Because you have no idea what you're looking for."

Sofia felt her jaw tighten.

"Help me understand."

"No. Not over the telephone."

"Where can we meet?"

"Not in Kallvik."

"Why?"

"Because people talk here. And because I don't know who is listening."

Sofia reached for a pen.

"Give me an address."

Linnea named a small café in a town about forty minutes away.

"Tomorrow," she said. "Eleven o'clock."

"I'll be there."

Before Sofia could ask anything else, the woman spoke again.

"Detective?"

"Yes?"

"If you find a photograph with seven people in it, don't show it to the others."

"Why?"

"Because they won't remember the same person."

The call ended.

Sofia remained motionless.

Then she slowly put the telephone down.

Karin Holm arrived shortly before lunch.

She carried two coffees and a thick envelope.

"You look like you've found something."

"Perhaps."

Sofia explained the call from Linnea and showed her the photograph.

Karin studied it.

For a long time, she said nothing.

"Have you seen this before?" Sofia asked.

"No."

"Do you recognize anyone?"

"Gustav. Linnea. Erik, I think."

"And the boy with the red scarf?"

Karin shook her head.

"Who is he?"

"That's what I want to know."

Karin placed the photograph on the table.

"How many people do you think were there?"

"Seven."

"Why?"

"Because that's what the surviving witnesses remember."

"Margareta isn't one of the survivors."

"No. But she remembers the photograph before it was damaged."

Karin rubbed her forehead.

"There's something you should know about this town."

Sofia waited.

"People here don't like strangers asking about old things. Especially things connected to families."

"That isn't unusual."

"No. But this is different. The accident was barely discussed even when it happened. The funeral was small. The local newspaper published one article, then nothing."

"Why?"

"Officially, because the family requested privacy."

"And unofficially?"

Karin looked towards the window.

"My mother used to say that the forest took someone that winter, and that it was better not to ask for him back."

Sofia frowned.

"Did she know the family?"

"I don't know. I was young."

"Did she ever say the boy's name?"

Karin's face tightened.

"No."

Sofia studied her.

"You're certain?"

"Yes."

But Karin's answer came too quickly.

Sofia leaned back.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Why did you become a police officer?"

Karin looked surprised.

"That's not relevant."

"Perhaps not. But I'm curious."

For a moment, Karin seemed to consider the question.

"My brother disappeared when I was fourteen," she said eventually. "Not for long. Just one night. He went fishing with a friend and didn't come home until the following morning."

"What happened?"

"He got lost in the woods. We found him cold and frightened, but alive."

She gave a small smile.

"My mother never forgave him for what he put us through. I remember sitting at the kitchen table that night, listening to her cry. I decided I never wanted another family to feel that helpless."

Sofia nodded.

She understood that feeling more than she wanted to admit.

"Did you ever find out why your brother got lost?"

"He said he heard someone calling his name."

Sofia looked at her.

"Someone?"

"He thought it was his friend. But his friend was already home."

The two women exchanged a glance.

Karin looked away first.

"Anyway," she said, opening the envelope, "I found something in the municipal archive."

Inside was a photocopy of an old winter expedition permit.

The document had been issued by the local outdoor recreation centre. It authorized an overnight trip for a group of teenagers accompanied by two adult supervisors.

Sofia read the names.

Six teenagers.

The same six.

And two supervisors.

"Where is the seventh?" she asked.

Karin pointed to the bottom of the page.

There was a handwritten note in faded blue ink.

One additional participant — pending confirmation.

No name.

No signature.

No explanation.

Sofia looked up.

"Who wrote this?"

"According to the archive, the permit was completed by the centre's director. A man named Oskar Venn."

"Is he alive?"

Karin hesitated.

"He died six years ago."

"Any family?"

"A daughter. She still lives here."

Sofia studied the document again.

"Did anyone investigate why the additional participant was never confirmed?"

"Apparently not."

"Then we should."

Karin nodded.

She gathered the remaining papers but left the permit on the table.

Sofia kept looking at the handwritten sentence.

Pending confirmation.

It was such an ordinary phrase. The kind of thing people wrote on forms every day
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