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WINTER 2019

“What the hell was that?”

Something scrapes ominously against the bottom of the rowboat, and Elis starts to splash with the oars.

He and Nick have been rowing for almost half an hour, in more or less pitch darkness, and the sudden noise scares him.

“Shit! Did it make a hole?” he gasps, once he has managed to back up the rowboat a few feet in the black waters of the lake. His breaths rise like plumes of steam from his mouth before being consumed by the cold night air.

“No,” says Nick, who is sitting at the bow. “It takes a lot to sink a plastic tub like this.”

He raises his binoculars again and peers into the darkness before them.

Elis isn’t satisfied with that answer.

“I told you we should have brought life jackets,” he hisses. “It’s the middle of winter; the water’s ice-cold. There’s no way we can swim back.”

He points toward the stern of the boat. Far off in the darkness by the water’s edge, the lights of the Boy Scouts’ cabin where they stole the rowboat are still visible. It is one of few sources of light in the wooded hills around the lake.

“Shall we go back? Try in daylight instead?”

Just as Elis says the words the cloud cover breaks. The full moon peers out, transforming the lake’s black waters into liquid glass.

“Look,” Nick says excitedly. “We’re nearly there. I can see the headframe and observatory.”

He points at the island that looms beyond the bow. A bank of mist hovers at its shore, but the faint moonlight picks out a tall tower with a domed top just above the treetops.

Elis gives a shudder. It is probably caused by the chill in the damp air, but he can’t be completely sure. A bad feeling has stalked him ever since they pushed off from the jetty at the Boy Scouts’ cabin.

He casts a glance toward the mainland.

It’s far away, all too far.

He pulls his hat up a little, wipes his forehead with his jacket sleeve. Both of them are dressed in black, with gloves, boots, and tightly rolled-up balaclavas.

Their urbex uniforms, as they call them.

Nick lowers the binoculars and checks his watch.

“It’s almost midnight. Veer left and row along the shore, and I’ll keep an eye out for more rocks,” he instructs Elis. “The dock should be on the southern side.”

Elis reluctantly starts to row again. The creak of the oarlocks melts into the lapping of the water.

As they round the island, more details emerge from the mist. The creeping spruces along the shoreline are perched upon a spiky carpet of sharp stones that extends out into the lake, the largest crags of which rise up like the menacing teeth of beasts of prey, just yards from the boat’s plastic hull.

Elis rows cautiously, only lets the stone teeth out of his sight to cast the odd glance back at the light of the Boy Scouts’ cabin.

Nick seems to realize that he needs to lighten the mood.

“Do you think those two UFO nuts who gave us the map watch alien porn at home?” he asks over his shoulder. “Dress up as Martians for a bit of role-play?”

Elis can’t help but smirk.

“Definitely,” he says. “I still don’t know how you persuaded them to help us.”

“Oh, that was a piece of cake,” Nick laughs. “I just convinced them I believe in the whole story, too—old ‘Space-Case’ Gunnar Irving and the flying saucer, the spaceman. Then I gave them Martin Hill’s book and wrote the truth is out there in it. They practically peed themselves they were so excited.”

Elis chuckles, and the tension lifts slightly.

“There’s the dock,” Nick says and points.

From out of the mists a cracked concrete jetty emerges. At its very end a dented sign hangs askew, only just legible in the moonlight.

“Risk of collapse. No trespassing,” reads Nick. “Then we’ve come to the right place.”

They moor the boat next to a rusty ladder, pull on their backpacks, and climb out. Elis turns back to the mainland.

The southern shores of the lake are mostly swathed in forest and darkness, just like the north. But on a headland directly across the water stands a large, palatial building with subdued lighting along its façade.

“How far do you think it is to Astroholm?” Elis asks.

“A third of a mile, maybe,” Nick replies. “Much closer than the Scouts’ cabin. But there’s no need to worry, the Irving family aren’t looking this way. They’ll be too busy scouring the skies for flying saucers.”

He makes an overblown gesture up at the night sky, then turns and makes for dry land.

Elis hangs back for a few seconds. He shivers again, or shudders, he can’t tell. The uneasy feeling doesn’t seem to want to settle.

Where the jetty meets land there stands a ramshackle hut without a door. Nick stops, unfolds a hand-drawn map, and tries to orient himself in the mist and murky light.

“This way!” he says, then walks another thirty feet along the edge of the forest. “Here it is! The old mining road!”

Two almost completely overgrown wheel tracks carve a path between the spruce trees, hardly visible for all the undergrowth. Elis and Nick wait to turn on their headlamps until they are out of sight of the water.

The fog is thicker here in the forest, making the lamplight milky.

The forest floor is blanketed with moss and fern thickets, interrupted here and there by windfalls or subsidence holes. Crooked stone teeth jut up all around, just like in the water.

“Creepy,” Elis mumbles to himself, without quite knowing why. He isn’t usually afraid of the dark, but something about both the island and the forest makes his skin crawl.

Nick, on the other hand, seems completely unperturbed. He stops and shines his headlamp on a large boulder by the road. The rock is pale and grainy, with a faint sheen.

“Rhyolite,” he says with satisfaction, patting the rock. “Boulder Isle is one of the few places in all of Scandinavia where this type of rock can be found. And look at that!”

Nick points at an engraving on the rock.

“GUS 2009,” Elis reads.

“Göinge UFO Society,” Nick sneers. “Even the name is corny. But at least now we know they were telling the truth.”

Nick pulls out his multi-tool and unfolds a sharp screwdriver.

URBEX 2019, he carves.

“There, now we’ve proved that we got at least as far as them.”

They go on, following the wheel tracks. The forest sprawl extends so far over the road that on several occasions they must part the branches to pass.

In one place the road has collapsed into a three-foot hollow.

“A cave-in,” Nick says. “The whole island’s like Swiss cheese. The tunnels are filled with water; they can buckle at any time. Drown us like those poor guys in 1965.”

He laughs, but Elis doesn’t find it quite as funny. The thought of those black waters beneath his feet makes his blood run cold.

After a few hundred yards a large shape appears on the edge of their lights. A tall, rust-flecked steel gate with pendulous lichen that dangles like giant cobwebs from its mesh.

Above the gate runs a metal arch with rusted lettering.

ASTROFIELD MINE.

Beneath it, on either side of the thick chain that secures the gate, hang two signs. The first is identical to the one down on the jetty.

RISK OF COLLAPSE. NO TRESPASSING!

The other sign contains a single word.

DANGER!

Nick is already at the gate, testing the chain.

“It won’t budge,” he says. “And I’m not so keen on climbing this tetanus pile—are you?”

He sweeps his headlamp upward. The gate and fencing on either side must be almost fifteen feet tall. At the top is a Y-shaped bracket laden with rusty barbed wire.

“But thanks to our UFO buddies we have a back door.”

Nick takes another look at the map and starts walking along the fence to their left.

Elis hesitates, his eyes still locked on the gate. He has seen his fair share of warning signs in the past, and has never given them a second thought. But something about this one puts him on edge.

The rust, the font, the faded yellow color. Or maybe it’s just the short message.

Danger!

He gulps instinctively.

“What the hell are you waiting for?” Nick whispers over his shoulder. “Come on!”

Elis reluctantly tears his gaze from the sign and follows him.

Soon Nick stops by a large bush that has grown through the fence. He takes one last look at the map, crouches down, and crawls under it.

“Here it is!” He pulls a few branches aside to reveal a small sluice that runs under the fence.

The sluice is shallow and dry, and they must first shove their backpacks under the fence before they can follow.

“Shit,” Nick puffs once they are out of the bush on the other side, brushing the soil and dead leaves from their pants. “I’m surprised those UFO chubsters managed to get through that. Though I guess it was ten years ago, so maybe they were more mobile then.”

Elis isn’t listening. He is too busy sweeping his headlamp around anxiously. Despite his excitement, his anxiety won’t let up.

The area within the fence is populated by a different kind of vegetation. Instead of dense spruce trees, the land is scattered with self-seeded birches whose trunks have a ghostly white shimmer. In the mist beyond the birches, the mine buildings loom like big, oppressive shadows.

“Finally,” Nick says excitedly. “Are you ready to travel back to 1965?”

Elis doesn’t respond.

As they approach the buildings, the grass underfoot increasingly gives way to bare patches of concrete and crushed stone. Eventually a yard opens up before them, flanked by two forbidding buildings.

The building on the right is twice as large as its counterpart, its gabled roof and walls made of rusty corrugated sheet metal. Beneath its eaves runs a row of squat, horizontal factory windows.

Nick points his headlamp toward them.

“See, the windows are intact. And no graffiti either.”

Elis knows that this is good news: it means that few—if any—others have set foot here in a very long time. Even so, he struggles to muster the right level of enthusiasm. They are currently exploring a deserted island, in the middle of a dark and icy lake, and no one knows they are here. Not to mention the fact that the whole island is mined by waterlogged tunnels that could collapse at any second.

He checks his cellphone. Its lonely, flickering signal bar does nothing to improve his mood.

“Lousy signal, right?” says Nick. “Those UFO nuts had a theory that it might be something to do with alien interference on the radio waves. Their eyes got all twinkly just talking about it. But I asked a friend who works at one of the phone companies, and he said it’s just that the lake’s at the bottom of a deep crater, so it’s difficult for phone signals to reach all the way down here. So much for the fucking X-Files.”

He starts walking along the factory wall. Elis stuffs his phone away and follows suit.

The moon peeps out again, and from out of the mist and darkness at the far end of the yard he sees a tall and gloomy concrete tower soar up toward the sky.

The tower must be at least fifty feet tall. Its sides are open, allowing them to see straight through its three-story concrete frame.

“The headframe,” says Nick, sweeping his flashlight over the gloomy construction. “It’s where they used to hoist the carts up from the mine. And up there on the roof…”

On the flat roof of the tower, next to the hoist wheel, the dark dome they glimpsed from the water is visible once again.

“Bernhard Irving’s observatory,” Elis says softly. Finally the right sense of excitement sets in, dispelling all the unease.

“Exactly,” Nick agrees with a smile. “The spot where the giant, red-eyed creature landed.”

Their footsteps crunch as they draw closer, and when Elis shines his headlamp down at the ground he discovers that the crushed stone is mixed with shards of black glass.

Nick steps in under the headframe and takes a closer look.

“Solid stuff,” he says, illuminating the six concrete columns on which the tower rests. “This’ll still be standing in another hundred years.”

He stops beside a moss-topped slab on the ground.

“And below that’s the mine shaft. The trapdoor to the underworld.”

Elis simply hums in reply, too busy searching for a way up the tower. The next story must be around twenty-five feet off the ground. A steel staircase zigzags down the left-hand side of the tower, but it ends abruptly at the second floor.

“The stairs have been cut,” he says. “Just like the UFO flunkeys said.”

“Good thing a cut staircase won’t stop us,” says Nick, giving Elis’s backpack a pat. “But before we get out the rope, I have another idea. Look!”

He points his headlamp upward. A sloping footbridge links the third story of the tower to the factory building, where it meets a dormer with a wooden hatch.

“That must be where they rolled the mine carts once they’d been hoisted up. The stone crusher must be inside there, and maybe even some stairs that haven’t been demolished. Much easier than hanging from a fucking rope, wouldn’t you say?”

Elis can only agree. He is a good thirty pounds heavier than Nick, so is happy to avoid climbing where he can.

The door to the factory building is shut and locked. But when Elis gives the handle a tug, the doorframe creaks alarmingly. They look at each other.

Nick takes off his backpack and pulls out a crowbar. It’s against the rules, they both know that. Urban explorers must never force entry. But this is a special case. A once-in-a-lifetime event.

The door gives way almost immediately, flying open with a short, sharp clap as soon as Nick puts a little weight behind the crowbar.

Inside they find a vast, dark industrial hall that stinks of stone dust, oil, and bird shit.

In the middle of the hall stands a large crusher that reaches almost all the way to the ceiling. A narrow staircase right beside it leads down to a closed door. Under normal circumstances that is where they would begin: go as far down into the building’s underbelly as possible, to then methodically work their way up.

But tonight the normal rules don’t apply.

They turn their headlamps up toward the ceiling. Up there, supported by wooden posts, runs the footbridge they saw from the outside.

“Bingo!” Nick shines his lamp at a wooden staircase just below the wooden hatch.

A sudden noise makes them jump. Something takes flight from the top of the stairs, casts itself into the hall on flapping wings before disappearing into the darkness.

“Pigeons.” Elis sighs in relief. “They get us every fucking time.”

“Speak for yourself,” Nick sneers. “You seem jumpier than usual tonight. Are you scared of aliens with glowing eyes?”

“Get lost,” Elis mutters.

Nick climbs the creaking staircase with Elis at his heels.

The wooden hatch up in the dormer proves easy to open. The footbridge to the tower turns out to be no footbridge at all, but a fifteen-foot-long section of narrow-gauge rail track that inclines quite steeply in the direction of the tower. Between the two tracks run metal crossbars that give the whole construction the appearance of a crude ladder.

Nick places a tentative foot on the first crossbar, then bends forward, takes one rail in each hand, and starts to climb. Elis watches his lithe movements with envy.

“Easy peasy!” says Nick once he has reached the tower. “Your turn!”

Elis copies Nick’s climbing technique, trying not to look down. Not that he’s afraid of heights, but the feeling of clambering across a sixty-year-old metal construction is unsettling enough without knowing exactly how far he risks falling. Especially when the ground beneath him is a mix of rock and shattered glass. Just as he reaches the tower, the metal emits a crack that echoes between the buildings like a whip, making his heart pound a few frenzied double beats.

Elis wipes away the sweat that has beaded on his forehead in spite of the cold. They are now on the tower’s third and upper story. As expected, the rails continue to a large hole in the middle of the floor, where the cage would have been hoisted up, loaded with the full mine carts.

Nick has already rounded the hole and made his way to the steel staircase outside. Elis follows him. They are fairly high up now, thirty-five feet at least.

Above them the staircase zigzags up toward the roof. Nick’s excited footsteps make the steel grating tremble. Elis hurries to keep up with him.

Upon reaching the top, they walk to the middle of the roof. To their right hangs the rusty old hoist wheel, while to their left the dark dome looms large.

“Bernhard’s observatory.” Nick’s tone of voice is almost reverent.

“No wonder he had it built up here,” says Elis, pointing over the treetops. “You can see the whole lake.”

They are now above the bank of mist that has spread across the black waters. Beyond the lake the forest-lined hills rise up, equally high and steep in every direction.

“It’s like standing in the middle of a funnel. And just look up! Wow!”

Through the gaps in the clouds they glimpse flashes of the full moon and the star-filled sky. From this vantage point the celestial bodies look brighter, more luminous.

“All the light pollution is blocked by the edges of the crater,” says Nick. “Even the lights at Astroholm Manor are dimmed.”

Elis turns to follow his gaze. The estate across the water is clearly visible, but its outdoor lighting is unusually sparing for a building of its size. He looks back at the observatory.

“Fucking hell, what a place.”

“I told you it’d be worth it.” Nick gives him a clap on the back. “Come on, let’s see what it’s like inside.”

The lower section of the observatory is made of concrete, while the dome itself is topped with flaking, rust-flecked sheet metal. Before them stands a normal door.

Nick slips the crowbar into the gap in the door, as close to the lock as possible. The door creaks but doesn’t give way. He puts his foot up against the wall and tries a second time, but the result is the same.

“Wait, let me try,” says Elis. He puts his foot against the wall, just as Nick did, and leans back, pulling against the crowbar with all his weight. The door flies open with a muffled crack, and he falls backward.

By the time he has scrambled to his feet, Nick is already in the observatory.

“Fucking hell!” he cries. “Get a load of this!”

The inside of the dome is made of wood painted black. A platform on the floor reveals where the telescope once stood.

But that isn’t what has attracted Nick’s attention. Around almost the entire circumference of the dome runs a shelf brimming with strange objects: books, yellowing magazines, random coffee mugs; dark glass jars with some sort of cloudy liquid inside.

In a much creepier section of the shelf, a number of plastic heads of varying sizes are lined up on display: dolls, action figures, even the head of a mannequin. Their eye sockets gape emptily as they stare blindly out into the dark room. The back of Elis’s neck starts to tingle.

“Check this out!”

Nick shines his headlamp at the ceiling.

Only now does Elis see that there are objects affixed to the inside of the dome.

Blue, brown, big, small.

Paper, plastic, glass. Cut from newspapers and magazines, scooped from toys and dolls’ heads.

The tingle turns to a shudder.

The ceiling is full of eyes.

Hundreds of eyes.

“What the fuck is this…?” Nick asks.

Elis doesn’t reply. Another feeling has started to take root within him. It grows with every breath he takes, intensified by the eyes observing them from up above.

“Look at this.”

Nick lights up a green toy alien with plumose antennae on its head. He flicks it with his finger, and the antennae start to sway.

“Shall we take it back to the UFO nuts as a thanks for the help?”

“Don’t touch it,” says Elis.

Nick laughs.

“Why the hell not?”

Elis has no good reply. But the feeling he has is only getting stronger.

Nick takes his camera out of his backpack and starts snapping off shots in quick succession.

The light of his bright flash bounces around the dome, reflecting off the glass, metal, and plastic in the room. The eyes in the ceiling.

Flash.

Darkness.

Flash.

Darkness.

As though the eyes up in the ceiling were blinking.

Moving.

Watching them.

Elis’s blood runs cold.

All of a sudden his feeling turns to a conviction.

This is no forgotten place. No derelict ruin.

Someone owns this place. Someone who has collected important objects and carefully arranged them. Who has built themselves a small shrine inside the dome, one whose meaning Elis doesn’t grasp. But he is certain of one thing.

Right now, in this place, he and Nick aren’t urban explorers.

They are intruders.

He thinks back to the sign on the gate.

DANGER!

Then of the tall fence topped with barbed wire that angled both outward and in.

To all appearances intended to keep intruders out. But perhaps just as much to keep someone else inside.

“We have to go,” he mumbles.

“Not until I’ve taken my pictures.”

Nick goes on setting off flashes. He moves with such excitement that he knocks the shelf, sending one of the dark glass jars tumbling to the ground. It shatters with a loud crash.

Its contents, a liquid with a sharp alcoholic scent, spills out over the floor, carrying on it what appear to be small white balls.

Elis recoils in horror.

Eyeballs of different sizes scatter across the floor.

And they aren’t from dolls or toys; these come from creatures that once lived.

Elis and Nick stand there for a few seconds, their headlamps bowed at the floor.

“What the fuuck…” says Nick. “Do you think those are animals’ eyes?”

The excitement in his voice has disappeared, replaced by something wholly different. Uncertainty, fear.

“We have to get out of here,” Elis says. “Right now.”

This time Nick heeds his words.

The night sky outside is now almost entirely shrouded in cloud, the moonlight growing all the fainter. They run toward the staircase.

After a few steps a familiar sound rings out in the darkness.

The flap of wings echoing down in the factory building.

“The pigeons,” says Nick. “Something must have frightened them.”

They hurry to the edge of the tower, from where they can make out the open railway hatch.

The factory building is bathed in a red glow. The light moves quickly in their direction, then disappears out of sight, only to be replaced by the creak of the wooden staircase.

“Someone’s coming,” Nick hisses.

They turn out their headlamps and dash to the steel staircase.

“The rope,” Elis says. “We can lower ourselves down from where the steps have been cut.”

He races down the steps without waiting for a reply, pulling off his backpack to get out their rope and grappling hook.

The moonlight disappears completely, flooding the staircase in darkness. Elis almost misses the last step, but he grabs the railing just in time to stop himself from running straight into thin air.

He catches Nick, who is close on his heels, and gestures at him to be quiet.

The sound of groaning metal is clearly audible over their breaths. Whiplike cracks that echo between the buildings. Someone is climbing the railway track. Someone much bigger and heavier than them.

“Hurry,” Nick hisses.

Together they attach the grappling hook to the railing and sling their backpacks down. Elis grips the rope with both hands and rappels himself backward from the last step, down into the darkness. Above him he sees Nick’s feet through the grating on the bottom step.

“Come on!” he whispers, but Nick doesn’t move. “Come on, Nick,” he repeats while lowering himself further. He feels a tug in the rope, a vibration that grows all the stronger. Heavy footsteps on the staircase.

“Nick!” he cries, but his friend appears to be frozen. He stands gazing up the staircase, as the steps come all the closer.

Elis inches his way down.

“Nick!”

He is silenced by the sight of a gigantic silhouette through the grating. It approaches slowly, a red glow hovering around its head.

Elis’s heart stops. The creature is huge and black and its eyes are red, just like in the legend. He gasps for breath.

The steps get closer.

Thud

Thud

Thud

The scream comes so unexpectedly that Elis almost wets himself, but it speeds his heart up again.

It is Nick who is screaming, howling in sheer terror.

He goes on screaming long after his lungs should be out of air.

Then suddenly the scream stops, replaced by a nasty crack.

Elis can see Nick’s feet leave the step. His toes hover a few inches in the air, as though the creature has raised him up.

Something wet and warm splashes down through the metal grating. It lands on Elis’s face, forcing him to blink.

It’s blood.

Nick’s blood.

When Elis opens his eyes he sees Nick’s body fly down through the air, less than a foot away. A second later he hits the ground with a dull thud.

Elis looks up again.

The creature is staring down at him through the staircase. Its face is cloaked by darkness, and where its eyes should be he sees only two big, red orbs.

Elis is as though petrified.

The creature unfastens the grappling hook and lifts up the rope, apparently effortlessly. Holds Elis in the air for a few seconds, its red eyes fixed on him.

Then it drops the rope.

Lets him fall.

Elis lands heavily. His upper back hits a rock. The wind is knocked out of him, and he thinks he hears one of his ribs snap. But at least he hasn’t landed on the shattered glass.

Nick is lying a few feet away. Elis crawls over to him and turns on his headlamp. Knows even before he has touched the soft body that his friend is dead.

Nick’s face is white as chalk, his eyes bulging, and his half-severed tongue is dangling through his clenched jaws, covering his chin in blood.

Elis’s stomach contracts, but he doesn’t have time to puke.

Not if he wants to survive.

He can already hear footsteps up there, hear the creature lumbering up to the railway track to get back down to the factory. To find him and finish the job.

Elis scrambles to his feet, forces his legs to move. His ankles hurt, but to his surprise they carry him anyway.

His ribs feel worse. Every breath is like a knife through his lungs. But his heart is pumping wildly, pressing the adrenaline through his body, and with that he can move in spite of the pain.

The light of his headlamp whips through the darkness as he races toward the fence. He hears the bang of the factory door being hurled open. Then footsteps over the crushed stone.

He doesn’t look back, just sprints as fast as he can toward the bush. Leaps under it and crawls on all fours toward the sluice. Sharp thorns scratch at his face, tear at his knees and elbows.

His lamp finds the sluice. He presses his belly to the ground and starts wriggling under the fence.

Behind him he hears the sound of twigs snapping, and above that a faint growl, as though from an animal. Elis worms his way forward as fast as he can.

The sluice is way too narrow for the creature; he can make it.

He is almost out on the other side when a wire from the fence catches on his pants.

He rolls over onto his back and tries to prize himself free while tugging and pulling with his leg. The sharp wire digs through the fabric and into his skin.

The growl approaches, embodied in the form of a giant-like silhouette with glowing red eyes on the other side of the fence.

Elis’s heart is bolting. He gives his leg one last jerk. The wire takes a clump of flesh and skin as it releases him, but Elis hardly feels it. He is through, the creature stuck on the other side.

He twists back onto his stomach and tries to scramble to his feet.

One foot finds purchase.

Just as he starts running, something grabs hold of his ankle.

Pulls him to the ground with such brute force that his headlamp flies off and lands out of reach.

Desperately he digs his fingers into the soft soil to hold on, tries to kick with his free foot.

Lets loose an agonized scream.

But it’s hopeless.

The creature drags him back under the fence.

Away from the light.

And into the darkness.





THE GLASS MAN

He awakens unwillingly. Fights to the very last to remain in the abyss.

In the deep, nocturnal darkness where he belongs.

But, as always, his resistance is in vain.

He has sensed this awakening for a while now. Detected the small signals as they started to find their way down. Faint voices, the sounds of various devices. Felt the weightlessness abating as he was summoned back to the surface.

Forced back into his body.

He despises this feeling, more than anything else.

Knows what it means.

Discomfort, suffering, pain.

Slowly he opens his eyes. The room is cool and dark, the only source of light the small diodes on the machines around his bed.

Yet that is all that his eyes can cope with.

The price he pays to travel between worlds.

At least that’s what the Servants whisper when they think he doesn’t hear.

Soon they will be here. One or more of the machines must have already betrayed his return.

The imminent resumption of their efforts.

And with that, his torments, too.

He shuts his eyes and shudders. His body is weak, and the cold within him will linger for some time. But once it finally passes—once his strength has returned—he will find her. She who is always in his thoughts.

He will watch her from afar as he usually does, cloaked in shadow.

Someday he will tell her what he has seen deep down in the abyss.

Tell her of death and rot, of insects and worms, and of the nameless, blind creatures that creep, crawl, and slither.

Of how it feels to travel into the eternal, ice-cold darkness from which no one ever returns.

No one—except him.





MONDAY





ASKER

“Hello Leo, it’s your father.”

Detective Inspector Leonore Asker clasps the handset tightly to her ear. The scar on her arm is itching furiously, her pulse thundering against her eardrums. Her small office on level minus one, her off-kilter colleagues at the Department of Lost Souls, Jonas Hellman who stole her investigation, Martin Hill, Smilla Holst, Julia, the Mountain King and his horrific lair—all of it shrinks to a mere murmur on the outskirts of her conscience.

The only thing that her brain receives clearly is the deep, rasping voice on the other end of the line. Fifteen years have passed since she last heard this voice, yet it still makes her blood turn to ice.

“So, Leo,” says her father. “I hear you’ve become quite the police officer. One of the force’s loyal lackeys. A lowly public servant. Your mother must be almost as disappointed as I am.”

Asker clenches her teeth.

“W-what do you want?” she says with some effort.

Her stutter bothers her, her tone, too. She sounds like a spooked teen.

Per picks up on this, of course. Savors her uncertainty. Her fear.

“You ask me that, after everything I’ve done for you…” He jeers. “And after everything you did to me. Got me locked up with the cuckoos, pumped full of drugs like a lame, slobbering dope. I’ve never thanked you properly for that experience.”

His tone of voice makes her brain fog clear. Per is steering this conversation, toying with her, thinking he knows who she is.

She corrects herself: fills her lungs with air, clamps her eyes shut, and exhales slowly through her nose. Her pulse slows, and teenage Leo retreats back to her subconscious.

“What do you want, Per?” she asks with her adult voice.

A brief silence arises.

“I’m going to be suspected of murder,” he says. “A body’s been found on a plot next to the Farm. Within days the police will be here to arrest me.”

Asker gives a start. This conversation already felt unreal, to say the least, but now it has well and truly lost contact with the ground.

“But why?” Her voice sounds surprisingly collected.

“Because someone’s trying to frame me,” says Per. “And the State’s just been waiting for its chance to lock me up for good.”

He pauses again, but this time Asker chooses to hold her tongue.

Per Asker, the father she hasn’t had contact with in fifteen years—not since he tried to blow both of them to shreds—suddenly calls her out of the blue to say he will soon be suspected of murder. Why?

“As I’m sure you realize, I’ve already analyzed the situation,” he goes on. “Weighed up my options.”

His tone turns caustic again, and as it does so Asker realizes the answer to her question.

“Turns out you’re my best option, Leo. You’re the only one with enough skills to get to the bottom of it.”

Asker shuts her eyes and does her breathing exercise again.

“And why would I do that?” she asks, as calmly as she can.

“You mean to say fatherly love isn’t reason enough?”

She bites her lip, waits for him to go on.

“OK, Leo, I’ll cut to the chase,” he says coldly. “If you don’t agree to help me, I’m not going down without a fight. You, if anyone, should know what I’m capable of, how well I’ve prepared myself over the years. They’ll rue the day they ever came to the Farm to try to take me by force.”

There follows an exaggerated pause, to give the words enough time to sink in.

“You might not care about your dad,” he then goes on. “But can you really live with your colleagues’ blood on your hands? The knowledge that you could have prevented it all? Besides, what kind of career can you expect on the force after an incident like that, do you think?”

There comes another pause, and for a second Asker wonders if he has hung up. But no, she can still feel his presence through the line.

“Hurry up and make your decision before it’s too late, dear daughter,” he says quietly.

She hears a clatter, and the call ends.





HILL

The taxi stops just outside a glass building in the middle of the tech district that has sprung up in the east of Lund, and with some effort Martin Hill clambers out. He stops on the sidewalk, supporting himself with the crutch he was given by the hospital.

Of course he should have stayed in for a few more days’ observation. Let the doctors assure themselves—and him—that the bullet wound in his thigh is healing well. That there have been no complications.

But he has spent far too many days of his life in hospitals. He loathes their smells, loathes their sounds—perhaps even the thought of his own mortality.

At least that’s what Sofie claimed.

She has gone home to her husband in Brussels. He may have started to suspect that her trips to Sweden aren’t only work-related. May have started to sense that she is seeing someone else.

Not long ago Hill wouldn’t have been all that unhappy with that turn of events. He likes Sofie, and he could definitely have envisioned a future with her.

But that was before Leo Asker came back into his life.

Before she saved him from the Mountain King’s lair. Before she revealed her secret to him while he hovered between life and death. The secret of how her father tried to end both of their lives, and of how she outwitted him and broke free.

He has thought about Leo’s story a lot in the week he has been in hospital. Has thought about Leo a lot.

Maybe even too much.

But this highly unexpected invitation has given him a chance to clear his head.

Hill stands up a little straighter. The air is damp, a light rainy mist typical of Skåne’s late falls and winters, but it doesn’t bother him in the slightest.

ALPHACENT INDUSTRIES, CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS reads the large, illuminated sign by the entrance. Hill lets his eyes drift farther upward, along the façade. The building really is something else: story upon story of matte-black glass, every one of its surfaces angling up toward the sky. The structure is much wider at the base than at the top, which, combined with its futuristic architecture, gives the whole thing the air of a spaceship. Not exactly surprising if you know a thing or two about the company’s history or owners, the Irving family. And Hill does, better than most.

There is a ramp to one side of the door, but Hill decides to take the stairs. A stupid idea, he realizes, as soon as the pain from his bullet wound makes itself known.

He stops, grimaces.

The door opens and a man steps out. He appears to be in his late forties, dressed in a black, well-fitted suit and turtleneck that accentuate his broad shoulders and muscular upper body. His hair, like his beard, is flecked with gray, his gaze steely.

“Welcome, Associate Professor Hill,” he says. “Allow me to assist you.”

In a matter of seconds the man has helped him up the steps and into the lobby, without the slightest sign of exertion.

“My name’s Samuel,” he goes on. “I’m chief security officer here at AlphaCent. You’ll find the reception straight ahead.”

Hill nods by way of a thank-you, then looks around in curiosity. The lobby is at least equally impressive as the outside of the building: pale stone floors, white walls, a thirty-foot-high ceiling.

In the middle of the lobby stands a sculpture of a man approximately twice life-size. The man in the sculpture appears to be shading his eyes with one hand, while with the other he is pointing up at the sky. Or perhaps, more accurately, at the ceiling, where the lamps twinkle like distant stars. Hill hobbles closer.

The statue is pitch-black, and although the facial features are only just perceptible, the man appears to be gazing up longingly at the would-be stars.

Hill has seen this sculpture in photos before, but it is only when he is right beside it that he realizes it isn’t made of stone or ceramic, but of black glass.

“Gunnar Irving in his youth.” Samuel has stolen up silently beside him. “AlphaCent’s founder.”

“Mm-hm,” Hill says.

Hill waits for some sort of continuation, a look or a gesture to imply that the reverence in the man’s voice is intentionally overblown. But Samuel simply nods at Hill, as though to usher him in toward the lobby.

With the support of his crutch Hill limps over to reception. The woman behind the desk is wearing identical black clothes to Samuel, and she looks more like a model than a receptionist.

“Associate Professor, welcome,” she says, with a smile just a touch too wide. “I’m afraid Nova Irving is running a few minutes late—please accept our sincere apologies for the delay. If you wouldn’t mind taking a seat, I’ll fetch you as soon as she’s ready. Might I offer you some refreshments in the meantime? An espresso, cappuccino, or mineral water, perhaps?”

“Thanks, I’m fine.”

It feels somewhat old-fashioned to Hill—perhaps more in line with American social mores than Swedish—to be attended upon with such overt politeness and addressed by his official academic title.

Hill slowly makes his way over to the chrome-and-leather waiting suite, sinks down into an armchair, and pulls out his cellphone.

Instead of scrolling aimlessly, he finds that his gaze is drawn to the large sculpture once again. The way the light catches on the glass alters its ambiguous facial expression, which is constantly shifting from fascination, to longing, to determination.

And then something else, something more alarming.

He takes a photo of the statue with his phone but is interrupted by a message from Leo.

Have time to talk? she asks. Hill glances over at the receptionist. The woman has left her seat and is walking toward him with another one of those overbaked smiles.

Not right now, he replies reluctantly.

OK, call me later. Something’s come up that I need to talk about.

“Do excuse us for the wait, Associate Professor Hill,” the receptionist says upon reaching him. “Nova Irving will see you now.”

She guides him through the glass barriers and over to an elevator, swipes a pass against a reader, and presses the top button before giving him a parting smile.

The elevator accelerates smoothly and so quickly that it makes his ears pop.

This whole situation is mildly surreal, but it’s also exciting.

Just two hours ago, Hill received a call from a woman who claimed to be Nova Irving’s assistant. She asked straight-out if he had time to come in for a meeting, ideally that very day, but remained tight-lipped as to what the matter concerned. Since Hill had been trying to make contact with AlphaCent and the Irving family for several years, he had hardly any choice but to agree.

The elevator glides to a halt and the doors sail open almost soundlessly.

Outside awaits a woman of Hill’s age. She, too, is dressed in black, but unlike the staff in the lobby she wears a shirt rather than a turtleneck beneath her blazer. A silver pendant hangs around her neck.

“Associate Professor Hill, welcome. I’m Nova Irving, CEO of AlphaCent Industries. Thank you for coming in at such short notice.”

Nova Irving’s voice is surprisingly deep, and her handshake is firm. Her strawberry-blond hair is tied back in a ponytail, and she has tanned skin, scarlet lips, and eyes that are so bright blue they look almost unreal.

“Call me Martin,” says Hill. “I must admit, I was curious what this could be about. Your assistant was very cryptic on the phone.”

She gestures toward a conference room with glass walls.

“All will be revealed. Let’s take a seat in here.”

Hill follows her, still using his crutch.

The table in the conference room is oval in shape, with five chairs along each side. The windows offer a view over the entire northern side of Lund.

At one end of the room, near the door, a bust is displayed, also made of black glass. More detailed than the sculpture in the lobby, it depicts an elderly man with angular cheekbones, a high hairline, and a fixed gaze that Hill immediately recognizes.

“Gunnar Irving. My father,” Nova says with the same tone of voice that Hill detected in Samuel’s down in the lobby.

Respect, even awe.

Nova gestures at Hill to take a seat, then sits down opposite him and places a tablet on the table.

Hill flops down heavily on his chair and props his crutch up against the tabletop.

He is expecting an explanation as to why he is there, but a question is posed instead.

“You reached out to us a few years ago, didn’t you, Martin? To both AlphaCent Industries and the family?”

“That’s right.” Hill nods. “I was writing a chapter on Gunnar Irving and the Astroholm estate for my book Forgotten Places and Their Stories. But sadly no one was willing to be interviewed, or to let me visit Boulder Isle.”

“No, back then my sister Maud was CEO. She took a rather different approach. More conservative, one might say. My leadership is more transparent.”

Nova’s smile is both attractive and infectious.

“So, how much do you know about AlphaCent, Martin?”

Hill clears his throat.

“Uh, well, I know that you’re dynamic players in the medical technology sector: surgical instruments, robot-assisted surgery systems, and the like. Among other things you were one of the pioneers of DNA profiling technologies.”

“Quite right,” says Nova. “But we also develop technologies that go inside people. Pacemakers, implants, replacement heart valves…”

One of her eyebrows rises a quarter of an inch, as though waiting for him to react. Hill is confused. Does she know about his titanium heart valve? And if so, what does that have to do with this meeting?

“It was Eric Holst who mentioned your name,” she goes on. “Eric’s the chairman of our board. He told us that you risked your life to rescue his granddaughter Smilla from her kidnapper. And that you didn’t run off to the media to brag about what you’d done. Eric is a hard man to impress, so my interest was piqued, and I had a little research done on you.”

She flicks on her tablet without waiting for Hill’s response.

“Martin Hill,” she reads. “Thirty-one years of age, raised in a number of regions around Sweden but currently lecturer at Lund University, where you teach a course entitled ‘the Architecture of Decay.’ Very popular with your students, you also authored a best-selling book that is something of a bible for those with an interest in urban exploration, that’s to say the study of abandoned buildings and sites.”

She raises her eyebrow again. Hill is still lost for words. This situation is bizarre, yet at the same time—exciting. All the secrecy, the futuristic office building, the far-too-congenial staff. And then of course Nova Irving herself: beautiful, intelligent, charismatic; the kind of person who can command an entire room in seconds. The contrast with the hospital bed he left just an hour ago, and his chilling flashbacks to the Mountain King’s lair, could hardly be greater.

“And you also happen to have a titanium heart valve,” she goes on. “One of ours, in fact, which makes you one of the AlphaCent family, so to speak.”

“I see,” Hill eventually utters, for want of anything better.

He should, of course, be asking how she can have access to that kind of confidential medical information, but Hill’s mind is too busy trying to figure out where this conversation is going.

“What else do you know about the company, Martin?”

Something about Nova’s eyes, and the little hint of a smile lurking at the side of her mouth, suggests that she is testing him; that she won’t put her cards on the table until he has won her approval.

“AlphaCent was founded by your grandfather Bernhard Irving,” he begins. “Back then the company was called All Preserves, and it operated in the food industry. Bernhard made a fortune during and after the war, but by the end of the fifties the company was beginning to flounder.”

He clears his throat, skips over the reasons as to why that came to pass.

“In the sixties your father, Gunnar, took the helm. He changed the company’s name to AlphaCent Industries, redirected its operations toward medical technologies, and presented some groundbreaking discoveries that had the company back on its feet in record time.”

He stops there, as a matter of courtesy. But Nova isn’t satisfied with that.

“And…” Her eyes twinkle, as though the next point is crucial.

Hill weighs his words. But if Nova’s researcher has dug up his mechanical heart valve, it’s reasonable to assume she already knows exactly what he wrote about the Irving family in his book.

“Gunnar, your father…” he goes on, with a nod at the glass bust, “… claimed that the ideas for his inventions stemmed from a UFO encounter that he had as a child, at Bernhard’s observatory out on Boulder Isle. The alien was supposedly from the Alpha Centauri star system, which is also why, with his father’s blessing, Gunnar renamed the company AlphaCent. The tale has given rise to a whole slew of conspiracy theories about your family estate, Astroholm Manor. One such theory is that Bernhard is interred in an underground burial chamber on the estate, while another claims there’s a secret network of mining tunnels from the manor house all the way under Miresjön Lake and out to Boulder Isle.”

Nova Irving studies him carefully for several seconds, but says nothing.

Then, without the slightest warning, that elusive smile blooms out in full. Her teeth are straight and white, in contrast to her blood-red lipstick.

“Well summarized, Martin!” She swipes the tablet aside. “Especially all that about the myths. A lot of garbage has been said about the company and my family over the years. Which is actually the reason why I’ve brought you here.”

Hill sits up a little straighter.

“AlphaCent will soon be celebrating its centenary, and Gunnar his eightieth birthday,” Nova goes on. “In light of these celebrations, the board and I thought it would be fitting to bring out a book about our…” she pauses, apparently searching for the right word, “… colorful history. Air out all the drivel and focus on our contribution to humanity. And who better to do that than a best-selling author with one of AlphaCent’s very own heart valves in his chest? Someone who is already well informed about the company and the family, and who has credibility and discretion to boot.”

She dials up the warmth in her smile another few degrees.

“In short, we’d like to commission you, Martin.”

“OK…” Hill’s brain freezes for a few seconds.

“Naturally we’ll offer generous compensation,” Nova goes on. “And you’ll have full access to the company and family archives at Astroholm Manor. We’ll even provide you with accommodation on the estate, so that you can write in peace and quiet.”

“Wait, hold on.” Hill’s common sense has now caught up. “I mean, I have a job, for starters.”

Nova pulls an amused expression.

“As I understand it, you’ve been granted medical leave. Until the New Year, at least. We’ve spoken to your head of department, and he has no problem with you doing some writing in the meantime.”

“OK, but…” Hill’s mind skips over the fact that she has already spoken to his manager and instead fast-forwards to his next objection. “… As you can see, I’m on leave for a reason. My mobility is limited, and I need regular checkups.”

He raises his crutch to underline his argument.

“Astroholm has its own state-of-the-art medical facility,” Nova says. “We can offer constant medical supervision and cutting-edge treatments for your rehabilitation.”

“Uh…” Hill clasps at his neck.

The offer is flattering. And besides, there’s one other factor in the equation, one that Nova Irving isn’t fully aware of. One that makes it extremely difficult for him to heed the objections coming from his superego.

Nova leans forward. Her pendant grazes the tabletop. It’s a frog, Hill now sees. Upon catching a glimpse of her cleavage, he quickly looks away.

“It goes without saying that you’ll get to meet Gunnar in person,” she says, more quietly. “And visit the old observatory on Boulder Isle, just like you’ve always dreamed of. Hardly a soul has been there since the sixties. All of it’s still there, untouched. I’d imagine it’s a dream come true for an urban explorer like you. You lived not too far from the estate in your teenage years, didn’t you?”

Her bright blue eyes twinkle again.

Hill takes a deep breath while waiting for the next objection from his superego, but it seems that his common sense has finally admitted defeat.

In its place is another voice entirely, one that whispers softly and enticingly in his head.

… visit the old observatory on Boulder Isle.

Just like you’ve always dreamed of.





SEVENTEEN YEARS EARLIER

He is fourteen years old. Just a few months ago his family moved again, this time to the forests on the borderlands between the southern provinces of Småland and Skåne. He doesn’t know anyone here, but as always he tries his best to fit in. Tries to be sociable and funny, make new friends, and turn a blind eye to the fact that some of the kids call him Darky Marty.

Some days are better than others.

Soon he’ll find someone just as fun and smart as he is. At least that’s what his mom says. And since he doesn’t want to make her sad he doesn’t disagree.

He has noticed a girl whose locker is next to his. She’s tall and broad-shouldered, and most of the other pupils seem a little scared of her.

Something about Leo Asker appeals to him, and he has started to cook up ways that he might dare to approach her.

But tonight his mind isn’t on any of that.

He is standing down by the shore. Before him lies the almost perfect circle of Miresjön Lake, and off in the distance he sees the jagged outline of Boulder Isle.

It has taken him all of three long bus rides to get here. After that, a fairly taxing walk down to the Boy Scouts’ cabin, the only place along the lakeshore—besides Astroholm Manor—where the slope is gentle enough that you can access the water.

He first read about the place in a chat room for urban explorers, where he became fascinated by Bernhard Irving and his son, “Space-Case” Gunnar Irving. Ever since he first chanced upon the story of their family, he has spent many an hour at the library reading up on everything he could find about Astroholm Manor, Boulder Isle, Astrofield Mine, and the observatory.

Several people in the chat room have made the same journey as him, have trekked down to the cabin at the shore only to realize they won’t get any closer. There are no boats on the lake, and Boulder Isle is over half a mile from the shore. On top of that, the lake is almost a hundred feet deep, which means that the water is ice-cold even in summer, and very difficult to swim.

And even if you did manage to swim across, the island’s shoreline is full of sharp rocks and crags, making it impossible to wade ashore without tearing up your feet and knees.

He knows all of this, knows he won’t be able to make it to the island.

But to be able to stand on this shore, look into his binoculars, and pick out the dome of Bernhard’s observatory just above the treetops, makes the whole journey worthwhile. To get to see the very spot where Gunnar Irving claimed a UFO came floating down to land.

Where the black creature with glowing red eyes then stepped out to speak to him.



For two hours he has stood here on the shore, stopping only to eat his picnic and every now and then give his arms a rest from holding the binoculars. He has been loath to miss a single second, even though the only movements to speak of have been the trees swaying in the wind, the odd bird.

Dusk has just started to fall. Darkness sneaks across the lake, making the stars pop up in the sky.

One last look, then he has to leave if he is going to make it to his bus on time.

He raises his binoculars, twists the observatory’s dark silhouette into focus.

Slowly he sweeps his binoculars along the island and across the water to Astroholm Manor. According to the chat forum there is a secret tunnel that links the island to the mainland, but no one has ever found it. There may even be a whole complex of tunnels to explore, and an underground burial chamber. Even after two hours of watching and waiting, the thought still gives his heart a little flutter.

In the distance a tawny owl calls. The eerie sound sails across the lake before all falls silent again. He sweeps his binoculars back to the island and lands on the observatory once more. Hovers there for a minute or two, as a farewell of sorts.

Then, just as he is about to leave, he thinks he sees something.

Something that makes him stop in his tracks, makes him freeze so long he misses his bus.

In the years that follow he will lean toward it being his imagination that was playing tricks on him. That he saw something he wanted to see, because there and then it was all he had.

And maybe that was all it was. It is the best explanation, logically speaking. But a small part of him still stands by what he glimpsed for a few seconds on Boulder Isle that night, high up in the sky directly above the observatory.

A bright white light, which glinted and then disappeared.





ASKER

The air in her boxy office feels stagnant. On the desk in front of her lies her cellphone, with Martin’s reply still visible. Her brain is working in overdrive, but all it can tell her is that she wants to talk to Martin Hill. He knows her upbringing, was the one who gave her father his nickname.

Prepper Per.

Her father, the madman who builds bunkers, who stockpiles weapons, explosives, and supplies in preparation for doomsday. The man who, until a few minutes ago, she thought she would never hear from again. And now all of a sudden he’s trying to force his way back into her life.

Slowly she rolls up her shirtsleeve. Her scar is still itching, and she runs her fingertips along it. Traces the tattooed lettering that runs through it.

Ten letters.

Resilience

After a while this ritual makes the itching stop and her stress levels fall. She rolls down her shirtsleeve again.

Is what Per claimed even true?

She wakes up her computer. What people usually refer to as the “police database” in fact consists of a number of different systems, some of which are ancient, others more middle-aged. What they all have in common is a general refusal to cooperate—be that with the user, or with one another.

After a little typing, Asker manages to at least pull a list of recent police reports. She quickly scrolls through them. Nothing about a body in the vicinity of the Farm.

She exhales, tries to gather her thoughts.

Was the phone call just a way for Per to mess with her, an attempt to manipulate her? She puts her hypothesis to the usual test.

Hypothesis: Per lied to her.

Question: But why?

Answer: To mess with her.

Question: But why?

Answer: Because he thinks he has something to gain from it.

Question: But what?

What would Per stand to gain from contacting her after fifteen years of silence, just to toy with her? Why would he make a claim that she could so easily check? And why now?

She picks up her phone again and dials the number to the police control center.

“Asker here, from Serious Crime,” she says when one of the operators picks up. “Has a car been sent out on a case up in the Göinge forests? Deceased human body?”

She crosses her fingers that her colleague on the other end of the line will be unaware that she no longer works on the sixth floor and instead heads up the Department of Lost Souls down in the basement.

“Just a moment…”

She hears the tap of keys.

“Yes, that’s right,” the operator goes on. “It’s just come in, less than an hour ago. The patrol’s still on-site. I can patch you straight through if you want.”

“That would be great, thank you.”

Asker frowns. So Per was telling the truth about the body. But how could he already know that it had been found? Or that its discovery would make him a suspect?

The officer on the scene answers so quickly he must have been holding the phone in his hand.

“Asker here, Serious Crime,” she says by way of introduction. “I hear you’ve found a body.”

“Yes, that’s right.” The man’s voice sounds puzzled. “But I’ve already spoken to your colleague. He said you were on your way.”

“We must have gotten our wires crossed. Could you fill me in, please? Where are you now?”

“Just north of the border with Småland province. A place called Hultet. It was a couple of guys from the municipality who called it in. They were clearing an old compost dump when they stumbled across a body.”

Asker can see the very place before her. She has cycled past it hundreds of times. It lies at a turnoff less than six hundred yards from the Farm’s gates.

“Like I just said to your colleague, the victim’s an adult male,” the officer on the line continues. “I’d guess somewhere around fifty. The body is lying facedown on the ground. We can’t see any more than that just now, and we didn’t want to touch the body needlessly. Forensics are on their way.”

“How long do you think he’s been there?” she asks.

“Hard to say. According to the guys from the municipality, they stopped dumping waste here almost fifteen years ago, because the space was at capacity. After the last dump they closed off the access road with a barrier. But since they’re now laying power lines in the area, they decided to clear up some of the waste. The victim was under the very first pile the digger cleared. The one nearest the barrier.”

“So you’re saying the last pile had been dumped on top of the body?”

“Yeah, exactly. I’m struggling to see how else it could have happened. It’s a big pile of trash we’re talking about, easily a couple of pickups’ worth, and the body was pretty much right under it.”

“So the body has been lying there for fifteen years or more?”

“Probably,” the officer replies. “Though it looks really well preserved. His hair’s still there, his clothing’s intact.”

“Can you send me some pictures?”

“Is that really necessary? The guy I just spoke to said you’d have someone on the scene soon—”

“It would be great if you could send me some photos straightaway,” she says, cutting him off.

He takes her phone number, and she stares at the phone while she waits.

Fifteen years ago she was still living at the Farm with Prepper Per. She remembers both the barrier and the huge piles of waste beyond it, would pass them on her way to and from school. So the dead man was probably already lying there then.

After a minute or two her phone starts to buzz.

The first photo is of a digger standing beside a two-foot-deep hole in the ground. Around the hole and digger rise huge piles of partly decomposed yard waste: branches and twigs interspersed with soil, gravel, and stones. In the background she can just make out an open road barrier.

The next photo is taken at closer range. In it the dead man is fully dressed. He is lying on his front with his arms at his sides, still half-buried in the boggy ground.

His broad back is clothed in a sturdy blue beaver-nylon jacket. The collar of a checkered flannel shirt juts out above it, and above that a head with sticky tufts of hair.

She zooms in and out a few times. Focuses on the more visible of his palms. The skin is filthy, but it shows no real signs of decomposition.

The police officer is right; at first glance the body looks far too well preserved to have lain in the ground for fifteen years or more. Though that might not be so strange, given where the body was found. The low-lying terrain east of the Farm consists mainly of waterlogged swampland. And swamps are low in oxygen, which halts the breakdown of tissues and textiles. So the body could very well be as old as the police officer suggests.

But something about the images bothers her, something she can’t quite put her finger on.

She stands up impatiently and walks into the kitchen to get herself a cup of coffee. Virgilsson, Rosen, and Zafer are sitting at one of the tables, engrossed in what appears to be a lively conversation. They fall silent when she steps into the room.

“I was just sharing the exciting news,” Virgilsson says with one of his toady smiles. The sweater-vest that he has donned on top of his shirt is multicolored with small checks, giving him the look of a TV test card. “That you are henceforth to be the Resources Unit’s permanent chief.”

“It’s so great,” Rosen exclaims, with a gasp that makes her sound more terrified than pleased.

Zafer is speaking five decibels too loud, as usual.

“Congratulations,” he says, adjusting his glasses, which have hearing aids fixed to the back of each temple.

“Thanks,” she says. “No Attila?”

“No…” Virgilsson and the others exchanges glances. “Kent’s off sick. As he tends to be at this time of year.”

“Doesn’t he just,” Rosen agrees with a sigh. She puts on a sorrowful little smile.

Asker pours her coffee. She ought to ask some kind of follow-up question about Attila, but right now she is struggling to keep her mind on staff welfare.

“Well, what do you both say? Time to get back to the salt mines?”

Virgilsson gets up, taking the other two with him. It’s almost as though they are afraid that Asker will sit down with them—not that she had any intention of doing so.

“Oh, Rosen,” Asker says, just as the diminutive woman is leaving the room. “I need your help with something.”

Rosen, whose real name is Gunilla Rosén, fiddles nervously with her cardigan sleeve while following Asker to her office.

Asker sees Virgilsson stop at the pigeonholes and pretend to leaf through some papers, while casting furtive glances in their direction. As soon as Rosen has entered her office, Asker makes sure to shut the door behind them.

“I need a few database searches.”

“I see.” Rosen exhales.

“A man aged between forty and sixty, missing for the last fifteen years. Of relatively strong build, with dark, longish hair, wearing workmen’s clothing at the time of his disappearance. He may have some connection to the borderlands between Skåne and Småland.”

“I see,” Rosen says again. “That’s not much to go on.”

“No, I know,” says Asker. “But I also know that you’re a ninja when it comes to our IT systems. Fact is, I’ve never met anyone who even comes close.”

“Oh, not really.” Rosen self-consciously picks at one of the burls on her cardigan. Clearly she isn’t used to receiving praise.

“And we’ll keep this between us, please. No one—not in this building or outside it—has anything to do with it. Not even Virgilsson. Are we agreed?”

Asker holds Rosen’s gaze.

“Of course,” the tiny woman says.

“Thank you. With any luck there’ll be a little treat in it for your journalist friend at Sydsvenskan.”

Asker doesn’t like leaking things to the press, but Rosen’s infatuation with an obviously gay reporter at Sydsvenskan is one of the few trump cards she has in her possession.

Rosen lights up. “I’ll get straight on it.”



As soon as Rosen has left the room, Asker pulls up the images again. She zooms in, one section at a time, and plays around with the contrast and color settings to try to find more leads on the body’s identity, or what it is that makes her think she has missed something.

In the wet ground between the man’s knees she spots something angular sticking out. She zooms in as much as she can and switches the image to black-and-white. When she strains her eyes, she thinks she can make out the corner of something that appears to be made of leather.

She calls the police officer at the scene again.

“It’s Asker again, at Serious Crime,” she says when he picks up. “In the image it looks like there’s something buried in the ground between the victim’s knees. It could be a wallet. Could one of you check?”

“Hold on.”

His voice sounds more sheepish than last time. She hears the mumble of voices, a scraping, and a few beeps. Only once it’s too late does she realize that he has transferred her call.

“Hi, Leo,” Jonas Hellman says down the line. She stifles a curse word. “As far as I recall, you
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