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            Malmberget, Norrbotten

         
         The ground shook that night, with a quake more powerful than the usual rumbles, making beds jump and crockery and glasses
            fall out of cupboards.
         

         
         When morning broke, an elderly woman would call the mining company and ask to be moved higher up the relocation list. A twenty-seven-year-old
            father would do the same, having gone out into the garden and discovered his daughter’s trike was missing. Stolen, he would
            assume, cursing the thieves and the scum and the rising crime levels in society—at least until he spotted the crack that had
            opened up beside his house and realized that her bike had plummeted towards the bowels of the earth.
         

         
         It was the kind of thing that made people leave Malmberget and never look back, though they would forever long for the place
            they had once called home.
         

         
         The tremor didn’t wake Tommy Oja. It was his phone, which started ringing an hour later. A cup of black coffee, a quick sandwich. The sun wouldn’t be up for hours, and the car’s headlights swept through the darkness. Many of the streetlights had stopped working over the past year, others had been dismantled. He turned off towards the Hermelin neighborhood and parked by the fence marking the area at risk of collapse. Several of the old wooden houses there were still waiting to be moved to their new locations, the kind of buildings that captured the spirit of Malmberget’s hundred-year history, chosen as particularly valuable. Tommy himself had grown up in one of the apartment buildings that were torn down years earlier. It was what it was. The fence crept closer and closer and his childhood disappeared, swallowed up by the enormous hole known as the Pit at the heart of the mine. 

         
         Tommy Oja didn’t bother waiting for his colleague from Gällivare. He just grabbed the keys and camera and made his way inside.

         
         Insurance, that was what had dragged him out of bed. If a dinner service had smashed or a flat-screen TV had broken during
            the night’s quake, it was the mining company’s responsibility to replace it, not the contractor’s.
         

         
         In a month or two the movers would empty these apartments of all possessions. That was when the real work would begin, digging
            around the foundations, wedging pallets and steel beams beneath the structure, and securing the chimneys so that the houses
            could be transported to their new addresses. Once there, their owners would put all their furniture back and everything would
            look the same as ever, aside from the fact that their breathtaking views over Malmberget, the church tower, and the mountains
            had been replaced by a patch of forest outside Koskullskulle.
         

         
         The people who lived here were the lucky ones, Tommy Oja thought as he moved between the rooms, documenting everything. They
            got to take their homes with them—or at least some part of what made a home, whatever that was.
         

         
         A set of books had fallen from a shelf. The glass had cracked on a black-and-white wedding photograph, slightly yellowed with
            age. He took a picture of the damage and thought he could hear the couple’s moaning, staring down at their faces, the solemnity
            of a special occasion some hundred or so years in the past. The crack cut right across the man’s throat, split the bride’s
            face in two.
         

         
         “Pull yourself together, Tommy Oja,” he told himself.

         
         As a native of Malmberget, it was important to keep any sentimentality at bay. Everything around them was temporary, and they didn’t try to kid themselves otherwise. There was no crying over long-lost cinemas or the newspaper kiosks where they bought their first hockey cards. The ore had to be mined, and if it wasn’t for the mining company there would be nothing, no society or jobs, none of the riches that had built Sweden; there would be nothing but reindeer pastures and an expanse of untouched mountains. Certain people in Stockholm would probably think that was wonderful, of course, the ones who hung out in fancy bars and didn’t give a single thought to how their good fortune had been made, blasted from the rock beneath him. 

         
         There it was again. For God’s sake.

         
         He couldn’t make out any words, just a quiet moaning, as though their voices were lingering in the walls.

         
         “Shut up,” he barked.

         
         “Who you talking to?”

         
         The kid was standing in the doorway, a young temp who had been brought in after one of the other guys slipped a disk. Bad
            timing. Moving these buildings was a prestigious job; they couldn’t afford for it to go wrong. The slightest imbalance and
            the walls could crack. The local press would be following the procedure, people lining the roads along the way.
         

         
         Finally watching their community disappear.

         
         “Dragged yourself out of bed, did you?” said Tommy Oja, heading back out into the stairwell, making his way upstairs.

         
         The young man stood still.

         
         “What was that?” he asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Sounded like an animal or something.”

         
         Tommy Oja stepped back down.

         
         “You heard it too?” he said.

         
         “Fuck, did someone forget the cat or something?”

         
         A jolt rattled through the pipes, a faint knocking. They stood perfectly still, neither uttering a word. The sounds traveled
            around them, muffled and evasive, then with renewed force.
         

         
         “The basement,” said the young man. “It must be coming from down there.”

         
         Tommy rummaged through the keys, trying one and then another. The door opened, a curved staircase leading down into the darkness. That was where it came to an end, by a metal door with a sturdy handle. They could no longer hear anything; the noise must have been transmitted some other way, possibly through the chimney. None of the keys fit the lock. 

         
         “Shit,” Tommy muttered, turning around. He climbed the stairs first, the young man right behind him as they slowly made their
            way around the outside of the building. There it was again. He dropped to his knees by the basement window and turned on his
            torch. The pane of glass bounced the light straight back into his eyes, dazzling him.
         

         
         “Smash it,” said the kid.

         
         “We can’t start causing damage, damn it.”

         
         “It’s just one window. What difference does it make?”

         
         Young people, Tommy Oja thought as he trudged back to his car to fetch his tools and then aimed his pipe wrench at the small
            window. They’re bloody right sometimes.
         

         
         The last few shards of glass hit the stone floor inside, and then there was nothing but silence. For a split second, Tommy
            Oja wondered if it had all been a mistake. His apology to the boss flashed through his mind as the kid grabbed the torch and
            shone it inside. There was a drop of over two meters to the floor, Tommy Oja knew that, he had been involved in every single
            calculation and plan for shoring up and moving the building. The window was also too small to squeeze through—assuming anyone
            was willing to risk their life for a fucking cat.
         

         
         The young man yelled and dropped the torch. He scuttled backwards, scrambling in the gravel like he planned to make his way
            to Gällivare on his arse, a wild look in his eyes. Right then, the morning sun broke over the mountains, making his hair glow
            like a halo.
         

         
         “You see a ghost or something?”

         
         Tommy reached in through the broken window and moved the beam of light across the walls. It was eerily quiet. He could hear his own heartbeat, the young man cursing. There were boxes inside, folded chairs. An old Ping-Pong table, posters on the walls. Then he saw something move. Hands being raised, shielding a face. The person was half sprawled, hunched up like an animal, pressed against the wall. Surrounded by cardboard and junk. 

         
         Tommy stared in, unable to make sense of what he was seeing.

         
         The temp was still mumbling behind him.

         
         “Shut up,” Tommy barked.

         
         He could hear it clearly now, the sound from the corner, rising among the bricks and concrete, cutting like an arrow through
            the air. It was the cry of a caged animal, something not quite human, from before we became human and discovered language,
            like the panicked cry of a baby upon being born. Tommy Oja had three children, he knew what that sounded like. This was much
            worse. He searched his pockets for his phone, hand trembling as he hit 112 and incoherently stuttered for both the police
            and an ambulance to come to Långa Raden. He had to repeat the address three times, the call handler was in Umeå, five hundred
            kilometers to the south, what did they know about the geography of Malmberget?
         

         
         He crawled back over to the window and shone his torch on his own face to avoid blinding the man inside.

         
         “They’ll be here soon,” he shouted into the darkness. There was no answer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Ådalen—October

         
         Eira Sjödin was busy wrapping coffee cups in towels when her mother started unpacking the first box.

         
         “What are you doing, Mum?”

         
         “Oh, there’s no need for any of this.”

         
         “But you said you wanted to take your books with you?”

         
         Kerstin pushed a few of the books onto the shelf, in the gaps left behind by the ones they had picked out.

         
         “It’ll probably never happen,” she said. “It’s all just so unnecessary, the whole lot. I can live so cheaply here. Two thousand
            kronor a month.”
         

         
         Eira slumped onto a chair. She was exhausted. They had been at it for over a week now, the painful procedure of whittling
            down a lifetime’s worth of objects and trying to make them fit into eighteen square meters.
         

         
         She had managed to convince her mother that she really did need to move into the care home, thirty times, if not more, only
            for Kerstin to have forgotten by morning—sometimes only a few minutes later. Eira made a mental note of everything her mother
            had unpacked so that she could repack it that evening, once Kerstin was asleep.
         

         
         “Which of the pictures do you like best?”

         
         The frames had hung on the walls for so long that they left pale marks behind. The black-and-white etching of the river, from the days when the logs used to pile up in a jam; a framed drawing Eira’s brother had done before she was even born. Mother, father, and child, the sun shining down on them with its thick golden rays. 

         
         And the curtains. From a home spread over two floors to a room with a single window. Her clothes, too. The municipal care
            budget probably didn’t stretch to ironing pretty blouses, Eira thought when she saw what Kerstin was unpacking from her suitcases,
            the neatly folded fruits of yesterday’s efforts, they were now going back onto their hangers. Kerstin was still young when
            the dementia took hold, just over seventy. Eira had seen how old the other residents were, and she wondered how long it would
            be before her lovely mother adjusted to a life in sweatpants, the occasional skirt with an elasticized waistband when she
            had visitors.
         

         
         They only had one week for her to move in, otherwise the place would go to someone else, but Eira picked up when her phone
            rang anyway. She still couldn’t say no.
         

         
         “How’re things?” August Engelhardt asked when she got into the patrol car fifteen minutes later.

         
         “All good,” said Eira.

         
         He glanced over to her as he slowed for the turnoff, giving her a smile that was more than just collegial.

         
         “Did I mention that it’s good to be back?” he said.

         
         August Engelhardt was five years younger than Eira, a fresh-faced police assistant who was back in Kramfors after a lengthy
            posting down in Trollhättan. Trying out different areas of the country to see what they had to offer, no doubt.
         

         
         “What have we been called out to?” she asked.

         
         “Missing person. A middle-aged man from Nyland, no criminal record as far as they could see.”

         
         “Who reported it?”

         
         “His ex-wife. Their daughter’s a student in Luleå, but she called her mum to say she was worried. It’s been three weeks.”

         
         Eira closed her eyes. She could see the road even with them shut, her mind on the old chest of drawers that had been passed down through the generations, was that one piece of furniture too many? They might have to navigate the room with a wheelchair before long, it could all happen so damn fast. 

         
          

         The missing man lived in an apartment just behind the supermarket in Nyland. They pulled up by a cluster of two-story buildings
            that looked like countless others across the country, well tended but anonymous. The property manager who was supposed to
            be letting them in was running late, but the man’s ex-wife was already waiting outside. Wearing a blazer and a pair of trendy
            white glasses, not a single strand of her short hair out of place.
         

         
         “No one’s heard from him in three weeks,” said Cecilia Runne. “Hasse can be a real shit sometimes, but he’s always gone to
            work.”
         

         
         “What does he do?”

         
         “He’s an actor, technically, but he does a bit of everything to stay afloat—you have to, living up here. Simple building jobs,
            maybe even the odd shift for home help, I don’t really know. Our daughter said he was meant to be filming a part in Umeå last
            week. Hasse’s useless with money, but he’d never let a job pass him by. Not after last year, when he didn’t have anything
            for seven months.”
         

         
         The virus that had struck the globe, the cultural world, and the elderly with such force. It had also pushed back Kerstin’s
            move into care, until the situation at home became unsustainable.
         

         
         August jotted down everything the ex-wife said.

         
         When was Hans Runne last heard from, who did he hang around with, did he have any history of mental illness, a drinking problem?

         
         “Is there a new partner in the picture?”

         
         “No, I don’t think so,” Cecilia Runne replied, possibly a little too quickly. “Not that I know of, anyway.” Her eyes darted
            around the yard, to the leaf-covered lawn, a walking frame outside a doorway.
         

         
         It wasn’t a priority case—an adult male who hadn’t turned up to work and wasn’t answering his phone—barely even a matter for
            the police, but they would take the report, help her into his apartment. Worst-case scenario, they would find him dead up
            there.
         

         
         That was the most likely explanation. A heart attack, a stroke, something like that. Suicide. Or maybe he had succumbed to a midlife crisis and gone wandering in the mountains—which also wasn’t a crime. 

         
         “I just hope he’s not lying dead in there,” said the woman, the fear in her voice now palpable. “There’s been so much of that
            lately, people who’ve been left like that for weeks. It happened to an acquaintance and several others I’ve read about. I
            don’t know if Paloma could live with that.”
         

         
         “Paloma?”

         
         “Our daughter. She’s been calling and calling, she was going to come down from Luleå, even though she’s got exams right now.
            I told her I’d take care of it. I promised her an explanation.”
         

         
         The property manager arrived to let them inside. Hans Runne lived on the first floor. They stepped over bills and junk mail,
            the air ripe with old rubbish or possibly something else. The hallway led straight into the kitchen. A few cups and glasses
            in the sink, wine bottles on the counter. The smell was coming from the rubbish bag beneath the countertop.
         

         
         “He might drink a bit much,” the ex-wife said behind them. “It could’ve gotten worse since we split up, I don’t know.”

         
         There was no sign of Hans Runne in the living room. A few more glasses and bottles, an enormous TV. The bedroom door was closed.

         
         “It might be best if you wait in the hallway,” said Eira.

         
         The woman raised a hand to her mouth and backed away from them with a terrified look in her eyes. August pushed the door open.

         
         He and Eira both breathed a sigh of relief.

         
         The bed was unmade, a tangle of bedding and pillows, but there was no one inside. They ducked down and checked beneath the
            bed. No sign of anything out of the ordinary, just a man who didn’t make his bed. Who read before going to sleep, a thick
            volume of Ulf Lundell’s diaries. And who, judging by the tooth guard in an open plastic case, ground his teeth in his sleep.
            The air smelled like it could have been standing still for three weeks, give or take. Stuffy but not exactly unpleasant.
         

         
         Cecilia Runne had slumped down into a chair when they got back to the kitchen.

         
         “He can’t do this, disappearing on his daughter. Leaving me to take care of everything. It’s so fucking typical of Hasse.
            He’s all talk, but when it comes to actually taking responsibility for other people . . .”
         

         
         “How long have the two of you been divorced?” asked Eira, opening the fridge. She heard the woman say something about three
            years, that she was the one who had left.
         

         
         Milk that had gone out of date a week ago, a ham sandwich that had hardened at the edges. If Hans Runne’s disappearance was
            voluntary, it definitely didn’t seem like it had been planned.
         

         
         Cecilia Runne began to cry, calm and composed.

         
         “I’ve been so angry with him,” she said. “And now it’s too late.”

         
         Eira saw August studying the free newspapers in the hallway, the dates.

         
         “We don’t know that,” she said. “It’s too early to say anything.”

         
          

         Fanom and Skadom and Undrom. There were villages with strange, incomprehensible names like that dotted throughout the forests
            around Sollefteå. Tone Elvin slowed down to thirty as she drove into Arlum och Stöndar. The village really did have two names
            on the map, as though two smaller communities had come together to form one. She had no idea why, it was the first time she
            had ever come out this way; she knew nothing about the people in Arlum och Stöndar. She just drove slowly through. A few houses
            on either side of a narrow road, that was all. One or two seemed to be empty, but none were dilapidated enough to catch her
            eye. She continued towards the old ironworks, her heart skipping a beat as she passed Offer.
         

         
         It sounded so ominous, naming a hamlet after the Swedish word for victim, yet somehow it was also beautiful.

         
         Tone was looking for the places people had forgotten. Roads that had been used some fifty or a hundred years ago, then abandoned
            to their fate.
         

         
         Spotting an overgrown forest track, she pulled over and hung her camera, an old Leica, around her neck.

         
         The forest seemed to close in around her. The September air smelled earthy, ripe, the scent of death that follows life, bringing
            resurrection. A raven flapped up and soared high above her, soon joined by a second. She had read that they tracked bears,
            and her heart started racing again. What were you supposed to do if you came across a bear, meet its eye or not?
         

         
         Bright autumn colors replaced the uniform darkness of the spruce trees. There was a glade up ahead, a neglected garden full
            of deciduous trees and bushes, a real abandoned house. Tone took a deep breath. It was incredible, exactly what she had been
            looking for. The paint had flaked away, and the facade was an expanse of gray. She raised her camera and waded through the
            tall grass. Caught the past through her viewfinder, the sorrow of what once was. The sunlight danced between the leaves, making
            the spiderwebs shimmer.
         

         
         The ravens landed in front of her.

         
         It was almost too much. The black birds were like omens of death among the beautiful greenery, against the backdrop of the
            weather-beaten house. One of them hopped along the cracked foundation, another had landed on a branch. Tone backed away with
            her camera raised. She shouted to make them lift off again, to capture their black wingbeats.
         

         
         She loaded a new roll of film, fumbling and stressed. She needed to capture everything before the daylight faded. Oblivion, that was what she would call the exhibition. Either that or Loss. Her psychologist friend had told her to face up to her grief, to the fact that she was all alone in the world, but she would
            do more than that. She would document it in black and white, in all its grayness, her very own project that would take her
            back to what she loved most: photography.
         

         
         No more home-help shifts to pay the rent.

         
         The porch outside the front door was rotten, weeds poking up through the boards. She used tight, tight framing to capture
            the grain and the detail, the pale remnants of paint and the different layers of the aged wood. All the years, all the lives
            that had passed through.
         

         
         Tone tried the door handle, forged from iron. It wasn’t locked, and the door swung open.

         
         Silence. The sunlight filtering in through the dusty windowpanes filled the room with slanting rays of gold, light that would
            have made Rembrandt jealous. There were a couple of broken chairs in one corner, and Tone dragged one of them into the middle
            of the floor. Oddly enough, it stayed upright, despite missing a leg. She photographed it from various angles, adding a broken
            stool. Suddenly she had drama, a fight from years ago, someone who left, someone who stayed. She turned the chair and the
            atmosphere changed. The light dipped slightly with each frame. Evening was approaching. Tone peered through to the next room.
         

         
         An old iron bedframe. A ripped, disgusting horsehair mattress. She shot a few frames that made her feel uneasy. The room was
            north facing, which meant there were no shadows, just gloom. She stepped on a floorboard that creaked loudly beneath her,
            and her mind turned to the dead, she saw images of something violent. Outside, one of the ravens screeched. The house was
            on its guard, groaning and sighing and driving her away.
         

         
         It’s all in your mind, she told herself once she was back outside. The sun had dipped behind the trees, and the cool air felt
            rawer. That’s just the sound old buildings make, she thought. Maybe there were swallows living in the roof, there were almost
            certainly mice in the walls.
         

         
         Her art required her to delve into her own fears, touching upon the things she found painful. That was what she had to convey
            in her images.
         

         
         Just not right now, she thought, making her way through the aspen and birch trees in what she thought was the direction of
            the trail. She could no longer see it.
         

         
          

         Just like that, everything was in place. The chest of drawers and the bookcase and all the rest of it, shabby and old against the pale walls and the metal bedframe, an adjustable hospital model. Eira would have to get going to work soon, but she still took the time to hang the curtains. She couldn’t leave her mother with this mess; everything had to be nice and cozy, it had to feel like home. 

         
         Or an illusion of it, anyway.

         
         “I’ll come back and help you with the books tomorrow,” she said, unpacking the last few glasses. Four of each, in hope of
            visitors. The only cupboard was getting full.
         

         
         “No, no, I can manage that myself,” said Kerstin. “You don’t know how to organize them anyway.”

         
         The librarian in her was the last part to disappear.

         
         Time was different in the care home. Slower. It felt wrong to hurry her, possibly inhumane, but Eira had no choice.

         
         “You’ll be happy here.”

         
         She hugged her mother as she left. Something they rarely did.

         
         “Mmm, I don’t know,” said Kerstin.

         
         The autumn air, crisp and clear. Eira paused for a moment to catch her breath. There was a path down to the river, outdoor
            furniture that hadn’t yet been brought in. The forecast kept talking about a warm spell. Everything would be OK, wouldn’t
            it?
         

         
         She drove to the station in the rented van, would just have to pay for another day.

         
         A young woman was standing by the main doors. She seemed lost.

         
         “Are you looking for someone?” Eira asked as she held her card to the reader and entered her code.

         
         “Yes, but . . .”

         
         Eira paused midstep on her way into the building.

         
         “Do you want to report something?”

         
         “Maybe I shouldn’t have come.” The young woman’s voice was as delicate as a dragonfly wing, her hair bleached. A ring in her
            lower lip.
         

         
         “I’m a police assistant, you can talk to me. Has something happened?”

         
         “It’s not about me.” The young woman ran a hand through her hair, neither smoothing it nor messing it up. “It’s my dad. We’ve already reported him missing and Mum says there’s nothing else we can do, but surely there has to be something?” 

         
         “Would you like to come in?”

         
         It was only after Eira had showed her over to one of the vinyl sofas in what had once been the reception area, back when the
            station actually had opening hours, that she asked her name.
         

         
         Paloma Runne.

         
         That wasn’t the kind of name you forgot. It brought back melodies, a cheesy song from the past. Una paloma blanca . . .

         
         “I was there when we went into your father’s apartment last week,” said Eira.

         
         “Oh, that’s lucky. I wanted to talk to one of you, because over the phone they just said they couldn’t tell me anything, blah,
            blah, blah.”
         

         
         “Would you like a coffee? Water?”

         
         Paloma nodded, giving Eira a chance to get away, up the stairs, waiting as the machine ground the beans. She needed time to
            think.
         

         
         Hans Runne.

         
         Had they made any progress? She had used her time off in lieu to help her mother move and hadn’t given the missing man a single
            thought in days.
         

         
         Healthy, some would say. Being able to forget about work and focus on what really mattered in life: our nearest and dearest.
            But Eira thought there was something suffocating about that approach, as though it implied that our nearest and dearest would
            be neglected otherwise.
         

         
         She spotted August as she was heading back down with the two coffees.

         
         “What’s the latest on the missing man in Nyland?” she asked.

         
         “Don’t know, I guess he’s still missing?”

         
         “His daughter is downstairs.”

         
         August got a vague look in his eye and half turned to his computer. The call records from the man’s network provider had come in a few days earlier, as had his bank statements. Since there hadn’t been any indication of a crime, requesting them hadn’t been the natural next step, but they had done it anyway. Eira remembered how she had felt on leaving the apartment: the fading adrenaline, the slight suspicion of suicide or an accident. Hans Runne could have run off to Mauritius with his lover, of course, but most grown adults would take the rubbish out first. If he had waded out into the river or gone off into the forest with a gun, it might be a long time before they found his body—if they ever did. 

         
         And yet there had been something that bothered her, something that didn’t quite add up.

         
         His home was messy, but it wasn’t chaotic. It looked like somewhere that had been left in a hurry, but not with the intention
            of it being for good.
         

         
         They had put out an internal alert. That likely wouldn’t help them find the man, but it would make things easier if his body
            turned up.
         

         
         “I forgot to ask if you took milk,” said Eira, setting down both coffees on the table. One black and one beige and milky.
            Paloma Runne chose the latter.
         

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         “I’m sorry, but there isn’t much I can tell you.”

         
         Eira laid out the documents she had collected from the printer on her way back down.

         
         Hans Runne’s last phone calls, made in the middle of September. That was four weeks ago now. Paloma pointed to her own number
            in the list, two days before his phone went quiet.
         

         
         “He sounded happy, a bit overexcited like he gets sometimes. He didn’t have time to talk, but we were supposed to be seeing
            each other soon anyway, this weekend, while he was filming in Umeå. I was going to take the bus over there, he said he’d book
            a table at Le Garage. That’s hardly the kind of thing you’d arrange if you were planning to kill yourself, is it?”
         

         
         Or maybe it is, thought Eira, because those last few days fork off into parallel worlds, one in which everything will be OK and another that plunges into darkness. Unless Runne had already made up his mind when he placed his last call to his daughter, and that was what he wanted to give her: the prospect of a nice meal at one of Umeå’s trendiest restaurants. 

         
         “Maybe he didn’t want to worry you,” she said.

         
         “I still don’t believe it,” said Paloma. “Dad wasn’t like that.”

         
         She quickly corrected herself.

         
         “He isn’t like that.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Depressed. The kind of person who gives up. He’s always so happy, even though things have been tough with work and everything.
            And the divorce too, obviously, he didn’t take that so well . . .”
         

         
         “Do you recognize any of the other numbers here?”

         
         “My godfather’s,” she said after a moment, pointing to one of them. Four days before his disappearance. “He’s an old friend
            of Dad’s.”
         

         
         “Have you spoken to him?”

         
         “He said Hasse was on great form, that he was working, dating, seemed to have come out the other side—like life was one big
            party, basically.”
         

         
         Eira told Paloma what August had managed to find out from the other numbers, that his last call was to a broadband company,
            the second last to a painter decorator.
         

         
         “Can’t you trace his phone?”

         
         “It doesn’t seem to have been switched on in weeks, unfortunately.”

         
         “But that must mean something has happened. Surely you can see that?”

         
         “He could have turned it off, or lost it . . .”

         
         “No one turns off their phone.”

         
         What was she supposed to say? That yes, people do actually want to disappear sometimes, to be unreachable, to vanish into
            the silence.
         

         
         The last time the phone connected to a mast, it was in Härnösand. From his home in Nyland, that was a distance of sixty kilometers,
            between them the powerful Ångerman River with its raging currents and dizzying depths, heading straight out into the endless
            Bothnian Sea.
         

         
         Where were they supposed to look?

         
         Eira gathered up the documents. His bank account was overdrawn, Hans Runne had been out drinking in Härnösand, gambling online,
            but no huge sums. Over the past four weeks, he had neither used his card nor made any active payments.
         

         
         That was as far as they had looked, which wasn’t a neglection of duty; they could easily have done far less. The whole case
            was a gray zone, though that was hard to explain to a young woman who looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.
            Paloma held up her phone, scrolling through pictures.
         

         
         “This is him as Hamlet . . . he really wasn’t a bad actor, he just didn’t have much luck, probably because he moved back up
            here, but he did get a few small parts on TV, you might have seen him. Do you remember that show about the doctor in the archipelago?
            He was in that once.”
         

         
         “I do understand, but . . .”

         
         “I just want you to see him as a person.” Yet more acting parts flashed by, a Midsummer party, Christmas celebrations, laughing
            in a Santa hat. “A person can’t just vanish off the face of the earth without anything happening. Like he never even existed,
            like no one cares.”
         

         
         “Is there anyone you can talk to?” asked Eira.

         
         “I’m not the problem here, am I?”

         
         Eira’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she heard quick footsteps on the floor above. A call she had to attend.

         
         “I’ll see what I can do.”

         
          

         She finally had time to set up the darkroom. Without anyone banging on the bathroom door, wanting to take a shower, shouting
            to be let in to the toilet. The students she sublet her master bedroom to had both gone home to see their parents over the
            weekend.
         

         
         For two wonderful days, Tone had the apartment to herself.

         
         Yet here she was, doing laundry. She threw the students’ books back into their room and went to the supermarket to buy enough ready-made soup to last all weekend, feeling increasingly anxious about the moment when the images emerged in the developer solution. The light could be wrong, the exposure off, or she might simply have failed to capture what she felt in the abandoned house. The sense of melancholy and the passing of time, everything you couldn’t see. 

         
         She had cursed herself for taking the risk of shooting film, but it was an artistic choice, and she had to stand by it.

         
         Honesty. Quality. Her father’s old Leica, his favorite camera. Whenever she used it she could feel his hands on hers, back
            when she was a child, his voice teaching her five-year-old self about the relationship between aperture and shutter speeds.
            Tone had no memory of her father ever turning the camera on her. She was never the subject. What he wanted was to show her
            how to see. In all honesty, he wasn’t the greatest photographer, he had never made anything of his dreams. During his last
            few years, he had sold insurance.
         

         
         What artist isn’t chasing their father, she thought, lifting the enlarger onto the washing machine and locking the bathroom
            door to block out even the slightest chink of light.
         

         
         Working in the dark, she loaded the film into the developing tank and poured the chemicals inside. When the timer blared,
            she added the fixer, then rinsed the negatives and finally dared turn on the light. Chamois leather, her father had taught
            her, to carefully dry the negatives. Tone plugged in her hairdryer to speed up the process.
         

         
         She still felt the same sense of magic she had as a girl, when she first discovered this inverted world. It was a world that
            revealed itself only to her, but which may well be the true world, one in which the ravens were white, flapping against a
            dark facade. What was light and what was dark, good and evil, truth and lies; everything around her carried its own opposite.
         

         
         Tone studied the negatives with her loupe, took out some photographic paper, and got the trays ready. Time ran away from her.
            It could be evening, could be night. She felt no hunger or anxiety, no sense of longing that stretched any further than the
            next image.
         

         
         One of the ravens, caught midlanding. Perfect diagonals against the shabby facade, right where a crack ran through the foundation, black wings by a small basement window. But there was a bright spot, right in the middle of the frame. Damn it. She just hoped it wasn’t a mark on the lens, or the entire series would be ruined. Tone fixed and dried the image, turned on the lamp and grabbed her loupe. 

         
         Just the thought of having to retouch the photograph made her lose all enthusiasm. She became aware of the sharp chemical
            smell and the headache that always followed. What she wanted was to get closer to the truth, not distort it.
         

         
         The bright spot took shape beneath her magnifying glass. It wasn’t a scratch, wasn’t reflected light. There really was something
            there.
         

         
         A hand.

         
         Tone remembered the sound she thought she had heard, the sense of something awful. She rubbed her eyes, swallowed hard, and
            bent down over the loupe again.
         

         
         The Leica’s sharpness was second to none, her father had been right about that. It caught every contour. Left her with no
            doubt.
         

         
         The hand was reaching out through the window, towards the grass, where the raven was heading.

         
         She rummaged through the negatives, hands shaking. Picked out another frame, from a moment later. Four seconds, aperture set
            to f/8. The darkness pulsed through her. The seconds it ate up, the minutes before the image emerged in the solution.
         

         
         The light was hitting the window. The black bird was still hopping around on the ground.

         
         But the hand was gone.

         
          

         The last few customers of the day pushed their overloaded carts across the car park outside Ica Kvantum in Sollefteå. Things
            were still quiet, but within an hour or two the music would be pounding from oversized stereos, beer cans scattered across
            the tarmac.
         

         
         “So this is the place to be, is it?” said August, looking out across the near-empty car park.

         
         “Just wait.”

         
         Eira finished the last mouthful of her noodles and crumpled the carton. During the pandemic, when the pubs closed and festivals
            were canceled, more and more young people had started hanging out in various car parks, and it had continued ever since. Invitations
            were shared on social media, and up to three hundred cars might show up, either here or outside the supermarket in Kramfors—not
            to mention the area by the station in Örnsköldsvik. There had been weekends when Eira had done little other than drive from
            one car park to another, helping to keep the peace.
         

         
         She called the duty officer to ask whether he had seen any indication that the meeting had been moved. He hadn’t.

         
         “But something else has come in, not far from you.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “It’s pretty inaccessible, as I understand it, in the middle of the forest outside Undrom.” He was thinking aloud rather than
            giving orders. “So maybe it’d be better to wait until morning, once it’s light. Assuming it’s actually anything, that is.”
         

         
         “We’re currently watching the supermarket staff bring the carts in.”

         
         “OK.”

         
         Eira got into the car as the duty officer summarized the call. Her phone pinged when the directions came through.

         
         “Where are we going?” asked August.

         
         “An abandoned house twenty minutes from here.”

         
         “Exciting,” he said with a laugh. “What’s going on there?” He had that teasing look in his eyes, in his smile. It was really
            quite irresistible.
         

         
         “Probably nothing,” said Eira.

         
         When August was last in town, they had spent the night together a few times. More than a few, in fact. No strings attached. Eira didn’t know where they stood now, whether the spark was still there or whether it had faded. There were no clear signals. Just a certain tension, which she felt as she pulled out onto the road following the river east, all too aware of his body. Those hands and their softness, how agile they could be, no calluses or rough skin, a body built in the gym, on the jogging track. She remembered an awkward goodbye, a kiss and a bye, see you later. No hard feelings, no longing messages. 

         
         “We need to take a left at Undrom,” she said, handing him her phone with the directions, “and continue towards Nolaskogs.”

         
         “Where?” August searched the map, zooming in. “I can’t find that name anywhere.”

         
         Eira laughed.

         
         “I always forget you’re from Stockholm. Nolaskogs isn’t on the map; it’s just what people call the area to the north of Skuleskogen
            National Park.”
         

         
         “Nice to get out in nature, anyway,” said August. He sounded like he meant it.

         
         The last set of oncoming headlights disappeared when they turned off the main road. There were a few streetlamps as they passed
            through a small village, then more darkness, one of those black October nights before the first snow arrives. Remote-controlled
            lights in some of the summerhouses, in the hopes of keeping the thieves at bay.
         

         
         “Offer,” August read from a sign lit up by their headlights. “Seriously, that’s what they called the place? D’you reckon you
            have to be a victim to live there?”
         

         
         “There’s a lake called Offersjön a little farther up . . . ,” said Eira, racking her memory for any further clues. She knew
            there had been a sacred well near Sånga, a place people had gone to make offerings since the pre-Christian era. Place names
            rarely meant what people thought they did, particularly not in areas where the first settlers had arrived so long ago that
            the language had had time to evolve. Skadom, she had heard, came from an old word for shadow, a farm in shadow. Bringen came
            from the ancient bringur, which meant height. If anything, the place names said more about age, about how long people had
            been moving around these regions, coming up with words for the land when they first arrived.
         

         
         Their headlights painted the spruce trees around them white.

         
         “There should be an overgrown track somewhere,” said August. “But no signposts, apparently . . .”

         
         He yelled, and Eira slammed on the brakes. In the glow of their taillights, she could make out the grass growing over the ditch, saplings on what had once been a road. 

         
         “There are bears around here,” she said.

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “I just do.”

         
         She got out and shone her torch between the trees. Doubted they would be able to get much farther in the car. These old trails
            had a tendency to get narrower the deeper into the forest you came, sometimes disappearing completely. Once a forest was left
            to its own devices, it quickly regained control, growing over all trace of humans.
         

         
         August took the lead, holding back branches for her. They had been walking for five minutes, no more than ten, when the beam
            of light hit a building, gray and dilapidated.
         

         
         “I think this is it.”

         
         It couldn’t have been abandoned for too long, Eira thought as they came closer. Ten years, perhaps. Twenty, max. The roof
            still looked intact. She had crept around enough abandoned houses to be able to read their decay, a bit like the rings of
            a tree. It often began before the last residents left, in the weariness of the elderly, legs that could no longer manage stairs,
            the hopelessness of having no one who was willing to take over. The family tree simply continued elsewhere.
         

         
         August climbed up onto a rock and peered in through a broken window.

         
         “Man, what a place. There’s still furniture inside, and a tiled stove—don’t people know what those are worth? How can they
            just leave everything behind?”
         

         
         He sounded like a young boy on an adventure, as though he had forgotten why they were there. Eira pulled on a pair of latex
            gloves before trying the door handle.
         

         
         “It’s probably nothing, just someone crashing here overnight,” she said. “Assuming the person who called it in was serious.”

         
         “Surely there’s no harm if the place is empty?” said August. “Why don’t they send all the homeless people up here?”

         
         “Sometimes they do,” said Eira, thinking about the revelations that had come to light in recent years, wealthy Stockholm councils handing their benefit claimants one-way tickets north. 

         
         They were quiet as they stepped inside. There were net curtains in the windows, wooden chairs and a four-seater table, a sense
            that life had stopped midbreath. Their footsteps were the only sound.
         

         
         “Shit,” August muttered as one of the floorboards gave way.

         
         “The caller saw someone in the basement.” Eira used her torch to work out where each of the doors went, peered into the pantry.
            Empty jam jars, bottles, a crumpled flour packet. There was another narrow door in the kitchen, and it was locked. She looked
            around for a key on a hook, pulled out a couple of drawers.
         

         
         “Should we try to see in from outside before forcing entry?” she said.

         
         There was one spot around the base of the house where the otherwise tall grass had been cleared. By a small basement window,
            the ground was bare, the earth disturbed. The insulation had been pulled out. Eira got onto her knees. Reached inside and
            let the beam of her torch slowly sweep the room. Plenty of junk, an oil drum, a broken chair, a torn bale of insulation, a
            crib. A heap in the corner, an old blanket. Her torchlight wandered farther, a few seat pads that had been chewed to pieces
            by mice or similar, scattered piles of foam padding. The sight of the crib seemed to be lingering in her, the sorrow of the
            dreams it must once have contained, and her mind turned to the child who had grown up and left, the idea that every house
            like this was someone’s childhood home, before it hit her.
         

         
         Something she had seen but not quite seen, a discrepancy.

         
         The awkward angle was making the muscles in her arm ache, and she had to carefully pull back, turn her body into a half-sprawled
            position, switch hands.
         

         
         The far corner. The heap of blankets, or whatever it was.

         
         “August. Come here.” Eira got up and handed him the torch, told him where to look. “Is there someone there?”

         
         She jumped when August shouted into the cellar, announcing that they were from the police.

         
         “If it is someone, they’re not moving,” he said.

         
         “Let’s go in.”

         
         It took them fifteen minutes to break down the door. Solid wood, quality work, iron hardware. She had been expecting the usual
            smells of a basement, moisture and earth, but the stench that hit them as they picked their way down the steep staircase was
            something else entirely. Urine and excrement. August stopped dead when he reached the bottom, meaning Eira couldn’t see anything
            but his neck and back, his arm holding the torch.
         

         
         “Jesus Christ.”

         
         He moved to one side so that Eira could step down. The bundle was in the corner right by the stairs. It caught the light.
            A sliver of a face, half hidden beneath the blanket, beneath a tangle of hair, an eye staring past her and beyond them and
            through the solid walls, a gaze that had faded.
         

         
         She took another two steps.

         
         There was also a foot sticking out. The person’s face was so sunken, possibly emaciated, that it was hard to tell whether
            they were male or female.
         

         
         “Poor bastard,” August said behind her. He was clinging on to the handrail and looked like he wanted to be sick, his own face
            deathly pale, though that was possibly down to the torchlight. “Do you think they came down here to sleep and then just never
            woke up?”
         

         
         Eira checked the door as they made their way back upstairs.

         
         “There’s no key on the inside,” she said.

         
         “It could be in their pocket,” said August.

         
         “Yeah, that’s possible.”

         
         She stepped out into the fresh air ahead of him. August leaned against what was left of the old bakehouse. It was a calm,
            clear night, the moon hanging low behind the forest, its light spilling between the trees. The smells at a crime scene rarely
            affected Eira. She became efficient and methodical, doing her job, and it wasn’t until later that it started to creep up on
            her, the knowledge that there was evil out there, in people and places, an awareness of grief and loss that she found it harder
            to keep her distance from.
         

         
         She managed to find some phone reception in the middle of the overgrown yard. Two bars, enough to call it in.

         
         “It’ll be a while before they get here,” Eira said as she lowered her phone. “We might as well start cordoning off the area.”

         
          

         The night cracked and whispered all around them. Eira had allowed herself to nod off for a while, sitting on the floor in
            the old bedroom. In the darkness, there was nothing she could do but let her thoughts drift to the man in the basement.
         

         
         They had gone down there again, carefully lifting the blanket to reveal the lower section of his face. That was all they needed
            to see that he was male. Facial hair, possibly several weeks’ growth, an entire month? He was curled up in the fetal position.
         

         
         As though he had lain down to sleep, crawled back into what came before life, the blanket a cocoon around him, ripped to shreds
            by some animal, of course, barely providing any warmth.
         

         
         Two fingers to his skin.

         
         His body was the same temperature as the air around him, which meant he had been dead for at least a day. In a basement, on
            an October night when the temperature hadn’t yet dropped below zero, they guessed it must be somewhere between 39 and 43 degrees.
            Eira had spoken to the duty pathologist in Umeå over the phone. The man’s body temperature could no longer tell them anything
            useful about the time of death, and as a result there was no reason for the medical examiner to drive 250 kilometers in the
            middle of the night. They had other ways of establishing a rough timeframe, but that would be done once the body arrived at
            the lab in Umeå.
         

         
         The lead investigator on duty had said something similar from Härnösand. If it turned out to be a crime, any physical evidence
            was no longer fresh. Eira and August should stay put and guard the scene, wait for daybreak.
         

         
         The other responding officers on duty had to drive eighty kilometers from Härnösand to deal with the car park meet in Sollefteå,
            which spiraled out of control sometime around midnight.
         

         
         She and August had spent the first few hours putting up the cordon around the house, before grabbing some blankets from the car and taking it in turns to keep watch. 

         
         The night had grown quiet around them, time passing without a trace. A slight shift in the darkness; the sun would soon come
            up. August was sitting on the steps when she came out. It could only be another hour, at most, until they were relieved.
         

         
         He broke off a piece of protein bar and handed it to her.

         
         “I saw a fox,” he said. “It was just standing there, over by the shed, staring straight at me. I thought it was a bear at
            first, when I heard it rustling about. I shone the torch at it, but it didn’t move. Wasn’t scared of me at all.”
         

         
         “It would’ve been dumb to shine the torch at it if it was a bear,” she said.

         
         “What are you supposed to do?”

         
         “Talk to it.”

         
         “Seriously?”

         
         “Never turn your back on a bear. Slowly move away, throw yourself on the ground as a last resort.”

         
         In the breaking dawn she could see that he looked jumpy. Tired. He had a half-empty bottle of cola by his side, which they
            shared. Eira felt like taking his hand, lowering his head to her lap, his tense neck on her knee, but she didn’t. She was
            in uniform, as was he, and they hadn’t touched since he got back from the west coast.
         

         
         “This is hardly the kind of place you’d find by chance,” he said.

         
         “No.”

         
         “So whoever dumped him here must’ve known about it.”

         
         “Mmm.”

         
         A buzzard rose into the air beyond the trees and dived back down towards the ground. Eira thought about all the abandoned houses she knew of, had snuck into. They were the kind of places people told others about, their abandonment bringing a certain temptation, the draw of the past and the hope of finding something of value. Hundreds of people might know about this house, anyone who had grown up in the area or simply happened to be passing by. A woodpecker began pecking a tree nearby, distant voices growing closer. Eira brushed the dust and dirt from her uniform and got up to greet their colleagues. 

         
          

         There were strict rules about working hours and daily rest. That meant she and August had to leave the scene once they had
            accounted for their movements in the house, explaining how they had forced open the door to the basement and so on, enabling
            the technicians to rule out any trace of them. It bothered her. Eira wanted to stay and see what happened, to try to understand
            and grapple with the questions now that it was light. She hadn’t even been able to get any real sense of the basement, just
            scattered snapshots in the glow of a torch. That was what happened when you were the responding officer: first to the scene,
            then on to the next one.
         

         
         “Looks like he’s been down there awhile.” Georg Georgsson—or GG as he was known—had been brought in from Violent Crimes to
            investigate, and had just reemerged from the basement. “Judging by the amount of excrement, at least.”
         

         
         The dead man had used one corner of the room as a toilet, screening it off
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