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TO SAMUEL, LYDIA, AND HENRY




  
 







 

  

  Excerpt from my diary in the year 1896.




  May 13th.—A letter from my wife. She has learned from the papers that a Mr. S. is about to journey to the North Pole in an air-balloon. She feels in despair about

  it, confesses to me her unalterable love, and adjures me to give up this idea, which is tantamount to suicide. I enlighten her regarding her mistake. It is a cousin of mine who is risking his life

  in order to make a great scientific discovery.




  

    —Inferno, August Strindberg


  




  

    That which has been is far off, and deep, very deep; who can find it out?


  




  

    —Ecclesiastes 7:24
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  The Invitation




  His face had really withered. The makeup artist’s tinkering couldn’t hide that fact. Yet she had still made an effort: fifteen minutes

  with sponge, brush, and peach-colored mineral powder. Now, as she replaced his aviator glasses, there was a sickly shine over his grayish cheeks. She gave him a light pat on the shoulder.




  “There, Don. They’ll come and get you soon.”




  Then the makeup artist smiled at him in the mirror and tried to look satisfied. But he knew what she was thinking. A farshlept krenk, an illness that was impossible to stop—such was

  growing old.




  He had rested his shoulder bag against the foot of the swivel chair. When the makeup artist left, Don bent down and started to rummage through its

  contents of bottles, syringes, and blister packs. Popped out two round tablets, twenty milligrams of diazepam. He straightened up again, placed them on his tongue, and swallowed.




  In the fluorescent light of the mirror, the hand of the wall clock moved a bit. Thirty-four minutes past six, and the morning news murmured from the closed-circuit TV. Eleven minutes left until

  the first studio guests were on the couch.




  Then he heard a knock, and a shadow appeared in the doorway. “Is this where you go for makeup?”




  Don nodded at the tall figure.




  “I’m off to channel four later,” said the man, “so the girls might as well apply enough to last.”




  He took a few steps across the yellow-speckled linoleum floor and sat down next to Don.




  “We’re gonna be on at the same time, right?”




  “Yes, it seems like it,” said Don.




  The swivel chair creaked as the man leaned closer.




  “I read about you in the papers. You’re the expert, aren’t you?”




  “Not really my area of specialization,” said Don. “But . . . I’ll do my best.”




  He got up and removed his jacket from the back of the chair.




  “In the papers it said you know this stuff,” said the man.




  “Well, then it’s got to be true, right?”




  Don put on the corduroy jacket, but as he put the strap of his bag over his shoulder, the man grabbed it. “You don’t have to act so fucking important. I’m the one that found

  everything down there, aren’t I? And by the way, there’s . . .”




  The man hesitated.




  “By the way, there’s something I think you could help me with.”




  “Oh?”




  “There’s . . .”




  He cast a quick glance at the door, but there was no one there.




  “There’s something else I found down there. A secret, you could say.”




  “A secret?”




  The man pulled Don a little closer, with the help of the shoulder strap.




  “It’s at my place in Falun, and if it’s possible I’d really like for you to come up to my house and . . .”




  His voice died away. Don followed the man’s eyes to the doorway, where the presenter was standing and waiting in a light brown suit jacket and a frumpy skirt.




  “So . . . I see you’ve gotten to know each other?”




  A stressed smile.




  “Perhaps you two can talk more afterward?”




  She pointed out toward the hallway, where a cue light was glowing in red: ON THE AIR.




  “This way, Don Titelman.”
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  Niflheim




  With each step, Erik Hall’s rubber boots sank deeper into the mud, and his legs were tired. But it couldn’t be much farther now.




  When, through the fog, he could make out the clearing past the last trunks, he came to a halt, and for a moment he felt uncertain. Then he caught sight of the ruins of the old fence. The rotting

  stumps stuck up like warning fingers in front of the slope down to the opening of the mine shaft. He slid down the incline to the ledge in front of the mouth of the shaft, pulled off his three dive

  bags, and stretched his back.




  It was cold here, just like yesterday, when he had managed to find his way to the abandoned mine for the first time. The heavy pack of tanks with the inflatable buoyancy vest was still lying

  where he’d left it, and the same horrible, rotten stench was still in the air.




  The fog had reduced the light to dusk, and it was hard to make out any details as he leaned over the steep shaft. But when his eyes had adjusted, he could make out the supports that started at a

  depth of about thirty yards. They braced the walls of the shaft, and an image of sparse, blackening teeth flashed by. Like looking down into the mouth of a very old person.




  Erik took a few steps backward and carefully inhaled. The smell seemed to subside as he got farther from the hole.




  He gave himself a pat on the back. He’d been able to make his way in this darkness and find the right route yet again; there weren’t very many people who could pull it off.




  Anyone could use a GPS navigator to get from Falun to an address out by Sundborn or Sågmyra. But finding the right place three miles straight

  out in the wilderness—that was different.




  Most—in fact, all—abandoned mine shafts were supposed to be noted on the maps. The surveyors from the Mining Inspectorate had seen to that. But this hole had apparently been

  overlooked.




  Erik heard a faint buzzing, as some flies had started to gather around him. They made their way in curiosity down into his bag to see if there was

  any food.




  But in the first bag there were only spools of rope, snap hooks, and bolts. The double-edged titanium knife with a concave and a sawtooth edge. A battery-powered rotary hammer drill, the

  climbing harness, and the primary dive light that he would fasten to his right dive glove.




  When Erik had dumped everything out on the yellowed grass, he opened the side pocket of the bag. In it were the Finnish precision instruments in hard cases. He unpacked a depth gauge, which

  would measure how far down he sank under the surface of the flooded shaft, and a clinometer to estimate the gradients of the mine paths once he got there. The flies had increased in number; they

  hovered around him like a cloud of dirt.




  Erik waved the insects away from his mouth, irritated, while taking the regulators and long hoses that would keep him alive out of the next bag and checking the pressure of the tanks. Then he

  moved backward a few steps, but the cloud of flies followed him.




  Half standing in the gravel, he pulled off his green rubber boots, then his camouflage pants and his Windbreaker. With bugs crawling across his face and neck, he opened the cover of the last

  bag. Under dive computers and a headlamp waited the bulky wetsuit and the rubberlike skin of the dry suit. Glossy black three-layered laminate fabric, specially developed for diving in

  forty-degree-Fahrenheit water.




  He pulled on the full-cover neoprene hood. Now the flies could reach only his eyes and the upper part of his cheeks. Then he took out the bag that contained his fins and mask. At the opening of

  the shaft, the rotten-egg stench almost made him change his mind, but then he attached a nylon rope and began to lower the bag.




  Forty, fifty yards—he managed to follow its jerky descent that long—but the line just kept going. Only after a few minutes did it reach the water that filled the lowest part of the

  shaft.




  He secured it with a few loops around a block of stone, and then he went to get the bundle of climbing gear and hooks. When he got back to the shaft, he sank down to his knees.




  A strident roar from the hammer drill finally broke the silence, and he could soon attach the first bolt. He pulled—it would hold. He drilled bolt number two.




  Then he lifted the hundred-pound pack with tanks, the buoyancy compensator, and the hoses onto his back and fastened the strap of the climbing harness across his chest and did a few tests of the

  self-locking rappelling brake that would control the speed of his fall down into the shaft. He swung himself over the edge, the brake hissing as he dropped.




  There were blurry pictures on the Internet from urban explorers in Los Angeles who, without a map, hiked their way through mile after mile of

  claustrophobic sewer systems. You could find texts from Italians who dedicated themselves to crawling through rats and garbage in ancient catacombs, and from Russians who described expeditions to

  ruins of forgotten prisons from the Soviet era, hundreds of feet below the ground. From Sweden there were video clips that showed dilapidated mine shafts where divers swam in pitch-black water.

  They crawled through tunnels that didn’t seem to end.




  Some called themselves the Baggbo Divers and hung out outside of Borlänge. Then there was Gruf in Gävle, Wärmland Underground in Karlstad, and several groups in Bergslagen and

  Umeå. And besides them, there were people like Erik Hall, who went diving on his own and most of all wanted to keep to himself. It wasn’t recommended, but people still did it.




  Because they shared tips about equipment and shafts that were worth exploring, all of the mine divers in the country knew of each other. Year in and year out, it was the same people who did it.

  Without exception, they were men.




  But a month or so ago, a group of girls had started putting up pictures of their mine dives on the Internet. They called themselves Dyke Divers. No one knew where they came from or who they

  really were, and for their part they didn’t answer any questions. At least not the questions that Erik had sent as a test.




  At first when he was surfing around the girls’ Web site, he had found only a few grainy photos. Then clips of advanced diving had shown up, and yesterday there had suddenly been a snapshot

  from a mine shaft in Dalarna.




  The picture had shown two women in diving suits down in a cramped mine tunnel: pale cheeks, bloodred mouths, and both had shining black hair trailing over their shoulders. Behind them they had

  spray painted:




  

    545 feet, September 2


  




  Under the photograph, the girls had listed a pair of GPS coordinates, which marked a place near the Great Copper Mountain in Falun. The position had been only ten or fifteen miles from Erik

  Hall’s summer cottage. They added:




  

    

      Flooded shaft from the 1700s we found on this:




      /coppermountain1786.jpg/map, blessings to the county archive in Falun. After the scrap iron in the water, there are tunnels for whoever dares to pass.




      No country for old men ; )


    


  




  The self-locking rappelling brakes lowered him gently into the depths. The cloud of flies was still circling up by the opening, but down here in the dark, Erik was hanging alone. He breathed

  only through his mouth now to avoid the smell of sulfur.




  When he let his eyes drift around, it was like sinking down into a different century. Rusted-away attachments for ladders, half-collapsed blind shafts, notches cut by pickaxes and iron-bar

  levers.




  There was no room for mistakes when lowering yourself down into a mine. But he tried to persuade himself that this shouldn’t be difficult, just a vertical hole and dirty support posts that

  had managed to withstand the strain of the rock for hundreds of years.




  Still—older mine shafts were never truly safe. What looked like a wafer-thin crack could run deep into a rupture. And if the wall gave way, it would mean that one of the one-ton boulders

  hanging above him could suddenly come loose and tumble down.




  How much farther?




  Erik broke a glow stick and let it fall. The glowing flare disappeared in the dark, but then he heard a splash much earlier than he had dared to hope for. The stick glittered green far below,

  bobbing on the black water.




  The depth meter on his wrist indicated that he had already lowered himself some 225 feet, and the cold had only gotten worse. Frost glistened on the rock wall in front of him, and the next glow

  stick landed on an ice floe.




  Then he discovered that a small ledge stuck out just above the water. It was about ten yards to the right, so he swung himself along the rough boulder and landed.




  Now to the most important part.




  He took out a little bottle of red spray paint from the leg pocket of his suit and with a few quick movements, he sprayed a large E and an H. Under the letters, Erik Hall wrote: SEPTEMBER 7, DEPTH OF 300 FEET, then snapped a few pictures.




  He pulled off his neoprene hood and ran a hand through his curls. Several more flashes. He examined the results on the camera’s display.




  His hair was a bit thin, now that he was over thirty, but it was hardly something you’d notice. The dark circles under his eyes made more of a dramatic impression than anything else, Erik

  thought to himself.




  Then he sank back down into a crouch in the stench and the cold. He tried to forget that no one knew where he was and that no one would miss him if he drowned or disappeared in the tunnels far

  below ground.




  The Dyke Divers had left bolts where he could secure his navigation line before his dive. When it was fastened, he pulled on his flippers and mask

  and put the regulator in his mouth for a first test breath. Before he had time to exhale, he had already taken a large step down into the water. The roll of line he was holding in one dive glove

  spun quickly, and above him he could see how the strong wire cut through several layers of ice as it followed his sinking body.




  Below the surface, the better part of the light from his headlamp was swallowed by the dark walls. But the water was relatively clear, and the beam carried farther than he had dared to hope.




  Erik braced himself against the wall of the shaft and pushed out into the emptiness. The safety line followed him, winding through the water like a tail.




  The bottom appeared in the light from the lamp on his right wrist. Under him were remains of the litters that had been used to carry the ore out of the tunnels. Erik moved his fins carefully and

  floated weightless above a wheelbarrow. His underwater camera began to flash and take pictures of the iron gear that had long ago been forgotten and left behind. Precision tools, sledgehammers,

  chisels, an ax, cracked pump rods, and farther off . . . something that looked like a track.




  Erik let his body sink, and he landed next to the narrow-gauge rails. The depth gauge read sixty-nine feet under the surface of the water. Even with a slow ascent to avoid the bends, he still

  had plenty of air left.




  He sailed above the rails, which led him away from the middle of the shaft. He had the sensation that he was moving into a narrower space and slowed his speed. That was when he caught sight of

  the timber-framed opening of a tunnel, where a yellow scrap of fabric was speared onto a hook.




  Erik glided forward a few more yards, and he illuminated the scrap with the light from his headlamp.




  It wasn’t fabric hanging there by the entrance to the tunnel, it was a strip of bright yellow seven-millimeter neoprene. Triple seams, made to be highly visible in cloudy water. The girls

  must have cut up an old wetsuit in order to mark the right way in.




  The tunnel was perhaps two yards high, and a rusting mine car stood in the middle of it. Above the car there was a small space where it looked like he could pass.




  Perhaps this was the beginning of a long system of tunnels and shafts—without a diagram or a map, it was impossible to know. But according to the Dyke Divers’ pictures, it would lead

  to someplace that was dry.




  He managed to make his way over the rusted-down mine car and tried to increase his speed gradually. With a third of his air in reserve, a total of forty-five minutes of dive time remained.

  Fifteen minutes tops in this direction, before he had to turn around and make his way back to the surface.




  The farther he got into the tunnel, the more it began to slope upward. His clinometer showed a gradient of eleven degrees upward, and it was only getting steeper.




  Only about a hundred yards more. Then the tunnel would presumably be at a higher level than the flood, and it would stretch out, dry and full of air. Or . . . the tunnels, because now he had

  come to a fork. The one that continued to the left seemed navigable. The right-hand one was barely a yard wide, dilapidated and tight.




  He couldn’t see very far into the dark passage with his headlamp. But the light was more than sufficient to show the yellow strip of neoprene, which indicated that the Dyke Divers had

  taken the difficult path. Slender female bodies, and there had been several of them, could help each other. He was alone, as always, and wouldn’t even have enough room to turn around, if he

  should be in a hurry to get out.




  Erik let his glove stroke along the frosty ore and hung there, weightless. Then he chose to continue to the left, but quickly felt like giving up, because only a bit farther he noticed that this

  tunnel also quickly began to narrow.




  Ten yards, twenty, thirty. Soon he would be able to brush both walls with his fingertips. At forty yards his shoulders grazed stone. Forty-five. Two iron supports made a narrow doorway. He

  twisted his body to the side and managed to force his way through.




  But the tunnel became increasingly narrow, and before long he reached two more supports, this time so close to each other that he would have to tear one out if he wanted to keep going.




  Erik directed his flashlight to where the support was attached to the ceiling and the floor. It wouldn’t be possible to dislodge. The right support’s floor attachment seemed to have

  rusted away. Two bolts had detached at the ceiling . . . and two still seemed to hold. He grasped the right support and moved it carefully. It moved an insignificant amount. If he were to really

  put his weight into it . . .




  Erik hung suspended above the narrow-gauge rails.




  Then he let his headlamp search the darkness as far into the tunnel as possible. To turn around now . . . he shoved on the support again, and it unexpectedly came away from the wall in a cascade

  of gravel and small rocks. His view became clouded, and he curled up to protect himself, expecting the immediate collapse of the rock. After a while he began to search through the silt with his

  gloves. With lumbering movements, he managed to squeeze his way through.




  After the bottleneck, the tunnel widened again. He had to hurry now. Maybe the Dyke Divers’ tunnel and this one would converge again, just a bit ahead? Surely he had gone another ninety or

  hundred yards in just a few minutes. Hundred twenty, hundred thirty. It shouldn’t be long before he reached the surface, because the upward slope was still just as pronounced.




  He was so busy keeping an eye on the narrowing walls that he didn’t realized until it was almost too late that he was about to swim into an iron door. It was completely rusty, with gaping

  holes, and it hung from the tunnel wall on crooked hinges. Through one of the openings he could see the bolt that kept the door from opening.




  Erik let his light play over the brittle brown metal . . . and what was that? A lime deposit?




  He swam a little closer.




  No . . . not lime. White lines of chalk. Someone had written large, shaky letters, an incomprehensible word:




  

    NIFLHEIM


  




  Niflheim . . . maybe it was the name of the mine itself?




  Erik placed the fingers of his diving glove against the rusty surface and gave it a careful nudge.




  The door moved, if only a bit.




  He pushed harder, and through the water he could hear the hinges creak.




  Erik took a deep breath from the regulator. Then he pressed both of his diving gloves against the door and pushed with all his might.




  Creaking, it swayed suddenly as the hinges came loose from their attachments. As it fell it swirled up a cloud of mud, and the water turned brown.




  He pushed himself forward, but didn’t see the stairs that rose behind the iron door and when his forehead hit the bottom steps, the diving mask was wrenched off and the regulator torn out

  of his mouth. The sudden cold gave him such a shock that he immediately swallowed water in a choking gulp. He started to fumble blindly for his backup hose, but couldn’t find it. With his

  eyes shut tight, Erik flailed about and his lungs burned for air.




  Air—




  He desperately raised his head up and was suddenly above the surface of the water again. Snorting, spitting, and when he instinctively inhaled through his mouth and nose: that nauseating

  stench.




  He hyperventilated so that he wouldn’t fall forward and immediately throw up, and then crawled up the last few steps of the stairs and collapsed; just breathe through your mouth, just

  through your mouth now . . .




  When his breathing calmed, he rolled over on his back and rested, until he slowly managed to sit up.




  Erik noticed that he had dropped the lifeline that indicated the path back to the original shaft. He had no energy to return. The water must clear up first.




  The smell of rotting made it hard to think.




  He pulled off his fins and the mask, which had ended up hanging around his neck. The continuation of the mine tunnel ran away into a nightlike darkness, narrow and damp. He stood up on his

  reinforced-rubber dive shoes and started to walk.




  The ore was even and regular where the tunnel had been burned out of the rock. The tunnel branched off suddenly, and he went to the right. Then there was another branch, but here the right side

  was filled with rocks. Left this time, then, and then right again when it branched into three. But it was a dead end, so back out to the fork. Which tunnel had he actually come from? At a loss, he

  stood in the smell of decay and death.




  He moved, bent forward, farther and farther into the labyrinth. There were no longer any signs of mining in the tunnel, only clusters of stalactites that hung down from the tunnel’s low

  ceiling. It was cold, a bitter cold that penetrated even the three-layer laminate of the dry suit.




  What if he never made it up again? How long would it take before someone wondered where he was? Would anyone start looking for him? Erik Hall hit the tunnel wall with his glove and the beam of

  light wavered.




  Mom had been gone for a long time, and for some reason it struck him to think about what he would leave behind in the lonely cottage. The extent of his fame: three old newspaper clippings.




  One of the blurbs, a few inches long, said that he had scored eleven points for his school basketball team in a game long ago. The second was a picture from when the local paper had visited Dala

  Electric, although he was a little bit hidden from sight in that one. Then there was the achievement itself: a short quote from the big evening paper, when they had done a summer report on the mine

  in Falun. In that one he’d actually gotten his whole face in. He suddenly remembered: Dyke Divers; he couldn’t forget why he was here.




  Erik stopped.




  This really must be the end. He looked at his depth gauge, which showed an inconceivable depth of 696 feet. Over 150 feet farther down than the girls, and he had done it without help from

  anyone.




  He took out the spray can with stiff, frozen fingers and shakily sprayed another set of initials: E-H, 212 METERS. Then he thought for a second and added: AD EXTREMUM—at the limit.




  He took a few pictures with his underwater camera and then let the light of his headlamp sweep over the tunnel walls. There was something there—




  He took a step closer.




  Another door? He really ought to turn back.




  Yes, it was another iron door, the same kind, the same bolt, this one on the inside, too. The same . . . chalk?




  

    NÁSTRÖNDU


  




  The thick air streamed into his lungs. Náströndu?




  He gave the door a light push.




  It immediately gave way, swinging wide open on screeching hinges.




  When Erik got control of his breathing again, he finally dared to move forward and peek in.




  A stairway wound steeply downward, just behind the door.




  Ten extra minutes.




  He set the timer on his dive watch and his rubber shoes squeaked as he took a first step.




  The stairway formed a tight spiral, as coil after coil led him deeper and deeper. At the opening at the end was a large cave, surely sixty feet high.




  There was a slow drip of water that fell down into an overflowing pool. In the middle of this pool rose a stone, and on top of the stone was something that resembled a sack.




  The air was heavy to breathe; it flowed like mud and the smell was worse than ever.




  Just a quick lap around, and some pictures.




  He tried to move as silently as possible, but the scraping of the gravel echoed through the cave. He stopped to calm himself down and listened to the drops that were falling.




  The light from his forehead swept over the walls. A vein of copper glimmered to the right, all the way up to the ceiling of the cave.




  Erik gave a start when he saw something that resembled an arch-shaped opening to the left. But when he came closer and let his glove glide over the hard surface of the rock, he realized that he

  had only been tricked by the play of shadows. He shone the light to the left once more and then . . . but there was something there! The same shaky lines of chalk—but this time whoever

  had written them had striven for more than isolated words.




  Erik could barely decipher the writing. He took out his camera. It flashed, and he looked disbelievingly at its screen.




  On his way back to the stairs, it occurred to him that perhaps he could take a souvenir with him. Something from that sack, maybe, the one sitting

  over there on the rock in the pool . . . ? He waded out into the waist-high water. When he finally reached the sack he saw that it was covered with something that looked like a moldy net.




  Erik took off his gloves in order to get hold of it.




  The net was a wet, slippery tangle of gray and black strings. He tried to lift them away and caught sight of an entangled object. He grasped its shaft of shining white metal.




  But he couldn’t get the shaft loose; it seemed to be attached. He felt farther up along the sleek surface and encountered three tied ropes.




  Erik took out the titanium knife and cut through the first rope fastening. It snapped. Snapped? Was the rope so old that it had become petrified?




  He took hold of the second tie and made another cut. Another sharp snap, and now the whole sack started to move. Despite the cold, Erik felt a wave of feverish warmth. He cut off the third tie

  and let out his breath.




  When the shaft came loose, he thought at first that it looked like an unusually long key. But when the light from his headlamp ran along the object, he realized that it was actually some sort of

  cross. It had a shaft and a crossbar, but above the crossbar there was an eye. It shone white in the darkness and had the oval shape of a noose.




  With his bare hand, Erik grasped the mess of strings and tried to pull them aside to get to the contents of the sack. The strings seemed to be sewn on, so he got a solid grasp and pulled.




  It was too late by the time he realized he had used too much force. With his tug, the whole sack came up into his arms, and he fell over under its weight. His head disappeared under the icy

  water of the pool. When he finally managed to sit up again, a twisted face stared at him in the light from his headlamp.




  Paper-thin skin was drawn tight around the dead eyes of a woman, and above the bridge of her nose, in her forehead, gaped a hole as large as a coin.




  Then he felt the three cut-off stumps under the water. Those weren’t ties he had cut off, they were the fingers of the woman’s hand. He instinctively tried to move backward, but her

  head followed him as though she were a rag doll. He pulled back again and realized that the strings he was holding were the corpse’s hair.




  And when he breathed in through his nose, the odor of the body was apparent through the stench. The woman smelled like blood and iron and the summer warmth of barn walls. A smell that Erik could

  place at once. She smelled like Falu red paint.
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  Dalakuriren




  Dalakuriren was a newspaper with hearty feature columnists and caustic political columnists, but when it came to news, it definitely did not

  have the leading editorial team in the country. Still, the news director had some degree of lingering aptitude: He could answer the telephone.




  The tip had come in at three thirty on Sunday afternoon, just when writing fluff articles from the towns of Gagnef and Hedemora felt most hopeless.




  The crackling cell phone line had made it difficult to understand details, but the main message from the freelance photographer calling in the tip had been simple: This was the story of a

  lifetime. In broad terms, the story was about—at least as the news director understood it—some girl (a teenager?) who had been found dead (a sex murder?) in a mine shaft

  (a spectacular sex murder?).




  The person who had found the body and called the police—apparently some sort of diver, according to the freelance photographer—had managed to rattle off a whole series of numbers

  before the connection was broken, numbers that the operators had finally been able to interpret as GPS coordinates. And now the better part of Dalarna’s rescue teams were set in motion, out

  toward the location in the forest: three police patrols, a command car, two ambulances, plus the fire department, and with any luck, also some officials from the Mining Inspectorate, who knew all

  that stuff about mines.




  After a frustrated lap through the Sunday-empty editorial office to find a reporter who could go, the news director found Dalakuriren’s extra resource—a lanky intern from

  Stockholm.




  Two minutes of conversation later, the intern had tumbled away down the stairs with the yellowed newsbills, out to the staff cars in the courtyard.




  The news director said a silent prayer and then set a course back to his desk. Which other papers had received the tip? He half ran past the rows of pale gray editing screens where

  tomorrow’s paper had already begun to take shape. Which pages would need to be redone? The front page, of course—but after that: Was this just a Falun thing, or would it turn out to be

  something really big that made it onto the national pages?




  He began to write the short text for the Web edition of Dalakuriren. This would be snatched up right away by TT, the Swedish news agency, he knew it. The red TT flash would then set all

  the other papers in motion, and at first, people everywhere would cite Dalakuriren’s report:




  

    BREAKING NEWS OUTSIDE FALUN: MURDER VICTIM FOUND 700 FEET UNDERGROUND


  






  With the phone clamped between his shoulder and cheek, the intern skidded onto the forest road just south of Falun. The gravel from the freelance

  photographer’s car sprayed up in front of him. It was hard to drive and listen at the same time, but soon the intern understood the photographer’s directions; their destination was

  apparently some sort of rest stop.




  Finally a straight stretch opened out, and when he saw the flashing lights far ahead, he realized that he had found the right place.




  Several picnic tables had been turned over into the ditch and lay there with their built-in benches, looking like upside-down beetles. The police must have cleared them away to make room for all

  the rescue vehicles. The rows of vehicles had been forced to park so tightly that the hoods of the ambulances almost blocked the forest road. A bit farther on, the fire department’s ladder

  trucks stood tilting down into the shoulder, and only after the intern had turned past them did he find a place to park.




  The intern yelled and waved to the freelance photographer to get out of his car, and with squelching shoes they entered the gloom of the spruce forest. Soon they could hear the police German

  shepherds just ahead of them, and all they had to do was follow the barking through the thick fog.




  The mine shaft was already cordoned off; thin fluttering plastic tape blocked off the better part of the clearing around it. At the edge of the shaft stood half a dozen policemen and a few

  firemen, engaged in what seemed to be a muddled discussion about what should be done next.




  Behind them sat a lone figure on a boulder. The floodlights that the rescue crew had aimed at the shaft made the black dry suit shine. His diving hood was off; his rough, craggy face was red;

  his eyes were swollen when he looked in the intern’s direction.




  The freelance photographer nudged the intern in the side, and the intern gathered his courage, bent down, and slid under the plastic tape.




  “You’re the one who found her, huh?”




  At first it didn’t seem as though the diver understood the question. He just sat quietly for a moment and looked down at his big hands, but then he nodded stiffly.




  “What happened down there?” the intern whispered, as he sneaked a look over at a nearby policeman.




  “Something . . . something completely hellish, I think,” the diver answered.




  The intern imagined a pale, naked body, a girl sprawled in claustrophobic darkness. He couldn’t help breathing a little faster. “So . . . how old was she?”




  “How old? Well, I don’t know.”




  The diver squinted uncertainly as their eyes met.




  “The body was like a little girl’s. Completely soft, just as if she were still alive. And she didn’t actually weigh much. It was just that I slipped as I was lifting her, so

  she ended up on top of me. She had something in . . .”




  “What did she look like, did she have any injuries?”




  “Long hair . . .”




  The diver waved, an attempt to explain with his hand.




  “It was like a tangle in front of her face. I grabbed it, because I thought it was a bunch of loose strings.”




  “But did she have any injuries?”




  “Yes, yes! There was like a hole above her eyes . . . it was . . .”




  A flash from the camera; the freelance photographer had crouched down a few yards away. For the first time, the diver looked at the intern with definite interest, and a twitch appeared in the

  corner of his mouth.




  “Hey . . . is this going in the paper?”




  At the editorial office, the news director started to type the intern’s quote.




  

    BREAKING NEWS: GIRL RAPED, MURDERED IN MINE SHAFT THE DIVER’S OWN WORDS


  




  “You can add ‘only in Dalakuriren,’ ” said the intern, because now he could see that the police were guiding the

  large diver into the forest. The ambulance personnel followed after them with their stretchers empty.




  Then came a period of contented waiting. Dalakuriren hadn’t only been first, it had also gotten furthest with the story.




  The intern and the freelance photographer had set up camp next to the trunk of a pine, where they tried to huddle together to protect themselves from the evening chill. And now a number of other

  teams began to gather in the dark. Swedish Radio and TT were there; the evening papers, of course; and next to the floodlights, TV4 and state channel affiliates had set up their cameras and

  tripods. Now and then the reporters went up to the rescue commander next to the stinking hole in order to update their reports, but the information kept changing.




  First it was one of the local sport diving clubs that was going to help remove the murdered person from the shaft. Then the matter was passed along to the recovery divers from the coast guard in

  Härnösand. But at seven thirty, some high-up official in Stockholm must have happened to turn on the TV, because suddenly a special group from the National Task Force was supposed to

  solve the problem. Even though the Stockholmers had ordered a helicopter, it was easily three hours before they were on the scene. At that point, it was already a little past eleven

  o’clock.




  Up till then, all the media outlets had had to cite Dalakuriren and the intern’s short interview. Dalakuriren’s assistant editor-in-chief had placed a basket of

  celebratory pastries on the news director’s table.




  Once the task force had arrived in their black combat suits, the scene was transformed. The rescue command from Falun had to move away from the shaft, there were new cordons, and heavy boxes

  made of reinforced plastic were lined up on the yellow grass next to the edge of the mine’s entry. The Stockholm divers checked their oxygen tanks, and the TV cameras captured how fit bodies

  slid into rubber and neoprene.




  The Falun police stood like spectators with their arms crossed as the first pair of divers started to lower themselves into the mine, and when they reemerged, there was no time for them to react

  before the National Task Force commander arranged his own improvised press conference. The journalists gathered in a flock around him under the floodlights. The freelance photographer held up the

  camera with his arms straight up, aimed it down, and got a picture of someone with close-cropped hair, whose face was furrowed and resolute.




  “Okay, listen. Let’s get some things clear,” said the commander. “We understand that some of you from the media have started to issue reports before you even know what

  we’re dealing with.”




  “Are we supposed to ask permission or something?” interrupted a reporter from the state channel, which had done live reports based on Dalakuriren’s information at 6:00,

  7:30, and 9:00.




  A guy from the big evening paper also became angry:




  “What we’re dealing with? What do you mean what we’re dealing with? We’re dealing with a woman who was murdered way down in a mine shaft, and that’s all we’ve

  said. That’s what the guy who found her said.”




  “Well, listen,” said the commander. “I don’t know how you all got that information. But let’s start from the beginning. For one thing, that’s no woman down

  there in the shaft.”




  The journalists squirmed.




  “Like I said, not a woman. It’s a man.”




  The intern felt something cold trickle down his spine. Then he heard himself protesting: “But it was a girl! That’s what he said, the guy who found her.”




  “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to,” the commander said curtly, “but the body down there, it’s a man. And that man has been dead for several

  days, maybe longer, maybe much longer. So this is what will happen. Before our divers bring up the body, it will be wrapped, so that we can safeguard forensic evidence. You should all try to

  remember that none of us knows anything about why this man is dead. According to our divers, there’s nothing that points to a murder.”




  “Is there anything that indicates it isn’t one, then?” ventured the intern. The commander’s jaw tightened, and it looked like he was planning to answer. But then he

  wrapped up instead:




  “That’s all, thanks, and you guys should try to keep to the facts from now on. We’re going to move our cordon out into a circle of about two hundred yards, out of respect for

  any next of kin. So you can start packing up.”




  But, despite the blockades, the next morning both of the country’s evening papers showed the picture: a man’s corpse being lifted out of a mine shaft, wrapped up to the chin in the

  task force’s body bag. His long hair framed a bloodless face, and the flash from the camera had illuminated the whitened strands into a wreath of light, like a halo. But what the buyers of

  this issue would presumably remember most was the deep notch that had been cut just above the bridge of the man’s nose like a third eye socket.
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  The Æsir Murder




  It had been a very quiet morning meeting at Dalakuriren’s long center table as they worked through the list of potential follow-ups

  and, more important, decided who would do the job.




  No one had said anything about the mix-up with the girl; that kind of whispering took place around the paper’s coffee machines. Along with the whispers about how the intern from Stockholm

  would be allowed to continue shadowing the police investigation.




  But it didn’t really matter who took care of the reports from now on, because by now the evening papers had flown in their teams, and Dalakuriren would soon be left behind.




  Erik Hall, the diver, lived in a summer cottage outside of Falun. From the road, the intern could glimpse the barred windows of the sunporch, but

  in order to get closer, he would have to pass a fence as high as his chest. And a weasel-like figure with a brown leather jacket was standing guard just inside the gate. It looked as though the

  Weasel was writing something on a piece of cardboard, printed letters in red marker: PLEASE SHOW RESPECT! PRIVATE PROPERTY! Then he wedged the cardboard into the gate and

  ran back toward the porch, where a door opened up and closed behind his narrow back.




  By the time the other media had found their way to Hall’s cottage, the exclusive story had already been sold. The diver wasn’t answering the telephone or letting any other journalist

  inside.




  Instead they had to sit and brood outside the fence for an hour or so, until at last the Weasel came slinking out from the sunporch with his photographer on his heels. All the cameras flashed as

  they tried to get a picture of the diver’s shadow behind the windows, but no one had any luck.




  On his way out through the fence, the Weasel waved happily at his competition and ran off toward his car; and just as he passed the intern he whispered the words “special issue.”




  The new papers came out at four that same day. The exclusive interview with Erik Hall and the write-up of the murder made it onto the big evening

  paper’s newsbill, plus the front page and pages six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, and the center spread.




  The first page was almost coal-black with ink: a dark, pixelated photograph that depicted the shaky chalk marks at the bottom of the mine shaft. To be on the safe side, the quote in the picture

  had also been written out in plain text, both in Old Norse and in translation:




  

    UM RAGNARÖKKR




    Sal veit ek standa sólu fjarri




    Náströndu á, Norðr horfa dyrr




    Falla eitrdropar inn of ljóra




    Sá er undinn salr orma hryggjum


  




  Skulu þar vaða þunga strauma




  Menn meinsvara ok morðvargar




  

    ON RAGNARÖK




    I know a hall that stands far from the sun




    On the shore of the dead. The doors face north.




    Drops of venom fall in through the smoke-hole.




    This hall is braided with the backs of snakes.


  




  

    Perjurers and outlawed murderers




    Must wade through heavy streams there.


  




  The headline on page six:




  WELCOME TO HELL




  Page seven:




  NIFLHEIM—THE KINGDOM OF HEL




  Page eight:




  SACRIFICED IN A PAGAN RITUAL?




  Nine:




  NÁSTRÖNDU—THE HALL OF MURDERERS




  And so on, and then a big lead-in to the introductory article:




  

   

    

      FALUN—His life ended on the shore of the dead.




      The wound between his eyes must have been made with brutal force and precision. Three fingers on the right hand have been cut off.




      On the north wall of the crypt, in white chalk, the murderer has drawn the door to Niflheim—the kingdom of Hel, the Nordic goddess of death. Hel’s Kingdom. Hell. The

      underworld.




      The mystery that the police must now solve: Was it a human sacrifice?




      Read an exclusive interview with diver Erik Hall, 38, who reveals the truth about the ÆSIR MURDER.


    


  


  




  The other evening paper was reasonably quick to respond and actually managed to produce a whole new thirty-six page supplement for the next morning.




  

    RITUAL MURDER IN MINE




    The bloody religion—the victims and rites of the Æsir faith


  




  The most hard-hitting subject matter featured a survey of pagan churches around the country and their potential links to extreme-right and neo-Nazi groups.




  That same morning, the TV4 sofa went nuts over the mythological angle, while the state channel’s morning program let two New Age ladies explain that the Æsir faith involved

  sacrificing only fruit, flowers, and bread nowadays, and anyway, they said, the correct name was Forn Sed. Then a professor of criminology came on and gave a warning about jumping to

  conclusions, making the point that most murders were committed by people close to the victim. Then came the weather.




  At Dalakuriren, the mood had become rather subdued. They’d been the lead, but now they were spinning their wheels. Æsir murder? Was there even such an expression? Who knew

  anyone of the Æsir faith in Falun, or for that matter in Grycksbo or Bengtsheden?




  The intern from Stockholm and the other reporters had called every contact they had at the Falun police to find out more about the investigation. But at the police station over on Kristinegatan

  Street they just pressed their lips together in anger over the unfortunate publication of that crazy verse and the words Niflheim and Náströndu.




  The next morning, the state channel dropped its skeptical stance and joined the ranks of the tabloids. They had somehow managed to shake the diver Erik Hall out of that cottage, and they’d

  flown him down to Stockholm for a studio interview.




  At Hall’s side on the red cushions of the morning show sofa sat a grayish academic named Don something . . . Titelman? The intern had to rewind the clip on his computer to be able to read

  the name displayed. Yes, Don Titelman, associate professor of history, Lund University.




  But there didn’t seem to be anything new when Erik Hall once again told the story of his remarkable dive down into the mine, so the intern fast-forwarded through Titelman’s

  long-winded exposé, in which he seemed to want to trace the neo-Nazis’ fascination with Norse mythology back to the Thule Society and someone called Karl Maria Wiligut.




  Just another boring expert, thought the intern, and he slunk disappointedly down the stairs to Dalakuriren’s morning meeting.
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  Bubbe




  There was only one person Don Titelman had loved completely and unconditionally, and that was his grandmother, his yidishe Bubbe. She was

  the first person who had treated him seriously. And he remembered that he had felt chosen when, for the first time, she had turned to him as a confidant. He had been only eight years old then.






  Bubbe’s 1950s house, with its scent of mothballs, stuffy closets, and rotting seaweed, was Don’s memory of summer. Neglectful, his

  workaholic parents were in the habit of dumping him there in Båstad as early as the beginning of June and then reluctantly bringing him back to Stockholm again in September. He was usually at

  least two weeks late for the beginning of the school year.




  The house had been in shabby shape. The plaster on the front had fallen off in large chunks, and her yard had slowly become covered in rotting fruit, which neither of them had the energy to

  pick. His excuse had been laziness, but for Bubbe it had been her legs, which couldn’t carry her anymore.




  The last few summers, she couldn’t even manage to go up the house’s only staircase, and Don had had the whole top floor to himself. Despite the dust and the boarded-up windows, it

  had been better to sleep there than downstairs, because during the night Bubbe had never found any peace.




  He had listened to her monotonous ritual every night from the bedroom above the stairs. First those creaking steps on the parquet, then the heavy sigh that revealed that she had sunk down into

  the corduroy sofa. She would usually sit there for a while, and he knew she would lean forward and let her fingers run along the scars and pits on her calves. Then the sound when she once again got

  up, and then another creaking lap around the room, a sigh, and the squeak of the feathers as the sofa welcomed her for another bit of rest.




  And then it started over again, making up the rhythm that had rocked him to sleep every night.




  She had been transported to Ravensbrück in July 1942, where the medical experiments had already begun.




  The SS doctors had wanted to test the germicidal effects of sulfa powder on severe infections that followed gunshot wounds. They had said that the experiments would help the German armed forces

  and therefore must be very realistic. The first guinea pigs had been fifteen camp prisoners, all men.




  The doctors had cut open their calf muscles, from the tendons of their heels up to their knees. Then they had rubbed a solution of gangrene bacteria into the wounds in order to start a nasty

  infection. The bacteria had been cultivated by Hygiene-Institut der Waffen-SS, the Schutzstaffel’s institute of hygiene. The thought behind cutting up only the lower part of the men’s

  legs was to make it possible to have time to amputate at the knee once the gangrene started to spread.




  The open wounds had been dusted with sulfa powder and then sewn up. Curious, the SS doctors had waited to see what would happen, but soon they had to declare that the wounds healed far too

  quickly. Experiments didn’t mimic what happened on the front lines at all, and the conclusion was that they hadn’t tried hard enough.




  So they had formed a new experimental group, this time of about sixty women. All of them had been young, under thirty, and one of those chosen had been Don’s grandmother, his Bubbe. The

  concentration camp doctors had cut deep into both of her calves, from the tendons of her heels up to her knees. To make the injury similar to battle wounds, they hadn’t only rubbed gangrene

  bacteria into the wounds; they also pressed in shards of glass, dirt, and sawdust.




  Bubbe’s legs had swollen up with pus, and she had lain in feverish dreams that not even the screams of the other women had been able to wake her from. But then the sulfa powder had begun

  to work, and after a few days, it had become obvious that none of the women would die of their infections. Thus the experiment had still not been sufficiently realistic.




  The head doctors, Oberheuser and Fischer, had then traveled away to a weekend conference in Berlin, where they discussed their failed attempts with colleagues.




  The German doctors had soon agreed that bacteria, glass shards, dirt, and sawdust were not enough. One must also cut off the flow of blood. In the case of actual gunshot wounds, they had

  noticed, several of the most important blood vessels were always injured. When they cut open the legs in this controlled manner, the blood had still been able to flow, something that had presumably

  prevented the gangrene from getting a deadly grip.




  The first suggestion had been to simply shoot the women in the legs with machine guns. At least in that case, the experiment would not lack realism. But after a certain amount of deliberation,

  they had criticized that as a less practicable method. The women’s wounds would presumably differ and thus not be completely scientifically comparable.




  Instead someone came up with the idea of securing rubber bands around the women’s ankles and under their knees after cutting open the calves again. In that way they could completely cut

  off the blood supply to the gashed calf muscle, and the conditions would be favorable for gangrene.




  This had proved to be an accurate analysis.




  Five of the women in Bubbe’s group had quickly developed gangrene, which wandered up from their legs toward their upper bodies. And although they were so young, in their twenties, their

  bodies had given up after only a few days.




  One of them had lain tossing and turning on a cot near Bubbe’s. Don’s grandmother had told him about how that woman’s legs were transformed into swollen columns bursting with

  bloody pus. During the night her blood vessels had completely eroded, her skin peeled away, and the gangrene spread up to her thighs and genitals.




  Even if one of the SS doctors had been awake, there wouldn’t have been time to amputate. In the morning, they had made the last medical notations, and then they took the woman out of the

  ward to shoot her. But for Bubbe it had been ein shrekleche zach, a horrible thing, that she hadn’t even bothered to protest; she had only felt immense relief over being rid of the

  woman’s horrid odor.




  In late fall of 1942, the SS doctors in Ravensbrück began to tire of their experiments with sulfa powder and gangrene.




  Instead they decided to turn to new experiments, ones involving plastic surgery. The goal had been to invent new methods that could be used to make the wounded German soldiers more presentable

  after the war was over.




  There had been several different experiments: from cutting off and transplanting parts of muscles and bone to prolonged investigations of how quickly one could get a broken bone or a damaged

  nerve to heal. Don’s grandmother and the other surviving women from the gangrene experiments were useful here, too.




  With Bubbe, the German doctors had cut off strips of her calf muscles, all the way to the bone, to see if the tissue might regenerate naturally. The result had been a disappointment.




  Then they had broken her tibia in four places to see how fast the skeleton could heal. The nurses had been careful with the cast. After several weeks had passed and the bone had almost grown

  together, the cast was opened and the results recorded. After that they had rebroken the healed places so that the experiment could continue.




  At first Bubbe had received low doses of morphine, but toward the end, when the situation in Ravensbrück had become more and more chaotic, anesthetics were often forgotten. But still she

  had been lucky, sach mazel; she always wanted to emphasize that.




  One of the women in the group had had one shoulder blade removed in some type of transplant experiment, and after that, she had never again been able to raise her arm above shoulder height.

  Others had had entire body parts cut off: a fully functioning arm along with the shoulder and clavicle, a young woman’s thigh that was cut off up to the top of her hip bone. A Polish

  woman—Bubbe had seen it herself—had had both of her cheekbones removed, so that her face had collapsed completely.




  Each experiment, as would later be demonstrated at the Nuremburg trials, completely lacked any medical value.




  In the last year of the war, in the spring, the Red Cross buses had arrived from Sweden to rescue concentration camp survivors. Bubbe had been one

  of those whose back was marked with a big white cross. She had been taken to Padborg, and from there on to Öresund. On April 26, 1945, she had been carried off the Helsingborg ferry on a

  stretcher. At that time she was twenty-eight years old. It took three years before she was able to walk on her own again, and the cavities in her legs had always remained. Along both of her calves

  ran the gnarled scars. As an eight-year-old, Don had been allowed to feel them with his fingers, and he had thought they were like the branches of a dying tree.




  Each summer had continued in the same way, while the apples rotted in the yard. She had told her story in a muddled mixture of Yiddish and Swedish,

  and he had listened, because he loved his grandmother. She had called him mayn nachesdik kind, my treasure, my happiness, while the Germans were yener goylem, people who lacked

  souls.




  When she got tired of her own stories, she told him about the mass executions in Lublin or the carbon monoxide gassings in Sobibor, about Zyklon B in Treblinka and Auschwitz or the high-altitude

  experiments in Dachau, where the SS doctors dissected the brain tissue of living people to see if it was possible to see the air bubbles in their blood.




  And each story had been stored in Don’s memory like razor-sharp shards. But no matter how deeply the stories had marked him, they were not his most frightening memory of Bubbe’s

  1950s house.




  On the top floor one summer’s day, he had happened to open the cupboard that contained his grandmother’s hidden collection. There had lain worn leather cases with the

  Schutzstaffel’s symbol, a dagger with the Wolfsangel symbol, and bronze medallions with the pinwheel cross of the swastika. She had bought yellowed portraits of Gestapo and Wehrmacht

  officers and several copies of the Schutzstaffel Honor Ring for herself. Under the pile of Nazi symbols was a large crystal plate on which someone had engraved Himmler’s black sun, die

  schwarze Sonne. Its twelve rays twisted out like tentacles, and Don thought it looked as though the tentacles were searching for him to suck him in.




  In a box he had found the auction newspapers, with her purchases circled in red ink. He never dared to ask her why she had brought this sickness into her own home and didn’t know whether

  Bubbe would have been able to give him an answer.




  To him the cupboard with its ominous objects became a whirlpool of darkness, from where the horror of her past flowed freely into his present. For hours he would stare into this abyss,

  spellbound by Himmler’s black sun, until there was no longer any distance between Ravensbrück and himself.




  Back home in Stockholm, Don had not dared talk about the collection or about Bubbe’s whispered stories. He had written some of them down in

  the colorful notebook that his elementary school teacher had handed out. But he had never let anyone read them, and with time her words settled deeper and deeper. The summer he turned eleven, Don

  had refused to go back to the house in Båstad. He had a baby sister, and he didn’t want, or dare, to be alone with Bubbe and her ghostly cupboard anymore. His dad and mom had pleaded

  with him, but finally they had let him stay home in Enskede with his own key. And so it was eleven-year-old Don who answered the telephone when they called from the hospital down in Skåne to

  say that Bubbe was dead.




  After that moment, Bubbe sank away into the great silence. Her house had quickly been sold, and Don’s dad hadn’t said a word about the Nazi symbols or the cupboard.




  It had been as if his dad—now that Bubbe was finally gone—had seen an opportunity to transform them into a family without a history. He had forbidden books about the Holocaust, and

  if anything about the war was on TV, it was immediately turned off.




  The silence about Bubbe metastasized with time, until life in the house in Enskede had consisted only of squeaks from solitary silverware and monosyllabic conversations.




  In the end, living at home had been like drowning, and Don, in a hurry to get out, had left his sister behind.




  Perhaps it was a strange choice, considering Bubbe’s stories, but right after secondary school, Don decided to study to be a doctor. He found

  he needed to devote himself to something practical, or else he could easily slip away, losing the boundary between reality and dreams.




  He had completed his education without taking any notes. He immediately memorized what was said in the lectures, and he had hardly needed to open his books before he could recite them from cover

  to cover. After his internship, he first tried to specialize in surgery, but he had fainted when it came time to cut with the sharp blade of the scalpel. Instead he chose to devote himself to

  psychiatry, and that was when he finally found the drugs that could soothe and heal the shards of his own memory. They could at least temporarily stop the stories that had continued to consume him

  since he was eight.




  At first Don tried only small doses of sleeping pills and mild tranquilizers, but after a few years he had switched to benzodiazepines and morphine. Just before he turned thirty, he had become

  so dependent that they kicked him out of the department of psychiatry at Karolinska Hospital. The fact that he later managed, in the early 1990s, to secure a position at the hospital in Karlskrona

  may have been due to the shortage of doctors and that they neglected to call his references. It was on a cloudy August day in that sleepy town that he first met the brownshirts from the National

  Socialist Front.




  He had read in the local paper about the young men who used the heil greeting and yelled about a vigorous Sweden. But it hadn’t been until he ran into them himself, up by the

  apartment buildings in Galgamarken, that he confronted the stories face-to-face.




  The neo-Nazis had been handing out brochures with the yellow Vasa sheaf on them, but on their flags fluttered the swastika. The SS symbol, the iron cross, and the German eagle were all raised

  toward Blekinge’s rain-heavy clouds. The black sun stretched its tentacles toward him from one of the largest streamers. While he told himself it was only a graphic symbol, for him, on that

  day, it was as if Bubbe’s cupboard had flung open again. From its whirlpool of darkness gushed the streams of all his fears, and at that moment he knew he would never be free.




  He had sunk down into a crouch on the grass, cradling his head in his hands, his heart clenched. And then, when he leaned forward on his fingertips, he could feel how the very ground beneath him

  began to tremble. In the next moment everything around him went dim, as he was drenched by the wave of unrestrained memories and pain.
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  Copper Vitriol




  The intern from Stockholm looked down at the floor, hunched his shoulders as much as he could, and then took a circuitous route past the bathrooms

  in order to avoid walking past the permanent reporters’ corridor.




  The morning meeting at Dalakuriren had been agony. One of the oldest pros from the crime office had cast the first stone.




  “I’m ashamed,” he had said, holding up the intern’s thin four-columner.




  Then everyone around the table, except for the news director, started picking on him.




  Where were his own leads and ideas? Why hadn’t the intern gotten hold of a good police source? Why hadn’t he gotten further with the part about neo-Nazis and the Æsir

  faith—it was day four now, after all. And why, why, why hadn’t he gotten an interview with Erik Hall himself?




  Impossible?




  Really? Well, this morning that diver sat on a TV sofa and told them about everything that happened. So it really couldn’t be completely impossible, could it?




  The intern had sat there staring at his coffee mug and hadn’t dared to say anything, fearing that his voice would break. In the end even the lady with the smoker’s cough from the

  family pages had joined in and declared how embarrassing it was that an inexperienced intern had been put on the country’s hottest story, and that she’d heard that even the free papers

  in the Stockholm subway had produced more unique information about the Æsir murder.




  “And they don’t even have their own reporter on site here in Falun,” she had concluded.




  After he’d slunk away from the morning meeting, the intern had shut the door to his own office and fallen into his swivel chair. He felt like he was going to throw up. Reluctantly he

  realized that he should probably give up, and went to go tell the news director.




  The director was on the balcony smoking. When he saw the intern walking toward him, he held up a small piece of blue paper against the glass. On the paper was a scribbled telephone number. The

  news director’s mouth let out a puff of smoke and then formed one word: “Call.”




  The intern sat dejectedly at the edge of the desk, pulled the beige push-button phone out of the mess, and dialed the number. After a few rings, a sharp, piercing voice answered.




  “So you were the one who wrote the article in today’s Dalakuriren? Well, you can expect anything at all from the evening papers . . . but that our own morning

  paper would start speculating about murders and Nazism and pagan rituals and I don’t know what else . . . that is truly deplorable.”




  The intern mumbled something about how it was unfortunate that the reader thought so, but there were those lines about Niflheim and Náströndu and not least, a murdered guy in a

  mine.




  “A ‘guy,’ you say,” said the surly voice.




  “Yes, that part in particular is something the police have made quite clear,” said the intern.




  “Now, it just so happens that I know someone who has actually seen this ‘guy’ you’re talking about,” said the voice.




  The intern clutched the phone to his ear and grabbed a coffee-stained notebook.




  “You . . . you mean you know someone who’s seen the murder victim? Does he know who it is, can he identify the man, is it someone from Falun?”




  “Well, I really have no intention of going into any details, but you can think of it as a tip in case you’re entrusted with writing more about this in the future. I have a

  friend, a close friend, who happens to be a pathologist at Falu Hospital. And from what he’s said about the autopsy of the ‘guy,’ this case is totally unique. Or

  more accurately: The case is almost unique.”




  “I don’t really understand what you mean.”




  “Vitriol,” said the voice.




  “Sorry?”




  “Copper vitriol.”




  The intern wrote down the words, circled them, and added three question marks.




  “Copper vitriol, you said . . . ?”




  “You’re not even from Dalarna, huh?” the voice said and hung up.




  When the news director came back in from the balcony, the intern was still holding the silent phone.




  “So what was it about?”




  “It was some reader who wanted to talk about copper,” said the intern.




  “They’re fucking nuts, the whole lot, everyone who calls.”




  “So I . . . ?”




  “You’ve started off with this story, so now handle it.”




  The first thing the intern did when he returned to his office was try for about the hundredth time to get hold of Erik Hall.




  The picture of the diver was all over the Internet now, and every Swedish journalist seemed to have gotten an interview.




  Then, on the fifth ring, when he had almost given up:




  “Hall?”




  “Oh, it’s just the local paper. Hey, can’t you call later this week, there are so many people calling right now.”




  “But we would really like . . .”




  “Wait, Dalakuriren . . . ?” Hall’s voice changed. “Weren’t you the one who claimed that I had said something about it being a woman down there? A little

  girl? In that case you don’t need to call at all, you with your shitty journalism.”




  Again the intern was sitting with a silent phone in his hand.




  He looked dejectedly down at the first page of the notebook. There, circled in black ink, it just said:




  

    Copper vitriol???


  




  The phrase “copper vitriol” got thirty-three hits in Dalakuriren’s index of articles, and apparently it was something you ought to have heard of if you worked at a local

  paper in Falun.




  He began to read the first fragment of a sentence that the search engine had found:




  

    

      . . . which was found in 1719, well preserved in copper vitriol. Fet-Mats was . . .


    


  




  According to the article, the man’s real name had been Mats Israelsson, a twenty-year-old mine worker who had lost his way and disappeared in Great Copper Mountain. It had happened one

  March evening, just before Easter, when he had just become engaged to a woman named Margareta Olsdotter.




  The intern rubbed his temples. In March of 1677, no one had spent much time on large-scale search-and-rescue operations in order to find one isolated missing mine worker. The only one who

  hadn’t given up was Mats’s fiancée, Margareta, who would have time to become aged and bent during her search.
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