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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 mid-life 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 and covering it up with loose planks of wood and other junk.

         GG filled his lungs with the cool morning air and lit a cigarette. His fitted suit jacket looked out of place, his shoes dusty from the house.

         “Dignity,” he added. “Right down to the last, people want to maintain some sense of dignity.”

         Eira looked around for August, who had been tasked with moving the cordon to make way for the forestry equipment that was en route. It wasn’t time to head home to bed just yet.

         “Have they found anything to tell us who he is?” she asked.

         “No personal items on him,” said GG. “And it’ll be hard for anyone to make a positive ID. A man going without food for … well, God knows how long.” He studied his own hand, the ash falling down from his cigarette. “They’ve sent his prints off for analysis.”

         Eira thought she could detect an undertone, something he was holding back. She waited. They had worked together two years ago, on the murder of an old man in Kungsgården. That case had grown increasingly complex, entangling her to the point where she eventually had to walk away. Looking back now, she realized just how much she had missed working with her colleagues from Violent Crimes. And standing beside GG, she realized just how much she had missed him, too. Their conversations, the feeling that he trusted her. Six months earlier, Eira had been asked to apply for a temporary vacancy in Sundsvall, where the unit was based. She spent three evenings struggling with her application, but never actually sent it off. She had her mother to think about, for one thing, and liked having a more predictable work schedule, but that wasn’t all. As a responding officer, she was sent out to do whatever was needed, then she changed out of her uniform and went home. Tomorrow was another day. Her work didn’t take over, and rarely haunted her dreams.

         “The ones he’s got left, anyway,” said GG.

         “What?”

         They had been standing quietly for a moment or two, which wasn’t to say that the area around them was quiet. The air hummed with engines, tree trunks breaking. The forestry machine had arrived, and was in the process of clearing the trail so that the vehicles could reach the house—above all the van that would transport the body to Umeå.

         “He’s missing two fingers on his left hand.”

         “Accident at work, maybe?” Eira had seen countless mutilated hands. Her neighbor had lost three fingers in a forest harvester, an uncle had had his thumb sawn off. The old men happily held up their damaged hands as proof of a lifetime of hard work, another era.

         “Sadly not,” said GG. His gaze wandered beyond the dilapidated shed that had likely been used to store wood at some point in time, maybe even housed a few hens. “The wounds are fresh and his shirtsleeve is covered in blood.”

         Eira swallowed.

         “That sounds like …”

         GG nodded.

         “God knows what we’re dealing with here.”

         
            *

         

         She couldn’t smell smoke. There hadn’t been a disaster. Nothing but a few confused flies that didn’t seem to realize summer was over.

         Eira poured herself a glass of orange juice. No one had touched the open bottle, there was still exactly the same amount in it as yesterday. The leftovers of her dinner from the Thai restaurant in Kramfors were still in the fridge from the day before last. She reheated them, eating straight from the carton.

         No one said: come on, use a plate.

         Just over a week had passed since she took her mother to the care home, and Eira still wasn’t used to the silence. The freedom, you might call it. All the time she suddenly had to spare, responsibilities that had vanished overnight. Kerstin Sjödin was now sitting in a dining room with pine tables and watercolor landscapes by local artists on the walls. She wasn’t alone; they were taking care of her. It was time for Eira to put her feet up, watch terrible TV shows, start dating, and call old friends. Time to run a bath.

         She checked her phone again. No missed calls, no emails. There was no reason for the detectives to keep the responding officers up to date, of course. She would run into GG or one of the others at the station in Kramfors sooner or later. Or maybe not, they would probably set up camp in Sollefteå, which was closer to the crime scene. They might not even do that. They might do most of the work from Sundsvall. Either way, her part in the case was over.

         She should take a nap to catch up on sleep after her night in the abandoned house, but knew she wouldn’t be able to doze off.

         Instead she went over to see her neighbor. He was busy raking leaves on the lawn, and the black dog came bounding towards her. Eira crouched down and let him bury his nose in her armpits and neck.

         “He’s missed you, poor lad,” said Allan Westin. He was in his eighties and had spent the past few years living alone. His wife had moved to Stockholm to be closer to their grandchildren, and the plan was for him to follow her down, he just had a few things to sort out first. But almost four years later, he still hadn’t managed to leave the house.

         That was why he had been happy to help look after Rabble, so the dog wasn’t alone when Eira was at work. His rightful owner should have been to pick him up by now, but time passed and Olof Hagström never called. He had been the prime suspect in the murder of his own father. That was the investigation that had ensnared Eira in a way she struggled to escape. She was still feeling the effects of it now, partly in the form of this crazy mongrel the dead man had left behind. Rabble had breathed life into both her home and her mother, the eager yapping of a dog who needed to pee, the presence of something fluffy and alive.

         But then Allan Westin had started chatting over the currant bushes, telling Eira how much he missed the dogs in his life. She barely claimed her share of custody anymore. Rabble had taken up what seemed like permanent residence in the house next door, where he had his very own basket and everything—though he preferred to jump up on the bed, “the great big lump, I barely get a wink of sleep,” her neighbor said with such warmth that Eira understood. She cut back her involvement to long walks. Throwing sticks down by the river helped to clear her mind.

         Her phone started ringing just as Rabble came trotting towards her with wet feet. Eira hurled the stick for him and turned her back to the wind.

         “Are you at home?” asked GG.

         “Yeah. Well, out with the dog,” said Eira. She could hear that he was in the car, shouting into his phone over the loudspeaker, the low hum of the engine.

         “Do you still live in Lunde?” he yelled.

         “Yup, still there.”

         “Perfect,” said GG. “I’ll swing by in five.”

         
            *

         

         She waited for him outside Wästerlunds Konditori. The old café had already closed for the season, but the sun was warm on its wide steps.

         “And here I was hoping for a bit of mille-feuille,” GG said as he got out of the car and glanced up at the neon sign that, at one point in time, had been the largest in the whole of Norrland.

         “Too late,” said Eira. “You should’ve come in August. Or sometime during the sixties.”

         He sat down beside her, a quick gesture to make sure she didn’t mind him smoking. She could see mud on his shoes, dirt on the hems of his trousers. A bit of leaf, or possibly wood shavings, in his nicely graying hair.

         “We know who he is,” said GG.

         “Already?”

         Eira could taste his smoke when she breathed in.

         “He’d carved his name into the wall. Forensics didn’t notice it until we moved the body.”

         There was a soft creaking sound as the flags by the door to the café flapped in the breeze.

         “We found him in the missing persons’ database. Seems like the officer who wrote the report was pretty thorough. I’m wondering if she had a sneaking suspicion there was something else going on. That’s the sense I got, reading between the lines.”

         Eira saw his smile fade and realized he was talking about her. A disappearance, a man, something she had been called out to.

         “The one from Nyland? Hans Runne?”

         GG nodded.

         “We got his dental records sent up to Umeå. They X-rayed his jaw as soon as the body arrived. It’s him.”

         The dog was trying to sniff out something in her pockets, and she pushed him away. Why hadn’t she recognized Hans Runne from the pictures she’d seen? The beard, she thought, his sunken cheeks. It all happened so quickly when a person went without food. The details came flooding back to her like a river in spring. The unmade bed, the junk mail on the floor in the hallway, the rubbish that hadn’t been taken out. Over a week had passed since she visited his apartment. The man in the basement of the abandoned building had been dead for a few days at most. She felt a knot in her chest, the realization that she had made a terrible mistake. Paloma Runne’s photographs of her father flickered by. Wearing a Santa hat, a Midsummer crown in his hair, playing Hamlet with a skull in one hand.

         “They’ve only just got started up in Offer,” said GG. “People have basically had free access to the house, so the only person who hasn’t left prints is probably the perpetrator. This isn’t something we’re going to solve with forensic evidence. What a goddamn name for a crime scene, by the way.”

         “Have you spoken to his daughter?”

         “Not yet. Luleå is tracking her down. She’s a student at the university there.”

         “We didn’t find anything illegal in his background, nothing to suggest there’d been any crime.” She felt a powerful urge to defend her actions. “My sense when we went into his flat was that he’d just gone away for a while. Hans Runne seemed like a perfectly normal man. An actor. He’d been through a divorce, might’ve had a drinking problem, but there was nothing that stuck out.”

         “A normal man,” GG repeated.

         “I know,” said Eira. “There’s no such thing as a normal man.”

         “Or woman.”

         Not in our world, in any case, she thought. It was her job not to be deceived, to see through the falsehoods, to ask all the necessary questions.

         “Take the old lady over there,” said GG, nodding to a woman shuffling slowly along the road, hunched over a walking frame with bags from the supermarket in Kramfors swinging from the handles. She had probably just come on the bus. “What do you think we’d find if we dug into her past?”

         “That she won big on a scratch card,” said Eira. “It was on TV, must be ten or fifteen years ago now. No one knows what Bettan did with the money, but there are rumors. Some people claim she was the victim of some kind of romance scam.”

         GG laughed.

         “You see, this is why I want you on board,” he said, smiling in such a way that she couldn’t help but do the same. “Or one of them, anyway. I can’t think of anyone with better local knowledge than you. To be perfectly honest, I’m useless at finding my way in the woods, but don’t tell anyone.”

         The sun was in Eira’s eyes, the leaves on the trees glowing in burning splendor. If it weren’t for her deep aversion to fishing for praise, she would have loved to ask what the other reasons were.

         “Other than the odd break-in, I’ve barely spent any time up there,” she said. “I don’t know any more about the people in Boteå Parish than anyone else.”

         “You know it’s called Boteå Parish, for a start.”

         “Well, technically it’s a district now, but most people still say parish.”

         GG stubbed out his cigarette and flicked it neatly—and possibly dangerously—into a nearby bin.

         “I know you’ve said no before,” he said, “but I thought I’d swing by and see what it would take to convince you this time.” Rabble began bouncing around his legs as he got up. Eira tugged on the lead, pulling the dog into her arms.

         “There was a reason I couldn’t then,” she said.

         “And now?” His body was blocking the sun.

         Eira looked out at the hodgepodge of a community where she had grown up. The Ångerman River valley had never been subject to any town-planning laws, with new houses simply built on top of the old ones, no more than a jumble of shacks at one point in time. She could see the chimney and the ridge of the roof on her childhood home. Her thoughts turned to how quiet and lonely the house now felt, and to her brother, who was serving time for manslaughter in Umeå. The dead man in Offer wasn’t someone she knew. Things would be different this time.

         “I’ll need to talk to my boss,” she said.

         “Already done,” said GG. “It’s not a problem. Or rather, it’s always a problem, but we’ll sort it out internally.”

         “OK,” said Eira.

         “Should I take that as a yes?”

         
            *

         

         The fields stretched out in an open landscape between the farms to the south of Sollefteå. In one of them, hundreds of whooper swans had gathered before their long journey south. They sounded like a chorus of untuned trumpets as Eira got out of the car.

         A woman was standing by the ditch at the side of the road, watching the birds. She was casually dressed, the wind tugging at her blond hair. Few would have guessed that she was an investigator with the Violent Crimes Unit.

         “So, you’re back,” Silje Andersson said with a smile. It was the first time they had spoken since Eira found herself on the wrong side of the table in an interview room, trying to navigate questions about her own brother.

         “How far have you made it?” Eira asked.

         Silje pointed to a couple of houses on the other side of the road.

         “Three point eight kilometers from the crime scene. We’ll be seriously lucky if anyone saw anything.”

         “People often see more than they think.”

         “Or less,” said Silje.

         They left their cars at the side of the road and trudged over to the nearest farm. The dilapidated, dirty gray barn seemed too far gone to save, but the main building looked freshly painted.

         The woman who opened the door was wearing sweatpants and a hoodie. A toddler and a golden retriever peered out from around her legs.

         “Shit,” she said once they explained who they were. “I heard on the radio that they’d found someone dead outside of Sollefteå, but I didn’t realize it was so close. Was he murdered? Is that why you’re here?”

         “We don’t know much yet,” said Silje.

         The woman invited them in, clearing her laptop and papers from the table. “I try to work whenever I can, but Ester’s home from nursery with a runny nose, so I haven’t got much done today.”

         Her dialect didn’t sound local, from somewhere farther south. The kitchen was messy, bordering on chaotic.

         “You’re going to catch whoever did it, right?” she asked, giving the child an anxious glance. The usual fears had set in.

         “Have you lived here long?” asked Eira.

         “Only a year. We don’t know many people yet.”

         “Have you ever been out to the abandoned house up by the lake, by Offersjön?”

         “I wish I had,” she said. “I really love abandoned houses. I’ve often wondered whether it’s OK to take the things no one else wants.”

         They told her the timeframe they were interested in, from the middle of September when Hans Runne first disappeared. It was now October 15. An entire month. Few people could sort between memories over such a long period. They forgot, got things mixed up—assuming they had even noticed anything in the first place.

         The woman opened the lid of her laptop and brought up a calendar, not that it helped.

         “Living out here in the countryside—and with young kids—it can be hard to tell one day from the next. That’s what’s so nice about escaping the rat race.”

         “No strange cars, anything like that?”

         “I’m sorry, I have no idea who usually drives past.”

         There was probably no point asking her husband, either. He knew next to nothing about cars, had only just got his driving license. He’d had no choice now that they were living in the sticks. Fed up of their cramped lives in the suburbs, they had sold their small flat and bought all this, with money to spare. She could just as easily do her work as a copywriter from here, even if the internet connection left a lot to be desired.

         “You haven’t been out there picking berries or anything?”

         “Why bother when we’ve got plenty at the edge of our property?”

         “And I’m guessing neither of you are into elk hunting?”

         The annual hunt had taken place a few weeks earlier. People would have been out in the woods then, if not otherwise.

         “No, God, no. We’re vegetarians.”

         They thanked her and tried another few houses, where no one was home. Knocked and knocked until a widower opened his door. He insisted on making them coffee and ham sandwiches. Police officers had to eat something, he said.

         Silje made do with coffee, but Eira said yes to the sandwich. She got the impression that the man was lonely, cheered by their visit.

         “Oh yes, I know the house,” he said, taking out precut buns and butter, searching his fridge for the ham. “It’s a disgrace it’s been left empty like that. Agnes and Karl-Erik would be turning in their graves if they knew. If there’s a life after this one, that is.”

         Which, he added, he didn’t believe there was. Once you were dead and buried you returned to earth, and just as well. Eternity would be tedious, constantly repeating things. Better this way, when the days had a bit of variation, changes in the weather and visits from beautiful women.

         Police officers, he corrected himself.

         “Agnes and Karl-Erik?” asked Silje.

         “No one’s lived in that house since they died, must be over ten years ago now. They had four kids, I think, they must all be past sixty now, but none of them wanted to take over.”

         That was the sad truth.

         “And the people who own it now,” said Eira. “Have you ever met them?”

         “No, who are they?”

         “A forestry company, I think.” She glanced down at her notes. A business by the name of High Woods Holdings had acquired the property from the estate four years ago.

         “Aha,” said the man. “So are they going to clear the trees up there now?”

         He said it without much emotion, more a statement than a question. Logging was an everyday occurrence in the region.

         “Does the name Hans Runne ring any bells?”

         A frown, an attempt to rack his memory for people and acquaintances. In the end he shook his head. If his parents were still alive, they could have told the officers all about Karl-Erik and Agnes Bäcklund. He had never really known them himself, both would be over ninety now, but he knew that Kalle had been part of the regiment over in Sollefteå and that Agnes worked on the till at the grocery store, an awfully long time ago now.

         “Jan must be the only one who stayed in the area,” he said, topping up their cups from the coffeepot. “Worked at the council offices in Sollefteå before he retired, now he’s one of those people who spend their time bickering about politics. Quite right, too. Don’t have the energy for that myself, not these days. I seem to remember that Karl-Erik had another child, from his first marriage, not that I’ve ever met them. There was none of this every-other-week being ferried back and forth business, even if people could get divorced.”

         There had been rumors about his previous missus, who was known simply as “the first wife.” That she was difficult, from somewhere up Nolaskogs way, you know what they’re like. Rash, a bit too confident, but also inclined to feeblemindedness, if you were unlucky. He laughed at the stereotypes—they were nonsense, of course—but the general feeling was that Kalle Bäcklund had traded her in for a better model.

         “People always said he was kind, not what you’d expect from a military man of that generation; Agnes was actually the stricter of the two. Always telling the kids off when they traipsed mud into the house, that kind of thing.”

         That was what his younger brother had said, in any case. He used to go over there to play. The widower himself fell between the two generations.

         In the end, Eira interrupted him.

         “What we’re really interested in are any cars or people you might have seen over there. Anything that seemed out of the ordinary over the past month.”

         “Well, I can’t see the road from here.” He gestured to the window, slightly downcast not to be able to help them. “But I can always ask the neighbors.”

         “Did you take part in the elk hunt this year?” asked Eira.

         “Oh yes, got some painkillers for the back, damned sciatica.” He thought for a moment. “But over by the abandoned house, on that side of the lake … No, I don’t think we went over there at all.”

         
            *

         

         An hour later, they had ticked off another three houses and talked to as many hunters. All confirmed that the year’s elks had been felled kilometers from the crime scene.

         Slowly but surely, they began to compile a list of cars that had pulled over or been seen parked by gravel tracks, driving down turnoffs that didn’t lead anywhere, details such as “a white Volvo earlier this autumn, I wondered who the hell it could be, but God knows when that was.”

         Silje left her car on the edge of the community and rode with Eira instead. She sat with her laptop open on her knee, typing up the scant, incredibly vague details as they drove north, past a mirror-still Offersjön, a hint of ice around its shore.

         “Whoever it was, they knew where they were going,” said Eira. “They hardly drove around the area on the off chance of finding an empty house.”

         “We still have to ask.”

         They drove right up to the former iron foundry in Gålsjö. Pulled over and turned around by the cabins the summer visitors had long since vacated for the season. The few year-round residents who were at home hadn’t seen anything noteworthy. Yes, there might have been a car by the forest road, but you just assumed it was someone out foraging for mushrooms, it wasn’t something you paid much notice to. There were chanterelles growing in various places around the lake, but no one wanted to say exactly where.

         “That’s the kind of thing you want to pass on to your kids, you know?” said a woman who was leaning on a walking stick after breaking her femur. “Not that they’re especially interested, so obviously if you want to know …”

         By the old iron foundry, Silje trudged off to find a toilet. Eira got out of the car and watched her disappear between the empty workers’ barracks. Just a few years earlier, during the great influx of refugees, the place had been full of life.

         “Had to make do with the woods,” Silje said once she came back, rinsing her hands using a bottle of mineral water.

         It was only once they were back in the car, heading south, that she finally brought up their last meeting, the old investigation.

         “You’re not your family, you know,” she said. “Not your parents or your siblings.”

         “I know,” said Eira.

         “I just wanted to put that out there.”

         “OK.”

         “I don’t have any contact with mine,” said Silje. “That works too.”

         Her words ate away at Eira as they knocked on another few doors on the other side of the road. The thought of not having to worry about what other people needed, no longer feeling guilty. It gave her a sense of emptiness.

         “Turn left, right here.”

         Eira hit the brake. Finally, someone out and about. The man came towards them in a pair of overalls, pushing back his face shield. He had a workshop on the farm, smelled like freshly cut spruce.

         “Yeah, you know what, I have seen a car parked up in the woods there,” he said once they told him who they were.

         “Near Offersjön?” said Eira.

         “Yeah, maybe one hundred meters away. No more than two hundred, in any case. A Fiat Punto. Gold, I think it was.”

         “And when was this?”

         He waved his hand in the air. The timeframe was slightly hazy.

         “Could you show us on the map?” asked Silje.

         “Might be better if I come with you.”

         The man drove ahead of them in his van, Svenne’s Carpentry printed on the side. He indicated in good time before the turn.

         The road tapered off and was swallowed up by brushwood. There was a wide turning circle in one direction, likely an old storage site for timber. The Fiat was parked some way in, between the spruces. Its front seats had been removed and were set out on the ground, like armchairs in a living room. The hubcaps were missing, as was the registration plate, every window broken.

         “I’m guessing this has been here longer than a month?” said Eira.

         The man laughed.

         “Oh, I can promise you that. Must’ve been a few years now.”

         “So what makes you think it’s of interest to us?”

         Eira couldn’t help but peer in through the broken windows. The steering wheel was also missing, and there was a plastic bag full of water-damaged papers on the back seat. Old schoolwork, she saw. She could make out the year 1972 and a name written in pencil, Rosemarie Strindlund. It was the surname that caught her eye, all too familiar.

         “I’ve tried calling the police and the council and God knows who else,” said the carpenter. “But now you can arrange for the lump of junk to be taken away whenever it’s convenient.”

         
            *

         

         Once the carpenter had gone, irritated that the police couldn’t do anything about the old car—thus confirming his suspicions about the direction society was heading in—they trudged through the forest on nonexistent trails.

         The abandoned house wasn’t far from the wreck, voices reaching them through the trees.

         “They could have come in this way,” said Eira.

         “Not surprising no one saw the car if they did, considering how long the Fiat has been here.”

         In the glade around the crime scene, the technicians were busy wrapping up. Removing a spotlight, winding in cables. The police cordon would soon be taken down, the cars driving away.

         “We’ve got plenty to work with,” GG said as they approached. He moved away from the house and lit a cigarette. As far as Eira could remember, he was always on the verge of quitting, every drag his last. “Twenty-five different fingerprints—was that what you said?”

         He turned to the forensic technician who had just emerged from the house in a pair of protective overalls.

         “Twenty-three,” said Costel Ardelean. “But we can probably rule out thirteen or fourteen of them as belonging to kids.”

         “Can we, really?” GG muttered. “Rule them out, I mean? How many cases have there been lately? Not here, but they could’ve read about them, taken inspiration from them. Teenagers holding other teenagers captive, forcing them to give up the PINs for their bank accounts, doing the kind of thing that gets people’s attention on Instagram.”

         “Isn’t the ATM a bit far away?” said Silje.

         A few more technicians came out, carrying a bundle between them. Material of some kind. A rolled-up mattress, too small for a grown man. Was that what he had been lying on? Eira felt a sudden, intense sense of being alive. The smell of the chill in the air, the others’ breath.

         “Some of the people we talked to remembered the family who used to live here a long time ago,” she said. “But no one knew the current owners.”

         “They don’t seem to care about their property, in any case,” said Costel. “The house could have been unlocked for years. Every single person who’s been creeping around here could have left a trace, not to mention the people who lived here last.” He sighed. “Their relatives. Playmates. Dinner guests. We might be able to pin our hopes on the blood—assuming it comes from someone other than the victim.”

         In addition to the blood that had soaked into the mattress and the blanket the man was wrapped up in, they had found traces on a set of garden shears. Aside from that, there was no sign of violence, no drag marks or anything of the sort. The man was wearing jeans, from one of the more expensive Swedish brands, a shirt, smart shoes, and a thin jacket.

         Hans Runne was hardly dressed for a walk in the forest.

         A flock of fieldfares landed in a row on the ridge of the roof, as though each had a predetermined spot. Their call almost sounded like rattling. Eira’s thoughts drifted to the photographer who had raised the alarm, to the ravens mentioned in her report. She knew that they liked to feed on other creatures’ prey, eating the last of any cadavers they found.

         “The question is what kind of crime we’re talking about here,” said GG. “Kidnapping, that’s clear, but is it murder? Did they plan to come back?”

         One of the technicians closed a trunk lid. Someone else took down the police tape. They had no answers. Nothing but guesswork and hastily drawn conclusions that they would do best to avoid.

         “Or did they leave him here to die?”

         
            *

         

         Eira drove home alone. As she passed the whooper swans’ territory, she spotted another flock of birds off in the distance. Geese, from what she could see, hundreds of grayish-brown heads. This was clearly some sort of central station for all kinds of migratory birds, a junction between north and south. A man with a telescope on a tripod was standing by the side of the road.

         She left the door open to avoid disturbing the birds and slowly made her way over to him.

         “Canada geese,” he said softly, without looking up. “Not what you come to see, of course, but the odd barnacle goose occasionally tags along with them. Geese aren’t so picky. If a bird wants to join another flock, so be it. You see there, behind the main group? If you’re really lucky, you might spot a pink-footed goose, but they’re less common.”

         He let Eira peer through the telescope, though she couldn’t tell one bird from the next.

         “Are you interested in birds?” he asked.

         “Not really.” She held up her ID. “I’m actually investigating a serious crime that took place not far from here. Kidnapping, possibly murder.”

         “Ah, yes, I heard about that.” Their eyes shifted up towards the forest, where there were a couple of houses by the edge of the trees. “I saw the white-tailed eagle set off from there yesterday morning, which usually means the ice is starting to form. Or that someone disturbed it. It has one of its nests right by there.”

         “Do you go up there often, to the lake?”

         “It’s been a while. At this time of year you want to follow the big migratory flocks.”

         “What about the middle of September?”

         “Is that how long he was there? Lying dead?”

         “Do you remember whether you were in the area at the time? Whether you noticed anything? A car, a person, anything that seemed out of place?”

         The man took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. A few more lines appeared on his forehead.

         “I’m thinking about the woodpecker,” he said, slowly searching his memory. “The three-toed woodpecker, I don’t know whether you’re familiar with it? No, probably not. I followed the trail north of the lake there, it pecks a ring around the trunks of spruce trees to get at the sap, but it took me a few days to actually spot it. There might have been someone out foraging for berries, you know, people from town come up here during the season, but so long as they keep quiet and there aren’t too many of them I don’t mind. When they’re shouting into their phones and causing a fuss, that’s the kind of thing that annoys you, but was it then? The memory’s not what it used to be. I’ve got a diary at home, where I write all my observations—not that I keep track of people and cars, that kind of thing doesn’t interest me.”

         Eira gave him her number and asked for his. They were interrupted by a sudden honking overhead, yet another flock of geese approaching.

         The man hunched over his telescope again, turning it to the north.

         
            *

         

         The apartment in Nyland smelled clean and fresh. There was very little junk mail or other post on the hallway floor, likely only from the past couple of days.

         “Someone has cleaned,” said Eira. “I’m sorry, I should have stopped them.”

         With no suspicion of a crime, there had been no grounds to seal the apartment.

         The floors in the dead man’s home had been scrubbed, the kitchen counters wiped, the rubbish taken out. There were no longer any glasses on the table in the living room. It felt like the evidence had been swept away, like a breeze had blown through the apartment.

         Eira closed her eyes to remember what it was like before. She was good at detail, at noticing things that seemed unimportant. No overturned furniture, no sign of a struggle; she would have reacted to that.

         “He’d been drinking red wine,” she said. “There was a bottle over there.” She pointed. “I think it was empty. Only one wineglass out, plus a smaller one, possibly for whisky.”

         “Like he’d had guests?”

         “Or drunk both himself. My sense was that he was alone.”

         She closed her eyes again to focus on her impressions of his loneliness. Was that something she had actually seen, or was it a conclusion drawn from the musty air, the dirty dishes and empty bottles, reinforced by what his ex-wife had said about their divorce?

         The duvet had been smoothed out in the bedroom, the throw folded neatly on top.

         “I’m not sure whether the bedding has been changed, but it was unmade before, the duvet was half on the floor.”

         “Like he’d had sex?”

         “Yeah, maybe … Or just in a hurry to leave.”

         “We’ll take them just in case.”

         What else? The Ulf Lundell book had been open, now it was closed. That was hardly important. Or was it? Perhaps it signaled a certain calmness, a man who took the time to read before going to sleep?

         “If you’re deliberately trying to get rid of evidence,” said Eira, “why would you bother to close a book?”

         “Maybe they were reading it together,” said GG. “Before the killer decided they’d had enough.”

         Eira laughed. It was a quiet laugh, and didn’t last long at all, but it felt liberating to actually allow herself to do it.

         “There was something about his ex-wife,” she said after a moment. “She denied he was in a new relationship, but she also tried to give the impression that she didn’t care. I got the sense that she hadn’t quite let him go.”

         “Anyone who claims they have is usually lying.” GG sounded glum, as though he were speaking from experience. They peered into the bathroom. More clean surfaces, a hint of bleach in the air, a few lonely shaving products in the cabinet. There was a faint shadow inside her colleague, a darkness she hadn’t noticed before. Last time they worked together, he had mentioned trying for a baby with his new girlfriend. Eira knew it hadn’t exactly gone to plan.

         “She painted a picture of Runne falling apart after the divorce,” she continued. “Said he’d started drinking more, being careless with money. But she’s hardly objective.”

         “No one is,” said GG. “Especially not if they’ve been married.”

         They made way for the forensic technicians, GG holding the door open for her as they left the apartment.

         “We want to be missed,” he added. “And if that fails, remembered.”

         Down in the yard, they joined their colleagues, who were busy canvassing the neighbors. They went from building to building on Borgargatan, knocking on door after door. Like many of the other streets in Nyland—named after merchants, bishops, and captains—the name bore witness to the locals’ sense of grandeur at one point in time. A century earlier, an investigation had determined that Nyland was home to the best spoken Swedish in the country. The community had competed with Kramfors to be granted a town charter, so confident of victory that they built a courthouse and grand streets worthy of a big city, but ultimately they lost. Opposite the building where Hans Runne had lived, dandelions now grew between the tracks of a disused rail line.

         They had managed to keep his name out of the press, but it was surely only a matter of hours—a day, at most—until they would no longer be able to get spontaneous reactions out of people. The minute his name became common knowledge, people would start to talk. They would remember things they thought they had seen, or be so ashamed by how little they knew their neighbor that they tried to bend the truth.

         It was just under two years since Hans Runne had bought his apartment for next to nothing, 35,000 kronor, and returned to Nyland, where he grew up.

         An old woman living opposite had given him a spoonful of cumin; the man certainly seemed to like cooking. She knew he was an actor and that he’d had a part in the wildly popular series about an archipelago doctor some twenty years earlier. She had tracked it down on SVT Play, just for the sake of it.

         They also spoke to a woman from Bosnia who worked as a carer. She left home early in the morning and rarely saw anyone. To a man who had just retired from the sawmill in Bollstabruk, the last in the area.

         “Five weeks ago, you say? I hardly remember if I saw my own brother yesterday. Do you ever think about how the days merge together more and more? You trudge the same loop, ten thousand steps, that’s what they say you should do. They’ve got us obsessed with counting our steps towards death. No surprise there’s never any revolutions these days.”

         They had ticked off the first building and were back out in the yard. GG took the opportunity for a quick smoke.

         “You have this idea that people must know their neighbors when they live out in the sticks,” he said.

         “Don’t let them hear you calling Nyland the sticks,” said Eira.

         In the next stairwell, they were met by a shout that echoed and wrapped itself around her like a tight knitted sweater.

         “Oh my God, Eira Sjödin, is that you?”

         Eira racked her memory, peeling back a number of kilos from the woman’s body. Her hair might have been darker back then, but those eyes, that laugh …

         “Stina? I didn’t know you lived here.”

         Her childhood pal, her best friend. Eira was immediately racked with guilt. She was the one who had moved away and returned, but she had never got in touch. For some reason the responsibility was always on the person who left. It came with a sense of betrayal, even if they had lost contact long before.

         “My God, you look the same as ever,” said Stina. “I heard you were a cop now, that you were back. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”

         Her eyes wandered over to GG, her smile changing.

         “This is Georg Georgsson,” said Eira. “Lead investigator with Violent Crimes.” It sounded much too formal, as though she thought she belonged to that world and was taking a step back from the one she came from.

         “Oh shit,” said Stina.

         “We’re investigating a crime against someone who lives in the building next door.”

         “Here? Who? Seriously?”

         They had been friends from the very first year of school. Stina was the one Eira had broken the rules with. Taking their bikes all the way to Kungsgården, for example, creeping around the house where Lina’s killer lived.

         “Do you know a man called Hans Runne?” asked GG.

         “Yeah, God, yeah. The actor, right? I can’t say I know him, but he seems nice. Not bad looking, either. What’s going on, has he done something?”

         “He was found dead.”

         “Come off it. Here?”

         The floor in the hallway was littered with shoes of varying sizes. Eira remembered that Stina had got pregnant while they were still in high school, that she’d had to take a year out. How many more had she had since, two or three?

         “I saw him with a girl once,” she said. “Really young, actually. It made me do a double take.”

         Eira searched for a photograph of Paloma Runne on Facebook as her childhood friend recalled that Hans Runne had been playing loud music late one night, with his balcony doors open. Stina had shouted over to him, it must’ve been a few months ago, that was it, back when it was hot, but not to complain, she’d been hoping for an invite to the party.

         “Was this the girl you saw?” Eira held up the image.

         “Yeah, right, could’ve been.”

         “That’s his daughter.”

         “OK, thought it might be. He must’ve been what, fifty?”

         “Forty-seven.”

         “Right, still handsome though.” Stina flashed GG an appreciative glance. Eira gave her card before they left, a call me if you think of anything, it would be good to catch up sometime.

         
            *

         

         They met the others for a debrief by the cars. The clouds were rolling in from the surrounding mountains, over the yard outside the dead man’s building.

         “His old classmate from junior school lives in the block at the far end,” said a trainee from Sundsvall—they had brought in extra resources. “He claims they were best friends back then, but they didn’t hang out.”

         “He could just as easily have bullied him,” said GG. “No one ever has as many friends as someone who’s just died.”

         “We’ve got a guy on the ground floor in number twelve,” said Anja Larionova, a local investigator who typically dealt with petty crimes in Kramfors. She was in her sixties, but she often dyed her hair according to her moods and the season. It was currently a shade of pink. “Uno Harila,” she said, flicking through her notes. “He used to stop and chat with Runne whenever he ran into him, even though they disagreed on most things.”

         “Such as?”

         “The way the country is run. Runne was someone who, and I quote ‘wants them to let in every Tom, Dick, and Harry, even though people like him are out of work.’”

         “Was he talking about actors there?”

         She gave GG a smile. “More generally, I should think. Anyway, Harila scrolled back on his phone and found a message from his wife that made him remember toilet paper.”

         “Toilet paper?”

         “His wife sent him a message reminding him to buy some, so he’s sure of the date. It was September 12, a little before dinner.”

         Two days before Hans Runne’s phone last put out a signal.

         Anja Larionova had recorded his statement. The others huddled around as the air grew cooler and the first raindrops began to fall.

         “Yeah, it’s coming back to me now,” said a man’s voice, a hint of a Finnish accent. “I was lugging a huge pack of toilet paper out of the car. I’d done a big shop at Willys in Kramfors, it must’ve been on sale—every roll’s half the price that way. He came out and held the door open. On his way to Härnösand, he said, nicely dressed, heading to the pub. I remember that, because he was always complaining about having no work. That’s probably why it stuck in my memory, that and because I was balancing sixty-four rolls on my shoulder.”

         “He starts getting a bit long-winded here,” said Anja Larionova, switching off the recording. “But essentially he says that Runne was talkative, that he seemed in good spirits. The witness didn’t want to talk shit, as he put it, but Runne could put on airs sometimes.”

         “And his clothes?” asked GG.

         “A shirt and some sort of fancy jacket, possibly a blazer. No tie, that wasn’t Runne’s style, he was more the bohemian type—a bit of a do-gooder. Uno Harila’s words. The elderly woman one floor up described him as terribly nice, a real man.”

         GG met Eira’s eye.

         A shirt, a fancy jacket of some sort.

         That could fit the description of the clothes they had seen, filthy and oversized on the emaciated body in the basement.

         
            *

         

         They went their separate ways, and Eira headed back to her car outside the supermarket. She decided to do some shopping while she was there; the fridge had been in a sorry state ever since her mother moved out. Two grilled chicken thighs, a bag of chips, a quick lap around the vegetable aisles, frozen salmon.

         There were many reasons she hadn’t reached out to her old friends since she moved back home. Kerstin’s dementia, above all, which had kept her on a relatively tight leash. There was the difficulty of answering any questions about Magnus, too. Did she have a single female friend who hadn’t been in love with him at some point?

         But that wasn’t the whole truth.

         Eira paid and left the supermarket, pausing when she reached her car. She heard the shopping trolleys rattling across the car park, acquaintances bumping into one another, shouting hello and making small talk for a moment or two.

         It struck her that Hans Runne might have gone through the same thing. He had lived in Härnösand for almost twenty years before moving back to Nyland, and had also done a few brief stints in Stockholm.

         There was a certain imbalance in being the person who returned. As though something had been upset, something to do with loyalty. Talking to your old classmate from the building at the end of the street could be harder than chatting to a complete stranger.

         So who did he gravitate towards?

         An actor, in a place like this. And one who was looking for work, at that.

         Eira walked the short distance over to the old courthouse, where no courts had been in session for years. A composer from down south had bought the huge building around twenty years ago. She remembered he had been charged with environmental offenses after he threw a burning piano from the Hammar Bridge as part of a concert project.

         “Bloody hell, yes,” said the composer, who spoke with a thick Skåne accent. “He knocked on the door one day, asking if I had anything in the works, a role in a project or something. I gave him a glass of wine and we spent the evening chatting. Has something happened to him?”

         He slumped down into a chair in the foyer when Eira broke the news. It was something she had done many times, being the messenger who turned people’s worlds upside down.

         The composer had been busy working on a piece for a Dutch violinist that would have its world premiere in Dusseldorf, but they had brainstormed the idea of putting on summer performances about the witch trials that took place in the area. It was so exciting to have an actor in the neighborhood, and Hasse would have been perfect in the role of the priest from Ytterlännä’s old church, the one who condemned the women to death for witchcraft.
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