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The Tetrahedron
In the middle of Åkerö Island lies the Black Fallow—a vast, swampy wasteland from the days of the brickworks that in the mid-1900s became a dumping ground for scrapped freighters and other unwieldy hulks. In the late sixties, when new, more stringent environmental directives put an end to this wrecking yard, the land was sold to the defense group Swedish Machines. Aided by generous government support, the group initiated works to transform the Black Fallow into northern Europe’s biggest and most cutting-edge facility for the development of defense technologies.

By 1975 the facility was complete, and, eager to please its state investors, Swedish Machines immediately embarked upon a project with the armed forces that sought to develop an entirely new breed of long-distance weapon. This work yielded fast results, and, following a number of promising experiments in laboratory environments, in the spring of 1980 preparations were made to test the first prototype out in the field. In the early morning of July 12, the weapon, known as the Tetrahedron, was transported to the designated test site in the Black Fallow. But something went wrong. The moment the weapon was activated, it triggered an explosion so powerful that it was recorded by US seismographs in the northern Cascades, a mountain range some five thousand miles away. The resulting column of smoke rose twenty-five miles into the atmosphere, and it was visible at ground level from all around Lake Mälaren. When the sun set that day (described by eyewitnesses as one of the eeriest sunsets they had ever seen), an area of thirty-seven square miles had been destroyed, and over the next three weeks all of the island’s 1,200 resident families would be forced to leave their homes.

In the many hearings that followed, neither Swedish Machines’ engineers nor the military’s scientists could explain what had happened. Hypotheses were put forward. The Tetrahedron could perhaps have triggered a subatomic instability cascade. A sublimation wave. A non-Euclidean shock wave. However it was described, the result remained the same: the island was uninhabitable and had to be closed off. A restricted area was established. It became known as the Black Fallow Exclusion Zone, and within its controlled checkpoints only the military’s scientists were allowed.

For years the winters were abnormally harsh. Summers played out in a dusky twilight realm where swallows flitted under a black firmament. Once the ash in the atmosphere had finally cleared and the black soot had stopped falling, life slowly started to return to normal in the communities around the exclusion zone. Years passed, governments changed, and research grants dwindled. When the workers who had taken part in the decontamination efforts within the perimeter started to suffer from a strange neurological condition, the country’s new powers-that-be put an end to all human presence within the exclusion zone. An ongoing restoration of the area was no longer feasible. Responsibility for guarding the exclusion zone would be transferred to a private enterprise. The scientists and military withdrew from the area, and the checkpoints were abandoned. Nature would be left to run its course.

By the time the twentieth century was drawing to its close, a new generation had grown up in a world in which the Black Fallow Exclusion Zone formed a natural part of the local landscape. Life was full of playing soccer, and wrestling, and hockey trading cards, and most kids didn’t give the zone a second thought. Its fortified checkpoints and warning signs were the kinds of things that were simply glimpsed in passing on the way to qualifying matches and playoffs.

But for you and me it was different. Even in elementary school we were drawn to the perimeter. It’s how we first became friends. We would stroll along the plant-engulfed fences, lost in daydreams about the mysteries that lay hidden within. In the winding tunnels and hidden hollows of the blackthorn thickets we learned to read the Black Fallow’s ciphers. We crawled ever deeper into the innermost grottos of their untamed summer sprawls, and there on the cool earth we shared our most precious secrets.











The Key
I find it while carrying things up to my attic storage space after the divorce. There it is, at the bottom of an old cardboard box, buried under layer upon layer of unsorted papers, scuffed CD-Rs, and ancient pay stubs: a flat, silver key. From the hole in its black grip hangs a small, see-through plastic sphere on a chain.

It’s a miracle that it has survived this long. I have chanced upon it a few times over the years, during moves and big clear-outs with Annika, but every time I ignored it, along with all the feelings it brings.

This time I don’t. It’s not even a formulated thought, I just know I can’t let it disappear back into a box again. So I slip it into my pocket, and when I get back down to the apartment I put it in the kitchen drawer with all my rubber bands and plastic grips.

The next morning I wake up early from a troubled dream. I go to get a glass of water, and in the kitchen I suddenly feel the need to see the key again. I open the drawer and take it out. The head of the key is topped in a black plastic coating with an embossed logo. I run my thumb over the letters. Then I take the little plastic sphere and hold it up to the strip light above the sink. It’s a compass. It’s when I twizzle it, and the little pointer spins in its water-filled casing, that it suddenly dawns on me. I realize why I couldn’t throw it away. I know which lock it opens, and I know what I must do. In a way I have always known, but for over twenty years I have pushed the thought aside, and now it may be too late.

I go back up to the attic and dig out the box that the key was in. After a little rummaging I find it, among the papers at the very bottom: a blue plastic sleeve, and in it a bundle of dog-eared A4 papers. Through the plastic I can make out the printouts: topographic curves, waterways, dotted lines, and place names. These are your maps of the Black Fallow. I open the plastic sleeve and flick through page upon page of your pencil notes: mathematical formulas, hand-drawn graphs, diagrams. Finally I find what I’m looking for: a list of dates and times, each around eighteen years after the last. The font is small, using numerals alone: 06/20/1982-09:12, 09/17/2225-20:32, and so on. One line is circled: 11/02/2007-15:15. A quarter past three in the afternoon on the second of November 2007. I close my eyes and see the core’s red orb glowing out in the crater. Yes, I remember that day. The next line on the list reads:
12/14/2025-13:47
I exhale. That’s in three days. I can still make it.



So I’m sitting in this car on the assumption that the gate is still out there, almost two hundred miles away, twenty years after I last saw it. It was already old when you showed it to me. And even if it is still there, what’s to say the key will even work? The padlock must have rusted long ago—if it hasn’t been replaced. Still, none of that matters. If the lock doesn’t open I’m driving straight through the gate.
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Torsvik
I moved away in the fall of 1999. The last weekend in October, to be precise. I remember because DreamHack ’99 was held in the Glava Tower that year, and DreamHack is always around the last weekend in October. At the end of the LAN party Mom picked me and my computer up with the moving van.

Earlier that morning, you and I had ditched our computers for one last walk through Torsvik. In the fog we had rounded Äleby Bay all the way out to Grantorp Middle School, and there on the soccer field I promised to come back and see you for New Year’s Eve. If the ice was thick enough by then we could walk over the bay and climb the Glava Tower, and from there look out over the Black Fallow while the rest of the world saw in the new millennium.

But that never happened. While the rest of the world was ringing in the year 2000 I was staggering around Kungsträdgården with my new friends in Stockholm, chugging jungle juice from a plastic bottle.

From time to time you would write to me on ICQ, but my replies were always short. I had started high school by then, and the Black Fallow didn’t interest me anymore. I was in the humanities program, majoring in music. The teachers liked me, I had a girlfriend, and I spent my time hanging out with long-haired dudes who talked about Miles Davis and Jaco Pastorius. When we got a new computer I didn’t even bother to install ICQ, and after that we lost touch completely.
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Summer Graduation
The next time we saw each other was after high school in June 2003, when I came back to Torsvik due to skyrocketing levels of anxiety. It had crept up on me little by little, but by the spring of my senior year it was so intense and unshakable that it was affecting my attendance and grades. It’s hard to put into words what that anxiety was related to: I don’t want to call it an anxiety disorder or hypochondria, but every morning I woke up with this delusional sense of derealization and a deep-seated belief that I had developed something incurable and irreversible. Since there was nothing wrong with me physically, I drew the inevitable conclusion that I was becoming mentally ill.

Mom and my teachers wondered what had happened. Both the school counselor and my doctor said I was suffering from teenage depression—adolescence can be very tough—but I didn’t recognize those symptoms in myself. What I had didn’t feel like depression: every waking hour was a gauntlet of anxiety, and I needed constant distraction to prevent my thoughts from spiraling into a full-blown panic attack.

It was Mom who suggested I move back to Dad’s place in Torsvik for the summer. A change of scenery would do me good. Dad could teach me to drive and even set me up with a job, she said.

So Mom had spoken to Dad. She only ever called him when she had a problem with the car or was worried about me.

It was Dad who picked me up after graduation. He had driven all the way from Torsvik, and I had taken my bags with me to school that day. I waited for him away from the other students. He had misunderstood which parking lot to go to, but when he finally spotted me he honked his horn cheerily, and when he stepped out of the Volvo he clenched his fist in the air like some kind of freedom fighter. In the other hand he held a small bottle. He was wearing his silvery blazer, the one I recognized from photos of his and Mom’s wedding.
“Congratulations, kiddo,” he said, shaking my hand. He held out the bottle to me. “From Yvonne and me.”
I took it and pretended to be interested in what was written on the label.
“You have to be careful with bubbly, it’s stronger than you think.”
I gave him a hug, and then we got into the car and headed straight out of the city on Essingeleden before taking the E20 south, toward Södertälje and Torsvik. I never did open that bottle.






Driving Lesson
Dad had turned my old room in the basement into an office, but my bed was still there, and on my first morning I lay in it for a long time, looking up at all the objects on my former bookshelf. On the shelf between Dad’s account books and the complete National Encyclopedia he had placed what remained of my old things. There was the Guinness Book of Records 1992, the red one with a massive toad on the cover. A kids’ encyclopedia with rainbow stripes around the spine. Joe Kaufman’s Big Book About How Things Work. I saw the key cabinet I once made in shop class, the one with the door that never quite shut. And beside it my old Skurt puppet sat staring down at me. I got up, took three long strides over to the bookshelf, and turned Skurt around to face the wall. Then I flopped back into bed and curled up in the corner with my face to the fiber wallpaper.

At about ten o’clock I heard a car park on the gravel driveway outside the basement window. I hauled myself out of bed and tried to pull on my sweatpants. Footsteps on the stairs, a countdown to the inevitable small talk. There was a knock on the door. I ran my hands through my hair. Pointless: it was a mess either way. I opened the door to find Yvonne grinning at me, still in her riding trousers.
“My oh my, what a sleepyhead we have here!”
She smelled of stables. I lied and said I had drunk a little too much fizz at graduation. She laughed and wagged her finger at me. Whoopsie daisy.

Then she said that she had heard I was having a tough old time of it all—that things hadn’t worked out with the music. In a way maybe it was just as well, she said. Her nephew worked in music. He eked out a living, but he was always broke, and her sister was always worried about him. It could be a tough pill to swallow, but at some point we all had to quit playing and grow up. That was just the way it was. It was good that I was getting a handle on my driving. A license was a must.

Later, when Dad and I were out driving, he said that they were happy to have me there, and I said I was happy to be back. A few minutes later, when attempting to round a traffic circle in Strängnäs, I ended up in the wrong lane and got honked at from behind. I screeched to a stop in the first parking spot I could find. Dad looked at me with concern and was about to say something when I burst into tears. He asked me what was wrong, and I sobbed that I couldn’t take it anymore, that I wanted to die.
Dad drove us home in silence, and just as I was about to slink off to my room he said:
“Linus?”
I turned and looked at him. He was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, jingling his keys in his pockets. My eyes were stinging, and I could feel how red and swollen they were. Dad cleared his throat and said:
“Your driving is great. Everything’s going to be fine, you’ll see—you’re just overthinking it a little. I’m sure things will get better once you’ve started your job as a caretaker.”

















Devil’s Glass
The job that Dad had wrangled for me was as a caretaker at Valla Business Park. For my first week I was tending to the green spaces around Henck’s headquarters, and it was there that you and I met again.

At first I didn’t recognize you in your security guard’s uniform. You were slimmer and more angular than before, the childish roundness of your features completely gone. You asked what I was doing in Torsvik, but to my great relief you didn’t ask me how I was or how the music was going. I explained that Dad was teaching me how to drive, and you told me that you had passed your test the year before, which was how you had landed your full-time job as a security guard at Henck. In Torsvik their main job was guarding the exclusion zone’s perimeter, which called for off-road patrol cars.
“Check this out,” you said, swiping your firearm from its holster. I looked at the pistol in your hand.
“Help.”
You took out the magazine, pulled back the slide, and peered down the barrel. Then you handed me the gun. I weighed it in my hand. You said I could pull the trigger if I wanted—there were no bullets inside. I squeezed the trigger until it clicked.
“Eesh,” I said, handing the pistol over.
You took it, reloaded the magazine, and slipped it back into your holster.
“Ah, we get to use the shooting range as much as we want. It’s actually pretty fun once you get the hang of it.”

I picked a dandelion and blew off the seed pods. They drifted away slowly over the grass toward the parking spots.
You watched them go and said:
“Weird that the dandelions are white already.”
“Yeah. Feels sad.”
You waved your hand over the fuzzy flower heads. Clusters of seed pods detached and floated off weightlessly on the wind.
“Remember how crazy-long the summer vacations used to feel when we were kids? Now it’s like ‘poof,’ and it’s fall.”
“A summer back then felt like a whole year now,” I agreed.
Truth was, at that very moment I was feeling exactly the opposite—my anxiety was making the days pass more slowly than ever. You picked a blade of grass and tried to whistle with it between your thumbs. It made a pitiful squeal. I tried to do the same but couldn’t produce any sound at all. I rolled the blade of grass into a little ball, flicked it with my index finger, and tried to change the subject:
“Yup. So what’s going on with the Black Fallow these days?”
You tossed away your blade of grass and looked round, then leaned in and whispered:
“You. Have. No. Idea.”

You pulled something from your pocket—a small, glassy stone. You held it out to me, and I took it from your open hand and examined it. It was a smooth, dark turquoise with faceted sides, like a rough crystal. As I twisted and turned the stone in my hand its color changed, from turquoise to iridescent blues, purples, and reds.
“Devil’s glass from the Zero Point. In theory we’re not supposed to go there.”


The next day we walked down to the water and talked about the coming fall. You swept your boots over the shingles on the shore, and when you spotted something interesting you bent down and picked it up. You asked me if I had any plans. Something inside me was crying out to tell you about the deep hole that I had landed in, but I didn’t know how.
“I’ve kind of quit music.”
“But you were the shit on the piano.”
“Thanks, but I’m not.”
I told you about that sickening jazz festival that my school had been involved in, how the piano students from the other schools had played like professional jazz musicians, and how an old man had come up to me afterward and “encouraged” me to practice more scales. It was obvious that I was one of the least talented students.
“But why do you have to play jazz? Can’t you play whatever you want?”
“Nah, if you want to go to university there’s only jazz or classical to choose from. And I don’t like either. I really don’t want to do music anymore. Shit, three years down the can.”

It felt good to get to moan about something, at least. You told me that your mom seemed to want you to move to Eskilstuna and study at some adult education center. I hadn’t fully realized that you had missed all of high school.
“She thinks the pay’s too bad for me here. She wants me to be an engineer or something. But I really don’t want to quit my job at Henck, since then I’ll lose my in to the Black Fallow.”
“Haven’t you thought about doing something totally different? Like, leaving Torsvik?”
You hurled out a stone, sending it flying along the surface of the water. When it hit the crest of a wave it was sucked straight under with a muffled plop.
“Ah, you know what I’m like. I need my Fallow. Besides, Mom can’t get by without me. But it’s like she feels bad about that, like she’s got this idea into her head that what I’m really dreaming of is to mope around in an office in Stockholm and have a wife and kids and all that crap. As if the meaning of life is a good salary.”
I said this was pretty much what Dad had told me when I was fifteen and wanted to choose the humanities program for high school. There’s no money in music, he had said. He thought I should focus on getting a good education first, so that I wouldn’t close any doors.
“What’s the point of money if you’re dead inside?” you sighed while flinging another stone, this time in a high arc. We followed its course all the way down to the water. It dropped straight in, casting up a loud splash that fractured on the wind. You wiped the sand from your hands and said:
“I’m going down to Ullsta Bay after work to take pictures. Do you want to come?”



You stood out in the rye field, studying the tower intently through the camera’s display. A few steps right. Click. A few steps left. Click.
“Those yellow lights will soon be gone. It’s some new EU law. The sodium-vapor bulbs are being phased out. By 2010 all the old Swedish Machines lamps will have to be replaced. After that, all the light bands will glow white.”
You zoomed in on the camera and showed me. On the display the yellow bulbs were flickering, as though a dark strip were passing up and down the tower’s light bands. In the middle of one of the bands, a few white dots shone with a constant light.
“Why do the yellow bulbs pulse like that?”
“They’re sodium-vapor lamps, they’re actually flashing really fast. Fifty hertz, just like the electricity grid. They fall out of sync with the camera. It’s an interference pattern.”
“How many pictures of this stuff do you have?”
“Including all the ones I’ve taken out in the Black Fallow, I’d say probably over fifteen thousand by now. Files on my computer, that is. But they’re not artsy shots, exactly.”
“Still, that’s shitloads. You should make a book about the Black Fallow sometime.”
You moved a few feet away, found a new angle, and replied:
“I guess the only problem is there’s a total ban on photos inside. If it gets out that I’m the one who took them, I’ll probably lose my job. Or, like, go to jail.”
I ran my hand over the rye ears.
“What, for taking pictures?”
“Of course. The whole area is classified as a protected military site.”
“But that’s insane.”

I stood in silence for a while and watched you going through the images on your camera. Then I just up and said it—the words were out of my mouth before I even had a chance to think them:
“I have so much fucking anxiety, you know.”
You flipped the display back and looked up at me. I went on:
“Like, total anxiety.”
You looked at me thoughtfully, and I felt my chin start to quiver.
“Anxiety about what?”
And then I told you everything—about the anxiety that woke me up every morning, and about how scared I was that I was losing my mind. The words that welled out of me made me start to cry, and I was scared that you wouldn’t understand, that you would find my fear impossible to wrap your head around, pathological or ridiculous. I was prepared for you to laugh at me, but instead you said:
“If you feel sane but think that everyone around you is crazy, that’s when you need to worry. But if you feel crazy… then you’re probably pretty sane.”
This made me laugh out loud. I wiped my cheeks with my T-shirt.
“In that case I’m very sane.”
You hung the camera strap over your shoulder.
“Believe me. I should know, I’ve been in the psych ward.”






Fluid Orbs
After that you started to hang out with me after your morning shifts, and while I mowed the lawns you would lie on the grass with my backpack for a pillow and read Dragon Ball. We would eat lunch together down at the Harbor Grill, and sometimes you would even come in on your days off.

I just enjoyed your company. I may not have shared your obsession with the Black Fallow, exactly, but I liked to hear you talk about it. It felt safe, and it reminded me of when we were kids. Besides, you were full of strange facts—it was a little like turning on a documentary on the TV. I didn’t have to say much, and that suited me just fine.

It was exciting, too. I remember when the extent of your activities in the exclusion zone became clear to me. We were in your patrol car, the off-road Honda, on our way down to the harbor for lunch. You had been out in the exclusion zone for your night shift. Once we had parked outside the restaurant, you turned around and grabbed a bag from the back seat.

“Check this out.”
You opened the bag and showed me its contents. At the bottom lay some oily steel orbs.
“What the fuck are those? Boules?”
“Fluid orbs.”
You explained that they were the magnetic balls that spun inside the pincher ships’ engines. The Black Fallow was full of abandoned pinchers, and you knew how to get inside the engines and dismantle the cam-arches. Inside them lay the fluid orbs, and many of them were still full.
“What are you going to do with them?” I asked, and you looked at me like it was a stupid question.
“Sell them, duh. I’m taking them down to Bluewater after work. Martin Lunde has his workshop there. Want to come with?”
“Wait—you’re going to sell those orbs to Martin Lunde? Isn’t he a total skinhead?”
“He’s grown out of that now, these days he’s kind of a nerd. We usually play StarCraft together.”









Martin Lunde took the fluid orbs and folded them up in a towel that he carefully placed in a gym bag. He then got out his wallet and took from it a big wad of five-hundred-krona notes, counted five, and handed them over to you. You folded the notes and stuffed them in the pocket of your jeans, and then the two of you fist-bumped. It was a strange sight. The only interaction you and Martin Lunde had had in middle school was when he would shout “Jewtard” at you in the hallway.

Still, the side of you I saw then wasn’t actually new. You were exactly the same Valter as before—a kind of local fixer—it was just that when we were younger your clientele had consisted solely of Torsvik’s minimal circle of nerds. You were the one who always had the latest full version of every game and program. You were an expert in obscure horror films and Japanese series, and you always brought along a spare computer to the LAN parties, just to burn CDs. Valter Benjamin Roos, AKA r0se—the Pirate of Glava Bay.

You introduced me to Martin, who didn’t recognize me at first. When he finally twigged who I was, he exclaimed:
“Mr. Berger! Long fucking time.”
I mumbled a hello and held out my hand. He immediately grabbed it with his greasy mitt and gave it a vigorous shake while saying:
“So the two of you are hanging out again. You were thick as fucking thieves in middle school. Valter said you were studying music or something in Stockholm? I mean, you were our piano maestro in middle school.”
When I freed my hand from his grip I immediately felt the urge to wipe it, so I shoved both hands in my back pockets instead.
“Thanks. But I’m sick of all that, if I’m honest. Just loads of jazz and shit. By the end I was this fucking close to dropping out completely.”
“I get it, having to play all that old negro music. Heavy fucking Viking rock is the way to go.”
I gave a nervous titter and tried to think of something to say. You saved me:
“Stop being so racist, Martin, everyone knows you listen to Busta Rhymes in secret.”
Martin gave an angry grimace. “And why the fuck would I need to do that in secret!?”
He mimed landing an uppercut on your chin and mimicked the sound of a punch.
“Valter, you retard fuck, Busta Rhymes fucking represents! Watch yourself or I’ll unleash on your ass! Flipmode! Flipmode are the greatest!”
Martin’s cries turned into some kind of rap. I’m guessing it was a Busta Rhymes song. At the same time he pummeled the air in front of you. You playfully parried the blows and asked if he needed anything else in the workshop.
“Fidde needs some actuator injectors,” Martin puffed. He punched at your hand but somehow managed to miss.
“That can probably be arranged,” you said, holding up your hand. Martin took aim and slammed his fist into your palm, so hard that it made a loud smack. You waved your hand in the air and groaned. Martin grinned, shook his fist, and said:
“Nobody messes with this.”
Then he went back to rapping.








Äppelvägen 3
You still lived in your childhood home on Äppelstigen, and I felt like a giant as we walked through the spaces that we had played in as kids. By then your mom had moved down to the ground floor and you had the upstairs to yourself, but beyond that not much had changed. The kitchen looked identical: the same brown cabinets and kitchen table, the same red cooker from the seventies. Your mom still collected insects: on the living room wall hung large glass frames filled with mounted beetles and butterflies. Several new frames had been added over the years, but otherwise it looked like nothing had moved an inch. The only thing that had really changed was your room. You had gotten rid of your zebra fish, and where the aquarium had once stood there was now a large, modern desk with two huge nineteen-inch monitors. And, in the place of old stickers and game posters, the walls were now decked with maps compiled from printed A4 sheets that you had painstakingly pinned over the floral green textured wallpaper.

In high school we discussed politics and philosophy. We smoked cigarettes and listened to Bill Evans or the Esbjörn Svensson Trio, and we could quote dead philosophers by heart. Whenever we mentioned famous musicians we would use only their first names, and when we talked about philosophers only the surnames would apply. Miles, Bird, and Rigmor; Heidegger, Popper, and Hegel. Albums were known as cuts, the favorites always obscure avant-garde recordings from the sixties and seventies.

Your favorite album was the Final Fantasy VII soundtrack, and when you changed into your indoor clothes I saw that you had a big tattoo on your chest of Sephiroth, the game’s antagonist. Below it there was a quote—also from the game—in elaborate lettering:
What you remember – that is the illusion.
On your right shoulder you had another tattoo, of a small four-legged robot, and I knew straightaway what it was: an SM P133. You lit up when I guessed it right and said that you were sure I would have forgotten about all that. I told you that all through high school I kept doodling Swedish Machines robots all over my schoolbooks. I couldn’t help it; it was like some kind of muscle memory
  






Male Role Model
Hanging out at your place after work became the daily routine. Whenever I wasn’t working or doing driving lessons I just preferred to be there. At Dad’s there was nothing to distract me, but at yours I could watch downloaded series and play games. Sometimes I would sit and play on your computer for hours while you lay asleep in the bed beside me, and when you drove off to your night shifts you would drop me off at Dad’s along the way.

One evening before your shift you asked me to come out with you into the garden. You took me down to the old, clapped-out car that stood in the paddock behind your house. By the car you turned to me and said:
“Okay, promise you won’t tell anybody about this.”
Then you opened the trunk and leaned into the darkness. I don’t know what I was expecting—something exotic from the exclusion zone, maybe. Or some old Swedish Machines documents from your dad. Something clinked inside, and then you turned around with a shotgun in your hands.
“Check this baby out.”
You handed me the shotgun. It was heavy and cold, and the barrel was dotted with small snails. I felt its weight in my hands.
“It’s not loaded, is it?”
“Nah, it doesn’t work anymore.”
I grabbed the shotgun, raised it to my shoulder, and aimed it at a thicket. I squeezed the trigger, but it was stuck.
“Where the fuck did you get this?”
“It’s Dad’s.”
I froze and lowered the shotgun.
“Valter, the fuck? Why do you still have this?”
“Why not? It’s a real Benelli.”
“Shouldn’t the police have taken it?”
“Yeah, I know, they must have forgotten. But isn’t it kinda cool, anyway?”
“I don’t know, it’s fucking freaky.”
I handed the shotgun back to you. You held it in front of you and looked at it for a while. Then you said:
“Mom has no idea. You’re right. I should get rid of it.”

At home, Dad and Yvonne were watching TV in the living room. In the program, the boss of some German automotive factory was being interviewed while yellow robot arms assembled buses behind him. I flopped down into the empty armchair in the corner and said:
“Is that Trafikmagasinet? I thought the show got axed.”
“They fired Perstad,” Dad muttered. “He was skimming money for himself. There’s a beer in the fridge if you want.”
Yvonne immediately sprung up off the couch.
“Stay there, Linus, I’ll get it!” she said, and disappeared into the kitchen.
I told Dad that you had told me to say hi. He turned down the TV and spun his armchair to face me. He asked about you, about how you were doing these days. He had always liked you, he said, and he thought it was so tragic what had happened to your dad. He took a sip of his beer and said:
“Beyan should never have left him. The man may have been temperamental, but at the end of the day he was sick.”
Dad stared out at the evening sky through the window, the beer can in his hand. On the TV a yellow bus collided head-on with a concrete foundation slab. A slow-motion camera feed from inside the bus showed child-sized test dummies being hurled around among billows of loose stuffing and broken glass. Dad drained the last of his can.
“A boy that age needs a male role model. That’s why your mother and I waited until you were a little older to get divorced. Poor Valter.”
Yvonne came back with more beer and a bowl of pretzel sticks. She inserted herself into the conversation:
“Valter? Yes, poor thing. Twenty years old and still living with his mom. And the sight of her. What sort of life is that? Linus, you do know that he was in a mental hospital, don’t you?”
I wanted to tell her that I was well aware of that, that you had been in room 311 on the Oak Ward, and that I had visited you there every Saturday for six months—but I bit my tongue.











Christmas 2003
I didn’t feel it immediately, but us hanging out again was a turning point. Little by little the days started to get easier. One morning while I was brushing my teeth in Dad’s bathroom, it suddenly hit me that I was looking forward to getting a kebab with you at the Harbor Grill. A positive feeling. When had I last felt one of those? Now that I thought of it, I realized I hadn’t experienced any particularly intense anxiety in several days.

I never told you—maybe I wasn’t aware of it at the time—but I have given it plenty of thought over the years: you really did save me that summer. Something inside me had triggered months of terror, slashed my grades, and turned me into a recluse. And the mere knowledge that my brain could be so unpredictable was enough to plunge me into deep anxiety. Every morning started with a kind of realization, a conviction: My brain is broken. But when I told you about it, you just shrugged and said: “Oh, yours, too?” It may seem simple, but it meant a lot to me. I really want you to know that.

After that, we were just best friends again. I passed my driving test at the end of July, and in mid-August I left Torsvik again and moved into a student apartment in Sandviken, over a hundred miles away. I had been accepted into a music program at a community college in Forsbacka, but this time the distance didn’t come between us. We had a long email chain called “the Dregs” where we wrote all kinds of shit. The Dregs became our shared diary. You wrote about life in Torsvik: about work at Henck and your latest expeditions to the Black Fallow. And I could vent about everything going on at school: which teachers sucked, which ones were good, which courses were pointless, and which girls had dumped me.

Our lives were so different, but this time that was exactly what I needed. I felt like an astronaut out in space, and you were the technician in my control room. From back in Torsvik you could read all the gauges in my life-support systems and tell me when I needed to make adjustments.

When things were tough—when now and then the anxiety got its claws into me again—I would travel down to see you. You gave the perfect responses, and you always managed to calm me down. Sometimes you didn’t even need to say anything about the anxiety I was grappling with, specifically: just hearing you reel off your obscure facts about Swedish Machines or the Black Fallow had a calming effect on me.

I came down for Christmas, and after I had opened presents with Dad and Yvonne, you and I met up down at Ullsta Bay. The water had already frozen over in mid-December, and we had talked about climbing the Glava Tower, just like we planned to do four years before. We set out over the frozen bay. After half a mile or so we stopped. The ice was singing in the darkness, and the obstruction lights on the Glava Tower glimmered high above the dark forest on the other side. You took off your knitted gloves, breathed warm air into them, and put them back on:
“Fuck it’s cold.”
“Yeah. My toes hurt.”
We stood in silence and listened, our breaths gleaming in the moonlight. Somewhere in the distance a train horn echoed. In the end you turned to me and said:
“Wanna watch Ghost in the Shell instead?”
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The Year of the Badger
In spring 2004 you told me that you had found something out in the Black Fallow. Far inside the perimeter, in a place known as Nybble Heights, stood the Badger—an old off-road vehicle from the years after the accident, when research was still being conducted out in the exclusion zone. Since this research was overseen by the Ministry of Defense, almost all the relevant documentation had been classified, and the equipment used had been either destroyed or placed in secure storage in one of the country’s many secret military bases. But this one vehicle had somehow stayed on the island, and you hoped you might find classified documents on its internal computer system.

The Badger had figured in many a schoolyard myth. One kid swore that their cousin had found a working machine gun inside it, while another had heard whispers about a huge porn stash under the mattresses in the staff cabin. In 1997, Bengt Hammargren had painted the vehicle pink and used it to parade drunk kids around after his daughter Carola’s graduation. After that he had parked the Badger behind their barn. During the summers in middle school we would pass it every time we went down to Bråmölle Beach. In the fall of our last year of middle school Sebbe Lind broke into the Badger while drunk. He got caught, and Bengt reported him to the police.
The vehicle disappeared the following year, on Walpurgis Eve 2001, when three pupils from Bäcka High School hot-wired it and drove it into the Black Fallow. They were reported missing, and a major search operation was launched. Due to the exclusion zone’s extremely treacherous topography, a specially trained rescue team had to be flown in from France. The search operation lasted weeks, and for a while it was all they wrote about in the evening papers. But as time wore on and nothing but the abandoned vehicle was found, the newspapers’ interest started to wane. Then, when police fired on protesters during the 2001 EU summit in Gothenburg, they all had new things to write about and stopped reporting on the disappearance altogether.
The French were flown home, new warning signs were erected, and the families of the missing were paid home visits by decorated officers from the armed forces who explained that unfortunately it would be impossible to maintain the search.

You had a plan. The gist of it was that you and I would take your off-road patrol car, drive your computers all the way out to the abandoned vehicle, and copy over all the data from the Badger’s hard drives. With the Black Fallow’s precarious terrain this was a big undertaking: the journey there would take many hours, and we would have to spend the night in the Badger’s staff cabin.






Departure
I drove down from Forsbacka straight after the end of term, and you picked me up from Dad’s the same day. We packed enough supplies to last us three days. According to you we would be back in Torsvik the next day, but since in the Black Fallow time and distance were mutable concepts we would probably do better to be prepared in case we got lost. Your provisions consisted of Snickers, Risifrutti rice puddings, and Glockengold fruit drinks, but you also had several cans of food replacement drinks, which you packed into the Honda’s first-aid bag. Then in went the computers and the special cables that you would need to connect them to the Badger’s servers. We had to fold down the back seat to make space for the three empty diesel cans. They would hold around twenty-four gallons in all, which you hoped would be more than enough to keep the Badger’s system running overnight.

Before we set out for the perimeter we drove across to the gas station on the mainland. The car needed refueling, but more important we needed to fill the cans with diesel for the Badger. We split the cost, and as we were leaving the gas station I asked if your employer wouldn’t notice us racking up so many extra miles in their car.
“Henck rarely checks the mileage on the cars out in the Black Fallow. The counters don’t work properly out there anyway. All they care about is fuel consumption, and even that’s difficult to monitor. Distances are rarely constant out in the exclusion zone, so we always take a spare can with us on long shifts.”
“But that’s totally insane. How does it actually work?”
“It’s hard to explain. You’ll see.”



As soon as we left the highway north of Torsvik, the Black Fallow disaster’s impact on the surrounding nature was clear. The ridges bore large swathes of bare patches where trees couldn’t grow. From a distance they looked like irregular spots of clear-felled woodland, but the ground that was void of trees was bare and sandy. The abandoned houses became more and more numerous, and on the brush-topped slopes that flanked the roadsides drifts of abandoned cars had succumbed to the sprawl of vegetation. When we were kids we would roam the area on the hunt for unusual cars, old models from the island’s before-times: Opel Rekords, Ford Falcons and Taunuses, Saab 96s. I hadn’t been to this part of the island since, and it was as though time had stood still here—as though the wrecks and ruins were aging more slowly than the new builds.

In the car you talked nonstop. Apparently it wasn’t only the kids from Bäcka who had gone missing in the Black Fallow, but also some German tourists in the eighties. In 1994, a small one-man aircraft had accidentally entered the exclusion zone’s airspace, and it too had disappeared without a trace. It was all somehow linked to the mysterious weapon prototype. The Tetrahedron. You always spoke very animatedly when you were excited about something, and I had to keep interrupting you to have any chance of keeping up.
“Wait, what was the actual point of the Tetrahedron? What was it supposed to do?”
“Nobody knows exactly how it worked. Swedish Machines was involved in top secret research. Advanced weapons systems. Super-expensive experiments paid for by the USA.”
“Was it some kind of bomb or something?”
“Not exactly. Documents describe it as a kind of radiation gun that would be capable of penetrating the Earth’s crust to reach targets on the other side of the planet.”
“What kind of targets?”
“Military bases. Cities in the Soviet Union. They wanted to develop a weapon that could annihilate Moscow before their nuclear missiles even left the ground.”
“Where did you get all this?”
“Online. There’s a whole subculture of people doing research into it.”
You threw me a worried glance and asked:
“Are you really keeping an eye on the map?”
I was sitting with my thumb on the circled milestone.
“Yeah, if I’m right we just passed old Håsta, so the perimeter should be on the other side of that grove.”


All that remained of Håsta Checkpoint was an abandoned guardhouse and a rusty sliding gate. You unlocked the padlock and together we pushed the gate aside. Back in the car, you took a large orienteering compass from the glove compartment and handed it to me.
“Compasses don’t work normally here. The strong magnetic fields at the Zero Point make all compasses point that way. So if you don’t want us to go completely off course, it’s important that you read my instructions on the map. We have to constantly compensate for the Zero Point’s effect on the compass needle.”
You explained that this too was caused by the Tetrahedron. It had torn reality apart. This had something to do with a gravitational pulse triggered by the explosion. It had twisted the space-time continuum in some way, making the terrain around the Zero Point extremely difficult to traverse.

The Black Fallow Exclusion Zone was, you recounted, in actual fact a protected area established around a “non-Euclidean geography,” as you called it. A non-Euclidean geography was an expanse where one could travel in a straight line yet still move in a circle. If you turned east in the wrong place you might end up two miles west. One valley would lead to another, which in turn would lead back to the first, without your ever changing course. Attempts had been made to map this impossible geography. Landscapes within landscapes, folded like origami. To find the maps charted of the area was your biggest dream.

I don’t know how much I actually believed what you were telling me, but at school we had all been taught that the Black Fallow was contaminated in some way. And that we shouldn’t play in the gravel pit behind the gym: there was something in the sand there, a poison that had rained down on the island after the disaster. I asked you about those, but you said they were just cock-and-bull stories.
“All those rumors stem from the fact that many of the people who worked on the cleanup in the eighties became mentally ill. At first they thought it had something to do with toxins, but it turned out to be linked to the extremely robust non-Euclidean activity inside the exclusion zone at the time. It had such a strong effect on the cleanup workers’ brain cells that many of them never recovered. But that was never officially revealed, since it was classed as a military secret.”
“Give me a break. Is this more stuff you’ve read about on your forums?”
“No, it’s stuff I read about in my dad’s classified medical records.”
You caught sight of something and nodded in its direction.
“Look. M/S Europa.”
I peered through the window, and from between the passing tree trunks I caught flashes of something monumental up on the ridge.



We passed the massive airship in silence. A dreamlike sensation grew inside me, and it wasn’t just down to the hulk’s proportions. There was something about the whole landscape. The further we traveled into the exclusion zone, the more it felt like the present was dissolving. The calendar year 2004 with its months and days of the week faded into obscurity as we traveled further and further into a forgotten, dateless memory.

Eventually we came to a stop on a windswept sand plain. A short distance away stood an armored crawler that looked like it had been used in some kind of military target practice. You wanted to take pictures. The air out on the plain was hot and still, and it smelled of pine resin, diesel, and oil. There was another note to the smell, too, one that made me stop short. The only sound to be heard was the crunch of cones under your boots as you rounded the car. I looked out over the plain.
“There’s something about the air here. I can’t put my finger on it. It smells of something. Train tracks? Or, nah… like a gas station? It’s some memory I have from when I was very small. But… like even further back? What the fuck is that?”
You hung the camera strap over your shoulder and replied:
“Shadow memories.”
You adjusted a setting on your camera and started taking pictures of the armored crawler. While doing so you explained that the universe we lived in was just one of an infinite number of parallel universes. Normally no information passed between them, with the exception of certain laboratory experiments in which scientists were studying teeny tiny rays of light and the shadows that they cast. But, according to you, the Black Fallow was a place where parallel universes met. The accident was what had triggered it, of course: it was all because of the Tetrahedron. Out here the interactions between neighboring universes were also greater and more complex than in the scientists’ laboratories. That was why it was so easy to get lost.
The closest universes were the most like our own, with parallel versions of you and me all doing almost exactly the same things, at exactly the same time as us. What I was feeling there was the shadow cast by my parallel selves onto my thoughts in this universe. This phenomenon had been discovered through research into the effects of prolonged stays in the exclusion zone. The researchers called it “neurological tunneling.” It had something to do with how tiny electrons and the like behaved inside brain cells.
You took hold of a cable that was hanging from the armored crawler and started to climb the back of its bullet-riddled hulk. Once you were up, you looked down at me and said:
“You remember things you experienced in other universes. Shadow memories.”
Then you whipped the cables like reins and cried:
“Yee-haa!”
  











The Crawler
You drove the car into a shallow depression, applied the handbrake, and turned off the engine. On the mound beside us lay a huge burned-out crawler, rusted and riddled with holes. You pointed up at its long, looping tentacle legs.
“The legs are full of trickle wax. That sells for five grand a pound.”
You pressed a button under the steering wheel and the car’s trunk popped open. Then you hopped out and walked back to the trunk, where you started fiddling with something. I opened the door and jumped out. The tracks your boots had left in the fine black powder on the ground resembled the astronauts’ first footsteps on the moon. I looked up at the crawler and drew a deep breath. The strange scent was there again, but this time I also remembered something else. Something I knew I had actually experienced.
“Wasn’t our hiding place in one of those?”
You slung your backpack on.
“Kinda. That one was a Norrland crawler. A Telemark 120. Only it was much smaller. This is a 233. It’s about twice as big.”
You made your way up toward its spherical body. I watched you go, suddenly aware that I had unwittingly opened the door to a very sensitive topic.

The ash made my steps heavy. When we reached the hulk, you pulled off your backpack and took out your water bottle. As you drank the words just flew out of me:
“Remember what we did in that crawler?”
You lowered the bottle and wiped your mouth, and then you said:
“You always wanted to jerk off in there.”
“Me!? YOU were always jerking off in there.”
“Oh come on, you’re the one who was always going on about it.”
You took another swig from the bottle. I wasn’t about to let you describe our past like that.
“Oookay, Valter—so it wasn’t you who wanted me to try out Sebbe Lind’s technique on you?”
You smirked and said:
“What—spitting in your hand? Haha, shit, man, he’d hyped that up so much.”
I took the bottle from your hand and downed a swig. You looked at the landscape pensively and said:
“Sebbe Lind was a massive fucking jerk-off. Dude could have gone pro.”
I handed the bottle back to you and said:
“Those were the days, haha.”
You screwed on the cap and put the bottle back in your backpack. Then you dug out a large plastic container and a pair of work gloves.
Once the gloves were on, you looked at me and asked:
“Did you ever do it with anybody else?”
“What do you mean? Another guy? Nope. You?”
You shook your head.
“Nope.”
I stared out into the quivering summer air. My pulse was pounding in my ears. Finally I said:
“Okay, but then where do you stand, orientation-wise?”
You said nothing, simply fished a bundle of plastic freezer bags from your backpack and disappeared into the shadows below the crawler. I followed you. You lay down on the ground right next to a gigantic tentacle arm that protruded from the underside of the body. Then you said:
“Well, I guess I get turned on by both guys and girls.”
Then you disappeared under the body. I became aware that my thigh was twitching, so I sat down on the ground and crossed my legs. I didn’t know what to say: if the conversation kept heading in this direction, then soon we would be nearing a minefield. I tore some long, yellow blades of grass from the ash and tried to make a little bow out of them.
“Yeah yeah, I agree—or I mean, I’m the same. But I mean I definitely only fall in love with girls… and I’m pretty sure I’m not gay. Sometimes I fucking wish I was, haha, but honestly: I can get so fucking hard just thinking about guys.”
I suddenly realized I was the only one talking. The only sound to be heard was the metallic scrape of whatever it was that you were doing down there in the dark under the rusty hulk. I had said too much. After what felt like an endless, agonizing silence, you finally reappeared. You slung the freezer bags on the ground, now full of a black, sticky wax. Wiping your greasy hands off on a rag, you said:
“Okay, just say it.”
“Say what?”
“You want to do it again.”
“What, you and me? Get a fucking grip!”
For a second I was terrified that I had misunderstood your question—that you had meant it more generally—but you just shrugged, squatted down, and started packing the bags into the plastic container. I cleared my throat, got to my feet, and said:
“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that. But you get it. We can’t.”
You clicked the lid of the container shut and looked up at me.
“Yeah, maybe it is a bad idea.”
I looked on as you packed the plastic container into the bag, feeling my leg start to shake again. You put on your backpack and said:
“Let’s go.”
We walked back to the car in silence.
















The Torn Towers
For the next few hours we tiptoed around the subject. There were lots of hulks that you wanted to photograph. By this point the navigation was also demanding more of my attention, and I had to keep a close eye on the compass needle. We were supposed to keep heading in a northerly direction, but which way was north was changing all the time. The route that you had drawn on the map was split up into lots of short sections, each one marked with a small line and a degree value to indicate what course we should take.
“The degrees are to offset the impact of the Zero Point. Wasn’t easy to figure them out, let me tell you.”
Henck’s maps didn’t extend this far inside the perimeter, you explained. To navigate these stretches you needed the military’s maps, but they were all encrypted.
“Plus they used a very complex map projection that it’s taken me years of trial and error to reverse-engineer.”
I tried to follow your instructions as best as I could, and it seemed to work. I didn’t understand everything that you were telling me, but that didn’t matter all that much—this was your adventure, and I was just happy to be along for the ride. But there was something else, too. What had been said at the crawler had opened a door that couldn’t be closed. This journey wasn’t just about the Black Fallow anymore—it was about more than that. I had no idea how the day would end.

We stopped by some cargo ships that looked relatively intact. I asked you about it.
“What’s weird about the Tetrahedron is that it seems to have affected some areas much more than others. These ships look almost untouched. And, as you can see, the soil here looks different, too. Less ash. I think it’s because of how things were flipped by the gravitational pulse. Right now, we’re not actually standing where we think we are in relation to the Zero Point. This area is like a little bubble that actually belongs somewhere else, somewhere much closer to Torsvik. Maybe even to another time.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“I don’t know. But see those towers over there on the horizon? Zoom in on one of them with the camera and take a picture.”
I did as you told me. We looked at the picture on the display.
“Recognize them?”
I tried to remember. Yes, I did recognize them.
“They’re the towers we could see from the hill behind our after-school club.”
“Bingo. The Ursa Towers. Funny thing is, they were all torn down in 1999.”
You started to head back to the car. I stared at the picture, stunned. I looked up from the camera and over at the towers on the horizon. There was no denying that they were there.

You were almost back at the car. I hurried to catch up with you.
“But that’s completely impossible! Valter! You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”
You stopped at the car and sighed.
“No, I’m not. They demolished those towers during DreamHack ’99. Remember Stocking Fillers?”
I did. Stocking Fillers was Marcus and Henrik’s intended entry to the Wildcompo contest at DreamHack ’99. They had clipped together a basic animation in CorelMOVE that mostly just consisted of Santa Claus railing Mrs. Claus from behind, to the tune of a sped-up “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.”
“Henrik and Marcus’s masterwork.”
“Exactly. Remember why they missed the deadline?”
“Oh shit. Marcus started going on about those towers getting blown up. He tried to get us all to go down to Ullsta Bay to watch. Fuck.”

Then you showed me something extremely strange. Up on a twisting gravel ridge lay an abandoned freighter. Parts of it had been ravaged by fire at some point, but otherwise it actually looked pretty new. An old model, maybe, but certainly not rusted or warped. Inside the ship’s galley there was a refrigerator, and in it we found a glass bottle that contained a white liquid. The bottle was labeled with a piece of tape with handwritten letters that spelled out a name:
Reuben T.
Thing is, the bottle was ice-cold. It had been a hot summer’s day, and by that hour of the evening the ship was airless and stifling, the temperature inside the refrigerator no different from that outside. You handed me the bottle and said:
“Every time I’ve been here this bottle’s been cold.”
The bottle was dappled with pearls of condensation, and it was so cold that it was as if someone had just turned off the fridge. I twisted the cap and studied the liquid inside, which looked just like fully drinkable milk.
“Maybe it’s some chemical process in the milk. If it even is milk, that is.”
“Maybe. But still. Isn’t it weird?”
All of it was weird. In the car I asked you what your plan was.
“What plan?”
“I mean, shouldn’t you contact some scientists or something? Like a physicist or something. They should check out your theories.”
“They already have. These aren’t my theories—you haven’t even heard them yet. All of this is relatively well documented. This is a non-Euclidean zone; that’s what happens in them. The milk, the compass, the towers—it all comes back to that. That’s why they closed it off.”
I let it go. On the dunes outside, the shadows were starting to stretch toward twilight in the east, and a fine mist was settling in the dark depressions between the peaks.













Nybble Heights
When we finally reached Nybble Heights it was starting to get dark. Heavy clouds had rolled in over the island, and somewhere in the west the sun was drifting toward the horizon. An overcast valley unfolded before us, and down on the slope, there it stood: the Badger. At first it looked tiny among the giant burned-out crawler hulks, but as we drew closer I realized just how big it was. You could have almost driven the Honda right under it. Once we had parked, I looked up at the giant vehicle that towered up over the Honda and said:
“How the hell are we going to get the diesel in that?”
You unbuckled your seat belt and replied:
“Through some extremely heavy lifting.”

To reach the fuel cap, you had to climb up onto the viewing platform that jutted out from the rear of the vehicle. It was difficult enough just getting the three eight-gallon cans that you had brought with us out of the Honda, and that looked microscopic next to the Badger. There was no way that we would be able to get them up the ladder. But of course you had a plan. You climbed the ladder and, up at the top, you took a rope out of your backpack, looped it around the railing, and then dropped one end down to me. I tied the rope to the handle of a can, after which you hoisted it up. Once we had gotten all three cans up and shunted them over to the engine-room door, we had to stop to catch our breath. I felt the steel handle of the door.
“But it’s locked.”
You felt around in your pocket, and with a clink you pulled out a small key.
“Ta-da.”
“Where did you get that?”
“Online. I’m not the only one who likes old Swedish Machines merch.”

Getting the fuel into the tank was a nightmare—the cans had no decent filling nozzles—but after a lot of wrangling we had managed to get about twenty of the twenty-four gallons of diesel we had brought with us inside. We went up to the cockpit, and you jumped into the driver’s seat, put the key in the ignition, and turned it. The engine gave a rumble, and the whole vehicle started to shake. Lights flickered on in the control panels, and all of a sudden the cockpit was filled with the pungent stench of diesel exhaust. The panels were full of small controls and glowing buttons, but you seemed to know which ones to press.
“Let’s see now. Electricity. Engine. Driveshaft. Arms. Radar.”
“What are you doing?”
“I’m shutting down everything we don’t need. All we want is power for the computers and heat. Check this out.”
Pointing at a square button that was glowing yellow, you exclaimed:
“We have a loading ramp!”



Once we had ferried your computers up to the vehicle’s command center, I went back down to the car and fetched our sleeping bags. By the time I got back you had already gained access to the vehicle’s computer system. You were completely engrossed by the information on the screens.
“Found anything?”
“Yeah, shitloads. But most of it seems to be encrypted.”
“Can you do anything about that?”
“I don’t know. I think so. It’s probably a Beurling crypto. Even though it’s old, it’s a pain in the ass to crack.”
“Shit, I’m sorry.”
“No, I mean I was hoping it would be encrypted. If it wasn’t it would be worthless. Beurling crypto means the data probably has the highest security classification. I love this kind of stuff.”

I walked into the staff cabin, which contained a bathroom and two sets of bunk beds. I spread out our sleeping bags over the filthy mattresses on the lower bunks, then peeked inside the bathroom. It was minimal, but it had a small shower, a stainless-steel toilet seat, and a small sink, all caked in yellow limescale. There was a skylight in the ceiling, and from the shower’s seaweed-green drain some ferns stretched up vainly toward the light. Next to the sink there was a small steel cup, into which I put our toothbrushes and toothpaste. Beside it I placed the toilet roll and the half-gallon bottle of water that we had brought with us.

I went outside and took some pictures of the vehicle and the bank of fog that had swept in around the hills down in the valley. It was eleven o’clock, and the darkness that had descended over the landscape made all the images grainy. When I came back inside you were brushing your teeth in the bathroom. You spat in the sink and said:
“I can’t do much more now. The computers are transferring all the files. It looks like it’s going to take all night.”

We climbed into our sleeping bags. The staff cabin was lit by the dim red glow of a heater up in the ceiling. We said nothing. The only sounds to be heard were the dull hum of the diesel engine and the whirr of the heating element. I couldn’t stop thinking about what you had said earlier on, back at the crawler. In the end I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I said:
“Maybe it is a good idea.”
You replied straightaway:
“I was waiting for you to say something.”
“Yeah, uh… I mean, why not? Just for fun. For kicks. Fuck it. It’s not like I want to cuddle or anything. I can’t sleep anyway.”
“Ah, so you need a helping hand to… relax? A little private massage, so to say?”
“Nah. I mean, only if you need one, too.”
“I’m happy to do it.”
I lay quietly with my hands over the cold sleeping bag, barely daring to look at you. On the underside of the slats above me someone had written Bob Marley never died. Finally I dared look you in the eye.
“Okay then.”
“So yes as in you want to?”
I could feel how much I wanted it, and I really didn’t want you to lose heart, so I said:
“Yes, Jesus. Just you asking has kinda gotten me hard… haha.”
“Okay, I’ll come over.”
You climbed out of your bed, walked over to mine, and perched on the edge. We sat like that for a while, looking at each other nervously. I said:
“Hmm, awkward… haha.”
“Yeah, let’s get going.”
I unzipped my sleeping bag.
“Okay, but no complaining about how my dick looks.”
“I already know.”
“Yeah, but still. It’s been a while.”
I was just about to pull back the top of my sleeping bag when I hesitated. You looked at me questioningly and I said:
“You won’t fall in love with me or anything?”
“Oh no. For me sex and romance are completely different things.”
“Mm, same here.”
I opened the sleeping bag. You looked at my body and the goose bumps forming on my skin and I felt very naked. I shuffled over and you lay down next to me on the bed. I was so damn nervous. And horny. You spat in your hand, and I said:
“Wow, a real pro hand job?”
You told me to shut up, then you wrapped your hand around me, and I closed my eyes.

I had been afraid that I would feel ashamed as soon as it was over. As I lay there sapped, waiting for you to come back with the paper from the bathroom, I was braced for the shame to wash over me. But it didn’t. Instead I just lay there and watched you as you wiped off my belly. You smirked and said:
“Jeez, Linus! What a mess!”
“Haha, you spaz. It’s your fault anyway.”

You climbed back into your sleeping bag and after a while I said:
“Can you find your way back?”
But you didn’t reply. You were already asleep.


I woke up early the next morning. The diesel engine had fallen silent, and the staff cabin was damp and cold. I looked over at you. You were sound asleep in your sleeping bag, and I could hear the faint rattle of your snores. I pulled on my sweatpants and shoes, stepped out onto the viewing platform, and lit a cigarette. The barren valley lay shrouded in fog, and I thought about how the previous night had ended. I shook my head and couldn’t help but smile: it was so crazy that it had really happened. I flicked the butt over the railing.

When I came back into the cabin, you were sitting up in bed, rubbing your eyes.
“Morning.”
You yawned and asked if I had slept well.
“Yeah, shit, I haven’t slept that deeply in ages.”
“Maybe not such a surprise after your mega-batch.”
“Haha, shut up. I’ve been… understimulated.”

We brushed our teeth out on the viewing platform, rinsing our mouths with the last of the water we had brought with us. I spat it out over the railing.
“The water tastes weird.”
You smelled the bottle.
“I don’t smell anything.”
I gulped a few times, trying to make out the taste.
“I mean it’s not bad, exactly. Kinda sweet. Vanilla.”
“That’s the rice puddings.”
I looked out over the valley. Beyond the sprawling pines on the other side the sky had taken on a pink hue. I looked at you and asked:
“Hey, I was thinking… what if we get sick, too? Like your dad.”
You buttoned up your jacket.
“Don’t worry. He was transporting soil samples from the Zero Point just after the accident, when the non-Euclidean effects were at their strongest. It’s been safe to be out here ever since Henck took over the perimeter patrols, and that was five years ago.”
I looked over at the pink horizon, where the air had started to glow. From somewhere in the fog down in the valley I heard the lonely call of a bird. I breathed in the cool morning air through my nose, and as I exhaled that taste filled my mouth again. It was like vanilla tea.

We topped up the engine with the last of the diesel and checked that the computers had managed to copy everything over from the vehicle’s servers. Once that was done we started packing up. It was just after 4 a.m. when we started the Honda and set out for home. We followed the compass as you said, and soon we were back at the checkpoint. When we reached the highway I fell asleep, and you only woke me when we were back in Torsvik.

It would be over a year before anything similar happened again.
  








Outside the car, endless winding concrete roads pass me by. The transport landscapes of satellite towns. Warehouses, data centers, and retail parks flash past in a perpetual stream, like driftwood on a fetid river.

How the fuck have I put up with this place for so long?

I’m not even a city person. You were right, but I refused to listen.

Okay, I take that back. Let me lay the blame on you for a while. In a way, isn’t it only understandable that I didn’t want to stay? I mean, you basically never set foot outside Torsvik, and you were still living with your mom. Forgive me for thinking that there might be more to this world than that fucking exclusion zone. I could never have known that the world outside would be such a disappointment. But nor could you.

Honestly, I don’t know what I’m talking about. I guess I was jealous. All you ever needed were those hulks out on the exclusion zone’s incinerated ash plains. You could see so much meaning in so little, while I searched everywhere but found fuck-all.
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Glava Rock
It happened at Glava Rock the following year. As usual the festival was held on Nällsta Heath, and when I got there they were arranging some kind of group photo for all the stewards. You were the one who would be taking it, and everyone was goofing around in front of the camera. Most of the stewards were younger than us, born in ’85 and ’86, but Henrik Ek and Marcus Svensk were there. When they saw me, they let out some kind of howl of joy, pointed at me, and shouted:
“LINUS! YOU FUCKING TRAITOR! GET IN HERE!”
Henrik had grown sideburns and a patchy goatee, and Marcus was maybe a little broader in the shoulders, but otherwise they looked basically the same as they had in middle school. Marcus slung his arm around my neck and pulled me in front of the camera, while Henrik lay down on the floor in front of us with his hand on his hip, posing as a sexy girl. You took some pictures, then Marcus kicked Henrik and they started to wrestle, which ended with Henrik pretending to hump Marcus from behind. Everyone laughed.

Then Martin Lunde strolled up beside you and asked if you had brought “Dogge’s gear.” You patted your trouser pocket by way of a reply and gave him a thumbs-up. He dragged us off into the festival’s VIP area, where we met a short guy with a goatee who seemed to recognize you. When he shook your hand he leaned in and gave you a few strong claps on the back. He was wearing a tank top, and around his right arm snaked a huge tattoo of a billowing Swedish flag and a knight with a massive sword in front of it. Below the knight there was some text in Gothic lettering. When I realized Dogge was looking at me I quickly tore my gaze from his tattoo. You whispered something in his ear and handed him a little black bag that he discreetly slipped into his back pocket.

When we left the clubhouse, I asked you what you had given him.
“Lubberhowl.”
“Give me a break.”
“That’s what it’s called! It’s a kind of synthetic upper from the exclusion zone. The army’s own recipe.”
“You really are a little pusher. Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?”
“It’s not classed as a drug.”
“Yet.”
“I doubt it ever will be—it was produced in tiny volumes and, as far as I can tell, only here at the Åkerö facility. Nobody knows it even exists anymore.”

Around midnight we left the festival area and made our way through the sheepfold down to the water. We sat down on the still-sun-warmed rocks while the festival’s bass lines pulsed through the thick foliage behind us. Beyond the ridge on the other side of the water loomed the Glava Tower with its red obstruction lights. I asked you about the lubberhowl, if you ever took it yourself.
“Fuck no, it would make me a total pain in the ass, haha.”
“Why, what happens? Does it get you jacked up or something?”
“Jacked like fuck. You’d have to hit me over the head with a rock to get a word in.”
“So in other words nothing changes.”
“Fuck you.”
You shuffled down the rock to feel the water.
“It’s fucking tropical, come on, let’s get in!”

We stripped off and tottered out into the water on the slippery rocks. About six feet out, the bed dropped away beneath us in a black precipice. When the water was up to our shoulders we stopped for a while. The lights of the Glava Tower’s parking lot twinkled like stars, and I thought I could feel the Earth rotating beneath us. You dove under and started to swim across the bay. I took a deep breath, dove down, and pulled myself along the rocks, until the lake bed plunged away into an icy darkness.

After that we sat naked on the rocks. I couldn’t help but look at your body, and in the end I blurted out that I still owed you for that pro massage from the summer before. You were facing the water and didn’t say a word, and after a while the shame started to seep through me.
“Welp, forget I said that, I’m just horny.”
Then you stood up, wrapped the towel around yourself, and said:
“Come on, let’s go. We can’t fucking lie here getting eaten alive by mosquitoes. A pro massage calls for a warm bed.”

When we got back to your place the sky was already starting to lighten in the east. At the front door you told me to go out to the field wagon and turn on the radiator while I waited. You wanted to take a shower first, you said.
I made my way down through the dark garden and over to the blackcurrant bushes that bordered the neighboring field. There stood the old military wagon that you had fixed up in spring so that I wouldn’t have to stay with Dad when I came to visit. I climbed the front steps and opened the door, then reached into the darkness to fumble around for the main switch. It was located on a small control panel just above the inside of the door. When I flipped it on a strip light flickered to life, and for a few seconds the whole interior flashed in a pale green strobe light. Once the light was steady I stepped inside and turned on the electric convection heater that stood on the mat by the bed. I took off my shoes, made the bed, and undressed. Then I climbed in under the comforter. The bed linen felt cold and damp and it smelled of tent. I pulled the comforter up to my chin and clasped my hands between my thighs.
By the time you finally arrived the wagon was starting to warm up. You were wearing a dressing gown, and on your feet you had a pair of way-too-tight clogs that you carelessly kicked off. When you took off your dressing gown your skin looked green in the dim fluorescent light. You turned down the heat on the radiator, slung a pack of condoms on the bed, and said:
“These field wagons have great insulation—they’re built to retain heat north of the Arctic Circle. Swedish Machines developed this totally new insulation material so that rangers in Norrland wouldn’t have to cart around loads of unnecessary fuel when out in the field. In the eighties the US ordered several thousand units, but they pulled out of the deal after production had started. That’s why they’re so common around here.”
“Nothing turns me on like industrial history.”
“Zip it, you moron!”
You picked up a pillow and threw it in my face, then you climbed in under the comforter beside me.

Afterward, I shuffled into the field wagon’s tiny bathroom and sat down on the toilet to pee. I tied up the condom and threw it into the small trash can under the sink.
“Imagine if Martin and Sebbe knew what we get up to,” I said, staring at the small lump of beige latex lying among the cigarette butts and crumpled wet wipes.
Out in the bed you were lying face down, your head burrowed in the pillow. The comforter lay half kicked onto the wagon floor. You turned your head up to face me and blew away some black locks that had flopped over your face.
“Ah, they could do with a little more cock in their lives.”
When I was done in the toilet I pulled on my boxers and sweatpants. My knees were still shaky. I pulled the packet of cigarettes from my jacket pocket, opened the door, and lit one. The air outside was cool and quiet. Out in the yellowing reeds, thousands of grasshoppers were chirruping. Somewhere off in the distance, fall and Stockholm were approaching. I took a drag and said:
“Maybe then they’d be less racist.”
You turned over in bed and mumbled with your eyes closed:
“The untold benefits of the male G-spot.”

Once I had stubbed out my cigarette, I picked the dressing gown up off the floor and threw it over you.
“Hey, up to your room now, I want to sleep.”
You pulled the dressing gown off your face and sat up in bed.
“Yeah yeah, I’m going. I’m so fucking beat. Okay.”
You got up, put on the dressing gown, and stepped out onto the grass with your clogs in your hand. Then you looked up toward the sky. A lone star was shining. You pointed at it and said:
“Vega. It’s getting darker now.”
Then you squeezed your feet into your mom’s clogs and tottered off through the garden.










The next day we ate at the Harbor Grill. All morning you had been talking about Eknäs, the research station built after the disaster in order to map out the Black Fallow and study the Tetrahedron’s effects. Eknäs had been your dad’s workplace. Over the past year you had mentioned it in your emails: when going through your dad’s files you had found something about an old tunnel out near the gravel pit at Ullsta Point that you thought led to the facility, but you hadn’t wanted to go there without me.

“So what’s insane about Eknäs is it looks like they tried to dig tunnels under the entire exclusion zone. But they could never get them to meet. It’s, like, impossible to build such a big, coherent structure within a non-Euclidean geography.”
Eventually you shoved a big forkful of kebab and fries into your mouth, and finally there was a moment’s silence. I had dropped a napkin into my glass and sat watching it for a while as it slowly turned brown. You were about to open your mouth again when I got in there first:
“Did you see what it said on—what’s his name—Dogge’s arm?”
“Uh, some corny Viking shit, I guess.”
“ ‘Bane of Sodom.’ ”
“So? That’s his band. What does it even mean?”
“I think Sodom is that city in the Bible that was destroyed by God because there were too many gays there. Hence the term ‘sodomy.’ ”
You sighed.
“And?”
“Well, it feels kinda off that you’re hanging out with him, if I’m honest.”
You looked around. Outside, the kitchen staff were smoking. You leaned in toward me and whispered angrily:
“Who gives a crap? First, I really don’t think Dogge and Martin believe in all that bullshit. It’s just a front. Second, neither you nor I are gay.”
I shrugged and replied:
“But given our secret hobby, you can’t fucking call us straight, either.”
You snorted.
“Why not? It’s not like we’re in love with each other or dancing around in thongs when nobody’s looking. But does it even matter? It’s 2005, for fuck’s sake. Who gives a shit?”
I crumpled up my last napkin and threw it on my half-eaten kebab, then I got up, pulled on my hoodie, and said:
“Uh, the Bane of Sodom guys, I guess. They aren’t exactly the Village People.”
I took my tray and walked it over to the trolley. You quickly gathered up your trash and did the same. As we stepped through the door, you asked:
“Who are the Village People?”

As we walked to the gravel pit we were caught by an unexpected cloudburst and took shelter under the porch of a nearby summer cottage. Drops the size of grapes rattled down on the plastic covering above us. A gruel of needles and pine cones flowed from the rooftops. They gathered in drifts between the rinsed-clean pine roots before forming rivulets that carved a path toward the lake. Its formerly glassy surface had been transformed into a seething haze.
Suddenly the sun broke through the clouds and the wet ground started to steam in the heat. After passing the road barrier that prevented unauthorized vehicles from entering the plot, we walked on down a brushy path that weaved its way over the hollowed gravel ridge. The path eventually led us downward through an overgrown ravine, to what appeared to be a concrete bunker. It had no real door, just a rectangular opening in the concrete that led into pitch-black darkness. You stopped at the entrance and started rummaging through your bag.
“This is where the tunnel starts,” you said, pulling out a flashlight.
“No way. It’s pitch-black.”
You tested the flashlight by flicking it on and off a few times, then you flashed it in my eyes and said:
“Chicken.”

Inside the tunnel the air was musty, and it felt cold compared to the steaming ravine outside. In the flashlight’s glare we saw that the sandy ground was covered in the same black powder as out in the exclusion zone. A cable snaked over the ground, and we followed it into the darkness. After a while we had gone far enough that the daylight from the opening behind us no longer cut through the black. As soon as we set foot outside the flashlight’s beam we were completely enveloped by a dense, compact darkness. After a while the air started to change, growing warmer and more humid. We had been walking for maybe five minutes when I felt the ground begin to slope downward, and the air was now so hot that it was getting uncomfortable. When my nose picked up a pungent smell, I tugged at your shirt and said:
“Can’t we go back now? It stinks here.”
At first you said nothing; you had stopped. I felt my way over to you in the dark, trying to see what your light was trained on. When I was next to you, you said:
“That might be a good idea. Look.”
About fifteen feet ahead of us the ground disappeared into a steaming brown pool. Small bubbles formed on the surface, and when they burst they left behind delicate puffs of a fine white smoke.
“What the hell is that?” I whispered.
“I have no fucking clue.”
“Let’s go.”
“Okay, okay. It’s like an oven in here anyway.”

By the time we got out of the tunnel it was getting dark. The ravine was swathed in a hazy darkness, and we ran the last stretch to avoid being eaten alive by mosquitoes. When we finally got down to the water, the sun was setting behind the rocky outcrop at Äleby Stacks.













NEFs
My hangover was lifting, and I leaned back on the towel and gazed at your back. You were so skinny. A mosquito tried to get a foothold on your shoulder. I waved it away and said:
“What do you think that bubbling sludge actually was?”
“No idea. But it does prove that something’s going on out there. Some process that’s heating the water.”
“Maybe it’s fallout from the explosion. Some kind of radiation. What if we get cancer?”
You lay down on your back and said:
“Why do you always worry about everything?”
I shrugged and replied:
“Do you want to lose your hair and get infertile?”
A breeze whirred across the bay, caressing the water. After a while you said:
“I didn’t think you wanted to have kids.”
“No, like, not now, but I don’t want to be fucking sterile.”
“But you do want kids and a wife and all that bullshit?”
I thought for a while, then replied:
“Yeah, I think so.”
You stood up and pulled on your bathrobe.
“Then we can’t be FWBs anymore.”
I wrapped myself up in my towel as the horizon gradually swallowed up the last of the sun. A fog was settling in the dark bays across the water. I picked up a small, sooty stone from our campfire, threw it into the water, and said:
“Is that what we are? Friends with benefits?”
“I don’t know. Yeah, don’t you think?”
“More friends or more benefits?”
You groaned and said:
“Friends, you idiot. Okay, so from now on we’ll be NEFs.”
“NEFs?”
“Non-Euclidean friends.”









I read somewhere that scientists now believe the exclusion zone is recovering. The process is expected to take another ten years, but after that it should be safe enough for people to settle there again. I bet the town planning offices are already drawing up new maps.

How much the world has grown since we were there together. New cities, new districts. Suburbs of suburbs of suburbs, where new kids have grown up with new games and new memories. They have reached adulthood. The country’s new workforce. And they work in offices—new offices in new districts. People who didn’t even exist then. A rapid growth, aggressive and malignant.

Give me one familiar landmark. Just one, and I’ll turn off.
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Costumes
Thanks to one of your dad’s master keys we managed to get into the old Pajala crab that stood in the paddock behind the riding school. The air inside reeked of mud, as water had seeped in through the cracks in its shell over the years, and the cockpit floor was covered in a sticky brown mass. Daylight streamed into the room through a small opening fitted with four-inch-thick armored glass. Something was lying on one of the driver’s seats, a bundle of fur around a small skeleton. You walked over to it and pulled your flashlight out of your bag.
“It’s a kitten,” you said, and I leaned in and looked at the small, wiry skeleton that lay curled up on the seat cushion.
“Poor little thing. It looks like it died in its sleep.”
You looked around and said:
“A cat must have given birth in here. Maybe this one was sick.”

You let the beam of light wander on across the floor and up to an open closet.
“There it is,” you exclaimed, and inside the illuminated closet I spotted a helmet and a long overcoat, and for a brief second I thought it was a person.
“Shit, I thought there was somebody there.”
You walked over to the clothes in the closet and felt the fabric of the coat. Then you pulled out the helmet and placed it on my head. You smiled and said:
“It’s perfect.”
“What a monumentally lame costume.”
“Henrik wore a cut-up inflatable doll last year. And I’ll be wearing my stale Pikachu suit for the third year running. Nobody cares.”
“All the girls love your Pikachu costume. I look like a fucking dick.”
I stood to attention and saluted.
“You actually do.”
Your cell phone beeped. You handed me the flashlight and pulled your phone from your pocket. I swept the light over the convex walls. At the back of the cabin, a bundle of cables snaked from the ceiling down through the floor, and on the wall beside them a large sign announced the fire risk. Someone had scrawled over the “f” and “r” in “fire,” so that the sign instead now read:
KIKE RISK! SMOKING PROHIBITED!
Below the sign someone had scribbled a series of swastikas, most of which were misdrawn.
You glanced up from your phone.
“We need to get to the liquor store before it closes; Henrik’s wondering if we can get more six-packs.”











Misfits
We arrived at Marcus’s parents’ house at nine thirty and ended up in the kitchen with Henrik Ek, who was sitting at the table wearing a poncho, fake mustache, and huge sombrero. All the girls were pawing at the ears of your Pikachu suit. Some dude in an Afro wig and aviators asked me what I was supposed to be. I took off my helmet, looked at it, and said:
“A soldier? Fuck knows.”
I threw you an angry glare, but you just smirked and put the helmet back on my head. Then you pinched my cheek and handed me a beer.
I looked around. On a huge TV in the living room a ball was bouncing over lines of text, while on the couch three girls in blond wigs were shrieking their way through “Total Eclipse of the Heart” into a microphone. The pretext for this party had been some kind of reunion for the class of ’99 from Grantorp Middle School, but the only people from our class who showed up were the ones who still lived in Torsvik anyway. The rest were from the year or two below, plus a big group of kids from Bäcka High School.

At eleven o’clock the music cut out, and the hubbub faded around the room. People craned their necks to try to see what was going on in the living room. We got up from the table and joined the rest of the partygoers, who were now gathering in and around the doorways. There, Marcus Svensk—wearing his usual Dr. Bombay outfit—had climbed up onto a footstool, where he then proceeded to talk into the karaoke microphone:
“Attention! Ladies and gentlemen… Now, my raaavishing ladies… and filthy horndogs… heh heh… ATTENTION!”
The mic did the rounds: cheers from the girls, monkey noises from the boys.
“My people, shut the fuck up!! Now, I want every last one of you dipshits to listen very carefully. You are about to meet a very special person. A very special lady. Ladies—look and learn! And my boys—keep your fucking dicks in check: remember it’s a dude under that makeup.”
Marcus held the microphone down by his crotch, then tipped it up slowly to suggest a hard-on. Laughter and whistles. He raised the mic back up to his mouth and went on:
“Anyway! A-NY-WAY! Drumroll, please! Allow me to introduce a MS. HENRIETTA EK!”
Then he jumped down from the footstool and started to play “Ding Dong Song” by Günther on the stereo. Everyone went wild. At that point Henrik made his entrance, now wearing makeup and a blond wig, with tight denim cutoffs and a crop top that he had stuffed with oranges to look like breasts. He thrust his way into the middle of the living room, where a ring spontaneously formed around him as he started to dance. Hysterical cheers.
Henrik fondled his orange-breasts, tossed his hair so furiously that his wig almost came off, and stuck out his ass. His half cousin Kristian Lundström then came up behind him with a beer in his hand and air-humped Henrik while he mimed along to Günther singing you touch my tralala. People clapped their hands along to the music and chanted:
“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”
Kristian ripped off Henrik’s wig and put it on his own head. Everyone roared with laughter. Then Henrik leapt at Kristian, and the whole thing devolved into a kind of wrestling match. Cheers. The song cut out and Marcus’s voice was heard above the speakers.
“A ROUND OF APPLAUSE FOR MS. EK!”
A roughed-up Henrik with smeared lipstick and tousled hair climbed up onto the footstool and gave a deep bow. But he didn’t receive the thunderstorm of applause that he had expected: most of the partygoers had already started to retreat to their former outposts around the house.

A little while later we found ourselves sitting on the living room couch with Henrik, Marcus, and Kristian Lundström. Marcus patted Kristian on the shoulder and said:
“Tell the story of that chick you banged in Visby!”
Kristian took a sip from his beer can and said:
“The macar-oh-no.”
Marcus stifled a titter.
“Yeah, go on! Valter and Linus have to hear it, too.”
“Okay okay okay. Jesus, calm down!”
Kristian put his beer down, pulled out his pot of tobacco pouches, and slipped one under his upper lip. Then, with a serious look, he started to tell his story:
“Okay, so here it is: Hultsfred, 2002. When you get off the bus in town they’re handing out free samples of this instant macaroni to everyone heading to the festival. Every last fucker gets one, and inside the festival there’s macaroni fucking everywhere. Now, man with class that I am, I’ve booked a hotel in town and just eat out all week. Anyway, on the second night I bring this liberal arts chick back to my room. I know most of those bitches are, like, fat or retarded, but this girl kinda looks like Hannah Graaf, and just as I’m about to fuck her she asks me if I don’t mind taking her up the ass. Now, since I’m not a total asshole, I put it in hers. So we’ve been going at it for a while when I happen to look down at my cock, and what the fuck do I find?”
Here Kristian paused for effect, sweeping his gaze over his mesmerized audience on the couch. Then he went on:
“A piece of fucking macaroni under my foreskin. Completely intact.”
Marcus and Henrik exploded with laughter. I sneaked a glance your way. You were looking at Kristian with an expression of disgust. Henrik gasped for air and said:
“Man, talk about a bone kill!”
Kristian gave Henrik an offended look.
“Like fuck it was—you think some shitty macaroni is going to down my legendary rocket dong!? I fucked that commie slut all night long. She couldn’t fucking walk the next day.”

Marcus was clutching his stomach in hysterics, and Henrik started to applaud. Kristian held up his hands as if to calm a standing ovation at an awards ceremony. Wiping his eyes like he had been crying with laughter—which he hadn’t—and with an obviously fake breathlessness, Marcus piped in:
“Dude. Fucking gold.”
He panted and wiped his forehead. You looked at him and flashed a big smile. Then your eyes met mine. Your face was clearly saying, What fucking losers, and at the sight of it I burst into laughter. This seemed to please Kristian, who raised his beer can toward me and said:
“Now, there’s a fucking story for the ages for you.”
Then he swigged the last of the beer, stifled a belch, and said:
“Well, bros, it’s time I went and found me some high school fucking pussy.”

After Kristian left, you got up and asked if I wanted another beer. I asked if we had anything stronger, and you said you would see what you could find. You disappeared into the kitchen. More people had arrived now, more random high school kids, and the only thing I could see of you was your yellow Pikachu ears poking up above the crowds in the kitchen. I leaned back in the armchair and felt my head spin.

Kristian’s macaroni story got me thinking about you and me, and about all the things that we had done that all those jackasses would never come close to understanding. I realized that for a long time I had carried this reluctance to think about it—a fear that if I dwelled on it too much it would start to feel wrong, and the thought of it would make me ashamed, especially around guys like Henrik, Kristian, and Marcus. But now it felt the opposite. It felt kind of… right. If only they knew. But I also realized something else: despite everything else that we had done together, I had never kissed you. This realization did something to me, and when I later saw you sitting at the kitchen table with Jenny Eklund on your lap, and she was stroking the fur on your Pikachu suit, I suddenly felt an uneasiness flare up inside. In short, it crushed me to see someone else touching you like that. See, I was jealous. The knowledge that I had had my chance but blown it only made it all the worse. Out in the kitchen, Jenny leaned in and pressed her big boobs up against you and whispered something in your ear, and you smiled, and at that moment Henrik made a beeline for me and said, “Valter’s gonna get some tonight,” with his full-on alcohol breath. I tried to nod approvingly in response.
He flopped down on the floor beside me and said:
“That fucker hasn’t gotten laid since the dawn of time. I think he’s a fucking virgin.”
I took a big swig of beer and said:
“No he’s not.”
Henrik looked at me in surprise.
“Well well well. Was it with that Katja? Everyone’s fucked her.”
“Fuck no.”
“Well then tell me. Who was it?”

Let me tell you, Valter, I was this fucking close to spilling the beans. To just saying the word “me.” A microscopic little word, but its meaning was colossal. Instead I lied and said I was dying for a leak so I could get away to the bathroom.
There I sat on the closed lid and buried my face in my hands. My head was spinning, and behind my eyelids blazing dots were crawling around like plankton in a deep-sea trench. I may have sucked your cock, but I had never felt your tongue against mine. Shit, that’s never going to happen, I thought. That is never going to happen.
I rinsed my face off with water and tried to think of you and me as—what had you called it?—non-Euclidean friends. We were NEFs, and nothing could change that. The Black Fallow, I thought. That was the one thing that only we had. I closed my eyes and imagined you and me standing inside the hulks of giant freighters, and you saying that it smelled of shadow memories. Only you and I understood what that meant. I opened my eyes. Finally I plucked up the courage to open the door.

Outside you were waiting for me, and in your hand you were holding a small brass box that you rattled and said:
“There you are. Wanna try something?”
You led me upstairs, where we went into Marcus’s little brother’s room. We were alone, and you locked the door behind us. Through the floor the muffled pulse of music was heard, the noise of the party downstairs.
“You’re going to love this,” you said, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. I sat down next to you. You opened the lid of the little box and took something out. I asked what it was and you replied:
“Redshot.”
You held up a small red pill.
“And what’s that?”
“A type of benzo. Put out your hand.”
I did as you said. You dropped the tablet into my palm.
“It was developed by the military to steady snipers’ hands.”
“Blah blah blah.”
“Fuck off. You have to suck it.”
I placed the tablet in my mouth. A sweetness spread through my palate.
“Vanilla.”
“I thought it was strawberry.”
You took a tablet for yourself and popped it into your mouth. Then we just sat in silence, sucking on our pills. After a while I swallowed what little was left of mine and said:
“What now? All I feel is drunk.”
“You’re telling me. My head’s spinning.”
“Mm. Mine too.”

Then you rested your head against my shoulder, and I immediately felt a flurry kick up in my chest. I pulled the hood of your costume back and your hair smelled amazing and I didn’t know what to do with myself. I twisted my face toward you, and you turned to face me and you put your hands on my neck and we just sat like that, face-to-face. I felt your breath on my lips. We were so close, closer than we had ever been before.
“What’s happening,” I whispered, and you replied:
“Redshots and booze. You’re about to get fucking French with Pikachu.”

Then someone banged on the door, and suddenly I panicked. I tried to stand up, but it made my head spin. With a laugh you stood up and pulled the hood of your costume back on. I pretended to read the back of a CD. You walked over to the door and opened it, and there stood Henrik Ek. He looked at us suspiciously and said:

“What the fuck did you lock the door for?”
My insides turned to ice, but you just laughed and said:
“We were about to fuck.”
Henrik burst into laughter and gave you a hug.
“Fuck I love you, Valter, you’re so fucking random!”
You held your hand out to him and asked:
“Redshot?”
Henrik looked at the tablet in your palm and exclaimed:
“Oh yee-ah.”
He took it, threw it in his mouth, and crunched it. Then he put his arm around you and said: “Valter, Jenny’s asking after you down in the kitchen. Seems like she’s all wet over this fucking Pikachu look. You’ll have to make sure you give her a good seeing to.”

We ended up back down in the noisy kitchen, but now my worry was gone and in the moment I actually felt good. Later, when I saw you making out with Jenny in the hallway, I was terrified that the jealousy would rear up again, but it never did. You were the same old Valter again, my childhood friend. The danger had passed.

Henrik put a beer in my hand, and before long I was dancing with him and a group of girls in the living room. A short girl with dark curly hair and big hoop earrings started dancing with me, and the night ended with me and her staggering back through the residential streets to her apartment downtown, where we had sex in the dark, trying to keep quiet so as not to wake her roommates. She was great with me, but when I came it was you I was thinking of.

After, when she had fallen asleep, I left her apartment and made my way back to Dad’s as the sun came up. My head was pounding, my feet were sore, and I still felt dizzy. I took a deep breath. There was a smell of rye in the air, and I felt strangely relieved, as though I had just woken from a sad dream.
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Something Incredible This Fall
In fall 2006 we were hardly in touch at all. In September I started a course on game design in Stockholm, and I could barely give you a second thought before the months had passed and Christmas decorations were popping up on the capital’s streets. New classmates again, a new apartment, a new girl. At school I learned how to build environments in the UT3 engine, and for one major assignment I built a big game map inspired by the Black Fallow, with the Glava Tower in the background and everything. I emailed you some screenshots and said I thought you would really feel at home in my program—that all my classmates were just as big dorks as you and me. I felt bad for not writing sooner, but when you replied you apologized for not being in touch. You had had your hands full with a border dispute with a neighbor. Besides, Jenny Eklund had been all over you since you made out at that party, and you had started to avoid going out downtown unless you had to. It was how you got when you weren’t doing so well: you would become obsessed with minimal setbacks from the outside world. The boundary dispute was due to a neighbor dumping twigs and leaves in a ditch on the edge of your plot, hundreds of yards from your house. And when you wrote that Jenny had been “all over you” I suspected she had mostly just been polite—she didn’t exactly strike me as a stalker.

I thought about what you had said to me—If you feel sane but think that everyone around you is crazy, that’s when you need to worry—but I didn’t really feel like reminding you of that.

After the spring term in 2007 I got a trial position at Rage, a start-up game studio in downtown Stockholm. My job meant I didn’t have time to come to Torsvik at all that summer. But you wrote to me and sent pictures from all your expeditions. Clearly you were spending more and more time at the Zero Point, and you thought it was about time that I saw it for real. Your photos revealed a strange boulder in the middle of a crater. The boulder was round and cleft open—like a giant burst apple. You called it the core, and you said it radiated a constant heat. You promised to take me there. Besides, something was happening there, you said. You didn’t want to go into any details, but we had good reason to expect to witness something incredible that fall. At a quarter past three in the afternoon on the second of November, to be precise. It was complicated, you wrote. Advanced math that wouldn’t mean all that much to me anyhow. I took every opportunity to encourage you to come to Stockholm. I wanted you to visit Rage—I was convinced that you would see how much you belonged there among all its resident misfits—but you consistently ignored those parts of my emails.
I remember one day I was sitting in my kitchen with one of your emails open on my laptop. Carro—a girl I was seeing for a while that spring—happened to read a few lines on my screen. Her spontaneous reaction was: “Who the fuck is that?”

I guess to an outsider you seemed like a real headcase in those emails, but—haha—that was nothing new. And you had always gone on to show me real wonders.






Remembering the Dead
At the end of that summer I met Annika. She had recently started as a character designer at Rage, and I could make her laugh. She would tug my arm whenever she wanted my company, and sometimes she would come over and sit on my lap and tell me she was bored. After a kickoff party in early September we made out in the back of a cab, and by October we were talking about moving in together.

I came down to Torsvik for the All Saints’ Day holiday. You met me at the station, and we walked through Torsvik in the fog. I told you about Annika. I said that you would like her, that she was a nerd just like you and me. Her favorite game was Final Fantasy VII for God’s sake, how could you possibly dislike her?
When we reached the cemetery, you told me that you had been messaging a girl you had met on a manga forum. She was from Spain, and you didn’t think it would happen because of the distance, but she had said that she wanted to come to Sweden in spring and go skiing. She had never seen snow before.

On the graves in the cemetery the candles were flickering, and you said:
“Oh yeah. Today’s the day we’re supposed to remember the dead. Here, let’s take the road through the cemetery.”
I said that two of my grandparents died before I was born, and since the other two were still alive I didn’t really know who to remember on a day like that. Once we had walked a little further in among the gravestones, you stopped and said:
“Here he is.”
The stone in front of us read:
YNGVE WALTER ROOS
* 1944
 1998
Dearly loved,
Sorely missed.
We stood in silence and looked at the gravestone. After a while you said:
“It was his sister who wanted it to be like that. All that swirly bullshit.”
I didn’t dare comment on that, so instead I said that I didn’t know you were named after your dad, and you replied:
“Yeah, it sucks. Sometimes I’ve thought about changing it.”
“To what?”
“Fuck knows. Something totally different.”
“Please don’t, I’d never get used to it. One work friend changed his name to Finwë after some elf in The Lord of the Rings series. His name was Mattias before. Not that there’s anything wrong with it, really, but just don’t change your name to Finwë.”

You looked at the gravestone for a long time and then said:
“It’s time I got rid of that fucking shotgun.”








We put the shotgun in a trash bag and went down to the water at the old Torpa shipyard. There we went out onto the stone pier behind the former munitions factory and gathered some suitable rocks. We dumped them in the bag with the gun and sealed it with duct tape.

At the far end of the stone pier the remains of an ancient wooden jetty rose up out of the water. You stepped out onto the rotting logs with the shotgun bundle in your arms and said:
“Sometimes when I was at home alone I would break my toys in different ways. Dad hated it, but I couldn’t help it. Sometimes I would smash my toy cars with the sledgehammer on the chopping block. But mostly I would set fire to them. The best way was with hair spray and a lighter as a flamethrower.”
“Oh yeah, I remember us doing that,” I replied, taking a seat next to you.
“I thought I was home alone, so I went into Mom’s room to get her hair spray. But then Dad was sitting there. He’d just walked straight in. He was perched on the edge of the bed with the shotgun on his lap and he was loading the cartridges, and I could see straightaway that something was wrong. At first he held out his hand to me and he wanted to hug me or something, but I didn’t dare move. Then he called me a bastard, loaded the gun, and said something like my whore of a mother would finally get what she wanted. Then I ran.”
Your voice was so calm. I just sat there beside you, not daring to say a word.
“I ran out to the field wagon and hid in the bathroom. Then I just waited there. Mom came home. I saw her through the bathroom window. I wanted to stop her, but I was like totally paralyzed. She went into the house, and then—”
You cleared your throat, leaned out over the water, and let out a gob of spit. It hit the water with a splash, and you stood there watching the little bubbly blotch as it bobbed around on the surface.

I tried to think of something to say, but in my head it all sounded bad.
“It wasn’t your fault, Valter. I mean… he was sick.”
It sounded even worse when I said it out loud, but you didn’t seem to be listening. You just stared down into the water. After a while you let out another gob, dropping it like a small bomb on the spit already floating down there. You turned to me and said:
“I know.”
Then you threw the bag containing the shotgun as far out into the water as you could. Once the water had calmed and you were sure it had sunk, you looked out over the bay and said:
“Huge barges carrying potassium perchlorate used to dock here. The whole bay’s poisoned anyway.”


The next day you were on the up again. Unusually so. We walked along the dirt roads toward Himmelsberga, and as soon as the houses were behind us, you said:
“So, we need to talk about the Zero Point.”
I asked you what you meant, and you said that a lot had happened over the past year and that you had made great progress. You didn’t like to talk about it when other people were within earshot.
“Are you kidding me? As if anybody cares.”
“You never know, Linus. There are plenty of people around here with links to Swedish Machines, or Henck for that matter.”
I couldn’t quite tell if you were afraid of losing your job, or if you genuinely thought you were sitting on sensitive information about the Black Fallow. You kept going on about your work, but you weren’t talking about your job at Henck. From what you said, you were always on your best behavior on your shifts—you were meticulous about that, so that you wouldn’t lose your Black Fallow privileges. But when you said “my work,” you meant what you were getting up to in your evenings and weekends.

And you certainly hadn’t been slacking. A few months earlier you had finally managed to crack the code that encrypted the files we had copied from the Badger’s computers in the summer of 2004. They turned out to be stacks of classified research reports on the Black Fallow. The research revolved around the Zero Point, and it described how activity within the core increased and decreased based on patterns that it was suspected had something to do with the Earth’s movement through the galaxy. I didn’t want to interrupt you, but it was difficult to keep up.
“I thought the Earth revolved around the Sun?”
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah, why? Doesn’t it?”
“Yes—and the Sun orbits around the Milky Way.”
You sighed and told me that this was basic general knowledge. Middle school stuff.
“Anyway! Research suggests that there’s some kind of dark matter that the Earth passes through, and when this dark matter comes into contact with the core, it gets excited.”
“Excited?”
“There’s a reaction. The temperature in the core rises and it gives off a bright light.”
“Okay. And?”
“I’m not done. In many of the reports, large sections are redacted so it’s difficult to get a clear picture of exactly what they’re describing, but it looks like they’ve been studying a new kind of cosmic phenomenon that is observed every now and then in the core.”
“What kind of phenomenon?”
“A portal.”



We had now reached the path that led down to Lunda Point, where a few years before you had called us “non-Euclidean friends.” Back then I had a lot more patience with your lectures: I had been only too happy to be lulled into your world. Now I was restless, and my legs were aching. I wanted to turn back, and I had to work hard to hide how impatient I was getting.
“A portal? Seriously?”
“Seriously. It seems to have opened only briefly when the core was at its most active, and all the less often as time has worn on. But the best part is, I found a list of all the times the portal is expected to open in future. According to that list, the portal has only opened on a handful of occasions in the last twenty years, but guess when the next opening is?”
I knew the answer. It was why you wanted me to be there that weekend.
“Tomorrow.”
“Bingo.”
“And the next time after that?”
“December 14, 2025. After that, sometime around Midsummer 2041.”

Either what you were saying was true, or it was a new level of insanity, even for you. At the end of the day it didn’t really make any difference. I no longer liked it when you talked about the Black Fallow. You were obsessed. I stopped and said:
“But is it really a good idea to be out there? When this happens?”
You turned and looked at me impatiently.
“You realize we’ll be over forty when we next get the chance? No way am I waiting that long. But I don’t want to twist your arm.”

I really didn’t want to go to the core. Not that I was afraid of what would happen to it (in all honesty I didn’t think anything would), but because I was afraid of what would happen to you.
“If I come with you tomorrow, will you stop going on about the Zero Point?”
“Believe me, if you come with me tomorrow, then you’ll be the one who won’t stop talking about it.”
“You’re fucking hopeless, Valter. Okay, fine. I’ll come.”
“Good. I’ll pick you up at your dad’s at nine. Make sure to wrap up warm.”

The night before we set out I couldn’t sleep. The more I thought about you and the Black Fallow, the more it dawned on me that you needed help—my help. But I had no idea what to do. The only thing I felt sure of was that Torsvik and the Black Fallow weren’t good for you. There was no other way I could see it. You needed to get away from there, and it bothered me that you couldn’t see that yourself.

On the journey out I regretted coming. At Stickebro Strait you stopped the car and said we were running ahead of time, so you wanted to get some shots of the old air barges out on the lower plains.

It had rained all night, and the area was turning into a muddy bog. I stood there watching you as you paced up and down the crumbling road with your old digital camera. I wanted to say something before we got back in the car.
“Valter, don’t get mad, now. But I really think you need to stop thinking about the Black Fallow. It’s not good for you.”
You said nothing, just went on taking pictures. I walked over to the car and leaned against it. Now that I had started, I figured I might as well get it out of my system.
“I mean, there’s an established way to study these things, and that’s in the natural sciences. If you’re really serious about your interest in the exclusion zone, then I think you should get your high school diploma and apply to one of the science universities or something.”
You just shook your head and started walking down the muddy embankment. I shuffled down after you. Once I had caught up with you, I said:
“I’m worried about you. I think you should forget about the Zero Point and maybe deal with all this stuff about your dad. Don’t you think that would be a good idea? To get help with it, I mean.”
Then you turned around.
“Mention my dad again and I’ll punch your fucking lights out.”
I looked out at the sea of mud down in the pit. Small lakes had formed in the depressions. I shut my eyes, took a couple of deep breaths, and said:
“Okay, okay, I give up. I’m sorry. But whatever happens at the Zero Point, can you at least promise me you’ll check out some courses later?”
“There’s no question about what’s going to happen at the Zero Point. But okay, I promise.”
“Okay then. I’m happy with that. Can we get back in the car now, please? My socks are wet.”


















The Core
The core was much bigger than I expected. The crater around it was enormous, and at its base the rainwater puddles had merged to form a small lake. We took off our shoes and socks, rolled up our trouser legs, and waded out into the mirror-like water. Although the air temperature was only in the thirties, the water was warm, silent plumes of steam rising from its surface. When you reached the core, you cautiously ran your hand over its smooth black shell. You put your ear to it and listened intently.
“Linus, come here!”
I walked over to the core and stood next to you. The air was warm, and it had that smell again. Train tracks. Gas station. Memories.
“You have to put your ear to it.”
I tentatively did as you said. The surface of the core was dry and warm on my ear, almost hot. Jesus, it was hot.
“What’s that smell?”
You shushed me.
“Listen!”
That’s when I heard it. From deep within the core there rose a deep, sorrowful tone that sounded almost like whale song. The note broke up into a series of muffled thunderclaps, which then gave way to a distant rattle. It was hypnotic.
“What the hell is that?”
“You know how the ice sings when the temperature suddenly changes?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s kind of like that, only inside the planet. Friction in the Earth’s crust from when the Tetrahedron was fired.”

Contrary to the official narrative, the Tetrahedron hadn’t been what exploded, you said. It hadn’t even been in Sweden at the time. The week before the test, a US Hercules aircraft had flown the weapon to a research facility in the Nevada desert, where the real test was being prepared. What detonated in Sweden was in fact their target: they had successfully shot a hockey-puck-sized magnesium shell diagonally through the planet, and it had struck its target out on the Black Fallow’s shooting range with extraordinary precision. The only thing that hadn’t gone to plan was the intensity of the explosion, which had been millions of times stronger than expected.
“The core is the exit hole, and what we’re hearing are lingering tensions releasing inside the planet, tremors in the mineral matrix around the magnesium shell’s trajectory.”
I threw you a facetious look.
“Okay. And I guess this was all in those reports?”
You started walking back to the car.
“Come on, according to my watch we’re about half an hour early.”


We waited in the car. You said it could happen at any moment.
“By the time the magnesium shell penetrated the Earth’s crust it had reached relativistic velocity, and within a fraction of a second its mass was almost infinite, which caused the space-time continuum around the shell to implode. Time and space intertwined. This ripped some kind of hole in the space-time continuum, a bridge between the parallel realities that coexist out here. Who knows what’s there on the other side.”

Outside the car it was starting to get dark. The crater and the core slowly disappeared into obscurity, and you had to start the engine again to stop the windows from fogging up. Once the car was warm, you turned down the fans and said:
“You do realize I’d never fit in in Stockholm, don’t you?”
At first I didn’t get what you were talking about. You went on before I could say anything.
“I’m not a city person, Linus. Not like you. I belong in Torsvik. Just like Martin, Henrik, Marcus, and the rest. The ones who stayed. We’re the same. Not everyone has to discover the world. That’s what you don’t get.”
I couldn’t hold it in any longer.
“But you’re not like the others here! That’s the whole point!”
“Why are you shouting?”
“You don’t seem to get it! You’re not like them! They’re a bunch of ignorant, narrow-minded, part-time-alkie farmers. I can’t fucking stand seeing you waste your talent on a bunch of fucking losers.”
“Those are my friends you’re talking about. Just because you didn’t have enough talent to be a musician doesn’t mean you need to take your bitterness out on me.”
I sighed.
“Valter. Those people aren’t your friends. If you didn’t give them discounts on redshots or whatever the fuck it is you sell them, then they would treat you just like they did in middle school. They don’t get anything about the Black Fallow or shadow memories and all that.”
You turned away and stared out the window, toward the core.
“Okay, now listen to me, Valter. Neither they nor this fucking gravel pit are worth another second of your life. You need to let go of the Black Fallow once and for all and get to grips with your high school diploma. You’ll have it done in six months, I promise.”
I tugged at your jacket to make you look at me.
“Hello? I mean, you’re a fucking genius. Then you can apply to university. Physics. Astronomy. Cryptography. The fuck I know. Whatever you choose, you’ll go all the way. But you have to get out of here! This place isn’t good for—”
You had sat up straighter in your seat, your gaze fully focused on the core.

Outside, something was starting to happen.


Deep inside the core’s cleft cavity something was blazing. A large glowing orb, red as a sunset. You would think that something like that would be scary, especially in a place as barren and isolated as the exclusion zone’s Zero Point, but that wasn’t the case at all. It was extraordinarily beautiful, and the warm light streaming from it had an instant calming effect on me.

We stepped out of the car, and I immediately sensed that the temperature in the crater had changed. The air was balmy, and I could feel the heat of that fireball from all the way over at the water’s edge. I couldn’t help but gaze straight at it, and inside it I thought I could see something, a seething motion on its surface, like in close-up shots of the sun. A faint song was coming from inside it, plaintive whistles, a bit like the sounds of burning wood.

I didn’t notice you step into the water. By the time I realized what you were doing you were already halfway out to the orb. The sight of you approaching it suddenly made the orb’s true dimensions hit home, and then came the fear. I called out to you, but as you waded through the water it was as though you were hypnotized by the light. If I could feel the heat all the way out here, how hot must the orb itself be? I was about to kick off my shoes, but when I saw how far you had already gone I just up and ran straight into the water after you.

When I reached you the orb’s heat was almost scorching. My face felt taut, like when you stand too close to a fire. You screamed at me to leave you alone, but I couldn’t let you go any closer: soon the heat would burn you. Taking a firm grip of your upper body, I started to pull you back, but you tried to break free and we both fell into the warm water. I got to my feet, grabbed the collar of your jacket, and started to drag you back toward the shore. But then you flailed your arms, and in the commotion I lost hold of you. You leapt to your feet and started running back toward the orb, but then something happened. The surface of the orb turned blood-red, and we heard a loud, plaintive sound, almost as if the orb was wailing. You stopped, and with a few muffled thuds the orb flashed and then disappeared. The only traces of what had just happened were a few wisps of smoke that hung in the air. You gasped, then fell to your knees in the water.

I waded out to you. You were staring out into the void where the blazing orb had been.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?”
You didn’t reply.
“Okay. You were right all along. Aren’t you happy?”
Then you stood up and started wading toward the car.

On the way back we said nothing. When we reached Torsvik the windows were completely fogged up from the moisture of our soaked clothes, and when Dad asked what had happened I told him we had been joyriding in the Honda and gotten stuck in the water at the bottom of the gravel pit in Torsby.








I had experienced a cosmic phenomenon. I had smelled it. That night, the fireball’s red circle hovered before me in the dark as I tried to sleep. But it wasn’t the memory of the orb that was keeping me awake. It was the memory of your gaze in the car on the way home.

A few days later, Dad woke me up at the crack of dawn and said that your mom was on the phone. She was worried. You had come home late, completely devastated. Apparently you had lost your job at Henck, and she wanted us to come as fast as we could.

Dad drove us quickly through Torsvik, and when we arrived your mom was waiting for us on the front steps. She said that you had locked yourself in the bathroom and refused to come out. In the end she had managed to pick the lock with a coin, only to find you sitting under the shower stream, soaking wet, with a pistol in your hand. She had gotten you out of the shower, but you would not let go of the pistol. Now you were sitting in your room, refusing to talk.

Dad told her to call the police, but I wanted to speak to you first, so I went up to your room and knocked on the door. When nothing happened, I said:
“It’s Linus. What’s going on, Valter? Can you open the door?”
“It’s open.”
When I stepped inside you were sitting on the edge of your bed in your underwear and a T-shirt. Your hair was wet, and on your lap lay your firearm from work. Cautiously I walked over and sat down beside you.
“What’s happened? Tell me.”
You didn’t answer, just stared into space with the same blank gaze that you had had in the crater. I looked at the pistol and wondered if I should try to grab it, but the thought of it going off by accident made me quickly dismiss the idea.
In the end you said:
“They were waiting for me out at the Zero Point. They cuffed me and said I’d been abusing my position. That I should be grateful they hadn’t reported me to the police.”
“Ouch. But okay. Do you really have to run around with your gun? Your mom’s terrified.”
You didn’t seem to hear what I said.
“I don’t get it. How the fuck did they get there without the map?”
“What do you mean?”
“I should have had time to get inside.”
“Into the portal? Didn’t you feel how hot—”

But I didn’t get a chance to say any more. In one swift movement you grabbed the gun and pressed its muzzle to the base of your chin. You pulled the trigger and I screamed, but the bang never came. Instead all I heard was the click of you repeatedly squeezing the trigger. Without thinking I grabbed the gun, and the hammer slammed down onto my index finger. I ripped the gun from your hand and threw it onto the rug. You didn’t do anything, just looked at me with your red, puffy eyes, and I took the blanket and wrapped it around you, and then I hugged you and I felt my whole body shaking. I heard heavy shoes step into the room behind me, and when I turned around two paramedics were standing in the doorway, and behind them several uniformed police. I pointed at the floor where the pistol was, and a huge policeman took two long strides in and quickly fished it up. I never heard any sirens, I thought, but then my stomach lurched and I had to run for the bathroom. It’s amazing what goes through your mind when you’re in shock: before I puked, I had enough time to think that it was probably standard procedure to drive without sirens in the case of suicide attempts.

The police helped me down to the kitchen while you were being seen to by the paramedics. My hands were shaking, and I was trying to get my head around what had just happened. Had you tried to shoot yourself in front of me? Or did you just want to scare me? Both options were frightening, but the image of you with the gun to your chin would wake me up in the middle of the night for years after. It still does, I’ll have you know. It came up a number of times in couple’s therapy. It was Annika who brought it up—she thought I had unresolved issues when it came to you—and the therapist thought I should definitely seek help for it. I was even given the business card of a trauma expert.

When you were taken away in the ambulance, something had changed in your eyes. Although the gun had never fired, something fucking noxious had passed through your brain all the same.










According to the police, it was the gunpowder in the cartridges that had prevented the pistol from firing. It had gotten wet when you were sitting with the gun in the shower.
For a long time I was angry at you because you had actually intended to take your life in front of me but had failed through sheer fluke alone. But when you came back from the hospital you wrote to me so apologetically that I was ashamed of my anger. After all, you were the one who was suicidal, not me. We went on writing to each other, but after Christmas you told me that it was probably best that you didn’t have much contact with me while starting out on your new medication. I simply reminded you too much of the Black Fallow.
The next time we met was when I was down at Dad’s for Easter the following year. You wanted to give me something. Annika and I were getting married at the start of June, and you were invited. As expected you had declined the invitation: the wedding was to take place out on Dalarö island, and I had given up all hope of you ever leaving Torsvik. If you hadn’t done it for your own future, why would you do it for a wedding? But you wanted to give us a present, at least. You apologized in advance, said it was a really bad wedding gift, and then you handed over a small, lumpy package that you had obviously wrapped yourself. Once I had taken it, you said:
“I’m probably not going back to the exclusion zone again.”
“Yeah, I can imagine that’s not such a good idea right now.”
You looked miserable, and I really wanted to hug you, but for some reason I found myself holding out my hand instead.
Now that I think about it, that might have been the last time I actually felt your touch. An awkward handshake.

When I was driving back I took the road past the old Torpa shipyard. There I opened the present. I realized it wasn’t a wedding present, really—not something to be placed on a gift table with wrapped vases and greeting cards. It was intended for me.
Inside the wrapping I found a brown padded envelope. I tore it open, and a bundle of papers fell out—printouts on plain copy paper. Your maps of the Black Fallow. At the bottom of the envelope there lay something else. I turned it upside down and the bundle dropped into my hand, a roll of bubble wrap. I unfurled it, and there in the middle lay the key with the little plastic compass.

On June 11, 2009, Annika and I got married. The following week I was woken by a bizarre dream. At first I didn’t recognize my and Annika’s bedroom—I thought I was still in the dream. My new wife lay sound asleep beside me, and I quietly got up and went into my office. I opened one of the desk drawers and took out the compass. It was as though I needed to hold it in my hand to remember: I had dreamed of the Black Fallow. In the dream I had been much older. I closed my eyes and tried to remember the details. The crater at the Zero Point. Your car had been standing there, long since deserted, with flowers growing inside it. When I opened my eyes again I could smell them. They smelled of vanilla.









I am at the gate. The padlock is rusty, but the key fits and I get it off. The gate itself is difficult to budge in the snow, and it takes a while for me to open it wide enough for the car to get through.

I drive through the snow for hours, terrified that the car will get stuck. But I follow the compass and your maps as best I can.












I don’t know what I was expecting. That you would be waiting for me out here in the snow? Shivering in your Henck jacket, grumpy because I was about to miss the big day?



The water isn’t cold. The core has warmed it, and the further out I wade, the hotter it gets. Eventually the water is scalding against my skin, even through my clothes.

Be a dear and hit ctrl+alt+del—reset all my mistakes. I can feel the heat of the orb now. It feels like warm desert winds from a mirror world. A parallel universe. When I close my eyes I can see it, it’s so close now.









Just one more step and I’ll be there.









You were standing at the kitchen window and saw me coming. When I climb out of the car you are already on the front steps. You look at me in horror.
“What the fuck have you been doing!?”
I look down at my trousers. They’re muddy up to my knees. I throw my arms out to my sides and shout:
“December 14, 2025!”
“You’re kidding me. You’ve been to the core? Are you out of your mind?”
“You know I am.”
You think for a moment and then you say:
“Was it beautiful, then?”
“Sure.”
Finally you invite me in. You fetch some dry clothes for me, and while I’m getting changed you go into the kitchen and ask if I feel like coffee. I sit down on the couch in the kitchen. The room is warm, and it still bears the familiar scent of the Roos household, even if new notes have crept in over the years. New floors have been laid, appliances have been replaced, and ever since your mom passed away five years ago, leaving you in charge of all the cleaning, I have to say—may she rest in peace—the place smells cleaner. You always were a little finicky. I look through the window and say:
“The hotel looks like it’s finished now. Weren’t you part of some association to block it?”
You take two cups from the sink and start rinsing them out.
“Friends of the Glava Tower. We tried to get the authorities to preserve the tower in its original state, as an industrial monument. But we blew it and now they use the heat in the ground there to run a spa.”
“What a fucking war crime.”

A small, cream-colored cat has walked into the kitchen and rubs up against our legs.
“Ah, so I guess this must be Reuben.”
I take the cat in my arms. While you pour the coffee you tell me your latest theory, that Reuben’s father must have been a rag doll. You hand me the coffee cup and start making tea for yourself. After an exhaustive detailing of exactly which of Reuben’s features support the rag doll theory, you start describing the structure of cats’ brains, and it feels as if no time has passed at all. Reuben wriggles out of my arms and runs across the kitchen into the hallway, where he attacks my shoelaces. He gives a start when he realizes they are wet.
“He seems to like it here,” I say, and you reply that you hope so but that you feel guilty that he’s alone all day while you’re at work. You walk over to the fridge, open it, and take out a small glass bottle of milk that you pour into a bowl.
“He needs special milk. Otherwise he gets gassy.”

You place the bowl down next to the cat food and put the milk bottle back in the fridge. Then you take a seat at the table with your teacup and tell me about your new job as head of the archives in the town hall. It’s only part-time, really, but there’s so much to do that you actually find yourself there almost every day. They were in a state when you started—down in the storeroom there must have been almost a hundred boxes of unsorted material. Thirty to forty years’ worth of local newspapers, donated photo albums, advertising mailings, slides, and old association minutes. From time to time virtually whole estates might come in. Everything needed to be organized and sorted, and it had taken years for you to get up to date. When you start describing the ingenuity of your filing system, I interrupt you and say:
“I want to say something.”
You look down at Reuben, who has now jumped up onto your lap. The cat burrows his face into your hands, and you pet him for a long while before saying:
“Okay.”
Reuben purrs contentedly. It’s the only sound in the room. You don’t seem to want to look me in the eye, almost as if you know what I’m about to say. So then I just say it.
“My whole life I’ve regretted not kissing you that time at Marcus’s party.”
You glance up at me. I realize that my pulse is skyrocketing. I’m terrified. Please say something. Something that doesn’t destroy me. An expression that could be relief washes over your face and you say:
“Funny. I was just thinking about that last week.”
“And what did you think?”
The words feel weak and shaky in my throat. You must hear how nervous I am.
“That I wish you’d done it, of course.”
I exhale and say:
“I was going to… but then Henrik came and interrupted us.”
“He did.”
“I wish I’d gone home with you instead of that girl.”
“I do, too.”

Reuben leaps up onto the table, and you pick him up and kiss him on the nose. When you put him back down on the floor he saunters off and sniffs at the pile of my wet clothes. They probably smell of mud from the crater.
“I shouldn’t have left Torsvik,” I say.
“I shouldn’t have stayed,” you immediately reply.
I look down at the freshly laid kitchen floor and run my foot over it.
“No, Valter. You were right and I was wrong. I hate this world. What it’s become. I mean, there isn’t anything wrong with it, but that’s even worse. What’s wrong is me. I’m not compatible with it anymore. I feel like a prisoner in a new reality that drags me kicking and screaming through each day, and when I open my eyes every fucking morning it feels like I’m even further from home. It’s like I’ve been kidnapped, and sometimes I want nothing more than to just step into a parallel dimension. Become a shadow memory.”
“Is that why you went to the core?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Shit, and here I thought I was the psycho.”
This makes me smile even though I don’t want to.
“Idiot.”
You shrug, look down into your teacup, and swirl it.
“Well I for one am glad you didn’t go into the core. At an ethermaximum it can get up to over ten thousand degrees in there, so that wouldn’t be very nice. Anyway. I don’t think we have too much choice. Either you’re part of the reality you were born in, or you blow your brains out.”
“Ouch.”
You look me in the eye and say:
“Can I sit next to you?”
I say yes and you walk around the table and sit with me on the couch, and we stay there for a while without saying a word. I don’t dare touch you, but I want to. Reuben brushes against my leg and I bend down and pet him instead. I don’t dare look you in the eye. I pick the cat up in my arms and mumble.
“Can I give you a hug?”
“Are you talking to the cat?”
I look up at you.
“I’m talking to you, you fucking dummy.”
“Yes you can. That’s why I sat down here.”
Then I hug you and afterward I rest my head against your neck and say that I probably really want to kiss you, too, and then you say that you would like nothing more. Then I do, and for the first time in my life I feel your lips on mine and my mouth is filled with the taste of tea and you caress my neck and it feels like warm honey is slowly rippling through every blood vessel in my body.
You hold my face, and I look you in the eyes and say:
“Vanilla tea.”
“Yeah, what about it?”
“Nothing. I love vanilla.”
“Lucky for me.”
Reuben jumps up onto your lap and meows. You pet him and say:
“Yes, Daddy gets to kiss Linus.”
I melt into your arms and bury my face in the nook of your neck. You smell just like twenty years ago. I exhale and feel my tears soaking into your knitted jumper. You hold me and we say nothing. After a while you ask:
“Can I come with you?”
“What? Now? To Stockholm? I was going to ask if I could spend the night here.”
“Ah, I’m sick of Torsvik.”
“But what about your job, and Reuben?”
“Calm yourself. Just for Christmas and New Year’s. But I thought we could take Reuben to your place. He doesn’t like going out in the snow anyway.”
I wipe my cheeks and clear my throat.
“That sounds good. I have to return the car tomorrow as it is.”
You lean over to take a look at it out there on the driveway.
“Is it an electric?”
“Yeah, an off-roader—would you like to drive?”
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Image Descriptions
Description 1: The map depicts the Black Fallow Exclusion Zone in Åkerö, Sweden, as of July 1985. It highlights the extent of damage caused by an unspecified event, with color-coded zones representing varying levels of severity. The central area, marked in dark red, indicates catastrophic damage with lethal effects on biological and structural elements. Surrounding this are progressively less severe zones, transitioning from red to orange, yellow, and green, which represent areas with reduced damage and eventual recovery. The map includes a legend explaining the damage zones, ranging from “catastrophic effects” in red to “forest, unscathed or fully recovered” in green. It also lists neurological and environmental effects associated with each zone, such as lethal outcomes, permanent damage, or mild recovery. A blue box provides procedural notes about the Exclusion Zone’s management and monitoring. Geographically, the map shows the Exclusion Zone’s location within Åkerö municipality, bordered by water bodies and neighboring areas like Ytteråker and Torsvik. Roads, trails, and municipal boundaries are marked, along with a smaller inset map of Sweden indicating the Zone’s national location. The map is labeled as a survey by the National Defense Research Institute in collaboration with Swedish agencies. BACK.
Description 2: The map depicts the Ytteråker region and its surroundings, highlighting various geographical and man-made features. To the west, a thick dashed line labeled “Exclusion Zone” runs diagonally, separating the map into two distinct regions. The area west of the line is shaded in brown and labeled “Esslanslätten,” indicating a different terrain or restricted area. The eastern side of the map contains more populated and developed areas, with roads and smaller settlements marked. The map includes labels for natural features, such as Bålberget and Äleby-Skären, and infrastructure like roads connecting the towns. The central area is labeled “Ytteråker,” with the town of Grantorp prominently marked. Other nearby towns include Hildingstorp, Skyttorp, and Nällsta. The map shows a mix of green forested areas, yellow agricultural or open land, and blue water bodies such as Gavaviken, Älbyviken, and Ullstaviken. A notable feature is the “Glava Tower,” located near Grantorp. The layout provides a clear representation of the region’s geography, with a focus on the division created by the exclusion zone and the surrounding natural and urban features. BACK.
Description 3: This is a topographical map depicting a coastal region with detailed elevation contours and labeled locations. The map highlights several islands, peninsulas, and mainland areas, with water bodies shaded in light green and land areas in varying shades of brown and orange to indicate elevation. Key locations include Algöholm, a central island, surrounded by smaller islands such as Hästholmen and Askholmen, and Nybble Heights, a mainland area with prominent elevation labeled as “Nybble” and “Kvarnbacken.” Other notable areas include Snickartorpet, Apalvik, and Vittingeholm. Elevation is marked in meters, with contour lines showing changes in terrain, ranging from 500 meters to over 3000 meters. The map also includes smaller islands like Nybbleholm to the northeast. The layout provides a clear representation of the region’s topography, with detailed labels for geographic features and landmarks. BACK.
Description 4: This is a topographical map depicting a region with detailed elevation and geological features. The map uses color shading to represent different elevations, with lighter shades indicating higher altitudes and darker shades representing lower areas. Key features include labeled mountains, valleys, and ridges, such as Polhemsklacken (elevation 287 meters), Zanotti (elevation 156 meters), and Clairault (elevation 163 meters). The map also highlights geological formations like Stora Wreden and Lilla Wreden, marked in reddish tones, and other areas with distinct geological characteristics. Dashed lines indicate boundaries or divisions, and several smaller features are labeled without elevation, such as Browallius, Malmer, Ankarcrona, Schultze, Clason, Wrangel, and Hesselius. BACK.
Description 5: A topographical map depicting a region with various labeled areas, elevation contours, and geographic features. The map uses shades of red, pink, and beige to represent different elevations, with darker shades indicating higher altitudes. Key features include named regions such as “Leyonanckerflacken,” “Marans klor,” and “Piperflacken,” as well as specific landmarks like “Tilas,” “Moreus,” and “Von Höpken.” Elevation levels are marked in meters, with contour lines labeled at intervals of 1500m, 2000m, 2500m, and 3000m. The map also highlights plateaus, ridges, and valleys, with dashed lines indicating boundaries or divisions between areas. Notable features include “Triewaldplatån” in the northeast, “Lemonnier” in the southwest, and “Håkarringen” in the center. Smaller labeled points marked with a triangle, such as “Brongniart,” “Rathke,” and “Tamm,” are scattered throughout the map. The map provides a detailed representation of the region’s topography, emphasizing elevation changes and the spatial relationships between various features. BACK.
Description 6: This is a detailed topographical map of a region, displaying elevation contours, geological features, and named landmarks. The map uses a gradient of red and pink shades to represent varying elevations, with darker shades indicating higher altitudes. Contour lines are labeled with elevation values, such as 500m and 1000m, to show changes in terrain. The map includes several named features, such as “Wirenska Rampen,” “Gadolinrampen,” and “Beroniusrampen.” Other notable landmarks include “Cuviers Pyramid,” “Runius,” “Biot,” and “Rudolphi.” Dashed lines, such as “Alpha” and “Beta,” divide the map into distinct zones which may represent different geological or topographical regions. BACK.
Description 7: A detailed topographical map of a region with elevation contours and labeled landmarks. The map is divided into various color-coded zones representing different elevations, with contour lines indicating changes in altitude. The central point is marked as “Zero,” surrounded by radial lines marked 500m, 1000m, and 1500m extending outward. The map includes several labeled features, such as “Maupertuishöjden,” “Acharius Krönet,” and “Carburihyllan.” Other notable areas include “Faxeklacken” in the southern region and “Gaddsprånget” in the northwest. The map also highlights specific points of interest, such as “Stagnelius” near the center, “Tegnér” to the east, and “Oken” to the west. Some areas are shaded in green, blue, or red, possibly indicating vegetation, bodies of water, or other geological characteristics. Other labeled areas, such as “Maupertuisravinen” and “Hallerska Ravinen,” suggest valleys or natural divisions within the landscape. BACK.
Description 8: A detailed topographical map of a crater-like region, divided into distinct zones labeled with names such as “Alpha,” “Omicron,” “Sigma,” and other Greek letters. The map features concentric elevation markers, denoting changes in altitude in increments of 500 meters, radiating outward from the central “core” area. The central region, labeled “Zero,” is surrounded by three bodies of water labeled “Frodlängen,” “Strömören,” and “Spöringen.” The map uses a color gradient to represent elevation, with darker shades near the center indicating lower altitudes and lighter shades toward the edges representing higher elevations. The colors transition from blue and green in the lower regions to red and brown in the higher areas. Geological features such as ridges, ramps, and craters are labeled with names like “Stagneliuskratern,” “Wirsenska Rampen,” and “Bergonusramper.” Smaller landmarks, including peaks and ridges, are marked with triangular symbols and labeled with names such as “Koch,” “Fourier,” and “Cuvier.” The map also includes dotted lines and radial markers extending outward from the center, likely indicating directions or divisions of the region. The layout suggests a focus on geological and topographical analysis, with detailed labeling of features and elevation changes. The map provides a comprehensive view of the region’s terrain and structure, emphasizing its crater-like formation and surrounding features. BACK.
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