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            Author’s Note

         
 
         The village of Hvalvík is fictional, but not entirely imaginary.
 
         My imagination has placed it on the south-west coast of Iceland, a dozen or so kilometres east of the fishing port of Grindavík, which Hvalvík resembles up to a point. Hvalvík is real enough in that it is a combination of the features of many of the quiet villages dotted around the coast of Iceland, where most people make their living from the land or the sea in one way or another. The place is fictional to avoid giving offence to a real police officer, mayor, taxi driver or petrol pump attendant by choosing a real location. Other locations are genuine, although a few liberties have been taken with place names.
         
 
         With thanks to everyone who provided help and encouragement – you know who you are. Particular thanks are due to Bylgja for her patience in answering even the most obvious questions.
         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1
 
            Tuesday, 26 August

         
 
         Water gurgled between the piles of the dock and the car’s tyres juddered over the heavy timbers. Somewhere a generator puttered on board one of the longliners tied up at the quay.
         
 
         The driver turned off the engine and killed the lights before stepping out of the car and taking a deep breath of fragrant summer air, still and laden with the tang of seaweed. He looked about him carefully and walked along the quay, watching the boats for any sign of activity.
         
 
         Satisfied, he opened the passenger door. He lifted the passenger’s legs out and then stooped to drape an arm over his shoulders. Grunting with exertion, he hauled the passenger to his feet.
         
 
         ‘Waas goin’ on?’ the passenger slurred as the driver steadied himself, planting his feet wide. He half supported, half dragged the passenger the few metres towards the gangplank of the nearest boat.
         
 
         ‘Come on. Almost there.’
 
         The passenger staggered against the driver. ‘W-w-where’s this?’
 
         ‘Nearly there,’ the driver muttered to himself as much as to his passenger.
         
 
         He braced one booted foot on the heavy timber parapet running the length of the quay, and quickly straightened his back as he tipped the passenger headlong into the blackness below. The splash competed for a second with the muttering generator on board a nearby boat and the driver stood still, listening intently. Hearing nothing from below, he nodded to himself and padded back to the car.
         
 
          
         A moment later the engine whispered into life and the car vanished into the night.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The phone buzzed angrily. Gunna fumbled for the handset in the dark and barked into it.
         
 
         ‘Gunnhildur.’
 
         ‘Good morning. Sorry to wake you up. I did wake you up, didn’t I?’ asked a familiar voice as she cast about for the face that went with it.
         
 
         ‘You did,’ she yawned. ‘Who is this?’
 
         ‘Albert Jónasson.’
 
         Gunna stretched a hand to the curtain and twitched it aside to let in a glare of early morning sunlight.
         
 
         ‘And what can I do for you at this ungodly hour?’ she asked, knowing that Albert Jónasson was not a man to trouble a police officer without good reason, especially one who had arrested him only a few weeks before.
         
 
         ‘Thought you’d be the best person to talk to. There’s a bloke down by the quay.’
         
 
         ‘You woke me up to tell me there’s a stranger by the dock?’ Gunna growled.
         
 
         ‘Yeah. A stranger who’s dead.’
 
         She snapped awake and swung her feet on to the cold floor. ‘Where?’
         
 
         ‘On the beach by the pontoons. Saw something in the waves and went to have a look.’
         
 
         ‘Right. Stay where you are. I’ll be right there.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Gunna drove past the half-dozen longline boats tied up at the quay and slowed down as the car rumbled on to the black gravel that made up the track leading to the small boat dock. She could make out a solitary figure standing next to the only boat there, a bearded bear of a man in orange oilskin trousers pacing the pontoon dock next to a spotless fishing boat that puttered with its engine idling.
         
 
         She parked at the top of the dock among the fishermen’s pickup trucks and Albert Jónasson strode to meet her, pointing at a bundle lying among the waves lapping on the black sand of the beach a few metres away.
         
 
         ‘Down there,’ he said grimly, following behind as Gunna trod gingerly, wary of disturbing anything.
         
 
         ‘Have you been down here, Albert?’ she called over her shoulder.
 
         ‘No fear. Leave well alone, I thought.’
 
         ‘You haven’t had a look? How did you know it was a body?’
 
         ‘I got here a bit late. All the others were away before daybreak. I was just starting up and saw something floating, so I had a look with the binoculars and saw what it was. So I thought I’d better give you a call.’
         
 
         Gunna ripped a pair of surgical gloves from the pouch on her tool belt and snapped them on before she squatted by the bundle and gently smoothed matted red hair back from a face that looked peaceful but lost. She pressed the button on her Tetra communicator and spoke into the tiny microphone on her collar.
         
 
         ‘Nine eight four one, nine five five zero. Are you there, Haddi?’
 
         She retreated and pulled her phone from her pocket.
 
         ‘Albert, are you going to sea today?’ she asked as the dialling tone buzzed.
         
 
         ‘I was going to.’
 
         ‘All right. Ah, Haddi, that took a while,’ she said, switching her attention to the phone. ‘Look, shelve everything, we have an unidentified body floating in the small boat dock. You’d better get the cavalry out.’
         
 
         Albert watched Gunna nodding as she paced back and forth, admiring her solid frame inside the uniform that didn’t do it justice.
         
 
         ‘No,’ she continued. ‘Ambulance and the technical division, discreetly if that’s at all possible. Get Bjössi over from CID in Keflavík if he’s not too busy with the Baltic mafia. OK?’
         
 
         She ended the call and looked over to where Albert was waiting patiently for her.
         
 
         ‘Am I all right to go to sea today, then?’
 
         ‘When will you be back?’
 
         ‘Three. Four, maybe.’
 
         ‘Go on then. But I’ll need you to make a statement when you’ve finished landing your fish.’
         
 
         ‘No problem,’ Albert said gratefully, already making his way along the pontoon and throwing off the boat’s mooring ropes in the process. ‘See you later, Gunna,’ he called out as the boat surged from the quay.
         
 
         And I’ll stay here and wait for the professionals to turn up, Gunna thought, opening the squad car’s boot to get out a roll of tape to cordon off the area. She wondered if the tape had ever been used before in Hvalvík, a village where a speeding ticket or an uncooperative drunk were the most serious crimes she or Haddi normally had to deal with.
         
 
         
            26-08-2008, 0944
 
            
                

            
 
            Skandalblogger writes:
 
            You can’t keep a good blog down!
 
            So, we’re back and once again the Icelandic scandal blog has a brand-new home! We’ve been tarred and feathered and run out of town on a rail one more time, so this time we’re back stronger than ever in a delightful part of the world where they respect the power of Mr Visa to overrule the pathetic attempts of those-who-run-things to silence free speech. Hurrah for the Tiger economies! Free speech is there for those willing to pay for it!
            
 
            Making friends and influencing people!
 
            But anyway, folks, and we mean that most sincerely, our favourites are still up to their old tricks. Gunni Benedikts at the trade ministry, no doubt after a looong lunch with his old chum Óli at agriculture, has just decided to block imports of New Zealand lamb to our fair country. Now, some of you may find this a bit hard to stomach, what with all the claptrap these guys have been spouting over the years about free market economics, going for the most competitive bid, and all that shit. But let’s remember which party holds trade? And agriculture? Of course, it’s our old friends the Progressives, and we can’t go upsetting the farmers, or at least the half-dozen who are still in business and who vote for them, just by letting them be undercut by cheap foreign imports. That wouldn’t be fair, would it?
            
 
            (Private) Power to (a few of) the People!
 
            As for everyone’s favourite minister …! Bjarni Jón, now just who are your new friends? And we don’t mean the guys at InterAlu, it’s their friends from further east we’re interested in this time. From what a little bird whispers in our ear, these are oil people. Energy people. Money people. Powerful people. Watch your back, BJB, and when you’ve shaken hands with them, you’d better count your fingers, just to make sure.
            
 
            We’ve heard the rumours circulating around environment and trade, and the PM’s office, and we’re not going to believe it, as we know what a great guy you really are. We’re absolutely certain that you’d never sideline the National Power Authority by inviting a foreign company to build and run a private power station to sell electricity to InterAlu. So, please, BJB, tell us it ain’t true?
            
 
            Watch this space, there’ll be more tomorrow! 

            Bæjó!

         
 
         Haddi firmly believed that a whirlwind of unwarranted attention had descended on Hvalvík and its tiny police station. By mid-morning the station’s older, but junior, police officer would have preferred to be making his accustomed tour of the village in the station’s better Volvo, taking in coffee, gossip and a doughnut or three with the lads at the net loft or maybe with one of his cousins in the saltfish plant’s canteen. Instead he found himself fending off a flood of questions through the phone and from the huddle of newspaper and television people outside.
         
 
         Outside on the grass verge a serious young woman in a thick parka over a smart city suit presented take after take with the little harbour and Hvalvík’s pastel-painted houses in the background, as if to make sure that Reykjavík viewers understood this was a report from outside their city limits.
         
 
         Teams from Morgunbladid, DV, Fréttabladid, state TV and radio, Channel 2, Channel 3, and a few more that Haddi had never heard of had all demanded information, been told there was no statement yet and they’d just have to wait. Haddi was putting the phone down from telling the local paper the same thing when a young man with a mess of gelled fair hair that appeared to defy both gravity and the breeze outside pushed his way through the door into the station’s reception area.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’ Haddi asked brusquely, arms folded on the counter.
 
          
         ‘Er. Hi. I’m Skúli Snædal from Dagurinn.’
         
 
         Haddi rolled his eyes ceilingwards. ‘Look, son, I’ve told all of you that there’ll be a statement this afternoon. Yes, we have found an unidentified person. No, I can’t tell you where. No, I can’t tell you any more than that.’
         
 
         ‘But I’m—’
 
         ‘Sorry. That’s all I can say right now.’
 
         ‘But that’s not what I’m here for. I’ve come to see Gunnhildur. I’m shadowing her for a while. For Dagurinn,’ he added.
         
 
         Haddi took a deep breath ‘So you’re not here because of the body?’
 
         ‘No. What body?’
 
         ‘Never you mind. The chief’s not here right now, and I don’t suppose she’ll be back for an hour or two.’
         
 
         ‘Couldn’t you call her up? I’m expected.’
 
         Haddi pulled his glasses down from among his curls and peered over them.
         
 
         ‘If it was something important, then I could call her up,’ he agreed. ‘But on a day like today, then it would have to be something more than usually important.’
         
 
         Skúli tried again. ‘It’s all arranged. I can call the press representative at police headquarters and confirm with them again.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry. Not now. Look, we have a very serious incident to deal with, so I’d appreciate it if you’d call Reykjavík and sort it out with them. We’re a bit busy right now. Hm?’
         
 
         Haddi’s frown and raised eyebrows made it plain that this was not a matter for discussion and the young man appeared to concede defeat.
         
 
         ‘All right then. But do you know when she’s going to be back?’
 
         ‘Normally, about now. Today …’ Haddi shrugged his shoulders.
 
         The young man nodded glumly and made for the door. The look of disappointment on his face aroused a sudden pang in Haddi’s heart and he called across as the young man had the door half open.
         
 
         ‘Not from round here, are you?’
 
         ‘No. Reykjavík.’
 
         ‘D’you know Hafnarkaffi?’
 
         ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘It’s the shop down by the dock. It’s getting on for lunchtime and odds are that’s where the chief’ll be. But you didn’t hear that from me, all right?’
         
 
          
         The young man grinned in delight. ‘Thanks. That would be great. How do I recognize her?’
         
 
         ‘Gunna? Can’t miss her. She’s a big fat lass with a face that frightens the horses.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Hafnarkaffi stands between the fishmeal plant and Jói Ben’s engineering shop. Originally a shed used for storing tarred longlines through the summer, Hafnarkaffi has grown gradually since it was turned into a drive-in kiosk thirty years ago, then expanded into a shop and had an extension built to add a small café for harbour workers and fishermen. The final addition was the petrol pumps outside, but by now hardly anything of the original corrugated iron shed is to be seen and the place has become an enduring nightmare for council planners who have visions of it spreading across the road.
         
 
         Skúli looked through the steamed-up glass panels of the door and made out figures sitting at tables. Pushing it open, he ventured in, thought for a moment and decided that he really was hungry anyway.
         
 
         At the end of the long counter he collected a tray and pushed it in front of him, picking up bottled water on the way and stopping before the row of steaming steel bins.
         
 
         ‘Fish or meat?’ a grey-faced woman behind the counter asked.
 
         ‘Er – what do you have?’
 
         ‘Fish or meat.’
 
         ‘What sort are they?’
 
         ‘It’s Tuesday. Salted fish or salted meat.’
 
         Skúli’s heart sank and he began to wish he hadn’t bothered with a tray.
 
         ‘Saltfish, please,’ he decided, knowing that he would regret it.
 
         The woman ladled fish and potatoes on to a plate. ‘Fat?’
 
         ‘Sorry? What?’
 
         ‘D’you want fat on it?’
 
         ‘Oh, er, no. Thanks.’
 
         She dropped the spoon back into the dish of liquefied fat and pointed to a pot. ‘Soup?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, no thanks.’
 
         ‘It’s included.’
 
         ‘No, thanks anyway.’
 
          
         ‘Up to you. It’s there if you change your mind. Coffee’s included as well. That’s eight hundred. Receipt?’
         
 
         Skúli handed over a note and received change and receipt. He scanned the room and quickly located a bulky figure in uniform at the far side, hunched over a table. At a distance it wasn’t easy to see if the figure was man or a woman, but Skúli hoped he had found the right person. He edged between tables, forcing a row of blue-overalled workmen to haul in their bellies and chairs for him to pass, before planting his tray on the table.
         
 
         ‘May I sit here?’
 
         The figure looked up and Skúli saw that, in spite of the broad shoulders, the solid woman with the short fair hair was not the bruiser Haddi had given him to expect. Although she would never be a beauty, she had an angular, handsome face that radiated authority. He wondered briefly if this was natural, or the product of a police career.
         
 
         ‘Help yourself,’ she said, between spoonfuls of colourless soup.
 
         ‘You must be Gunnhildur?’
 
         She nodded, scraping the bottom of the soup plate. ‘Known to every man and his dog as Gunna the Cop,’ she corrected. ‘And you must be the lad from Dagurinn. I suppose Haddi told you I’d be here, did he?’
         
 
         Skúli picked at the saltfish on the plate in front of him. This kind of traditional food had never been on the menu at home and he wasn’t ready for the overpowering salt flavour of the first forkful.
         
 
         ‘So. Now that you’re here, what is it you’re after?’
 
         ‘Nothing special, really. The idea is a series of feature articles in the Saturday magazine about the work of rural police. I’m not looking for anything out of the ordinary – just the opposite, actually.’
         
 
         ‘Not because of what’s been going on this morning?’
 
         ‘No …’ Skúli said slowly.
 
         ‘So you don’t know,’ she said with slow satisfaction and a broad smile that lit up her face. ‘Well, you must be the only reporter in Iceland who hasn’t heard that an unidentified corpse was found just round the corner this morning. You must be the only one, because practically every other hack in the country has either turned up here or else phoned the station to demand a statement. Poor old Haddi’s been going spare.’
         
 
          
         ‘Oh. I see.’
 
         Skúli dropped his cutlery and dived into his coat pocket to bring out a mobile phone. He switched it on and within seconds it was buzzing angrily with a series of voice and text messages.
         
 
         ‘Shit. I forgot to switch it on when I left this morning, and I didn’t even have the radio on in the car,’ he admitted. ‘Sorry, I didn’t know anything.’
         
 
         ‘Anyway, now that you’re here, I suppose you’d better have a story to take back with you.’
         
 
         ‘That would be … great.’
 
         ‘You mean it would save your sorry arse from being fried?’
 
         ‘Er, yes, probably.’
 
         ‘There’ll be a statement this afternoon, so you can have it half an hour before it comes out officially. I don’t suppose that’ll do any harm.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you. That’s brilliant.’
 
         ‘Right. But you’ll owe me a favour there straight away. How old are you?’
         
 
         ‘Twenty-five.’
 
         ‘What are you on this paper, then, a junior reporter, or what?’
 
         ‘No. I’m the crime editor.’
 
         ‘What? There’s a whopping story here and you didn’t even know about it, Mr Crime Editor?’ Gunna asked with a second sly smile.
         
 
         Skúli shuffled fish about on his plate. ‘Actually I’ve only been the crime editor for a week. And that was because someone put the by-line as a joke on something I wrote about a woman who had been caught shoplifting from the shopping centre at Kringlan. It stayed in by mistake, so I’m the new crime editor.’
         
 
         ‘How long have you been working for Dagurinn?’
         
 
         Skúli was starting to resent Gunna’s quickfire questions, reminding himself that he should be the one asking. ‘A couple of months. Dagurinn only started up in January.’
         
 
         ‘What were you doing before that?’
 
         ‘I finished my master’s last year and then I was at Jyllands Posten as an intern for a few months until I came home.’
         
 
         ‘Denmark. Where?’
 
         ‘In Århus. How long have you been in the police?’ he asked, trying to wrench the conversation around so that he could ask the questions.
         
 
          
         ‘Far too long. And who are your people?’
 
         ‘The Snædal family.’
 
         ‘Oh. Top people, I see.’
 
         ‘My uncle was in the government years ago.’
 
         ‘I know. I might even have voted for him.’
 
         ‘That’s nice to know. I’ll tell him.’
 
         ‘I’m not quite that old,’ Gunna replied coldly. ‘Now, get that down you and we’ll make a start. I have masses of things to do and if you’re going to tag along you’ll have to keep up and preferably keep quiet. All right?’
         
 
         ‘That’s fine,’ Skúli replied, laying down his knife and fork with a premonition of failure. He realized that, for a reporter, he had asked no questions and found out almost nothing about the person he was supposed to be profiling, while she had found out practically everything about him. ‘We can go, if you want. I don’t really like saltfish,’ he admitted.
         
 
         ‘Then you won’t grow up to have curly hair. Come on then,’ she said with a grin, rising to her feet and pulling a phone from her jacket pocket as it began to chirrup.
         
 
         ‘Hi, sweetheart, just a moment,’ she answered it in a gentle tone.
 
         ‘You’d better take your tray back to the counter, and you can take mine while you’re at it. I’ll see you outside in a minute,’ she instructed Skúli, marching towards the door with the phone at her ear. Skúli wondered who she could be addressing as sweetheart.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘So, what does a crime editor actually do?’
 
         The second-best Volvo bumped off the tarmac and rumbled on to the track leading to the pontoon dock. Skúli sat in the passenger seat, laptop on his knees, getting down as much of the story as Gunna was prepared to give him.
         
 
         ‘Mostly I just check the police websites every morning. Unidentified, you say? A man or a woman?’
         
 
         ‘Male.’
 
         ‘Age?’
 
         ‘Too early to say.’
 
         ‘What else can you tell me?’
 
          
         ‘That’s all for now,’ Gunna replied, bringing the car to a halt with a crunch of gravel behind a white van. Skúli followed her as she picked her way easily between rocks to the foreshore, while he found his feet slipping from under him.
         
 
         Two people in white overalls crouched on the sand where the falling tide had left the man’s body, while a tall uniformed officer stood and watched as a photographer systematically took pictures of the area. Gunna lifted the Do Not Cross tape and ducked under it.
         
 
         ‘Hi, Snorri, what’s new?’ Gunna asked the man in uniform.
 
         ‘Nothing yet. They’ve not long been here.’
 
         ‘And Bjössi?’
 
         ‘Been and gone for a snoop around. Said he’d see you at the station in a while.’
         
 
         ‘Fair enough. Oh, by the way, that’s Snorri,’ she announced, looking at Skúli and jerking a thumb at the uniformed officer. She used the same thumb to point at Skúli. ‘This is Skúli. He’s my shadow. From the newspapers, so be careful what you tell him.’
         
 
         Skúli saw her smile again while Snorri looked doubtful.
 
         ‘Camera?’ she asked Skúli.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Do you have a camera?’
 
         ‘No – well, only the one in my phone.’
 
         ‘All right. Take any pictures and I’ll lock you up.’
 
         Gunna moved closer to the white-overalled pair crouched around the body and hunched down next to them. Skúli caught a glimpse of a young face, lifeless eyes half-open, and he felt himself engulfed in a sudden deep sadness at the sight.
         
 
         ‘Gunnhildur,’ Gunna introduced herself brusquely.
 
         ‘Sigmar. That’s Selma,’ the man replied absently, while the woman did not look up.
         
 
         ‘Anything useful?’
 
         ‘Not really. He’s not been here long, I’d say. Nothing to indicate any injuries. More than likely a case of falling in the water followed by hypothermia or drowning.’
         
 
         ‘Any identification?’
 
         ‘Nothing so far. Nothing in his pockets. No rings, no jewellery. We’ll know more when we’ve had a proper look at him on the slab. If he’s Icelandic, then we’ll probably have an identity in a day or two, sooner if he has a record of any kind. If he’s a foreigner …’
         
 
         He shrugged, scratched at the stubble on his chin and yawned.
 
         ‘Makes a change to get out into the country once in a while,’ he observed with a thin smile.
         
 
         ‘Taking him away, are you?’
 
         ‘Yup. Almost finished, actually. We’ll probably be off in an hour and we should have a report for you in a day or two. There’s no sign of any violence, so how urgent do you want this to be?’
         
 
         ‘Sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned. This kind of thing doesn’t happen every day round here.’
         
 
         ‘All right. We’ll do what we can,’ Sigmar said, pulling a mask back up over his mouth and nose.
         
 
         ‘Are you all right, lad?’ Gunna asked Skúli kindly. ‘Not seen a dead person before?’
         
 
         Skúli’s face had gone from pale to white. He shook his head.
 
         ‘It’s all right. You’ll get used to it. But if you’re going to puke up, please don’t do it over anything that might be used as evidence.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The young man had departed in an ambulance to the National Hospital’s mortuary in Reykjavík before the inshore boats began to appear in the afternoon and the pontoon dock became a hive of activity. Gunna could see plenty of curious faces and knew that Albert Jónasson must have been chatting over the VHF while he steamed out that morning.
         
 
         ‘Nothing to see, people,’ she muttered to herself as she and Skúli were the last to drive away, leaving the beach to be reclaimed by the rising tide.
         
 
         ‘I’d best be getting back to town,’ Skúli said as Gunna parked in the mayor’s space outside the police station.
         
 
         ‘All right. I hope today was useful, but it’s quite unusual to have a body. In fact, it hasn’t happened for years. So that’s a bit of excitement for you.’
         
 
         ‘Do you know who it is?’
 
         ‘No idea. Might be a seaman, could be a foreigner. But whoever he was, my guess is he had a bit too much to drink and fell into the water trying to get on board a boat.’
         
 
          
         ‘When do you think you’ll know?’
 
         Gunna shrugged. ‘Anybody’s guess, I’m afraid. Now, you’re not going to write any of this, are you? There’ll be a statement this afternoon with everything in it that we can say before he’s been identified. Things get a bit delicate with relatives and whatnot. You understand?’
         
 
         ‘No, of course not. I mean, yes. I’ll be back later in the week if that’s all right.’
         
 
         ‘Fine by me. It won’t be so interesting, though. Most of what we do here is traffic. There’s bugger all happens in Hvalvík, so I really don’t know why they wanted to send you here.’
         
 
         Gunna opened the car door and swung her legs out. ‘Give me a call when you want to come over. Shouldn’t be a problem.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Haddi!’
 
         ‘In here.’
 
         Gunna put her head round her own office door to see Haddi in one chair and the morose figure of Bjössi from CID sitting behind her desk with his feet perched on the window sill.
         
 
         ‘Ah, Bjössi. So that’s where you’ve got to. Make yourself comfortable, will you?’
         
 
         Bjössi languidly put his hands behind his head. ‘Will do, Gunna. Two sugars for me, if you don’t mind, and a few doughnuts wouldn’t do any harm.’
         
 
         ‘Bugger off. I don’t want your clogged-up arteries on my conscience. But I’m sure Haddi has some coffee on the go somewhere?’
         
 
         ‘All right,’ Haddi grumbled, standing up. Gunna waved Bjössi to Haddi’s vacated seat and planted herself behind her desk.
         
 
         ‘Right then. What have we got?’
 
         Bjössi sighed. ‘Dead bloke. Late twenties to mid-thirties by the look of him. Been in the water a few hours, but not long. Not a thing in his pockets. No rings, no watch, nothing round his neck, no piercings that we could see. No visible injuries.’
         
 
         He took a deep breath and carried on. ‘Clean-shaven probably yesterday, I’d say. Ginger hair, nails clipped, no shoes, black jeans and a black shirt with long sleeves. That’s it, in a nutshell. He’s probably on the slab at the morgue right now being looked at carefully. With any luck we might get something more tomorrow.’
         
 
         ‘He’s not a local, but he must have gone into the water here. The tide wouldn’t have washed him into the harbour from anywhere else, surely?’
         
 
         ‘Nope. Hasn’t been in the drink long enough for that. If he’d been rolling around in the water for long enough to drift along the coast, he wouldn’t be in such good condition.’
         
 
         Haddi returned with a thermos and mugs.
 
         ‘I suppose you want milk, Bjössi?’ he grumbled.
 
         ‘Black’s fine with me.’
 
         ‘That’s just as well, because we don’t have any milk anyway. Need me, do you?’
         
 
         ‘No, you’d best knock off now, Haddi,’ Gunna replied. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’
         
 
         Haddi waved as he let the door swing shut behind him and Gunna heard him greet the woman reading the morning’s paper at the post office counter next door as he left the building.
         
 
         ‘Bjössi, how much help with this can I get from CID?’
 
         ‘Not a lot, I’m afraid. Looks pretty clear to me. Once he’s identified, inform the relatives and get on with the rest of it. There’ll have to be an inquiry, but I’d be surprised if it came up with anything other than death by misadventure, either drowning or hypothermia.’
         
 
         ‘Seems reasonable enough to me,’ Gunna agreed. ‘No sign of foul play, not yet at any rate. I’ll check the missing persons list before I finish today and get on to pathology in the morning and see what they can tell us.’
         
 
         She yawned.
 
         ‘Been a long day?’ Bjössi asked.
 
         ‘It has. And I’d better be off in a minute. How’s Dóra, anyway?’ 
         

         ‘Ach, she’s fine. Moaning, but nothing unusual about that. How about your kids?’
         
 
         ‘Laufey should be back from school soon, so I’d better be there when she gets home. Gísli’s at sea, been on Snæfugl since January and says he likes it, or he likes the money anyway.’
         
 
         ‘He’s got his head screwed on, your boy has.’ Bjössi grinned. ‘Don’t know where he gets that from.’
         
 
          
         ‘From his mother, of course,’ Gunna said stoutly. ‘There’s no bloody sense in his father’s family.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, I wouldn’t know about that. But I reckon if things keep going the way they are, fishing’s about the best place your lad could be. Interest rates and prices going up all the time. You know, it doesn’t seem right.’ The furrows across Bjössi’s brow deepened.
         
 
         ‘Yup, it stinks. But fishermen and coppers will be fine, just you see,’ Gunna assured him.
         
 
         Bjössi refilled his mug from the thermos. He wedged a hard lump of sugar between his teeth and sipped his fresh coffee through it.
         
 
         ‘I hope somebody’s going to be fine,’ Bjössi mumbled with the sugar lump still between his teeth. ‘The exchange rate’s up and down. I don’t care what the government tries to tell us, I can see prices of everything going up and Dóra says it’s dearer just to live now. Half of the Poles and whatnot have already left, except the ones running lucrative dope businesses.’
         
 
         ‘You’re probably right, but what’s going to change? Nothing. Anyway, what’s keeping you so busy over at Keflavík that you can’t help an old colleague out for a few hours?’
         
 
         ‘Dope, dope and more dope.’ Bjössi sighed. ‘It’s just never-ending and I’m sick of it. It’s dealing with these bloody low-lifes that I’m fed up with, day in, day out.’
         
 
         ‘Well, you shouldn’t have joined the police in that case.’
 
         ‘Probably right,’ Bjössi said, standing up. ‘But I reckon we’re both stuck with it now, Gunna. Come and find me if you’re in Keflavík tomorrow. By the way, who’s the toyboy?’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Your young man.’
 
         ‘Oh, him. He’s a journalist on Dagurinn, says he’s here to write a profile of a country police station.’
         
 
         ‘Fun for you.’ Bjössi sniggered while Gunna glowered.
 
         ‘It was wished on me,’ she said. ‘Shit, that reminds me.’
 
         ‘Of what?’
 
         ‘I’ve just remembered I had a meeting with Vilhjálmur Traustason this morning.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. I told our glorious leader that you were a bit busy today.’
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            Wednesday, 27 August

         
 
         Gunna’s flat soles slapped on the polished floor of the hospital corridor. Sigmar’s office was at the far end of the passage, marked only with a handwritten sign that indicated the occupant’s name and not his position.
         
 
         Hearing voices within, she knocked and pushed the door open without waiting for a response. Sigmar swivelled round, the phone at his ear.
         
 
         ‘I’ll have to call you back. Sorry, I have a visitor. Yes, an hour at least.’ 
         

         He dropped the phone on to its handset and smiled. ‘Good morning, sergeant. You’ve come to my rescue.’
         
 
         ‘Morning. In what way?’
 
         ‘One of the administrators,’ he said with distaste, glaring at the phone. ‘More cash-saving incentives needed, although obviously that wouldn’t extend to bureaucrats. But hopefully in an hour when the lady calls back, I’ll be on my way home for lunch,’ he added with satisfaction.
         
 
         ‘A result, then?’
 
         ‘Indeed. Now, our young man.’ He shuffled through papers and came up with a handwritten sheet. ‘Of course you’d have the full report tomorrow, but I understand that you’ll need to know as much as possible straight away.’
         
 
         ‘It helps.’
 
         Sigmar consulted the sheet. ‘Actually I can’t tell you much more than I did yesterday at the scene, except to confirm he hadn’t been in the water for more than a few hours. Six, at most.’
         
 
         ‘The body was located at six thirty.’
 
          
         ‘Around midnight, not before. He was also extremely drunk, almost double the drink-driving limit. At any rate it’s not surprising that he may have missed his footing. He’d certainly have had trouble walking in a straight line at that level of intoxication. The cause of death was drowning.’
         
 
         Gunna scribbled notes in a pad as Sigmar spoke. ‘So he was alive when he hit the water?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes. But apart from that, there’s not much to tell. He was in good health, didn’t smoke, or at least not often, wasn’t overweight. He clearly didn’t do any kind of manual work as his hands are as soft as a baby’s bottom.’
         
 
         ‘Any distinguishing marks?’ Gunna asked.
 
         ‘Ah, yes. We have a tattoo. On the left upper arm.’
 
         Sigmar tapped at his computer keyboard and swivelled the monitor round so they could both see it.
         
 
         ‘There you are. Wonderful things, computers,’ he said appreciatively as Gunna looked at the magnified image of the young man’s pale skin and the stylized motif of a book with E3 on one open page and V2 on the page opposite.
         
 
         ‘Will you email me these pictures? E-three?’
 
         ‘E cubed, EEE. Someone’s initials, maybe?’ Sigmar mused. ‘Who knows? It could be anything. But that’s your job, sergeant.’
         
 
         ‘Of course.’ She made a note and moved on. ‘Any DNA evidence?’ 
         

         Sigmar frowned. ‘This isn’t CSI, you know. If he has a criminal record, we’ll know in a couple of days. But if he’s an honest man, then the answer’s no.’
         
 
         ‘We’ll see, then.’
 
         ‘A little conundrum for you, sergeant?’ Sigmar smiled. ‘Now, I’ll give you my mobile number in case you have any more questions. But if you don’t mind, I’d really like to not be here when the financial controller calls back.’
         
 
         
            27-08-2008, 1339
 
            
                

            
 
            Skandalblogger writes:
 
            Keeping our end up!
 
             
            We’re still here, ladies and gentlemen, and we know how much you all appreciate the Skandalblogger’s efforts to keep you up to date with the great and the good.
            
 
            The latest is that our last gem of gossip, brought to us by word of mouth from someone who knows, has resulted in the abject fury of a certain recently re-elected former jailbird, who has been going apeshit over our revelation that he’s had a hair transplant.
            
 
            Strangely, he didn’t seem to mind too much about being called a disgraced convicted criminal. Well, you can’t argue with the truth … But, no, it’s the rug thing that’s really got his goat. That’s putting his priorities in the right place.
            
 
            Bæjó!

         
 
         An hour later Gunna was at the police station in Keflavík. Like Sigmar at the hospital, Chief Inspector Vilhjálmur Traustason had a surprisingly small office and, at more than two metres in height, he seemed to fill most of it. No lightweight herself, Gunna felt that the room could burst if a third person were to try and squeeze in. She sipped weak coffee and placed the cup awkwardly on the corner of his desk.
         
 
         ‘Sorry about yesterday. It was something of a busy day,’ she apologized without a shred of remorse in her voice.
         
 
         ‘Understood. Investigation has to take precedence,’ he said stiffly. ‘Now, resources.’
  
         ‘Indeed. How much is there in the kitty for me to spend?’
 
         ‘Less than ever,’ he replied with a tiny sigh, finally looking up from the screen of the laptop on the desk.
         
 
         ‘I need—’
 
         ‘I know what you need.’
 
         ‘How do you know?’
 
         ‘Because you tell me at every available opportunity exactly what you need, as does every other station officer in the county. And I have to keep telling you that there are fewer financial resources available. But …’ Vilhjálmur Traustason tailed off, attention on his screen.
         
 
         ‘But what?’
 
         Throughout her career, she had been mildly irritated by Vilhjálmur Traustason, as well as occasionally tempted to punch his prominent nose. Promotion had sought him out in the same way that it had steadfastly avoided Gunna. She was fully aware that only an unusual set of circumstances had made her a sergeant in a rural area instead of still being a constable in the city force, and that further promotion was less than likely. The chief inspector’s steady rise put them at odds when it came to the increasingly frequent issue of funding.
         
 
         ‘I know how you love figures, Vilhjálmur. So I’ve prepared some for you,’ she said, passing a sheet of paper across the desk to him.
         
 
         He looked doubtful and scrutinized the list of requirements.
 
         ‘You don’t really need all this, do you?’ he asked, aghast.
 
         ‘Probably not. But I’m sure we can strike a happy medium somewhere.’
         
 
         ‘But – all this? Why? How can you justify it?’
 
         ‘Since the smelter construction started on the far side of the harbour we simply have so much more to do. Traffic through Hvalvík has increased by around four hundred per cent and virtually all of that is heavy goods. Basically, trucks going to and from that new aluminium plant. The place is awash with heavy traffic and Polish labourers.’ 
         

         ‘But you’re coping well.’
 
         ‘For the moment, Vilhjálmur, for the moment. There’s only me and Haddi, and Haddi doesn’t speak enough English or anything else to deal with these people.’
         
 
         ‘You can call for additional manpower when you need it.’
 
         ‘I can call and it’s not going to come half the time. That’s why I’m putting in for two additional officers for the Hvalvík station.’
         
 
         ‘Two?’ Vilhjálmur squeaked. ‘There’s a request for an additional car here as well. You have two cars already and normally a station like yours has only one vehicle.’
         
 
         ‘It’s a big area we have to cover. The Volvos are getting old and we could do with a jeep for the winter.’
         
 
         Vilhjálmur consulted his laptop again, scratched his head and sucked his teeth while Gunna watched him carefully while pretending to make notes on the pad resting on her knee.
         
 
         Eventually he sighed heavily. ‘Gunnhildur. What do you really need? What are your priorities?’
         
 
         ‘Manpower. Then an additional vehicle. Then all the other bits and pieces.’
         
 
          
         ‘Well, you’re in luck, actually, as I have a very experienced officer who has asked for a transfer and I’m sure he’d suit you.’
         
 
         ‘Not Viggó Björgvins?’
 
         ‘How did you know?’ he snapped.
 
         ‘Because the man’s being transferred all the bloody time. No. I want someone a lot younger than that idiot.’
         
 
         Sour-faced, Vilhjálmur consulted his laptop. ‘You can have one officer on permanent secondment.’
         
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘You can have Snorri Hilmarsson or Bára Gunnólfsdóttir. They’ve both been seconded to you occasionally, I believe.’
         
 
         Gunna thought quickly. She knew and liked both officers. Bára was small, fair and quick-witted with an ability to get straight to the heart of things, while Snorri was the beefy, likeable young man with an endless reserve of good humour who was normally the one sent to help out at Hvalvík. Gunna knew him as tenacious but without Bára’s spark of fierce intelligence. She had seen plenty of both of them and paused over a less than easy choice.
         
 
         ‘Snorri,’ she decided.
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘He’s a plodder. Methodical, gets on with it. Country copper material. Bára has a great future in CID, as long as you can keep her on the force.’
         
 
         Vilhjálmur winced at the reference to the police force’s retention rate.
         
 
         ‘All right. I’ll interview Snorri when he comes on duty and we’ll see if he’s prepared for a transfer to Hvalvík.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, he is. He lives in Hvalvík anyway, so he’s happy with it.’
 
         ‘How do you know?’
 
         ‘I’ve already asked him.’
 
         ‘Gunnhildur, you know you shouldn’t bypass procedure,’ Vilhjálmur admonished grimly. ‘Now, vehicles.’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘It’s August now. How long are these vehicles you have going to last?’
 
         ‘Search me. I’m not a mechanic.’
 
         ‘I don’t have a vehicle for you. I can’t justify it.’
 
         ‘Come on. That old Volvo’s going to fall apart soon.’
 
          
         He tapped his teeth with the pencil. ‘Make it last the summer. I’ll allocate you a jeep, but not until October.’
         
 
         Gunna wanted to spit on her palm and shake his hand, but was still suspicious. It seemed to have all been too easy.
         
 
         ‘Done. Can I have Snorri from next week?’
 
         
             

         
 
         Gunna used the CID room. She could have gone back to Hvalvík as soon as Vilhjálmur had agreed to let her have both Snorri and a jeep, but she felt the need of the buzz of colleagues around her rather than Haddi’s dry chuckle from the next room.
         
 
         ‘Hvalvík police,’ she heard Haddi answer gruffly after a dozen rings.
 
         ‘Hi, it’s me. Are you all right without me for a few hours?’
 
         ‘Yeah. I reckon I can maintain law and order for a while. Are you busy with that bloke?’
         
 
         ‘Pretty much. CID have better things to do, so this is down to us.’
 
         ‘That’s all right. Tomorrow’s going to be busy, though.’
 
         ‘Why’s that?’ Gunna asked.
 
         ‘They’re bringing some low-loaders through to the smelter site so we’ll have to close a couple of streets and escort them through.’
         
 
         ‘Shouldn’t be a problem. D’you want the good news?’
 
         ‘No news is normally good news.’
 
         ‘We have Snorri from Monday and get a jeep in October.’
 
         Gunna heard Haddi snort, which she recognized as a laugh of sorts. ‘And what did you have to do to persuade Vilhjálmur? Did you beat him round the head or just threaten the old fool?’
         
 
         ‘Didn’t have to do either. Just set out the case and explained how busy we are. But he did try and palm me off with Viggó Björgvins.’
         
 
         ‘But you got Snorri instead?’
 
         ‘So he says. But I’ll wait and see if it’s Viggó who turns up on Monday morning.’
         
 
         ‘If he does, I’ll be asking for a transfer,’ Haddi growled.
 
         ‘Me too,’ Gunna agreed. ‘Anyway, I’ll see you later.’
 
         Rather than use Bjössi’s desk, she sat herself opposite his empty place in the chair that would belong to the station’s second CID officer – when recruitment and financial constraints might allow the post to be filled.
         
 
          
         It took more than an hour on the computer to plough through the national register that lists the full name, date of birth and legal residence of every Icelandic citizen and foreign resident. She emerged from the E section with ten candidates for men with the initials EEE, of whom six could not be ruled out by their age. Encouraged, she plunged into the V section of the register, but found that VV was a very common set of initials and decided to concentrate on E3.
         
 
         Referring to the list of names and dates of birth on the pad next to her, she clicked the mouse on the telephone directory and began with the first of the names. She added the phone numbers given to the list on her pad, pulled Bjössi’s phone across the desk towards her and dialled the first number.
         
 
         ‘Hello?’ a woman’s voice answered.
 
         ‘Good morning. This is Gunnhildur Gísladóttir at Hvalvík police. Could I speak to Eiríkur Emil Eiríksson?’
         
 
         ‘He’s not here,’ the voice answered sharply.
 
         ‘Could you tell me where I could find him?’
 
         ‘You’re not his …’ There was a pause. ‘You’re not his bit on the side, are you?’ the voice continued with suppressed fury. ‘Because if you are—’
         
 
         ‘I’m an investigating officer with Hvalvík police and I assure you I’ve never met the man, but I’m trying to eliminate certain people from an inquiry. Can you tell me where I can find him? This is a serious matter.’
         
 
         The voice on the line sighed. ‘He’s at sea as far as I know. But sometimes he doesn’t bother to come home when they’re ashore.’
         
 
         ‘And you’re his wife?’
 
         ‘I don’t know about that. I’m his kids’ mum at any rate.’
 
         ‘I see. I apologize, but I have to eliminate a series of people from an incident. Could you describe him for me? Height and hair colour?’
         
 
         Gunna could hear the click of a lighter and a long exhalation.
 
         ‘Eiríkur’s about two metres, a bit over. Dark hair, going a bit bald at the back, big nose.’
         
 
         ‘In that case I don’t think I’ll have to trouble you any more as that doesn’t fit the description of the person we’re looking for. But can I have your name, please? It’s just in case I need to follow this up later.’
         
 
         ‘Aldís Gunnarsdóttir.’
 
          
         ‘And is that an Akureyri phone number?’
 
         ‘Dalvík.’
 
         ‘OK. Thank you for your help. I don’t expect we’ll need to trouble you any further.’
         
 
         ‘What’s he done?’ Aldís asked sharply.
 
         ‘Excuse me?’
 
         ‘What’s he done, the bloke you’re looking for? Eiríkur gets up to all sorts.’
         
 
         ‘Nothing as far as I know. It’s a missing person inquiry.’
 
         ‘Oh. Shame.’ The woman’s disappointment was palpable.
 
         Gunna ended the call with relief, carefully noting names, numbers and the time of the call. She looked back at the list and dialled again.
         
 
         ‘Good morning. This is Gunnhildur Gísladóttir at Hvalvík police. Could I speak to Elmar Einar Ervík, please?’
         
 
         It was long past midday when Gunna realized that she would have to be quick getting back to Hvalvík before the station closed its doors at six. But she consoled herself with a job well done that left only one name unaccounted for on the list she had started with. One person had not answered his home phone or the mobile number that the telephone company’s website listed. She reflected that this was nothing out of the ordinary, as the person could be out of the country, at sea, a meeting or simply asleep. Out of curiosity, she opened a search engine on the computer, typed in Einar Eyjólfur Einarsson and clicked the search box.
         
 
         The personnel page of a company website was at the top of the list that appeared within seconds. Gunna followed the link to the site and scrolled down the list of staff to the name she was looking for. Some entries had a picture alongside the staff listing, but there was no picture of Einar Eyjólfur Einarsson, just the name and the mobile phone number she had already called unsuccessfully twice.
         
 
         She scrolled back through the list until she found the company’s personnel manager. Gunna pulled the phone over and dialled again.
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon. Spearpoint,’ a soft voice purred.
 
         ‘Good afternoon. This is Gunnhildur Gísladóttir at Hvalvík police. I’m trying to contact Einar Eyjólfur Einarsson.’
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            Skandalblogger writes:
 
            So what’s going on here with the health service? We hear whispers from the inside that times are hard at the coalface of government and plans are being floated to open ‘areas of health provision’ to the ‘private sector’ as we’ve been told.
            
 
            Excuse us? Isn’t this Iceland, not some tinpot banana republic run as the President’s personal bank account? Or is it? We’re supposed to be the pinnacle of well-being and happiness. So what’s gone wrong? Why is government floating these proposals in secret and coming over coy when anyone asks about it?
            
 
            It seems uncomfortable to contemplate, but all the signs are there that the parts of the health service that actually produce a few quid for the state coffers are likely to be flogged off cheap to friends of the party, while the taxpayer continues to prop up the bits of it that aren’t profitable.
            
 
            So let’s cast our minds back a year or two to when the guys at the top sold off our state-run telephone system to their golfing buddies. Now, wasn’t the rationale at the time that the proceeds would be used to give us, the Icelandic taxpayers, a second-to-none health service? In which case, did the fat guys in suits simply trouser the cash they got for the phone company, considering health is now in such a poor financial state that the only option is to privatize?
            
 
            Flummoxed …
 
            Bæjó!
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            Thursday, 28 August

         
 
         Gunna drove into Reykjavík late in the morning when the roads should have been fairly quiet, but still found herself caught up in a straggle of traffic crawling along main roads. In spite of the falling housing market and the jittery business environment that dominated the news, things seemed busy enough as the second-best Volvo swung on to Miklabraut and down towards the city centre. New buildings and cranes dotted the skyline.
         
 
         Passing Lækjartorg, she reflected that while much had changed, there were undoubtedly more changes to come. The city had altered out of all recognition. What had been a quiet town centre when she moved south and joined the Reykjavík force all those years ago had become a buzzing sprawl of boutiques and bars. Stopped at the lights, she checked what had once been the quiet restaurant with dark wooden tables and solid food where she and Raggi had celebrated their secret wedding. The place had gone entirely, replaced with three storeys of steel-framed opaque glass.
         
 
         The lights changed and Gunna pulled away along Sæbraut, passing the Ministry buildings at the corner of Skúlagata now dwarfed by the rows of new offices and apartment blocks facing the sea and the shell of the huge Opera House rising where the fish auction had stood. She wondered which of the glass-fronted giants housed the offices she was looking for.
         
 
         The top of the building wasn’t quite as smart as the ground-floor entrance had indicated, and the back of it, overlooking building sites and car parks, wasn’t as exclusive as the front with its view over Faxa Bay and the brooding presence of Mount Esja in the distance.
         
 
          
         Gunna found the office suite and was about to push open the door emblazoned with a Spearpoint sign, its curved logo ending in a sharp point, when a raised voice inside made her pause. She stood still and listened carefully. It was clearly a woman’s voice, in a state of fury she would normally have expected to hear outside a nightclub in the early hours.
         
 
         The voice ranted with hardly a break, occasionally pausing, possibly for breath, before continuing with its tirade. No answering voice could be heard. Although few distinct words could be made out, Gunna was caught between concern and admiration for a woman who could rant at quite such length and volume.
         
 
         Eventually, tired of waiting for the tirade to come to an end, she shoved at the door and heard a buzz inside as it swung open. The voice came to an abrupt halt and Gunna found herself in front of a high reception desk where a young woman with a pinched face looked up in surprise to see a police officer in uniform.
         
 
         ‘Morning. I’m looking for Sigurjóna Huldudóttir. I believe I’m expected.’
         
 
         ‘She’s here. A moment,’ she replied in a dazed voice. As Gunna stowed her cap under her arm, she wondered if the receptionist had been on the receiving end of that magnificent rant.
         
 
         The girl stood up and went to a door behind her, knocked and opened it gingerly, before putting her head inside and muttering a few words of which ‘police’ was the only one Gunna could make out as she stood with her back to the desk and admired the building site next door. A tower crane stood almost level with the office window and Gunna could see the figure of the operator in his tiny cage at the top, concentrating as he deftly lifted and swung steel bars into place in the framework of a new building.
         
 
         More bloody offices. As if there aren’t enough already, Gunna thought.
         
 
         ‘… the hell do these bastards get away with this …?’ a strident voice barked suddenly, cut off in mid-sentence as the office door hissed shut.
         
 
         The receptionist smiled wanly as Gunna looked around inquiringly.
 
         ‘She’ll see you in a few minutes. Could you wait a moment for her to finish her meeting?’ the receptionist asked sweetly. ‘Take a seat if you like.’
         
 
         Gunna sat on a hard leather couch and flipped through a gossip magazine, wondering why she didn’t recognize the faces of all the country’s top people plastered across the pages.
         
 
         ‘Out of touch,’ she muttered to herself.
 
         ‘Excuse me?’ the receptionist asked, and Gunna realized that she had spoken out loud. ‘Nothing. Just thinking out loud,’ she apologized.
         
 
         ‘She’ll see you now,’ the girl said, as the door behind her opened and a beefy young man in a suit, his face burning, made his way out, giving every impression of being on the point of breaking into a run and leaping through a window.
         
 
         Gunna stopped for a second in the doorway and took in a large corner office, thickly carpeted and with a desk topped in smoked glass dominating the far end, facing away from a window that filled one entire wall. Although the view was better from here, Gunna was pleased to note that the jib of the tower crane still protruded across it.
         
 
         ‘Good morning. Come in, please.’
 
         The voice was warm, and apart from a slight heave of prominently displayed bosom there was no trace of the fury of a few minutes before from the statuesque woman with an unmistakable air of decision about her sharp features. Gunna took in a smartly tailored suit and dark blonde hair cut simply.
         
 
         She extended a hand which was quickly taken and firmly shaken.
 
         ‘Gunnhildur Gísladóttir, Hvalvík police.’
 
         ‘Hvalvík? OK. Well, I’m Sigurjóna. My PA told me that you had called. Is this something to do with the site?’
         
 
         ‘Which site do you mean?’
 
         ‘The Hvalvík smelter project, of course.’
 
         ‘Are you involved with that?’
 
         ‘Our subsidiary company is playing a prominent part in the project development,’ Sigurjóna said smoothly.
         
 
         ‘No, nothing to do with the site. Actually this is an inquiry about one of your former employees and I spoke to one of your people yesterday afternoon. Ósk Líndal?’
         
 
         ‘Ósk handles human resources and stands in for me when I’m away.’
 
         Gunna looked down and flipped through the sheaf of papers, going past the picture of the dead man taken at the morgue by a police photographer and moving on to the driving licence photo from the national archive.
         
 
          
         ‘Do you recognize this man?’ she asked, handing the picture across.
 
         Sigurjóna took it and looked carefully. Gunna watched for a reaction, but there was none to be seen.
         
 
         ‘Einar,’ Sigurjóna said finally. ‘Einar Eyjólfur Einarsson. He works here, although we haven’t seen him since last week and he hasn’t called in, so I can’t say I’m delighted with him right now.’
         
 
         ‘No explanation?’
 
         ‘No, not a word.’
 
         ‘Did you make any inquiries?’
 
         ‘Of course. He’s a highly valued member of the team here and we can certainly use his skills. He’s one of our best account managers – it’s very difficult to explain to his clients that he just isn’t here. I’ll be very pleased when he comes back, not that I’d tell him so.’
         
 
         Gunna nodded and scribbled on the notes, more to give herself a second to think than to write anything down ‘And who have you contacted to find Einar?’
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s not easy because I don’t believe he has much in the way of family and he’s from somewhere in the east originally. I’m not sure that his parents are still alive, even. I recall that he mentioned once that he had been an afterthought, the child of elderly parents.’
         
 
         ‘No brothers or sisters? No friends? Girlfriend?’
 
         ‘Well, Dísa, the girl on reception, moved in with him for a while, but I believe that didn’t last for long and you’d have to ask her about it. But, no. I assume he has a circle of friends, but not people that I’m aware of.’ Sigurjóna was starting to sound irritated. ‘Look, inspector, just where is this going? What’s he done, if you can tell me?’
         
 
         ‘It’s sergeant, actually. I have reason to believe he’s dead.’
 
         ‘Oh my God!’ Sigurjóna gasped, hands flying to her mouth in a gesture that Gunna found a touch too theatrical to be fully convincing. ‘Hvalvík? You mean he’s the dead man they found there? On the news the other night?’ Her voice shook slightly, and one finger tapped furiously on the polished surface of the desk.
         
 
         Gunna nodded, and looked down at the papers in her lap. She wondered what the reaction would be to the morgue photograph, but decided against showing it.
         
 
         ‘The identification is only preliminary at the moment, as we’ll need someone to identify him formally. But as he had his initials tattooed on his arm, identification wasn’t difficult. I need to know a little more about him and what his work was, what he was working on. Can you tell me when he came in to work last?’
         
 
         Sigurjóna opened a slim laptop on the desk in front of her and tapped with swift fingers.
         
 
         ‘He was here last week,’ she said slowly, circling a finger on the mouse pad. ‘Here. Last Friday. I know he had a meeting on Monday this week but I’d have to ask Ósk about that. He was due to meet the same client in Copenhagen on Wednesday, and never showed up. The client called us and we had to reschedule. Luckily it wasn’t anything delicate, only a preliminary meeting with a new prospect, so no harm done.’
         
 
         ‘So, if you can tell me which airline he was travelling with, we can find out easily enough if he really did travel or not.’
         
 
         ‘Dísa can tell you that. She books flights for our people, but it was probably the Express airline.’
         
 
         ‘Cheaper?’
 
         Sigurjóna nodded. ‘And more flexible.’
 
         ‘How had he been getting on here until last week?’
 
         ‘Fine. Like I said, he was a very competent and successful account manager.’
         
 
         ‘No tensions? Arguments?’
 
         Sigurjóna flushed noticeably. ‘No. Not at all.’
 
         ‘Did Einar have any disagreements with you or his manager?’
 
         ‘Spearpoint is growing very fast,’ Sigurjóna said proudly. ‘But this is a small company and everyone reports to me. No, we did not have any disagreements. We got on very well. He was entertaining some Danish clients for a few days and was due to meet them again in Copenhagen on Wednesday, but didn’t show up. My assumption was that he had gone over there, found himself a nice little Danish lady and decided to stay. It’s hard to say. He could be impulsive.’
         
 
         Gunna scribbled in the file. Noticing that this was making Sigurjóna uneasy, she also took the time to note down on the side of the page that she needed to buy butter, milk, bread and some fruit and vegetables in Hagkaup before driving back to Hvalvík.
         
 
         ‘Do you know if Einar had any enemies? Anyone who might wish to harm him? Anyone with a grudge?’
         
 
          
         ‘No idea. In personal terms, the others here had a closer relationship with him than I did. You might want to speak to them. Dísa probably knew him best and he often worked with Jón Oddur, so he might know something about his movements.’
         
 
         ‘I will need to, but at present I’m mostly trying to build up a picture of his movements so that we can establish a time of death and who the last people he saw were. Can you tell me what your movements were on and after the weekend?’
         
 
         Sigurjóna’s eyes opened wide. ‘Surely you don’t suspect me of anything.’
         
 
         ‘Of course not,’ Gunna said smoothly, noting down that she would also have to stock up on toilet paper, so much cheaper in town than at the Co-op in Hvalvík. ‘Purely routine. We have to ask and I assure you I’ll want to know the movements of all your staff at the same time if that’s possible.’
         
 
         ‘I was with my husband in Akureyri. A business trip.’
 
         ‘Anyone other than your husband who will confirm that?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes.’
 
         ‘Just routine, you understand. Anyway, thank you for your time. But if you recall anything that could help the investigation, I’d appreciate it if you could give me a call. Now, it would be useful if I could talk to Jón Oddur and Dísa.’
         
 
         She stood up and Sigurjóna did the same, coming around the desk to accompany her to the door. Gunna felt a whiff of something powerful on her breath as Sigurjóna held the door open for her and called out to the girl at reception.
         
 
         ‘Dísa, would you call Jón Oddur? This lady would like to speak to him,’ she instructed and closed the office door behind her.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At the reception desk, Gunna looked down at where Dísa sat at the switchboard, speaking quietly into the microphone of a headset. She pressed a button to finish the call and looked up with eyes that Gunna could see were full of concern.
         
 
         ‘Are you here about Einar?’ she asked immediately, with a backward glance to make sure the door was shut.
         
 
         ‘Yes. You knew him pretty well, Sigurjóna tells me.’
 
          
         ‘I did. Where is he?’
 
         ‘He’s dead, I’m afraid.’
 
         Dísa dropped her head and looked down at the desk in front of her. Then she buried her face in both hands for a moment before sweeping them up and through her hair, looking up bright-eyed. ‘Do you know who killed him?’
         
 
         ‘Why do you ask? Is there anything you want to tell me about?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. Maybe,’ she said dully as the young man with the red face Gunna had seen earlier escaping from Sigurjóna’s office appeared.
         
 
         ‘What does the old witch want now?’ His harsh tone did nothing to hide the trepidation behind it. The expression on his face was briefly of panic when he saw Gunna standing by the desk.
         
 
         ‘It’s not the boss. This lady wants a word with you,’ Dísa said quietly.
 
         ‘That’s a relief. You’d better come to my office.’
 
         Jón Oddur sat with his back to the window and fiddled with a laptop on his desk as he spoke.
         
 
         ‘Is it Einar Eyjólfur you’re here about?’ he asked nervously.
 
         ‘What makes you think that?’
 
         ‘We haven’t seen him for a few days and I can’t get through to his mobile.’
         
 
         ‘As it happens, we have every reason to believe that he drowned in Hvalvík harbour in the early hours of Tuesday morning.’
         
 
         ‘So it was him,’ Jón Oddur said with a sigh. ‘Dísa was right.’
 
         ‘When did you see him last?’
 
         ‘Monday,’ he replied promptly. ‘He didn’t come in, but we met in the evening with some clients from Denmark he was supposed to meet again on Wednesday.’
         
 
         ‘In Copenhagen? So he was due to fly out there on Tuesday?’
 
         ‘That’s right, Tuesday afternoon. He didn’t show up, so I’m going there next week to pick things up.’
         
 
         ‘What business is that?’
 
         Jón Oddur smiled sourly for the first time. ‘It’s a Danish sweet company that manufactures chewing gum. They want to see if Iceland’s a market for them, so we’re doing market research, putting them in touch with retailers, that sort of thing.’
         
 
         ‘Sounds interesting.’
 
         ‘Yeah. Right,’ Jón Oddur said bitterly.
 
          
         ‘Not an exciting prospect?’ Gunna probed gently.
 
         ‘Einar Eyjólfur didn’t think so, and neither do I now that it’s been dumped on me.’
         
 
         ‘What was he doing before that?’
 
         ‘The Hvalvík smelter was his project. He’d been on that since it started. He wasn’t very pleased when he was taken off it and put on this chewing gum thing instead. What happened to him?’
         
 
         ‘Drowned,’ Gunna repeated. ‘In Hvalvík harbour.’
 
         ‘God. What the hell was he doing in that dump?’
 
         ‘That’s what we’d like to know. What do you know of his movements?’
 
         ‘We took the chewing gum guys to dinner at that Chinese place on Hverfisgata and then we went to a few bars after that.’
         
 
         Gunna sat in silence, waiting for him to continue.
 
         ‘The Danes bowed out about eleven and went back to their hotel. We went for a few beers.’
         
 
         ‘A few?’
 
         ‘Yeah. Einar Eyjólfur liked a drink, but he didn’t have much of a head for it.’
         
 
         ‘Where did you go?’
 
         ‘Gaukur á Stöng. Then that really loud place with all the lights on Laugarvegur and then the Emperor.’
         
 
         ‘Quite a night, then. So when and where did you part company?’
 
         ‘At the Emperor. About one. I told him he needed to get some sleep if he was going to catch his flight in the morning, but he said it was an afternoon flight so he didn’t need to be up early.’
         
 
         ‘Did anything happen that was unusual?’
 
         ‘No. We had a few beers and I left him in the Emperor. That’s it.’
 
         ‘Will anyone else corroborate that?’
 
         ‘Hell, I don’t know,’ Jón Oddur said wearily. ‘The barmaid might recognize us, I suppose. But it was a busy night. I got talking to a group of tourists and there was some really drunk bloke who bumped into Einar Eyjólfur and wanted to start a fight, but nothing out of the ordinary.’
         
 
         Jón Oddur transferred his attention from the keyboard to a rubber band that he wrapped repeatedly around his fingers.
         
 
         ‘You seem nervous,’ Gunna said as the rubber band flew off his hand and hit the wall.
         
 
          
         ‘You would be if one of your best mates had just drowned,’ he snapped back. ‘What the fuck was he doing in Hvalvík, anyway?’
         
 
         ‘Like I said, that’s what I’m trying to find out and the more you can tell me, the more likely it is I’ll be able to get to the bottom of it all.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ Jón Oddur apologized with a sigh. ‘That’s it. That’s all I can tell you.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you. Now I’d better have a word with Dísa. She was his girlfriend, right?’
         
 
         ‘Sort of. They kind of split up when he moved out, but they were still sort of together.’
         
 
         Sort of, thought Gunna as she stood up to leave Jón Oddur to his fidgeting.
         
 
         ‘If you recall anything else that might be useful, then I’d appreciate a call,’ she said, placing a card on the desk.
         
 
         Jón Oddur nodded vaguely, his attention split between her and the laptop in front of him.
         
 
         ‘Yeah. I’ll let you know,’ he said half-heartedly, his attention back on his computer screen. ‘Dísa’s at reception. She normally leaves at four, so you’d better be quick.’
         
 
         Dísa sat behind the reception desk and Gunna could see that she was watching her approach.
         
 
         ‘What did Jón Oddur say?’ she asked before Gunna could speak.
 
         ‘That you knew him better than almost anyone. Is that right?’
 
         ‘What’s happened to him?’
 
         Gunna could see the anxiety and waited to see tears well up in those wide eyes.
         
 
         ‘Do you know who killed him?’ Dísa whispered.
 
         ‘Why do you say that? There’s no indication of foul play.’
 
         ‘How did it happen?’
 
         ‘He drowned, in the harbour at Hvalvík.’
 
         ‘What was he doing there? He’d been taken off the smelter project,’ Dísa said angrily.
         
 
         ‘That’s just what I think I need to find out,’ Gunna replied grimly. ‘Have you finished for today?’
         
 
         Dísa nodded, eyes awash with tears.
 
         ‘In that case, do you need a lift home?’
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            Skandalblogger writes:
 
            It’s our birthday! Two years down the line and we’re still here. It’s been two whole anonymous years of providing the nation with completely reliable, totally unsubstantiated and extremely libellous gossip about the great and the good of Icelandic entertainment, business and politics. So happy birthday to us! We’d like to ask all our readers – and there are plenty of them! – to raise a glass to the Skandalblogger tonight and wish us plenty more years of risking our necks bringing you malicious libel for your delectation. We know you love us and you’d hate to see us go …
            
 
            Just to keep in the spirit of things, we’d like to know who says gentlemen prefer the real thing?
            
 
            Here are Skandalblogger’s top five falsies. Here we are, for your delectation, in reverse order, the top five society ladies who have gone under the knife in the noble cause of chest enhancement.
            
 
            5. A certain notorious fitness expert who went from 32A to 34C overnight. She must have been getting a discount for bulk, so to speak, as she had her schnoz done at the same time.
            
 
            4. The lady who looks after the extramarital needs of a particularly needy businessman who owns a newspaper, a record store, a chain of grocery shops and a transport company. Judging by his girlfriend’s impressively upholstered new frontage, he can’t be quite so needy any more.
            
 
            3. A well-known PR guru had hers done in the States. There’s nothing like mixing business with pleasure, is there, Sugarplum?
            
 
            2. Pop stars have to look a million dollars, but our guess is that, this warbling national treasure’s boob job was a cut-price deal, as it looks like her arse has simply been sliced off and stuck to her chest. We like it, though.
            
 
            And number 1 … is, tan-tan-tara. Sorry, but it has to be our favourite newsreader. They looked better before, darling. And we decided to put you at number one for outright daring. Who do you think you’re fooling?
            
 
            See you soon!
 
            Bæjó!

         
 
          
         Dísa’s flat was in the basement of a large house in Vogar, twenty minutes’ drive out of the city on the road to Keflavík, among the black lava crags of the peninsula that ends with the airport and was until recently the NATO air base.
         
 
         Much of the main room was filled by an ornately framed double bed stacked with neatly folded clean laundry and piles of magazines. In the corner a light winked on a computer with a darkened screen.
         
 
         ‘Let’s sit in the kitchen,’ Dísa said, dropping her bag on the kitchen table and draping her jacket over the back of a chair.
         
 
         Gunna sat down and scanned the room. There were film posters on the walls, but she had the impression that the kitchen didn’t get used often.
         
 
         ‘No problems at work?’
 
         Dísa shook her head. She pulled on and huddled inside a thick checked shirt several sizes too large that Gunna guessed had once belonged to Einar Eyjólfur.
         
 
         ‘No. Not at all. Sigurjóna’s fine.’
 
         ‘How about the others? It’s quite a small company and you must have all worked closely together.’
         
 
         ‘Sigurjóna’s not happy. Everyone knew that Einar Eyjólfur wasn’t about. Fjóla the accountant is really shocked as well. She’s quite old, almost forty, and Einar said she was a bit like his mum except younger.’
         
 
         Gunna wondered if Dísa even had any coffee in the flat.
 
         ‘Well, forty’s not that old, you know,’ she said softly.
 
         Dísa sniffed. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude, but everyone at Spearpoint is young except for Fjóla.’
         
 
         ‘That’s OK. No offence taken.’
 
         ‘How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?’
 
         ‘Me? Thirty-six.’
 
         Dísa nodded dumbly and Gunna took a deep breath. ‘We identified Einar Eyjólfur from the national register. The E-three tattoo we figured out stood for EEE, and there aren’t that many people with those initials. You’d recognize that tattoo?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. I’ve got one the same,’ she said, shrugging a shoulder out of the thick shirt to reveal the book and letters just below the nape of her neck.
         
 
          
         ‘And V-two?’
 
         ‘That’s me. VV. Dísa is short for Vigdís. Vigdís Veigarsdóttir.’
 
         ‘That explains it.’
 
         Dísa huddled back inside the shirt.
 
         ‘So. What can you tell me?’ Gunna asked.
 
         ‘I don’t really know.’
 
         ‘How about starting at the beginning? What’s your background?’
 
         ‘I was brought up here.’
 
         ‘In Vogar?’
 
         ‘In this street. This is my uncle’s house. Dad and my uncle built their houses at the same time. This flat is here because they expected my grandmother to come and live here one day when she was too old to live on her own. But then she died and the place stayed empty. When I started going out with Einar Eyjólfur and we decided to live together, my uncle said we could live down here.’
         
 
         ‘And your parents live close to here as well?’
 
         ‘Just Mum. Dad left ages ago. He’s got another wife and small children now. They live in Reykjavík.’
         
 
         ‘How long had you known Einar when you moved in together?’
 
         ‘Not long. Five or six weeks.’
 
         ‘And how long did you live together?’
 
         ‘Almost a year.’
 
         ‘Did you meet at work?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Dísa said hollowly. ‘Jón Oddur bet him he wouldn’t ask me out, and he did. So he told me about the bet and it was like a private joke between us that we’d have a couple of dates and then split the winnings.’
         
 
         ‘And what then?’
 
         ‘Well, we just liked each other, I suppose.’
 
         ‘Can you tell me anything about him, what sort of a character he was?’
         
 
         Dísa puffed her cheeks out and thought for a moment. ‘He was one of those people who is lovable and infuriating at the same time. You know what I mean?’
         
 
         ‘Precisely.’
 
         ‘He would do the stupidest things. Like, completely idiotic. He’d put potatoes and ice cream in the same dish, things like that. But at the same time he was really clever and could do all kinds of things. He could speak English and Danish and bits of other languages as well, and he could do anything with the computer and electronic stuff.’
         
 
         ‘Was he a bit of a nerd, if you don’t mind me using that word?’
 
         ‘He was a nerd and he was proud of it. Sometimes he could be totally thoughtless and at other times he could be so considerate as well.’
         
 
         ‘And what happened? Why did you split up?’
 
         ‘Mum didn’t like him much, and he didn’t like her either, so that didn’t help. He really missed his friends being out here in Vogar and it’s a pain getting into town, because he said he didn’t want to own a car.’
         
 
         ‘Why’s that?’
 
         ‘He said that the combustion engine is destroying the earth and he didn’t want to contribute to it. But all that meant was that I drove us everywhere instead.’
         
 
         ‘A man of principle?’
 
         ‘When it suited him.’
 
         ‘But you were still close at the time he disappeared?’
 
         ‘We were.’
 
         ‘And when did you last see him?’ Gunna asked.
 
         ‘The day before he was found. He stayed here all weekend and had to meet some people on the Monday, so he went to town with me on Monday morning and went to his place and I went to work as usual. I thought I’d see him the next day, but he didn’t come in to work. Then you called on Wednesday to talk to Ósk.’
         
 
         ‘And you answered the phone?’
 
         ‘Yeah. And I knew right away something was wrong.’
 
         ‘Did he say anything about the people he was meeting?’
 
         ‘Not really. But he didn’t get off on drinking and always complained about having to take clients around the nightlife.’
         
 
         Gunna nodded. ‘Was there anything you noticed in the time up to his disappearance that was different? Changes in his behaviour or habits? Sigurjóna says that there was nothing she noticed in his work that was any different.’
         
 
         Dísa shook her head. ‘Sigurjóna’s a strange woman. Some things just completely pass her by and other things she watches like a hawk. If he hadn’t been doing his work, she would have noticed straight away.’
         
 
         ‘But there was nothing you noticed?’
 
         ‘There was something and I didn’t want to say anything about it at the office. Y’know, there wasn’t time and, it’s, like, work.’
         
 
         ‘Go on.’
 
         ‘This is what I thought you ought to know about. It was in the spring. There was this friend of Einar Eyjólfur’s who was killed in a road accident. I’d never met the guy, but it really shook him up.’
         
 
         ‘Do you remember the man’s name? Or where the accident occurred?’
         
 
         ‘No. Sorry. I keep saying sorry, don’t I? I think he was a teacher or something, and the accident happened right outside his house, so he said, up in Grafarvogur.’
         
 
         ‘And you never met this man?’
 
         ‘No. Just heard them talking a lot through the computer. On Skype.’
 
         Gunna made a few notes on her pad, angling it on the edge of the table so that it couldn’t be seen. She wrote ‘Computer – talk? How? Ask Snorri.’
         
 
         ‘If this man’s death upset him so much, do you know if they were related, or old friends, or anything like that?’
         
 
         ‘No, nothing like that. They talked mostly about all this ecological stuff, dams and power and electricity, that kind of thing. I think they were working on some sort of website together, something to do with Clean Iceland.’
         
 
         ‘The environmental group?’
 
         ‘Sigurjóna doesn’t like them.’
 
         ‘And if Sigurjóna had known that Einar Eyjólfur had something to do with Clean Iceland, would that have caused a problem at work?’
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