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For Astrid




Chapter One


No jokes, she decided, at least not at the boss’s expense.


‘Coffee, Gunnhildur?’


The circle of a brand-new, carefully trimmed goatee gave Ívar Laxdal’s face a malevolent look. Gunna thought the grey-shot black beard suited him and longed to ask the reason for it, but decided that regardless of how close their working relationship had become, it still wasn’t the kind of question she could ask.


She lifted her feet from the desk and nodded towards the coffee room in the corner.


‘Help yourself.’


The beard turned his smile into something sinister.


‘No, I thought I’d invite you out. Just for once. You’re not busy, are you?’


‘We’re always busy. You know that better than anyone. I’m forever bitching to you about how short of everything we are.’


Ívar Laxdal nodded. ‘I know, and I assure you that your observations don’t pass unnoticed. But you’re not overrun with work right now, this minute, are you?’


Gunna shrugged her coat over her shoulders.


‘Hold the fort, would you, Helgi?’ she said to her colleague at the desk opposite hers. ‘Duty calls.’


‘Go for a walk,’ the pale man suggested. ‘Don’t go far. Don’t go out of sight.’


The plump man opened his mouth to speak and then quickly shut it. It had been an instruction, not a suggestion.


‘How long?’ he asked, his voice quivering. Next to him his wife could not hide the helpless hatred in her eyes.


‘Twenty minutes,’ the dark man said, pointing to the wavelets being whipped up on the surface of the lake by a bitter wind. ‘Leave your phones on the table. Go that way and walk around the lake. Be where we can see you.’


‘You . . . ?’ the woman began.


‘Come on, Hanne. We don’t have a choice,’ the man muttered to his wife, taking her arm. He stared steadfastly ahead as they walked away, while she shot a single furious glance over her shoulder towards the two men.


It was supposed to be the holiday they had been looking forward to. For the first time there was no need to hurry. There were no longer projects to manage, classes to teach, meetings to attend, deadlines to meet, or jobs waiting for them to return to. Retirement meant they could spend as long as they wanted touring this rocky island they had long wanted to visit, arriving before the tourist season got underway and taking things slowly, dawdling around the northern coastline as they made their way to Reykjavík, stopping whenever and wherever they saw fit.


That had been the plan, she reflected bitterly, until the unwelcome visitors had arrived one night before they had got as far as the ferry, with an offer they dared not refuse.


‘How long should this take?’ the pale man asked, watching as the tubby man and his stick-thin wife walked stiffly, arm-in-arm, around the shore of the lake.


‘Not long. Under the driver’s side bunk. Tools?’


They disappeared into the camper van, and the dark man opened a compact tool box on the table as he looked around.


‘Nice truck,’ he said. ‘House-proud people. Very tidy.’


‘Maybe they wanted the place to look its best for their visitors.’


The elderly couple, still arm-in-arm, returned windblown after a slow walk around the grey waters of the lake where the wind filled the air with spray.


‘We’re finished. Thanks for your co-operation,’ one of the men said, standing up from his seat in the camper van’s back door as the couple approached.


‘It’s not as if we had a choice in the matter,’ the woman snapped at him, her voice loaded with helpless anger.


He shrugged. ‘It’s not our choice either, I’m afraid. Now we’d like you to go away and enjoy the rest of your holiday. Forget you ever saw us. It goes without saying that you won’t say a word to anyone, ever. In which case you’ll never hear from us again.’


The pale man dipped a hand into his pocket and took out a sheet of paper folded into four. He held it up and handed it to the woman.


‘What’s this?’


‘Take a look.’


She unfolded it carefully and stiffened as she saw it. Her husband’s face sagged as she showed it to him.


‘Your house. Your daughter’s house,’ the pale man said, his finger sliding over each of the four pictures. ‘Your son-in-law’s business.’ His finger moved across the paper. ‘And this is where your mother lives. Just so you know. Not one single word.’


Gunna wondered what was going on as they crossed the road and skirted the Hlemmur bus station, leaving the Hverfisgata police headquarters behind. In the years they had worked together Ívar Laxdal had kept his officers at arm’s length, not the length of an unfriendly arm, but at a definite distance. All the same, Gunna knew that she was different, as far as he was concerned. Ívar Laxdal had been to sea with both of the men in her life, and she quickly directed her thoughts away from Ragnar Sæmundsson, knowing it would bring a familiar stab of pain deep in her chest and that her eyes would prick with tears demanding to be shed.


He pushed open the door of Café Roma, a coffee house around the corner from the police station. Early in the mornings police officers snatching a quick coffee was a frequent sight, but by mid-morning the place was quiet.


‘Coffee? Ordinary or something fancy?’


‘Ordinary will do for me, thanks,’ Gunna replied as he went to the counter, leaving her to take a seat by the window overlooking the windblown street outside, where bags and wrappers were swept along by the stiff breeze off the sea.


‘To what do I owe the honour?’ she asked as Ívar Laxdal sat down, removed his coat and poured a precise amount of milk into his coffee.


‘Biscuit?’ He snapped a saucer-sized pastry in two and passed the larger segment to her. ‘How’s the family?’


‘The usual. Steini tinkers with anything mechanical. Gísli’s longlining and doesn’t like it much, but it gives him time at home with Drífa and Kjartan. Laufey is . . .’ She paused.


‘Laufey is . . . ?’ Ívar Laxdal asked with immediate concern.


‘Let’s say she’s going through a turbulent patch. When she started university in Reykjavík she lost touch with her old group of friends and has fallen in with a very different crowd.’


‘A bad crowd?’


‘No. Just different, new friends and a new environment. I think she’s struggling a little to fit in.’


‘She will. She wouldn’t be Ragnar Sæmundsson’s daughter if she weren’t resourceful.’


‘That’s true. But it’s taking her a while to find her feet.’


‘And how’s Serious Crime?’


‘Busy, as always,’ Gunna said, wondering when Ívar Laxdal was going to get to the point. ‘Helgi’s chasing witnesses for the assault case we’ve been working on, the guy who lost an eye.’


‘And you?’


‘The Sugarberries rape case. Eiríkur’s working on that with me. It’s delicate, and I’m not convinced we’ll get a conviction.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s too woolly. There’s no forensic evidence and she didn’t do herself any favours by coming forward more than a month after the event. Plus both parties were extremely drunk, by all accounts.’


Ívar Laxdal broke off a chunk of his biscuit and chewed it, nodding sagely.


‘Can they get by without you for a week or two?’


‘Eiríkur and Helgi? Why, what do you have in mind?’


He scowled and glanced around. It was done so theatrically that Gunna wanted to laugh, but resisted the temptation.


‘I have a particular assignment to take care of, and I’ve been asked to recommend a suitable officer.’


‘Not cloak-and-dagger stuff, surely?’ Gunna grinned, but her smile disappeared as Ívar Laxdal’s face remained stony.


‘Yes, pretty much.’


She cupped her chin in one hand as she wondered what to say, while Ívar Laxdal’s expression remained impassive.


‘I’m intrigued,’ she said at last. ‘But you know spies are normally younger and slimmer than I am, and male.’


‘This comes from high up. I didn’t want to accept it. But for good reason I decided we were better off doing as we’re asked on this. It’s sensitive. I need someone competent and reliable who can be discreet, while keeping their eyes and ears wide open,’ he said as he sipped his coffee. ‘So I thought of you.’


‘Tell me more.’


He shrugged. ‘There’s not a great deal I can tell. Essentially, you’d be a bodyguard with a few additional duties thrown in.’


‘A bodyguard who reports back to you, you mean?’


A trace of a smile appeared from within Ívar Laxdal’s sinister goatee.


‘Something like that. You understood exactly why I thought of you rather than . . .’


‘Sævaldur?’


‘Forget Sævaldur. This requires tact and a delicate touch, and while Sævaldur has talents, he doesn’t possess either of those qualities.’


‘Starting when?’


‘As soon as you’ve completed the firearms refresher.’


‘Firearms?’ Gunna’s jaw dropped. ‘I did one a while ago, yes. But come on . . .’


‘So that would mean you could start on Friday.’


‘Friday? This Friday? There isn’t a firearms course for weeks.’


Ívar Laxdal’s sinister smile returned.


‘There’s a refresher especially for you tomorrow. Half-day intensive,’ he said and hesitated. ‘Assuming you’re up for it.’


‘It looks like you’ve already decided I am,’ Gunna said, trying not to sound hurt. ‘Do I get to know who I’m looking after, where, how and all that stuff?’


‘Excellent.’ Ívar Laxdal finished his coffee and ignored the question. ‘Hand your casework over to the boys and I’ll make sure they manage without you. The firearms refresher starts at eight tomorrow. Once you’re finished I’ll fill you in on the details.’


Gunna shivered, trying to work her neck a little deeper into her scarf to keep out the biting wind and the rain it was hurling at her. She wondered why she had been pulled off normal duties and instructed to be at Reykjavík’s little domestic airport on a cold, wet weekday evening when the city was as quiet as it was ever likely to be.


Ívar Laxdal appeared silently at her side. Muffled in a thick coat, which she decided had to be warmer than hers, he grunted a wordless greeting.


They stood in the scant shelter the control tower offered and she wondered what they were waiting for. She opened her mouth to ask, but he beat her to it.


‘There,’ Ívar Laxdal said.


Points of light approached and the sound of the aircraft could be heard over the wind only when it was making its approach to touch down. It landed smartly, and once its wheels were on the ground its wings trembled in the wind. Three cars appeared from the gloom.


‘Pay attention, Gunnhildur,’ Ívar Laxdal told her needlessly.


There was no need to check luggage or passport. The aircraft came to rest at the edge of the apron and the sole passenger eyed the dark Patrol that pulled up next to it, watching as a young man with raindrops on his glasses and wearing an old-fashioned belted raincoat that flapped in the wind got out and stood waiting.


The co-pilot looked back into the cabin and gestured to indicate that it was safe to disembark. The passenger nodded and put on his long overcoat, first winding a pale grey scarf around his neck.


At the bottom of the steps, the young man in the raincoat extended an arm, contriving at the same time to take the visitor’s bag.


‘Welcome to Iceland, sir,’ he said. ‘My name is Valgeir Bragason. Mrs Strand asked me to meet you.’


The passenger muttered a gracious reply in a deep voice, noticing that the young man could hardly see for the raindrops on his glasses.


The Patrol sped away through the gate, with a wave to the guard, and into the night. The passenger felt a nagging uncertainty, but reassured himself. This country was supposed to be safe, wasn’t it?


‘What do you have planned, Mr Bragason?’ he asked as the lights of the city flashed past.


‘We have secure accommodation ready for you tomorrow. Tonight you are Mrs Strand’s guest.’


Ívar Laxdal looked to one side and allowed himself a smile as the cars disappeared back the way they had come, into the evening gloom.


‘That was exciting, wasn’t it?’ he asked. They had worked together for five years and she still couldn’t figure out when he was joking, so she took the default position that her senior officer was always deadly serious unless there was a good reason to assume otherwise.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘Excellent. Let’s warm ourselves up, shall we?’


Once the smartest the city could offer, the hotel that overlooked the airport now looked tired, she felt. All the same, in response to a nod from Ívar Laxdal, a uniformed receptionist scuttled away and returned with mugs and a flask of coffee.


‘Unless you’d prefer something stronger?’ Ívar Laxdal asked.


‘A double cognac would go down well. But we’re here on business, aren’t we?’


He grunted and poured coffee, handing her a cup.


‘So, are you going to tell me why we’re at the city airport watching a private jet land and one passenger be whisked away, no customs?’


Ívar Laxdal sank into one of the lobby chairs and Gunna perched on the edge of another as he looked around.


‘The man’s name is Osman. He’s here at Steinunn Strand’s invitation.’


‘Which is why it wasn’t easy to say no?’


‘On the contrary. It wouldn’t have been difficult to tell her this kind of thing isn’t part of our remit. He’s not an official visitor to Iceland, more a personal guest of Steinunn’s. If he’d come here on an official visit, then we’d know where we stand.’


‘Security, and all the usual stuff?’


‘Exactly. He’d be in a hotel in the city, with a security detail to keep an eye on him.’


‘So, can I ask why . . . ?’


‘His presence is to be kept as low-key as possible. From what I’ve been able to find out from Steinunn’s department, he heads some kind of charity outfit that supports refugees. I had never heard of this person before, but it seems he’s a controversial figure and hasn’t been shy of pointing the finger when he feels not enough is being done about refugees arriving in Europe, which is pretty much all the time. He has some influential friends and it seems he’s made a few enemies as well.’


‘And the security aspect and the Glock?’


‘Just in case, Gunnhildur. Just in case,’ he assured her. ‘Let’s say you’re the close range security, as well as the eyes and ears. There’s a heavy squad just out of sight who’ll be keeping an eye on the rest of us.’


‘Where?’


‘Einholt. It’s on the coast near Gufunes. Not exactly isolated, but still pleasantly secluded.’


‘I don’t get the feeling you’re entirely happy with this,’ Gunna said, watching Ívar Laxdal frown.


‘There’s too much I don’t know, and that’s what concerns me. I don’t know if this man is what he says he is, and Steinunn’s people haven’t been able to come up with much, which is hardly a surprise as this is all very short-notice. I was only handed this yesterday morning, and I was pretty much told that the guy was arriving tonight and it’s our job to look after him and keep him sweet. From the few crumbs of information I have from Steinunn, he’s here partly to negotiate with a couple of Icelandic charity organizations, as well as to have a little rest and recuperation at her invitation.’


‘Well, I’m not entirely happy either,’ Gunna said. ‘It takes me away from my family, which isn’t ideal. Steini never complains about anything I do, but we were going to take Gísli’s boat over the bay at the weekend if the weather’s reasonable. And I don’t want to be away from Laufey for long at the moment either as she’s having a tricky time.’


‘How’s the lad?’


‘He’s fine. They’ve managed to find a place to buy and he’s on one of the Grindavík longliners. It’s decent money and he gets regular trips off.’


‘That’s good. You shouldn’t be away too long when you have youngsters,’ he said absently. ‘You haven’t complained about the lack of promotion for a while, have you?’ he added in a throwaway tone.


‘Well, no, I haven’t. But I can if you’ve been missing it.’


Ívar Laxdal stroked his unfamiliar beard.


‘Let’s say that if you carry out this assignment successfully then I can assure you there’ll be no obstacles to promotion.’ He jerked his chin upwards. ‘As I said, this comes from upstairs. They want to be sure this person remains safe and sound, and I’ll make damned sure a good job done doesn’t escape their notice.’


The Glock was an uncomfortable lump under her armpit. Gunna shifted awkwardly, telling herself to get used to it, then a moment later reminding herself that this operation would only take a few days, so there would be no need, or even opportunity, to become accustomed to carrying a firearm.


The weapon made her nervous, even though the pistol was empty and the clip was in her pocket. She wondered how to tell Helgi and Eiríkur that she was going to be away for a few days as she elbowed the door open and looked inside. Eiríkur waved from his desk where he sat with the phone to his ear and held up one finger.


Gunna went to the coffee room and poured herself a mug of dark brown liquid, which she sipped absently, looking at the cartoons pinned to the walls, most of them clipped from newspapers, and most of them poking fun at the upper echelons of the police force or the various ministers of justice who had been the force’s overlord at one time or another.


‘Leaving us for pastures new?’ Eiríkur asked with a grin.


‘Why? What did the Laxdal tell you?’


Eiríkur poured himself a mug of hot water from a Thermos, sat down and dunked a teabag in it.


‘He didn’t say a lot. Just that you’re off normal duties for a while. You haven’t upset someone, have you?’


‘Not yet, Eiríkur. Well, no more than usual.’


He squeezed the teabag and sipped. Gunna could sense the host of unasked questions he wanted to put to her, and realized that he and Helgi had probably been told to not ask too much.


‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you will soon enough.’


‘You cheeky . . .’ Gunna began and returned the grin to let him know the rebuke wasn’t to be taken seriously.


She and the middle-aged Helgi had clicked from the first day they’d worked together. Much the same age and both of them from coastal regions, they had a great deal in common, while the younger Eiríkur, a city child born and brought up in Reykjavík, had taken longer to become part of the team. It was only in the last year or so that he had started to give rein to an irreverent sense of humour. Gunna had taken a while to get to know him properly, and had wondered if he would remain with the force, or if the church would one day reclaim him.


‘I’ll be off for a day or two. To be honest, I can’t tell you what it’s all about because I don’t know myself yet.’


‘But you’ll have something to tell us when you’re back, I hope?’


Gunna drained her mug and put it in the sink.


‘I would hope so. Unless I completely screw things up and get demoted to running the canteen.’


‘Somehow I don’t think so,’ he said slowly, looking at her with one eye half closed, and Gunna felt a surge of discomfort when she realized that in spite of the loose-fitting fleece she’d kept zipped up, Eiríkur had still detected, with obvious alarm, the bulge under her left arm.


‘All on one level. No basement. Garages there; keep your car in the one on the right,’ Ívar Laxdal instructed, striding from his black Volvo towards the house while Gunna levered herself out of the car-pool Daihatsu.


The house was a long, low building, its walls the pale blue of duck eggs and the high roof set with a shallow pitch and tiled in matt-red shingles.


She surveyed the low-slung house, its barren garden and the view of the shoreline and the deserted promontory of Geldinganes lurking on the far side of a few hundred metres of white-capped waves.


‘Is the causeway passable?’ she asked, jerking a thumb at the long hump of Geldinganes.


‘At low tide and with a four-wheel drive it might be. At this time of year, don’t even think about it.’


‘Is there anything over there?’


‘Nothing. There’s an old shelter that goes back years, but otherwise it’s deserted, and it’s likely to stay that way until the developers finally move in,’ he said. ‘That’s if they ever get permission to build there. There are plans for houses eventually, but it’s a few years away yet.’


‘And this place,’ Gunna said, nodding towards the house. ‘Lonely, isn’t it?’


‘I know,’ Ívar Laxdal replied. ‘Perfect, isn’t it? It’s called Einholt. Or the farm that used to be here was called Einholt, until the farmhouse was pulled down and this place was built. Shall we continue?’


He opened the door and handed Gunna the key as the alarm system chirped.


‘Seven-two-seven-six,’ he said, punching in the code so the sound died away. ‘The alarm goes on at night, please. All the windows and doors are linked to it, so if you get a visitor, you’ll know about it. So will the emergency line, and they’ll treat it as an absolute priority, so no false alarms, please.’


‘The garage doors are on the same circuit?’


‘I’m not sure. Check,’ he said, striding through the living room on two levels that seemed to disappear into the distance.


‘Four bedrooms, all of them en suite. You use the one at the end, closest to the front door. Our friend gets the master bedroom. Kitchen’s there,’ he indicated with a wave of his hand. ‘Stores will be delivered as required. Let us know what you need.’


Gunna stopped in her tracks.


‘Hold on a moment. How many people are going to be in this place, and for how long?’


‘Two of you. Our friend and you.’


‘So I’m a cook and housekeeper, as well as a bodyguard?’


Ívar Laxdal scratched his beard and a sly smile appeared behind it.


‘That’s for you and our guest to work out between you, isn’t it? If you want takeaways for every meal, then that’s fine by me.’


‘Who’s doing the deliveries?’


‘Over here, Gunnhildur.’ He walked to the end of the long living room and took the two steps to the higher end of the split-level living room in one bound. The long wall of the living room was taken up with a picture window that almost filled it, providing a view across the sound. The lights of Akranes on the far side of Faxaflói Bay could be seen between the Geldinganes promontory and the island of Viðey. There was a single window in the end wall and Ívar Laxdal tapped the glass with his finger. ‘Up there, you see the first house on the end? We have that place as well, for a few weeks. The owners were very happy to get an all-expenses paid holiday in Sicily. In the meantime, two officers from the Special Unit are there around the clock. If there’s a panic, that’s what they’re there for.’


‘So to get back to my original question, did you want an officer with ovaries for this role because a suitably domestic type was required, or what?’ Gunna demanded, wondering if she could still turn down the assignment.


‘Far from it, Gunnhildur,’ Ívar Laxdal said. ‘I’m aware that you’re not entirely the domestic type,’ he added, his sly smile returning. ‘I wanted you for this particular job because I can trust you not to fuck things up, because you’re competent without being intimidating, in the way that a six-foot guy with designer stubble might be, and finally, because I felt you deserved the opportunity. I’m not saying it won’t be a challenge, because it will be.’


‘A feminine touch, you mean?’ Gunna growled, mollified but not convinced. ‘So when does he get here?’


‘Ah, I expect the minister will want to bring him here herself.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Very soon.’


Gunna made coffee, while Ívar Laxdal rolled up his sleeves. She watched with amusement and then mounting admiration as he cracked six eggs into a bowl, one-handed and two at a time, chopped onions, added a crushed clove of garlic and sliced a pepper and two tomatoes.


She sat back and watched his concentration on the task in hand until he split the omelette neatly onto two plates.


‘Some fresh bread would have been good, and so would a salad, but we have to make do with what we have,’ he said.


‘It’s good,’ she told him after the first few mouthfuls. ‘You’d better give Steini the recipe.’


‘I assure you Steini knows how to cook an omelette. It’s all in the wrist and the timing.’


‘I hope our friend has an idea of what he’s letting himself in for if I’m supposed to be feeding him as well.’


‘You’ll be fine. Just make a list of what you want.’


Gunna nodded as she wolfed the omelette, surprised at how hungry she had been.


‘It’ll be bog-standard Icelandic food, I reckon.’


‘Meat and potatoes?’


‘That’s about the shape of it.’


‘His diet is the least of my worries.’


‘So what are you worried about?’ Gunna asked. ‘And when are you going to tell me who this character is and why I need to have a Glock stuck in my armpit.’


‘You have your phone with you?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘Keep it on silent, and you can log into the wifi network. In any case there’s a jammer in your room that blocks mobile traffic within about ten metres of the house. There’s a landline with an extension in every room. If you need to call, use that. If anything personal crops up, then it’ll have to wait.’


‘Ívar, just how long is this expected to last?’


‘A week, I would imagine. We’ll rotate after a couple of days.’


Gunna sat back, trying to take it all in. ‘And who’s my relief?’


‘I am, probably. We have to keep this discreet, and we achieve discretion by involving as few people as possible,’ Ívar Laxdal said, finishing his omelette. ‘The Special Unit guys up the road only know there’s an VIP here and that they’re to keep watch for intruders; they don’t know who’s going to be here and they aren’t to know unless something crops up.’


The new office was a relief, Skúli Snædal told himself, adding that having an office at all, at long last, was the real relief. He shivered as he waited for the bus that would take him to work, and reminded himself that in spite of the biting spring wind, the sun was appearing earlier with every passing day, winter was almost behind them and he was again working in his chosen profession.


The last couple of years had been difficult ones. He had left a comfortable and secure but low-paid position as a staff journalist on one of Reykjavík’s freesheets to take a precarious but interesting job on an established newspaper that had only a few months later been taken over by new owners. The new proprietors had installed a new manager whose task was to weed out those without a history of toeing the company line, and as one of the last in, and with a known habit of taking little at face value, Skúli had found himself among the first out.


He had even resorted to teaching to make ends meet – he shuddered at the thought. Then the new venture had been nerve-wracking, and he had put everything he had into throwing in his lot with a group of other young journalists in much the same position as himself in setting up a news website. It had been an anxious few months as Reykjavík Pulse had launched with fanfare, immediately becoming popular, only for the readership to gradually fall away in the ensuing months before surging again in the wake of a couple of government scandals that Pulse’s small team had been able to report in a way the established media had failed to do, achieving a vivacious style that bordered on satire.


Pulse was now steadily gaining ground. Its readers seemed to like its lack of political affiliation and its habit of asking embarrassing questions, and the growing readership was bringing in advertisers. In spite of some of them having reservations about Pulse’s frequently irreverent tone, advertisers were aware that the age demographic they were anxious to reach was reading it, without understanding that the abrasive tone was precisely what brought those readers in.


Skúli heard his phone buzz in his pocket as he got on the bus, but waited until he was seated before digging it from his pocket and scrolling through his messages, peering at the screen.


A headshot of a man with curly dark hair, gazing at a point somewhere to one side and far behind the camera, filled his screen. At first glance there was something attractive about the shape of the man’s sculpted chin and elegant, narrow nose, a reassurance about the straightness of the man’s shoulders. But a closer look showed an unsettling hardness behind the deep brown eyes.


He scrolled down to read the message that went with the photo and saw that it had come from a contact in Europe, someone he had worked with in his brief stint on a local newspaper in Jutland who had moved on to work with an NGO in Brussels.


You know who this guy is?


Skúli was perplexed. There was something familiar about the face, although he couldn’t place it. He thought of doing a web search, so as not to have to admit that he didn’t recognize the man, but decided it was too much bother.


He keyed a reply into his phone.


No. But I guess you’re going to tell me?


The two black Patrols, one with its windows tinted to match the bodywork, turned up exactly as Ívar Laxdal had predicted. Gunna was half expecting a group of black-uniformed Special Unit officers to tumble out, but instead the two Patrols were manned by young men who looked out of place with the spring wind tugging at their office suits.


She saw the minister’s blonde head emerge from the back of the second Patrol with the black windows, smiling and glancing about her. A moment later a lanky figure stepped out, a man with olive skin, a trimmed black beard and obsidian hair that curled over his ears. He hugged a laptop bag, looking around as if he hadn’t seen daylight for a long time. He was reassured by the minister, who stopped herself, about to place a hand on his arm as he slung the bag over his shoulder.


The group swept past. Once inside, the suited young men shivered with relief to be out of the wind and the minister’s eyes darted around the living room.


‘Ívar, everything’s ready, I assume?’


‘Of course, Steinunn. Just as instructed.’


‘And the team?’


‘Two officers at the last house you passed on the way here, one officer here.’


The minister looked around again. Gunna had seen her often enough in print and on the screen, but was unprepared for the fact that the politician often depicted as the government’s most senior female rottweiler looked decidedly homely close up, tired and with cheeks delicately pitted by ancient acne. Her trademark blonde mane looked attractively windblown and her piercing eyes had an unmistakably determined ruthlessness about them.


‘Who?’ she asked, looking at Ívar Laxdal with one eyebrow lifted.


‘This is Gunnhildur Gísladóttir from the Serious Crime Unit. She will be looking after our friend. I’ll be relieving her myself.’


The minister looked Gunna up and down before her unsettling gaze stopped to rest on her face, staring into Gunna’s eyes. Gunna longed to snap back, but resisted and held the minister’s eyes. She had the distinct feeling of being searched.


‘If you say so, Ívar,’ she said and extended a hand to Gunna. ‘Look after our friend, please,’ she said quietly. ‘He’s a remarkable man.’


Gunna took her time grasping the minister’s hand. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Gentlemen,’ the minister said, and the young men in suits were suddenly silent. She turned and took the tall man’s hand in both of hers, looking into his eyes with an intensity that did not escape Gunna, before turning to leave, the young men in suits making haste to follow her.


The man looked from Ívar Laxdal to Gunna and back.


‘My name is Osman,’ he said in English, his voice warm and with a clear, soft accent.


‘Ívar Laxdal. I’m a senior officer with the city police force,’ Ívar Laxdal said, with no less of an accent in his English. Gunna wondered if she would sound as harsh with those rough consonants dropping off her tongue. ‘This is my colleague Gunnhildur Gísladóttir.’


Gunna felt herself being inspected as the stranger’s heavy-lidded eyes travelled from her boots to her eyes, and the slow smile that finally gave some light to his face was clearly one of appreciation, as well as surprise.


‘Gunna,’ she said and watched him nod as she met his eyes and inspected him in return; seeing a tall man with a spare frame, soft brown eyes, black curly hair and a thin beard with a touch of grey.


‘Arrangements are for Gunnhildur to be here with you at the house. We have a squad deployed close by to keep an eye on the approaches and they are a minute away from here,’ Ívar Laxdal said. ‘I will relieve Gunnhildur periodically. Only Gunnhildur and I know of your presence here, as do, of course, the minister and her staff. We have taken every possible precaution to ensure that your presence here remains between ourselves.’


‘Good. Tell me, this place has been swept, has it not?’


‘It has. And it’s clean,’ Ívar Laxdal said.


‘Good. You have internet here?’


Ívar Laxdal’s lips pursed. ‘In the interests of security, we would ask you to be careful with any device that could indicate your location.’


Osman’s eyes half closed. ‘I have to communicate, but don’t worry. I can be discreet and I know how to be careful. I’ve been keeping out of sight for some time now.’ He waved at the laptop bag he had placed on the table. ‘I bought the computer at the airport, so I can be sure that it’s safe. Anything I need to put into it is here,’ he said, placing a finger to his temple.


‘Gunnhildur can show you where to connect your computer. Just so you know, our communications division monitors internet traffic here.’


‘Fine. A few emails to trusted people and a little searching for information. That is all.’


‘Fair enough,’ Ívar Laxdal said grudgingly. ‘If there’s anything you need, then Gunnhildur will list it for delivery. Any problems, and one of us will be here.’


‘Thank you,’ Osman said in a gracious voice that narrowly escaped being condescending. ‘It is very kind of Mrs Strand to go to all this trouble, and it is appreciated. Now, will you show me my room? I would like to rest.’


It was late in the day by the time Skúli had a chance to look again at the message from Lars.


He and Lars had been interns for a few months on a regional newspaper in Jutland that both of them had seen as a valuable experience, but not one that either of them had been inclined to continue. Skúli had returned to Iceland, not without a few regrets, while Lars had found his way to Copenhagen, and from there to Brussels and a job with Plain Truth, a poorly funded, obscure but energetic NGO.


With his feet on the heavy desk that had been bought from the Red Cross along with every other piece of furniture in Pulse’s office, he thumbed a message into his phone.


So tell me who this guy is?


He dropped the phone back on his desk as an email popped up on his computer screen, demanding immediate attention before he could check his phone again.


He calls himself Ali Osman, he read a few minutes later. We think his name’s Osman Ali Deniz.


OK, Skúli texted back, wondering what Lars was driving at, but sure that an answer would appear. While he waited, he typed Ali Osman’s name into a search engine and found himself looking at a bewildering screenful of entries before trying the other name.


Where’s this going? he punched into his phone as a second screen of information appeared, including the picture he had already seen.


We think he’s in Iceland. Call me later and I’ll tell you more, Lars’s message read.


OK. Speak later.


Cool. Google the guy if you haven’t already.


Way ahead of you . . . Skúli texted back and dropped his phone back onto the desk.


He sat back in thought, closed the document he’d been working on and began to read.


The smell of cooking brought him from his room, yawning and sleepy. Gunna had decided to keep it simple with grilled chicken, rice and vegetables. The man took his plate wordlessly and sat at the table. He paused for a moment with his eyes closed and then set to, dismembering the chicken and sprinkling it with pepper.


He stopped and his eyes widened as Gunna put her plate opposite him and sat down to eat. She poured water into two glasses from a jug, pushing one towards him.


‘Enjoy your meal,’ she said.


‘Thank you, officer. I didn’t expect you to be joining me.’


Gunna shrugged. ‘Is there a reason I shouldn’t?’


‘No, of course not. I’m used to being alone, that’s all.’


He ate fast, with the speed of a man who can’t be sure that the food won’t be snatched away before he has finished it. Bones collected in a pile at the edge of his plate, gnawed clean. He left nothing.


‘Good?’ Gunna asked and immediately regretted it. It wasn’t good, but it was acceptable.


‘Not bad.’


He sat back in his chair with his water glass in his hand, sipping nonchalantly, watching Gunna finish her meal.


‘You are a cook?’ he asked finally.


‘No. I’m a police officer.’


‘For many years?’


‘Around twenty.’


‘And now secret police?’


Gunna shook her head. ‘I’m a regular police officer. We don’t have secret police in this country.’


‘Really?’ There was a blend of amazement and disbelief in his voice.


‘Really.’


‘You are not in uniform like your friend.’


‘This isn’t an assignment that calls for uniform. And he’s not my friend. He’s my boss.’


‘Your name. Gunnhildur.’


He pronounced it Goon-hild-ar.


‘Gunnhildur,’ she corrected him. ‘Everyone calls me Gunna, except for Ívar. But he likes to keep things formal.’


‘Gunna,’ he said softly in a closer approximation of her name. ‘My name is Osman.’


‘So you said.’


‘That is my family name. You don’t know my first name?’


‘I’m not asking questions,’ she said and watched his teeth appear in a smile.


‘But you would like to ask questions?’


She had to admit to herself that she was struggling to contain her natural curiosity, faced with this languidly handsome man, his beguiling dark eyes and an easy familiarity as he lounged comfortably in the rigid upright kitchen chair, as she cleared her plate. Again she had the feeling she was being scanned and labelled.


‘A lot of police work is asking questions. But occasionally you have to know when not to ask.’


‘You are married?’ he asked, his voice dropping.


‘I have been.’


She asked herself if that was a look of disapproval that flashed across his face.


‘You are separated from your husband?’


Gunna stacked the plates in front of her before answering.


‘No. He died. Are you washing up or am I?’


Osman watched as Gunna loaded the dishwasher and she wondered if it would be worth getting one at home. Maybe when Laufey had left home, she decided. Until then her daughter could do most of the washing up in lieu of bed, board, laundry and a great many lifts.


She took her time, hoping that Osman would go back to his room and sleep or occupy himself with his new laptop, but he appeared to have no such inclination. With the pans dried and put away, and the dishwasher hissing quietly in its corner, she sat down again at the table.


‘I’ll probably be here with you for a few days. My colleague will be here to relieve me after that, then I’ll be back the following day. All right with you? We’re keeping this as low profile as possible. I gather the minister doesn’t want too many people to know you’re here.’


‘That’s what she told me as well,’ Osman said. ‘She said this place is very quiet and I can work without interruption. Mrs Strand is a wonderful lady, and so generous.’


Gunna fought back the comment that the minister was being generous with public resources rather than her own, and nodded in reply.


‘She’s quite a character,’ Gunna said, wondering if that was a suitably diplomatic thing to say.


‘You don’t like her?’ Osman asked, as if he had read her thoughts.


‘Let’s say that our opinions probably wouldn’t coincide on very much.’


Osman’s smile was broad this time and his teeth flashed.


‘Gunna. Do you know why I’m here?’


‘Actually, no. I haven’t been told a great deal and I gather that seems to be part of the overall plan. The less we know, the better, from what I can make out.’


Osman leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table and cupping his face in his hands. His fingers were long and delicate, and Gunna noticed that the first finger of his left hand was short, ending abruptly at the first joint.


‘I will explain, but without saying too much,’ he said, as if speaking to an innocent. ‘I am here because I know too much. There are secrets in my head that some people would prefer I did not know. They are so worried about their precious secrets that they would be glad to take my life to make sure I don’t pass them on to anyone. You understand?’


Gunna felt her mouth go dry at the thought.


‘In that case, I understand.’


‘And they would take the life of anyone they thought I might have passed their secrets to.’


‘Like me or Ívar?’ Gunna asked. ‘Or Steinunn?’


‘I met Mrs Strand at a conference where I was speaking, and she invited me to come to your country for a few months as Iceland is so safe and I could work on the book I would like to write.’


Gunna felt her heart sink at the reference to months.


‘I see. Your life is in danger in your own country?’


‘I think my life is in danger in every country,’ he said seriously and Gunna was conscious of the weight of the Glock at her side.


Gunna prowled the bare garden, shivering with her hands deep in her jacket pockets, the bulk of the Glock bumping under her arm as she familiarized herself with the layout of the building and its surroundings, wondering what she had let herself in for. Unlike the house itself, where little expense had been spared to make it comfortable, the garden had received little attention. In the corner behind the garage a hot tub had been installed with a wooden screen around it, its plastic cover glazed with frost.


The garden had been planted and then neglected. What had been intended to become flower beds were being invaded by grass, and Gunna guessed that by the end of the summer they would be indistinguishable from the scrubby grass surrounding them. A row of bare shrubs planted to turn into a hedge around the place looked like a row of forlorn sticks waiting for summer to bring them back to life. The outside of the house looked bare, and had an abandoned feel compared to the smartly furnished interior.


Looking around, she could see the next house half a kilometre away along an unmade track. It was a fairly new building, at the furthest edge of a spreading estate, and the tall, narrow windows in the end wall overlooked Einholt. Gunna hoped that in one of them was a Special Unit officer with his eyes to a pair of binoculars on a tripod. She waved a hand at the house, fairly confident that she would know whoever might be watching.


On the lower side of the house the ground shelved away gently downhill to the shoreline. On a day like today, with no sunshine breaking through the clouds, the dark rocks by the shore faded seamlessly into the sea that lapped against them, while the grey sea and sky merged together in the distance beyond the black hump of Geldinganes.


A sudden flurry of snow startled her and Gunna huddled deeper into her coat, blinking the sharp grains from her eyes. There was no noise beyond a practically indiscernible hum of distant traffic and the mutter of waves nagging at the rocks below.


The grey landscape would be fading into darkness soon. Her circuit complete, Gunna was sure that everything was quiet. With a final look around her, she unlocked the door and stepped inside the lobby, double locking the door behind her as Ívar Laxdal had instructed.


Skúli was tired, and little Markús laughed with delight to see him home. The last year had been a tough one, but in the past few months fate seemed to be smiling on them. First an elderly relative of Dagga’s had given them a basement flat in Seltjarnarnes – a part of town they would never otherwise have been able to afford – in return for a rent they could actually manage. Then, after much soul-searching and calculating how long they could survive on their remaining savings, they had taken the plunge and joined the group setting up Pulse, providing news of the kind the newspapers rarely touched, as well as often controversial comment and opinions.


‘Good day?’ Dagga asked as Skúli shrugged the laptop bag from his shoulder and kicked off his shoes.


‘Not bad. And you?’


‘It’s been all right. There’s some dinner left if you’re hungry.’


Dagga’s unplanned but nonetheless welcome pregnancy had thrown all their plans into disarray. Now she spent most of her working time at a laptop at the kitchen table when Markús was with her parents while Skúli commuted to Pulse’s office in an old building on Hverfisgata that would undoubtedly be demolished sooner or later, but in the meantime they made the most of the place. Best of all, Pulse had stopped losing money after only a few weeks.


Skúli admitted to himself that this had been a surprise, and although it wasn’t making huge amounts, each of them was now able to take a modest wage from the venture. Best of all, there were investors sniffing around with real interest, looking to buy a stake with an injection of cash that would be enough to lift them off the ground properly, or so they hoped.


‘Great. Has Markús been fed yet?’


‘Yeah. But he’s still hungry. Can you take over? I deserve a long bath.’


‘Right away?’ Skúli asked, slightly dismayed as he still had his coat on.


‘Yes. As close to right away as possible. I love our son with all my heart, but I’ll go nuts if I have him on my hip for a minute longer.’


There was a note of determination in Dagga’s voice which Skúli knew from experience he should ignore at his peril. So as water roared into the tub in the flat’s cramped, old-fashioned bathroom, he arranged himself a plate of microwaved goulash and a tub of yoghurt for his son on the kitchen table. Then he opened his laptop out of reach of Markús’s inquisitive fingers.


They ate in a desultory fashion as he spooned food alternately into himself and then Markús, checking Pulse’s website and social media channels in between. He checked Lars’s profile and logged into Skype, looking to see Lars appear in his list of contacts and puzzled to see ‘offline’ against his name.


‘Still in the tub?’ he called out to Dagga.


‘Yes.’


‘Going to be long?’


‘Yes. Why?’


Dagga had left the bathroom door open. Skúli carried Markús in and grinned to see her lying stretched out in the bath with a candle burning by her head and a book in her hands.


‘Has Markús had a bath?’


‘No, not yet.’


‘Drop him in with you for a minute?’


‘Uh-huh,’ she agreed, eyes on the paperback in her hand.


Skúli closed the toilet lid and sat on it to undress Markús, then leaned over and lowered him into the water as Dagga moved her legs aside to make room for him. The little boy splashed happily, then gasped and shook his head as Skúli gently poured warm water over his head, smoothing his hair back from his eyes.


‘Good book?’


‘Uh-huh.’


Skúli peeked at the cover and saw an Arctic landscape. A thriller, nothing romantic this time, he reflected as he lifted Markús clear of the water and wrapped him in a towel, then in his arms.


‘Going to be long?’ he repeated gently.


Dagga lowered the book. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Nothing special,’ he said with a smirk, enjoying what he could see of her beneath the milky water. She arched her back slightly and stretched. For a moment her dark bush broke the surface and he felt a rush of excitement before she sank back into the depths. ‘I have a call to make in a minute, then I’m all yours once Markús is asleep.’


‘If you’re lucky,’ Dagga told him. ‘Once the water’s cooled off I might be all yours, young man.’


It was a private joke in their circle of friends that Dagga was a shameless cradle-snatcher, having ensnared a man a couple of years younger than herself. Occasionally it irritated him when it was alluded to in company, but between the two of them it was mentioned with a tenderness that hinted at good things to come later.


They had known each other for a long time, as colleagues and friends, long before they had found themselves on the same interminably dull press trip to the east of Iceland, during which their shared sense of the ridiculous had gelled into something deeper. On the last morning of the trip, the group of invited journalists had listened to a long and intense presentation without two of their number, much to the consternation of the press officer, who had been determined to shepherd the group around every nook and cranny of a new factory and its offices.


Markús was soon asleep in his cot and Skúli went back to the kitchen table. He found himself brooding, thinking back to the press trip where he and Dagga had finally fallen into each other’s arms and a hotel bed that had creaked and squeaked alarmingly.


He shook his head, telling himself to snap out of it and concentrate. But a vague suspicion formed distressingly at the back of his mind, something he desperately wanted not to think through as the shadow of his deeply buried fear snaked around his ankles like an unwelcome mist.


Lars was still logged out of Skype, so Skúli tapped in his mobile number and listened to it ring. He was about to give up when it was finally answered.


‘Yah?’


‘Lars? It’s Skúli. What’s new?’


‘Ah, Skúli. I’m really sorry. I’m in a bar, I forgot you were going to call.’


‘You busy? I can call back tomorrow.’


‘Yeah, that’s best,’ he heard Lars say, half-distractedly, and Skúli could hear the hubbub of a busy bar in the background.


‘Listen, what did you find out about Ali Osman?’


‘Not that much,’ Skúli admitted. ‘He’s a dissident of some kind? From Lebanon? That’s what I read anyway.’


Lars laughed. ‘He’s a dissident right enough, but not for the right reasons.’


‘How so?’


‘He’s a dissident because he fell out with the wrong people over a lot of money. He says he’s Lebanese originally, but I have my doubts.’


‘OK. So what’s your interest in him?’


‘As always,’ Lars said, ‘human rights. He’s been involved in people trafficking, or at least in the finance side of it.’


‘So he’s not everything he claims to be?’


‘Is anyone?’


‘And why bring this to me?’


Lars laughed again. ‘Because Ali Osman, or Osman Ali Deniz, whichever name he happens to be using at the moment, but I guess he’s Ali Osman right now, is a discreet and honoured guest of your Minister of Justice. He arrived yesterday or today, as far as we can work out. You might want to ask a few questions.’


‘And report back to you?’


‘Of course. I get to know where this bastard is, and you get a scandal to put on your front page. Everybody wins, eh?’


‘Cool. Thanks, Lars.’


‘Listen, Skúli. I have a meeting to go to in a few minutes.’


Skúli could still hear the buzz of a happy crowd in the background.


‘Is she pretty?’


‘What did you say?’


‘I said, this meeting you have to go to, is she pretty?’


Lars guffawed. ‘You think of only one thing, Skúli. But you’re right, legs up to here. Listen, my friend, call me in the morning and I’ll tell you more about Ali Osman, yeah?’


‘Yeah, OK, Lars. Have fun . . .’


‘And you,’ Lars replied as a flurry of laughter enveloped him and the call came to an abrupt end.


He sat back and nodded to himself, deep in thought, not noticing Dagga’s towel-swathed presence until she placed her hands on his shoulders.


‘Who was that?’


‘Lars. He’s in Brussels at some meeting.’


‘In a bar?’


‘Of course. Probably surrounded by a troop of travelling pole dancers. But he gave me a story, or at least a lead.’


‘Something juicy?’


‘Steinunn Strand’s involved.’


‘Then it’s bound to be crooked. It’s late and I’m going to bed. Coming?’


‘Uh-huh,’ he said with a feigned lack of interest that led to an affectionate punch on the shoulder. She stalked past him, the towel around her waist falling away in the bedroom doorway – Skúli was out of his chair almost before it hit the floor.


Gunna listened to the house ticking. It was surprising what you could hear when the building should have been entirely silent. The bedroom nearest the front door was hers, while Osman had made himself comfortable in the spacious master bedroom that occupied one end of the long building.


Restless, irritable and unable to sleep, she pulled on a sweater and made a tour of the darkened building. Peering through the living-room window, she could see the window of the next house gazing blindly back at her. Outside, the wind seemed to have dropped away and the bare ground of the garden was lit by the fitful moon when it appeared between the clouds.


She checked every window, tried the doors and sat in the kitchen listening to the quiet house. The heating hummed faintly and the oven clock ticked, its sound as low as to be inaudible during the day but now as loud as clicking heels on a hard floor.


Satisfied that the place was as secure as it could be, she sat in one of the vast armchairs in the living room, feeling herself enveloped in it, and lifting her feet onto the stone-topped coffee table. She clicked on a lamp and picked up a magazine from the rack at her side, flipping through the articles on houses and gardens belonging to people with much greater wealth and far more time on their hands than she would ever have.


She woke to feel movement at her side, a stealthy hand creeping inside her jacket. Her eyes snapped open and she gripped the searching hand, wondering how long she had been asleep in the chair, or even if she had been asleep at all.


Osman crouched before her. The suit was gone, replaced with grey tracksuit trousers and a dark singlet. She could see the tightness of his lips as her thumb dug deep and hard into the soft underside of his wrist. Their eyes met and she held his gaze as the hand that had been reaching for the Glock under her arm went numb. She maintained her grip, watching his face as it went blank.


‘Enough,’ he said quietly.


Gunna slowly relaxed her grip.


He stood up languidly, a quizzical smile on his face, and nodded to himself as if he were in possession of some private piece of knowledge.


‘I’m delighted to see you’re alert, Goon-hil-dar,’ he said quietly, rubbing his wrist. ‘I might have said something about a woman and a gun not being an ideal combination, but I don’t think I need to.’


He turned and padded away on bare feet and Gunna heard the door of his room click shut.




Chapter Two


Ívar Laxdal arrived early, bearing fresh fruit and still-warm rolls for breakfast.


‘All shipshape, Gunnhildur?’ he asked after she had checked who was at the door before unlocking it twice and locking it again behind him.


‘All quiet. Coffee?’


They talked quietly in the kitchen over mugs of better coffee than anything that ever graced the Hverfisgata police station’s canteen.


‘Nothing to report?’


‘Not a thing,’ Gunna said, hesitating. ‘I had a long walk around the garden yesterday and there’s nothing to be seen anywhere. There’s a clear line of sight all around the place, so if anyone were trying to get here, it wouldn’t be a problem for the boys up the road to spot them in good time, assuming they’re on the ball.’
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