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Chapter 1


Sunday


There was a crunching of tyres on gravel. Then a sudden jerk as the vehicle came to a halt and Helgi was flung along the back seat, his cheek grating over rough, smelly fabric. This couldn’t be his car. Slowly opening one eye, he registered that it was dark. Then the driver flicked on the ceiling light and Helgi took in the rubbish on the floor: crumpled drink cans, a scrunched-up crisp packet, used paper napkins, two broken cigarettes, a hot-dog wrapper. Taxis really were disgusting these days. But maybe it wasn’t a taxi. Could he have hitched a lift? Jumped into some random car in the city centre? It wouldn’t be the first time Helgi had done something drunk that he’d never have dreamt of sober.


It hurt to think. Pain shot through his head, his stomach clenched ominously in sympathy and the next minute he was retching. Sitting up was beyond him, so he would just have to throw up on the seat. Judging by the smell, that would be nothing new. Christ, what had he been drinking? He usually steered clear of the sort of piss that left you feeling like this. But booze must be to blame for the state he was in. He was all too familiar with the sense of lethargy, the befuddled brain, though it was years since he’d been this wasted.


When the spasm arrived, Helgi managed by some miracle to shift his head to the edge of the seat, hurling the acid contents of his stomach onto the floor. The resulting mess on top of the rubbish was so revolting that he closed his eyes. There was an exclamation from the front seat, followed by an outbreak of loud cursing. Even in his bleary state Helgi could tell what that was about. No one wanted vomit in their car.


The driver’s door opened with a metallic screech, then slammed shut, cutting off the cursing and plunging the car into darkness as the ceiling light went off. There was the noise of gravel underfoot. Then the door by Helgi’s head was wrenched open and cold fresh air streamed inside. His nausea receded a little and with it the headache. The relief was indescribable, but he wasn’t allowed to enjoy it for long. Somebody grabbed him roughly by the shoulder and heaved. Helgi wanted to protest that no one pushed him around like that, but the words wouldn’t come out. It was as if the nerves connecting his brain to his tongue had been severed.


An angry voice penetrated his confusion, ordering him out of the car. The driver must want to get rid of him because he’d thrown up. To his own astonishment, Helgi found himself obeying. He hadn’t intended to sit up but his limbs and muscles seemed to act of their own accord. A concerted effort and he was on his feet outside the car. He filled his lungs. The fresh air tasted even better out here. There was a full moon, the sky was clear and there wasn’t a breath of wind, as if the world had been frozen into perfect stillness. Leaning his head back to admire the night sky, he lost his balance and was caught by the same rough hand. Helgi was grateful for its support: the gravel at his feet looked sharp.


Once he had stopped rocking and was standing more or less upright, he was given a shove and ordered to start walking. Again, Helgi’s body obeyed without any input from his brain. He was vaguely surprised that the man hadn’t given him an earful about chucking up in his car. It was all very strange, but he couldn’t martial his thoughts enough to work out what was going on. Perhaps he was in the middle of one of those dreams where you wake up with a gasp just as you’re about to fall off a cliff.


The gravel underfoot gave way to a series of grassy sheep paths, winding through the unmistakeably jagged terrain of an old lava-field. Helgi peered at the ground in front of him; at the frosty grass, pale in the moonlight. It was all he could do to keep his footing. He staggered along in front, the man following close on his heels. Every time Helgi started to veer off course or paused to recover his balance, the hand propelled him forwards. He wanted to tell the man that he wasn’t being deliberately difficult, but his tongue felt too thick and unwieldy to form the words.


The path led briefly uphill, then down again, through a series of grassy hollows which opened out between the lava walls; ideal picnic spots in summer but bleak and uninviting now. Thinking he recognised his surroundings, Helgi raised his head groggily to get his bearings. Not far off, the lava-field ended and the sea began: it was black in the darkness except where the moonlight glittered on the ripples. The sight brought back a childhood memory of walking with his grandfather along a shore not unlike this one – maybe even the same one. They had accidentally flushed out two eider ducks, which had flown away in alarm. His grandfather had gone over to the spot where the birds had been sitting and found two big, bluish eggs lying in a soft brown nest. Crouching beside it, Helgi had touched the down with his finger and it had felt as insubstantial as air. When he straightened up, his grandfather had drawn his attention to the gulls that had formed a wide circle around them. They were far enough away that the siege wasn’t immediately obvious, but they appeared to be closing in. When his grandfather told him what they were doing, Helgi had wanted to throw stones at them.


It was a horrible dilemma and, sadly, he had been just old enough to understand. If they stayed where they were, the gulls wouldn’t dare approach, but neither would the parent birds. The eggs would grow cold and the embryos inside them would die. If, on the other hand, he and his grandfather moved away, the eider ducks would eventually come back but by then there was a risk that the gulls would have raided the unprotected nest. In the end, Helgi’s grandfather had decided that they should continue on their way, and they had left, walking almost backwards, watching in the hope that the ducks would come swooping in to save their eggs. But there had been no sign of them; at least, not before they lost sight of the nest. Helgi never found out what had happened afterwards.


Now, though, it was winter and there were no eggs. No eiderdown either. It had all been collected, cleaned, stuffed into duvets and sold off to wealthy foreigners.


Another hard shove from behind alerted Helgi to the fact that he had stopped moving and he slowly set off again, following the winding path up a slope. Shortly afterwards, he was ordered to stop.


Raising his eyes, he stared in dull surprise at a tall black rock formation, split into two halves that reared up like something out of The Lord of the Rings. A heavy plank, like a footbridge, had been laid between them. Had his dream led him to Mordor? Before his sluggish brain could come to any conclusion, he was pushed forwards again, this time towards one of the rocks. It was covered in last summer’s dry grass, which made it fairly easy to scramble up. Following the man’s orders, Helgi stopped near the top, then climbed onto a narrow ledge that jutted out into the cleft between the two lava outcrops. There he stood, gazing out over the moonlit sea that looked deceptively innocent and gentle in the still weather.


Swaying dangerously, Helgi realised that sooner or later he was going to fall. But, oddly enough, the thought didn’t alarm him. It wasn’t so terribly far to the ground, after all, and besides he was dreaming, wasn’t he? The abysses in his dreams tended to be bottomless, though: he couldn’t usually see down into a dry grassy hollow surrounded by jumbled lava.


The hand now swivelled Helgi round to face its owner, who had climbed up behind him. The lower half of the man’s face was obscured by a scarf. All that could be seen were his eyes, which were narrowed with an expression of such loathing that Helgi flinched and dropped his gaze. His attention was caught by some sort of tool, black and a paler colour – yellow, perhaps – in the man’s right hand. With his left hand, the man seized Helgi’s coat and dragged him closer, then started undoing his top buttons. Next, he pulled a white sheet of paper from his pocket and held it against Helgi’s chest. Helgi strained his eyes, trying to read the few lines written on the paper, but the letters were upside down. The moon was so bright that if his brain had been less fuzzy he might have been able to decipher it. The effort dispersed the fog in his head a little and in that brief window of lucidity he recalled being handed a piece of paper and forced to sign it. But there had been more writing on that one … He had been able to read it all right and the contents had been pretty earth-shattering. But in a good or a bad way? The fog closed in again and he couldn’t remember.


The tool appeared before his eyes, pressed against the paper on his chest. Helgi frowned, puzzled, and waited. He felt no fear, only curiosity. The tool wasn’t one he recognised – not that he owned any tools himself. What could it be for?


Helgi watched the man’s fingers tighten on the handle, then a loud snap echoed in the hush. He felt an agonising stab in his chest that left him momentarily winded. He was about to topple backwards off the ledge when the hand grabbed him again. In spite of the searing pain, he was relieved. If the man had saved him from falling, he couldn’t mean him to come to any real harm.


Something was slipped over his head and, looking down again, he saw a thick rope lying above his throbbing chest like a clumsy necklace. Perhaps his companion was belatedly concerned for his safety: after all, he couldn’t fall off if he was tied to the rock. But when the rope tightened around his neck, Helgi wanted to point out that this couldn’t be a good idea – it would make more sense to tie it round his waist. But his tongue still felt too thick to shape the words, and the agony in his chest was making it hard to breathe.


It didn’t matter. This was a dream. It had to be. If he fell, he would fly. Any minute now he would wake up and the pain would disappear, along with the sense of unreality.


While his companion cursed, Helgi gazed out to sea, noticing that waves were beginning to ruffle the calm surface. On the other side of the bay, he could see familiar white buildings with darker roofs: the presidential residence at Bessastadir. He was definitely dreaming. His befuddled brain recalled something connected to this very shore and he recoiled from the thought, afraid of throwing up again. Returning to the present, he became aware once more of the beauty of his surroundings and the jarring stream of abuse issuing from the man behind him.


Helgi didn’t really take it in. The view was so soothing that even the pain in his chest seemed to fade. His gaze moved from the president’s residence to the bay itself. All his attention was focused on the waves glittering on the black surface of the sea. Far out on the horizon a bank of cloud hung like a thick black band across the sky. He felt himself nodding off, which was strange given that he was already asleep.


He was roused by a shove, this time in the small of his back. It was to be the last. Helgi tumbled forwards off the ledge and floated through the air for a few brief seconds until his fall was arrested by the violent jerk of the rope. But he couldn’t have flown anyway. This was no dream.




Chapter 2


The body stirred in the wind, turning a slow half-circle first one way, then back again. Huldar averted his eyes as the blue face reappeared, with its horribly black, protruding tongue. The man’s head lolled on his chest as if he were staring down at his feet, surprised that he’d lost a shoe. The shoe in question was now sealed in a plastic bag in the Forensics van, waiting to be taken for analysis, though no one expected it to shed any light on the reasons behind this sad suicide. Nevertheless, the police had observed standard procedure when it came to gathering material, though this time the treatment of the shoe was almost the only thing that had been done by the book.


Huldar looked away from the dead man, taking in the rough terrain of Gálgahraun. The lava-flow had formed thousands of years ago, long before any human had set foot in Iceland, when the Arctic fox ruled supreme. Huldar had taken part in a police training exercise in the area several years before, during which they had been given a potted history of the lava-field. Its unusually irregular, rugged appearance had been caused when the glowing lava rolled over a marshy area close to the seashore, causing the marsh to boil and the half-solidified sheets of lava to explode. There were fissures, craters, spires of rock and endless jumbled lumps and bumps in every direction. Even the carpet of moss that had covered the lava-flow over the centuries couldn’t soften its harshness. It was a bleak, restless landscape.


‘Strange spot to hang yourself in, don’t you think?’ Huldar remarked, glancing at his colleague Gudlaugur.


‘No stranger than anywhere else.’ Gudlaugur was still staring up at the man dangling from the noose. ‘At least this way he made sure none of his loved ones would find him. I’m guessing that explains the location.’


‘Maybe.’ Huldar was unconvinced. The whole operation would have required an extraordinary amount of effort. For one thing, the spot was quite a distance from the road, and, judged with his carpenter’s eye, the plank that served as a gallows probably weighed a ton. There were any number of things Huldar would rather spend the last minutes of his life doing than lugging a heavy plank across a lava-field. But he didn’t share this thought with Gudlaugur. The young man was looking conspicuously hungover on this Sunday morning: red-eyed, his hair uncombed, sucking a constant succession of Ópal liquorice lozenges. He was in no state to be disagreed with on the rare occasions he opened his mouth.


Huldar turned back to the two rocks rearing out of the lava-field, the fissure like a gash between them, and watched his colleagues scratching their heads over the best way to get the man down. The rope was tied round the plank and it was clear that any attempt to cut it would send the body plummeting to the ground, with the additional risk that it would be bashed against the sharp rocks on the way. It went without saying that they would rather get the man down in one piece. Erla was standing directly below the suspended figure, gesturing upwards as she called out to the officers who had scaled the rock formations on either side. They were making valiant attempts to follow her orders but it was one thing to issue commands when you were standing on level ground, another to put them into action while clinging precariously to a ledge. Any minute now, Erla’s patience would run out and she would start climbing up there herself to show them how to do it. After which pointless exercise she would no doubt be even more exasperated than she was already.


The plank creaked and groaned alarmingly as an officer began to worm along it on his stomach. It wasn’t clear what he meant to achieve: it would have required superhuman strength to haul the body up, then crawl back to safety, dragging it behind him. But the protests from the plank soon changed his mind and he beat a hasty retreat. Erla, unable to hide her frustration, sighed explosively. It must have been her suggestion.


‘Wouldn’t it be better to borrow a net from the fire brigade? You know, the kind they use to catch people when they jump out of burning buildings? If we spread it out underneath, that should stop the body getting damaged.’


Huldar had to suppress a smile before turning his head. The voice belonged to Lína, the young woman on work experience from the University of Akureyri. She was the first of the crop of students taking the new degree in policing to do an internship in CID, and although no one said so aloud, the team were mostly sceptical. Their prejudice stemmed in part from an unspoken fear about what would happen when every other new recruit arrived brandishing a degree certificate. Would the rest of them be put back in uniform, relegated to pounding the streets among the tourist hordes, answering callouts to deal with rowdy parties or issuing fines for petty offences?


Huldar couldn’t care less. If he suffered another demotion at work, he had his carpentry to fall back on. Besides, the intern was a constant source of entertainment, especially when it came to her talent for rubbing people up the wrong way.


She was forever pointing out that they weren’t doing things by the book, or correcting their terminology or quoting the contents of textbooks and academic studies at them. Every time this happened near Erla, you could practically see the smoke coming out of her ears. Huldar could barely contain his glee on these occasions, or when he saw Gudlaugur’s nose put out of joint by one of her tactless remarks.


‘There’s no time to borrow a net now, Lína. Good idea, though.’ Huldar watched her smile in response to his praise. She was small, reaching no higher than his chest, with red hair and a complexion of such ivory whiteness that you could barely make out the brief gleam of her teeth against her skin. Then, her face serious again, she turned her attention back to the proceedings.


Huldar suspected Erla of having base motives for bringing Lína along. Officially, it was to teach her about crime-scene procedure, but no doubt Erla had been secretly hoping to shock the young woman into losing her breakfast. Lína was made of sterner stuff, though. She had elbowed her way to the front and stood there, studying the dangling body with no more emotion than if it had been a light-fitting. When she had finally lowered her eyes, she had frowned and wondered aloud why Erla hadn’t given orders to cordon off the area. Erla’s gruff retort that there was no time for that now had done nothing to shut Lína up, and in the end Huldar had pulled her aside and explained that this was the exception that must surely have been mentioned in her textbooks: a situation in which standard procedure had to be abandoned in favour of speed. He had been rewarded with a grimace: Lína clearly didn’t regard the present circumstances as sufficiently urgent to warrant a deviation from the rules.


She was alone in that opinion. The rest of the team were well aware of the need for a quick turnaround. It wasn’t every day that they got a call from the Icelandic president’s staff at Bessastadir to report a dead body. Normally, two officers would have been sent to deal with the incident, accompanied by a forensic technician, but on this occasion the place was crawling with police. In the panic following the notification, almost every available officer had been ordered to the scene and several more had had their weekend leave cancelled. No doubt the logic had been that this would speed up the process of removing the body, but in practice it was having the opposite effect. Most of the officers were just milling around with nothing to do, getting underfoot.


Erla’s phone rang and Huldar watched her answer it. She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead as she listened to what appeared to be a scolding from on high. It was hardly surprising if the top brass were seriously rattled. They wouldn’t want to be exposed as incompetent in front of the security team of a foreign superpower. Huldar smiled at the thought, but his grin faded when Erla shot a glance in his direction, ended the call and shoved the phone back in her pocket.


‘Time’s up! Cut the rope!’ she bellowed at the men on the rocks. ‘The motorcade has set off and is due at Bessastadir in half an hour. We need to be out of here by then. The body will just have to get a bit knocked about. I don’t suppose the dead man will care either way.’


Huldar saw Lína open her mouth, her disapproval all too plain. Presumably the section in her textbook about gathering material at the scene had omitted anything about visits by foreign dignitaries. Laying a hand on her shoulder, he whispered into the delicate white ear: ‘I wouldn’t say a word if I were you. It won’t do any good.’


Lína clamped her lips in a tight line. Although inexperienced, she was no fool. She knew the background, having heard Erla’s briefing before they set off. She looked across the bay to Bessastadir, a dissatisfied frown on her face. Huldar would bet that the president wouldn’t get her vote next time, though he’d had nothing to do with the incident. His only sin had been to arrange a reception to mark the start of the official visit by the Chinese foreign minister. Personnel from the minister’s security team, who had turned up in advance to carry out a safety check, had spotted the corpse hanging from the rocks on the other side of Lambhúsatjörn Bay. Its presence had been completely overlooked by the Bessastadir staff, since earlier that morning the area had been obscured by a thick blanket of fog.


Unsurprisingly, the discovery of the body had created pandemonium at the Foreign Ministry, where staff had the unenviable task of trying to dissuade the Chinese embassy and security team from turning the minister’s plane around. In the end, they had managed to convince the visitors that it wasn’t a protest staged by Falun Gong, merely an incredibly unfortunate coincidence. As a result, the day’s programme was to go ahead as planned – on condition, naturally, that the dead man was spirited away before the minister’s arrival.


But the staff of the Foreign Ministry had underestimated how long it would take the police to deal with the situation. By the time the Police Commissioner’s office had handed the matter over to Erla, the Chinese minister’s plane was already preparing to land at Keflavík. Erla’s orders were that all signs of the dead man and the police presence were to be gone from Álftanes by the time the motorcade drove past, even though the site wasn’t actually visible from the road. The point was that it could be seen from the residence at Bessastadir. On no account must the president be put in the embarrassing position of having to explain what the crowd of police officers were up to on the other side of the bay. After this fiasco it was doubtful that Iceland would ever be offered the loan of a giant panda, but there was still hope that the visit might result in enhanced trade links.


Huldar and Lína watched the activities of their colleagues with interest. The men had split into two groups, one on each steep rock, and were now struggling to extend a pair of clippers far enough across the gap to cut the rope. It was an impossible feat, as it turned out. Erla checked the time on her phone, then called out to them to dislodge the plank, noose, body and all.


Through a concerted effort at either end, the men succeeded in heaving up the plank, then letting the whole lot fall.


While this was going on, Huldar nudged the pale, silent Gudlaugur and they went to fetch the stretcher lying beside the sheep path leading to the rocks. They got back just as the dead man hit the ground, and went over to the body, which was now lying in a heap with the massive plank on top. Their colleagues, having scrambled down from the rocks, helped them to cut the rope and shift the heavy wood. Then Gudlaugur turned over the body, assisted by another man, and more officers lined up on either side, ready to lift it onto the stretcher. Huldar discreetly withdrew at this point. He had no desire to see the man’s grotesque death mask up close.


‘Stop!’ Lína’s voice rang out with a note of authority, like someone used to being obeyed. Which was a joke, considering how young and inexperienced she was. Huldar had cast an eye over her CV when they heard she was joining the department, so he knew that she had done the usual selection of summer jobs: in the Akureyri parks department, on the till at a supermarket, in a fish factory and at a cinema. It was hard to guess which of these jobs could have lent her such an air of command. Perhaps she had developed it while haranguing cinemagoers to switch off their phones before the film.


‘You don’t give the orders round here.’ Erla’s face was black with fury at this interference. Waving her arms at the group standing around the body, she snapped at them to get on with loading it onto the stretcher.


‘But—’ Lína was undeterred.


‘But fucking what? Don’t you understand a fucking order?’ Erla was seriously stressed and, as usual, this was reflected in her language.


Huldar shot Lína a warning look. Ignoring him, she persisted: ‘Can’t you see? There, on his chest.’ She pointed at the body.


Although it was guaranteed to bring down Erla’s wrath on their heads, few of the officers could resist the impulse to follow Lína’s pointing finger. One by one they lowered their eyes to the dead man’s chest, where a tiny metal plate could be seen poking out. Their faces puzzled, they moved closer. But Huldar knew exactly what he was looking at: the head of a nail. A four-inch one, probably. Under it was a torn scrap of paper, as if it had been used to pin a note to the man’s chest.


Erla had clearly grasped the situation. She emitted a heartfelt groan.


This could hardly be a suicide. Few people would have the determination to drive a socking great nail into their own flesh like that. This was almost certainly a murder scene, and the police had approached it like a bunch of amateurs. In all the panic, it hadn’t even occurred to anyone to call out the pathologist.


For the first time since she had begun her work experience, Lína’s expression of disapproval was entirely justified.


‘Stand back.’ Erla sounded calm, though she was surely anything but. ‘Cover him up so he can’t be seen from Bessastadir. Not even with binoculars. Camouflage him under some grass or something – anything that’ll help him blend in.’ She closed her eyes and rubbed them irritably. ‘Then let’s get the hell out of here and wait until their bloody snobfest’s over.’




Chapter 3


Baldur sat down at the table again, reeking of smoke. He’d nipped out for a cigarette, though they’d only just got here. Not that Freyja was surprised. He’d recently been released from prison and was still getting used to having the freedom to do as he liked – within limits. For the moment he was staying at Vernd, the halfway house, and apart from having to spend the night on the premises and fulfil his work requirement, his time was his own. So it was hardly any wonder he grew as fidgety as a little boy every time there was a quiet moment.


He ruffled the hair of his daughter Saga, who was sitting in a high chair between them. Ignoring him, the little girl went on chewing the rasher of bacon he’d given her after she’d turned her nose up at the slices of fruit. Father and daughter got on well, despite being so different. He was the happy, outgoing type, but Saga was the most serious child Freyja had ever met. Where he was fair and never stopped talking, Saga was dark and withdrawn, her face set in a perma-scowl. He liked nice clothes, whereas Freyja could hardly persuade Saga into anything but boots, leggings and a top, though Fanney, her mother, somehow succeeded in forcing her into girly dresses and cutesy shoes. Once in a blue moon Fanney even managed to put a slide in her daughter’s hair, but only when Saga was wearing mittens. The moment she got them off, the slide would be sent flying.


Baldur winked at his daughter and she blinked back, still too young to close one eye at a time. Then he turned back to Freyja, his face alight with pleasure: ‘Have you ever seen a cuter kid?’


Freyja squeezed out an answering smile. She had stood in for her brother, taking care of his parental duties while he was behind bars. But however much she loved her niece, cute was not the word she’d have chosen to describe her. Still, Freyja couldn’t help but be pleased at her brother’s delight in his daughter, especially as he’d had so little contact with her up to now. That didn’t seem to affect their ability to bond, though. It had just happened, with no particular effort. Perhaps it helped that they were both a bit eccentric, each in their own way.


‘Hey! I forgot the big news.’ Baldur pushed his food away almost untouched and pulled over his coffee cup. ‘I meant to tell you in the car.’


‘What?’ Freyja wasn’t expecting any news. Baldur was keeping his nose clean at the moment, so as not to jeopardise the prospect of his imminent release on probation.


‘I’ve sorted out a flat for you.’ Baldur passed Saga another rasher of bacon. The first fell unheeded to the floor as she reached for the next. Out popped her little pink tongue and she started licking the bacon like a lolly.


Freyja dropped her fork on her plate and the scrambled egg she had just loaded on it tumbled off. ‘What?’ She really hoped her brother wasn’t pulling her leg. He knew how much sleep she’d been losing over the problem of finding somewhere to live. For now, she was still in his flat, but that arrangement couldn’t last much longer. There was no way she was sharing it with him once he got out of the halfway house. She had no intention of sleeping on the battered sofa in the living room while he and that week’s girlfriend got down to business in the bedroom next door. And the thought of sharing the sofa with a boyfriend while Baldur was in the flat was no more appealing. To date, though, all her attempts to find a flat had failed. Those on the market were either too expensive or their owners were looking for a different kind of tenant. She’d seriously begun to consider moving to the countryside or even abroad. ‘Please don’t tease me.’


‘Tease you? I’m not.’ Baldur picked up Saga’s glass and held it to her lips in the hope of persuading her to take a sip of orange juice, but she twisted stubbornly away until he gave up.


‘How could you find me a flat? I’ve been trying for over a year without any luck.’ This was typical of Baldur. People bent over backwards for him. If he went to view a property, you could bet your life the landlord would rustle up a contract on the spot. But Baldur could hardly have been looking at flats: he’d only just got out of jail.


‘You know Tobbi?’


‘Tobbi?’ The name sounded familiar but Freyja couldn’t put a face to it.


‘Yeah. My mate Tobbi. Don’t you remember him?’


‘Vaguely.’ Baldur had so many friends, each more disreputable than the last. It didn’t help that he made no distinction between friends and acquaintances. Everyone he knew fell into one of two groups: friends or wankers. The first group was much larger, as Baldur was oblivious to the fact that not everyone who laughed at his jokes was his friend. Wankers were those who, one way or another, got in the way of his enjoying life to the full. As his closest family member – an honour she now shared with Saga – Freyja belonged to neither category.


‘Well, anyway, Tobbi’s got a flat he’s willing to rent you.’ Baldur wiped the crumbs fastidiously off the table before resting his arm on it. His hair had just been cut and his new outfit couldn’t have been cheap. Where the money had come from was a mystery to Freyja, but she didn’t dare ask. It was better not to know.


‘Me? Why me?’ Her initial excitement at the news was rapidly fading. The offer bore all the signs of being trouble, since when it came to trouble, Baldur was a past master.


‘Because I told him you needed somewhere to live. He was just complaining that he couldn’t find a good tenant, and as soon as I mentioned you he jumped at the idea.’


Freyja frowned and noticed that Saga immediately copied her. ‘Baldur, no one has trouble finding a good tenant in Reykjavík. All you have to do is stick a sign the size of a postage stamp with “To let” on it in your window and before you know it people will be queuing round the block. The flat’s not miles out of town, is it?’


‘No. It’s in Reykjavík. More or less.’


‘More or less? What does that mean?’


Baldur rolled his eyes. ‘It’s on Seltjarnarnes, all right? In a classy modern block.’


Freyja sighed. She’d known there had to be a catch: Seltjarnarnes was the upmarket suburb on the peninsula at the westernmost tip of Reykjavík. ‘I can’t afford a high rent, Baldur. You know that.’


‘The rent’s not high. It’s very reasonable.’ The figure he mentioned sounded as if it was for a garage rather than a flat.


‘How big is it? You’re not talking about a garden shed, are you?’


‘No. God, you’re being negative. I thought you’d be pleased.’ Baldur had stopped smiling and his mood was in imminent danger of tipping over into a sulk.


Freyja laid her hand on his. The two of them stuck together – through thick and thin. If he was offering her some deeply flawed flat, it was because he meant well. It would be out of a genuine desire to help. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ve just been burnt before. That rent is ridiculously low. There has to be a catch.’ This Tobbi character must owe Baldur money or a favour of some sort. If so, she would bet her life that there was nothing kosher about it.


Baldur bent and put his hands over Saga’s ears. ‘Tobbi’s on his way to jail,’ he whispered. ‘He got a year and a half.’ Baldur lowered his hands again before Freyja could point out that Saga didn’t even know what ‘jail’ meant. ‘He doesn’t want to rent his place to a stranger because he’s leaving all his furniture and stuff behind. But he’ll trust anybody I recommend. I told him you’ve been looking after my place, so he knows you’ve got house-sitting experience. It’s a win-win situation.’


It would never have occurred to Freyja to describe her time in Baldur’s flat as ‘house-sitting experience’, but if Tobbi thought she had the necessary qualifications, that was great. In fact, the offer didn’t sound bad at all.


Her phone started ringing in the pocket of her coat, which was hanging over the back of her chair. She checked the screen. ‘Damn.’ She looked at Baldur. ‘I’ve got to go. Work.’ As she got up, she added: ‘But I’m willing to talk to your friend. Could we go and see the place together – as soon as possible?’


Baldur nodded. He opened his mouth as if to add something, but seemed to think better of it and just said goodbye, promising to call that evening.


Freyja kissed him on the cheek and Saga on the top of her head. Then she paid the bill and hurried off, walking on air at the thought that a flat might finally be within her grasp – if it worked out. Where Baldur was concerned, it didn’t pay to count your chickens.


Freyja pressed the bell again, harder this time and for longer. She could hear it chiming inside the flat, but the moment she lifted her finger, there was silence again. The only sounds they had heard inside since they had arrived were the jangling of the doorbell and the ringing of a phone that went unanswered.


‘Shall I try again?’ Freyja looked at her companion, a tall, thin young man with a Viking beard, a gold ring through the middle of his nose, and tired eyes. Although they must be around the same age, as a full-time employee of Reykjavík’s Child Protection Agency he had far more experience of these types of cases. She only put in the odd evening and weekend, having started taking shifts on top of her day job at the Children’s House to save for her rent once Baldur got out of prison. If his friend Tobbi turned out not to be a complete idiot and his flat passed muster, she might be able to give up the overtime. But for now, here she was, attending a callout on a Sunday, standing in the incongruously wide corridor of one of Reykjavík’s new luxury apartment blocks. Even if she worked twenty-four seven, she’d never be able to afford anywhere this swanky.


‘Give it one more go. The child may be asleep. Or too frightened to come to the door.’


Freyja rang the bell again, pressing it for a long time. Nothing happened. ‘No one could sleep through a racket like that.’


‘Maybe not. You never know.’ The social worker, whose name was Didrik, stepped up to the door and hammered on it so loudly that his knuckles looked red afterwards. Then again, the lurid tattoos emerging from his coat sleeves and covering the backs of his hands made it hard to tell their actual colour.


At this point the door of a flat down the corridor opened and a middle-aged woman stuck her head through the gap. She seemed a little disconcerted when she saw Didrik, no doubt taking him for a debt collector or other type of lowlife – certainly not an employee of the Child Protection Agency. Freyja, by contrast, looked highly presentable, dressed up for the brunch she’d been forced to leave halfway through. When it became apparent that the woman wasn’t going to speak first, Freyja said: ‘I’m sorry about the noise. We’re from the council. We received a report that there was a child in this flat, alone and possibly at risk. Was it by any chance you who rang?’


The caller had contacted emergency services because the council didn’t man the phones at the weekend. In cases like this, the police were normally sent to the scene first, but today there hadn’t been a single officer available, so the job had been passed all round the system before eventually landing on Didrik’s desk. By then, any details about the caller had gone astray.


The woman made a face as if Freyja were accusing her of something, and shook her head. ‘No. I’ve only just got home, actually. And I haven’t noticed a thing.’ Her carefully made-up eyes strayed to a large tub containing an exotic plant that stood in the corridor between them. From the way she was looking at it, you’d have thought it demarcated an invisible line beyond which nothing bad could pass. The woman folded her arms. ‘Are you sure you’ve got the right address?’


Freyja hesitated, wondering for a moment if they could have made a mistake. Perhaps the poor child they were supposed to be helping was in the next-door building, or even in the next street. It wasn’t often that social services were called out to properties like this, not because the residents were wealthy – mistreatment could occur in any social group – but because they were mostly well past childbearing age.


Didrik answered before Freyja could, sounding sure of himself: ‘Yes, this is definitely the right address.’


The woman frowned. ‘That’s strange. There are no children living in that flat – unless they’ve just moved in. The man who lives there is single. You must have got the wrong place. As far as I know, there are no children in the whole building. Families can’t afford these flats, especially not the one you’re trying to get into. That’s the most exclusive apartment in the block.’


‘It’s possible the child’s visiting or is being babysat here.’ Freyja thought of telling the woman that children had a tendency to wander off, but she didn’t want it to sound like a rebuke. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Didrik pressing his ear to the door as if he’d heard something. Next moment she thought she caught a faint sound herself, like the brrring of an alarm clock, though it could be coming from the woman’s flat.


The woman didn’t look round, however, so presumably it wasn’t her alarm. ‘My neighbour’s not the babysitting type.’


‘No, maybe not. But we still have to take all tip-offs seriously.’ Freyja forced her mouth into an insincere smile and the woman responded with an equally chilly twitch of the lips.


Didrik removed his ear from the door. It was unusually tall, reaching almost to the ceiling, as if the architect had wanted to leave the possibility open for the residents to keep a pet giraffe. ‘There’s someone in there.’


Freyja turned away from the woman, who appeared distinctly put out. It was always galling to be proved wrong. The faint ringing Freyja thought she’d heard had now stopped.


Didrik pressed the bell and pounded on the door again as hard as he could. Then, as they watched, the handle slowly began to move and finally the door opened a crack. ‘Hello,’ he said through the opening. ‘My name’s Didrik and I’m from the council. We got a message about a child in trouble at this address. Could we have a quick word?’


There was no answer from inside. Didrik cleared his throat and repeated his request but was met by silence. Glancing at Freyja, he raised his eyebrows, then stepped aside, gesturing at her to give it a try.


‘Hello,’ she said in a gentle voice. ‘My name’s Freyja. Could you open the door for us? We just need to make sure everything’s all right. Then we’ll go away again, if you like.’


‘I want to go home.’ A high little voice, unmistakeably that of a small child. It was impossible to tell if the owner was a girl or a boy, or their exact age. Freyja guessed at anywhere between three and six.


‘We can help you go home. But first you need to open the door so we can see you.’


Slowly the gap widened and a fair head appeared. A pair of wide eyes stared fearfully up at Freyja from under a blond fringe. It was a little boy, maybe four years old. He had a padded green anorak on, though there was no reason to think it was cold inside the flat, and a pair of bulky snow-boots fastened with Velcro, as if he had just come in or was on his way out. ‘I want to go home,’ he repeated in a plaintive voice.


‘Of course. We’ll take you home.’ Careful to make no sudden movements, Freyja crouched down until her face was on a level with the child’s. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Siggi.’


‘Hello, Siggi. Is there a grown-up in there who we can talk to?’


‘No. I’m all on my own and I want to go home. This isn’t my house.’


Freyja reacted matter-of-factly, as if there was nothing remotely unusual about finding a little boy alone in a flat that wasn’t his home. ‘Where do you live, then?’


‘In Iceland.’


Freyja smiled. ‘Me too. But where in Iceland?’


‘In Reykjavík. It’s a city. It’s got a mayor.’


‘That’s nice.’ Freyja pointed at her companion. ‘This is Didrik. He works for the mayor. Could you open the door properly so we can talk to you inside? Didrik’s got a picture of an eagle on his arm. He can show it to you, if you like.’ Freyja had been on a callout with Didrik before, when he had persuaded a little boy to come out from under a bed by rolling up his sleeve to show him his tattoos. The boy had been especially taken with the eagle, soaring with outstretched wings among the other colourful designs.


The blond child in the green anorak was thinking. Chewing his lip, he stared at what he could see of Didrik’s highly decorated arm, then warily opened the door. Freyja straightened up, peering into the smart apartment. ‘Who lives here? Is it your daddy?’ The boy shook his head. ‘Your mummy’s friend, then?’ Another shake. ‘Your uncle, maybe?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘It doesn’t matter. You can’t know everything.’


Freyja and Didrik went inside, without another word to the woman who was still standing forgotten in the corridor. She wasn’t their problem.


It was evident from the interior of the flat that whoever lived there had money to burn. The hall opened out into an impressive living area, minimally furnished with designer pieces, the chrome gleaming as if newly polished. One wall was dominated by a huge gas hearth, the other by a single abstract painting. No doubt the differently coloured brushstrokes were charged with meaning about the fragility of man’s existence or some other similarly profound message, but, if so, it went straight over Freyja’s head. Some of the furniture looked more like artworks than practical objects. She had never set foot in such an exclusive apartment.


The wall of windows at the far end of the room shone as if they’d just been cleaned, despite being on the eleventh floor. The adjoining wall turned out to be a set of French windows, opening onto a large terrace with a view over Faxaflói Bay. Freyja walked over and looked out. The terrace was tastefully furnished with an outdoor table and chairs. Presumably it was only used in summer – if then. In countries by the sea, a good view was all too often accompanied by a howling gale.


Wherever she looked she was struck by the same thing: the place appeared unlived in. There were none of the usual signs of habitation: no post piled up on the chest by the front door, and certainly no half-empty glasses on the tables, open newspapers or books lying on the sofa, or socks littering the floor.


While Freyja was surveying the living room, Didrik took off his jacket, crouched down beside the little boy and began to tell him about the designs on his arm. She signalled to him that she was going to check there really was nobody else home. Didrik nodded and encouraged the curious child to touch his tattoos with a tentative finger.


Freyja commenced her search in the open-plan kitchen at one end of the living area. It was the same story here: no signs of life, apart from a single brightly coloured parcel on the kitchen table. Freyja went over and peered at the label. ‘To Hallbera – from Helgi’. The writing was feminine. She turned in a slow circle, examining the rest of the kitchen.


All the surfaces looked as if they had just been wiped clean, the empty stainless-steel sink was shiny and unmarked by scratches, and the few objects on display all appeared to be in the correct place. One wall boasted three ovens, none of which appeared ever to have been used, and a built-in coffee machine that looked as if it was fresh out of its box. Whoever lived here must employ a whole team of cleaners, while people like her could only dream of getting a woman to come in for a couple of hours a week. Freyja stopped short of opening the fridge or cupboards. No one could be hiding in any of them and she was supposed to be checking whether there was anyone else in the flat, not giving in to her curiosity.


Next, she went into the corridor, which led to a master bedroom with a walk-in wardrobe, a bathroom and an office space. There was another bedroom as well, with a small en-suite. Every door she opened revealed another spotlessly clean, tidy room. Freyja was particularly interested in the wardrobe, since it established beyond a doubt that a single man lived here – presumably the Helgi who had bought the gift for Hallbera. Whoever Hallbera was, she evidently didn’t live here, since there wasn’t a single feminine garment to be seen. On one side of the space were rows of identical designer suits, stiffly pressed shirts for every imaginable occasion, and countless smart leather brogues in shades of brown. The other side was devoted to casualwear: piles of jeans, T-shirts and jumpers were neatly folded on the shelves, with pairs of running shoes and moccasins below them. She couldn’t resist sneaking a peek inside the massive unit in the middle of the wardrobe, which served as both table and chest of drawers. It was no surprise to discover that the drawers contained an assortment of rolled-up silk ties, leather belts, colourful socks, and other accessories. She’d seen enough films featuring rich bachelors to know what to expect. The only difference between this room and the ones in the movies was that there was no secret compartment concealed behind the clothes, containing a stash of forged passports, bundles of dollar bills and a wall hung with firearms.


Despite the surface gloss everywhere you looked, the flat struck Freyja as depressingly soulless and impersonal. Even the desk in the home office was bare apart from a monitor planted in the middle, a cordless keyboard and a mouse. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen here either. The only signs of occupation were in the master bedroom. The bed had been made but on the side nearest the door there was a dent left by a small body, presumably that of the little boy. Beside it was a large, old-fashioned alarm clock and, on the bedside table, a half-empty bottle of orange juice. Next to the bottle were two used crayons, one red, the other green.


Freyja returned to the hall and shook her head at Didrik. She couldn’t tell from his reaction what he made of the news that there was nobody else in the flat. He merely turned back to the little boy, who appeared totally out of place in his cheap anorak and clumpy snow-boots. ‘Have you been here all on your own for a long time?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Do you remember who brought you here? Was it your mummy or your daddy?’


‘No.’


‘Who was it, then?’


‘A man.’


‘A man you know?’


‘No.’


‘Does the man live here?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Is his name Helgi?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Do you know a woman or a girl called Hallbera?’


Siggi shook his head, so Freyja changed tack:


‘Did you come here this morning or yesterday?’


‘I don’t know.’


Didrik stood up. ‘How about we get out of here and go and buy you a hot dog or an ice-cream? Are you hungry?’


‘Yes.’


‘After that we can go to my office and look for your mummy.’


The boy opened his eyes wide, instantly brightening up. ‘Is she there? Is she hiding?’


‘No.’ Didrik smiled as he pulled his jacket on again. ‘But we can make some calls from my phone and use my computer to find her. You can find out anything with my computer. About you and your mummy. We’ll soon have you back with her.’


Freyja held out a hand to take Siggi’s, but just as the small fingers were placed trustingly in hers, the doorbell rang. The boy snatched back his hand, staring at the door in alarm. Freyja and Didrik were also startled by the loud, unexpected sound and didn’t immediately react, each expecting the other to take charge. But when the bell shrilled again, Freyja went to open the door.


Outside stood a diminutive redhead in police uniform.


And behind her was none other than Huldar.




Chapter 4


Out of the corner of his eye, Huldar watched Freyja take the wrapper off a straw and poke it into a carton of chocolate milk, before handing it to the little boy. The child was sitting on Huldar’s office chair, swinging his short legs. The chocolate milk seemed to hit the spot, since he gulped it down until the carton was sucked together in the middle. Apparently he had been promised a hot dog too but there were none available at the police station and no one had had a moment to run out and buy one. Instead, the boy had been given a biscuit, a cheese sandwich and chocolate milk from the canteen. He hadn’t so much as looked at the biscuit or sandwich.


Despite his rather meagre snack, the boy seemed perfectly happy. His eyes grew round every time a uniform appeared, and he craned his head as far as his short neck would allow in order to watch it go by. In fact, the child seemed so contented that Huldar was half afraid he would never get his workstation back. On returning from the canteen, Huldar had found the hipster from the city council pinning a drawing to the wall above his desk. It showed three stick figures, with lines for mouths and wonky circles for eyes. One of the figures was much smaller, and one of the big figures was drawn considerably larger than the other. Perhaps it was just as well that the boy felt at home at the police station, since it was fairly obvious he had no future as an artist.


Strictly speaking, Huldar should have taken the drawing down immediately, as personal items were not permitted, but the boy had seemed so proud to see it hanging there. And then Freyja had come back just as Huldar was giving the child his snack, and after that there had been no question of coming across as a miserable spoilsport. Especially when he noticed that she’d reapplied her lipstick in the ladies’, possibly in his honour.


‘Run that by me again.’ Erla was close to losing her rag. The day that had begun badly was rapidly deteriorating and she was feeling the pressure from all sides. The head honchos at the Police Commissioner’s office, desperate not to lose face in front of the other state institutions, were breathing down her neck. They had already torn a strip off her when she informed them that she’d had to leave the body behind in the lava-field. Huldar hadn’t envied her as he listened to her trying in vain to get in a word of explanation between the storms of invective at the other end.


No one in CID was in any doubt that Erla had reacted appropriately. No one apart from Lína, that is. She would have preferred it if the investigation had continued in defiance of the state visit. Erla’s bosses, on the other hand, would rather the body had been whisked away, regardless of whether or not it was murder. Erla’s reaction had been a compromise: she had put the investigation on hold while the visit lasted and made do with camouflaging the body. But, as so often when you try to please everybody, she had ended up satisfying no one. At least the Chinese delegation had finished their visit to Bessastadir, and the body had been taken to the mortuary while Huldar was at Helgi’s flat.


‘When we knocked on the door, they were already inside,’ Huldar repeated. ‘Freyja, the little boy, and the guy from Reykjavík City Council – that hipster over there.’ He jerked his chin towards the young man who was tending to the boy at Freyja’s side. To be fair, the guy had done nothing to earn Huldar’s dislike, apart from apparently making a good impression on Freyja. Perhaps, after all, the lipstick had been for the hipster, not him. Huldar’s mood darkened at the thought, though he had almost given up hope of winning her over. Still, a man could dream, and a hipster like that had no place in his fantasies, especially not when he put his hand on Freyja’s shoulder and whispered in her ear. Huldar quickly turned his attention back to Erla. ‘They’d been called to the address after receiving a tip-off about a child in trouble. The boy opened the door but I gather he doesn’t have a clue what’s going on. Doesn’t know the man who owned the flat and can’t explain what he was doing there.’


Erla made a face. She had a piece of heather caught in her hair, which Huldar was trying not to stare at. No one else had had the courage to point it out to her, and she wouldn’t be amused when she discovered later that she’d been walking around with it, looking like an idiot, ever since they’d covered the body in grass. ‘Why not get in touch with his mother or father, then?’ she asked impatiently. ‘They must know what their son was doing there.’


‘All he can tell us is that his father’s called Sibbi and his mother’s called Systa. Which isn’t exactly helpful. He doesn’t know his patronymic or when his birthday is, only that he’s four years old. Lína’s searching the National Register for all the four-year-olds called Sigurdur. With a name that common there are bound to be loads, so it’s going to take a while to track the parents down.’


‘And what are we supposed to do in the meantime? Turn the office into a kindergarten? Maybe I should order a Lego table, like the ones they have at the bank?’ Erla snorted derisively. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got more than enough on our plate right now. Can’t she … what’s her name … take the boy to the Children’s House and sort it out there?’ Erla was perfectly aware of Freyja’s name. ‘It’s too early to interview possible witnesses, especially witnesses who can barely talk yet. If he doesn’t even know his own name, what are the chances that he’ll be able to point us to the murderer? In fact, I can’t understand what the hell you thought you were doing, bringing him into the office at a time like this. Don’t you ever fucking think?’


Huldar reminded himself that Erla needed a safety valve, that this wasn’t really about him. Ignoring her outburst, he explained patiently: ‘I brought them here because I couldn’t decide what else to do. And I thought the boy might be able to shed some light on the case. Are you seriously telling me you don’t find it a strange coincidence that an abandoned child should turn up at the murder victim’s flat?’
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