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            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

         

         Icelandic has a couple of letters that don’t exist in other European languages and which are not always easy to replicate. The letter ð is generally replaced with a d in English, but we have decided to use the Icelandic letter to remain closer to the original names. Its sound is closest to the hard th in English, as found in thus and bathe.

         The letter r is generally rolled hard with the tongue against the roof of the mouth. In pronouncing Icelandic personal and place names, the emphasis is placed on the first syllable.

         
            Aðaldalur – Ahth-all-dal-ur

            Aðalsteinn – Ahth-all-stain

            Agnar – Ak-narr

            Akureyri – Ah-cur-ay-ree

            Axarfjörður – Axe-ar- feeyord-ur

            Alda – All-dah

            Alfa – Alv-ah

            Ana – Ah-nah

            Áslaug – Ows-loyg

            Botnsvatn – Bohts-vaht

            Dóra – Doe-ra

            Dúna – Doo-na

            Einar – Ay-nar

            Elliðaárdalur – El-lee-tha-owr-dal-ur

            Elín – El-yn

            Emilía – Eh-mil-lee-ah

            Eyjafjörður – Ay-ya-feeyord-ur

            Fossvogsdalur – Foss-vogues-dah-lur

            Garðar – Gahr-thar

            Gauja – Goy-ya xiv

            Grandi – Grahn-dee

            Guðrún – Gooth-ruen

            Guðmar – Gooth-mar

            Gunnar – Goon-nar

            Gunnhildur – Goon-hill-dure

            Halla – Hat-la

            Helgi – Hel-kee

            Hildur – Hil-dur

            Hólmsheiði – Holms-hey-thee

            Húsavík – Hoos-ah-veek

            Hvalfjörður – Khval- feeyord-ur

            Hvammur – Khva-mur

            Hverfisgata – Khver-vis-gah-ta

            Jóhann – Yo-hann

            Jói – Yo-ee

            Katrín – Kah-trin

            Kelduhverfi – Kehl-doo-khver-vee

            Kinnarfjöll – Kin-nar-feeyol

            Kleifarvatn – Clay-var-vaht

            Kópavogur – Koe-pa-voe-goor

            Laugardalshöll – Loy-gar-dals-huhtl

            Nauthólsvík – Noyt-holes-veek

            Olga – Ol-ga

            Ómar – Oh-mar

            Ólöf – Oh-lov

            Ragnar – Rahg-nar

            Reykjavík – Rayk-ya-veek

            Sigurjón – Sig-ur-yon

            Sigurdís – Sig-oor-dees

            Skjálfandi – Ssk-yalf-an-dee

            Steinunn – Stay-noon

            Svava – Ss-vah-va

            Tjörnes – Tch-yor-nes

            Tjörnin – Tch-yor-nin

            Unnar – Oon-nar

            Westfjords – West-feeyords

            Vatnsmýri – Vahts-mee-ree

            Viðar – Vee-thar

            Viktor – Vikh-tor
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PROLOGUE

         

         A thin layer of snow covered the street like a white silk scarf, lighting up the winter darkness. It was silent as the grave and the streets were empty. Just how she liked it.

         She took a deep breath of biting winter air as she got out of the car, exhaled an icy cloud, and looked up and down the street. No one. It looked like a photograph in the frozen stillness. She felt a stab of irritation when she noticed the tyre tracks from her car – they ruined an otherwise perfect picture. ‘You don’t capture a perfect moment by focusing only on the details. Relax and look at the big picture,’ she murmured to herself, grinning as she thought about the progress she’d made over the past year. She inhaled deeply and looked up at the sky. The moon was half full, and she could make out a face in its landscape – a friendly face whose encouraging expression told her that everything was going to be okay. She returned the smile before turning around and looking at her beautiful house, which was magical this time of year. There was a faint glow over the yellow front door, like the dot over an i. Her life was starting over in this house, right now, in this very moment. She wasn’t going to live with old ghosts anymore.

         She punched in the code and waited to hear a faint click before she opened the door and walked in. But as she turned on the wall light in the foyer, a chill went through her. Something was not as it should be. The rug at the foot of the stairs was rumpled and the French sliding doors leading into the dining room were partially open. She couldn’t bear doors half-open, rugs or pictures askew. 2Had she been that distracted when she left? She’d been running late, that was true, but neatness was hardwired in her body, and she always tidied up before she left the house without even a thought. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath – inhaling through the nose and then focusing on exhaling through the mouth. Then, opening her eyes, she hurried to straighten the rug before hanging up her coat and putting her wet shoes under the radiator.

         She connected her music app to the house speaker system and turned on a Getz and Gilberto medley. Twilight had a soothing effect on her, and she started to relax. She sashayed around the house to the gentle beat, turning on a few lamps before she went up to the first floor. But her blood froze in her veins when she stepped on the bottom stair and felt a cold wetness seeping through her nyloned foot. Touching the fluffy beige-coloured carpet runner with her hand, she found the wet spot she’d stepped on. She felt around the next steps, wet blotches stabbing her palm like knitting needles. She jerked her hand back, strode to the switch, and turned on the bright overhead light. That’s when she saw the footprints heading up the stairs. They disappeared about halfway up, as though their owner had simply gone up in smoke on the eighth step.

         She haltingly made her way up the long staircase, one step at a time, not taking her eyes off the darkened landing. Gilberto’s bittersweet song echoed through the speaker.

         
            
               Quiet nights of quiet stars 

               Quiet chords of my guitar

               Floating on the silence that surrounds us …

            

         

      
   


   
      
         3
            [image: ] 1 [image: ]

         

         Sweat poured off Sigurdís as she ran through the park in the blistering Florida sunshine. It had taken her ages to get used to the heat here after she started her programme in forensic psychology at Florida Tech in the picturesque beach town of Melbourne. She felt like she was running into a wall as she left the shaded bower and jogged down to the beach, where the sun beat directly down on the unsheltered shoreline. For a moment, she was blinded by the reflection on the pale gold sand. She maintained her pace and pulled the sunglasses that were secured to her head with an elastic band down over her cap, arranging them on her nose.

         Her boyfriend, Jeff, had got an internship in the FBI’s Florida field office, which he’d started right after they’d graduated in the spring. One of her professors had encouraged her to apply as well, so she was looking into her residence permit options because her student visa was about to run out. Sigurdís was still on leave from the Icelandic Police Department and needed to inform them whether she planned on returning any time soon. But staying in the US and making a life for herself seemed like an exciting possibility, at least, so she’d decided to follow Jeff’s training regimen so that if she were admitted to the internship programme, she’d already be in shape.

         Jeff was waiting for her in her little apartment when she returned. The apartment was a half-hour walk from the university campus, and she’d been very comfortable there throughout her programme. He gave her a big smile as he met her when she came in, kissing her lightly 4on the cheek. ‘That Florida sun really doesn’t make for an easy run, does it?’ he said, wiping her sweat from his lips with the back of his hand. Sigurdís smiled and answered with a simple ‘no’ in between gasps as she leaned over and rested her hands on her knees for a moment.

         ‘Your phone has hardly stopped ringing since you went out. I noticed the call was coming from Iceland when I put it on silent, but the caller wasn’t in your contacts because there was no name. I hope you don’t think I was snooping – it’s just that your ring tone and all those text notifications were giving me grey hair.’ Sigurdís looked at him in surprise as he picked up her phone from the coffee table and handed it to her.

         She had five unanswered calls from two numbers she didn’t recognise. One of them had left her three texts. Sigurdís felt the familiar flutter of butterflies when she opened the messages. They were from Unnar.

         
            call me back – this is my new number. xx Unnar 

            Sigurdís SOS

            I really need to talk to you

         

         He picked up on the first ring. ‘Sigurdís?’ She didn’t even get a word in before he continued. ‘Thanks for calling me back so quickly,’ he said in a tight voice and sighed. Something serious must have happened because Unnar was never stressed. Calm and composed was his natural state of being.

         ‘Hi, Unnar. I was out for a run. Did something happen?’

         Sigurdís had barely got the sentence out when he answered: ‘Garðar was put on leave, and I’ve been temporarily appointed in his place. It’s serious. They took his phone and computer and escorted him out. He’s currently under investigation regarding your father’s death.’

         It was as if Sigurdís had been punched in the stomach. ‘What?! 5What in God’s name is there to investigate? Agnar killed himself. Case closed,’ she said, her voice loud and shrill. Jeff had come to stand beside her and he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. She shook him off and walked slowly round the coffee table while she waited for a reply.

         Unnar cleared his throat and said: ‘As you may have heard, last year the powers that be decided there would be a general audit of the police’s case management. We in the Criminal Investigation Department were part of that audit, but we weren’t expecting anything beyond the norm – feedback on how to better follow procedure and the like. As before, they selected a few investigations at random and reviewed their handling. The commissioner received a draft of the resulting report yesterday and it contained serious allegations about Garðar’s involvement in the investigation of your father’s death.’

         ‘What does that mean? What’s he supposed to have done?’ Sigurdís paused in her circuit around the flat while she tried to make sense of what she was hearing.

         ‘They said he was too quick to declare the death a suicide and close the case. They also discovered that Garðar had had your father … sorry, Agnar … under surveillance prior to his arrival in Iceland. The report cites legalities, lack of probable cause, et cetera. I can’t remember everything off the top of my head, but I’ll receive a copy right before it’s published.’ Unnar was less perturbed now and the composure Sigurdís knew all too well had returned to his voice. ‘We need to stay calm until I get more information, but I thought it was important that you hear this from me and not someone else – much less from the papers once the report is published.’

         Sigurdís had stopped beside the kitchen sink. She took off her baseball cap and ran her free hand through her sweat-drenched hair. She felt dizzy. ‘Will the report be published publicly?’

         ‘Yes. The audit was conducted on behalf of the Ministry of Justice. Everything will be public,’ answered Unnar, sighing before 6he continued. ‘Maybe a few names will be redacted and such, but otherwise, it will be public domain.’

         The sweat had started to dry on Sigurdís’s body and felt like sticky honey under her lightweight running clothes.

         ‘I feel awful that they’re digging Agnar’s case back up again. For you and your brother’s sake,’ said Unnar. ‘Would you like me to go see him and your aunt to let them know?’

         Sigurdís hesitated for a moment before she answered. ‘Thanks for the offer, but I think it’s best that I tell them on a video call. You’ve got enough on your plate.’

         After she hung up, Sigurdís sat down without a word. Jeff had handed her a note while she’d been on the phone saying he’d pop out for a bit to give her some space and she could give him a call when she was off the phone. But what would she even say? She’d never told Jeff the whole story about her father and his death. She was gripped by restlessness and felt that old, familiar knot in her stomach growing until it burst into flames inside her. She walked around the apartment, knowing if she sat down, she wouldn’t be able to get back up again. ‘You bloody bastard, you can’t give us any peace, not even when you’re dead,’ she muttered to herself.

         Sigurdís gazed blankly around her little apartment and realised she’d unpacked her bags but had never settled in like this was her actual home. There were no personal effects except for her clothes, make-up, and other necessities.

         She decided to text Einar, her brother, and her aunt Halla and ask them to FaceTime her when they got home. Then she sent Unnar a message.

         
            Coming home. Will let you know when I’ve booked my flight.
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         Reykjavík – 23 August 2025

          

         It felt like the rain was attacking him from all sides. He’d been worried the Reykjavík Marathon would be postponed; in most parts of the world, current conditions would certainly have been classified as ‘extreme weather’. But much to his amazement – and relief – Icelanders apparently saw no reason the event shouldn’t proceed as scheduled. He appreciated their grit and was thankful he could stick to his plan.

         Under normal circumstances, he would have hated this weather, but not today. Today, it suited him just fine. Few spectators, all the runners sparing little thought for anything other than just getting through the race ahead, most of them looking down to protect their eyes from the rain. All of which meant he was able to blend in with very little effort at all.

         She’d parked in a residential area downtown. He followed her at a safe distance as she threaded her way through streets lined by charming and colourful corrugated iron houses, many of which were over a hundred years old. When she made it to the starting point on Sóleyjargata by Tjörnin Pond, she melted into the throngs of already soaking-wet runners, waiting expectantly. He watched her lithely edge forward through the crowd, closer to the starting line. The marathon’s signature red flags flapped loudly, the flagpoles bending in the wind.

         She moved with a nimble sort of ease and was clearly in good shape; it was going to take considerable effort on his part to keep up with her. The runners got into position and he felt a fluttering in his stomach when the starting gun was fired. They had to fight a crosswind as they ran and it was, indeed, no easy thing to keep pace 8with her. He increased his speed and before he knew it, the whole writhing mass of marathoners was running in sync. The only sound he could hear was that of wet running shoes rhythmically smacking wet asphalt.

         His end goal was in sight.

      
   


   
      
         9
            [image: ] 2 [image: ]

         

         ‘Kæru farþegar, velkomin heim.’

         Sigurdís was roused from the shallow sleep she’d only just managed to drift into at the very end of the flight as the voice on the loudspeaker welcomed passengers home. She always had a hard time sleeping on planes, but she’d probably passed out from exhaustion as she’d barely slept since Unnar had called her two days earlier. She’d long struggled with a fear of flying and although she’d got much better, she could never entirely relax until the plane had taxied all the way to the gate.

         When she was a teenager, she’d been drawn to reading horrifying true stories of murder, natural disaster, plane crashes. So it was no wonder she felt a thrill of fear every time she took a flight – she’d familiarised herself with every major airline disaster in history, though she hadn’t put them in a statistical context. But then Jeff had gone over the numbers with her, shown her how remote the likelihood of a plane crash was compared to that of a car accident. Strange as it may sound, this cold, hard fact had really helped her. Sigurdís liked cold, hard facts. Even so, that didn’t mean that her body had got the memo and so it still set off alarm bells whenever she was on her way to the airport. Her nervous system seemed to have a life of its own and either it didn’t trust statistics or perhaps it was simply slow to accept reality.

         She massaged her neck lightly as she disembarked. It was bright out, even though now, at summer’s end, the days were getting shorter. Living abroad, she’d missed Iceland’s bright summer nights 10and found little more beautiful than watching the sun barely kiss the horizon before rising again to mark a new day.

         The airport was full of people about to take morning flights to Europe on the same planes that were just landing from the United States. Her muscles were stiff as she and all the other passengers were herded through the terminal like a flock of sheep. But her discomfort evaporated like dew in the morning sun when she heard her phone ring.

         I’m here! Einar’s text warmed her. She and her brother were close, and she felt a sudden burst of energy course through her body as she picked up the pace on her way to the arrivals hall. They’d been through a lot together, but she knew that her being so far away had been good for him. Sigurdís was deeply protective of her brother and tended to over-protect him, sometimes going way past all normal bounds to do so. Of late, however, he’d been better about telling her if she was going too far. She knew the two of them would be working through the traumas that had beset their family for the rest of their lives.

         Einar was waiting for her in Arrivals with a broad smile and open arms. She leapt into his arms and nuzzled close. I’m home, she thought, even as she felt that familiar stone in her stomach.

         She’d given Einar the use of her little Mazda while she was abroad. Her suitcase was too big for the boot, so they put it in the back seat, which was full of computer cords and gadgets she couldn’t identify if her life depended on it. Einar had completed two years of computational mathematics at the University of Reykjavík, and he was doing well there. Even after everything they’d been through, her brother had always been positive and upbeat, full of optimism about everything. But he seemed somewhat changed to Sigurdís, as though he was more sombre somehow.

         When she’d gone off to study in the US three years ago, they’d spoken every day. Einar had also come to visit her a few times in the first two years. But since then, his studies had consumed all his time 11and over the past year, they’d gone longer and longer between video calls. She hadn’t thought much of it in that they both had a lot going on. She’d also been consciously trying to take the advice she’d received from her therapist, Steinunn, and give her brother more space.

         ‘Is it possible that your relationship is based on co-dependence rather than mutual support?’ Steinunn had asked her in one of their virtual sessions. After a few such sessions, Sigurdís came to realise that the care she showed her brother was too maternal; she wanted to strengthen their friendship instead. She wanted to see him as her equal, not her defenceless little brother or ‘client’, as her friend Dóra had sometimes described their relationship. She needed to loosen the fetters and reset herself in her relationship with her brother.

         ‘Look, you can see the volcano!’ Einar pointed towards the eruption, which was visible from the road. Sigurdís couldn’t help but stare transfixed at the orange magma, spewing up from the lava fields on the Reykjanes Peninsula. It was like a majestic fountain, its jet forking in two different directions. But her awe quickly gave way to that oh-so-familiar sense of shame, because the natural phenomenon whose beauty she couldn’t help but admire had forced the evacuation of an entire town. Almost four thousand people had lost their homes, which were now in a designated danger zone.

         ‘I took a drive down to Grindavík the other day,’ said Einar, after the eruption was out of sight. ‘It was unbelievable – some of the houses looked like they simply hopped off their foundations, and the town was criss-crossed by giant crevasses. We saw one next to the gymnasium and the upthrow along the fault line was insane – you could literally see where the earth had risen and cracked, a foot or more in some spots. I totally get why they had to evacuate, but it’s so sad. It’s such a beautiful place.’

         ‘That must have been something,’ she answered. ‘Did Halla go with you?’

         Einar fidgeted in his seat then sat up a little straighter before 12saying he went with his friend Ana. ‘She’s in the same programme as me. Incredibly smart and funny. She’s a bit of a nerd, like me; both of us could spend hours with our noses in a book, researching the most trivial things,’ he said with a laugh. Sigurdís glanced at her brother and saw a blush creeping up his throat, turning his jaw and cheeks red. She made the conscious decision not to go into inquisition mode, as she sometimes did. Restrained herself from asking if it was anything serious. He would tell her when he was ready.

         ‘Cool. I hope I get a chance to meet her.’

         Einar smiled before saying he hoped to introduce them soon. He said they were alike in many ways, Sigurdís and Ana, although he had to warn her that Ana didn’t have much faith in the police. ‘She’s not a big fan of authority or its representatives.’ His face was bright red now. Sigurdís couldn’t help but bristle. Had her brother taken up with some anarchist? What must this Ana’s rap sheet look like? ‘Of course. Not everyone’s a “fan” of authority as such,’ she replied calmly, determining then and there to find out everything she could about this new friend of her brother’s.
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         Einar drove Sigurdís straight to Halla and Gunnar’s where a spread of coffee and freshly baked bread and pastries was awaiting them. Halla beamed when she saw Sigurdís and hugged her tight. A mother’s warm embrace, thought Sigurdís. Halla was her and Einar’s maternal aunt. She’d taken the siblings in when their father went to prison and their mother was no longer able to care for them. Sigurdís was fifteen, Einar seven. It was at Halla’s that they experienced a genuinely stable home life for the first time in their short lives. She was a mother to them and was by their side for everything life had to throw at them. She was their rock. Halla had met Gunnar when Einar was a teenager, and he immediately fitted right in. He brought a new energy into their family and a lightness that they all sorely needed.

         ‘It’s so good to have you home, dear,’ said Gunnar as he gave her a hug. ‘It’s felt rather empty without you here – no one dropping in between pillar and post!’ Halla laughed at this and poured coffee into her niece’s cup. Sigurdís smiled and decided to keep it under wraps that she’d become a coffee snob in Florida – at least for now. These days, she ran on double cappuccinos with oat milk. It was a small indulgence that she’d allowed herself in that she allowed herself few others.

         Sigurdís had taken advantage of her time in the US to change other habits as well, tried to relax a bit and enjoy the moment. She started working with her therapist after having been diagnosed with complex PTSD by one of her professors at Florida Tech. The 14professor had taught them about various screening processes and had them take the tests themselves in their second semester. Afterwards, she’d asked Sigurdís to come in during office hours and had questioned her about her background. After consulting with a clinical psychologist, the professor was fairly confident in her diagnosis. At the time, Sigurdís didn’t know much about it at all, but the professor walked her through what she called a CPTSD ‘tool kit’ and taught her some methods she could use to work through this kind of post-traumatic stress.

         In addition to working with a clinical psychologist, one of the things Sigurdís had to do was to learn to be compassionate towards herself – to pause and enjoy the moment. In so doing, she’d gradually leave behind ‘flight mode’ and learn to stop being so hard on herself. At first, the process had been quite a challenge for Sigurdís, but with time and constant practice, it got easier. Some days, it wasn’t so hard for her to relax, and she could literally feel the tension in her muscles melting away. Other days, it took more effort. But it did her good and she kept at it.

         Sigurdís had decided to wait to reveal that Garðar had been put on leave because of his handling of their father’s case. His death. But then Halla decided to break the ice. Of course she’d heard about it.

         ‘Do you know anything more about Agnar’s case? Are they reopening the investigation? We saw in the papers that Garðar has been put on leave for some vague reason or other. It wasn’t hard to read between the lines.’

         They all looked at Sigurdís wide-eyed, as if she was on the verge of sharing the answer to the mystery of life itself. ‘I don’t know anything other than what Unnar told me. But are you saying it’s been all over the media already?’

         Gunnar hurried to assure her that it hadn’t exactly been ‘all over the media’, but there had been some coverage and maybe it was simply because it concerned Garðar that they’d read everything they could find about the matter.

         15‘I’m a bit surprised he hasn’t been in touch with us himself,’ said Sigurdís in a low voice. ‘But this must have come as quite a shock to him, of course, and he’s undoubtedly got more than enough to deal with his own family while all this is going on.’

         They sipped their coffee contemplatively until Halla broke the silence. ‘I’m still awaiting the day when you two don’t have to live in fear of your father. Even dead, he can’t leave you in peace.’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about Agnar,’ said Einar, standing up and starting to clear the table. ‘He’s gone and I’m not going to give him that power over me any longer. Neither should any of you. We’ve wasted far too much time thinking and talking about him at this very kitchen table and enough is enough. I’m not saying I’m precisely glad he’s pushing up the daisies, but I am at the very least going to try to enjoy my life, free from the terror that his poisoned presence might appear at any moment, fists clenched and …’ Einar trailed off, as if unsure how he should finish the sentence – the pain imbued in the rest of it was simply too much.

         Gunnar changed the subject. ‘You must be tired, Sigurdís, dear. Those red-eye flights from the US always do a number on me. Would you like to take a nap here at ours?’

         Sigurdís demurred, though she was tired, deciding she’d head home to rest there.

         She’d bought a little one-bedroom apartment in a three-storey building on a quiet residential street in Kópavogur, a town just outside the Reykjavík city limits. Her apartment was next door to the neighbourhood school, close to municipal services, and just around the corner from Fossvogsdalur park. All she had to do to reach that beautiful green space on the dividing line between Reykjavík and Kópavogur was cross her building’s car park. She loved the park, but from her apartment, she could also run east all the way up to the Elliðaárdalur recreation area or west to Nauthólsvík geothermal beach. She liked living there, and even though she wasn’t big on kids, she enjoyed listening to them having 16fun at break in the school playground or kicking balls around in the park.

         Sigurdís hadn’t been home in over three years. Einar had been living in her apartment while she’d been gone, so she was fully expecting to have to pick up after him when she arrived home. Much to her surprise, however, the apartment was spotless. It was like opening the door to a hotel suite. Einar had apparently decided to hang pictures and he’d also bought a few tasteful cushions for the sofa and a beautiful mirror that now hung on the wall opposite the front door. Her bedroom smelled of freshly washed linen and there was a bouquet of violet tulips in a vase on the bedside table. Her favourite flower.

         She pulled her phone out immediately. ‘Did you bring in an interior designer while I was away?!’ she asked teasingly the moment Einar picked up. ‘This is like walking into a warm embrace.’ Her voice was practically squeaking with a happiness she couldn’t restrain, no matter how she tried.

         ‘Not exactly, but not far off, either,’ said Einar, clearly pleased at her reaction. ‘Ana helped me make it nice for your homecoming. I’ve told her so much about you and she thought you deserved to return to a cosy nest, as she put it.’

         Sigurdís chided herself internally for the assumptions she’d made about Ana in the car that morning. The moment he’d told her about Ana’s aversion to authority, she’d envisioned some punk lunatic, but now it turned out she was responsible for this lovely reception. ‘Please thank her for me and now there can be no excuses – I have to meet her.’

         Sigurdís decided to wait to unpack her suitcase and to try to take a short nap now instead. So this is what it’s like to come home, she thought to herself after putting on her sleep mask and pulling the crisply clean duvet over herself. Her life in Florida was receding by the minute; snuggled down in her cosy nest at this moment, her life with Jeff seemed like nothing but a distant dream.
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         Sigurdís jolted out of a deep sleep and tore off the sleeping mask that was askew on her face. She looked at her phone and saw she’d missed two calls before hearing the doorbell again, the loud buzz that had disturbed her sleep.

         ‘It’s Unnar,’ he said into the intercom, in a voice that said he was dead certain he’d be let in. Sigurdís looked into the new mirror at the entrance and caught her breath. She’d seen better days, that was certain, but the thought vanished with the realisation that she needed to get some clothes on. She grabbed a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and had just managed to button up her trousers when Unnar knocked on the door.

         He smiled broadly when he saw her, closing the gap between them in a few confident steps before hugging her close. ‘It’s good to have you home,’ he said, releasing her from the embrace. They’d spoken now and then while she’d been abroad, but the phone calls had waned in the last year. She and Jeff had started seeing one another and she was uncomfortable staying in touch with Unnar in anything but a purely work-related capacity. Her relationship with Jeff had started as a friendship and developed into a romance after they got to know each other in their programme at Florida Tech. She found his plans for a career with the FBI exciting. When they’d said goodbye, he was on his way to Quantico for a site visit with other new recruits from the Florida field office.

         ‘Wow, this is really homely.’ Unnar’s words shook her out of her private thoughts.

         18‘I was just as pleasantly surprised when I came home this morning,’ answered Sigurdís with a smile. ‘Einar has been living here while I was away and has been nesting. He spends more time at home than I do and has more of a knack for making things cosy,’ she said, deciding she’d wait to mention Ana the Anarchist when she suddenly had a lightbulb moment. How much time had Ana spent at her apartment? Sigurdís wondered again how serious her brother’s relationship with this woman was.

         ‘Want some coffee?’ she asked, scooping some grounds into the pot without waiting for a reply. She sorely needed cup right now. Her inner coffee snob would have to wait, however, because all she had right now was an old-fashioned coffee maker. This was as good as it was going to get for the time being; she needed caffeine and she needed it now. It was going on 2:00 p.m. and she’d slept like a stone for four hours. But she was still foggy from the flight and the time difference.

         ‘I’ve yet to congratulate you on your graduation, Sigurdís. Garðar told me you were top of your class and were thinking about staying in the States. I’ve been feeling a bit guilty about dragging you home.’ Unnar regarded her with the same mild look she always pictured when she thought of him.

         ‘You didn’t precisely drag me home—’

         He interrupted her and said he was well aware of what would happen when she heard about Garðar being put on leave. ‘I know you would have found out about it even if I hadn’t called and you’d have come home no matter what. Perhaps I don’t totally mean it, but I still feel somewhat responsible, nonetheless. I should have said something when Garðar closed your father’s case. I was certainly in a position to do so, although pretty much everything pointed to him having jumped off your mother’s balcony. But we still should have conducted a more thorough investigation. Not least because of the parties concerned. But all of us thought it was an open-and-shut case and so no one said anything.’

         19He paused for a moment before adding: ‘I’ve been assigned to reinvestigate the case from scratch.’

         Sigurdís felt like she’d been punched in the gut yet again. Her hands went clammy as she shot him a questioning look. ‘What do they think happened? That Mum pushed him off the balcony? He was six foot three! And she was barely a shell of herself after everything he’d done.’ She could feel her voice starting to quiver and took a deep breath before, more composed, she added: ‘I’m sure he’s having a good chuckle about this in hell, where he’s warming his hands over the fire with history’s other great shit-heels. Everyone talking about him – he’d love that.’

         ‘We’ll review the case, Sigurdís, and we’ll do it the right way. It’s not unlikely that we’ll come to the same conclusion and then we can put it behind us for good. The likelihood that she could have thrown him over the balcony is nil – as you so rightly point out.’

         Unnar was right. She needed this to be over with, and it was more likely than not that the reinvestigation would return the same findings. She just hoped that it had really only been the two of them, her parents, in the apartment. That their final showdown had ended exactly as suspected: Her father had to have the last dramatic word and had decided to punish them all in his way, exit their lives as the victim he believed himself to be. That was the story as far as she was concerned. Any other possibility was out of the question and would remain so.

         Unnar heaved a deep sigh, shaking Sigurdís out of her ruminations.

         ‘This couldn’t be happening at a worse time,’ he confided. ‘We just got a huge case. The body of a woman was found out at the Grandi harbour area yesterday afternoon. It seems that she was stabbed with a long thin implement. The people who found her thought she’d collapsed during the Reykjavík Marathon and injured herself in the fall, but the paramedic immediately realised that something was amiss, and police cordoned off the area. And, of 20course, it’s right as the media’s hounding us for information about that suspicious death, that Garðar’s put on leave. He’s so much better at dealing with the media …’ Unnar trailed off mid-sentence.

         ‘Can’t you hold them off for a few days?’ Sigurdís asked. ‘Tell them you need to speak with the family?’

         ‘We’ve managed so far, but we won’t be able to for much longer. This is a famous journalist we’re talking about, Olga Einarsdóttir. We won’t be able to keep a lid on this for long.’

         Sigurdís was knew who Olga was, although she’d never watched the woman’s television programmes. Olga was high-profile and much-discussed; her controversial approach to her subject matter tended to make headlines on its own. Sigurdís scribbled the journalist’s name on a Post-it and stuck it on the kitchen cabinet out of old habit.

         After Unnar left, she took a blisteringly hot shower, considering the proposition he’d made to her before he left. Sigurdís had taken a leave of absence without pay from the police force when she went abroad to study. Unnar was on a mission to bring her back into the fold. With Garðar on leave, they were short-staffed and there’d been considerable turnover in the CID. Unnar had made it clear that they were lacking the experience needed to clear the big cases. Olga Einarsdóttir’s murder and the reinvestigation of her father’s case, yes, but also several less complicated cases that been noted in the audit report.

         A chill went through her. How could she work in the very department that was investigating her family in the matter of Agnar’s death? She’d asked Unnar straight out if the high-ups at the ministry would even consider such an arrangement. He was quick to assure her that they would set up a Chinese wall, and she’d have nothing to do with Agnar’s case – she’d be focused on the murder of Olga Einarsdóttir.

         She let the water run over her face as she pictured the area in front of her mother’s apartment building on the east side of 21Reykjavík. When she saw her father lying there in his own blood on the pavement after a five-storey fall – that was the first time she’d laid eyes on him since she was an unhardened adolescent, since his sentencing. Her mother, Alfa, had come outside, told them he’d shown up at her apartment drunk, and she’d let him in. He’d run his mouth for a while and then gone out to the balcony. She’d been indifferent to his tale of woe, and that had aggrieved him. ‘It was a game he always played when we were married,’ Alfa said. ‘He’d make a scene so I’d fuss over him.’

         When she didn’t go out after him, he jerked open the balcony door and told her that they all clearly wished he’d never been born – maybe it’d be best if he was finally gone for good. She didn’t respond, just gave him a questioning look. So he sat on the railing and acted like he was going to let himself fall backwards. Alfa hadn’t said anything to this either – she hadn’t known what she was supposed to say. And that’s when it happened. He’d dropped out of her sight. Fallen to his death.

         When Sigurdís was fifteen years old, her father had injured Einar, then only seven years old – injured him so badly that he spent several weeks in a coma. Agnar had been violent with their mother for years, but up until that night, he’d never lain a hand on either of the kids. That fateful evening changed everything. Agnar, who’d been a police inspector, was charged with domestic violence and their mother had lost the ability to speak and retreated into herself.

         In the end, Halla had taken them in. Sigurdís’s relationship with her mother had not been strong in the first place and for a long time, she blamed Alfa for what had happened. She was a bit ashamed of that these days, especially now that she had a better understanding of the patterns of domestic abuse. Accordingly, she’d made an effort to improve her relationship with her mother. But up until Agnar’s death, her mother, frail and emaciated, had said little, and had mostly kept to her apartment, which she’d been allocated by the social welfare office.

         22The night of Einar’s beating, Alfa had frozen, and it was as if she’d remained stuck in that moment for years after. Until Agnar died. From that day on, it was like a veil had been lifted and when Sigurdís had stood there with her, looking down at her father’s body, she thought she could see the trace of a smile on her mother’s lips. She’d seen her mother getting stronger every day since. Agnar was gone and couldn’t do them any more harm; she could finally let herself breathe.

         Following her conversation with Unnar, Sigurdís could feel other, more complicated, possibilities forcing their way into her mind. Could it be that her mother had a part to play in Agnar’s death? Perhaps she even had some help. Sigurdís vigorously massaged the shampoo into her hair in the faint hope that such thoughts would be rinsed away with the bathwater.
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         Sigurdís gave two gentle knocks before pushing open the door to Garðar’s office, where Unnar was now sitting. He looked up from his computer with an inscrutable expression on his face as he offered her a seat.

         ‘I’ve thought it over and I’m willing to assist with the investigation into Olga Einarsdóttir’s murder and then see where things go from there,’ she said determinedly.

         He was still just as handsome, though his dirty blond hair was cut shorter than it had been when they’d last worked together. He hadn’t aged a day in the intervening three years, though he’d turned forty the year before. Eight years older than her and still single, or at least she thought he was.

         ‘I’m glad to hear it. I’ve discussed it with the commissioner, and she’s emphasised that you are only to work on the Olga Einarsdóttir investigation. There’s a lot of pressure on her to close that case, as Olga was a public figure and the murder itself rather unusual.’

         He told her she’d be working with Viktor, who’d started at the CID shortly before she got a job there. He was now the most experienced detective on the team.

         ‘Viktor will lead the investigation, and he knows you well. Knows how you work … which is, uh—’ Unnar furrowed his brow and Sigurdís could see he was slightly concerned, as she had perhaps not gone completely by the book during the last big case they’d worked on together. She’d thought outside the box and followed her hunches without bothering to give her colleagues much idea what she was doing.

         24‘I’ve learned since the last time,’ she said to quell his fears. ‘Completed a whole advanced degree in order to learn the rules, don’t forget.’ She smiled at him in amusement.

         He looked at her silently and gave her a faint smile in return, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. Hardly a smile at all. It felt as though his stress was trying to crawl across the desk, envelop the whole office.

         ‘I see you’ve brought little more than your coffee mug with you. All of Garðar’s stuff is still in here.’

         ‘I still haven’t accepted that I’m in this position. I feel like Garðar is going to come back any minute now, coffee in hand. He’s one of the good ones in our profession and I don’t believe for a minute that he was in any way mixed up in any sort of collusion around Agnar’s death.’

         Sigurdís reddened at these words, stood up and walked to the window. She pictured Garðar standing there, sneaking a cigarette at the window, as was his wont. Maybe they should have put him on leave for breaking the law about smoking indoors in a public building. Half of the police stationed here had witnessed that. They couldn’t say as much for the matter of Agnar’s death. She’d barely spared a thought for her father – or his death – in recent years. Maybe because she was both relieved and a little ashamed that the death of another living being should bring her relief, regardless of whether the being in question had left nothing but destruction in his wake – or at least tried to. She resolved to deal with these thoughts later and tried to refocus her attention on the murder investigation she’d agreed to help with. ‘He’ll be back – there’s nothing in these allegations,’ she said quickly before leaving to find Viktor, who she very much hoped had wrangled her a workspace.

         It was a bit surreal for Sigurdís to be back at the station – this had all happened so quickly. The CID worked out of an open-plan office and there were a lot of new people, although she still 25recognised a few faces. Viktor was standing beside a young woman’s desk and had bent down over her computer monitor.

         ‘What a sight you are to see, Viktor, hunched over and squinting at a screen. Maybe you should admit defeat and get some reading glasses already.’

         Viktor lit up when he saw her, walked over quickly and gave her a hug. It was such a sincere embrace that for a moment, she could almost believe that he was actually glad to see her. ‘It’s good to have you back, love. We’re in dire need of reinforcements around here, what with Garðar going on leave so suddenly.’

         The young woman furrowed her brow when she heard this and sent Sigurdís a wry smile. Sigurdís understood her – it hadn’t been long since she was in her shoes, a young woman in the department, almost invisible when the guys all started high-fiving one another, clapping each other on the back. Until she started working with Unnar, that is. He saw her, listened to her, uplifted her perspective at team meetings. She’d thought about him a lot while she’d been in the US and had even gone so far as to talk about him with her therapist. ‘Do you have feelings for him?’ Steinunn had asked her. Sigurdís had delicately sidestepped the question, or thought she had until her therapist repeated the question in a different session. But she couldn’t answer and truth be told, wasn’t sure she’d dare to. They were friends and colleagues. She didn’t want to ruin that. She was also in a relationship with Jeff and she loved him – or she thought she did, so far as her knowledge of love in romantic relationships went.

         ‘We’re mapping out the deceased’s network and will be meeting in the fourth-floor conference room at two. We’ve activated your old email address, and I’ll send you a link to our evidence drive so that you can review our findings before the meeting. We can also sit down and go over the evidence together beforehand, but right now, I’ve got to run because we’re getting the results back on the preliminary autopsy,’ said Viktor, before turning on his heel and 26striding to the cloakroom. He’d vanished around the corner and into the stairwell before Sigurdís even had a chance to respond.

         
             

         

         The evidence from Olga Einarsdóttir’s murder was rather thin, despite the fact that a week had passed since she’d been found. A young couple walking their dog had discovered her slumped in front of an industrial building out in Grandi, a former fish processing hub turned cultural district on the far west side of Reykjavík. Olga was still wearing her race bib when she was found, suggesting that she’d been murdered in the middle of the Reykjavík Marathon. She seemed to have left the course mid-race, at which point she was stabbed directly in the heart with a long thin implement. She hadn’t bled much, and it had also been a very wet and windy day, which is why when the couple came across her, they simply assumed she’d been taken ill and collapsed. It was only when the paramedics turned her over to assess her condition that the stab wound was discovered. It appeared that Olga been lying there for one to two hours; what with the weather, the few marathon spectators who’d braved the elements didn’t stick around long and so it made sense that no one found her sooner. She was formally declared dead upon arrival at the ER.

         Olga had one son, Ómar, who had been notified of her death. Ómar had been interviewed, but he hadn’t been able to provide much information. He’d told them that his mother had been a divisive figure – not, perhaps, news to anyone – but he’d also added that she’d had a dispute with her co-producer of many years, one Ragnar Sigurðsson. She was apparently on the verge of cutting ties with him as a result of something to do with a controversial TV series they’d worked on together. Ragnar was currently abroad, however, and they hadn’t managed to get hold of him yet.

         Sigurdís was surprised at how little progress had been made in the week that had passed since the murder, although it was something of a relief to know there was room for her work without stepping on any toes.

         27She leaned back in her seat and looked at the picture that accompanied one of the news articles about Olga’s death. ‘All right, Missus. It’s time to find out who wanted you dead.’
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         Kelduhverfi, Northeast Iceland – September 1994

         
             

         

         The air smelled of shotgun powder, and the only sound was that of gulls cawing, a cacophony carried in through the open window. Guðmar was lying on the cold kitchen tiles and Olga didn’t know what was worse: her husband’s vacant dead eyes or the dark red puddle that was soaking into the grout. She closed her eyes and gave herself a gentle shake. It was always going to turn out like this. She couldn’t let it ruin her life. She went back into the living room, where her son was standing stiff and wide-eyed, right where she’d left him.

         ‘We have to stick together, Ómar, my love, or else they’ll take you away.’ The boy looked up at her with tearful eyes as she walked over to him. ‘You do exactly as I say, and everything will be just fine. Then we can finally get away from here and start a new life. But remember: if you don’t do exactly as I say, they will take you away and we will both go to jail. And we don’t want that to happen, do we?’

         She put her arms around him and whispered in his ear: ‘There, there. It’s going to be okay. Mummy will always take care of you. But you also have to take care of Mummy. You don’t want to be like one of those ungrateful desert spider babies, who eat their mummy and destroy her. Because then you wouldn’t have a daddy or a mummy.’ She buried her nose in his hair and whispered: ‘You don’t want to end up alone, my son.’
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         Ómar had just turned forty and lived with his British husband Kenneth in a beautiful house in Kópavogur. Although she lived in the same town, Sigurdís didn’t come up to this area often. It was a newer neighbourhood, situated slightly higher than the old part of town, and she had little connection to the area, not least because Kópavogur was bisected by a motorway and an American-style outlet shopping district where one had to drive between the various stores. Her neighbour, who was raised in Old Kópavogur, often joked about the people who decided to live above the snowline in the new neighbourhood. As if it weren’t hard enough to live in Iceland in the winter, she liked to say.

         Everything on this side of town was new. There was more space between homes and less greenery than in the old part of town. And every other house up here reminded Sigurdís of Floridian villas. It appealed to her and she knew that eventually, there would be just as many trees, just as much greenery up here as there was in the older section.

         Ómar’s house was situated high on a hill with a scenic view. The front garden was well-manicured and minimalist, and oblong pots planted with tidy little trees spaced at precise intervals separated the concrete drive from the path leading up to the house. Sigurdís walked up to the elegant front door, which was double-width and unusually tall, possibly close to ten feet. She jumped at the booming of the doorbell – it was like she’d set off the bells of Hallgrímskirkja church, it was that dramatic. After a brief wait, she saw a light go 30on above the video intercom and a voice say in English: ‘I’ll be right there, one moment.’

         After she’d introduced herself and explained why she was there, Kenneth invited her in. The house was even more grand on the inside. Floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room framed the beautiful view over Kópavogur and all the way out to the sea. Everywhere you looked there were marble floors, dark wood, bespoke cabinetry and handmade fixtures. Everything was in its place, and it was obvious that someone had taken great pains with every inch of the house. Sigurdís had never been particularly invested in interior design, but she had to admit that this was among the most beautiful homes she’d ever seen.

         ‘Can I offer you anything?’ asked Kenneth as she stood silently taking in the room. He was quite tall and fit, with a reddish three-day beard. He offered her a sparkling water, and she decided to follow him into the kitchen, the better to see more of the house.

         ‘I’m sorry, but Ómar is asleep. He’s taken a sleeping pill. As you might expect, he’s had a difficult few days and I’d rather not disturb him – unless, that is, there’s been any progress with the investigation?’ he asked, giving her a questioning look.

         She told him there had been no new developments except that they’d got the preliminary autopsy report. But that hadn’t brought anything new to light either.

         ‘Ómar received a call from your colleague – Viktor, I think his name was – and he went over the results with him. My poor husband, he’s devastated. Can’t make sense of any of it. They were always really close, he and his mother. If you saw one of them, the other couldn’t be far away. I mean, she was a total diva and difficult to get along with, no doubt about it, but no one deserves something like this.’

         Tears began running down his cheeks and he excused himself while he dried his eyes. Sigurdís glanced around and noticed several bouquets heaped in a corner that clearly hadn’t received a drop of 31water since being brought into the house. Kenneth must have realised what she was thinking when he came back in because he hastened to explain that he and Ómar weren’t much for cut flowers, on top of which they didn’t want to transform their home into a white-lilied mausoleum, even if they were in mourning. She smiled faintly, realising that not one person had sent her or her family flowers when Agnar died.

         ‘Don’t misunderstand me, please – we’re grateful for the gesture, we just can’t wrap our heads around it …’ He seemed to decide against explaining further, though, and didn’t complete the sentence. Instead, he grabbed a dish cloth and wiped down the elegant kitchen island.

         ‘Shall we go into the living room?’ he asked, breaking the silence that had settled while he tidied up. She nodded and followed him down two steps into a large and stylish living room. There were a few large objets d’art in the room, as well as several enormous and colourful paintings, undoubtedly by famous artists. She was sure those had cost a tidy sum. She gave up trying to make out the signature on the largest of the paintings and took a seat in the chair Kenneth offered her with a sweep of his hand.

         ‘You and your husband have made this a very nice home,’ she said, settling back into the pillowy velvet sofa.

         ‘Yes, we spend a lot of time at home, so we want it to be comfortable. I work as a graphic designer for a British marketing agency and Ómar is an app programmer and an investor on the side. We occasionally work together – I design the visual elements of the apps and he does the coding. But that’s more of a hobby for him, to be honest; his investments bring in far more income.’

         Sigurdís listened to him describe their cushy lifestyle. They worked from home and both earned a good living. When they weren’t here, they were in their summerhouse in the Westfjords or traveling around the world.

         ‘Can you describe your relationship with Olga?’

         32Kenneth answered readily that he and Olga had a good relationship. They often went shopping together and liked to talk about design and fashion. But if he was being a hundred per cent honest, he had to admit that the relationship wasn’t a very deep one.

         ‘She was a really closed-off person, never let anyone all the way in. And, of course, I’m British, so perhaps there was never really any hope that we’d ever get deep into our feelings with one another,’ he said with a laugh.

         Sigurdís liked Kenneth and found his company soothing. But she still needed more information about Olga’s life and how she got on with the people around her. ‘What about her relationship with Ómar?’

         Kenneth was quiet for a moment before saying he’d rather she spoke directly to Ómar about this, but that they’d at least had a nice relationship as long as he and Ómar had been together. But Olga had been a complicated woman, not to mention that she was exceedingly inflexible and opinionated. She’d always butted into Ómar’s life, even as an adult. This interference had only let up in the five years he and Kenneth had been together. ‘But maybe that kind of relationship is to be expected when you’ve got a mother and son who have been on their own together since the boy’s childhood. They had to rely on one another after Ómar’s dad died.’

         ‘Do you know how he died?’ she decided to ask. She knew, in fact, that Ómar’s father Guðmar had died in an accidental shooting when his son was only nine years old, though she hadn’t been able to determine from the report whether Guðmar himself had taken the fatal shot or if it had been someone else.

         ‘Yes, there was an accident. Ómar has never really wanted to talk about it, so I don’t know any details. He and his mother didn’t discuss it much, if at all. As I understand it, it came as a great shock.’ Kenneth’s eyes widened and tears glittered once more, but he was quick to dry them away with the back of his hand. ‘I hadn’t thought 33about it until now, but my poor Ómar has now lost both of his parents in inconceivable ways.’

         ‘I’m sure this has magnified the previous trauma, but he’s lucky to have you,’ said Sigurdís reassuringly. It wasn’t her strongest suit, reassuring someone – especially if she had to feign compassion. But she didn’t have to in this instance. The situation resonated with her and she felt for Ómar. ‘What about other family members? Was Olga close with her own family? Or Ómar with his father’s people?’

         Kenneth thought for a moment, as if he was having to retrieve the information from a locked drawer deep inside his mind. ‘No, they weren’t really in touch,’ he said finally. ‘Ómar’s parents were from the North, near Húsavík. He grew up there until, you know, his father … died.’ He whispered the last word as if he was afraid of awakening old ghosts.

         ‘Before this week, I’d only ever met one of Olga’s five sisters,’ he continued. ‘They’ve all come to see us now and offered help and support. And yes, brought us flowers,’ he finished, nodding in the direction of the pile of dying lilies in the kitchen.

         ‘They’re lovely women and seem to genuinely feel for Ómar, even though he doesn’t know them well. Olga wasn’t in much contact with her family. She told me once that they were all a bunch of bumpkins and that she had nothing in common with them. She couldn’t wait to leave the countryside and come to the big city. I think she’s the only one of them who flew the nest and never looked back.’

         Kenneth smiled and added that it hadn’t been so different for him. He didn’t have much contact with his family, either, as they hadn’t taken it well when he got together with Ómar. ‘They have what we like to call a “stiff upper lip”. Everything has to go according to a set plan. They wanted me to go to a posh university and marry a good girl from the same social class that they belong to. You can’t pick your blood ties, but you can choose your family and that’s what I’ve done. Olga probably felt the same. Maybe she never fitted in 34the box they’d built for her in Húsavík. That’s how it goes for a lot of people, isn’t it?’

         Sigurdís nodded and got up to leave but at the front door, turned around and decided to ask Kenneth one more question. Did he know of anyone who might have wished Olga harm? Kenneth looked reflectively into his coffee cup before answering: ‘I’ve thought a lot about this and of course, she ruffled some feathers. But I can’t imagine who would want to do away with her. You should talk to her colleague, Ragnar. I imagine he’d know more about that than us. They worked together for a long time – maybe it was something to do with her work. She was doing a lot with whistle-blowers of late. Not a popular choice with everyone.’

         He told Sigurdís that in truth, things hadn’t been going particularly well for Olga. The last programme she’d done, Exposure, had been removed from the network after she’d crossed a line in one of the episodes; legal action had been taken. ‘You could say she’d been cancelled. The public turned against her, said she was part of the gutter press. I can’t really say myself. My Icelandic isn’t good enough and I never wanted to press her about it. I tried asking once and received such a poison glare that I wanted the floor to swallow me on the spot. She didn’t talk to me for a while after that. She did that to people if she didn’t like something they said.’

         Kenneth bit his bottom lip, Sigurdís noticed, and it occurred to her that he was holding something back. He’d been white-knuckling the door knob the whole time she’d been lingering on the front step. He thanked her for coming and said with some trepidation that he hoped he’d been some help to her. Then they said goodbye and he shut the door.

         Ómar was watching Sigurdís walk to her car from the bedroom window on the first floor when Kenneth came in. ‘I told her you’d taken a sleeping pill and were in no condition to talk,’ Kenneth said as he came up beside his husband and they watched her drive away through the gap in the curtains. ‘You’re going to have to talk to them 35eventually; you won’t be able to avoid it forever. It’s going to start to raise suspicions.’

         Ómar was like a statue, frozen at the window with the cord to the blind in his hand. Kenneth tried to strike a light note and said that staring solemnly out into the void suited him, made him look so manly somehow. Ómar shot him a sharp look. ‘Never joke about such things. You have no idea …’ He fell silent for a moment. ‘Just leave me alone. I need to be by myself right now.’

      
   


   
      
         36
            [image: ] 7 [image: ]

         

         Sigurdís flopped into a chair in the conference room where Viktor had called the team together to go over the Olga Einarsdóttir case. She could tell how stressed he was, how anxious for a lead. Olga’s reputation had taken a hit after her programme was unceremoniously removed from the network schedule. The idea that anyone would have wanted to murder her over a TV show seemed rather far-fetched, but they knew better than to rule anything out and would continue to look into Exposure. But what they really needed was to do a deeper dive.

         ‘All right, now we need to be getting something useful out of these conversations with Olga’s associates,’ said Viktor, getting straight to the point. ‘To review: Olga was a widow and had one son, Ómar, who is now forty. I’ve spoken to him on the phone, but we need to have a more comprehensive conversation with him. Sigurdís, you spoke to his husband, so next, I’d like you to speak to him directly and try to turn up a useful piece of the puzzle. Olga’s colleague Ragnar will be landing tomorrow on the late afternoon flight from Copenhagen, and so Sigurdís, I also want you to reach out to him.

         ‘Olga’s sisters have been in touch with us and have offered to help however they can. They had little to no contact with Olga, but it can’t hurt to talk to them. Two of the sisters and Olga’s former mother-in-law currently live in Húsavík, which is where Olga spent most of her childhood and lived until she was in her twenties. We’re going easy on the mother-in-law; she lives in a nursing home and has dementia. Our colleagues up north informed her of Olga’s 37death, and they tell me she didn’t show any shock at the news, but they also aren’t sure she understood what they were saying.’

         The young woman Sigurdís had seen earlier that morning now interjected. ‘I’m going through all the photographs that were taken at the marathon. They’re organised by bib number, or at least, the photos that were taken by the professional photographers who were hired for the event are. The photographers have been really helpful and are still going through their material to see if they can find anything else. As yet, we’ve not found any one person who was running near Olga in multiple shots. I was hoping to identify someone who seemed to be following her or who was photographed having some sort of interaction with her before she started the race. But let’s see if I get anything else from the photographers.’

         Unnar had slipped into the room and was leaning against the door with his arms crossed. ‘Are we absolutely sure that there’s nothing useful from any of the security cameras around the murder scene? Have you checked all the angles on those, Emilía?’ he asked, looking at the young woman. Sigurdís hadn’t even asked her name, much less introduced herself, and she was grateful to Unnar for saving her the trouble. She blushed a little, thinking of her friend Dóra’s jokes about her weak social skills.

         ‘So, Olga was found outside an old building which had been turned into some kind of co-working space for individuals, primarily artists who say they’ve never seen any reason to install security cameras. There’s a traditional alarm system, which is turned on when no one’s there and goes off if any undesirables try to get into the building, but no cameras. All we could see on the other cameras in the area were throngs of runners and some spectators here and there. It was also pouring with rain and windy that day, which didn’t help the video quality. So I’m holding out more hope for the photos.’

         Unnar sighed and ran his splayed fingers through his hair. ‘Okay, keep looking. We’ve got to turn up something.’

         38After the meeting was over, Sigurdís sat alone in the conference room. She’d noticed a little splash of coffee on the wall next to the door where Unnar had been standing and fixed her eyes on it. It was something she did when she needed to regain focus or whenever she felt the familiar old stone in her stomach. She was finding the investigation as it stood rather chaotic and decided to get up and draw out Olga’s network of associates on the conference room whiteboard. She needed to see the big picture.

         She’d just finished connecting the final name bubbles when she heard a familiar voice say: ‘Hey, I know you.’

         She got butterflies in her stomach at the tone in Unnar’s voice. ‘Have you been standing there long?’ she asked quietly.

         ‘No, just for a moment. You were so intent, I didn’t want to interrupt you.’ They stood without saying anything for a brief moment, looking into one another’s eyes. ‘It’s good to have you back home, Sigurdís,’ said Unnar, placing a hand on her shoulder.

         Sigurdís felt a surge of warmth course through her. Unnar threw her off balance; thoughts of the two of them together flitted through her head and she didn’t seem to be able to do anything to stop them. She flashed him a quick smile and walked towards the door. ‘I’ve got to go back to Kópavogur to speak with Ómar. He’d taken a sleeping pill this morning and was dead to the world when I dropped by. I did, however, get to speak to his husband Kenneth.’

         They were silent for a moment as they looked at the board, but all her chart had done was reveal how little they had to go on.

         ‘Are you free this evening?’ Unnar’s question caught her completely off guard.

         ‘Yes, more or less. I was going to go up to Garðar’s place to see how he’s doing.’

         ‘That won’t take all night. Shall I come over to yours with something nice for dinner around nine? With any luck, we’ll be able to fill in this paltry picture and maybe you can tell me a little about your time in the States.’

         39Sigurdís grinned in agreement and could still feel the heat from his hand on her shoulder when she turned and left the conference room.
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         Garðar had seen her coming up the drive and met her at the door with a smile, as if nothing was amiss. Sigurdís was happy to see him, too. She was fond of Garðar, although it had taken her some time to get over the resentment she’d felt towards him back in the day. Garðar had worked with her father on the police force when they were young men and had been completely at a loss when her aunt Halla informed him that Agnar beat his wife Alfa, Sigurdís’s mother. Neither he nor anyone else on the force had done anything to intervene, which is why what happened, happened. One night – the last night they were any kind of family – Agnar didn’t just lay hands on their mother, he decided the kids should get a taste as well, not least Einar. The image of Einar, bloodied in his smiley face PJs, remained vivid in her memory to this day. After that, Garðar did his level best for them and he’d been a mentor to her when she decided to quit her history course at university and join the police.

         ‘It’s Gunnhildur’s bridge night, so we can have ourselves a leisurely chat,’ he said, showing her into the little sunroom off the living room. There were two easy chairs with a table between them, and Garðar had laid out a pitcher of water, two glasses, spice cake, and butter. Sigurdís loved freshly baked spice cake and set straight to smearing a thick slab of butter onto a slice and stuffing her face with it. Garðar observed the proceedings in silent amusement.

         ‘Garðar … what happened?’ She was staring out into the garden when the question blurted out of her.

         He stretched in his chair and cleared his throat. ‘They thought I 41was a little too eager to write your off father’s death as a suicide. Those expert auditors of theirs thought I was too connected to the parties involved to be able to make an impartial decision to close the case like that. I should have ticked more boxes, or better yet, got someone else to.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘They’re probably right. Though I might have notes on parts of the assessment, it’s hard to object to that finding. I just wanted to wrap the whole thing up. But look where that got me.’

         He lowered his voice and looked at her with melancholy eyes. ‘I feel terrible, Sigurdís. I never meant to cause you and your family any distress. I know reopening the case resurrects the curse of him – brings him back from the dead. That was never my intention. But I wasn’t thinking like a detective that night. I was too close to all of you and there’s no point disputing that.’

         Sigurdís wasn’t sure what to say. He was probably right – he’d done exactly what he’d always scolded her for doing herself. He’d cut corners.

         ‘But what really happened that night, Garðar? Do they have any reason to think someone killed him? I mean, Mum didn’t have the strength to lift him over the railing. She’s just a slip of a thing. Turn her sideways and you hardly see her.’ Sigurdís’s voice was getting louder, as if she were trying to convince Garðar of her parents’ size difference.

         He placed his hand on hers and patted it gently. ‘It doesn’t seem possible to me. She couldn’t have done it—’

         ‘Was there someone else there that night?’ she interrupted.

         He pulled his hand back. ‘We have no witnesses who say as much and I don’t think that’s very likely, either. Your mother said he showed up extremely drunk at her apartment and she let him in. That’s probably the part I still don’t understand, why she let him in. After everything he’d done to her. But she was, as you know, not in the best place mentally. He probably pushed his way in and then started moaning about how hard you’d all been on him. And when 42she didn’t respond, he went out on the balcony and asked if she’d rather he just throw himself over. In her statement, she said that answering that question in the affirmative was the first thing she said to him. And then he vanished over the balcony railing.’

         Sigurdís had heard this all before. They sat for a few more moments, gazing out at the well-manicured garden. ‘Don’t worry about it, my dear. This inquiry is about my decisions – not yours or your family’s. The police union appointed me a good lawyer and he thinks I have a solid case. I’ve simply got caught up in the machinations of the system. We’re going to face this with resolve and try to bring it to a rapid conclusion so it’s not hanging over you and Einar any longer than it has to. That’s our goal and it’ll dictate how we proceed.’

         Night was falling when Sigurdís walked out to her car. The old stone was settling in her stomach. She hadn’t wanted to hear any of the details related to her father’s death before now. When the case was closed quickly and cleanly and she thought that Agnar was finally gone forever, all she’d felt was relief. She realised now that she, like Garðar, hadn’t asked about the lead-up to Agnar’s plunge from the balcony. Now she was faced with all sorts of questions that she probably should have asked herself before. Why had her mother let him in? And could it be that someone else had been with her that evening?

         ‘No. Come on, lady. You’re losing the plot,’ she said out loud to herself. She was complicating things for no reason. Her job and the cases she’d studied in her forensic psychology programme were making her paranoid. She was seeing suspicious things in every corner. She told herself that everything was going to be fine and that the reinvestigation would reach the exact same conclusion.

         She took a deep breath, started the car, and called Dóra. ‘Hey, babe,’ her friend answered cheerfully on the second ring. Dóra was her closest friend. When they were teenagers, she’d sat with Sigurdís at Einar’s bedside in the ICU and gone with her when she’d testified 43against Agnar. That time had forged a bond between them that made them more sisters than friends.

         ‘Hey. Just wanted to say hi. I’m on the way home from Garðar’s place.’

         ‘Do you want to stop by? I filled the fridge with Coke Zero when you told me you were coming home. There’s plenty here and more in the garage.’

         Sigurdís cracked up. ‘I can’t. Unnar’s bringing dinner over so—’

         Dóra shrieked. ‘Ooh la la, date night with hot Mr Policeman. You two didn’t waste any time picking things up where you left off.’

         Sigurdís flushed. ‘It’s not like that. We’ve only just started working together again and we’re trying to get our bearings on a case.’ She reminded her friend that she had a boyfriend, of whom she was very fond.

         Shit. Jeff, she thought, the moment the words came out of her mouth. Both he and their life together had been like a distant memory since she landed in Iceland.

         ‘You know as well as I do that Jeff doesn’t stand a chance against Unnar,’ said Dóra in a sing-songy voice before they hung up.
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         Emilía was alone in the office when Sigurdís arrived at the station the next morning. Sigurdís had hoped to have a little time alone before the hustle and bustle of the day got started. She felt like she still needed a better handle on the case. Her questions about it had kept her awake and it bothered her that she didn’t have a single lead to follow. Her intuition seemed dormant at the moment, too – it hadn’t made a peep.

         ‘Hi, I haven’t properly introduced myself. I’m Sigurdís. Just back from leave.’

         Emilía looked up and nodded. ‘Emilía. Hi.’

         ‘Yeah, I heard at the meeting yesterday. How’s it going with the photos?’ Emilía was so engrossed in the photographs on her screen that she didn’t answer. Ah, that type, thought Sigurdís. She knew she was going to like her.

         She’d just reached her cubicle when Emilía called out to her: ‘Oh my God, what the actual fuck!? Come take a look at this!’

         Sigurdís hurried over, not wanting to miss the unexpected window of communication that Emilía was opening for her.

         ‘Look, here are the photos from Grandi,’ Emilía explained. ‘I have them in chronological order and in this one, we see Olga running towards the Marshall House with a runner wearing bib number 1407 right behind her. He’s gaining on her in this set of images – gets closer and closer to her in every picture until they both pass the photographer.’

         Sigurdís didn’t quite see the utility of these photos because they 45were only from a brief section of the race and the photographer was taking pictures in one, specific spot; the photos were available for runners to purchase after the race.

         ‘Now, look here,’ Emilía continued. ‘Here, Olga is in the photo with the same runner, but she’s looking at him. And this is right by the spot where she was found.’ Emilía looked up at Sigurdís, nearly vibrating with excitement. ‘Maybe we should check this out.’

         Sigurdís leaned in to get a better look at the photos on the screen. The first ones were clearly taken by a professional and showed Olga relatively well. But runner 1407 was dressed in black with a nondescript baseball cap, wraparound sunglasses, and a neck gaiter that he’d pulled up over his mouth so that the only feature you could really make out was his nose. The next photo had probably been taken on a phone. In the middle of that image, an enthusiastic, rain-drenched woman in running tights and a track jacket was waving at the camera. Olga and the black-clad runner were just behind her, and Emilía was right: Olga was looking at him and based on the changes in her posture from the previous image, it looked like she was slowing down.

         ‘Good work, Emilía. We’ve got to find that runner and find out what went on between them. At the very least, he could have seen something; based on the location, she couldn’t have run much further.’

         Sigurdís felt something spark inside her. She hoped they’d found an actual lead. ‘Where’d you get this photo, Emilía?’

         ‘I joined a Facebook group where runners share tips and asked if anyone had photos from the marathon that they could send me. Asked specifically for photos that were taken out at Grandi.’ Emilía hadn’t got any responses to her request; she hadn’t explained why she was asking for them. ‘But then last night, I got a DM from the woman waving in that photo. She’d been looking through the pictures her daughter took on her phone and noticed Olga, then realised the photo was right by where her body had been found. 46Once I confirmed that I work for the police, she figured out what I was nosing around for and she sent me the picture.’

         Emilía looked down at her lap. ‘Do you think the boss’ll be upset? I didn’t tell him I made this request in the Facebook group. This probably isn’t in line with protocol, is it?’

         Sigurdís smiled at her and told her not to worry. ‘Protocol-shmotocol. This is genius and exactly what we needed, and you did it. Everyone’s happy!’

         Sigurdís looked at the clock on the computer. It was only 6:53. She had a long time to wait until she’d be able to call the office that oversaw the marathon and ask for the name of runner 1407. If it were up to her, she’d be more than happy to drag a member of staff out of bed or away from their morning porridge to get the information right away, but in order to do that, she’d have to have some idea of who to call. No, for now, she needed to simply breathe from the diaphragm and keep getting to know Olga through the copious news articles and videos either by or about her. Sigurdís started a TV episode she’d found in an archive of old Icelandic content. Olga was a charming screen personality and clearly good at her job. In this episode, she was interviewing a farmer who was involved in a dispute with his neighbours over a fence they’d erected that blocked access to his land.

         Sigurdís decided to find Olga’s latest series – the hotly debated Exposure. She clicked on the first episode. The vibe was totally different from that of the interview with the farmer. Here, Olga was standing in a TV studio and looking straight into the camera. She was solemn as she informed viewers that in this programme, she was going to help people get the truth in situations where they felt they’d been cheated or deceived. ‘We’re going to unmask the swindlers and the double-dealers, uncover the mysteries of our society.’ This statement yielded her a round of applause from the studio audience.

         Olga visibly preened and then laughed one of the most unusual 47laughs Sigurdís had ever heard. She’d read about this famous laugh of Olga’s in the memorials people published about her after her death. Now she understood what they were talking about. She’d never heard anything like it. Sigurdís went back a few seconds in the video and listened to it again, keeping her eyes on Olga. The laugh reminded her most of some sort of predator. Sigurdís hit pause and looked at the woman mid-cackle. The cold, self-satisfied look on her face was reminiscent of a villain in a James Bond film. And yet, her laughter was contagious; when Sigurdís hit play again, the entire studio started laughing along with Olga and continued guffawing until she held out a hand to stop them and indicate that it was time to be serious once again.

         Sigurdís hadn’t been watching for long when she saw Unnar come in. His hair was slightly unkempt, which was a nice counterpoint to his starched uniform. She knew he had a meeting with the national commissioner about the police audit and the reinvestigation of selected cases, including Agnar’s. He’s certainly dressed for the occasion, she thought, watching him walk into his office and close the door behind him.

         The night before, he’d come over to her place with chicken pad Thai. They’d reviewed the details of Olga’s murder and talked about her visit with Garðar. The conversation had then moved on to lighter subject matter, and she’d hooted with laughter more than once at his stories about their colleagues. She really enjoyed Unnar’s company and she had to fight to supress the heat he sparked inside her every minute they were together. She didn’t want to ruin their friendship, on top of which, he was her favourite colleague. But to be honest, she didn’t really understand how she felt. She’d always struggled to untangle the mess of her feelings where Unnar was concerned. He’d said goodbye with a long embrace that she carried with her into sleep.

         Jeff had called last night when Unnar was there, but she’d let it go to voicemail. They hadn’t spoken since she’d got to Iceland, 48although they’d texted. Sigurdís was a terrible texter and she wasn’t much for social media, either, so her messages to Jeff had been rather terse. But he knew her well enough to know not to expect any better and he’d got into the habit of calling rather than trying to have a sensible conversation with her over text.

         She knew he was hoping she’d come back to Florida soon. They hadn’t discussed this trip any further than her telling him she had to go home for a family matter. She hadn’t told him much about her family history. Halla, Gunnar, and Einar had visited her a few times and after she and Jeff had got together, she’d introduced them. He hadn’t asked about her family’s background, enquired about her mum and dad. Just received the family she introduced him to with open arms. He was patient with her; he understood she needed to do her own thing, and he gave her a lot of space. Only a week ago, she’d been head over heels for him, but now, somehow, everything had changed. Emotional turmoil was taking over her life like a virus. Was there something wrong with her? She tried to brush off such thoughts – she had to focus on work. She was starting to think she hadn’t fully committed to this relationship. She’d have to tell him soon that she’d started working on a case here at home and didn’t know when she was coming back. Or if.

         She heard a loud ‘yess!’ from Viktor and stopped splashing around in her emotional puddles. Emilía had evidently shown him the photos. ‘It shouldn’t be difficult to figure out who that is,’ she heard him say.

         ‘I’m just waiting for the office of the Reykjavík Sports Association to open – they’re the ones who oversee the race and should be able to identify runner 1407 for us,’ she called to him. Emilía smiled at her, which almost surprised Sigurdís. She hadn’t seen her smile a single time in the twenty-four hours she’d known her. She felt a connection to Emilía. It wasn’t easy to enter this environment as a young woman, Sigurdís knew as much from experience. But the year before she went abroad to study, she’d 49managed to insert herself into a major investigation – the murder of a respected diplomat. Being part of solving that case had been a big boost for her confidence as a police officer and a detective.

         Unnar was standing in front of the coffee machine when she came into the break room. ‘Thanks for last night – I haven’t laughed that much since I don’t know when,’ she said as she walked over to the sink and turned on the cold tap. ‘I had to hold back a laugh when I saw Viktor just now, what with the story you told me.’

         Unnar held his pointer finger up to his lips and shhed her. ‘You can’t tell him I blabbed to you about that. I’m his very dignified superior now,’ he said in a joking voice as he smoothed down his uniform. ‘At least for the time being. And I can’t be seen to be making fun of my own people.’

         ‘I’ll restrain myself,’ she said. ‘At least for the time being. Did you hear what Emilía turned up? She’s finally got us somewhere. Found a runner who may at least have seen something. The person seems to have exchanged words with Olga during the race right around the spot where her body was found.’

         ‘Yes, Viktor told me. Definitely let me know when you’ve got any information on them.’

         Sigurdís filled a glass with ice-cold water and then drank it down in one gulp.

         ‘I’m relieved that we’ve got even a small lead before I go into my meetings today. They aren’t specifically about this case, but I know I’ll be asked where the investigation stands.’ Unnar gave her a serious look. ‘I can’t tell you how much I wish Garðar was here right now. He’s so good at these sorts of things and so much better at interacting with superiors.’

         Sigurdís noticed a little hair on the lapel of Unnar’s jacket and before she realised what she was doing, she walked over to him and carefully brushed it away. She was walking a fine line, she knew. She was on the verge of inviting him into her emotional storm.
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         Sigurdís’s mother had changed considerably since she last saw her. She had more meat on her bones and stood straighter than she had for a long time. Alfa had had a nervous breakdown after Agnar broke Sigurdís’s arm and cracked Einar’s skull that night, eighteen years ago, that changed everything. She’d been in no condition to care for her children. Sigurdís had been angry with her mother for a long time after that. Angry that she hadn’t protected them. Angry that she’d let it happen. But today she understood that Agnar had broken her mother. Each day of the seventeen years they were together, he’d taken a bite out of her. Until there was nothing left. She was his victim, just like they were. And her mother had struggled with PTSD, depression, and crippling anxiety ever since.

         Sigurdís and her therapist had discussed this in several sessions and he had helped her work through the difficult feelings she had around her mother. Shortly after she started seeing Steinunn, the anger she’d carried around for so long gave way to guilt for having felt such rage toward her mum. Today, she was able to see the situation clearly. Steinunn had helped Sigurdís understand that after an experience like the one she’d had, she had a right to all her feelings and that there was nothing unnatural about any of them. The important thing was to get help working through them. And that’s what she was trying to do, although Sigurdís had spent a long time being sceptical of therapists. But it had reached a point where she could see she had to give it a try. She came to Steinunn with a sincere resolve to work through everything. The 51longer she didn’t, the longer Agnar’s ghost got to live a good life through hers – and he’d continue to, until the day she died. She couldn’t be bothered to drag the bastard around in her nervous system any longer.

         ‘You look good, Mum.’

         Her mother smiled at her and whispered: ‘Thank you, love. You’re just as beautiful as always.’

         Sigurdís looked around. The apartment seemed brighter. She couldn’t say for sure what had changed, but something had. She had yet to look out at the balcony from which her father had fallen. Maybe she was afraid of seeing something she didn’t want to see and start doubting all over again.

         Her mum offered her a coffee. ‘I have a little fish, too, if you’re hungry.’ She gave her daughter a questioning look.

         ‘No, thanks, I already ate. But a glass of water would be great.’ There was no way she was drinking the coffee her mum had warming in the pot on the kitchen counter next to the sink.

         They sat across from one another at the kitchen table and didn’t say anything for a moment. To Sigurdís’s surprise, it was her mother who broke the silence. ‘I read something about Garðar being put on leave and Halla told me it was because of your father’s case.’ She gave her daughter a rigid look, as though she needed her confirmation to believe it.

         ‘Yes, that’s one reason, but there were a few other things they thought could have been handled better in his department. I’ve not completely familiarised myself with the situation,’ said Sigurdís, taking a sip of water.

         ‘No one’s asked me anything about it.’ Her mum faltered. ‘Wouldn’t they come question me if they thought it happened somehow differently to what I told Garðar?’

         Sigurdís decided to tread carefully. She knew how sensitive her mum was and she didn’t want to disturb her equanimity for no reason. ‘Yes, probably. But they can’t tell me anything else about the 52reinvestigation because I’m too close to the incident. So, to be honest, I don’t exactly know what steps they’ll be taking.’

         ‘Let them come,’ said her mother with sudden confidence. ‘I’ll tell them the same thing all over again.’

         Sigurdís looked at her. Could it be that her father’s death was the reason that her mother seemed bolder than before? She was brighter, she could hold a conversation. She was stronger and there was a new glint in her eye. Sigurdís had longed to see her mother blossom. To have a mum she could go out for coffee with, talk to about this and that. For the first time since she was a teenager, she felt like she could let herself hope that such a thing might be possible, in some form, eventually.

         Sigurdís looked towards the balcony. ‘You don’t want to move?’ she ventured. ‘Isn’t it hard to keep living here with the memories of that night?’ Sigurdís couldn’t talk about the incident directly – something was holding her back.

         Her mum looked her dead in the eye. ‘Not at all. It will always be much harder for me to live with the memories of what he did to you and Einar than to live here after … after he disappeared from our lives. It gives me great solace to look out on the balcony where he and all his evil were wiped from the earth.’ Her mother clenched her fists and pounded them lightly on the table to emphasise those last words. If Sigurdís had believed her mum had the physical ability to lift Agnar over the balcony railing, such a display might have filled her with suspicion. But she still wanted to know why Alfa had let the man in. She decided to throw caution to the wind and ask her straight out.

         Her mother didn’t answer the question immediately, rather stood up and walked, somewhat stooped, over to the window. But she straightened before replying in a firm voice: ‘I had nothing to lose. If he’d harmed me or even killed me, as he’d so often threatened to do, then maybe he’d have gone to jail and you two would be free of him. Which is why I sent Halla the text saying he was taking the 53elevator up. So she’d know who’d done away with me and could tell the authorities.’

         Sigurdís felt her cheeks getting hot. It was the first she’d heard of the text to Halla. She felt like the watchfires had been lit in her belly, with flames reaching up to her throat. If this came out during the reinvestigation, they’d have to look into whether Halla had come over that night and … Sigurdís couldn’t think the thought to its end.

         ‘What did Halla do when she saw your message? Did she come over?’ She looked down and ground her thumbnail into a scratch on the tabletop while she waited for a reply. Then she felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder and looked up.

         ‘No, my love. Halla didn’t come over until later that night. After everything had already happened.’ Alfa seemed to have realised this information could throw everything into chaos and muttered that she hadn’t meant to tell her that detail, since it didn’t make any difference now. Sigurdís took a sip of water to try and put out the fire inside her but could barely get a drop down.

         ‘Sigurdís, I wish I could have stopped him that night. All I remember is freezing when I saw him throwing the two of you around the living room. I felt like I was watching someone else’s life.’

         Sigurdís saw that her mother’s hands had started to tremble and tears were streaming down her cheeks. Her mother had never spoken of that night before and it took her aback now. After what happened, she’d just repeated over and over: ‘Forgive me, forgive me, oh God, please forgive me.’ Sigurdís couldn’t get a word out, but she took her mother’s hands in her own and tears started streaming down her face, too. Crying brought an indescribable relief. Sigurdís hadn’t felt such a strong connection with her mum since she was a little girl. But now, here they sat, all these years later, united in their grief.
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         Sigurdís stood with Viktor in the entrance of a multi-unit building on the west side of Reykjavík. A young engineer named Sigurjón Steinarsson had been revealed to be runner 1407. They’d called ahead and his surprise had been audible when they introduced themselves and told him they needed to speak with him. She could see the exhaustion on Viktor while they waited to be let in. This was the first proper lead they’d got, and he was keen, of course, to make some progress on the case.

         Sigurdís had her doubts about this lead, however – doubts she’d aired to him in the car on the way over. After examining the photographs of the scene and reading the preliminary autopsy report, she was convinced the murder had been well-planned. From the looks of it, Olga had been stabbed in the heart with real precision. This wasn’t sloppily done and it appeared to have caught Olga completely by surprise, as no other injuries had been found on her and there were no signs of a struggle. She was never meant to survive.

         The other thing was that neither Ómar nor Kenneth had any knowledge of Olga knowing any Sigurjón. They’d also found no communications with this man on Olga’s phone, although the tech team was still going through it so something might yet come up.

         ‘I’m on the second floor,’ she heard Sigurjón say through the intercom as he buzzed them in.

         ‘This should be interesting,’ whispered Viktor as they took the stairs up.

         55Sigurjón was waiting for them on the landing outside his apartment when they reached the second floor. He shook their hands and introduced himself. ‘I must admit, I’ve been curious since you called earlier. I’ve never in my life had a call from a police detective – I don’t think I’ve called the police myself, either. Never once,’ he said with a shake of his head.

         Viktor gave him a quelling look. ‘Lucky you. We generally don’t make house calls for the fun of it.’

         Sigurdís saw that Sigurjón was shaken by this. He hesitated. ‘No … I wouldn’t think so.’ He hesitated. ‘But then why are you here? I’ve called my whole family, and nothing’s happened to any of them. So I don’t really get …’

         Viktor cleared his throat. ‘How do you know Olga Einarsdóttir?’

         Sigurjón’s eyes widened. ‘The TV presenter who was found out at … at … I don’t know her at all. Or, you know, I don’t know her personally. I know, of course, who she is, like probably everyone else in this country. But I’ve never met her. Why would you think otherwise?’

         Viktor took out the photograph of Olga and the black-clad runner and showed it to him. ‘Could you tell us what passed between the two of you during the marathon?’

         Sigurjón took the photo and gave it a good look before he said with a firm voice: ‘That isn’t me. There was clearly a mix-up with the bib numbers because this is the same number I got, but I wasn’t dressed like that. I was wearing similar black running trousers, but I was wearing a red shirt and I definitely didn’t have all those layers on. I never could’ve never made it through the whole marathon if I’d been that bundled up.’

         Sigurdís could see Viktor trying to hold back his seething frustration. ‘The marathon is a meticulously planned event and it’s highly unlikely that more than one person would have the same number in such a race, isn’t that so? Are you certain this isn’t you?’

         Now Sigurjón was intrigued. ‘Listen, do you know when this 56photo was taken? Because I started in the first group at eight-thirty, with the runners who were completing the whole marathon. Was she running the whole marathon? Because I don’t remember seeing her and I wasn’t dressed in all black, or with all those layers. I can show you pictures my brother took of me during the race if you don’t believe me.’

         Two expressions were competing on Viktor’s face. Sigurjón seemed rather trustworthy, but he might, of course, be trying to pull the wool over their eyes. He could have stabbed Olga, ditched the black anorak, the hat, and the neck gaiter, and then ended the race in the red shirt.

         Sigurdís thought they should look into it further before asking Sigurjón more questions. She thanked him for talking to them, and noted that they were here because they had to follow up on all leads. Then she asked him to be in touch if he remembered anything from the race day that could help with their investigation.

         Viktor was fuming as they went back down the stairs and didn’t say a word until they were in the car again. ‘What the fuck? Are we supposed to believe everything we’re told in the course of a murder investigation? I had more questions for him, and I’d have liked a look at the clothes he wore that day, too.’

         Sigurdís kept her cool. ‘Sorry, but I realised we hadn’t looked through the photos for his bib number. Based on what we know now, don’t you think that’s relevant? We only looked for Olga’s number.’

         Viktor shook his head.

         ‘Shouldn’t we do that before we start leaning on him?’ she pressed. ‘Then we can go at him with more certainty. It’s okay to admit that we should’ve been better prepared before going to speak to him.’

         Viktor shook his head again and clenched his jaw, as if to contain his indignation.
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         Sigurdís sat at her computer scrolling through the photos Emilía had sent her. She’d picked up a shrimp salad sandwich for lunch, and it now languished half-eaten on her desk.

         ‘Ugh, that stinks.’ Emilía stood beside her, nose wrinkled. She didn’t have the most easy-going manner and tended to make pronouncements like that. Sigurdís acted like she hadn’t heard her.

         ‘Listen, there were three people in the marathon wearing the same number,’ Emilía whispered, as if it were a private matter between them.

         Sigurdís had found Sigurjón in the photos and figured out that at the time of the murder, he’d been a long way past Grandi. On top of which, he would have needed to do more than take off his jacket because the trousers he was wearing had a red stripe down the side. The runner in black didn’t have any such adornments. She followed Emilía to her desk, where the young woman showed her three photos of the runners who’d worn number 1407. One was clearly Sigurjón, soaking wet in the rain and wearing wraparound sunglasses, a red shirt, and a running vest. No baseball cap or neck gaiter. There he was, focused and in no way disguised – his facial features were easily recognisable. The other two runners were not nearly so keen to have their photos taken. They were both looking down with their hat brims over their eyes and gaiters pulled up to hide their hair and faces; all that was visible of either of them was their noses. In truth, they looked nearly identical.

         ‘If you just looked at the pictures, you might think it was the 58same guy. But if you look at the time and location stamps, that doesn’t work. One man can’t be everywhere.’

         They looked at the screen in silence until Emilía whispered: ‘What the fuck is going on?’

         Sigurdís didn’t have an answer for that and if she said out loud what she suspected, Emilía would undoubtedly write her off as some kind of conspiracy theorist. Sigurjón was the person who’d been allotted that bib number and the photos and timestamps gave no indication that he did anything other than simply run the marathon. The other two, the evil twins as she’d dubbed them in her head, hadn’t registered for the race. Their next order of business was to find them.

         ‘Freaky. This is not what I was expecting at all,’ said Emilía with a sigh.
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         Einar had called and invited himself over. He wanted to introduce her to Ana. Sigurdís could hear from his voice that he adored the girl and she intended to meet her with an open mind. If Einar was lucky, she’d be able to overlook whatever strange ideas Ana had; maybe they were all talk anyway. Sigurdís was just getting out of the shower when she heard the key turning in the lock.

         ‘Honey, I’m home!’

         They were bustling around the kitchen when Sigurdís came out. She was almost taken aback to see how at home Ana was making herself, but then she realised she must have spent a lot of time here with Einar.

         ‘Hi. So nice to finally meet you, Ana,’ she said in a friendly voice, holding out her hand. Ana smiled and said hello, but didn’t take her outstretched hand. Sigurdís didn’t totally understand why she’d gone for a handshake, as if they were walking into a business meeting. This was the first time Einar had introduced her to a girlfriend, and she was a little nervous. Mostly, she was worried she wouldn’t like Ana because Einar was the person she was closest to. They’d always been a formidable two-person team, and it was strange to feel like that was all changing – and not just with the arrival of Ana. She and her brother were both forging their own paths in life and change was part of that. But Ana was a physical manifestation of that change.

         They’d brought cheese and crackers. ‘I know what your fridge looks like,’ said Einar jokingly.

         60‘Empty,’ said the siblings at the same time and laughed.

         Ana smiled at them. ‘Okay, this is something – you two turn into the same person when you’re together.’

         Ana was a few years younger, slight and pretty, with porcelain skin, dark hair, and hypnotising blue eyes. She and Einar were in computational mathematics together and had become good friends not long after they started the programme. They’d only grown closer since. Ana had moved to Iceland with her mother when she was a teenager and spoke very good Icelandic. She was born in Ukraine and had bounced around Europe with her mother before they’d ended up in Iceland, where they were granted residence permits. ‘Mum was tired of wandering and wanted my brother and I to have more stability.’

         Einar smiled and took her hand. ‘Lucky me.’

         Ana seemed a bit embarrassed and Sigurdís got it, but unlike her, Einar had always been very open with his feelings. She appreciated his sincerity, though, and hoped Ana did too.

         Ana was easy to talk to, and she and Einar clearly got along well. He’d told her about their father and the violence they grew up with. ‘It’s part of who we are and nothing for us to be ashamed of,’ he said, brow slightly furrowed. Sigurdís knew he was right, but she still had a hard time talking about these things with people when she was first getting to know them, which is why she generally didn’t. But Einar was an open book. Her brother had only concealed something from her once and that was when Agnar had gotten in touch with him from Denmark and was plaguing him with messages, shortly before he’d come back to Iceland for the last time. But in the end, Einar had cracked and told her everything. Which was fortunate because from that moment on, she and Garðar had monitored Agnar’s every move.

         ‘Ana has a complicated family history herself, so she understands,’ Einar continued quietly, looking at Ana as if to confirm that it was okay that he’d shared this with Sigurdís.

         61She nodded back at him: ‘My dad disappeared when I was ten. I do actually have good memories of him. He was like a jumping jack whenever he was home. Which wasn’t often. He’d come and go. Until he simply didn’t come home again. We looked for him for a long time, but we never got any answers. Not even the police would help us.’

         Ana fell silent and bit her bottom lip. Sigurdís watched her, feeling the sorrow wash over her. Maybe this explained why Ana wasn’t a fan of the police. She’d already experienced abandonment; if the police wouldn’t help you, who could you trust?

         ‘And your family’s never got any answers?’ asked Sigurdís.

         ‘No, though we did our best. We asked everyone we could think of, searched high and low, and became outcasts for our trouble. People started looking at us funny, as if my mum was crazy and couldn’t face up to the fact that he’d simply abandoned us and started a new life somewhere else. But we knew that wasn’t what had happened. He wasn’t like that. He loved us and although he was often gone for weeks or months at a time, he always came back.’

         Sigurdís watched as Ana receded into her memories. She understood how she felt and wanted to help her. ‘If you give me his name, I could maybe try to put out an inquiry through my colleagues…’

         Ana cut her off. ‘No, please don’t. My mum doesn’t want us digging around. She wants for us to forget the past and live a nice life here. It was hard for her, you know … and she wasn’t raised with this whole culture of “processing” like our generation. She just doesn’t talk about it, that’s her way. Her solution to everything.’

         A heavy silence settled over the room. None of them seemed to know what to say. Then Ana started shaking with mirth. Sigurdís and Einar weren’t far behind and all three of them had a good, hearty laugh together. Ana picked up the conversation with a theatrical rendition of the generations’ varying approach to processing. They laughed and laughed – deep, raw laughter – until 62they cried. Sigurdís felt free of everything for just a moment, free from all her worries – the reopening of Agnar’s case, Olga Einarsdóttir’s murder, the runner in black, Unnar. For a moment, they were just three kids laughing, nothing more.
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         The mood over those assembled in the fourth-floor conference room was heavy. Sigurdís had felt the clouds gathering in her mind from the moment she woke up. Not even her favourite oat milk cappuccino could lift the fog. Unusually for the end of August, a yellow weather advisory had been issued. A low-pressure system was moving across the country with high winds and horizontal rain, the only defence against which was a good mackintosh and a healthy dose of stoicism. Sigurdís was in possession of a mac but very little stoicism this morning. The world outside was grey – the sky, the ground, the houses, the trees, the general mood.

         Sigurdís had run into the police station on Hverfisgata wearing the hood up on her rain coat so that only her eyes and nose were visible. She thought about the marathon twins and wondered what part they’d played in Olga’s murder – if they were involved at all. Maybe they were just enthusiasts who had decided to sneak into the marathon and dressed accordingly for the conditions. The weather that day hadn’t been much better than it was today, after all. Maybe they didn’t want to pay the registration fee and made their own race bibs or reused old ones. Any of these scenarios were plausible, whereas the alternative was insane. Namely, that an Icelandic TV personality had got mixed up in something that led her to fall victim to a premeditated murder that may well have been carried out by more than one assailant. No way, she thought on her way in.

         Unnar was in the conference room, and it was obvious that he 64would be the one running this meeting, not Viktor. ‘Okay, let’s get started,’ he announced, clapping his hands together.

         The clap did little to shake people out of their stupor. Sigurdís thought back to a conversation she’d had with Gunnar and Halla, in which they’d talked about the effect of low-pressure systems on the body. She hadn’t paid much attention at the time, had found it boring, but she decided she’d have to look into it further when she next had a chance.

         ‘It’s been decided that we’ll be going back to square one with the investigation into Olga Einarsdóttir’s murder. From here on out, I’ll be leading this inquiry and Viktor will be taking over the cases that are to be reopened as a result of the audit.’

         Sigurdís now noticed for the first time that Viktor wasn’t present and wondered if something had happened. In some respects, she was relieved because the investigation seemed like it was going downhill fast and of everyone in the department, Unnar had the most experience with complex cases. She was grateful to him for not mentioning Agnar’s case in particular; it was the biggest of those that would be reopened and quite possibly the only one that would be reinvestigated from the ground up.

         ‘I propose that we back up a bit with the Olga Einarsdóttir investigation. Go back over her life and piece together the puzzle until a clearer picture starts to form. We’ve found some biological traces on the body and in Olga’s car and home. These have been sent to Norway for analysis. They’re going to try and get us results as quickly as possible, but it will still take some time for us to get the results back. Olga’s computer and phone are also being analysed by the tech folks, who are combing for photos, messages, emails, notes, and memos that might be of use to us.

         ‘Sigurdís: you’re going to go back and speak to Ómar and try and get some insight into Olga’s personal life. I’m going to meet with her colleague Ragnar later today and want you to join me for that as well. Emilía, you keep on the tech department and make sure that 65they go through every app and programme she was using for calls, messaging, and note-taking. I also want you to go through her photos and find out who she spent the most time with.’

         Sigurdís looked over the group. CID was skint, understaffed, and pretty green overall. Since she’d been back, she hadn’t been as focused as she could be and she’d been shy about taking the lead because she had less sense of the chain of command these days. But sitting with her colleagues now, she felt a surge of responsibility. ‘No unit is stronger than their weakest link,’ she’d heard more than once during her forensic psychology programme, which had involved a lot of group work. She couldn’t sit around waiting for someone else to step up.

         ‘Going forward, we’ll start every morning with a status check until we close this case,’ said Unnar before he brought the meeting to an end, telling everyone to give it their all.

         ‘Did something happen with Viktor?’ Emilía whispered to her afterwards.

         ‘This is the first I’m hearing about it, too,’ answered Sigurdís distractedly.

         ‘Oh. I figured you’d know. Aren’t you and Unnar close?’

         Sigurdís felt a surge of warmth run through her. ‘What do you mean? We’re no closer than colleagues usually are.’ She saw a smirk cross Emilía’s face and decided not to prolong the conversation, rather redirect it back to the investigation. ‘I think it’s a change for the better. Unnar is the most experienced detective we’ve got and he’s good to work with. The rest of it is none of our business. Viktor has some difficult cases to work on, too, and sometimes, it’s helpful to shake things up a bit. How about you give me a shout when you’ve got anything interesting from her phone or computer?’

         Emilía could take a hint and nodded in agreement before returning to her desk. She’d thrown Sigurdís off with her comment about Unnar. Why did that have such an effect on her? Yes, they knew each other well and had worked together for longer than most 66people in CID. So maybe she hadn’t meant anything more by what she’d said – maybe it was just an innocent question. It wasn’t like anything had ever happened between her and Unnar.
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         ‘She’s back, Ómar. That policewoman. She’s getting out of her car right now.’ Ómar looked up from his computer. Kenneth was looking at him uncertainly from the window.

         Ómar had closed himself off after his mum was found dead – he didn’t know any other way. Olga had taught him that it didn’t do to ‘snivel’, as she’d put it. She’d have said that there was nothing for it but to put it all in a box, seal it up, and carry on. But he was having a hard time doing that now. His mother’s death weighed heavily upon him, and every day he felt like he woke up in some parallel dimension. Kenneth had been tiptoeing around him and trying to give him space to grieve. But they had so much to do planning the funeral. The autopsy had been conducted, all the necessary samples had been taken, and the body had finally been released to them.

         The body. It was a difficult thing for him to say. His mother had been such a big personality – overwhelming, more like – and now, she was just a body. It didn’t fit somehow. She’d been his anchor and his guiding light; he’d let her chart the course his whole life. Now, he had to figure out all of this on his own, manage his life without her.

         ‘Thanks, Ken. And I’m sorry I’ve been so on edge the last few days. I appreciate everything you’re doing for me – really.’

         He could see the love in his husband’s eyes when Kenneth smiled at him. ‘Of course, my love. We’re in this together and there’s no blueprint for grief. I know you need time,’ he answered, laying both hands on Ómar’s shoulders.

         
             

         

         68Sigurdís took a seat on the same sofa she had the last time she was here. While Kenneth made her a coffee, she looked around and noticed that the pile of flowers was gone from the kitchen and that the house was just as spotless as before. She made herself comfortable with a cappuccino, made just the way she liked it, and watched the storm through the window. The weather didn’t seem nearly as bad from the warmth of a beautiful home with a good cup of coffee in hand. All she needed was a blanket over her lap and she’d have no trouble imagining that she lived here.

         She heard Ómar clear his throat before he walked into the living room. He was a handsome man with delicate features. He had his mother’s light colouring, as well as her high cheekbones and big eyes. He had a serious demeanour and there was a reluctance in his expression.

         ‘Hello. I’m sorry I couldn’t speak with you the last time you were here. You wouldn’t have gotten a sensible word out of me anyway; Kenneth had given me a sleeping pill that could level an elephant.’ He smiled sheepishly. ‘How is the investigation going?’

         ‘We’ve sent some biological samples for analysis in Norway and we’re currently going through your mother’s phone and laptop. So we’re inching forward,’ said Sigurdís, embarrassed that she couldn’t give the next of kin more information. On the other hand, she didn’t want to tip him off that the investigation had got off to such a bad start that they’d had to rewind and start all over again. ‘I’m currently trying to sift through your mother’s life to find any clues about who might have wished her harm. We have reason to believe that her murder was premeditated.’

         Ómar sat down across from her and looked down when she said this. ‘You’ll excuse me, but I’m finding this all rather surreal, hearing you say that someone wanted her dead. She was many things to many people, but to me, she was just my mum. She knew what she wanted and she was strong. Often strong enough for the both of us. She was such a big part of my life that I feel like there’s a black hole 69in the front yard just waiting to suck me into it if I step foot outside the door.’

         Sigurdís took out a memo pad to take notes. Everyone in CID had to fill out a form with the main takeaways they got from interviews like this. They didn’t used to have to do this and she wasn’t thrilled about it, but she’d have to get used to it if she wanted to keep working there.

         Ómar told her about their life together and how his mother had always seen to it that they were comfortable. He’d had a good life and got everything he’d wanted and needed. It had always been just the two of them; his mother had had the occasional lover, perhaps, but after they moved to Reykjavík, she never lived with anyone.

         ‘I lived with her until I was almost thirty and left to study in the UK. It was important to her that I studied abroad – it was something she wished she’d done herself, but she never had the opportunity. She regularly came to visit, though, and we spoke several times a day while I was away.’

         He paused in his narrative when Kenneth came in with glasses and a pitcher of sparkling water on a tray that he put down on the coffee table. ‘I was really timid until I met my Kenneth. He helped me come out of my shell,’ he said with a smile, stretching out his left hand. Kenneth stroked it gently before he left them alone once more. ‘We met when I was finishing my master’s and Mum wouldn’t hear of us doing anything other than moving home and helping her with her new project. She was running a small production company with Ragnar, who produced all her programmes. But Kenneth and I left the company last year. Anyway, we were only ever window dressings, as Kenneth liked to put it,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘She’d started creating make-work projects for us and we decided we’d rather start projects of our own.’

         He fell silent for a moment. ‘I don’t understand it. How could someone do something so …’ he said, so quietly that she could hardly make out his words. Then he buried his face in his hands.

         70Sigurdís gave him a moment and sat with him in silence. Silence was worth its weight in gold when procuring information. Questions had a tendency to steer the conversation, and important information could fall through the cracks that way.

         ‘Was it just some sick person who did this? Mum just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?’ He looked at her gloomily. ‘That’s the only explanation that makes sense to me. I mean, things like that happen and … ugh, I don’t know. But has anyone spoken to Ragnar? They’d had some sort of falling out. Mum was unhappy with how the last series went and blamed him for it,’ he said.

         ‘The falling out was all down to her, though. She wanted to inject her career with new life; host a more aggressive, American-style kind of show. She put out calls for people who thought they’d been cheated in some way, whether by a company, organisation, or even, say, a spouse. Then she went looking for confirmation of these people’s suspicions. I wasn’t a fan because I felt like she was being a bit desperate. On top of which, a show like that doesn’t really work in such a small society. She wanted to be some combination of Dr Phil, 60 Minutes, and Oprah, but I felt like she was closer to being the new Jerry Springer. Especially with that last episode. Ragnar had his doubts, but he didn’t say anything to her. He always deferred to her, but he would have been better off saying something because it didn’t go well, as you probably know.’ He poured more sparkling water for himself and filled Sigurdís’s glass as well.

         ‘I’ve familiarised myself a bit with the premise of Exposure, but I haven’t watched the episode that led to the show being removed by the network. Didn’t it have to do with a dispute between neighbours? And cameras she installed without permission?’ asked Sigurdís, cursing herself for having not watched the whole show.

         ‘Yes, that was the episode that led to the legal charges that Ragnar is probably still facing. But what really angered people was an episode about a woman who thought her husband was having an 71affair. She’d noticed that he’d transferred a considerable amount of money out of their account during a time period when he’d been away more than usual. Mum found this extremely intriguing and thought she could usher in a new era of Icelandic journalism, although this is precisely where I felt like she was entering Jerry Springer territory.

         ‘But at any rate, off she went. She followed the guy for a few weeks and realised that he was spending a lot of time with another man. She gathered a ton of photographic evidence of their meetings and came to the conclusion that they must be lovers and that the woman was correct in her suspicions. But then the whole thing blew up before the episode even aired. The woman broke down and confronted her husband, at which point it came to light that he was preparing a takeover of the family business that he was part owner of. The man who he’d been meeting was a consultant. They couldn’t meet during regular business hours, of course, or at the man’s workplace, hence all the cloak and dagger. But to cut a long story short, the couple’s marriage ended and the man’s brothers who co-owned the company with him found out about his attempted takeover. There was some other aspect of this – some sort of time-sensitive appraisal or something, I don’t really know. The brothers obviously felt hard done by and the takeover came to nothing. Everyone lost. Mum too, because somehow, part of this leaked to the press and the whole thing blew up in her face.’

         He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘She didn’t show it, but I know it really affected her. But she still couldn’t admit that she’d crossed a line. Instead, she blamed Ragnar, said their sources and background work had got fucked up. The problem with that explanation, though, is that she saw to all of that herself.’

         Sigurdís thought back to the episode she’d watched, the malicious laughter. Her read of that moment fitted entirely with the woman that Ómar was describing. The type who looked forward to busting someone. She squirmed listening to his story; it was like 72a scene in a movie that was so embarrassing you couldn’t watch but somehow watched anyway. Sigurdís made a note to herself to speak to the individuals the episode was about.

         ‘What was your mother’s relationship with Ragnar like before that?’ she asked.

         ‘He worshipped her. I think he was in love with Mum, and she encouraged it to keep him in his place. So he did whatever she asked and more. I sometimes thought that if she’d been a mafioso, he’d be her enforcer. He would have done anything for her.’ He grinned and the sudden smile lit up his beautiful face. ‘But she wasn’t, of course – a mafioso. And he never did anything out of bounds … that was just a comparison …’

         Sigurdís smiled to let him know that she understood what he was getting at and that he didn’t have to excuse himself.

         ‘What about your extended family? What was her relationship like with them?’

         Ómar stretched in his chair and his expression resumed its seriousness. ‘There was no relationship to speak of – or barely any – after we moved to Reykjavík. I was so young that I hardly remembered her family, but most of them are from Húsavík and the area around there. I met one of her sisters once after I moved back home with Kenneth. We were in a furniture store and she recognised me. Walked right up and introduced herself. I vaguely remembered her from when I was little. It was so nice to meet her, and Kenneth was glad to meet someone in my family other than Mum. I told her about it, and she just snorted and said she had no interest in spending time with “those people” and that I shouldn’t either. So I didn’t. Not just because she told me not to. But I didn’t know them, and I had a full life. If you understand what I mean.’

         Sigurdís understood all too well. She herself never spoke to her father’s side of the family, who also lived up north, just like Ómar’s people did. They never contacted her and truth be told, she had thought about them very little for a very long time.

         73‘What about friends? Who did she spend time with socially?’ asked Sigurdís, hoping she could get further here than she had with the family Olga hadn’t spoken to in thirty years.

         ‘She had tons of acquaintances, but few actual friends. Don’t misunderstand me. She was a social butterfly and as far back as I can remember, she always had invitations to this party or that event. She was great at forging connections, but when I was young, she’d always drag me with her; we were rarely apart. That’s the kind of thing that has an effect on the social life of a young woman, which is exactly what she was at that point in time.’

         Ómar stood up, walked over to a large sideboard, and pulled out the topmost drawer. He rooted around in it without seeming to find what he was looking for.

         ‘I thought maybe I had a photo of us from back then; I would have liked to show you. But I can find a few later so you can see how close we were. She always called me her “mini me”. People thought that was hilarious.’

         If Ómar had strong feelings about any of this, Sigurdís couldn’t tell. He didn’t show a lot of emotion, that was for sure. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, but he seemed unusually restrained. Although, from what he’d said about his mother, she seemed like a woman who didn’t appreciate big shows of emotion. Which would explain why he was so affectless.

         ‘Before I go, I should tell you that we’ve gone over the photos from the marathon. We’re trying to determine the chain of events in the lead-up to your mother’s murder.’ Sigurdís opened her tablet and found a photo of the mysterious runner 1407. ‘Do you recognise this man?’

         Ómar took the tablet and squinted at it. ‘Well, you can’t see much of him – or her, I guess. It could also be a woman.’ He pinched his fingers on the screen and zoomed in on the image. ‘No, I don’t see anything or anyone I recognise. Do you think this person was involved in the murder? Why would a runner murder another 74runner during what is essentially a “fun run”?’ he asked in bewilderment. ‘Mum wasn’t some ultra-marathoner; she was going to be sixty next year. She ran 10Ks and half-marathons every now and then to stay in shape.’

         It was a perfectly natural question, as the idea that there had been so much riding on this race for some competitor of Olga’s that they’d decided to bump her off was absurd in the extreme. Sigurdís decided not to tell him that the number had been duplicated for two unknown individuals who’d snuck into the race. She and her colleagues had decided not to share that information right away. Sigurjón had agreed to keep it to himself for the time being and had only told the people closest to him that the police had wanted to speak to him more generally about what he witnessed during the race.

         ‘We’re just ticking all the boxes. That’s why I wanted you to look at these photos. But you can, of course, let me know if you think of something later. Here’s my email address and phone number and if you would send me the names of her friends, that would be great. We’ll talk to as many of them as we can in order to get the fullest picture of her life,’ said Sigurdís, handing him a handwritten note with her number and email address on it. She didn’t have a business card yet so that would have to do.

         They’d reached the front door when Ómar stopped her suddenly. ‘I remember one friend – Svava Bragadóttir. They were friends from childhood up north, but their relationship broke down some years ago. Then Svava got back in touch, and they were in contact occasionally. She had a drinking problem and called Mum at night a lot when she was drunk. Talking total nonsense. I think Mum was trying to help her, but she didn’t discuss it very much with me. She’d usually take the phone out of the room when Svava called. I remember one time Ragnar cursing “that drunk”, as he called her, for always popping up and trying to get hold of Mum when she was on set. I don’t know if that’s of any use to you.’

      
   


   
      75
         
             

         

         Kelduhverfi, Northeast Iceland – September 1994

         
             

         

         Under circumstances like these, Svava was worse than no one. God, that woman could snivel. She probably shouldn’t have asked her for help. But now that they’d come this far, the main thing was to make sure that she at least did her part and kept her mouth shut.

         ‘Hand me the plastic tablecloth, Svava. I need you to help me lift him and then we need to clean the kitchen floor before they get here. We don’t have a lot of time.’

         Svava ran to the sink and threw up. Olga was running out of patience. ‘You know they’re on the way and time’s ticking. I don’t want to upset Ómar any more than he already is – we have to be strong for him. Do you understand me?’

         Svava brought her the plastic tablecloth, and together they began to roll Guðmar up in it. It took a lot of effort; he was heavy. Then they staggered outside and lugged him up the hill behind the house. They dropped him there with the rifle.

         ‘Roll the tablecloth up and take it with you. Remember: Don’t drive west towards town or you’ll pass them. They mustn’t see you. Find someplace to wait until it’s over.’

         They went back into the house and Olga started to clean the blood from the kitchen tiles. ‘What do I say if they ask me about this?’ asked Svava, her voice shaking.

         ‘You say nothing because you know nothing. You were never here; Ómar won’t tell anyone that you were. I’ll see to that.’

         Svava stood as if frozen, watching her mop up the blood. Olga looked at her with irritation. ‘This is the way it has to be. You know that, Svava. You know what will happen if they think you were mixed up in this,’ she said through clenched teeth. ‘It was an accident and we’re not going to let it ruin our lives or Ómar’s.’76

         Svava walked out into the yard and put the tablecloth into a black bin liner, which she stuffed in the boot. Then she got in the car and drove off. She wouldn’t say a word. For the boy.
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         ‘Found it. In the obits,’ called Emilía. ‘Svava Bragadóttir passed away last winter.’

         Sigurdís was surprised that Ómar hadn’t mentioned this when he gave her Svava’s name in connection with the investigation.

         ‘Makes perfect sense to me. If it’s not someone close to me, I often miss death announcements in the paper. Maybe I’m too young to pay much attention to them yet. Ómar’s not old – he probably just missed it,’ said Emilía, who’d opened the criminal records database and was scrolling through it.

         ‘She’s got a bit of a history with us. Lost her driving licence a few times for drink-driving. According to her file, she had her kids in the car with her on one occasion and Child Protection Services was called. The children’s father came and picked them up so they were never put into foster care.’

         That had nothing to do with the case at hand, but it confirmed what Ómar had told her about Svava having a drinking problem. A lot had transpired as a result.

         ‘Wait – it says here that the children’s father came to the station after she died and demanded that her death be investigated. The cause of death was deemed to be overdose. I see that Garðar was notified of the husband’s visit and declared the case closed two days later. He said there’d been no new information that called for a more intensive investigation. All the evidence they had supported the finding that she’d overdosed on sleeping pills. Gone to sleep and never woken up.’

         78This was, unfortunately, an all-too common cause of death and as such, was in no way difficult to believe. A woman with a long history of substance abuse one day takes too much and drifts off into the Big Sleep.

         Sigurdís was lost in her musings about Svava’s fate when she felt a hand on her shoulder. ‘We’re leaving to meet Ragnar in twenty minutes. Shall we go together?’ Unnar was standing behind her with his jacket over her arm. She’d completely lost track of time and now wouldn’t be able to prepare the way she wanted to for their interview. But she didn’t show her dismay and simply nodded.

         On the drive over, she told Unnar about her conversation with Ómar and the scandals around Olga’s latest TV programme. Then she mentioned Svava Bragadóttir.

         ‘Wait, wait – I remember that name,’ said Unnar, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Something about the husband demanding that her death be further investigated. And we did, if I’m remembering correctly, although we didn’t find anything. But you could still contact her husband to help round out our picture of Olga.’

         
             

         

         Ragnar’s office was on the second floor of an industrial building in a strip mall just outside the downtown area. The production company he and Olga owned was called Beacon Productions. Sigurdís found this a bit comical given what happened around the making of their last TV programme, Exposure. They hadn’t exactly been beacons of light for those poor people whose lives they wreaked havoc upon. Although there had, to be fair, been plenty in the way of ‘exposure’ if the takeover of the company Ómar mentioned was, in fact, hostile. But more than one marriage must have been put through the controversial TV personality’s meatgrinder, Sigurdís thought to herself as they walked up the stairs.

         They rang the bell outside a black door that had been carefully labelled ‘Beacon Productions, Ltd’. After a few moments, it opened and a short man of around sixty invited them in.

         79‘Please, come in. My name is Ragnar; I’m a colleague of Olga’s. I know it’s been difficult finding a time to meet,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘But I went abroad the afternoon that Olga died. I only heard about it once I was on the plane and I wasn’t able to postpone my trip, no matter how much I might have wanted to. I’d spent a fortune on tickets to the Berlin Opera, and I know dear Olga wouldn’t have wanted me to miss the performance.’

         Ragnar led them into a small coffee room. He was light on his feet and moved quickly. He’d brewed a pot of coffee and put it on the table with a little carton of milk and some cups. ‘Help yourselves,’ he said, pointing proudly at the spread as if he were offering them a rare treat.

         ‘We’re all beside ourselves here, as you may well expect. Olga was the heart, brains, and lungs of this company.’ He sounded like a guy trying to sell hubcaps on a street corner.

         Unnar was ready to get down to business and took control of the interview. His demeanour was more authoritative than it had been and Sigurdís liked it – it suited him.

         ‘As you know, we’re investigating Olga’s murder and are in the process of collecting information from the people who were closest to her. How did your relationship stand at the time of her death?’

         Ragnar smiled and looked dreamily out the window. ‘Olga was a born star. I was working as a cameraman at RÚV, the National Broadcasting Service, when she was getting her start, just under thirty years ago. She had a little segment in a programme after the nightly news, and she was a big hit. We got on well together; she said I was the only one who could get her angles right. It was important to her that she – not just her interview subject – looked good on screen and that’s not just a matter of make-up or the placement of the camera. It didn’t take her long to work her way up the show’s production chain and she always asked me to do the filming. We’d long dreamt of making an independent production and selling our programme to various stations instead of just being 80stuck at RÚV for the rest of our lives. We couldn’t do all the things we wanted to do there. She came into some money after her husband’s death and eighteen years ago, we decided to jump in feet first. We never regretted it.’

         ‘Never?’ asked Unnar sharply. ‘Wasn’t she trying to end your partnership after the last programme blew up in your faces?’

         Ragnar seemed slightly taken aback but then let out a bark of laughter. ‘No, no, she was just obsessed with saying things like that any time something didn’t go to plan. I’d long since stopped taking her seriously. That’s just the way she was and I accepted it. No matter what happened, she always came back. How often do you think she slammed the door and stopped talking to me for days? Let me tell you: it happened every other month.’

         ‘But what about the most recent incident? Wasn’t it rather serious to have had charges brought against you? All the bad publicity?’

         Ragnar laughed lightly. ‘You didn’t know Olga. Not only did she always land on her feet, she hit the ground running, if you know what I mean. The last thing she told me the week before she died was that she had the perfect subject for a comeback. Something close to her heart, something that guaranteed she’d be back on top – and that the whole nation would regret turning on her because of some loser who blamed Olga for having blown up her own marriage. The fact that said woman came to us … that seems to have been forgotten in all this discussion. No, my friends, nothing could tear me and Olga apart. We were always going to keep working together. She was nothing without me, and I nothing without her.’

         ‘I bet it registered on the Richter scale when those two laughed at the same time,’ said Sigurdís on their way out to the car.

         ‘I have to wonder how much equilibrium there can be in a collaboration where one party – Ragnar, in this instance – believes that the sun rises and sets with the other. The whole time I was listening to him, I couldn’t stop thinking about Kathy Bates in Misery: “I’m 81your number one fan!” There was something off-putting about it,’ said Unnar as they got in.

         ‘Haven’t seen that one,’ said Sigurdís distractedly. ‘But I get the gist.’

         Unnar turned to face her, aghast. ‘How can that be? But hey, that’s great, because that means we can watch it together soon. It’s been a really long time since I saw it last.’

         Sigurdís didn’t watch a lot of movies, but if Unnar was involved, she’d be more than happy to spend two hours in front of the TV any time.

         Before they left Beacon, Sigurdís had asked Ragnar about Svava Bragadóttir. She didn’t know if Svava had anything to do with the case, but given how the investigation currently stood, it couldn’t hurt to gather as much information as possible. He recognised the name right away and shook his head. Olga had always done her best by Svava, and so Svava called on her a lot. Olga had lent Svava money and supported her through her divorce and other hard times. Svava had asked more and more of Olga as her drinking had worsened, pressed her for money and to clear up this or that situation for her. Olga described her to Ragnar as a pushy little sister – she couldn’t live with her, or without her. He told them that after Svava died, her husband had accused Olga of all sorts of things, claimed she had something to do with Svava’s death.

         ‘It was total nonsense, but everyone has their albatrosses. We’re all stuck with people who think they have some claim to us. In Olga’s case, it was a childhood friend who thought she could demand cash whenever she wanted and when Olga put her foot down and the poor woman took her own life, she was accused of having caused her death. Which is absolute drivel. But dear Olga had told me the whole story and so I kept such slander from her as long as I could.’

         ‘I’d like to talk to Svava’s husband,’ said Sigurdís as they were pulling back into the police station car park.
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         ‘Sometimes, I just feel … out of it. Like I zone out. Then I come to and everything’s normal. I have a shower, get dressed, go to work. But after I’ve been at the office for a while, it’s like I stop hearing the world. As if I’ve put in earplugs. All sound becomes muffled and everything seems to slow down. But it doesn’t scare me – it’s not like that. It can actually be kind of nice. But it’s off-putting at the same time, you know? Especially if I’m in a meeting where something’s expected of me.’

         Sigurdís was having her regular session with her therapist, Steinunn. It was the first time she’d been to her office. Prior to this, they’d always met over Zoom. Sigurdís had got used to that set-up and was anxious about meeting Steinunn in person. She was even on the verge of cancelling the appointment entirely with some trumped-up excuse. But she felt better the minute she sat down – it was really no different than sitting down in front of her computer.

         Steinunn’s office was located in a strip mall on Suðurlandsbraut; an area with plenty of businesses and services, but a surprising lack of parking. It was lucky that Sigurdís had left herself plenty of time to get there because it took her forever to find a parking spot. She circled the strip mall lot to no avail for several minutes before deciding to park at the Laugardalshöll arena, where there was plenty of space as long as no sporting event or concert was underway. It was about a ten-minute walk across a busy four-lane thoroughfare to Steinunn’s office from there, but luckily, Sigurdís was in good shape and so she was only slightly out of breath when Steinunn welcomed her in.

         83The office was spacious. Sigurdís chose a comfy armchair with a view out onto the sea, which vanished from sight as soon as she sat down, leaving blue sky and fluffy clouds to focus on if she needed.

         Steinunn was taller than their online interactions had led Sigurdís to believe, although she wasn’t sure why she’d have assumed she could guess the woman’s height without ever having met her. But then, the human brain works in mysterious ways. Whenever it receives new information, it takes whatever data it has from previous experience and fills in the blanks using what it thinks it already knows. ‘We are what limits us most,’ she’d read somewhere once. She understood this to mean that when we encounter new people and situations, we make assumptions based on all sorts of previous experiences which simply do not apply in every single instance. It was like basing a police investigation on a false premise. Which is why it was important to her that she gather as much information as possible – so her internal algorithm wouldn’t lead her astray.

         ‘What do you do when you catch yourself feeling “out of it” in the way you’re describing?’

         ‘I wait until it passes. Usually does pretty quickly, although sometimes it is hard for me to shake myself out of my trance. In those moments, I find a little fleck or mark on a table or wall and focus all my attention on that to pull myself back. If I’m alone, I maybe hum as I look at that fixed point. But I never space out to the point that I’m completely gone; I’m aware enough to know that I can’t be sitting there humming to myself in a group of people,’ said Sigurdís in a wry voice.

         They’d laid out a therapy plan while Sigurdís was in the States, pre-scheduling a series of sessions to help her solidify her commitment to that plan. Obviously, she was aware that no one got through an experience like the one she’d had with her father without being impacted by it and of course, she had things to work through – it had just taken her time to get to a place where she could deal with it. Many Americans she’d met around her age thought of 84therapy like toothpaste, that is, a necessity, under any and all circumstances. She felt she didn’t have a choice but to ‘work through’ her trauma if she wanted a career in the US. She knew she wasn’t beyond repair, but she definitely still had some wrinkles that could be ironed out.

         Sigurdís called Steinunn the Iron, something her therapist seemed to have a sense of humour about. ‘Yes, I suppose I am like an iron in some ways because you yourself have to keep a guiding hand on the process – plug it in and do the work yourself.’

         
             

         

         After her appointment, Sigurdís was feeling good. She hadn’t told Unnar she was meeting with her therapist. It wasn’t anyone’s business anyway – she wasn’t taking any medication that could interfere with her judgement.

         She’d just got back to her car when her phone rang. It was Garðar. ‘Hi, Sigurdís. Have you happened to hear from your mum at all?’

         Her phone beeped, indicating that she was getting another call. She looked at the screen and saw it was Halla. ‘No, I haven’t heard from her since I went to see her the other day.’

         Garðar exhaled heavily. ‘She was arrested a few minutes ago. They’re taking her to Hólmsheiði Prison.’

         The drone of the traffic faded into the background and the world slowed as Sigurdís sunk down on the kerb, beside herself.
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            Reykjavík and Capital-Area Police have arrested Alfa Daníelsdóttir on suspicion of murder in the case of a man who fell to his death from a balcony in the Hátún neighbourhood four years ago.

         

         Only a few hours later, the news of Sigurdís’s mother’s arrest was in all the major news outlets. These started as blind items about the arrest of an unnamed woman, but it hadn’t taken reporters long to figure out her mother’s identity and publish her name in updated reports. Murder, even a four-year-old suspected murder, was big news in Iceland. Halla had come to pick her up and they were now sitting with Einar in her kitchen at the same venerable kitchen table that had been witness to all their secrets, sorrows, and successes.

         ‘They can only hold her for twenty-four hours to start with. If they intend to hold her any longer, they have to show reasonable proof that she will attempt to impede the investigation by destroying evidence, for instance. It’s extremely doubtful that four years after the fact, they’ll be able to claim that a punishable offence occurred,’ explained Sigurdís. ‘Outside of that, I have to admit I don’t know enough to answer your questions.

         ‘If I understand correctly,’ she continued, ‘Mum had a visit from my colleagues who are reinvestigating the incident and they’d only been in her apartment for a few minutes when she confessed, told them she’d seized the opportunity when he was sitting on the balcony handrail, drunk and blustering, and pushed him in the hope he’d fall to his death.’

         86Halla had called a lawyer who’d agreed to take on the case, but she hadn’t heard whether he’d been shown any evidence that supported Alfa’s version of events. He was going to contact her once he’d met with Alfa at the prison.

         ‘I’m told she was remarkably calm and lucid when she confessed.’ Sigurdís still felt as though she was watching herself from afar and was having trouble bringing herself back. Her voice was slow and mechanical. She was tracing invisible patterns on the tabletop with her thumb in order to help her articulate her thoughts. She jumped when Halla slammed her fist on the table.

         ‘How is a seven-stone woman supposed to have thrown a man twice her size over a balcony? It just doesn’t add up. Can a woman who’s struggled with mental illness for almost twenty years say just anything and be arrested for it? What kind of bureaucratic machine are you working for, Sigurdís?’ Halla’s eyes were shooting sparks. She stood up and started pacing around the kitchen. ‘This woman has been through enough tragedy. More than enough.’

         Halla’s anger was enough to pull Sigurdís back to herself and she asked her aunt to sit down.

         ‘Is it absolutely certain that no one else was with Mum that night?’ she asked. Neither Halla nor Einar could say. ‘But what about the messages she sent you, Halla, before she let him in?’

         Einar looked at Halla in surprise. ‘What messages?’

         Halla sighed and calmed down almost as quickly as she’d jumped up. ‘I thought nothing of them until we were told that the case was being reopened. I need you both to believe me when I say that I didn’t see those messages right away. I didn’t see them until everything had gone to hell. When I got to your mother’s apartment, the police were already there. But I know what it looks like. I doubt your mum realised that she’d be implicating me, but I still don’t believe she intended to kill him.’

         Einar seemed relieved. ‘If you still have the messages, we ought to be able to see when you opened them. Do you still have them?’ 87He looked hopefully at Halla. She got her phone and scrolled through her texts.

         ‘Yes, here they are!’

         Einar excitedly took her phone and looked at the messages. ‘God damn it, all I can see is what time she sent them, not when you opened them. Just the date, see? Look.’ He thought to himself for a moment. ‘May I ask Ana to see if she can figure it out? She’s really good at this stuff.’

         They all agreed to let Ana take a look. Under no circumstances should Halla be dragged into this.

         Something in Sigurdís told her it would be okay. Her mum couldn’t have done it. The maths simply didn’t add up. Ana would figure out how to confirm when Halla had opened the messages, and the case would be closed with the same conclusion as before. It had to be. She realised that her family involvement might be blinding her, but she was going to fight through this with them. Agnar didn’t get to win even in death.

         She could see that Einar was struggling to remain unflappable and positive for Halla, even though the whole situation had him rattled. He’d stared at his phone, uncomprehending as he read an article about the arrest with an old picture of their mother at the top; he’d opened it a few times, as though he couldn’t believe that it would keep popping up, again and again. Sigurdís quietly stood up, walked behind his chair, and laid her hands on his shoulders. Hugged him gently. She knew him well enough to see the toll this was taking on him.
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         Sigurdís felt like everyone was looking at her when she arrived at work the morning after her mother had been arrested. As far as she knew, never before had there been an officer in her position whose parent had been arrested on suspicion of murder. The closest anyone came was again her, as her father had been arrested for attempted murder – although that was before she became a police officer, back when she was still a teenager. But she was a detective in the CID now. It wasn’t the same, starting a job in this division with baggage like that. She was pretty sure that in light of the circumstances, her position and role would be under review, at least while the reinvestigation of her father’s death was ongoing. The papers had already dug up her father’s rap sheet and that whole backstory. It was simply a matter of time before they connected the dots and launched a fresh news cycle dedicated to the fact that the arrested woman’s daughter had been working in the very police unit that had previously declared Agnar’s death a suicide.

         The familiar old stone had ensconced itself in her stomach again, but this time, she was ready for it. She was looking at this as a strike against the man who’d abused them. He was, without a shadow of a doubt, the only person responsible for having drunkenly thrown himself off that balcony in a fit of narcissism and victimhood – she was more convinced of that today than she had been yesterday. It would’ve delighted him to know that her mother was in custody on account of him, his children distraught. To know that everything was still revolving around him. It was taking all of her willpower 89not to storm into Unnar’s office and let him have it. How could they think that her mother would be physically capable of doing what they’d accused her of? Never mind that she’d confessed.

         Having raked Unnar over the coals in her head, she had to stop to consider this very detail: her mother’s confession. Why had she given a false confession? Did she think she was protecting them in some way? Or Garðar? Sigurdís shook herself and stood up. She wasn’t going to go down that path. She needed to collect more information, talk to the lawyer. To her mother.

         She slipped into the conference room for the morning meeting. After the events of yesterday, she felt like she’d lost the right to investigate criminal offences. She had to shake that feeling off, though; she couldn’t be wasting time imagining what other people might be thinking or what might happen. Right now, she just had to keep digging. It was up to other people to decide if they should take the shovel away from her.

         Emilía smiled at her and Unnar nodded in her direction without pausing what he was in the middle of saying: ‘We’re still waiting for the results of the DNA test, but we’ve got a lot of good information from her phone and computer. Emilía has found some notes that were saved to the cloud and is also going through her messaging apps. You’ll continue with that today, Emilía. But we’ve already found plenty of emotionally charged messages to Olga from Steinar Guðjónsson, the husband of her childhood friend Svava Bragadóttir. I’d like you to go talk to him, Sigurdís,’ Unnar said, continuing as though there were nothing amiss. Sigurdís was relieved. She was still in.

         Emilía took her arm on their way out of the conference room and led her into a little room down the hall. ‘I went over all the evidence in your father’s case yesterday. Examined photographs of the scene, the building, et cetera. It’s a real longshot that she did it. I don’t know how they came to the conclusion to arrest her.’

         Sigurdís looked wonderingly at Emilía. ‘That was my thinking. 90It doesn’t add up. That … that she …’ She couldn’t finish the sentence, though, and sat down.

         ‘I also read about your father’s trial,’ said Emilía haltingly. ‘What you’ve had to go through is truly unbelievable. I think it’s incredible that you made it through all of that in one piece and came out on the other side a more or less healthy person. I just wanted you to know that. I don’t know where I’d be if half of those things had happened to me.’

         Before she even registered them, tears started streaming down Sigurdís’s cheeks. Emilía, of all people, had brought her to tears with her warmth and kindness.
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         After a wet and windy August with all the attendant weather warnings, September arrived like the sun itself, bathing the nation in its vitamin D-rich rays. Sigurdís was grateful – it had taken every ounce of her energy to stay upright the last few days. Her mother had been remanded in custody for two weeks, although with the assistance of a psychiatric team, her lawyer was working on having that overturned on the grounds that it could have serious consequences for her mental health.

         It was all Sigurdís could do to keep putting one foot in front of the other and carry on investigating Olga’s murder. Downtown Reykjavík was bustling with life. It wasn’t hard to distinguish the Icelanders from the tourists who now filled the streets. Most tourists wore GORE-TEX shell jackets zipped up to their chins and drifted slowly through the streets, clearly with no particular destination. Icelanders, by contrast, were lightly dressed, though the temperature was on par with that of Spain in the winter. They were either sitting outside and enjoying the sunshine or striding determinedly towards the obligations of their day.

         She’d decided to walk from the police station on Hverfisgata over to Vatnsmýri, the burgeoning development district next to the University of Iceland where she’d arranged to meet Svava’s husband, Steinar. His name had cropped up numerous times in the course of their investigation, so it made sense that they should finally speak to him. She walked past Tjörnin Pond, where she saw a pair of young parents feeding the ducks with their children and enjoying 92the day together. She smiled at them. Although she hadn’t spent long hours thinking about what her life would have been like if her father hadn’t been a violent man, she occasionally found herself longing for a normal family life. Before she’d started working through her trauma with Steinunn, she’d made a deal with herself that she’d never have kids. She hadn’t wanted to entangle innocent children in her family saga and bequeath them the scars she carried in her soul. But something had shifted inside her and now there were days where she believed she could love without infecting her loved ones with her history and causing them harm. She held more power in her own life now – the pen that wrote her story.

         Steinar ran an advertising agency from one of the new buildings in ‘Reykjavík Science City’, as they were calling the district. The atrium of the building was large and the window wall that faced the street let in all the day’s sunshine. Steinar’s handshake was firm and decisive. He was dressed in a well-tailored blue suit but had paired it with a checked shirt that was unbuttoned at the neck, which gave him a more relaxed air.

         ‘It’s a hard pill for me to swallow that Olga had to die the way she did in order for me to get any of you to pay attention to me,’ he said when they’d taken a seat in a little conference room just off the open-plan space where his employees sat bent over their computer screens. Steinar was in his fifties and gave the impression of being a person who generally got what he wanted. He was very clear with her that he was not pleased with how the police had treated him after the death of his wife. He’d been on the verge of involving the Ministry of Justice, he told her.

         ‘But I decided not to because of our children. They need me. Our daughter was carrying our first grandchild when this nightmare occurred.’ He fell silent and gave Sigurdís a hard look. ‘But I haven’t forgotten all the foot-dragging. You all need to clean house in that ivory tower of yours and get better at your dealings with the public. I was made to feel like the shit on your shoes.’

         93Sigurdís let him deliver his diatribe on the police without interrupting or offering explanations or excuses. She knew that attempting to do either would only make bad worse, on top of which she was in no way prepared to enter such a debate with Steinar. That battle would be lost before it began. But once he’d vented his frustration, she took control of the conversation and asked him to tell her about Svava.

         His eyes softened when he started talking about his deceased wife. ‘Svava and I met just over twenty years ago. She was working at a catering company that we used a lot when I was getting this business off the ground. I was involved in pretty much every project we had going at the time and one night, when we were filming an ad campaign, she delivered dinner to us. A more beautiful woman I’d never seen – I couldn’t get her natural beauty and gentle demeanour out of my mind after that night. I had to really work to get her to see me, because I was a few years younger and I think she thought of me as just some kid,’ he said with a smile. ‘But in the end, she agreed to go out with me, and I pulled out all the stops. Soon after that, we had our twins, a boy and a girl, and we built a good life together. But then …’

         Steinar fell silent and looked out over the workspace through the glass wall, as if he was checking to make sure that he could continue without the vulnerability that had started to express itself in his posture and physicality damaging the way he was perceived in his workplace.

         ‘The kids were still little when I started to realise that she was carrying a lot of emotional baggage, carrying scars from the past that she couldn’t talk about. But I wasn’t paying enough attention. The company had taken off and in my naivety, I thought that two beautiful children, trips around the world, and a carefree life in a nice house would cure all things, in time.’

         Steinar gave her a sardonic smile. ‘I thought I knew everything in those years, but in reality, I knew nothing. Her alcoholism slowly 94took over all of our lives. Even after all this time, it feels strange for me to say that, because now, it’s so obvious. But it really wasn’t then. It crept into our daily lives in insidious ways – a clue here, a clue there – but in between, everything would be fine and I’d tell myself that I’d been making a bigger deal out of it than there was any cause for. Eventually, I obviously woke up and realised that love and wealth weren’t enough. My beautiful wife was an alcoholic, and our family life had been permeated by her illness.’

         Steinar leaned on his desk and Sigurdís briefly wondered if she should start pumping him for information about Olga like she’d been wanting to. But she hadn’t expected that Steinar would divulge such personal things, and she decided not to stop him. At least for now.

         ‘You’ll have to excuse me. You didn’t come here to listen to my life story, but I think it’s important for you to have some context. It didn’t go well for her, trying to get sober, and after a few attempts, I had to make the difficult choice to file for divorce. I felt like I had to protect our children, who at that point, were in junior college – to create a home for them where they didn’t always have to wonder what would be waiting for them when they walked through the door. I can’t explain how it happened, but a year after she moved out, she did it. She got sober. And she had been sober for two years when she died. Was in AA and had started to help others work through the programme as well. I was so proud of her. She had some wonderful times with the kids in those years, too.’ Steinar’s voice broke and he gave himself a moment to collect himself before continuing.

         ‘We never formally divorced, though we were legally separated, and we’d started spending a lot of time together again. I knew we’d go back to living together as a couple and she did, too. Which is why it’s all so strange. We spoke the night before she was found. She was on the way home from an AA meeting and called me from the car. She told me she was grateful for me and the kids and couldn’t 95wait to meet our grandchild. Our daughter lived in a basement flat in my house with her boyfriend and Svava was planning to go crib shopping with her the very next day.’

         Sigurdís looked at Steinar. He was no longer the self-confident entrepreneur – no, that Steinar was gone. Sitting across from her now was a man in deep mourning. A man who wondered what could have been every time he looked at his grandchild.

         Steinar cleared his throat and his expression hardened. ‘She did not take those pills voluntarily. I’m more certain of that than I am that the sun will come up in the morning.’

         Sigurdís rolled her shoulders and decided to finally ask him why he thought that Olga was mixed up in his wife’s death. Because he still hadn’t said anything about how they even knew each other.

         ‘They were childhood friends. Svava had just moved to Húsavík when they met. She grew up there. She didn’t talk much about her childhood or the years she spent there as a young woman. She had a hard life. She lived with her father, who was a serious alcoholic. She took care of him from a young age. I didn’t know anything about their friendship until Svava told me about it, right before we split up. I came home one night, and she was sitting in the hot tub and weeping.

         ‘This wasn’t new, per se – I’d come home to find her crying, glass in hand, more than once. But this time, she told me she’d decided to call Olga because they’d been friends once. I remember being somewhat ashamed on her behalf, drunkenly calling up a well-known TV presenter – even if they had known each other at some point. Then later, when I was helping her into bed and tucking her in, she kept saying, over and over, that Olga was a horrible person who had ruined her life. I tried to ask her about it the next day, but she kept avoiding my questions, told me not to take any heed of anything she blathered about after ten o’clock at night. But it stayed with me. My first thought was that Olga had severely bullied Svava.’

         Steinar gave Sigurdís a look that demanded that she listen, and 96listen well. ‘When Svava had finally been sober for a decent amount of time and started working through the Twelve Steps, having a conversation with me was one of the things she needed to do. Making amends, they call it. The ninth step. Apologising to people you’ve harmed … you know. She told me the steps were helping her a lot but there was one thing that was really weighing on her, and she wouldn’t be able to make a fresh start until she’d faced up to old sins in Húsavík. I tried to get her to tell me more, but she wasn’t ready to. Then, not long before she died, she was at my house and we were cleaning up after dinner. Her phone rang and Olga Einarsdóttir’s name flashed up on the screen. She was literally screaming into the phone when Svava picked up. Svava was so shaken that she took the call in the bathroom, but I could still make out her side of the conversation.’

         Steinar was clearly shaken by the memory, and it took all Sigurdís’s deductive skills to piece together what transpired during that phone call. She didn’t want to distract him by taking notes and hoped she’d remember all the main details when she filled out the interview report later.

         ‘What I heard was Svava trying to convince Olga that they needed to face the consequences of their actions, or else they’d never be free. She also told Olga that it – whatever it was – had been slowly eating her away inside for thirty years. I remember it all so well because at that time, I felt like I was another man and Svava was another woman and I was just watching us through a window. Nothing was the way I thought it was. But I knew in that moment that my wife and Olga Einarsdóttir shared a secret that had clearly been tormenting my dear Svava for all those years.’

         This wasn’t what Sigurdís had been expecting when she’d decided to walk from the police office on Hverfisgata over here to Vatnsmýri to interview Steinar. She’d decided to make an outing of the interview because she thought it would be a nice respite and an easy task that she could manage in the state she was in following her 97mother’s confession. They’d thought that the interview would give them another piece of the puzzle that she was piecing together of Olga and her life. But as she walked out of the sleek new building in ‘Science City’, she cursed herself for having not come by car. She knew without question that this was a thread she had to follow. But she was still entirely in the dark about what she’d find at the other end.
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         Sigurdís covered her nose and mouth and tried to focus on driving. The deeper she got in Hvalfjörður Tunnel, the more airborne particles swirled into her car. She coughed and cursed the driver in front of her who was tootling along as though enjoying the view on a Sunday drive. ‘Come on, come on, let’s go,’ she said, hitting the steering wheel lightly with her palm. She was starting to feel claustrophobic and regretted not taking the long way around the fjord, even though it would have added an hour onto her trip. When the road widened to two lanes on the ascent, she passed the tootler and only started breathing easier when she finally saw the light at the end of the tunnel, her foot unconsciously pressing harder on the accelerator as she exited.

         She decided to roll down the window and hoped some fresh air would relieve the nausea that had washed over her in the tunnel. The wind smacked the left side of her face, she took a quick gulp, and then rolled the window back up, swearing once again. But she was still glad she’d ignored Unnar’s suggestion that she fly to Akureyri and rent a car from the airport. Her fear of flying had abated somewhat, but she hadn’t progressed so far as to trust herself onboard one of the tiny planes that were used for domestic flights. They flew at lower altitudes and so there was a higher likelihood of flying into unpredictable weather patterns that she didn’t trust for a moment. Sigurdís shuddered at the thought and decided to make the best of the situation. She had a six-hour drive ahead of her; she might as well try to enjoy it.

         99The speakers in her little Mazda weren’t of the highest quality, but they’d have to do. She decided to turn on a podcast called True Crime All the Time that she’d started listening to when she was in the US. She found it entertaining, even though the subject matter wasn’t exactly fun. The two friends who hosted it, known to their listeners as Mike and Gibby, were middle-aged men who didn’t take themselves too seriously.

         She was familiar with a lot of the cases the podcast covered because they’d studied them on her forensic psychology course. She’d been lucky in her programme, because she’d occasionally had the chance to look at still-open cases. Sometimes, the police would even request her professor’s assistance when a case hit a wall. When that happened, the professor would generally call together a small group of students in their final year and ask them to offer their perspectives.

         In one instance, the student group had found a discrepancy in the interview of a man whose wife had been found dead in her car. She’d been shot to death and initially, police thought they were dealing with a theft gone wrong. But it turned out that her husband, who had been lying in wait for her, had shot her in the head and then went to great lengths to conceal the murder. He’d done a pretty good job of it, but as often happens with such criminals, he wasn’t as clever as he thought. Sigurdís often snorted over how stupid so many of the people who committed murder really were. They thought if they watched enough episodes of CSI, they could commit the perfect crime. So often she wanted to scream at the people she was reading about, urge them to find better ways to solve their problems.

         That being said, a large percentage of murder cases in the United States went unsolved. She’d studied the statistics and had been shocked to discover that the clearance rates on murders had been steadily dropping. In recent years, the percentage had hovered between fifty and sixty per cent, in spite of the fact that there were 100cameras on nearly every corner and that most people carried around devices that tracked their location at all times. So you couldn’t say it was just morons who were committing murder, because almost half of the perpetrators got away with it.

         The situation in Iceland was entirely different, of course. Not only was the murder rate amongst the lowest in the world, but almost all murders in Iceland were solved. And that was the way Sigurdís wanted to keep it, although they’d already determined that this case was completely different than most of those that the CID had dealt with before. Olga’s murder seemed to have been meticulously planned and the fact that three runners in the marathon had worn the same number – and that two of them had gone to great lengths to conceal any identifying characteristics – pointed to the crime having been conceived and carried out by more than one person. There were few well-planned murders to speak of in Iceland and as such, there had been some talk in the National Commissioner’s Office that perhaps they should call in assistance from abroad. They might have to accept that the case was more complicated than they could handle on their own.

         They’d managed to keep the detail about the murder having potentially been planned by multiple perpetrators under wraps, though, in spite of reporters’ probing questions. She’d watched with admiration as Unnar had navigated press conferences with all the leading news outlets in the country. He’d kept his cool and been careful not to say too much. They’d managed to stem the tide of questions by asking for information from the public, in particular anyone who had been in the vicinity of the murder scene. A lot people had got in touch and sent in information via the special email address they’d created for the purpose. They’d received more photos of Olga during the run. The black-clad runner was in some of them, but not all. A number of people had also called in with interesting theories on why this or that person might have wanted to kill Olga. Emilía was still going through all these tips but had 101not, as yet, found anything useful that they didn’t already know.

         Sigurdís had been driving for about three hours and had just passed a popular roadside café when she got a call from Emilía. ‘Hey, how’s it going? You dying of boredom yet?’

         Sigurdís smiled to herself. She liked being alone and had assumed that Emilía did too, but maybe she’d misjudged. ‘Nope. I’m a lone ranger who loves being far from home.’

         Emilía laughed. ‘Yes, so I’m gathering. But listen, I’m calling about the case. I got a call from a woman I was sometimes partnered with when I’d just started with the police. Her name’s Katrín Gauja and she was on the force for a couple years, although she’s doing something else now. But that doesn’t matter. She and some friends were sea swimming in Kleifarvatn, or well … not sea swimming, because it’s a lake, not the sea, of course, but doing a polar plunge, you know? And anyway, that doesn’t matter either. The point is, they saw smoke rising from the hills above the lake, and were joking that yet another volcanic crater must be opening, what with all the volcanic activity out on Reykjanes, you know? One of the women told her husband about it when she came home, since he’s a geoscientist. And he notified the meteorological office, who sent a guy to check it out, and that’s the guy who called me. It wasn’t a crater at all, but rather half-burned running clothes.’

         ‘Whoa! Was there enough left to run any tests on?’

         ‘Just barely. But you can tell from the photos that there were two sets of black running gear. They’re sending the remains for testing now.’

         ‘Try to find something concrete to connect the burned clothes to the runners in the picture.’

         ‘On it.’

         They hadn’t been certain that the runners who had snuck into the race with number 1407 were connected to the case, but this was a strong indication that they were. If they’d just been some random runners who hadn’t had the means to pay for the marathon registration 102or who’d got a wild idea to crash the race at the last minute, they wouldn’t have any reason to set fire to their clothes. Much less together.

         ‘If we take it as a given that the burned clothes belong to the mystery marathon runners, that reinforces the theory that Olga’s murder was carried out by multiple parties. Can you ask Elín to go over Olga’s finances? We’ve got to seriously consider whether she could have been connected to organised crime in some way,’ mused Sigurdís. ‘Unless she’d stepped on some sensitive toes as a journalist. Ragnar told us she’d been planning a comeback. We know she was desperate after they’d removed her programme from the network schedule. Maybe she’d gone down some questionable roads, underestimated the danger. The tech people haven’t got anything from her computer? No threats, for instance?’

         Emilía had been sifting through Olga’s correspondence but still hadn’t found anything she’d deemed worth flagging. ‘Her inbox is full of messages from people either expressing their admiration for her or haranguing her for participating in tabloid journalism. Most are signed, but there were a few anonymous emails and messages from what look to be bot accounts on Instagram. She also got a few love letters from that kind of account. Some of the messages that she herself sent weren’t particularly nice. A lot of them are fairly aggressive and some are downright nasty. But I’m still going through everything and will let you know if there’s anything that seems like it merits a closer look. I’ve copied a few emails and messages into a special folder that we can go through and assess.’

         Sigurdís felt the exhaustion of the trip north to Húsavík starting to wear on her after she hung up. She needed to know as much about Olga’s life as possible in order to fully understand her. She seemed to have been a complicated person and so much of her life was still shrouded in mystery.

         
             

         

         103Halla had told her that her paternal grandmother’s sister lived up north. Sigurdís could trace her family to Aðaldalur, a valley not far from Húsavík, actually, but although her grandmother was raised there, she’d moved to Reykjavík before her father was born. He hadn’t taken Sigurdís or her brother there when they were young, nor cultivated any relationship that Sigurdís could remember. Not that Agnar had ever cultivated any familial relationships in general. He’d cut ties with all of them, said they’d betrayed him. Sigurdís remembered some nonsense Agnar had spouted about an alleged betrayal his family members had perpetrated against him but had no memory of any of the details. His parents had got in touch with Sigurdís and her brother after Agnar went to jail. She’d met them once, but the whole experience had been really tense and they never met again after that. This had never mattered to Sigurdís; she couldn’t miss people she didn’t know.

         She had a sudden memory of a stranger accosting her in a burger joint once in college and telling her he was her cousin. The man told her that his dad and Agnar’s dad were brothers. But there wasn’t much to say other than that and it was an awkward conversation. Sigurdís had felt for this cousin of hers, who seemed ashamed about what had happened. Maybe he’d felt like the family bore some responsibility for Agnar’s inner demons, but she didn’t see it like that, more that everyone was responsible for their own behaviour, no matter what had befallen them. And so she found herself thinking that maybe she should visit this old aunt of hers if she had time, drop in and say hello. She wasn’t responsible for the actions of Sigurdís’s father.

         A big cruise ship was visible in Eyjafjörður as she drove into Akureyri, and it was hard for her to take her eyes off it. Sailing around on an unsinkable colossus like that was perhaps a method of travel she could adopt if she wanted to see the world. It would allow her to take fewer flights, sidestep all the nausea, the muscle tension, the sweaty palms. Though as she approached the fjord and 104saw the size of the ship up close, a shudder went through her and the prospect of traveling by sea suddenly became even more unappealing than doing so by air. A flight was at least over reasonably quickly, whereas sailing across the ocean would be, at minimum, a several-day ordeal in which she’d be tossed around with thousands of other people. She felt claustrophobic at the very thought of it. She’d have been stuck on this island forever if she hadn’t decided to take her fear of flying and drop kick it to kingdom come.
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         Húsavík Harbour was full of life that morning. Tourists bundled in insulated flotation suits were lined up on one of the piers, ready to embark on speedboat whale-watching tours. Others were boarding a restored wooden schooner for the same purpose. Sigurdís had never gone whale watching and before now, had never much considered whether she might like to. She enjoyed being close to the sea and sailing, feeling the ocean breeze on her face had always relaxed her. It would have to wait for another time, though.

         She’d driven directly to the guesthouse when she got to town the night before and gone straight to bed. She hadn’t slept so well since she arrived in Iceland. Everything connected to home and her childhood tensed her up – she could feel it clearly whenever she got some distance from Reykjavík.

         After she woke up, she went to a little coffee house and got herself a cappuccino. Now, she was sitting on a bench by the harbour and watching the old-fashioned oak ships sail out of Skjálfandi Bay. She took a deep breath of salty sea air, thinking how nice it was to be here. She hadn’t travelled much around the country and as she took in the majestic Kinnarfjöll Mountains on the other side of the fjord, she decided to change that. Maybe she could drag Einar on a camping trip with her … if he could be parted from Ana for a few days.

         He was clearly head over heels and she was happy for him. Ana seemed trustworthy and sweet, even if she did have a complicated backstory. Sigurdís was going to at least try to get to know her better 106because Einar was the most important person in the world to her. She’d called him before she left town and he’d let her know that Ana had managed to confirm that Halla hadn’t opened the texts from their mum until after their father had gone over the balcony. She hadn’t been able to entirely read how Einar was feeling about everything – about their mum being arrested and held in custody. Maybe he was more secretive than she’d realised. He’d decided to do what he could to help her and was keeping busy that way. The shock would maybe hit later.

         All of Sigurdís’s instincts told her that it was going to be okay. Perhaps her mum was stuck in a fantasy world in which she allowed herself to think that she had, in fact, thrown him off the balcony. That was the only explanation she could come up with. Maybe her mum had spent all these years dreaming of dispatching Agnar to the great beyond and the fantasy had become so real that she’d started to believe it.

         For now, though, Sigurdís decided to push all of it from her mind. She needed to focus on her work. She stood up and started up the long wooden stairway that led, like Jacob’s Ladder, up to the charming wooden church perched on the hill overlooking the harbour. She stopped for a moment to take in the bell tower and the clouds that were dancing across the blue sky, to gather her strength for the day ahead.

         Olga’s older sister, Alda Einarsdóttir, lived in a small house not far from the park. It was an old single-storey concrete house that had been painted white with a red roof. A pretty fence encircled a verdant garden. The house had clearly been renovated recently, which was why Sigurdís jumped when the garden gate shrieked as she pushed it open. The sound seemed to magnify in the silence suspended over the neighbourhood. Sigurdís hurried across the paving stones that led up to the house. White-painted concrete flowerpots filled with multicoloured flowers that were starting to droop in the lowering temperatures stood on either side of the door. 107She didn’t see a doorbell, so she simply knocked lightly. The silence magnified that sound as well and Sigurdís felt like a troll woman beating down the door as the echo of the knock bounced between the houses.

         ‘Hello,’ said Alda when she came to the door. ‘You found it.’ She invited Sigurdís into a modest hall where she could take off her shoes. The exterior might have seen an update recently, but the same could not be said for the interior. Alda’s interior design was a mishmash; her house seemed to be full of furniture and knick-knacks from a bygone era. One of the first things Sigurdís laid eyes on was an old-fashioned teak phone table with a green wool cushion. An olive-green rotary phone rested on the tabletop. Sigurdís couldn’t recall ever having seen one of those except in photographs.

         Alda offered her a seat at a white-clothed coffee table in the living room that had been carefully laid with a beautiful flower-patterned china tea service, complete with cups and saucers, sugar bowl, milk jug, cake plates, and serving dish. Sigurdís felt like a distinguished lady. She’d got herself a croissant at the coffee house before she’d gone down to the harbour and wasn’t hungry, but she couldn’t turn down freshly fried kleinur and randalín, twisted cardamom-scented doughnuts and homemade spiced layer cake.

         ‘You’ll have to forgive me these trifles – I wasn’t sure if you’d be hungry. You just tell me if you’d like some little pancakes, as well. I have some smoked salmon I could serve them with.’

         Sigurdís shook her head, considering her host as she declined further food. Alda was a sturdy woman, slender but broad-shouldered and tall. Her greying hair was cut short, and she had a fringe that was brushed to one side over her eyebrows. She was wearing black trousers and a blue shirt with a matching cardigan buttoned over it. A simple and elegant fashion sense that somehow suited her home, even though that was anything but elegant and simple.

         108‘Truth be told, I was a bit stressed about getting a visit from a detective from Reykjavík. Thought you were going to show up in full regalia.’

         Sigurdís smiled. ‘To be honest, I don’t wear my uniform all that much. I’ve also just come back from academic leave, so I haven’t had a chance to get new work clothes. And I’m not in any hurry to, either.’

         Alda smiled and nodded in agreement before changing the subject. ‘My sisters and I were shocked when we learned of Olga’s death. We saw it in the news – we weren’t in any kind of contact with her, so perhaps it’s no surprise that we’d find out like that. There are six of us sisters and Olga is the fourth … or was the fourth oldest. Three of us still live in Húsavík, one of us lives just east of here, in Þórshöfn, and Elsa, the youngest, lives in Norway. We’re all very close but Olga was …’ Alda hesitated. ‘She was always a bit of a black sheep and our relationship with her just fizzled when she moved to Reykjavík. But even though we’d never been close, it was a real blow. She was still our sister. In spite of everything.’

         Alda then told Sigurdís a little about the sisters’ upbringing. They’d spent their childhood on the Tjörnes Peninsula, where their parents had a farm. ‘It was pretty poor land, to be honest. Dad had about two hundred cattle, which were too scrawny to give much meat, but the heifers were good milkers, even if there weren’t many of them. So we could always have ourselves a nip of milk, a bit of cream, out amongst the crowberry bushes. We older girls helped out however we could, did the milking in the morning before we took the car up the road to school here in Húsavík. We eldest four were close in age, just a year and a few months between each of us. My mother didn’t get any rest between pregnancies.’

         Alda picked up the cake plate and offered Sigurdís another slice of randalín. The cake was scrumptious and so Sigurdís accepted – it wasn’t every day she got to enjoy such treats, and she really loved the taste of this centuries-old cake recipe.

         109‘Olga hated farm life, and everything about the farm we grew up on. We bathed in a washtub like people did in the old days, which meant the barnyard smell basically followed us everywhere back then. Kids at school used to make fun of us – called us the Cows of Tjörnes. We had each other, of course, but that wasn’t enough for Olga. She wanted another life and liked to tell us that she was going to get away from that cursed farm and be a posh lady in Húsavík when she grew up. She made sure those kids never got anything over on her and got back at them when and where she could.’

         Alda laughed at the thought, telling her that Olga used to spend ages plotting her revenge. At first, her methods were harmless enough, but they got more extreme as she got older. ‘One time, she baked a cake using cow urine and brought it to school and gave it to a couple of the boys, who shovelled it down. Then, right as they were swallowing the last bites, she told them what they’d eaten and said that now they were the Cows of Húsavík. It was like something came unstuck in her that day; she cackled this laughter that made dogs bristle and birds take flight out over the bay. Everyone in town knew who Olga Einarsdóttir was after that.’

         Sigurdís heard the front door open, and an older woman appeared in the doorway. ‘Hi, there. I decided I’d join you and see how the investigation is going.’

         Sigurdís had been scheduled to meet with Guðrún, the oldest of the sisters, later that afternoon, but Guðrún explained that she simply couldn’t sit around waiting at home all day. ‘Anyway, it’ll save you some time to meet with us both at once,’ she said, taking a seat next to Sigurdís.

         Guðrún had a resolute manner and spoke with the more drawn out, exaggerated cadence common in that part of the country, an ‘accent’ of sorts that always gave Northern Icelanders away. While Alda laid out another place setting, Guðrún told Sigurdís that the sisters had all rushed to Reykjavík when they read about Olga’s death in the news. ‘We wanted to be there to support the boy and 110be of some use to him. But, of course, he’s not a boy anymore, and he barely remembers us. He has his husband and there was nothing we could do to help. We were just a pack of strange women in his eyes and really had no business barging into his life like old ghosts,’ said Guðrún nonchalantly, as though she were describing a recent trip to the shop.

         ‘I recognised him immediately, though,’ said Alda, pouring coffee into Guðrun’s flowered cup. ‘He’s the same beautiful boy he was when he was here as a little one.’

         Sigurdís saw tears glistening in Alda’s eyes and felt for her. ‘Was Ómar close with all of you, his aunts, when he was a child here in Húsavík?’

         Guðrún and Alda exchanged a glance and it was obvious they could have whole conversations and make mutual decisions without saying a single word.

         ‘He was a sweet boy, shy and introverted, and we would sometimes see him out walking around town. He was usually by himself, and if not, he was with his parents. But we didn’t really know him.’

         Guðrún fidgeted with impatience as Alda haltingly described their nephew. ‘Alda, dear, we’ve got to just tell it like it was,’ she said firmly, before turning to face Sigurdís. ‘After Olga managed to trap Guðmar into marrying her because she got pregnant, she turned her back on us, acted like she didn’t know us when we ran into her on the street. Guðmar belonged to the family that basically owned the whole town at that point – they owned a fishery that pretty much everyone here worked for, they ran the town council, and they put on airs like they thought they were posh or something. They still do, for that matter. Our mother was a widow who’d moved here from an indigent farm on Tjörnes with a flock of children and had to depend on the charity of the town and goodhearted neighbours to get by. Olga had become the posh lady in Húsavík just like she’d planned and we had no place in that life. 111It bothered our mother more than it did the rest of us. Olga was always different and if anything, she’d always been a rather sullen child, demanding and deceitful. She set out to snare one of those brothers and in the end, she bagged Guðmar. He was the key to the life she’d always wanted for herself.’

         Guðrún crossed her arms and looked at Sigurdís, her expression unfaltering. Sigurdís brought Guðrún’s account to a close in her mind with a firm and that’s that.

         Alda seemed calmer and Sigurdís suspected she was the most level-headed of the sisters, but that Guðrún was more apt to speak her mind and take control of a situation. After a brief pause, however, Alda spoke up, her voice measured: ‘Guðrún’s right. She was never satisfied, Olga, and she was insolent from a very young age. Little was sacred to her when she wanted to get her way. Now that I’m thinking about it, I’m realising that she was never content, she never had enough. When we were little girls on the farm, all she wanted was to get away from there, to make it to Húsavík. I remember when Dad died, I found her dancing out in the cowshed, singing, “We’re gonna move, we’re gonna move, we’re gonna move …”

         ‘We were all devastated, because Dad was a good man, even if he never exactly raked it in. But not Olga. She demanded that Mum make her new clothes, as if Dad’s death had been a winning lottery ticket. And she got what she wanted, too, because Mum couldn’t run the farm by herself and so had to move us all here to Húsavík. But we hadn’t been here long when Olga started pouting again because money didn’t just grow on trees. Mum did what she could to make her happy, sat at her sewing machine late into the night, but it wasn’t enough.

         ‘The same thing happened when she married Guðmar. She’d achieved her goal but Húsavík wasn’t good enough for her anymore. Our neighbour, Steinar, once watched her screaming at Guðmar, telling him she didn’t want to live in “this shithole” with “a man who smelled of fish guts”.’

         112Alda buried her face in her hands. ‘I just don’t understand where it came from because the rest of us are all happy with our lot in life. Our parents were good people. They did their best.’

         Guðrún’s shoulders had slumped and she was now staring vacantly in front of her. ‘I hadn’t picked up on the pattern, Alda dear, but you’re right. Nothing was ever enough for her.’
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         Húsavík – February 1994

          

         ‘Where have you been?’ Olga spat from the darkness of the living room when Guðmar walked through the front door. He stamped the snow off his winter boots and unhurriedly hung his coat on a hook. The snow illuminated the winter darkness in town, but that brightness didn’t extend into his home. He could only see the outline of her, sitting in her armchair like a hyena watching its prey. ‘Olga, my love, I can’t keep having the same fight. I have obligations at the factory. You know how Dad is – he wants us to always be the last ones home.’

         Olga jumped to her feet and crossed the room in a few rapid strides. Her eyes flashed as she bore her index finger into his chest. ‘You’re such a fucking loser, just a little daddy’s boy who can’t make his own decisions,’ she said through clenched teeth. ‘I can’t live here anymore, in this … this shithole. We could be living the good life in Reykjavík, going to the theatre and art openings, throwing dinner parties for decent people who don’t come home smelling like fish guts every night.’ 

         Guðmar turned away from her, holding a hand to his chest where she’d needled him with her finger. He had a more or less permanent bruise there; she always poked the same spot. He walked toward the bathroom to take a shower before Olga had a fit about the smell that always followed him home from work. He didn’t realise that she was right behind him, didn’t see her stick her arm between the door and the frame, didn’t notice until she wailed and collapsed on the floor in agony.

         ‘Olga, my love, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. Let me help you …’ 

         She glared at him, her eyes full of hate. ‘Don’t you dare touch me, Guðmar.’

         He took a step back, defenceless against his wife. Olga started wailing 114again, but he could tell she was faking it. ‘You hurt me, Guðmar,’ she whimpered, massaging her forearm.

         That’s when he noticed Ómar. He was standing at the end of the bedroom hallway in his checked flannel PJs, and his eyes were wide and uncomprehending. Guðmar turned on his heel, strode to the front door, and pulled his boots and coat back on before heading out into the snowy night. He turned to look at the beautiful cottage his father had given him and Olga shortly after Ómar was born. The hope and anticipation he’d felt back then, when he’d first moved in with his beautiful wife and their baby son, was but a distant memory.

         He heard the waves lapping at the trawlers moored in the harbour. He was alone. A feeling of emptiness crashed over him. He stuck the key into the lock on the door of the building where they did the fish processing, punched in the code to turn off the alarm, and walked into the darkened warehouse. His whole life was here – his whole story. If only she could enjoy it with him. He looked at the yellow forklift in the middle of the room. It was parked there all alone, just like him. Guðmar sat down on the fork and let the tears come.
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         Aðalsteinn was standing next to the A-frame timber hut on the pier and watching a whale-watching ship sail past the breakwater and out of the harbour. The young man at the ticket desk had told Sigurdís where to find him. He’d spoken to her in English with an accent she couldn’t place, but she always had a hard time figuring out where the foreigners who worked in Iceland came from. Some of her compatriots liked to call in to the radio station and complain about there being almost no one in the service industry who spoke Icelandic anymore. Sigurdís didn’t have much of an opinion on that, although to her mind, it was better to get service in English than no service at all, and that would likely be the case if people in search of adventure or just a better life never washed up on these shores, willing to do the jobs that few Icelanders had the appetite for nowadays.

         Aðalsteinn stood stock-still with his hands in the pockets of the wind trousers he’d paired with a cable-knit turtleneck sweater. It made Sigurdís think of the statue next to Tjörnin in Reykjavík, the Unknown Bureaucrat. Or in Aðalsteinn’s case, the Unknown Fisherman. He looked up when he heard her approaching. The swish-swish of her nylon coat made such a racket that you could hear her a mile off.

         ‘I almost hated to disturb you,’ she said after introducing herself. ‘You looked so deep in thought.’

         ‘It’s always good to seize such moments – when the sky is clear and the weather fine,’ he answered, pointing to the sky before he 116gestured for her to follow him. They walked into the A-frame hut, which housed the offices of the whale-watching company that Aðalsteinn owned with his sister and her children. Sigurdís was surprised at how large the space was when they went inside – it was a real optical illusion. The modest hut was actually just the front of a much larger structure.

         ‘We built this onto the old fish freezing factory as a reception wing; the factory building serves as an office and storage facility now. You need a lot of equipment when you’re responsible for tourists at sea. The architect thought this old-fashioned style would be more appealing to tourists – they told me foreigners were less likely to be enthralled by a fish freezing factory from the Eighties,’ he said, a smile playing around his lips. ‘I’m an old man now and this harbour has always been my second home. Now it’s time for the young people to take over, which is as it should be.’

         Before she came up north, Sigurdís had done some digging into the lives of the brothers, and Olga’s loquacious sisters had also done their part to fill in the picture. Aðalsteinn was Guðmar’s older brother, and they also had a younger sister, Ásdís. Their father had built a large fishing concern in Húsavík and the family was well-off. Their fishing vessels had operated from a number of harbours around the country, and they ran several successful fish processing plants as well. Aðalsteinn told her that they used to own most of the shops in Húsavík and had also long been one of the largest importers of fishing industry equipment and supplies in the country. ‘We sold our fishing quota and trawlers in 2005. I have no descendants and Ásdís’s children have little interest in fishing. It was good to draw a line under it and turn to something new. Ásdís’s kids run all sorts of tourism-related businesses in the area, and they let me take charge of this one so that I wouldn’t waste away – I’m not one for crosswords and sudoku. I don’t know what to do with myself if I’m not working.’

         They’d just sat down in his little office in the back when a blonde 117young woman came in with a tray loaded with a pot of freshly brewed coffee and buttered flatbread with smoked salmon. Aðalsteinn thanked the young woman as she placed the tray on the table and asked her to close the door behind her.

         ‘I never would have thought the police would have anything to discuss with me. Much less a detective from Reykjavík. It’s the kind of thing that only happens once in a man’s life, or so I’d hope, and so I thought it called for something a bit special,’ he said, brow furrowed as he poured the steaming coffee into two mugs and handed her one. ‘Not a lot that happens in these parts requires the attention of specialised personnel from the south. The worst of it is probably black-market smoked salmon racketeering. Nothing to call the Viking Squad about, I hope,’ he said, an uncertain grin teasing the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes.

         ‘I’m sure you’ve got underworlds up here that would bear investigation,’ answered Sigurdís placidly as she reached for a slice of flatbread.

         Aðalsteinn’s demeanour was relaxed, he spoke slowly and drew out his vowels in the drawl common to northerners. He was short and burly with a generous mop of grey hair. Nearing seventy, he had the look of a man who’d spent much of his life outdoors. Sigurdís noted his strong hands, which were weather-beaten and cracked – hands in sore need of cream.

         Having dispatched with her third slice of flatbread and black-market salmon, Sigurdís turned to the matter at hand. ‘I was sent here as part of the investigation into the murder of your sister-in-law, Olga Einarsdóttir.’

         Aðalsteinn’s eyes hardened and she heard the dry skin of his hands crackle as he drew them back along the desk and crossed his arms over his broad chest. ‘Sister-in-law, you say. Yes, I suppose that’s true. But I never really knew Olga. I doubt many people did.’

         Aðalsteinn looked at the desk as he spoke. ‘All I know is what I’ve read in the papers. Have there been any developments?’ he 118asked, looking straight at Sigurdís as he whacked the ball back into her court.

         ‘No, but we’ve got a number of solid leads,’ she lied. He didn’t need to know that they were ill-prepared to investigate a case that had most likely been planned with considerable forethought by more than one person.

         ‘Olga Einarsdóttir escaped absolutely no one’s attention here in town. She took up a lot of space, she was a strong personality. But that’s not enough to kill a person over,’ he said, drawing out the ‘o’ in the last word so that it hung in the air and then settled over them like a thick blanket.

         Unlike her conversation with Olga’s sister, which had been like turning on a tap and then just listening to story after story about Olga and her life in Húsavík flow without having to guide the conversation at all, this chat with Aðalsteinn was far more tight-lipped; he seemed to be choosing each word with extreme care. Sigurdís began to line up questions in her head, poised to get as much out of this exchange as she could.

         ‘I heard she had a difficult time in primary school when she was a little girl and lived out on Tjörnes Peninsula.’

         Aðalsteinn took his time, pausing to smell his coffee before answering her. ‘I was almost ten years older than her, so I don’t know anything about that, but I heard a little about it later. But it was pretty hard to believe because by the time I started to notice her, when she was working for us during the fishing season, right here in the factory, she always had an entourage – they bent over backwards for her. But what do I know about what her life was like out on Tjörnes? It may very well have been as bad as she said. It’s also true that in my day, the kids who were bussed in from the surrounding countryside never really fitted in and were probably made to feel pretty bad about it. Kids were more mischievous in those days, had less supervision.’

         She decided to prompt him and asked if it was true that he’d 119known Olga before she got together with his brother. Aðalsteinn’s demeanour changed at the mention of Guðmar. Something flickered in his eyes for a moment, as if he were being flooded with many memories at the same time. She saw a faint melancholy there too, but only for a moment.

         ‘Yes, that’s right. We got to know each other around the time they started going out together. She started giving Guðmar the eye when she was a teenager, working here on the processing floor. The lads teased him about it because of how she was always dancing around him. But at that point, he didn’t pay any attention to her – he was engaged to a girl closer to his own age.’ Once again, the last word hung over the office and they were quiet for a moment, as though they were waiting for it to fade before they continued.

         According to Olga’s sisters, Guðmar had been six years older than Olga and they’d grown closer, or rather, she’d ‘snared him’, as they worded it, right around the time she turned eighteen. Olga had set her sights on him, but he’d been true to his childhood sweetheart, to whom he was engaged at the time. They broke off their engagement not long before their intended wedding and people said it was because Olga had come between them.

         ‘Olga was a stunning girl, and she could be great fun when she had a mind to be,’ said Aðalsteinn, licking the butter from his thumb. ‘In those years, young people travelled in packs, we crammed into cars and caravaned to country balls together. After secondary school, it felt like there was less of an age gap, I think, and sometimes, none at all. So it was probably around then that she started coming to balls with us.’

         Sigurdís’s phone vibrated and she excused herself as she looked at the screen and opened a text from Unnar.

         Elín looked into Olga’s finances. She and Ómar inherited Guðmar’s shares in the fishing company. Olga held on to the shares and was custodian of her son’s until 2005, when the company was sold. Good to know before you talk to Guðmar’s brother.

         
             

         

         120Sigurdís considered this new information and decided to hold it in reserve for now. After her conversation with the sisters, she was interested in learning more about Olga and Guðmar’s relationship. She’d read the police report about Guðmar’s death and found it oddly terse and short on details.

         Aðalsteinn shifted in his chair, and she could tell he found the topic difficult.

         ‘Well, their relationship wasn’t great from the get-go, to be honest. She got pregnant with Ómar not long after they started seeing each other. We’d only just found out they were a couple when they announced that they were expecting a child. No lead-up, no preamble. Our parents needed some time to accept the whole thing. Guðmar had been more or less engaged to Áslaug since they were teenagers, and our parents loved her like a daughter. To them, it was incompetent and clumsy of Guðmar and Olga to be bringing a child into the world so early in their relationship. Fantastic fodder for the gossipmongers, too – the suspicious speed at which it happened – and Mum and Dad were none too keen on their son being the focus of town chatter. Mum was particularly sensitive to it, as I recall. She was exceedingly careful about her reputation and conscious of her societal position, being married, as she was, to the primary employer in town.’

         Aðalsteinn fell silent and glanced at his watch, a fine timepiece with a thick brown leather band that he wore on his left wrist. Sigurdís didn’t know many people who went around wearing watches these days. As a kid, she’d had a watch with Mickey Mouse hands, and she remembered how hard it had been for her to learn to tell the time. But her mother had been so patient with her and regularly asked her what time it was. Sigurdís felt a surge of warmth. She’d forgotten those moments with her mum, or perhaps she’d unconsciously needed to pack them gently away in some crypt deep in her mind.

         ‘That was probably why they pushed Guðmar to marry Olga,’ 121Aðalsteinn continued, recalling Sigurdís from her trip down memory lane. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be a big to-do, but Olga wouldn’t hear of having some modest ceremony. She talked our father into throwing them the wedding of the decade.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘And Guðmar just went along with it, even though he was always a really unassuming lad.’ The same melancholy flickered across Aðalsteinn’s features once more.

         Up until this point in the conversation, he’d shown little emotion, but the sorrow he carried with him was tangible now. Sigurdís had to think fast about how to proceed so as to get as much useful information from Aðalsteinn as possible. She didn’t want to lose him before she’d asked a couple more questions.

         ‘How was your relationship with Olga and Ómar after Guðmar’s death?’ she asked quickly.

         Aðalsteinn gave her a hard look. ‘There was no relationship to speak of. Olga upped sticks to Reykjavík before the funeral flowers had even wilted. We heard from her regarding the inheritance through a lawyer. Shortly before Guðmar died, our father had given each of us siblings a quarter-share of the company. We wanted the boy to inherit his father’s share, but Olga wouldn’t hear of it. In the end, she received half of Guðmar’s share and Ómar the other. She didn’t meddle so long as the dividends were deposited into her bank account. But there was one year in the late Nineties – a time of considerable economic uncertainty that just happened to correspond with us having invested a lot of money in new trawlers. That year, we decided not to pay out any dividends. Olga made herself known on the matter, made any number of threats, ranted about wanting a seat on the board and things like that. I never asked Dad about it directly, but I suspect he paid a not inconsiderable sum out of his own pocket in order to be rid of her. He didn’t want her interfering in the company he’d built with his own blood, sweat, and tears.’

         Aðalsteinn had started speaking faster and looking more 122frequently at his watch. Sigurdís took this as a clear message that he wanted to be rid of her. So she hurried to ask him about his relationship with Ómar.

         ‘Olga saw to it that we lost all contact with him,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘She never came here with the boy and told us to spare them any further communication. Insisted it would be traumatising for the boy to stay in touch with us, that it would stir up difficult memories of his father’s death.’ Aðalsteinn snorted. ‘How do you think that went over with our parents? Not only had they lost their son, but their grandchild, his only offspring, had been torn from them as well. They never got over it,’ he whispered as he stood up. ‘But now, unfortunately, I need to be going. I have nothing to add to this, except to emphasise that Olga cast a cold shadow over everything around her. All life faded around her, slowly but surely, until it withered and died.’
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         Aðalsteinn’s words had stayed with her all day and into the night and every time she was on the verge of drifting off to dreamland, they woke her up again. In the end, she gave up trying to sleep, sat down at her computer, and read over the notes she made after the interview. She would have liked to get more information from Aðalsteinn, but he hadn’t given her an opening to do so; she’d only just managed to say goodbye before he’d jumped into his black Range Rover and sped away.

         She’d made note of how his demeanour had changed over the course of the conversation. She pictured him as she’d first seen him, still as a statue, zenned out as he gazed over the bay, before switching to the image of him burning rubber in his luxury SUV, brimming with volatile, barely supressed emotion. It had made an impression on Sigurdís and once Aðalsteinn was out of sight, she stood as if rooted in front of that optical illusion of a building, pulse racing so fast that she’d surely have been able to hear it if not for the swarm of shrieking gulls that were tearing into food scraps they’d scavenged from around a harbourside food truck.

         Guðrún and Alda had both suggested that she speak to Dúna, a woman who had been a classmate of Olga’s in primary school and later worked with her at the fish factory. Guðrún told her that Dúna was known in these parts as the person who knew everything about everyone. She and Olga had gone through school together and were in the same friend group when Olga was still living in Húsavík. Little escaped Dúna’s notice, Alda added, and she wasn’t one to 124withhold information once she had it. Dúna had worked in the bakery ever since she married the baker twenty-five years ago. Almost everyone in town stopped in regularly and so it came as no surprise that it should double as the hub of town gossip.

         After her meeting with Aðalsteinn, Sigurdís had taken a walk. Húsavík was bigger than she’d imagined. The steady stream of tourists kept the town feeling vibrant and lively. Having made a good circuit, she felt like the town had everything one might need. ‘Shithole this is not, Olga,’ she’d said out loud to herself as she’d stood with her back up against the yellow lighthouse just next to the geothermal sea baths and gazed out over Skjálfandi Bay. She’d intended to leave herself time to try out the baths before she went back to the city but decided instead to start her day at the local pool before going to find. The cold-water plunge pool would be refreshing after a sleepless night.

         The tinkle of a small bell that hung inside the door announced her arrival when she entered the bakery in Húsavík. She was the only customer besides a single man in a shell jacket, presumably a tourist, who was sitting at a table in a nook just to the side of the front counter. A short, plump woman of indeterminate age greeted her and asked what she could offer her today, as if Sigurdís was a daily customer. When Sigurdís replied that she was hoping to speak to Dúna, the woman smiled broadly.

         ‘You must be Sigurdís. Guðrún told me you were in town and that I might be able to help you. And you know, I believe I just might be!’ she said with a peal of bright laughter. Dúna was wearing a kerchief over her short dark hair that matched the well-ironed apron knotted around her waist.

         She beckoned for Sigurdís to follow her and pointed her to the staff table in the back room where they could have a private chat. ‘Make yourself comfortable and I’ll bring you some coffee and something scrummy.’ Her voice was so loud that it probably made no difference where they sat; everyone would hear everything they said.

         125Dúna shuttled back and forth with various treats and pastries, dropping something new on the table with each trip. She didn’t sit down until she’d laid out a feast fit for ten.

         ‘Well, now – you’re here about Olga, are you? Where should I begin?’ she asked, her burbling laughter somewhat tighter this time. ‘It’s a horrible business, of course. People hardly talk of anything else,’ Dúna confided, leaning forward as if to share a secret.

         Sigurdís added milk to her coffee, thinking it could be quite useful to the investigation to know what the tenor of such conversation had been. ‘Are there any theories going around about the case?’ she asked lightly.

         Dúna’s expression turned serious. ‘No, I can’t say there are. Of course, none of us have seen her since she moved down south. Apart from on television. But you don’t think someone from around here murdered her, do you?’ she asked, her voice now at a whisper.

         Sigurdís realised she may have inadvertently set a rumour in motion that the police were looking for Olga’s murderer in Húsavík. ‘The investigation is still ongoing, and we haven’t found the perpetrator. I’m not here on account of a specific individual, rather I’m trying to get a fuller picture of Olga’s life. It can be helpful, in cases like these, to get to know the victim.’ Dúna nodded in understanding.

         Dúna had not only been in primary school at the same time as Olga, she’d also been in the same form with her all through secondary school. ‘Olga was always rather unusual. We were friends and yet, not. I didn’t realise until much later that you had to serve some purpose in her life for her to bother to spend time with you. I didn’t see it then, you see – we were just kids – but now, I’d probably say it’s what you’d call a “conditional friendship”, if such a thing exists.’

         The bell above the door indicated that Dúna had a customer to serve. She stood up and walked back up front. When she returned, she had a young woman with her. ‘Anna here will take care of the 126customers while we have our chat. She works here as a baker but sometimes helps out in the shop, too. She’s been with us for an age; her husband leads whale-watching tours in the bay. We’re lucky to have her,’ said Dúna, casting a smile at Anna, who returned it before heading back up front.

         ‘Well now, where were we?’ Dúna continued. ‘Oh, yes, Olga. She could be a lot of fun and was so clever, and I sought out her company a great deal when we were teenagers. She always had cute older boys around her, too. They drove her around town like her own private brigade of chauffeurs.’ She smirked. ‘She’d transformed from forlorn country girl to the number one stunner in these parts.

         ‘I always felt a bit bad for her and her sisters when they were little. The four oldest were in school at the same time, in the upper division, and then later came the younger two, who were six or seven years younger, if I’m remembering correctly. But when they were all still living out on Tjörnes, it was as if the older girls came to school straight from the barn. Sometimes, our form teacher would bring an extra lunch for Olga when there wasn’t much at home. She and her sisters didn’t have an easy go of it, thanks to bullies who picked on anyone who showed signs of weakness.

         ‘Schools didn’t have anti-bullying policies back in 1971 when Olga and I were students.’ Dúna laughed. ‘Although there’s nothing funny about it, of course. Those girls had a terrible time. But Olga really turned the tables, became the one doing the bullying. She’d stop talking to people – you were either in or you were out. It was a method of control for her. Meanwhile, others were never allowed in. This particularly applied to kids from more humble backgrounds. Modest means, any sort of trouble at home. Which is, of course, strange when you consider that she was in precisely the same position – even after they moved to town. Their mother was raising them alone and hardly had two coins to rub together.’

         Dúna knitted her brow as if she were seeing her youth in a new light and something more personal had occurred to her in the 127course of this reminiscence. ‘The one exception was her friendship with a girl who lived here for a long time named Svava. She passed away last year. That’s two from our form now no longer with us.’ Dúna looked pensively out of the window to where a delivery truck had parked on the pavement. The driver was ferrying boxes into the shop next door.

         ‘Svava was a lovely girl and so pretty, though she didn’t know it, which only made her prettier. She had a troubled home life; her father was a big drinker. We hardly saw him when he wasn’t fall-down drunk and Svava took care of him and herself from the time she was just a little thing,’ said Dúna, holding her hand out palm down, as if to pat the head of a small child. ‘Dear Svava, things didn’t go well for her. Maybe it was her almost otherworldly beauty that drew Olga to her, because together, they were a pair of knockouts: Olga, with her self-confidence and elegance and Svava with her dreamy looks. The older boys fought over who would get to drive them around.’ Dúna’s eyes misted over with melancholy.

         ‘I sometimes think how dumb we were, not to see how badly Svava was doing. She started drinking heavily at a young age, but it wasn’t that – we all started drinking way too young in those days, it was just thought of as part of being a teenager. But it was different for her, and we all just gossiped about that poor girl behind her back instead of helping her. Fortunately, these days, we know better, but we didn’t talk about our wellbeing or feelings back then. So many of us were basically raising ourselves; no one paid any attention to what we were doing.’

         Dúna fell silent and held a hand over her mouth. ‘Ha, listen to me, sitting here and maundering about old times that have nothing to do with anything.’

         Sigurdís just smiled and said nothing because Dúna didn’t know, of course, that she knew anything about Olga’s friendship with Svava or the shadow her husband claimed hung over it.

         ‘I met Guðmar’s brother Aðalsteinn down by the harbour 128yesterday,’ Sigurdís decided to share, in the hope it would prompt Dúna to tell her more.

         ‘Ah, so you had an audience with the king himself,’ replied Dúna playfully. ‘He is, of course, part of the very fabric of this town. Lived here all his life and has always been a big man. He keeps himself to himself, but he’s invested a lot of money in local development, for which we’re all grateful. His sister Ásdís comes into the bakery often. Wonderful woman, such a force. She owns a lot of the tourist businesses in the region. They made money hand over fist when they sold their fishing quota, but they can fairly claim to have done a lot for our community.

         ‘I was very fond of the old man, Aðalsteinn’s father, when he was still alive. He’d come in every morning with his paper, have a cup of coffee and a doughnut before he started his day. You could set your watch by him, so fixed in his ways he was. He could be a hard man and never brooked any complaint, but he was fair. Would help people around here out when they were going through hard times. One morning, he didn’t show up at his usual time; his heart had given out overnight. Missus Elsa, as we call his wife, she’s still alive – lives at Hvammur, a care home here in town. Her memory’s totally shot, dear woman, but she’s a tough old bird and they take good care of her, her siblings.’

         Sigurdís decided that now would be a good time to ask about Guðmar and the circumstances of his death.

         Dúna sucked in a long breath before answering. ‘Oh, it was horrible, from start to finish. Olga and Guðmar lived here on the outskirts of town, although they also owned a farmhouse in Kelduhverfi, not so far from where Olga had grown up on Tjörnes, actually. Guðmar worked a lot, but when he wasn’t working, he was an avid outdoorsman. They bought the old farm and did it up. I think he was the one who used it most – whenever the opportunity presented itself. At first, she was really proud of the place, hardly talked of anything but the fine manor they’d renovated, but then, 129of course, she tired of it when the novelty wore off. But she and little Ómar were out there with him when Guðmar had his accident. He had quite the collection of rifles, which he used for hunting.’

         Dúna paused and took a sip of her coffee before continuing. ‘Sooo, the official version is that he somehow managed to accidentally shoot himself, but I can’t see how that could have happened unless he meant to do it. We all knew that things between him and Olga were not going well, so maybe he just lost his zest for life. But any talk of it having been anything but an accident has been entirely suppressed for all these years. The old man saw to it that it went no further than whispers amongst ourselves. But this is only, as I say, the official version. There are some who think he did it purposefully, and others who argue that he’d have never done it while the boy was there.’

         Dúna fell silent for a moment and smiled. ‘Ómar was so cute back then. Such a beautiful, sweet boy, but he didn’t spend much time with other people. I often saw him walking outside in his little tweed coat and couldn’t help but feel for him – he was so often alone. I think that was Olga’s doing. She always dressed him like a little lord instead of a little boy from Húsavík. She was obsessed with him looking smart; he could never just be a kid, hopping in puddles with the other children.’

         Dúna reached for a caramel-iced doughnut and ate it in two bites. Sigurdís had never seen a doughnut dispatched in such a fashion and reached herself for a birch-seeded roll; it had been such a long time since she’d had one. Seeds skittered all over the tabletop when she bit into it, but she didn’t care. She wanted to know more about Guðmar’s death – she’d have to get Unnar to chase down the details. Maybe the autopsy report would shed some light on what had really happened.

         Dúna had washed her doughnut down with an Egils Appelsín orange fizzy drink and Sigurdís thought of what kind of look she’d get from Dóra and her girlfriends if they saw that. They were always 130on some health kick or another and would have a collective stroke if they knew she was having doughnuts and pop for breakfast.

         She was about to ask more about Guðmar’s death, but didn’t need to. Dúna leaned closer and whispered: ‘People also said that Olga shot him and convinced the family he’d done it himself.’

         Sigurdís stopped chewing and looked at her. ‘But wouldn’t his family have wanted there to be a full investigation if they thought Olga had shot him?’

         Dúna leaned in even closer, lowered her voice even more. ‘Yes, that’s what was so strange about it. They couldn’t stand Olga and would be the last people in the world to protect her. But maybe there’s something to the theory. At any rate, I don’t believe the official story. No one here does.’

         She leaned back and looked at Sigurdís, fidgeting in her chair as though she wanted to say more. Sigurdís decided to keep her mouth shut and see what would come of it. After a moment, Dúna leaned back in.

         ‘There’s one other thing, but you can’t tell anyone you heard it from me. I also heard that little Ómar had taken the rifle and shot his dad. By accident, of course. Guðmar had been letting him try it out there at the farm over the summer and Olga was going around telling everyone that her Ómar was a good enough shot to go hunting with the British royal family. People just rolled their eyes, of course. But when Guðmar died, there were some who wondered if maybe that’s what happened because the official story was simply not to be believed.’

         Dúna looked at her and shook her head, as though she couldn’t believe what she was saying.

         Sigurdís had a hard time accepting this last theory, although she couldn’t dismiss it out of hand, of course. And Dúna was right that rumours started when official explanations were thin. ‘But why do you think the family didn’t want to consider any of these other possibilities?’

         131Dúna looked at her and smiled. ‘Because they were protecting someone. That family looks after its own. Olga didn’t call Jói, the police inspector, when it happened. She called Aðalsteinn, who went and got Jói and drove him to the farm in his own car. Then Viðar, an officer who was up here on summer duty, showed up in a marked car shortly after that. That family looks after its own and everyone around here jumps on their say-so. Or, they did, at least. Things changed a lot when the old man died.’

         It was difficult for Sigurdís to believe that people could get away with such things thirty years ago. All this might, of course, be empty chatter; maybe there was a normal explanation. At any rate, she and Dúna wouldn’t be reaching any definitive conclusions here and now, covered in doughnut crumbs and sticky with icing.

         Sigurdís wanted to move the conversation on from theories about who handled the rifle or covered up what for whom. ‘What was Olga and Guðmar’s relationship like?’ she asked, earning a guffaw from Dúna, who answered at full volume once again: ‘She set her cap at him, and she got what she wanted. He never had a chance. Olga always planned to marry up, as they say. I told you earlier that she practically despised people who lived in the same conditions she did. She was brazen, started fawning over Guðmar before we’d finished primary school. Wouldn’t leave him be in the fish factory. But he was about to turn twenty and a respectable lad; he had no interest in little girls. She eventually figured that out and changed tack, went after him like a wily predator. Lay in wait for her prey and then pounced.

         ‘Guðmar was an attractive boy and could have sown his wild oats around town if he wanted, but he didn’t. He’d met Áslaug in primary school and they started going together in ninth form. They were always together – so sweet, so in love. We used to hang out at the petrol station grill at night, and it was like watching a movie to see Olga when they’d come in. She studied them, took note of what he bought, how he talked to Áslaug, what he laughed at. Then, in 132time, she started playing a game. When they’d come in, she’d be sitting at a table surrounded by boys and would suddenly start to talk louder, would say something funny to make the boys laugh. Then, of course, Guðmar and Áslaug would look over and she’d shoot Guðmar an adoring look. She told me once she was trying out a method that told Guðmar: “They all want me, but I only want you.” Other times, she’d run into him when he was by himself and just happen to have a bag of Appolo liquorice, the kind he always bought himself, that she could share with him. It was just little things here and there.

         ‘After primary school, she worked at his family’s fish factory and she worked hard. I suspect she practised flaying fish at home because Guðmar was conscientious and she knew he’d appreciate that. He started praising her, stopping by to say hi to her on the line. But then, his and Áslaug’s wedding was announced. Olga lost it. For a time, I thought she’d given up because she started fawning over Aðalsteinn, who received her advances more readily than his brother had. I think they went out together for a while, even. She didn’t want to admit it, but people saw them together sometimes.

         ‘Anyway, I don’t know how she managed it, but one day word went around town like wildfire that Áslaug had caught Olga and Guðmar together at some party and called the wedding off. Not long after that, Olga got pregnant. It only took her five years,’ said Dúna, slapping her palm on the table for emphasis.

         ‘She was unbelievable, let me tell you. And after all that, their relationship was rubbish. After all those years of chasing him, she landed her heir to the town throne, had a beautiful little boy and a magnificent house and drove around in a Mercedes. But do you think she was satisfied? No, absolutely not. I think she nagged Guðmar about moving south pretty much the whole time they were married. All of a sudden, the fish-flaying queen of the freezing plant was repelled by fish guts and slime.

         ‘People felt for Guðmar. Talked about how they’d seen bruises 133on him. After his friends started asking about the marks, he stopped going to the public pool on Saturday mornings with them. Some people said they had scuffles at home, he and Olga. She’d been injured in some sort of set-to with him, fractured her arm, if I’m remembering correctly.’

         Sigurdís wasn’t sure what she should say. She’d lost control of the conversation and forgotten the questions she’d planned out beforehand. Dúna was indeed a font of information about all the gossip around town. Sigurdís had been caught by what she’d had to say about Aðalsteinn and Olga. He hadn’t mentioned anything in that vein. Maybe she was putting too much stock in Dúna’s stories, but she didn’t regret coming to talk to her, even if only to get a clearer picture of Olga and who she was.

         Sigurdís was a bit ashamed of her curiosity but decided nonetheless to proceed because Áslaug might well belong on the ever-growing list of people who’d been run over by the Olga Express. ‘What happened to Áslaug?’ she asked.

         ‘She moved to Akureyri shortly after Guðmar married Olga. She’s an Icelandic teacher at the primary school and happily married to the gym teacher.’

      
   


   
      
         134
            [image: ] 25 [image: ]

         

         Sigurdís typed ‘Hvammur Care Home’ into the map on her phone and discovered it was a seven-minute walk from the bakery. She decided to leave her Mazda. She’d planned to drive around town after her morning coffee with Dúna but her ‘morning coffee’ had dragged on until noon because if there was anything you could say about Dúna, it was that she was in the loop. She smiled at the thought. Dúna was a straight shooter and Sigurdís made a promise to herself that she’d stop by to say hello if she ever found herself in Húsavík again.

         After her conversation with Dúna, Sigurdís felt drawn to Hvammur, which was where her great-aunt on her father’s side lived. Maybe it was curiosity about her father’s people, plus the added benefit that Elsa, Guðmar’s mother, lived there. Sigurdís knew so much about Guðmar’s family now and it wouldn’t hurt to lay eyes on the woman, should she happen to run into her.

         Sigurdís walked to Húsavík’s lovely church, which stood on the main street and was an easily recognisable town landmark. It had been built in 1907 and she imagined it had looked even more splendid amongst the humble houses that had lined the dirt or gravel streets of the time. She made a mental note to check what the streets had been made of in Húsavík back then. She walked round the corner, up the street that ran towards the care home, and had just passed the church when she suddenly got the strong sensation that she was being watched. She looked around but didn’t see anyone who seemed to be paying her any particular attention, so 135she put the feeling down to sleeplessness and picked up her pace. There’s no one there, she thought, no one except perhaps bygone souls trying to make contact from the other side. She smiled to herself. She hadn’t grown up religious but occasionally allowed herself to believe that there was something bigger and wiser than this mixed-up world. Some higher power that she could turn to when all else failed, because sometimes, she just needed to connect with something pure and unpolluted by human frailty. Sigurdís had no idea what the nature of such a power was, and didn’t connect it with any specific religion, but she sometimes felt it, turned to it when she needed to find the strength to carry on.

         The care home was attached to the North Iceland Health Centre. There wasn’t much foot traffic here, just the odd person coming to or from the building complex. It was lunchtime and the aroma of meatballs hung in the corridors, which were dotted with residents walking at a leisurely pace and white-clad employees. She must have looked lost because she’d only been standing there for a moment when an older woman with an orderly’s badge asked if she could help her. Sigurdís asked after her aunt and was directed into a lounge where the woman sat with several other residents. They were all wrapped up in warm blankets and seated in a row of easy chairs listening to the midday news broadcast, as rapt as they might the Christmas Eve sermon.

         Sigurdís suddenly felt the stone in her stomach. It wasn’t on fire at present, but it still made its presence known, as if asking her: ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ She was on the verge of turning around when the orderly who’d shown her the way to the lounge said in a loud, clear voice: ‘Hildur, dear, you have a guest.’ There was no turning back. She couldn’t run out now.

         ‘What did you say? A guest? For me?’

         Hildur looked at her with searching eyes, clearly trying to place her. Sigurdís walked slowly towards her, trying to decide if she should greet her with a handshake, a gentle squeeze of the shoulder, 136or just skip any kind of physical contact all together. She decided to go for the third option.

         ‘Hello, Hildur, my name is Sigurdís and I’m your niece … Agnar’s daughter.’

         Hildur’s searching expression immediately turned to one of surprise, followed quickly by a wide smile. ‘Sigurdís, my dear girl, I … I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe you’re here. Come closer, sweetheart, so I can get a better look at you.’

         Sigurdís pulled over a stool and sat next to Hildur, who reached out and held her face in both hands, gazing at her tenderly. ‘I’m lost for words. You’re here, you dear, sweet girl.’

         Sigurdís warmed at Hildur’s touch; the old woman’s tenderness moved her deeply. ‘I had business up north and felt like I couldn’t go back home without stopping in to see you. My mother’s sister, Halla, told me you lived here.’

         She saw tears gathering in the corner of the old woman’s eyes and it took everything she had to keep from tearing up herself. Sigurdís felt a connection to Hildur that she couldn’t explain. She’d expected this to be awkward, expected that she’d just say a quick hello and leave. Instead, they were now making their way to Hildur’s room. They walked slowly down the hall, Hildur supporting herself with a cane. She was in her nineties and wore her age well, she was petite and neatly dressed in a beautifully knitted sweater and a locket that hung on the delicate gold chain around her neck. She had a youthful face and Sigurdís hoped she’d inherited the genes that would allow her to enjoy equally beautiful skin when she reached such a venerable age.

         Hildur’s room wasn’t large, but it was comfortably appointed. On one side of the space was a hospital bed with a trapeze bar that Hildur could use to help her sit up. On the wall was a socket with outlets for medical devices and a bell to ring for assistance. The other side was more personal, with furniture from home that Hildur had arranged like a little sitting room. They took a seat on an old velvet-upholstered couch with carved wooden legs.

         137Sigurdís looked at the photos on the wall. There were old photos of people she didn’t know, a wedding photo that, judging from the teased hair, was taken in the Eighties, and a cluster of more recent photos of little kids. ‘Those are my children and their children. I’ve a good many grandchildren and great-grandchildren, too,’ she said when she saw Sigurdís’s eyes skipping from photo to photo. ‘I’ve been lucky in my life, and my family takes good care of me.’

         Hildur considered Sigurdís for a few moments before she asked after her mother. ‘I know about her situation, of course, and hope everything turns out okay for her. We can’t make any sense of why Agnar treated you all the way he did,’ she said quietly. ‘Our people didn’t have it easy, growing up in the countryside here, but he was always treated decently.’

         Sigurdís didn’t feel particularly inclined to discuss her father with Hildur or to seek out explanations for why he was the way he was. ‘He alone is responsible for what he did to us – no one else. I don’t blame my father’s family for anything,’ said Sigurdís, laying a hand gently atop Hildur’s. She didn’t know why she felt compelled to comfort her. She was probably comforting herself as much as anyone. ‘Obviously, I don’t know your side of the family and, maybe it’s my age talking, but I think it’s time we change that, though I know it will take time,’ she added, smiling at the old woman.

         Hildur took her hand and held it tenderly in both of her own. ‘I’ve heard you work for the police – it’s wonderful to see all these excellent women joining the ranks. It simply wasn’t a possibility for us when I was in my prime. It’s a hopeful thing, seeing all the opportunities available to girls these days,’ she said, looking at her family photos. ‘It never occurred to us that we might have careers outside of taking care of our children and homes. We were taught that that was our role and for many of us, it was enough. I wasn’t what you might call faint-hearted, and dreamt of joining the feminist movement, becoming a Redstocking, of going south and enrolling in university, but it was as if I was held back by invisible 138chains and I never did any of it. There’s no use regretting, of course. I’ve had a good life and enjoyed watching my children grow up.’

         Hildur picked up a bowl filled with pieces of dark chocolate and offered it to Sigurdís. She still had a stomach full of seeded rolls and doughnuts but spotted a little piece she could make room for. Hildur was interested to know what errand had brought her to Húsavík. ‘Does it have anything to do with your work for the police?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes, I’m investigating the murder of Olga Einarsdóttir, and we decided I should come here to speak to her sisters and others who knew her so as to get a more complete picture of her life.’

         Hildur slapped her thigh. ‘You don’t say. Such a terrible thing to happen. No one should go that way,’ she said, shaking her head vigorously.

         ‘Do you happen to remember Olga from when she lived here?’ asked Sigurdís.

         ‘Everyone knew who Olga was – she was world-famous in Húsavík, as we like to say, before the rest of the nation was introduced to her as a television personality. She was married to Guðmar, of course,’ Hildur said, falling silent for a moment. ‘He was a good boy and filled with the milk of human kindness, but Olga was different. Or at the very least, it wasn’t human kindness she was filled with,’ she joked lightly. ‘It was just terrible how poor Guðmar went, such a sadness to us all. He treated people with respect and never got on his high horse, even though his family had all that money and could indulge in finer things than most of us. It was a terrible thing, absolutely terrible. My Jói went out to the farm to collect his body and take care of the particulars.’

         Sigurdís immediately thought back to what Dúna had told her about Jói being the name of the inspector who oversaw the case. ‘Jói’s my son – your cousin. He’s retired and lives in Norway now. He was an inspector here in those days and had to deal with that nightmare. It took a real toll on him; I remember him having a 139cloud over him for a long while afterwards. He had such a hard time with that case that he ended up quitting the force, got a job working at an oil refinery in Norway. Then my boy found happiness once again,’ she said warmly before casting Sigurdís a concerned look.

         ‘In your line of work, you see the worst things that can happen, encounter people in all manner of circumstances. It’s not for everyone. I hope you’re taking care of yourself, Sigurdís, dear. Because no matter how hardened we think we are, some things stay with a person. That’s what happened to Jói. I knew, even though he never said it outright.’

         Sigurdís decided to pretend she knew less than she really did and asked Hildur what had happened. ‘It was an accident, is that right? With his own rifle?’

         Hildur looked at the wedding photo and Sigurdís assumed it must be Jói in the picture, newly married. ‘Yes. Guðmar was a big hunter and accustomed to handling firearms. He’d been using rifles since he was a little boy. Which was another reason it was so strange.’ She fell quiet and looked at Sigurdís. ‘How’s the boy? Ómar?’

         Sigurdís wasn’t sure if Hildur was asking after the well-heeled married man in Kópavogur or the boy who once wandered around town all alone in his little tweed jacket. ‘Well, there’s no question that this has come as a shock to him, losing both parents under such tragic circumstances,’ she answered, hoping Hildur would say more.

         ‘That poor boy. Jói was so worried about him. He was at the farm with them, and had been out shooting with his father.’ Hildur paused for a moment and looked back at the photo of the married couple, as if she needed Jói’s permission to be sharing these recollections. ‘I don’t know if I should be saying this – there’s probably no point wondering about it now – but I’ve always suspected it was the boy who was holding the rifle when it went off. Jói flatly denied that Ómar had anything to do with it, but everything pointed to that being the case. They put up a shield wall 140around him, the family, pushed Jói to close the case as quickly as possible, and then Olga whisked him out of town.’

         Hildur had lowered her voice, as if she were afraid someone would hear them. ‘Jói was under a great deal of pressure to declare the incident an accident. Which he did, my poor, sweet boy.’

         Sigurdís listened to Hildur with interest and decided not to trouble her any more about this. They chatted for a little while longer and then Sigurdís stood and explained that she had to drive all the way back to Reykjavík. Hildur hugged her warmly and thanked her again and again for coming to visit before making her promise to stay in touch.

         Hildur walked her down the hall and to the exit. Sigurdís had only just stepped foot on the pavement when Hildur called after her, waving a hand to signal that she had something to say to her before she left.

         ‘He came here last year. Ómar. I only just remembered. I didn’t see him myself, but for days after, Elsa, his grandmother, talked of nothing but the fact that the dear boy had finally come home. The rest of us thought she was confused – none of us had seen him – but then the nurses on shift that night told us he’d been here and sat with his grandma for a while.’
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         Húsavík – September 2025

          

         He watched her walking to the little Mazda parked outside the bakery. She was a pretty thing, this young copper, but she was clearly not fussed about her looks. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she was wearing a short black coat and jeans that hugged her round little arse. He’d been following her for a few days, this one, and she was driving him wild. If circumstances were different, he’d be trying to pick her up.

         But he mustn’t be seen. There had been a close call when she suddenly stopped next to the church and looked around, after the long sit-down she had at the bakery with that busybody you could hear from a mile off. But he was no amateur and had taken out his phone, pretended to answer, and walked across the street as if he was headed towards the bookshop. He was dressed like a tourist – shell jacket, waterproof trousers, all-weather boots – and that had worked like a charm; he blended in with all the other unfamiliar faces around town.

         She drove out of the car park, and he waited for a moment before putting the car into drive and following her at a safe distance.
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         ‘How’re you doing, Mum?’ Sigurdís was sitting in her mother’s sitting room. Alfa had been released from protective custody, and Sigurdís thought it likely that her colleagues hadn’t found any justification to hold her mother and therefore hadn’t fought the lawyer’s demand that she be released for health reasons.

         ‘I’m great,’ she said – a trifle too jovially, to Sigurdís’s mind. What was going on with her mother? It was like she’d been energised by saying she’d pushed Agnar off that balcony. She had a glint in her eye and her pale, sorrowful face had been replaced by that of a far more upbeat woman.

         ‘But Sigurdís, dear, what about you? How have you been?’ she asked, as if life was nothing but boiled cod and potatoes these days, ordinary in the extreme.

         Sigurdís didn’t respond. She didn’t know what she was supposed to say. How had she been? She wasn’t sure she knew. For the last few days, she’d been putting one foot in front of the other like a robot. Working a lot and sleeping little.

         ‘I’m working a lot these days,’ she said finally. ‘I went to Húsavík because of the case I’m investigating and went to see Hildur, who lives in a care home now.’

         Her mum smiled. ‘I met her a few times at family parties. Such a lovely, warm woman. She was always so nice to me. But then Agnar broke off all contact with his people, as you know, and we lost touch.’

         Sigurdís looked at her mum. She’d been so preoccupied with 143everything her dad had done to them that she’d completely glossed over the fact that her mother had had a whole life before she met him. That Alfa was a person with hopes, desires, regrets, shame. She was embarrassed that she’d never really given her mother the space to be a person separate and distinct from Agnar, where she was just herself.

         ‘How’s your lawyer, um … what’s his name? What’s he saying? Does he think they have enough to charge you?’

         Her mother stood up and walked to the living room window that looked out onto the balcony. ‘I’ve no idea – I haven’t asked him.’ She turned and looked quickly at Sigurdís with a worried expression. ‘Do you think there’s any chance they won’t charge me? I confessed – they’ve got to charge me. They’ve got to,’ she said, a trace of desperation in her voice.

         Sigurdís had no idea where her mother was going with this. She felt like she’d crossed over into the parallel universe where she usually sequestered her family issues. Her mum had started pacing back and forth across the living room, which was small enough that if she continued apace, she’d soon have done dozens upon dozens of laps.

         ‘Mum, you’ve got to help me understand this. You want to be charged? I would have thought the primary goal of your defence strategy would be to prevent you from being charged and having the case dismissed,’ she said as calmly as she could, which was the exact opposite of how she felt. She wanted to scream at her mother. She didn’t seem to understand that this didn’t just affect her, that Halla was stressing out about the text messages they’d exchanged on that fateful night, that Garðar might find himself in even more hot water – that he might end up under further suspicion of having abused his position to protect her. That Sigurdís’s own job was under the microscope, that Einar … That Einar was having, yet again, to fend off their father, except now he was fighting a ghost.

         Her mother turned on her heel and strode into the kitchen. 144Sigurdís followed her and saw her take her phone out of a drawer. Her eyes flashed when she looked at Sigurdís.

         ‘I don’t have the number of that police officer – Halla’s been his point of contact. What’s his number? I need to talk to him and tell him to stop trying to prevent me from being charged.’

         Her mother had worked herself into such a frenzy that Sigurdís walked over to her and put her arms around her. Loosely at first but slowly squeezing tighter. She felt her mother’s body relax just before she heard her start to sob.

         They stood like that for a moment longer and then Alfa whispered: ‘I must get my voice back, Sigurdís. But I won’t until I can say, loud and clear, so everyone can hear me, that I killed him.’
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         Sigurdís woke with a start from a deep sleep and peered bewilderedly into the darkness. Was she dreaming or had someone rung the doorbell? She turned on the little wall light by her bed and looked around. Her eyes were blurry and it took a moment to see clearly. She glanced at the clock; it was three in the morning. Who could have rung the doorbell at this hour? she thought to herself. There weren’t many people in her life who would come by without calling ahead, although Unnar had been known to do so if he couldn’t reach her.

         She looked at her bedside table. No phone. She got up and looked around the bedroom. No phone. She flipped on the hall light, walked to the front door, and looked through the peephole. Nothing but a dark stairwell. There couldn’t be anyone out there; the lights had motion sensors. Her phone wasn’t in the kitchen either. She crawled around the flat looking for it – checked under the sofa and the bed, in the wardrobe, but it was nowhere to be found. She suddenly remembered one time when Halla was so distracted that she’d put the milk in the broom closet and the Ajax in the fridge. She opened her paltry fridge. No phone, but something in there had started rotting and the smell of it hit her full in the face. She’d deal with that later. She took a seat at the kitchen table, looked around, and started to wonder if she was even awake. She rubbed her eyes and took a deep breath, ran the tap, cupped her hands, and splashed her face with ice-cold water. She did another circuit of the flat but didn’t find her phone. Her whole life was on that thing; she had to find it.

         146She went into the bedroom, pulled on a pair of jeans and grabbed a hoodie from a chair by the bed. She sank down onto the bed and sat there for a moment. She hadn’t slept much in the last few days. Perhaps that explained why she couldn’t remember where she’d left her phone. Was insomnia frying her brain? She’d gone through similar periods when was thinking too much and sleeping too little, but she’d never lost her phone. She remembered having it with her when she left her mum’s, so it couldn’t be there. She hadn’t stopped anywhere on the way but had come straight home, run a hot bath, and gone to bed early – precisely to avoid this sort of situation.

         She decided to check the car. She wedged her feet into the trainers she kept on the rack by the door and grabbed her keyring, which was in the bowl on the hall shelf. She’d apparently had her wits enough about her to put her keys where they belonged, if not her phone.

         The hall light snapped on when she stepped into the hallway. She double-checked that her house keys were on the ring before closing the door. It was pitch-black outside, as though the whole neighbourhood had been swallowed by a black hole. The only faint light came from the lamp posts around the car park. The headlights on her car flashed when she hit the unlock button on her fob. She was just about to open the door when she saw her phone. It was lying half under the car by the left front tyre. She breathed a sigh of relief, picked it up, and hugged it to her chest. Losing it right now would have been awful. She clicked on the screen and was relieved all over again when she saw that all her floundering hadn’t done any harm besides fraying her already frayed nerves; there were no messages or missed calls.

         She pointed the fob at the car and had just hit the lock button again when she suddenly got the feeling she wasn’t alone. She hurried back to the entrance of her block of flats and looked around. There was no one, but she scanned the car park anyway, hoping to see some living creature – just some neighbourhood cat, even – if 147only to make her feel like she wasn’t going crazy. Nothing. She’d never feared the black silence of the night, had rather found it comforting, peaceful. But not now. A chill went through her, and she hurried to push the key into the lock. She took the stairs to her flat in three bounds. Her pulse was racing when she shut the door behind her. She got a glass of water, undressed, and crawled into bed. She fell asleep after vowing to take better care of herself. The rest of the night, she slept with the lights on.
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         The low buzz of conversation, phones ringing, and keyboards clacking carried out into the stairwell. Sigurdís was late, which never happened, but after the confusion of the night before, she’d forgotten to set the alarm on her phone. She smiled at Emilía, who was deeply focused on whatever she was working on at her computer, but nodded and smiled in return. She had skipped having a shower and was regretting it as she sat down at her desk. She ran a hand over her hair, tightened her ponytail, and sighed. She needed coffee right this second and filter coffee would have to do. There was no other option.

         Unnar was reading something on his phone when she walked into the break room. ‘Hey – just the person I was looking for this morning. I thought I’d see you at the morning meeting,’ he said, giving her the once-over. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, a worried wrinkle appearing between his brows.

         She filled her cheeks with air and exhaled slowly. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just … I overslept.’

         Unnar raised his eyebrows and smiled widely. ‘Well, that’s nice. A good night’s sleep is important,’ he said playfully. ‘Although not quite as nice for the rest of us who were waiting for you at the meeting,’ he added pointedly. Unnar hardly ever got mad and it was rare that she’d even seen him irritated. He took things as they came.

         She gave him an apologetic look. ‘God, I’m so embarrassed. I don’t know what happened. I went to bed early but then woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t find my phone. I looked 149everywhere. Turned out, it was under my car. I must have been distracted when I got home last night and—’

         Unnar interrupted. ‘You don’t have to be sorry. It happens to all of us now and then,’ he said gently. The tension in her body eased a little. ‘We need to go over where we’re at with the investigation. I’ve looked over your notes from Húsavík, but I can’t actually read all of what you jotted down.’

         Sigurdís reddened. Unnar had never criticised her notes or memos before. ‘There was just so much, and I was so worried I’d forget something, so I threw everything I could remember into the form. I meant to read it over before—’

         Unnar’s phone rang and he glanced to see who was calling before silencing it. ‘Don’t worry, Sigurdís. It’s a big change from before, when you never wrote anything down and just went around like a bloodhound on the trail,’ he said with a laugh as he put down his coffee cup. ‘So we’ll just go over what you came up with. We’ve got a lot of new information, but we need to start piecing it together. I need to make a call and then I’m expecting Viktor …’ Unnar trailed off, his eyes darting to the coffee cup he’d set down. She knew he and Viktor were going to be discussing her mother’s case.

         ‘Could we meet for coffee up in the fourth-floor conference room at one? We can spread out all the evidence and try to get a handle on it together,’ he said, running a hand through his hair. She agreed distractedly.

         He smiled at her. ‘It’s settled then. Now I can look forward to watching you begin to connect the dots on the whiteboard. You’re so good at that,’ he said, laying a hand on her shoulder. ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You’ve got a lot going on, both here and … you know, at home.’ She could tell his concern was sincere.

         There was so much she wanted to ask about her mother’s case. And so much she wanted to tell him about her. How she’d cried. What she’d said when they stood in her living room embracing. How sure Sigurdís was that her mother had only confessed because 150she wished she’d pushed him off the balcony, not because she’d actually done it. But they couldn’t discuss it. Not only could that spoil the investigation, it could compromise their jobs. She wanted nothing more than to sink into his arms, breathe in the safety he exuded.

         She looked up into his eyes and decided to tell him the truth. ‘Life is kind of awful right now,’ she said quietly. ‘But I’ll survive.’

         They stood in silence for a moment until his phone rang. He looked at it again but didn’t answer. ‘You always do, Sigurdís,’ he said. His phone rang a second time. He sighed. ‘I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you later.’

         He turned round on his way out of the break room. ‘You, uh … might want to wipe the toothpaste off your chin, eh?’ he teased before disappearing round the corner.

         She ran a hand over her chin and felt the dried toothpaste. God damn it, could I be more of a mess right now? she thought as she hurried toward the toilets.
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         The drive from Húsavík had given her a chance to think about her relationship with Jeff. She was upset with herself over how she was treating him. He’d been good to her, and she’d really enjoyed being with him. He didn’t deserve this – her running off back home, ignoring his calls, answering his texts so brusquely that she wasn’t even sure why he was still trying. She would’ve understood if he’d just sent her a two-line text telling her to go fuck herself. But he wasn’t like that. She knew he loved her. She also knew he loved her more than she loved him. Which is why she had to call him and tell him the truth. She wasn’t coming back. She hoped he would give her a chance to tell him how much she cared about him and hoped he believed her because the thought of hurting him pained her.

         She was lost in her own thoughts when she noticed that Emilía was standing at her desk. She was holding her laptop in one hand and a to-go cup of coffee in the other. ‘Do you have a sec to sit down with me? I need to show you something.’

         Sigurdís stood up and followed her into a small conference room where they could close the door. Emilía handed her the coffee.

         ‘I bought you a cappuccino. With oat milk.’

         Sigurdís accepted the cup. She was so grateful she wanted to plant a big kiss on Emilía’s cheek. ‘Oh my God, wow. Thank you so much. I needed this,’ she said, sighing in satisfaction as she took her first sip of the heavenly nectar.

         ‘The thought had occurred to me,’ answered Emilía. ‘Or I could tell when you came in, rather. Everyone was so surprised when you 152didn’t show up this morning. Because we were expecting you, you know. So when you came in, I guessed that you’d probably be glad of a good cup of coffee.’ She paused before adding: ‘That and, you know, a simpler life and a mum who wasn’t locked up and …’

         Sigurdís couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Yep, I’d take all of that, thanks.’

         Emilía scooted closer, pulled her computer over, and opened it between them. ‘Since the burnt running clothes were found, I’ve been going over these photos of the mystery runners wearing 1407. We had to do something, so I selected one clear photo of each runner. Then I got my friend Atli who works here in the tech division to help me figure out how tall they are. We know Olga’s height and so we could, you know, figure out how tall the runner photographed beside her was, more or less, based on that.’ Emilía pulled the photos up on the screen. ‘The photo of the other guy shows him running past a stop sign and so in that case, I measured the height of the sign and then took another picture of Atli standing more or less in the same place that the runner was so we could figure the distance into our calculations.’

         Emilía looked at Sigurdís. ‘I don’t know if it will help at all, but if we’re right about this, then one of the mystery runners is between five eleven and six one, and the other can’t be more than five six.’

         Sigurdís looked at her new colleague with admiration. ‘Damn, you’re smart, Emilía. That would have never occurred to me,’ she said, adding: ‘You’ve perked me up with coffee and cleverness.’

         Emilía seemed relieved. ‘I was poring over these photos trying to find some distinguishing characteristic that would help us run these individuals down, if you’ll forgive the pun. I enlarged them, lightened them, even made physical prints to see if I could make anything out in more detail, but I didn’t find anything. I really wanted to find something but couldn’t make out so much as a birthmark. But there’s nothing in the photos that distinguishes these two runners from anyone else. Except their physiques, which narrowed our possibilities down to about half the people on earth. 153It was giving me grey hair but then I thought of their height, so that we could at least add that line to their description. Just so we have something.’

         Sigurdís became pensive for a moment because Emilía was right: they had very little to go on. The DNA swabs that had been taken from Olga – under her nails, from her face and clothing – had returned nothing. The only DNA that had been found was her own and that of the paramedics who’d been first on the scene. They had to try something else.

         Emilía shut her laptop. ‘Atli and I are no mathematicians, but we think our calculations are valid. But we need some number genius to go over them with us and either confirm them or use them as fodder for jokes at our expense.’ She smiled sheepishly.

         ‘You’ll survive if it comes to it,’ said Sigurdís in a playful voice. ‘And you’ll have to at some point, at least, because if this any indication, you’re going to be here a long time and do a lot of good things. We’ll put this in the file and mark it as unconfirmed for now. You never know what might come of it.’
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         ‘We need to start crossing people off our list and to that end, we’ve got to get on with verifying alibis,’ said Unnar, standing beside Sigurdís in front of the conference room whiteboard where she’d drawn out Olga’s network of associates. They’d also made note of possible motives these people might have for murdering her.

         ‘Some of these are a bit of a stretch,’ she said as they stared at the board, as if the answer was going to suddenly appear there.

         ‘But what counts as a stretch in this context?’ Unnar mused. ‘The real stretch is anyone genuinely thinking that murder will solve anything,’ he added.

         He was right, of course. People’s motives for murder were all stretches by nature, and out and out absurd by most standards.

         ‘We studied a number of murder cases on my course in Florida and people’s reasons for murder can be truly ridiculous. Thinking, for instance, that it would be better to kill your spouse than to admit that you’ve been embezzling money at work. Or believing it will improve your life in any way to kill someone for an insurance payout, which is often barely enough to get through the next year on – so what happens when that runs out? All of it is absurd. But then again, most murders aren’t planned out, rather happen in an instant that can never be taken back.’

         Sigurdís had gone over her interviews with Aðalsteinn, Dúna, and the two sisters, which together had given her a clearer picture of who Olga was as a person. She and Unnar agreed that someone needed to speak to Ómar again. Sigurdís had been trying to figure 155out why Ómar had lied to them about his relationship with his father’s family. Why hadn’t he told them he’d visited his grandmother in Húsavík?

         ‘Looking at it again, everything about Olga’s life up north was like some kind of soap opera. If what Dúna said is accurate and not just some old gossip, then what happens is this: Olga sleeps with Guðmar’s brother shortly before she and Guðmar get together. Guðmar is engaged to another woman, he cheats on her with Olga, and the fiancée catches them. Their lovely wedding is called off. The village prince marries a poor country girl who turns out to be the evil queen from a fairytale. You can hardly make this stuff up,’ said Sigurdís.

         ‘But the part of this that bothers me most is that based on the evidence we have, the two runners have to have been involved in the murder; most likely, they planned it out well in advance. Because of the burned running clothes – we simply cannot ignore those. Some random guys who snuck in because they couldn’t pay the registration fees would have no reason to burn their running kit out in the middle of a lava field. Why would they? To hide what?’

         Unnar’s expression was grim. ‘You’re right. I’ll speak to the commissioner and inform her that we’re categorising this as a premeditated murder with multiple perpetrators. That means we’re going to need more extensive evidence. We need phone data from the service providers in order to verify people’s alibis and make a dent in this group here,’ said Unnar, pointing at the board. ‘There’ll be something there. What’s slowing us down is parliament’s reluctance to give the police access to that kind of sensitive information. If we had it, this would be a piece of cake whenever these sorts of situations came up,’ said Unnar glumly.

         ‘This was not an instance of temporary insanity,’ he continued after a moment, ‘and that’s also the assessment of the medical examiner who conducted Olga’s autopsy. He said the stab wound was extremely precise and clean. She was stabbed in such a way that 156she didn’t bleed much externally, which is rare and doesn’t happen with your average knife wound. Ergo, the implement that was used for the stabbing, the location the murder took place, the fact that there were no defence wounds on Olga, the decoys with the same numbers on their race bibs – what does it all point to? The questions now are what kind of people commit crimes like this and why Olga? We’ve no indication that she has any connection to organised crime or was involved in anything untoward, other than not being a particularly pleasant person.

         ‘Olga was fairly well-off, but also spendy; Elín said she’d run through a good chunk of the money she got from the sale of her share of the fishing quota up north. It’s been twenty years in the interim, of course, and those TV programmes of hers couldn’t have supported her lifestyle. All the same, she could, for sure, have led a comfortable life just living off her assets. And so if we look at it from that angle – whether there was someone who might have wanted to kill her for her money – her son Ómar is her only legal heir and she didn’t make a will, so he’ll get everything. But he was better off than she was. He inherited his part of the company and after it was sold, he seems to have been conscientious about keeping the proceeds in a savings account; he didn’t lose it all in the crash. A few years ago, he went into investing and he’s done well from that. So at the moment, I’d put that motive low on the list.’

         Sigurdís’s mind felt like it was about to burst from all the information and possibilities. But she was stuck on one thing. ‘What about Svava and what Steinar told me about some secret that she and Olga shared? A secret that tormented Svava and tore apart their family,’ said Sigurdís, thinking for a moment that maybe they were onto something – until Unnar asked why Steinar would have wanted someone else to help him murder Olga because of a secret she’d shared with his deceased wife. A secret he himself knew nothing about.

         ‘And who would he ask to help him?’ he added, lifting his hands 157to emphasise the question. ‘If we don’t have any DNA to get us started, then we’ve got to keep adding to our picture of Olga and following all the leads we get from that until we hit on something.’

         They’d been standing there for a long time without Sigurdís realising that the gap between them had shrunk to what was now only a few centimetres. She felt a thrill go through her and suddenly, there was nothing in this world besides the two of them. She could feel the heat of Unnar’s body and for a moment, she was afraid she’d pass out. And then she felt Unnar’s little finger find her little finger. There they stood, pinkies hooked, and silent as their breathing grew heavier. And heavier.
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         Sigurdís lay flat in bed, stiff as a board and staring at the ceiling. What had happened? The day had got off to a terrible start – she overslept and missed the morning meeting and topped it off by walking around the whole office with toothpaste on her chin. Later, she and Unnar had done a thorough review of the case and formulated several credible working theories about the events leading up to Olga’s murder.

         But then it was as if some primal instinct took over, pent-up desire erupting like a gorgeous volcano. Sigurdís was still roiling inside. It was taking everything she had not to give in to the temptation to dissect what this could mean for him in his job, given that she was his subordinate. What would tomorrow be like? After all this time, all the moments she’d spent dreaming of touching him, having him. All the opportunities they’d had – here at her flat, for instance – no, it had to be in a conference room at the police station on Hverfisgata in the middle of the day, with evidence and murder scene photos scattered around and all their colleagues busy on the other side of the wall.

         He had laid his hand on her stomach. She didn’t move, felt his fingers brushing around her belly button, trailing up her abdomen. His fingers danced across her chest and her body trembled with desire. She took his hand and drew it to her breast, closed her eyes. Felt his tongue playing at her nipple. Her whole body trembled and she lost herself in him. Gave herself over completely. Again. She couldn’t get enough.159

         They’d left the conference room without saying a word. Sigurdís had gone back to her desk, sat down in front of her computer, and cleaned up her notes from Húsavík. Said goodbye to Emilía and driven home. She took a shower and was in a robe with a towel wrapped around her wet hair when the doorbell rang. He’d got there quicker than she’d been expecting but he couldn’t wait. They hadn’t needed to arrange anything, to exchange messages or plan to meet. They’d both known exactly how this was going to go as soon as their fingers touched.

         They lay facing each other, saying nothing. So close their noses were almost touching. ‘Do you know how long I’ve wanted this?’ he whispered, kissing the tip of her nose.

         Sigurdís gave him a searching look. ‘Half an hour?’ she asked with a devious smile.

         He laughed. ‘Yes, half an hour after half an hour after half an hour ever since I first saw you.’

         She blushed, thinking of all the moments in which she’d doubted that he had any interest in her. ‘I’ve secretly thought about it, too, most half-hours since we met,’ she admitted with a shy smile. They lay just like that, noses touching, until the sun rose. Then they made love again.

         Sigurdís felt so safe here with him. His presence was like a heated blanket for her nervous system, all her tension was gone. She wanted nothing more than to be here, just the two of them, and this mad world could just go on without them. But that was obviously not an option and Unnar sighed when she asked when he was planning to get to the office.

         ‘This is going to be a tough day. I’m not sure I’ll be able to think a complete thought. You’ve shaken me to my core,’ he said, combing a blonde lock from her forehead. ‘All I want is to be here, with you.’

         She gave him a deep kiss. ‘Me too, but we have to solve a murder.’ Sigurdís hopped out of bed, reached for her robe, and walked into the bathroom. She turned on the shower and stepped under the warm jet of water. Unnar followed.

      
   


   
      
         160
            [image: ] 32 [image: ]

         

         Unnar left a few minutes before her. The smile didn’t leave Sigurdís’s face and for the first time in a long while, she looked at herself in the mirror. She used the mirror when she put on her mascara and darkened her brows, of course, but she hadn’t looked at herself – really looked at herself – in a very long time. Just taken in discreet parts of her face.

         Life was but a dream as she sat in the kitchen with her cappuccino after Unnar had left. ‘Unnar and Sigurdís, Sigurdís and Unnar,’ she whispered, giggling like a little girl. She had never felt this way about Jeff; that was a whole different kind of feeling. She pushed aside her shame at having not spoken to him yet or told him she wasn’t coming back. She couldn’t drag it out any longer and last night had swept away any fear she had about having that conversation. She’d been putting it off because it made her anxious. She still didn’t know what she was supposed to say or how. But she understood now that however she put it, the message would be the same. It was far worse to give him the runaround and not answer his calls.

         An autumn chill was in the air when she walked out and she took a deep breath of fresh air before she got into the Mazda. She looked in the rear-view mirror and was backing out when she noticed a man sitting in a dark car behind her. She hadn’t seen him before, and a chill went through her. She couldn’t make him out clearly, but it felt like he was looking at her, staring even. She drove hastily out of the car park, annoyed at herself. She’d let her hypersensitivity get 161the upper hand. Although, if she were being fair to herself, that was only normal, given all the things that were going on in her life. She felt reality crashing down on her with force and longed to be back home and under a blanket with Unnar, where everything was good.

         She turned on the radio and listened to the presenter review the biggest news items of the day. ‘Police have yet to make any arrests for the murder of Olga Einarsdóttir – what is going on? It’s almost four weeks since the woman was murdered in the middle of the Reykjavík Marathon with cameras everywhere. It makes no sense,’ said a man’s voice. ‘It’s unbelievable,’ answered a woman’s voice. ‘Someone needs to be held responsible, and I have to wonder, what faith can we have in a police force that can’t solve a murder that’s committed in public, in broad daylight?’

         Sigurdís switched off the radio. That was a bracing reality check, she thought, pressing harder on the accelerator. It irritated her to hear media people talking about things they knew nothing about. Because of course, it wasn’t that simple. She was also fed up with how slowly the investigation was going. She felt like they didn’t have anything solid to go on. Just some theories that were, as yet, nothing more than that. Theories.

         She saw Unnar’s VW Golf when she drove into the car park behind the police station. It somehow stood out more today than yesterday. She smiled and felt his hands on her body. Smelled his scent on her. It was going to take all her energy not to throw her arms around him in front of their colleagues. They had to be careful.

         But then who should she bump into as she was rounding the corner by the stairwell but Unnar. She reddened and squeaked out a ‘hi’ when she noticed that he was with Viktor.

         ‘Morning, Sigurdís,’ said Viktor. ‘You feeling all right?’ She was in no mood for such a question and certainly not from Viktor. He was leading the investigation into her father’s death and although she could hardly fault him for doing his job, she did anyway.

         ‘Fine, yes, fine – all things considered.’

         162She hurried to her desk, turned on her computer, and went back over her notes from her interview with Aðalsteinn. She was still thinking about how much his demeanour had changed over the course of their interview. What kind of person was the real Aðalsteinn? She’d asked him where he’d been when Olga was murdered. They asked pretty much everyone they interviewed without exception. She quickly scanned the form and found it. Aðalsteinn said he’d been in Húsavík. He didn’t remember where in town he’d been at the precise moment she was murdered, but according to him, he was in Húsavík. Sigurdís marked the file: CONFIRM. She wrote the same thing on the files for Kenneth, Ómar, and Steinar. She and her colleagues had to tread lightly in requesting permission to collect GPS data from telecommunications companies so they’d be able to pinpoint the suspects’ phone locations at the time of the murder. Anyway, it hopefully wouldn’t come to that, because they might end up with more than one airtight witness and thus be able to rule at least a few suspects out completely.

         She nabbed Emilía the moment the young woman walked in. ‘Hey, morning – listen, I need some help. Could you ring these four men and ask them to give you their alibis once more as well as the name of anyone who can confirm their whereabouts? I’d do it myself, but I was the one who took the initial interviews, and I might need to speak with them again. So it’s better to have someone else do this part. I advise you tell Ómar and Kenneth that this is a formality and routine procedure in investigations of this nature to eliminate the victim’s closest relatives.’

         Emilía nodded and agreed to make the calls.

         ‘Amazing socks, by the way,’ said Sigurdís as she walked towards the break room. Emilía was wearing neon green socks with a pink pattern on the cuffs, visible over the tops of her low-heeled ankle boots. They went well with the short black trousers and black sweater she was wearing. Emilía was always very smartly dressed but Sigurdís doubted she put much effort into it. Sigurdís looked down 163to remind herself what she was wearing. Her mind rarely spent much time on clothing, and she’d honestly forgotten what she’d scrambled into after her morning shower with Unnar. Black jeans, white T-shirt, and black blazer. It would do, she thought. Officers who worked in CID didn’t have to dress in uniform except on special occasions. They spent a lot of time out in the world, interviewing people about difficult incidents and they didn’t want to draw the kind of attention that naturally cropped up when uniformed police officers knocked on a door. She had, however, got used to wearing her uniform and police logo sweater any time she went to make an arrest. She thought it only appropriate that they were clearly identified as police officers because it was a serious thing to deprive someone of their freedom and on those occasions, it wasn’t Sigurdís Hölludóttir who was doing that, but the state.

         She was in the break room when the door to Unnar’s office opened and Viktor walked out. Her eyes met Unnar’s and she gave him a conspiratorial smile, which he returned. She saw him hesitate in the doorway before calling: ‘Sigurdís, may I have a word?’

         She shrank for a moment, thinking perhaps this had something to do with her mother, since Viktor had just left his office. He held the door open and had barely shut it behind her when he turned her to him and gave her a deep kiss that quickly grew in urgency. His lips were like her down pillows, thick and soft and perfectly moulded to her. One of his hands was pressed to her back, while the other rested at the base of her neck, guiding the passion of their kiss. She sank into his warm embrace.

         ‘Hi,’ he whispered into her hair.

         She looked up and met his eyes. ‘Hi, yourself.’ She smiled shyly. ‘You had something important to talk to me about?’

         He pulled her close again. ‘Yes, very important. I’m on my way to the morning meeting at work and this gorgeous woman is going to be there. How am I supposed to focus on the meeting with her in the room?’

         164She held his waist and buried her face in his chest. They stood in the embrace for a moment longer. Then she kissed him lightly and said, ‘You’ll manage,’ before walking out.
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         He’d seen her supervisor leave her flat shortly before she appeared in the doorway. He smiled a crooked smile. He could use this. ‘My girl’s getting it on with the boss,’ he said to himself, laughing a cold, quiet laugh. He waited until the Mazda pulled out and then started his car and drove after her.
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         Ana sat in silence while Halla and Einar tried to one-up each other teasing Sigurdís. Halla had invited them to come over for breakfast. It was a time-honoured tradition for them to meet on Sunday mornings at Halla’s and spend some quality time together. Halla usually pulled out all the stops, served them such a spread of delicacies that it was hard to compete with her: freshly baked bread, the homemade cheese salad that Sigurdís had missed every time she got peckish in Florida, fresh fruit, a variety of pastries. And now she’d even learned how to make a good cappuccino, just the way Sigurdís liked it. Halla had read up on coffee makers and bought all the gadgets she needed to be able to make a proper coffee. ‘I was told to buy a separate milk frother, rather than get a machine that had its own,’ she explained as she prepared Sigurdís’s cup. That’s just the way Halla was – she did everything she could for them and made sure they were always comfortable and cared for in her home.

         Sigurdís told them how out of it she’d been from lack of sleep – she’d never experienced anything like it. Einar might have to start caretaking for her earlier than expected. ‘I’m so muddled that earlier this week, I woke up in the middle of the night and reached for my phone – which I always put in the exact same place on my nightstand before I go to sleep – and it wasn’t there. I’m telling you, I looked high and low all over the flat and was on the brink of despair. I was so certain I’d brought it in with me because I remembered scrolling through the news and reading an email before I went to bed. And where do you think I found it? Out in the car 167park! There it was, partially hidden under the front driver’s side tyre, not a scratch on it. I must have had it on my lap when I was driving and dropped it when I came back home from visiting Mum.’ They laughed at her theatrical storytelling and she added: ‘You guys should have seen me, wee hours of the morning, crawling around the flat on my hands and knees like Gollum looking for his Precious.’

         Einar laughed even louder and drew a ring around his ear with his index finger to show that she’d finally gone completely cuckoo. Ana wasn’t laughing, though – she actually seemed a bit agitated and looked at them each in turn, as if they were all losing it. She didn’t know Sigurdís as well as Einar and Halla, but she knew her well enough to know that Sigurdís wasn’t the kind of person who didn’t know if she was coming or going. According to Einar, she wasn’t some head-in-the-clouds type, but a woman who was always aware of her surroundings, always ready to fight whatever dangers lurked there, to protect herself and the people she loved.

         ‘Mum is dead set on being charged,’ said Sigurdís when she’d had enough of being teased. She told them how Alfa had wept in her arms and said she needed charges to be brought to get her voice back. ‘She wants to declare, loud and clear, that she pushed him. I’m worried about her because this could really cost her in the long run and …’ She fell silent before adding in a softer voice: ‘And Garðar, too. It could end up looking like he covered up for her and that’s serious for a man in his position. How horrible to end your career like that,’ she said, reaching for the cheese salad.

         ‘Maybe he did, though.’ They looked at Ana in astonishment, but she didn’t let that throw her off. ‘We don’t know. I mean, the police in my country … I could absolutely believe that they’d do such a thing …’ Her words hung in the air for a moment. Einar put his arm around Ana and pulled her closer to him on the kitchen bench. Ana let herself shrink into his embrace and said, almost in a whisper: ‘I understand her in a way. I want to find the person who disappeared my father and 168…’ She closed her eyes as if she were stepping into another world for a moment.

         Einar hugged her again, gave her a long kiss on the temple, and said softly: ‘I’ll help you look.’

         A worried expression flickered across Halla’s face, and she glanced from Ana to Einar, as if she was about to interject and try and prevent any bad ideas from becoming reality. ‘I love you all so much and I want you to enjoy your lives, my dearests. We’re going to try and help your mother get out of this. I’ll talk to her again and find someone to help walk her through the situation,’ said Halla before looking at Ana. ‘I also understand her in a way,’ she said, smiling at the young woman. ‘It occurred to me, too, that she probably connects his death to what happened to the both of you,’ she added, turning to look at Einar and Sigurdís. ‘The part that was always hardest for her after that terrible night when you were kids was that she hadn’t stepped in and protected you two. She told me once that that night replayed for her sometimes, like a movie in her mind. And sometimes, she managed to flip the script such that she stepped between you and him, Einar, and kept him from grabbing you and throwing you across the room.’

         They stared at her, mouths agape. ‘It makes a certain amount of sense, I mean, as a reason,’ said Einar, looking questioningly at his sister. ‘Is the idea that she built herself a reality in which she’s the saviour any worse an explanation than any other?’

         Sigurdís shrugged. ‘Maybe,’ she said before she stood up slowly from the table. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go to work. There’s a lot of pressure on us right now because of this murder investigation. We’re being pulled in all directions – not just by our superiors and the media, but also by various pieces of evidence in the case. So we have to keep digging, even on a Sunday.’

         She laid a hand on Halla’s shoulder and looked at all of them in turn. ‘I think it’s important that we keep talking to one another. We have to do this together because if one of us decides to play 169the hero to protect the rest then, well … that’s not going to be good for us in the long run and it’s only going to complicate the case.’ They fell silent and all looked down at the same time, like synchronised swimmers. ‘And then someone else will jump in to play the hero and then there will be another complication and someone else will decide to keep their mouth shut to protect the others and then—’

         Ana started giggling. ‘It sounds a bit exciting when you put it that way – eternal drama,’ she said, still chuckling as she stood up and rinsed her plate before putting it in the dishwasher.

         Sigurdís had managed to lighten the mood and when she walked out of the kitchen, Halla and Einar were laughing and making quite the racket while cleaning up, just like they usually did.

         Ana followed her into the hall and closed the vestibule door behind them before taking her arm and whispering urgently: ‘Have them wipe your phone.’ Sigurdís was taken aback and gave her a puzzled look. ‘I don’t believe for a second that you wouldn’t have known if you didn’t have your phone on you when you came in. Not remember whether you’d read an email or not. It is entirely possible that someone broke in, took your phone, and then arranged it outside to make it look like you’d dropped it rather than taking the risk of returning it.’

         Sigurdís looked at Ana. If they were characters in a comic strip, there’d be red question marks of all sizes flying out of her head right about now. ‘I don’t get why you’d think that, why someone would want—’

         Ana interrupted her: ‘To find something on you or monitor the investigation. It could also be a way of monitoring police activity. To get some sort of information. You know it’s possible to clone a phone and in so doing, see everything that someone does or do all sorts of dubious things in their name, like confuse a police investigation by pretending to be you in communications with other cops. Who knows what these shitbags get up to, but they’re 170out there and it’s not like they’re waking up every day to do an honest day’s work or something.’

         Ana’s expression was verging on frantic when she urged Sigurdís to find out if there were any security cameras in the vicinity of her block of flats that could have caught someone creeping around.

         Sigurdís furrowed her brow and once again, she was overcome by the feeling that someone had been following her. It was the same feeling she’d had in Húsavík and when she saw the man in the dark car in her building’s car park in Kópavogur. ‘Thank you, Ana. I’ll have the tech guys take a look at my phone,’ she said as she pulled open the front door. ‘I’ll talk to you guys soon—’

         Ana cut her off again. ‘I could do it for you. You know, go through your phone. I know these guys’ methods.’ She hesitated. ‘Just so you know.’

         Sigurdís felt like the world was moving in slow motion. She had to press the ignition button in her car several times to get the engine to start. Ana had shaken her out of her stupor. Her head had been all over the place and she was occupied with so many things at once. She was used to being the one who stopped, took stock of the surroundings, looked all around and tried to see what didn’t want to be seen. Find the currents and patterns by not bobbing around in the same little pond with everyone else for too long. She’d been floating face down in the pond all this while, she realised. She needed to pull herself out of it. Get focused and try to clear away the blind spots before they took over all her thoughts.
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         ‘I’m so delighted with the two of you, I can’t even believe it,’ said Dóra in a sing-song voice as she clapped her hands together. ‘Finally! Tell me everything.’

         Sigurdís had been on her way home from work and decided to stop by Dóra’s even though it was pretty late. They hadn’t seen much of one another since Sigurdís came home and she missed her best friend. Dóra was Sigurdís’s link to a normal life. A life where friends showed and received support – met up and talked about their love lives, complained about their bosses, talked about their dramas, even their professional development.

         Dóra had lived alone since Siggi had moved out of her flat last winter. Sigurdís was in the US when Dóra called and told her, between heaving sobs, that Siggi had been planning it for a while. He’d bought a flat without her being any the wiser and then announced to her out of the blue that he was moving out. Dóra was in the kitchen arranging toppings on pizza dough when he dropped the bomb on her. She hadn’t even known there was anything the matter.

         ‘I don’t know what we are, but we’ve done a fair bit of … canoodling,’ said Sigurdís, blushing.

         Dóra smiled at her. ‘I knew it would happen for you two at some point. You were made for each other.’

         Sigurdís’s insides fluttered; she felt like she had hundreds of beautiful butterflies flitting around in her stomach. And yet, there was a part of her that was afraid of getting her hopes up that they’d 172ever be more than friends who slept together. ‘There’s also the small matter of him not only being my supervisor, but also Viktor’s – that’s the man who’s leading the investigation into Agnar’s death. So we’ll just have to see how it goes.’

         Dóra couldn’t hide her disappointment. ‘Sigurdís Hölludóttir, are you telling me that you are already making lists of possible reasons that your relationship won’t work? You’re not normal! You may not have admitted it, but I know you’ve had a thing for that man for years. Maybe just try to enjoy the fact that he’s crazy about you, too, instead of listing all the ways this could get messed up. I know you and I know what’ll happen if you let these thoughts start waltzing into that loony brain of yours.’ She fell silent and gave Sigurdís a kind but firm look. ‘Give yourself the gift of allowing yourself to believe that he’s so head over heels in love with you that he’d never let any of this stuff stop you two from being together.’

         Sigurdís knew she was right, but she also knew that she and Unnar couldn’t just throw themselves into a romance that would take over their lives. They had to focus on the investigation and as things stood, they had no choice but to let the case consume them for now. It was the kind of thing that demanded their full attention.

         She decided to shift the focus of the conversation away from her and Unnar and asked Dóra if she’d thought about opening herself back up to love.

         Dóra looked at the glass of white wine she was holding and ran a finger around the rim. ‘Ugh, I don’t know. This is not exactly what I pictured for myself when we were on the threshold of adulthood – me sitting here at thirty-three, single after two failed relationships. And I don’t even know what happened because one moment, I had a partner and was starting to think about when it might be right to bring a little one into the mix, and the next, the guy’s just upped and left, just stood up from the kitchen table and walked out. And here I am, all alone, like some lost puppy.’

         Sigurdís looked at her friend, who’d always been the one to pep 173her up, so positive and bright, dragging her along for the next adventure. Sigurdís would have had next to no social life if it weren’t for Dóra, who was always the one who arranged the meet-ups, the trips, the fun. And now here she was, saddled with more than her fair share of disappointment. ‘Why do they just leave? I don’t understand it.’

         Dóra told her she’d emptied her tear tank the month after Siggi left and had no more tears to cry. Instead, a sort of emptiness had settled over her, and she was carrying on with her life like a well-programmed robot – she did what she had to do, but no more.

         ‘But what you have with Unnar is different to the relationships I’ve been in. You know each other so well and the connection between you withstood a three-year separation. If anything, it only strengthened it. I wish I’d ever had that kind of connection, instead of moving in with a guy a few months after we met by chance at some random bar before there was any depth to our relationship. Which is why I’m telling you not to start tallying up all the obstacles. Because if you have that depth – mutual love and respect – and if your whole relationship isn’t just the result of going with the flow or chasing superficial desires, then none of the things you’ve mentioned matter in the slightest. You two will find a way. He sees you just as you are, and he’s seen all your worst sides, even,’ she said, giving Sigurdís a playful nudge. ‘I think he loves you and it comes from a very deep place. Not a whole lot of people can say the same.’

         Sigurdís had never heard Dóra talk like this. She was the type who preferred more play and less dwelling on things she had no control over. They sat on her pink sofa in the flat she had in a small multi-unit co-op near Perlan. Dóra was an aesthete and liked to have lots of beautiful little things around her. The antique pink sofa was the focal point of the living room, and she’d matched it with a grass-green footstool and brown easy chair. The cushions tied everything together. One of them had a picture of Frida Kahlo woven into the velvet so now the three women sat together on the 174couch, all coloured by life, each in her own way. Dóra had her legs pulled up to her chest and Sigurdís leaned over and rested her chin on her friend’s knees. ‘Thank you for being my friend,’ she said with a wink. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without you.’

         Dóra smiled and narrowed her eyes. ‘It’s not a walk in the park, this gig, let me tell you,’ she said mischievously. ‘But we’re a good team you and I, sister friends, together until the bitter end.’

         ‘On a lighter note,’ said Sigurdís, reaching for her phone. ‘Einar was telling me about this ticket site where you can find tickets to most events and—’

         Dóra interrupted her with a laugh: ‘As hip and hot as you are, you can still be such a dinosaur sometimes. Are you just now hearing about that? That site’s been around for years.’

         Dóra was right – Sigurdís didn’t go to a lot of organised events and the only reason she thought about the site now was that she wanted to cheer Dóra up by suggesting they go to a stand-up show or concert.

         ‘Hey, good idea, yeah. I’d be down for that. I love good stand-up,’ said Dóra after Sigurdís suggested they make a night of it. They were scrolling through the events listings on Sigurdís’s phone when Unnar’s name flashed on the screen. Dóra tensed, clapped her hands together in excitement. She hadn’t done that since they were little girls.

         Unnar’s voice was serious. ‘Are you home? I need to talk to you.’

         Sigurdís felt the stone quiver in her stomach. No niceties, no greeting – not even a quick ‘hi’.

         ‘No, I’m at Dóra’s—’

         He cut her off before she could finish. ‘Could you leave now and meet me at yours? Or you could come to my place, if you’d rather – I’m at work, but I’ll be home shortly. Whatever’s best for you.’

         Sigurdís was getting a bad feeling; this was very unlike Unnar. ‘I’ll head out now, just come to mine in Kópavogur.’

         ‘Did something happen?’ Dóra asked with concern after Sigurdís hung up.

         175She looked at her friend, unsure. ‘I don’t know, but Unnar wants to meet me at home. He won’t say why.’

         Dóra seemed relieved. ‘It’s probably just some work thing he wants to discuss with you. From the look on your face, I thought someone died or something,’ she said.

         They said goodbye with a hug and Sigurdís hurried out. The sky was dark and the only sound was from the traffic in the distance. She turned down the footpath that ran between the houses and down to the next street, where she’d parked the car. Tall trees on either side formed a tunnel over the pavement that was only illuminated by the streetlamps at either end. She wouldn’t have said no to a little more light right about now. She’d felt unusually timorous since her conversation with Ana that morning. Sigurdís hadn’t mentioned it to anyone at the station, but she’d requested a new phone from the tech department and bagged her own with the request that it be wiped and reset because it was ‘acting up,’ as she’d put it in the official request. Towards the middle of the pathway, there was an electrical transformer box that was partially grown over with weeds and vines. It was covered in graffiti that stood out against the autumnal backdrop and grey paving, but she thought it looked cool – it was clear the artist knew their stuff. She quickened her pace and was almost at the street when she heard her phone ping; she had a text message. It had been sent from an Icelandic number she didn’t recognise.

         Nice graphiti you just passed, don’t you agree? You have a package waiting for you.

         
             

         

         Sigurdís looked behind her but didn’t see anyone. She hurried to the street and looked around again. Nothing unusual. Her heart was pounding and she jumped when her car chirped as she hit the unlock button on her key fob. Someone was there, she could feel it.

         ‘Hello,’ she called towards the footpath. ‘Hello,’ she repeated. ‘Show yourself.’ No one answered, no one came out, and she didn’t 176hear anyone moving. But someone was definitely watching her. What package were they talking about? She made a quick circuit of the car but didn’t notice anything unusual. She shivered when she got in the front seat and quickly looked behind her. The back seat was empty except for her open gym bag. Her shoes were on top, side by side, soles facing up. Just like she’d left them. She felt around under the front seat but found nothing. She started the car and drove home with one eye on the rear-view mirror.
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         She was sitting in the car when she saw Unnar driving down the hill and turning into the car park. She didn’t get out of the car until she saw him walking to the door of her building. She couldn’t read his expression, but he wasn’t smiling like he usually did and she saw nothing of the message he usually sent her with his eyes, the silent message that told her he was glad to see her. Instead, he said quietly: ‘Let’s get inside.’

         As soon as they got into her apartment, he unzipped his coat and pulled out a plastic bag with an envelope inside. He put it on the dining room table and then disappeared into the living room.

         She just stood there as if her shoes were glued to the floor and stared after him. She was still trying to get her bearings. Make sense of Unnar’s behaviour. What was going on? She closed her eyes for a moment. It was a method she used when she needed to shift gears. Steel herself and deal with whatever might come. She put her keys in the bowl on the shelf, took off her shoes, and arranged them neatly side by side. Heels to the wall, she thought, her inner voice sharp, barking at her like a drill sergeant.

         Unnar was pulling the curtains across the living room window when she walked in. He was moving quickly. He strode back into the kitchen and pulled down the blackout shade on the window there before turning back around. Now she saw him, the Unnar she knew. He looked at her warmly and walked back to her. Pulled her close, his lips searching for hers before giving her a deep, tender kiss. Sigurdís’s head was spinning. She had to get a handle on this 178evening, the mixed messages from Unnar. She couldn’t make sense of any of this.

         He took her hand and led her to the dining table, picked up the bag with the envelope in it, took her back to the living room, and sat down next to her on the sofa. She followed him, but not in a trance. She was clear and ready to receive this information. It was like she was seeing everything in high-def and suddenly, she remembered the text about the package. Before she could think about that any further, though, she felt Unnar’s hand on her thigh. He was looking at her and a worried furrow appeared on his handsome brow.

         ‘We’ve got to work fast,’ Unnar said, snapping on rubber gloves before pulling the large brown padded envelope out of the bag and removing its contents.

         Sigurdís scooched closer to get a better look at three photographs that had been printed out on A4 paper, taking care not to touch them. Her cheeks blazed. They were photos of her and Unnar. In one of them, they were lying on her sofa – the very same one they were sitting on now. Unnar was on top of her and there was no doubt what was happening. Her head was on the sofa arm, her legs wrapped around his waist, her left hand holding the drawstring of the trousers he wore as part of his uniform.

         The second photo was of the two of them holding hands outside her building. ‘Fuck, this was taken this morning,’ she said without taking her eyes off the image. The last photo was upside down but instead of asking him to turn it right side up, she got up, went around to the other side of the coffee table, and crouched down. She wanted to throw up. The photo was of Halla on her way into the block of flats where her mother lived. She shot Unnar a questioning look, and it was clear he knew what she wanted to know.

         ‘Viktor called me not long after I’d sent you both home tonight. An envelope addressed to the two of us was waiting for him,’ he said, 179lifting the envelope. Their names were printed on a sticker, under which it read, in big letters: IMPORTANT. ‘He called me, of course, to see if I was still at work and brought this in. He’s still down at the station, arranging for protective surveillance for your mother and Halla tonight while we get a better handle on this.’

         Sigurdís kept her cool. This wasn’t the time to give in to fear. ‘Did he see the photos? Viktor?’ she asked, hoping against hope that he hadn’t.

         Unnar nodded but then smiled broadly. ‘He examined the photos with the eye of a professional and didn’t mention anything to do with us. But someone is obviously sending us a message, as I know you know. And so he and I looked at these through that lens.

         ‘He also said it was about time you and I got together already,’ he joked. ‘He said we might be good at our jobs, but we’re terrible at hiding the tension between us.’ Unnar smiled at her. ‘He’s right, of course.’ Then he returned to seriousness as he pulled a piece of paper out of the envelope. ‘We also got this letter from the photographer.’ He placed a white A4 page on the table in front of her. In the middle of the paper, in tiny script, it read:

         
            You live such interesting lives 

            Hope you like the photos

             

            Ps. Sigurdis – I am disappointed in you 

            Fucking your boss is such a cliché

         

         Sigurdís sank back onto the floor, lay down on her back and looked up at the ceiling. ‘I probably should have told you, but … remember this week, the day I was late?’ She heard the rustle of plastic as Unnar put the envelope and its contents back in the evidence bag and removed his rubber gloves. He lay down on the floor beside her and took her hand. ‘Yes, that was the day we—’

         He turned to her and placed his hand on her cheek and looked 180into her eyes. ‘The day I decided I could no longer just look at you.’ He buried his face in her belly and inhaled deeply.

         She whispered: ‘I think someone came here the night before that, took my phone, and did something to it. I found it out in the car park by my car.’

         He stood up and held out a hand to help her stand as well. ‘What do you mean? You can’t really be telling me that someone broke in here?’

         She cut him off and said curtly: ‘I’m telling you nothing of the sort, and I’m still not convinced that’s what happened because there’s no sign of a break-in. But after what’s happened tonight, I’m starting to consider the possibility.’

         She calmed herself a little and led him back to the sofa. She needed to lay this out for him piece by piece because she wanted his perspective. She took his hands and looked him firmly in the eyes as she told him what happened that night.

         ‘I’d hardly slept at all and was exhausted after driving back from Húsavík. So the simplest explanation is that I just dropped my phone when I was coming in. Then everything with you happened and I didn’t think anything else of it until the next morning.’

         She told him about Ana and her advice that Sigurdís should have the tech department give her phone a once-over. ‘I thought it wouldn’t do any harm to let them take a look; I got a new phone, put my old one in an envelope, and submitted a request. They have it now. I didn’t want to make a big deal of it.’

         Unnar brushed a lock of hair that had slipped loose from her ponytail out of her face. She stopped him.

         ‘There’s more.’ She reached for her phone, opened her messages, and showed him. ‘This came just now when I was walking out to my car from Dóra’s. I looked around but I didn’t see anyone and I didn’t hear any movement either. But this is undoubtedly the package that’s mentioned here,’ she said, nodding towards the envelope.

         181Then she was struck by a sudden thought. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said with excitement. ‘On Thursday morning, I saw a man sitting in a dark vehicle in the car park after you left. I couldn’t see him well, just his outline, but I felt like he was watching me and it gave me a bad feeling. I thought it was weird because I’d never seen the car before.’ She held her face and growled. ‘I’m such an idiot, I didn’t even pay attention to the make or model. Just zoomed off.’

         He pulled her to him, and she cuddled up close as he kissed the top of her head and buried his face in her hair. ‘I have to take the envelope back to the station to enter it in the system and submit it for testing. I wasn’t supposed to take it anywhere, of course, but I felt like I needed to show it to you before the photos were handed over to the tech department. It’d be best for you to come with me and then we can spend the night at my place.’ He leaned in and kissed her. ‘I hadn’t planned on going public with our relationship like this. But these photos are, well, pretty … exposing,’ he said with a small smile. ‘How are you feeling about all of this?’ he asked, running his thumb along her cheekbone.

         She took his hand and hooked his pinky in hers. ‘I feel worst about the fact that this person is using my mum and Halla to send me a message. I’m less worried about us.’
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         A loud commotion carried down the hall from the conference room on the fourth floor. Sigurdís’s longtime friend the stone had made itself comfortable in her stomach as she ascended the stairs. Compared with the fact that she was being followed and her family was being used to threaten her, the embarrassment of people knowing about her and Unnar was small potatoes. She just had to face her colleagues and get it over with.

         The Reykjavík and Capital-Area Chief of Police had been invited to the meeting following a briefing with Unnar earlier that morning. The package that they’d received the night before was considered a serious threat to members of the police and their families. The matter had been referred to the National Commissioner’s Analysis Department, a risk assessment was being conducted for both Sigurdís and Einar, and a contingency plan put into place. Their families would be assigned police protection while the assessment was underway.

         At their meeting, Unnar had also updated the chief on the status of the murder investigation. Almost everyone in CID had worked through the weekend on the case and they’d written a report on where it stood; after that, Unnar had filled her in on their next steps, including what they might potentially require a judge’s approval for. In a case like this, in which DNA, witnesses, security camera footage – really, anything tangible – was in short supply, they had to come up with theories and then try to disprove them, one after the other. Unnar presented the theories that the team was currently working 183on, but they needed the support of other precincts, as well as the involvement of the National Commissioner’s Office and the cooperation of Europol.

         Ólöf Stefánsdóttir had held the position of Reykjavík Police Chief for several years. Sigurdís hadn’t worked directly with her, but they’d corresponded when she applied for her academic leave to study in Florida and she liked the chief. When Sigurdís walked into the conference room, Ólöf came over and said hello.

         ‘I’ve been meaning to welcome you back. It’s good to have you home again with new expertise in your toolbox. I know it’s going to serve you well here.’

         Sigurdís smiled and thanked her, adding that she was glad to be back.

         ‘I want you to know that I’m taking this threat you received very seriously. Having taken a look at it myself, it’s my considered opinion that those photos constitute a serious threat to our officers. We’re going to do everything in our power to find the sender and ensure your safety in the meantime.’

         Sigurdís nodded, able to breathe more easily. Ólöf hadn’t mentioned her relationship with Unnar.

         The chief’s phone started vibrating. ‘I have to take this, Sigurdís, but I’d like to chat more after the meeting, if you’ll come to my office afterwards,’ she said, answering the call as she walked into the hallway.

         ‘Hi.’ Emilía stood next to her with two Coke Zeros, one of which she handed her. ‘It occurred to me that you needed one of these. I would have got you a cappuccino, but I didn’t have time.’

         Emilía was constantly surprising her. She’d be so engrossed in a project at work –hunched over her computer or digging through photographs or other evidence she’d been assigned – that sometimes, Sigurdís wasn’t sure that she was still present in reality. But then she’d do stuff like this that proved she noticed everything.

         ‘I knew it,’ she whispered.

         184‘Knew what?’ Sigurdís asked with curiosity.

         ‘That Unnar had a thing for you,’ she said taking a sip of her Coke with a mischievous smile.

         Sigurdís couldn’t help but smile back. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ she said, elbowing her.

         ‘It doesn’t take a genius to pick up on the chemistry between you two,’ she said teasingly. ‘After you came back, I understood why Unnar had never looked at any of those girls who are always giving him the eye. He was waiting for you.’

         Sigurdís felt an unexpected surge of jealousy rearing its ugly head. She’d occasionally wondered if Unnar was seeing anyone but never heard anything to that effect. She turned back to Emilía. ‘I want a list of names on my desk by tomorrow morning.’

         Emilía laughed. ‘No prob, Bob. We can send them ice creams.’

         Ólöf had gone to the front of the room and was waiting for quiet. Unnar stood beside her, solemn-faced, as she told the group that the National Commissioner’s Office was heading the investigation into the package addressed to him and Sigurdís. ‘We must, at all phases of a case, be mindful of conflicts of interest, but we will, of course, be keeping Unnar and Sigurdís informed, just as we would if this were a case involving ordinary civilians.’

         Ólöf said she’d gone over the investigation into Olga’s murder and believed they’d done important work over the weekend. ‘I know there’s a lot of societal pressure to solve this and the ongoing dialogue about us isn’t always fair. This case is different from others we’ve undertaken and seems to have been carefully planned, but we can’t say that publicly; we need to keep a lot of information from the media so as not to compromise the investigation. In the meantime, the talk about our ineptitude is undoubtedly getting louder, but that’s just the way it’s got to be. We’re going to stay calm, knuckle down, and use every possible means to solve this case.’

         To Sigurdís’s mind, all the talk of police incompetence could actually work in their favour; with any luck, the perpetrators would 185grow complacent and start making mistakes when interacting with the police. It was vital that they didn’t know what cards the police held and especially not that they were confident that the murder had been planned by more than one individual.
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         ‘I want you to know that I’m not happy about Unnar starting a relationship with an employee of the department he’s overseeing, regardless of the fact that he’s only in his supervisory role on a temporary basis. But we’re too short-staffed and this case is too big. Plus, I simply don’t have any interest in interfering in my officers’ love lives,’ sighed Ólöf. She gave Sigurdís a questioning look and leaned back in her desk chair. ‘Don’t you go telling anyone I said I didn’t have any interest in something. It could damage my image.’ She smiled at Sigurdís.

         ‘I’d been planning on talking to you about your mother’s arrest. I’m familiar with your background because Garðar and I have obviously worked together for a long time. He told me the whole story when you started at the CID. We haven’t seen any reason to resort to any other measures than to set up a Chinese wall in the department, which is also why Viktor’s been receiving support from the National Commissioner’s Office. But in light of the fact that you and Unnar are in a romantic relationship, we’ve decided to entrust oversight of the investigation to the North East Police Authority. We should have done this from the start, but we can’t do anything about it now other than hope there won’t be another governmental report.’

         Sigurdís nodded and said nothing. Ólöf looked at her and Sigurdís could feel the kindness emanating from her.

         ‘You’ve got a lot weighing on you, Sigurdís, and so I want to stress the importance of you taking care of yourself. You’re a good cop and 187enjoy the respect of everyone who’s worked with you. We don’t want you burning out.’

         
             

         

         After her meeting with Ólöf, Sigurdís looked across the open-plan office. Her colleagues were hunched over their computers and there was a tangible buzz in the air. They’d laid out today’s projects in yesterday’s meeting, before the mystery package arrived. She knew she needed to get cracking on the tasks that had been assigned to her. Her worries about Halla, her mum, and explicit photographic material would all have to wait.

         ‘Sigurdís, can I speak to you for a moment?’ Unnar stood over her and gestured for her to follow him into his office. Sigurdís was conscious of their colleagues’ eyes following them. She wondered if she should give them their money’s worth, but she couldn’t joke about anything at the moment. All she could do was put her head down and keep working on this investigation. She had to let go of everything else. Trust her colleagues with her mother’s case and Halla’s safety. She had no other choice.

         Unnar asked her to close the door behind her.

         ‘Our colleagues are going to love this,’ she said, snorting derisively.

         ‘I couldn’t care less,’ said Unnar, leaning lightly on his desk. ‘I got a call from the folk who are running tests on the package. They’ve swabbed everything and are going to send the samples for DNA testing, but it’s doubtful that will turn anything up. They’ve also examined the photos to try and figure out where they were taken from. When we were looking at the photos together at your apartment yesterday, we weren’t thinking about where the photographer and camera could have been. I think we were in too much shock. So fortunately, other people are on the ball.’

         He looked her dead in the eye. ‘The photos of us in the living room were extracted from a video recording.’ She stiffened. ‘The tech department went to your place and climbed up on the balcony 188where they found a little camera that had been set up in a flowerpot on the picnic table just outside the window. It was small and hidden in the leaves, but we would have seen it if we’d gone out there. They called and asked if they could enter your flat and comb it, just to be on the safe side.’

         Sigurdís had focused her eyes on one of Unnar’s shirt buttons; she felt nothing while he was talking. Now she felt rage welling up inside her. ‘Bastards,’ she said, looking up into Unnar’s eyes. ‘We’re going to get them. We’ve got to.’

         He put his arms around her and whispered: ‘Oh, yes. They don’t know what’s going to hit them.’

         When they came out, she handed Atli the keys to her flat. ‘Can we go through everything?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes.’

         He smiled at her. ‘It’s a shit situation, but I promise you: if there’s anything there, we’ll find it.’

         Emilía walked over and said hello to Atli with a serious expression. ‘Make sure you clean up after yourselves.’
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         Reykjavík – October 2025

         
             

         

         He watched them climb up onto the balcony and knew they’d find the camera. He also knew that they couldn’t trace it to him and wouldn’t find any of his DNA on it. But it was still a major fuck-up. He’d gone too far. Cops everywhere. He was done for. Fuck, fuck, fuck, he said to himself when he saw the message.

         
            
               Fucking greedy amateur.

               You are burned. Get rid of everything.

               Go to the meeting spot.

               You will be picked up.

            

         

         He started the car and drove away. He was in deep shit.
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         Ana was sitting on the sand at Nauthólsvík, the geothermal beach. She’d drawn her knees up to her chest and was looking out over the bay. Sigurdís had decided to comply with the recommendations of the risk assessment and had been driven here in an unmarked car by two members of the armed police unit. They watched her from the rock garden that lay between the car park and the beach.

         Ana seemed so small and breakable sitting there alone in the golden sand. She was wearing a black coat that she’d zipped all the way up and she’d stuck her chin down into the collar, as the autumn weather wasn’t exactly ideal for sunbathing. But although it had started getting colder, it was still a sunny and windless day on the shore. Ana’s expression didn’t change at all when Sigurdís sat down beside her. She wouldn’t hear of coming into the police station and so they’d agreed to meet here. Sigurdís’s curiosity had grown the closer they’d got to Nauthólsvík. Who was Ana, really? She’d been asking herself that question ever since Ana transformed from her brother’s sweet girlfriend to some mysterious spy lurking in Halla’s foyer.

         ‘You were right,’ she said.

         ‘About your phone?’ she answered.

         ‘Yes. But it hadn’t been cloned. Someone apparently tried, but it didn’t work. They could tell that someone had tried to open the phone that night while I was asleep, though. They also saw that I’d opened an email and used a web browser on my phone when I got home. So when you piece everything together …’

         191Sigurdís fell silent. Ana knew about the photos, too, because they’d had to take security precautions at Halla’s and she, Einar, and Ana had all been given panic buttons that they had to keep with them until the sender was found.

         ‘There’s so much I have to tell you, Sigurdís, but I don’t know where to start,’ said Ana, glancing at her. Her watery blue eyes were wet and revealed deep unhappiness.

         ‘How about at the beginning?’ said Sigurdís, smiling her most encouraging smile.

         ‘You remember when I told you my dad disappeared?’ Sigurdís nodded. ‘I didn’t go into the details with you guys because it’s not really what you talk about the first time you meet the sister of the man you love.’

         Sigurdís looked at her. The woman who just told her she loved her brother. A woman she had a feeling was about to tell her quite the story.

         ‘We lived in a city called Mykolaiv in the southern part of Ukraine, next to the Black Sea. The city’s known for a giant shipyard and is one of Ukraine’s major shipping centres. Dad was a helmsman and was away a lot. We often went down to the harbour, and I remember dreaming of sailing away with him. We were well off compared to a lot of people but weren’t living in the lap of luxury or anything. Shortly before he disappeared, men were always coming to our house. Men I didn’t recognise. He always went outside to talk to them and sometimes, they drove him off somewhere. When he came home from these drives, he was always so unhappy. He and Mum were whispering to one another all the time and I could tell that something had changed.

         ‘The day he disappeared, he took us into town and we went to McDonald’s, which was a major occasion in my home. Then we got ice cream and took a walk around the city centre.’ Ana was quiet for a moment and looked at Sigurdís. ‘He was a really good man, and I was such a daddy’s girl. That night was no different than any 192other night until I heard a commotion outside my room. I got out of bed and pressed my ear to the door to try and figure out what was going on. Mum was crying and Dad was trying to calm her down. He was telling her it would be okay. Then I heard a man’s voice I didn’t recognise and decided to look through the window. I saw a dark car with its engine running in the drive and in it was a man I couldn’t really make out, but I could tell that he was smoking. I remember that because it seemed so spooky to me, the way the smoke curled through the cracked window and into the darkness. Dad didn’t have his duffle bag when he left, even though he always took it with him when he went to sea.

         ‘I got this feeling that told me to try and get the numberplate. So I wrote it down on a piece of paper and hid it. I watched Dad get in the car and then it drove away. And we haven’t seen him since.’

         Ana hunched down deeper in the collar of her coat and sniffled. ‘Mum told us he’d gone to sea. She didn’t know I was awake and saw him leaving without his duffle bag. She was a mess, though, and couldn’t maintain that story for long. It was just a way to comfort us.

         ‘After a week, he still hadn’t come home and that’s when she started looking for him. Until one evening, when a man came to the house and I heard him threatening Mum, telling her that if she didn’t stop asking questions, something bad would happen to her. She packed our necessities that very night and we left town. Drove during the day and slept in the car until we reached the Polish border. I don’t remember all the details. From there, we wandered from place to place until we ended up here.

         ‘I’m sure you don’t get why I’m telling you all this, but I’m getting to that now,’ added Ana with a wry smile.

         ‘I’ve always missed my dad just as much as I did at the start. This was equally true when I met some kids in secondary school who were really good gamers. That got me interested in computers and the internet and all that stuff and I started googling Dad to try and 193understand what had happened. I didn’t want to forget him and our life in Ukraine; I always hoped I’d find something. But I found nothing. That is, until I went onto the deep web. I was just a babe in the woods, of course, and I didn’t realise that I needed to proceed just as carefully there as I did in the real world.

         ‘You have no idea the awful stuff that goes on there. You can find all sorts of stolen information on the deep web, and a lot of it is for sale. There are also professional online criminals who sell their services on message boards. I was asking around about my dad on one such message board, about as subtly as a bull in a china shop. I just wanted to know if any of these people who had access to information as a result of data leaks and internet attacks could check and see if they saw my dad’s name anywhere.

         ‘Then I got a message from this Ukrainian hacker guy who warned me not to ask anything on that board. He told me that would only go one of two ways: either someone would take advantage of my palpable despair and try to scam money off me, or else I’d stir up the attention of more dangerous parties who didn’t want anyone going around and asking questions about disappeared people.

         ‘We started talking regularly, the hacker and I. He offered to help me find my dad. I was so happy when I got that message from him that I raced home and told Mum I was in contact with a hacker who was going to help us find information about Dad. That was a horrible shock for her, and she begged me to stop digging for him because he’d fallen in with some really dangerous people. She made me promise, and in return, she said she’d tell us everything that happened before he went missing.’

         They were starting to feel the cold, sitting there on the sand, and Ana squeezed her knees tighter and pulled her hands into the sleeves of her coat before continuing.

         ‘It turned out that my father had witnessed a large-scale drug smuggling operation – what drug my mom never knew or cared to 194find out. The captain and several of the crew members on a cargo ship he was working on were part of an international crime syndicate that used cargo ships for transport. This syndicate generally had a guy embedded on the crew. The loud conversations I’d overhead at home were these men trying to get Dad in league with them. They offered him a lot of money, but he always said no. He just wanted to live a normal life and told Mum he’d never take the risks associated with that lifestyle, nor did he want to. In the end, he decided to go to the police and tell them everything he knew. Mum went crazy because she was so scared those guys would find out and kill Dad, but he trusted the police.’

         Ana turned to Sigurdís with cold eyes. ‘That was a mistake.’

         So this was the reason Ana told Einar she didn’t trust the cops, Sigurdís thought.

         ‘That night, a man identifying himself as a member of the Ukrainian secret police knocked on our door. He said they’d been informed by the local authorities that he had important information about a smuggling ring and asked Dad to come with him. The noise I heard was because he’d asked to come in the next day, but they told him he had to go with them right then. Said if he didn’t, he’d be considered an accomplice and the other ship captains would be informed as much. That’s why Mum was crying.’

         Sigurdís looked at Ana and felt a deep compassion for this young woman. She put an arm around her shoulders and asked if she’d ever heard from the hacker again – the one who’d offered to help her.

         ‘Yes, I sent him the numberplate details, and he sent me a message many months later. The car with that plate was registered to a man who worked for the same shipping company my dad had worked for. The hacker …’ She looked up and said she didn’t want to use his handle because she didn’t want to out him. ‘He told me that man had been a fixer for the syndicate – he started out as regular muscle but moved up through the ranks over time. He’s still “fixing” things for them, which means he’ll do anything, so long as he gets paid.’

         195Sigurdís knew that Ana’s story was the story of many young women around the world. Far too many.

         Sigurdís looked up at the rock garden and saw that her security detail was still there. For a moment, she’d wanted to believe that this had just been a bad dream–that she’d driven here in her Mazda and everything was normal.

         Ana laid a hand on her forearm and inhaled deeply. ‘I’ve got to finish the story because you need to hear this.’

         Sigurdís smiled at her. ‘I can absolutely help you—’

         Ana interrupted: ‘No, that’s not it. This guy, the fixer – he’s not in Ukraine anymore. He’s been underground for a few years. Although the hacker and I think we found him on the deep web. There, he’s called “the Helper”, but no one knows where he’s keeping himself in real life. He has a network of people working for him who collect debts, send threats, hide criminals the police are looking for and … kill people for the right price.’

         Ana said that she and the hacker were in regular communication. ‘He’s a good hacker, you see, a white hat – he’s not in it to attack major infrastructures or extort anyone by holding medical records hostage or anything like that. He got into this to find paedophiles and there’s a whole story there, but it doesn’t have anything to do with this. But he helps me and we let each other know any time we run across anything that seems to be connected to the Helper.

         ‘The Helper knows, of course, that people are looking for him and others like him, and so the sites he frequents are only open sometimes. If you try to trace those sites, he sends you on a wild goose chase from one web server to another, all over the world. Guys like him also know what countries they can hide their trail in, because not everywhere has information sharing agreements in place with law enforcement in the West. The Helper is smart, or at least the person who oversees this part of his operation is. But because I’m keeping an eye on him, I spend a lot of time on the deep web.’

         196Ana closed her eyes. ‘I was on a chat where some real scumbags hang out and they thought I was “one of them”.’ She gave Sigurdís a conspiratorial look. ‘Long story – don’t ask.’

         She continued, her voice more urgent now: ‘There’s one guy who hangs out on there who’s always bragging about how good he is at terrorising people. His handle’s sunny202 and his whole thing is following people and tracking their movements and stuff like that. You don’t know what a shock it gave me when he shared a picture of you with the note: Guess who gets to follow honeybun here for the next few days?’

         Ana pulled out her phone and showed Sigurdís the photo she’d got off the chat. It had been taken in front of the bakery in Húsavík, when Sigurdís was walking towards the church. She remembered the feeling that someone had been watching her. Sigurdís peered at the image, trying to figure out where the photographer could have been standing when he took it. She remembered a group of tourists who’d gathered at the base of the stairway that led down to the harbour. Could this guy have been one of them? A chill went through her, but she also felt a thrill of anticipation. She was going to find this guy, and this was a trail she could follow.

         Ana had stood up and was dusting the yellow sand from her jeans. ‘I’m no expert in the deep web, but I know enough to know that police around the world are always trying to infiltrate it and not all of them are very good at it. Sometimes, you’ll see a guy entering a chat who might as well be waving his badge around. And all it does is make things worse because then these criminals go to ground and it takes me a while to find their new hideouts, as I call them.’ Ana looked away and bit her bottom lip.

         ‘I know you’re going to tell your colleagues about this and really have no choice not to. But it would be best if they didn’t try to infiltrate. Let me keep an eye on things and if I find anything else connected to you, I’ll let you know …’ She hesitated and then said quietly: ‘Or will you at least let me know if you are all going to start 197searching for sunny202? Then I’ll at least I’ll know to keep an eye out for you.’

         Sigurdís hooked her arm through Ana’s, and they walked toward the car park. ‘Thank you, Ana, for trusting me with this. I know you don’t trust cops—’

         Ana cut in: ‘I don’t trust cops, but you’re not a cop in my mind. You’re Sigurdís, Einar’s sister, and that means we’re family.’
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         Aðalsteinn answered on the second ring, drawling his hello.

         Sigurdís smiled. ‘Hello, this is Sigurdís from Reykjavík CID.’

         There was silence for a moment and then he answered: ‘Yes, of course. Hello.’

         ‘I won’t trouble you long, but we’re still working on the investigation into Olga’s murder and—’

         He cut her off: ‘I don’t have a lot of time and I don’t understand why you think I have anything to do with this. I haven’t had any contact with Olga since we sold the company twenty years ago.’

         Sigurdís could hear the venom in his voice, even though he was still speaking with that delightful northern drawl of his. ‘We’ve been going through the alibis of everyone we’d like to eliminate from our investigation. That’s our method. Is there anything that would prevent you from helping us confirm your alibi?’ she asked in the same innocent tone she’d practised with Unnar that morning before they got out of bed.

         Aðalsteinn hesitated. ‘I suppose not,’ he said then. ‘But the unfortunate fact of the matter is that I was alone that day. I went for a hike around Botnsvatn Lake and then drove east to my cottage in Axarfjörður. I don’t recall having seen anyone who would remember running into me. I’m an inveterate loner, as many people will tell you.’

         ‘If you grant us permission to look at your phone data, that could help us both – you’ll be off our list and I can move on with my job,’ she said, breath bated.

         199‘Oh … Well, sure. That should be possible.’

         ‘Fantastic, Aðalsteinn. An officer from the North Iceland Police will come by and have you sign your permission. I’ve noted down that you took a hike around Botnsvatn Lake and then drove south to Axarfjörður and once I’ve been able to confirm that based on your GPS data, you’ll be rid of me.’

         There was silence on the other end of the line. ‘Listen … now that I’m thinking about it, this could actually be a problem. I remember now that I lost my phone out in Skjálfandi Bay a few weeks ago. Very clumsy of me. I was taking a group out and wasn’t being careful with my phone and … you know. So I have a new phone now and I’m not sure if it …’

         ‘No worries, we’ll figure something out. We can also take a look at the GPS data from your car – I noticed you have a nice Range Rover.’

         ‘I’m very busy, as I said. I’ve got to go now. Good day to you.’

         ‘Just one thing before you go – did you see Ómar when he came up north to visit your mother in July last year?’ There was a click on the other end.

         ‘He hung up on me,’ said Sigurdís. The conversation hadn’t gone the way she’d expected. They’d decided to make similar calls to Svava’s husband Steinar, Olga’s production partner Ragnar, and Aðalsteinn. The goal was to weigh their responses when they got a call from the police about assisting with their investigation so they could narrow down their list of suspects; she hadn’t lied to Aðalsteinn about that. If they were lucky enough that one of them had some knowledge of the case, then such a call could be the first step in turning the heat up on that person. Maybe they’d make a mistake trying to cover their tracks.

         Steinar’s alibi was firm – he’d gone to a bakery with his daughter and from there, the shop. After that, Steinar had gone to her apartment, where he stayed for about an hour, playing with his granddaughter, Svava. His daughter and her partner both corroborated his 200story. Ragnar gave them his phone and said they could do what they wanted with it, even fix the screen if the spirit moved them. He’d been at home until he’d set out for the airport with a stop at the Smáralind Mall on the way, where he bought a belt. The GPS data on his phone, receipt for the belt, and security cameras all confirmed his story.

         Emilía and Unnar were sitting with Sigurdís in the small meeting room while she spoke to Aðalsteinn. ‘What was that?’ asked Emilía. ‘Why was he so terse?’

         Unnar looked at Sigurdís with undisguised admiration.

         Emilía looked at them both and smiled wryly. ‘But wow, you really pulled that off – I was having a hard time not laughing. “No worries, Aðalsteinn”,’ she mimicked in a playful tone. ‘If you’re ever fired from the police for uh … you know,’ she teased with a nod toward Unnar, ‘you can always go into telemarketing.’

         Unnar cleared his throat, clearly wanting to turn the conversation back to the case. ‘Now we’ve got to get the wheels in motion up north – we need to figure out what’s going on up there. After all, Sigurdís, one of your theories did involve Aðalsteinn.’

         She nodded. ‘The theory wasn’t fully fleshed out but after this conversation, I feel like we can start reading between the lines. For one thing, he’d been seeing Olga before she married Guðmar, and for another, she called him after Guðmar was shot – not the police. He drove over there with Jói, full name Jóhann Sigurgrímsson, who was a police inspector up north. When I spoke to Jói’s mother, Hildur, I got the feeling he didn’t tell the whole story in his report because Hildur told me the case had been really hard on him and he ended up moving to Norway. He started over completely, changed fields. Aðalsteinn could have influenced how the case was closed.’

         ‘It seems like a stretch, but as things stand, we’ve got to follow up on every possibility – stretch or not,’ said Unnar, walking to the door. ‘I’m going to call North Iceland Police and ask them to go talk to Aðalsteinn. Let’s see how that goes and then we can decide 201if we need to send one of our own people up there. And you should reach out to this Jóhann in Norway, Sigurdís, and see what he has to say about Guðmar’s death.’

         Sigurdís nodded and watched Unnar as he left the room. They had stayed at his place after the camera was found on her balcony. The tech department hadn’t discovered anything inside her apartment, and when they dusted for fingerprints on the balcony, all they’d found were prints belonging to her, Einar, and Ana. Except one. The handprint of an unknown individual was found on the balcony railing, as if someone had grasped it while climbing over. It had been sent to Europol after Ana found the photo of Sigurdís on the deep web. And there was also the fact that the messages she’d received – both the letter in the package and the text she’d got when she was leaving Dóra’s – had been in English. It seemed clear they were looking for an individual of foreign origin. But who had hired someone on the deep web to follow them?

         ‘Although Aðalsteinn’s reaction was surprising, I’d be more surprised to learn he’d been able to access the deep web without some kind of assistance. If you meet him, you’ll get what I mean,’ said Sigurdís, turning her computer to face Emilía and showing her a picture of the man.

         Emilía looked at the screen. ‘Nice-looking guy, but we don’t know anything about what people who are dead-set on committing a crime will do. “The most unbelievable people do the most unbelievable things,” my grandma used to say. And there’s a lot to that.’ She tossed a fistful of mixed nuts into her mouth. ‘Hey, so, that Ana chick is really a whiz,’ she said with a smile. ‘I always have my ears pricked and the tech guys could not stop gushing about all the stuff she gave them.’

         Sigurdís grinned. Ana was one of a kind, that was obvious. She’d asked Sigurdís not to say anything to Einar about her deep web fishing expeditions. Sigurdís had thought about it and was concerned about them starting a relationship with such a big secret 202between them. She’d urged Ana to just tell Einar. That would be the easiest. Ana needn’t have worried because when she told him the whole story and showed him what she was up to on the deep web, he just kissed her and said he knew that she had a lot to tell him about this and other things as well, but they had plenty of time for that because he wasn’t going anywhere.

         After her conversation with Einar, Ana had given in and agreed to meet the team that was looking into the package that was sent to Sigurdís and Unnar. She’d given them everything she had related to Sigurdís. They had their own people who went onto the deep web when necessary, of course, and were insistent about finding the person who took the pictures. Nothing had come of it yet. Sigurdís tried to stay focused on her own work, but worrying about what these mysterious entities were up to was starting to take a toll on her. She hated that she couldn’t go onto the deep web herself, but she wouldn’t have any idea of where to start. She resolved to ask Ana to let her observe how it was done, if the opportunity ever arose. She needed to understand this because the deepest reaches of the world wide web didn’t exist unless you could find the right sites.
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         Unnar lived in a beautiful two-bedroom apartment in the town of Garðabær, which bordered Kópavogur. His apartment was on the top floor of a small, multi-family house by the sea. The ceilings were high and the picture windows in the living room had a magnificent view of the ocean. The apartment was tastefully appointed and looking around, it made sense to Sigurdís that Unnar had once intended to become an architect. They were different in that respect, she thought to herself. She had no eye for putting this and that together so the whole thing looked good, no refinement, as Dóra might say. Unnar would have to be in charge of that stuff, she thought, immediately blushing when she realised she’d let herself project so far into the future about their relationship. It was often as though she were afraid that he’d simply go up in smoke if she allowed herself to dream of a future with him. As if in doing so, she were putting stress on the relationship.

         Unnar got them both soda waters and they snuggled on the sofa that faced the windows and gazed out into the darkness. ‘If the situation wasn’t what it is, the National Commissioner’s Office and the Reykjavík precinct with all these cases on their hands, I think this – us – would have turned my brain into a tumble dryer,’ said Unnar, kissing her. ‘So these criminals are our secret lucky charm, I guess,’ he whispered, moving his lips to hers.

         ‘So the criminal element does have its uses,’ she whispered back in a husky voice, kissing him deeply. He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her into the bedroom.

         204Their kisses became more passionate and their breathing rapid. He undid her jeans, one button at a time, and she slipped a hand under his T-shirt and caressed his back. His phone vibrated on the bedside table. ‘I’ll get that later,’ he whispered into her neck. The phone stopped buzzing. Then started again. He kissed down her throat and across to her shoulder. Then they heard someone at the front door. Knocking lightly at first. Then starting to pound.

         They stood up and she pulled on her sweater and buttoned her jeans.

         Unnar walked shirtless to the door. After the events of the preceding days, they’d both been given panic buttons and a security system had been installed at the apartment. On top of that, uniformed officers were doing routine drive-bys at both of their apartments. The police had the code to the front door of the building and Sigurdís blushed when she saw the officers standing in the hall, thanking heaven that they didn’t have a key to the apartment. It was likely enough that they could tell from their appearance what Sigurdís and Unnar had been doing.

         A policewoman Sigurdís had seen around cleared her throat. ‘Sorry for barging in like this, but Alli, the head of the armed police unit, has been trying to get hold of you. There’s something going on up north that you need to be briefed on. He wants you to call him,’ she said to Unnar before glancing at Sigurdís. ‘And we can give you … both … a ride down to the station.’

         The jealousy Sigurdís had felt when Emilía mentioned the women who were always giving Unnar the eye flared up in her. The way she’d looked at Unnar and then at Sigurdís. Was she one of those women? Sigurdís shook the feeling off, instead hopping into the bathroom to pull her hair back into a ponytail, grabbing a pair of socks, and coming back out a bit less ruffled. Unnar was pulling on his shirt up as they walked out; she caught a glimpse of his chest hair as did up his buttons, shirt hem ruffling in the breeze. The policewoman saw it, too, and looked away.

         205Alli was wating for them at the station and was on the phone when they came in. As he’d told Unnar on the phone as they were whisked down there in a marked police car, North Iceland Police had gone to see Aðalsteinn, who was sitting in his car by the harbour when they arrived. Aðalsteinn had spotted them and driven away. They’d indicated that he should pull over but instead, he accelerated and drove towards the outskirts of town and then continued on in the direction of Tjörnes. He was now driving at high speed with a police car behind him, flashers on.

         ‘We don’t know what’s going on with him and the situation as it stands is extremely dangerous. Our people are in pursuit, but it’s bad. There probably aren’t many travellers on the road right now, but all it would take is one car coming from the opposite direction that doesn’t realise what’s afoot and there could be a major accident. They’ve encountered a few vehicles, but luckily they’ve all managed to pull over. But there’s no guarantee that everyone will see them in time. We’re sending in the helicopter.’

         Sigurdís was trying to get a handle on what this meant when her phone rang, and Ana’s name popped up on her screen.

         ‘Hi, Sigurdís. I have some news. I heard from the hacker. He’s received intel that the Helper has had people working in Iceland of late,’ said Ana quickly.

         A picture was forming in Sigurdís’s mind, but she was still missing a few key pieces; she hoped whatever had ignited this eager-beaver energy in Ana would fill in the blanks.

         ‘The Helper contacted sunny202, real name Andrey Petrov, via a closed chat channel that the hacker monitors on the deep web – I’m sure the FBI’s watching it, too,’ said Ana merrily. ‘Bozos, bozos, bozos,’ she chanted.

         Sigurdís smiled. This was probably like qualifying for the Olympics for Ana. ‘And what did they talk about?’

         ‘Right, yes, sorry. One sec, let me see. The Helper tells Andrey to find you …’ She fell silent as she read. ‘God, Sigurdís, I was so excited 206that we found something that I didn’t even think about the fact that he knows who you are – the Helper, I mean. Fuck.’

         Sigurdís must have gone white as a ghost because Unnar strode over with a questioning look on his face. She tried to force a heartening smile. ‘Keep going, Ana, maybe it isn’t so bad,’ she said, verbalising what she hoped to be true.

         ‘He tasked Andrey with “winding you up”, as he puts it here, in order to impede the investigation. Andrey’s job was to mess with your head, get you chasing ghosts. The Helper then emphasises that Andrey’s only to do enough to confuse you, not so much that he attracts police attention. Then, in their next exchange, the Helper says he’s got word that Andrey has been posting photos of you in chat threads and asks what he thinks he’s doing. Andrey tells him about the package and sends a winky emoji, like he thinks he’s clever. The Helper writes back, asks if he’s an idiot. Then nothing until the Helper calls him a greedy amateur, tells him he’s burned, and says that he’s going to picked up at a spot they obviously use a lot, because he doesn’t specify where.’

         Ana exhaled emphatically, her breath crackling in Sigurdís’s ear. ‘That’s all I’ve got,’ she said.

         ‘Can you try to find more such communications? Because if the Helper has associates here … God, I can’t believe I’m saying this, that some thug-for-hire could have associates in Iceland.’ Unnar looked at her with concern.

         ‘Look, Sigurdís, I have few goals in life but one of them is to find the Helper and see to it that he …’ Ana didn’t finish the sentence, but Sigurdís was pretty sure she knew what she was getting at. Ana wanted to find him, but she might not have fully thought through what she planned to do if or when she did.

         ‘What I’m trying to say is that the two of us, the hacker and I, are doing our level best to dig up everything the Helper’s doing. So if I find something, I promise I’ll let you know. For now, though, I’ll send you screenshots of this chat,’ said Ana.

         207‘Thanks, Ana. I’ll pass them along to the team here.’

         After she hung up, Sigurdís stood in the middle of the room, phone clutched in both hands. ‘The Helper sent a man after me,’ she whispered, jumping when Unnar put his hand on her shoulder.

         ‘What was that?’ he asked. ‘Did something happen?’

         Sigurdís gazed blankly into the distance. ‘The Helper has associates in Iceland, which means Olga was probably murdered by someone who knew what they were doing and had help doing it. It’s got to be connected. We’ve got to find out who hired the Helper,’ Sigurdís ground out. Unnar looked at her uncomprehendingly.

         ‘Aðalsteinn’s running scared,’ she continued, as though hypnotised. She looked quickly at Unnar. ‘They’ve got to bring Aðalsteinn in alive. Judging from the way he’s acting, he may be planning to take his own life. We’ve got to talk to him.’

         Unnar smiled at her. ‘There she is. The girl I worked with who sometimes went into trances. It was always a sign that we were close to solving a case.’ Sigurdís smacked his shoulder. ‘But let’s start with you telling me about that phone call.’
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         ‘Aðalsteinn is in custody and being held at Hólmsheiði Prison. I want you, Sigurdís, to go question him.’ Unnar was leading the morning meeting, as per usual. The air crackled with excitement because finally, after weeks of contextless clues, something was happening. It was what they’d all been waiting for and working towards.

         Sigurdís knew that while most cases were solved through traditional methods, there were others where intuition and luck played a role as well. This was one of the latter. They’d suspected that Aðalsteinn knew something, but exactly what remained unclear. But the high-speed chase had certainly strengthened their suspicion that he was connected to the case in some way.

         By the time armed police arrived on the scene, Aðalsteinn had reached his cottage in Axarfjörður. He’d slammed on the brakes in front of the house and sat there motionless while the dust settled around his Range Rover. The team had no way of knowing whether he was armed or not, and nor could they get visual confirmation either way. But given the circumstances, they proceeded on the assumption that he was armed. So this unlikely corner of the countryside had briefly been in a state of siege, that is, until they managed to talk Aðalsteinn out of his car and arrest him. Alli was monitoring the situation over the Tetra channel and so they could hear everything as it happened. Sigurdís had held her breath until it was confirmed that Aðalsteinn was safe, secure in the back of a police car, and being driven down south.

         209‘A lot happened last night, but fortunately, no one was injured or harmed in the proceedings. The operation was successful, for which we can thank our cool-headed colleagues up north, as well as the armed police unit. But obviously, our investigation is still underway.’

         Unnar looked gravely around the room. ‘We’ve also received more information about the sender of the package that Sigurdís and I received. The individual, Andrey Petrov, is a Russian national but doesn’t seem to have had a fixed legal residence under that name for some time. But while we don’t know where he’s usually located, we do know that he’s been here, in Iceland, in recent weeks, and finding him is our first priority. Everything points to his presence here being connected to Olga’s murder, which makes his incursion on us and this investigation even more serious because now, the case is stretching its tentacles into international organised crime.’

         Unnar’s brow was furrowed as he went over the information they currently had. It wasn’t every day Icelandic police got a case like this. Organised crime in Iceland had, up until now, been related to human trafficking, theft, and drugs and the police already had their hands full dealing with all that. But this was a different beast, and the feeling around the office was one of real uncertainty about what might lie ahead. After adding to the chart of Olga’s known associates and people connected to the case, Unnar called the meeting to a close.

         Sigurdís was on the way out of the station when she heard Unnar behind her. ‘I’m coming with you. I need to get a better feel for this guy.’

         She handed Unnar the keys to the unmarked car she had at her disposal. ‘You drive,’ she said with a knowing smile.

         ‘My sister really wants to meet you,’ he said after they’d set off. ‘She lives in Stykkishólmur – have you ever been there?’

         Unnar’s question made her feel safe and secure. He must be serious about their relationship if he was inviting her to meet his 210sister. In the short time they’d been seeing each other, Unnar had never given her any reason to think otherwise, but Sigurdís had, nevertheless, kept herself from looking for signs that he was serious about her, that this wasn’t just a blip in their friendship. That’s your rejection sensitivity at work, she thought, smiling to herself. She looked at him and felt warmth course through her.

         ‘No, I’ve never been, or at least not that I can remember.’

         ‘Well, then it’s high time. We’ll have to take a road trip out there when the opportunity arises. We can drive around the Snæfellsnes Peninsula and end at my sister Alma’s, in Stykkishólmur. We’ll find some nice farm stay on the way and have a romantic country getaway. We haven’t exactly had a lot of romance so far,’ he said and they both laughed.

         ‘What do you mean? You don’t think some Russian hacker taking photos of us getting hot and heavy is romantic?’ she asked playfully.

         ‘No, what’s romantic is having all our supervisors and colleagues scrutinise said photos. I can see it now: “Ooh, take a look at that – you can see something reflected in his butt cheek. Can you zoom in there?”’

         They both howled with laughter and had a hard time stopping. They had to let it out – the situation was absurd. Sigurdís could just picture her colleagues enlarging one of the photos and projecting it on a big screen with professional detachment, their moment of passion reduced to tawdry evidence.

         She dabbed at her eyes, which had welled over with tears, she’d laughed so hard. It made her think of Olga and that famous laugh of hers. People who knew her seemed to either have a total aversion to her laugh or think it was a fun little quirk. She wasn’t sure if people had a strong response to her own laugh; she couldn’t remember anyone ever commenting on it.

         They parked outside of Hólmsheiði and Sigurdís grabbed Unnar’s hand before he opened the car door. ‘I’m up for going to Snæfellsnes with you – up for going anywhere you want, as long as 211we’re together.’ She blushed because she never talked like that. She didn’t allow herself to be so vulnerable with many people. Not even Jeff.

         He’d been upset when she finally called to tell him she wasn’t coming back. Jeff was a good man and after he’d given her a piece of his mind, he’d added quietly: ‘I always felt like there was a part of you I didn’t have access to.’ And he was right because after she came home, she realised she’d been in love with another man the whole time.

         ‘Management does not take a positive view of having a couple working on the same team, so this might be the last time you and I conduct an interrogation together,’ said Unnar as they walked up to the prison. ‘Ólöf won’t be happy when she hears about this, but I have to risk it because there’s a lot at stake. She’ll just have to transfer me … if we ever close this case, that is.’

         Unnar sounded worried and Sigurdís knew that even though he was joking about it, he also knew that something would have to be done – they couldn’t keep working together if their relationship continued. If. There was the doubt sneaking in again, even though she knew the only place Unnar was going was to Stykkishólmur, to introduce her to his sister.

         
             

         

         ‘They went to get him. You can use that one there,’ said the prison guard, pointing to an interrogation room with its door open. ‘He hasn’t eaten anything and doesn’t want anything to drink, either. We monitored him overnight because we were concerned he’d try to do himself harm. He’s not in great shape, as you know.’

         Aðalsteinn was brought into the room. This was not the same man Sigurdís had met in Húsavík, the Unknown Fisherman, the statue gazing out at sea, the very picture of health. He was ashen and haggard. Unnar had gone in ahead of her, introduced himself, and sat down across from him. Sigurdís was still standing in the doorway, looking at Aðalsteinn. She couldn’t help but feel for him.

         212‘I hope they’re taking good care of you here.’ She walked to the table, sat down, poured water into a paper cup, and passed it to him. He paid no attention to the water, just stared silently ahead.

         Unnar had suggested that she take the lead on the interrogation, since she’d met him before and was better familiar with some of the relevant details.

         ‘What happened last night?’ Sigurdís asked gently. Her tone was sincere. She didn’t have to play at being the good cop; she genuinely didn’t understand what had come over Aðalsteinn and she wasn’t sure he did, either. A respected business owner in Húsavík who seemed to have a good life with more than enough to keep him busy was now sitting before her, mixed up in a murder investigation. He looked at her and rubbed his large, dry hands together.

         ‘I didn’t kill Olga,’ he said in a hoarse voice.

         ‘Then help us understand why you fled from the police like a maniac,’ she said, her voice still measured. ‘The people you endangered are people I’m sure you know – your neighbours.’

         He looked at her with sorrowful eyes. ‘They’re just some local boys who obey any order that comes from down south. They don’t know anything about what goes on back home. They …’ He fell silent and leaned back, his arms folded. ‘Wouldn’t it be best for me to have my lawyer here before we continue?’ he drawled. He was getting into character, regaining his self-control.

         ‘Your lawyer is on his way,’ answered Unnar. ‘You have the right to have him here, of course, so we’re happy to wait.’

         Not long after, Aðalsteinn’s lawyer was escorted in by a prison guard. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said from the doorway. ‘I want to speak with my client in private before we begin,’ he continued, walking to the table. Unnar and Sigurdís stood up and left. ‘Well, Aðalsteinn, this is quite the—’ they heard the lawyer say as the door shut behind them.

         Unnar and Sigurdís had downed several mugs of filter coffee before the lawyer opened the door again and said they were ready. 213Sigurdís had fallen off the wagon with the break room coffee of late – her oat-milk cappuccino routine was quickly becoming a thing of the past.

         Aðalsteinn now had a self-assured glint in his eye, and he invited them to take a seat, like they were visiting him in his home, not a prison interrogation room. She and Unnar shared a furtive look; they both noticed the transformation. Sigurdís had seen his demeanour turn on a sixpence like this before. She thought back to the wood-frame house his family had built onto the old fish-freezing factory on the harbour in Húsavík, an attractive facade on a dilapidated hunk of concrete. Aðalsteinn was showing them his facade now.

         ‘My client has decided not to answer the charges, as is his right,’ said the lawyer once they’d sat down. Aðalsteinn sat with his arms crossed, smirking at them.

         Sigurdís could feel Unnar bristling. That didn’t happen very often.

         ‘It’s his right and there’s little we can do about it, but you both know we have a warrant and our people up north are on their way to search your home and the cottage in Axarfjörður,’ said Unnar, looking at both men in turn.

         Aðalsteinn sneered. ‘You won’t find anything.’

         Unnar leaned forward. ‘We also have a warrant to search the whale-watching office and another to go through your phone and your car, from which we’ll be able to confirm your driving history.’

         The sneer disappeared from Aðalsteinn’s face. If he was mixed up in this, which Sigurdís was starting to think was more than likely the case, it wouldn’t be a surprise if he’d purposefully neglected to have his phone on him. But a lot of people, cunning though they may be, forgot it was possible to get driving data from new cars, which revealed parts of the story that they perhaps did not want to admit to.

         Unnar and Sigurdís stood up and Aðalsteinn squirmed in his seat 214for a moment before leaning on the table. ‘You can’t search the company – I’m not the sole owner. Ásdís and the kids have nothing to do with—’

         ‘We’ve got the warrant, Aðalsteinn, so we can and we will. You spend a lot of time there and we have reason to believe there’s computer data there that could be of use to our investigation. We’re going to seize it all,’ Unnar spat out. ‘If you say nothing, we’ll be forced to comb through every last file.’

         Aðalsteinn was getting agitated but his lawyer lay his hand on his arm as a sign that he should stick to his decision.

         They were on the way out when Sigurdís turned around. ‘One more thing, and you can decide, of course, if you want to answer or not. Am I correct in thinking that for all these years, Ómar has had to live with the fact that he accidentally shot and killed his own father?’

         Aðalsteinn looked at her, all the wind gone from his sails now. ‘He didn’t shoot him. What is the point of dredging up that old tragedy, reopening old wounds?’

         Sigurdís stepped closer. ‘What happened out there in Kelduhverfi? Was it you who shot him? Your brother, who everyone loved – including Olga, who you’d set your sights on.’

         Aðalsteinn looked at her with pure hatred. ‘Look, bitch, you can’t—’

         Aðalsteinn’s lawyer cut him off. ‘I strongly advise you cease this fishing expedition of yours. My client has stated that he has nothing to say. He’s made that manifestly clear. You cannot continue.’

         Aðalsteinn looked at her, his eyes flashing. Sigurdís answered with a smirk of her own before they walked out of the room.

         ‘God,’ she said, exhaling once they were finally back outside. ‘Putting on a show like that doesn’t come naturally to me, but if Aðalsteinn feels like he doesn’t have full control of the case, I think he’ll start to crack, like we saw yesterday.’

         Unnar looked at her and smiled. ‘You’re good at stirring the pot 215without going too far. But if the shade of pink on the lawyer’s face was any indication, I imagine he’s already preparing a complaint,’ he said and they grinned at one another.

         Sigurdís watched Unnar as he drove them back to the police station. He’d turned on some music she didn’t recognise and couldn’t say was precisely to her taste, but she let it be. Unnar was one of the most straightforward people she knew. There was never any subtext, any insinuations; he never played games. He had a reliable family that stuck together and he spoke of them often – his sister, of whom he was so proud, and her children, who he adored. Here he was, almost forty, with no kids, and he hadn’t been in a relationship in all the time she’d known him. He’d had a long-term girlfriend when he was younger, but she wasn’t aware of any other serious relationships. He didn’t put up a front with her; he’d invited her to meet his sister in the second week of their relationship. Relationship. Was she in a relationship? It sure seemed like it.

         Emilía met them as they walked into the department. ‘I don’t know what’s going on in this country. The body of a man was found near Selfoss. I’m drowning in work and don’t have the time to pore over another batch of photos and—’

         Sigurdís had never seen Emilía so stressed. The focused and determined expression that she usually wore had vanished, and it was clear that stress levels in the department must be high if Emilía’s nerves were starting to fray. Unnar looked at her wide-eyed and fumbled for his phone. ‘Shit,’ he said when he pulled it out of his back pocket. ‘Now I’m in for it.’ He held the phone up to his ear and strode toward his office.
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            Aðalsteinn Óskarsson, a former fishing captain from Húsavík, has confessed to the murder of Olga Einarsdóttir. A judge ruled to extend his custody for two more weeks while police continue their investigation.

         

         Sigurdís turned off the radio and kept driving. She’d slept at home last night for the first time since the camera had been found. Aðalsteinn had requested to meet with Unnar again, and Unnar had stayed at the prison late into the night, taking his statement in which he confessed to having organised Olga’s murder. It was a rather vague confession, and he hadn’t said who had committed the act nor what his motives were.

         As Aðalsteinn had stressed that he had nothing to say to ‘that blonde harridan’, Sigurdís had gone home to Kópavogur and Dóra had come over with all kinds of cleaning supplies and scented candles and sage to scrub the apartment of the spirit of the Peeper Perv, as she called Andrey. Sigurdís hadn’t told her all the details – she couldn’t for confidentiality reasons – but Dóra knew that safety protocols had been implemented because someone had been staking out her apartment.

         Dóra had also learned not to ask questions. ‘Although I always worry about you in this job of yours, I know you’re good at it and I don’t need to know anything until you’re ready and able to tell me,’ she’d said.

         Sigurdís hadn’t expected to see Unnar until the next day. Dóra had just left when he called. He’d just got home. ‘I just wanted to 217hear your voice and say good night,’ he said. She closed all the curtains and lay down on the couch, exhausted, while he gave her the broad strokes of Aðalsteinn’s confession. ‘You can look at it more closely tomorrow morning; it’s been transcribed from the recording.’ They were mid-conversation when she heard him close his apartment door behind him and jog down to the garage. ‘I can’t take it,’ he’d said before starting the car and driving straight to Kópavogur. ‘I’ve got to breathe in the scent of your hair.’

         Now, she was sitting in a coffee house near the station, sipping a cappuccino as she read Aðalsteinn’s confession. It was so full of holes that a slice of Swiss cheese would hold more water. The confession was dripping in bitterness towards Olga. Aðalsteinn went into great detail, describing how terribly she’d treated his brother, how more often than not, Guðmar had borne the bruises of her constant abuse. Then he went over how she’d treated their parents after Guðmar’s death, how she’d fallen on her inheritance like a hyena and badgered his father for even more money.

         At the end, Sigurdís paused over the primary reason Aðalsteinn had given for killing Olga. ‘I’ve hated her for a very long time, for all the reasons I’ve laid out here.’

         She could hear Aðalsteinn’s drawl in her mind as she read and she pictured him now, sanguine, rubbing his dry hands together. Sigurdís took the last sip of her coffee before she continued reading; she wanted to make sure she’d gone over the confession with a fine-tooth comb before the morning meeting.

         “I’ve always suspected that she killed my brother. He couldn’t have shot himself the way she said he did. When she started that programme of hers, Exposure, I saw the loathsome woman who destroyed my family and left harm and ruin in her wake no matter where she went. I watched that show and when she laughed, something snapped inside me, and I started making plans to remove her from this world.”

         ‘What doesn’t add up is that Aðalsteinn doesn’t know anything 218about the deep web. It’s extremely unlikely that he managed to access a “hitman marketplace”, as he states here. If I’m understanding Ana and our own experts correctly, it simply doesn’t work like that. It’s a more complicated process and even if you do manage to find someone, that individual will only approach you once they’re absolutely certain you aren’t a police officer on a stake-out,’ Sigurdís told the team at their morning meeting. She generally tried to stay in the background during these meetings, had always let Garðar – and now Unnar – take the lead. But now wasn’t the time for hanging back.

         ‘The GPS data in Aðalsteinn’s Range Rover shows that he drove to Reykjavík the night before the marathon. He left the car at an office building that his family owns around Höfða. Someone picked him up there. Then we can see that he picked the car up around noon the same day and drove back up north. So he was only in town from seven to noon. Olga was dead by that point, but had not been found.

         ‘Aðalsteinn did not have his phone with him, and this is the crazy part: he attached it to one of those vacuum robots so it would register some movement while he was on his jaunt down to Reykjavík. He contradicted himself as to where he’d been that day, but he was in the city for sure while his phone was at home riding the robot.’

         ‘The beginning of a beautiful friendship,’ Emilía joked, and everyone laughed.

         ‘Incredible chemistry, those two,’ Sigurdís added with a smile. ‘But okay, getting back to the holes in this confession. One: Aðalsteinn isn’t one of the two mystery runners who we’re fairly certain committed the murder. You can tell from his hands, his shoulder width. And he’s neither between five eleven and six one, and nor is he under five six – that is, the estimated heights of the two runners, which Emilía was able to determine from the race photos,’ said Sigurdís, who’d stood up and was now pacing as she reeled off all the things that didn’t add up. ‘He’s five eight.’

         219Emilía interjected: ‘We got a second opinion from a forensic photographer, and he believes these measurements are accurate enough for us to use.’

         Sigurdís continued, pointing out that given that payment was made for the planning, preparation, and execution of a murder – not to mention attempts to disrupt the police investigation – it was fair to assume that price tag on this endeavour had been rather high. ‘But Elín sees nothing to suggest that any unusual sums have been transferred or withdrawn from Aðalsteinn’s account. She also sees no indication that he has access to untraceable cryptocurrency in the cloud.’

         Sigurdís continued ticking off the points that she’d scribbled down when reading Aðalsteinn’s confession. ‘Yes, and one more important point,’ she said, looking up from her notebook. ‘If he really did think that Olga shot Guðmar – and he basically says that there’s no way his brother could have accidentally shot himself in the chest – why would he lean so hard on the local police to rule the shooting an accidental death by Guðmar’s own hand?’

         Silence descended on the room until Emilía piped up: ‘Okay, but may I please remind us that the day before yesterday, we didn’t have anyone in custody, and it was unclear who our suspects even were. But now, we’ve got a guy and he’s talking and we can work from there. That’s not nothing.’

         Sigurdís smiled at her. She’d been so annoyed by Aðalsteinn’s statement that she’d felt like the world had shrunk. Annoyance narrows your perspective, she thought to herself.

         ‘That’s absolutely right, Emilía,’ said Unnar before he called the meeting to a close. ‘A bird in the hand and who knows how many in the bush – let’s go find them.’

         ‘You’re getting downright poetic,’ Sigurdís teased him.

         ‘Indeed, Mademoiselle Sigurdís. Perhaps you’ve forgotten that I was once a burgeoning intellectual who lived in Paris with dreams of becoming an architect. He’s still in there, under this uniform. You’re welcome to look.’

         220She smiled at him. It occurred to her that they probably would have never met if he’d become an architect and was off designing homes somewhere instead of chasing down people who didn’t know how to solve their problems through conversation and compromise, but rather jumped straight to the last, worst resort instead. ‘And then we never would have met,’ she whispered.

         ‘I would have always found you,’ he answered with a wink.

         ‘Have you heard from Ólöf at all?’ she asked.

         ‘No, not formally. But informally, I know that while there are still a few i’s to dot and t’s to cross, we can expect Garðar back after the new year. He’ll be able to close out his career with dignity.’

         Sigurdís knew that Garðar had been cleared of all wrongdoing. She was delighted that this ordeal was almost over for him.

         ‘Mom is going to be interviewed for a radio programme; she’s going to tell her story,’ said Sigurdís with a sigh. ‘I don’t know what she’s going to say, but I’ve got to let her say it.’

         The reinvestigation of her father’s death had been closed. They seemed to have come to the same conclusion as her and her family, namely that Alfa’s confession was false. They’d found nothing that supported it.

         
             

         

         Sigurdís and Unnar were in the stairwell on their way back down to the department when they ran into Ólöf. ‘I was on my way up to find you, Unnar,’ she said, glancing at Sigurdís. ‘This concerns you, too, so how about you both join me in my office.’

         ‘Andrey Petrov is the man who was found murdered east of Selfoss. We took fingerprints and biological samples, which we sent along with a photo of the body to Europol. They were able to identify him from their database. He had a decorated career, you might say, and they’ve been after him for a long time. He was good at blending in and travelled widely in Europe on similar business to what he had here. The handprint on the balcony railing at your apartment, Sigurdís, matched Andrey’s.’ Ólöf paused, letting her absorb that information.

         221‘The National Commissioner is, however, not ready to dispense with the safety protocols because Andrey was murdered in the same fashion that Olga was. Almost exactly. Same weapon, manner of death … The National Commissioner has everything up and running and Europol is keeping the line open.’

         A smile flickered on Sigurdís’s face, and they both looked at her in surprise. ‘This is great,’ she said. ‘If the people behind this think it’s necessary to take out one of their own, they must be running scared. They’re going to make a mistake.’

         Ólöf still looked a bit confused by her reaction and Sigurdís reddened and looked down. She’d forgotten to read the room; she was talking as if she were standing at the coffee machine with Emilía. Ólöf regarded her carefully as she tapped her fingers lightly together.

         ‘There may be something in what you say, Sigurdís,’ she said solemnly. ‘We can’t hold anything back now – I almost don’t care how we catch this lot, we’ve got to just get on with it. To hell with it, run down every bloody lead. No matter if it’s just a theory, a feeling – we follow it. These bellends don’t get to waltz around here wielding ice picks or whatever they’re using, murdering people.’

         Ólöf’s expression softened and she looked out the window, which faced downtown. ‘Regular folks out there have no idea what goes on in here. They take their kids to school, go to work, make small talk about the weather in the dairy section at the shop and are blissfully unaware. It’s our job to make sure it stays that way.’
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         Sigurdís rang the bell at Ómar and Kenneth’s house. She saw the light on the doorbell camera turn on before she heard the click of the door unlocking. After a moment, she walked into the foyer and looked into the spacious hall but didn’t see anyone. ‘Hello,’ she called. Nothing. She walked slowly into the house, looking around as she did. She heard the sound of something breaking somewhere on the floor below and the murmur of quiet voices. A chill went through her. She crept back to the front door and put her index finger to her mouth, gesturing for the armed police officers who were accompanying her to follow. The house was in disarray, and it looked like someone had gone through it like a hurricane, tossing the contents of drawers and cupboards every which way. They crept down the stairs and heard muffled conversation coming from one of the rooms. They walked silently down the hall until they found the room in question.

         Sigurdís cautiously pushed open the door, which revealed a workout room. Kenneth was standing bare-chested and with his back to the wall. Ómar was holding him with his left hand and boring the index finger of his right into the middle of his husband’s chest. Kenneth’s eyes widened when he saw them and he slipped around Ómar and ran out of the room. Ómar stood there without moving for a moment before turning around and giving them a mild look. ‘Why, hello,’ he said with a friendly smile. ‘How nice to see you – I was just wondering if there was any news on the investigation,’ he added, as if nothing were amiss.

         223‘What’s going on here?’ asked Sigurdís, giving Ómar a sharp look. He closed his eyes, his expression now downcast.

         ‘Well now, Kenneth and I aren’t at what you might call our best these days and I think he’s got mixed up in something shady. He’s always creeping about and when I finally confronted him about it, he attacked me and threw that water jug at me, although he missed, as you can see.’ He pointed at the floor by the wall across from them where a green glass water jug lay in pieces. ‘I’m so glad you got here when you did,’ said Ómar, covering his face. ‘I think Kenneth would have ki—’

         Kenneth was now standing in the doorway. He was agitated as he protested: ‘He attacked me! He attacked me!’

         Ómar narrowed his eyes at his husband and hissed: ‘Don’t lie, Kenneth. There have already been too many lies.’

         Sigurdís looked from one man to the other while she tried to get a read on the situation. She hadn’t expected this turn of events when she rang the doorbell. She considered Kennth for a moment. He was wearing a pair of worn-out shorts and was so thin that his ribs stuck out. Right in the middle of his chest was a large, mottled bruise. The middle of the bruise seemed new, dark and bloodshot, though the edges were yellow. Sigurdís was more familiar with this phenomenon than she’d like to be. It was a bruise on top of a bruise. This hadn’t been the first time Kenneth had felt his husband’s index finger boring into his chest. Ómar, on the other hand, stood blank-faced in his expensive tracksuit and seemed to be doing the same thing she was – weighing the situation and trying to figure out his next step. It was too much for Sigurdís to process in that moment and she decided they should all go upstairs and talk in the living room.

         Ómar walked out ahead of them, head held high, while Kenneth trailed behind her. She glanced back at him out of the corner of her eye and saw how his head drooped and shoulders slumped, as though he wanted nothing more than to curl up and disappear. She 224knew this look, the look of domestic violence. The feelings she’d had as a child, the fear that settled over her home, followed by the shame, the anger, the helplessness – all of it washed over her. She thought about her mum, how she’d been batted about by the great paw of violence.

         They were walking upstairs when Kenneth whispered to her: ‘When he saw it was you outside, he wasn’t going to open the door. But I managed to push the button when he turned away. I’m so glad you arrived when you did.’ He smiled at her sadly.

         Sigurdís asked her colleagues to keep an eye on the two men while she called Unnar to bring him up to speed on the situation. Given that this was clearly an incidence of domestic violence, they decided that the best way to proceed would be to take both men to the station to take their statements. While they were there, she could have a conversation with Ómar about Aðalsteinn and his mother’s murder. ‘I’m going to send a second car,’ said Unnar. ‘We don’t want them sitting together.’

         Sigurdís looked around, wondering what whoever had tossed the place had been looking for. She decided she’d wait to ask the couple about it later and instead, looked at Kenneth. ‘Why don’t you go get some clothes? I’ll come with you,’ she said, motioning for her colleagues to wait with Ómar. They walked along the high-ceilinged hallway with dark wood panels along one wall and smoke-coloured mirror shards on the other, all in keeping with the aesthetic elsewhere in the house. Kenneth was ahead of her and when he opened the door to the bedroom, Sigurdís saw that it was a whole suite – the largest bedroom she’d ever seen, in fact. The bed was so big that she could easily imagine four adults being very comfortable in it. The thick carpet absorbed all ambient noise, and the silence was suddenly so deep that Sigurdís found it more unsettling than peaceful.

         Kenneth went into the closet that was set off to one side and Sigurdís followed him. She watched as he gathered clothes from the 225shelf and then turned around so he could get dressed without her staring at him.

         ‘I’m so glad you came,’ he repeated at a whisper behind her. ‘I thought he was going to kill me. He was always so sweet with me, so bashful and even-tempered – that was the man I fell for. But he’s changed over the last year, and I’ve seen a cruelty in him. And after Olga died, it was as though a shadow fell over him …’

         Sigurdís felt him getting closer and suddenly felt uncomfortable having her back to him. She turned around quickly. Kenneth was standing in front of her, wearing a thin red sweater, light khakis, and a wan smile.

         ‘I’m ready.’
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         ‘How are you enjoying your stay at the palace?’ asked Sigurdís as she sat down across from Ómar in one of the interrogation rooms.

         ‘It’s awful, obviously. I don’t know why I’m here – you lot can’t just take a man from his house and hold him for no reason … You’re violating my rights. I haven’t done anything,’ said Ómar, crossing his arms over his chest with a sullen expression. His lawyer sat beside him, looking down. He’d obviously had his hands full getting his client to appreciate the situation he was in.

         ‘You’ve been charged with domestic violence, and we’ve also found data that shows transfers of considerable sums in cryptocurrency that are nowhere to be found. We’ll need to take a closer look, of course, to determine if you’re involved in money laundering.’

         He cut her off: ‘Who do you think you are? Some kind of super cop, investigating murder, domestic violence, now money laundering – what else? It’s no wonder you lot have bugger all, with you on the job,’ he spat out haughtily.

         She didn’t answer, rather leaned forward on the table and said: ‘We know everything, Ómar.’

         He looked at her and then at his lawyer. ‘I’m sure you’ll try to pin something on me – that’s what’s happening, isn’t it? I didn’t do anything. I have nothing to say to you.’ He turned in his seat, so he was facing the wall on his right.

         Sigurdís glanced towards the door where Emilía was waiting. She’d come out to Hólmsheiði with her and Unnar, who was listening in on the interview from another room.

         227They’d used the car ride to review the case. Aðalsteinn had played a smaller part than he’d suggested in his statement. He’d colluded to be at Ómar’s home while he went to the marathon as runner 1407 and had walked around with his nephew’s phone so Ómar would have a credible alibi. Aðalsteinn wasn’t expecting suspicion to fall on him, which was why he’d lost his nerve when they started asking him to confirm his whereabouts. They’d not yet managed to find the person who’d committed the stabbing, although in all likelihood, he’d stayed in the country for some time after the murder to deal with the ‘clean up’, which seemed to have involved killing Andrey as well.

         She had to think fast; it wasn’t going to be easy to get him to talk to her. ‘Ómar, how—’

         He turned and looked at her stiffly. ‘I don’t have to talk more than I want to. We’re done here.’ He glanced at his lawyer for confirmation. The lawyer nodded and told Sigurdís that his client had nothing more to say.

         Sigurdís stood up and walked to the door. Before it opened, she turned round calmly and said: ‘We know about the Helper.’ She waited for a response. Ómar stared blankly at the empty paper cup on the table in front of him and said nothing. ‘Did you know that the body found east of Selfoss this week had the exact same wounds as your mother? Andrey Petrov was the name of the deceased. He worked for the Helper and made a mistake that cost him his life.’

         Ómar was starting to look distressed and she saw something flicker in his eyes. He blinked anxiously. ‘Isn’t enough enough, Ómar? Don’t you think this whole thing has got out of control?’ One of Ómar’s hands was resting on the table and Sigurdís noticed that it was trembling. She opened the door and was on the verge of walking out when she heard him ask in a thin voice: ‘Is Aðalsteinn still here?’

         Sigurdís closed the door again, walked to the table, pulled out a chair and sat back down across from him. ‘No, he was transferred to the hospital this morning. He had a heart attack and is in surgery.’

         228Ómar gave her a sharp look. ‘What the hell did you do to him? He … he … was in ruddy health before you lot started harassing him.’

         Sigurdís decided to let the silence envelop them for a moment.

         ‘We know you used Kenneth’s computer to access the deep web. There was a clue in the handle you used. Kelda1994. Your father died in Keldahverfi in 1994, isn’t that right? We have Kenneth’s computer and we found the browser you used.’

         He looked at her with lifeless eyes. ‘How could you know that? Do you have a photo of me using his computer? I didn’t use Kenneth’s computer.’

         Sigurdís gave him a hard stare. ‘Though you didn’t use a pen, your writing style is still clear as day. Kenneth’s sentence structure and writing style is clearly British. Not only that, his English also reveals the trace of a dialect. Yours is more of a blend of British English and American English that occasionally lapses into Icelandic sentence structures.’

         He looked at her thoughtfully, seemingly unable to find the right words. His shoulders slumped. His lawyer reminded him that he didn’t have to say anything or respond to any of this unless he chose to. Ómar cast him the same lifeless eyes.

         Sigurdís decided to try and draw him out. ‘We know you made enquiries on a deep web chat thread looking for someone who could “solve a problem” for you. We also know the Helper is extremely dangerous and that your business with him has gone off the rails.’

         It looked as likely as not that Ómar had exited his body and Sigurdís was now speaking to nothing but his shell. She decided to switch focus before she gave up and called in Unnar to take over.

         ‘I also know all sorts of things about your mum. It wasn’t easy growing up with her, was it?’ Ómar tried to keep a blank face, but it seemed to Sigurdís that her words had touched him somehow and so she continued, her voice low.

         ‘You’ve had to carry a lot.’

         Ómar looked at her, seemingly in two minds.

         229‘You were only nine years old, Ómar. Ten.’

         His eyes brimmed.

         ‘A ten-year-old boy should get to play outside, hop in puddles, get into mischief. But you didn’t get to do any of that. You had to go around in your fine little tweed jacket.’

         He fidgeted in his chair and for a moment, they sat in total silence.

         ‘She didn’t want me to live,’ he whispered softly. Sigurdís could hardly hear what he said and asked him to repeat it.

         ‘She didn’t want me to live. She often told me that she would have aborted the foetus if she’d have known that she’d be giving birth to her own iron cage.’

         Sigurdís felt a twinge. When she’d walked in here, she’d seen Ómar as a perpetrator, a monster. Now she saw a little boy, a boy who never had a chance.

         ‘I loved my dad, he was so good to me,’ said Ómar unexpectedly. Sigurdís gave him an encouraging look and smiled. ‘He did all sorts of stuff with me. She was never good to me and never good to Dad, either. Then at some point, I started seeing him hurt her. Or rather, I saw that Mum was hurt sometimes, and she told me he’d hit her. My world was so small. There were so few people in it. No one to reflect my experiences back at me. I just believed whatever my parents told me.

         ‘I don’t remember all the details, of course, but I remember the way Mum told me, every day, with great theatrics, how scared she was of Dad. That he had friends who were criminals and had got mixed up in some dubious business. Slowly but surely, I started to doubt everything. I know now, of course, that she was toying with me. She toyed with everyone.

         ‘Which is why I didn’t understand why she was always telling Dad to teach me to shoot, to take me hunting with him, to make me a man. I didn’t want to learn to shoot. Guns terrified me. But then I started thinking that maybe I should learn because then I 230could protect them from the criminals Mum had been talking about.’

         Ómar fell silent and looked at Sigurdís. ‘I went out to the countryside with Dad and when he handed me the rifle, I peed my pants. The look of disgust that Mum gave me I’ll never forget. But she kept telling everyone that I was always going out shooting with Dad. I, of course, didn’t say anything, like usual.’ He whispered the last words so quietly that Sigurdís had to fill in the blanks.

         ‘I don’t remember why we went to the cottage that we owned out east. Mum hadn’t been there in years. Referred to it as the Crap Shack and wouldn’t hear of me going with Dad when he went, said I always came back smelling like a pig trough. I remember that drive. Dad was silent the whole way and Mum talked and talked about how great it was going to be. I looked back and forth between them and got such a bad feeling.’ He hid his face in his hands.

         ‘That night, I was in my room putting my stuff away when I heard a gunshot …’ Ómar closed his eyes. ‘I was so scared that I crawled under the bed. Thought that the criminals Mum told me about had come. Then I heard someone come running up the stairs. It was Mum. She told me I had to come down. She stood over me and said again and again that I had shot him. I didn’t know who I was supposed to have shot, but then I saw Dad. I stood there frozen, looking at him in the kitchen. On the floor. Mum told me that men were coming to get me, that I would be taken away and sent to some horrible young offenders’ institution. I was so scared.’

         Sigurdís didn’t say as much, but she’d called Jóhann, the police inspector who’d been on duty that evening, and he’d admitted to her that he had covered up for the boy, who they said had shot his father by accident. According to Jóhann, he and Aðalsteinn had done everything they could to protect the poor child. Guðmar’s parents, too, and that’s why the case was closed the way it was.

         Ómar’s eyes were almost childlike now. ‘You wouldn’t believe how Mum convinced me that something that never happened, 231happened. She talked over me until I’d gone in so many circles that I really started to believe I did it – that I shot my father,’ he said, and for the briefest of moments, Sigurdís saw the confused little boy in his features.

         ‘Mum took a rock and slammed it into my shoulder with all her strength so she could say I’d been bruised when the rifle kicked back. I’ve never forgotten the pain of that, never forgotten the expression on her face when she did it. Her tongue was sticking out of the corner of her mouth when she hurt me.

         ‘After that, as you know, we moved out of town and I never heard anything about my father’s family until 2005, when I found out that I’d inherited a share of the company. I got a lot of money from that.’ Sigurdís knew he’d received over a billion Icelandic krónur, nearly £8.5 million, for his share – a tidy sum of money, even adjusted for inflation.

         ‘I didn’t touch that money. Just kept it in an account and so made it through the crash unscathed. Lucky,’ he said, giving Sigurdís an ironic smirk. ‘But I was always under Mother’s heel – I didn’t exist, not really,’ he whispered, drooping his head.

         ‘Meeting Kenneth saved my life. Finally, there was someone other than Mum close to me who could reflect life back to me. Mum tried to tear us apart, but Kenneth was firm. Gentle, but firm. He didn’t give up on me. And in the end, she understood that she wasn’t going to be rid of him. She decided to keep him close instead of fighting him. Everything went swimmingly for a time, or until Kenneth and I started to talk about starting a family, that is. We were thinking about adopting but I was afraid because I didn’t know anything about a normal family life or building relationships with relatives. After a great deal of encouragement from Kenneth, I decided to go up north to visit my dad’s mother.’

         He looked at her with tears in his eyes. ‘She was gone, she had dementia.’ He dried his eyes on his shirt sleeve. ‘Aðalsteinn got word that I was visiting Grandma – he knows everyone around there, 232obviously – and he got my room number at the hotel. He came to see me and we talked until morning.’

         Ómar paused for a moment and looked at Sigurdís. ‘Do you think he’ll be okay? I didn’t mean to drag him into this. It just happened. Neither of us would be in this position if it weren’t for the decisions that Mum made,’ he said, looking at her as if seeking an affirmation that they had no other choice but to kill Olga. But he’d never get that from her, and she kept her face impassive as she listened to his story.

         ‘Mum was so malicious. Do you know what she did to get Aðalsteinn to go along with the lie that it had been me who shot Dad – that whole cover-up? When she called him that night, she told him to come and to bring Jói and protect me. Protect me because I was really his son and he couldn’t just stand by and watch my life be ruined because of a terrible accident.’

         Sigurdís was coming to realise that the town gossip in Húsavík was actually rather reliable. There had been stories going around about Olga’s relationship with Aðalsteinn, who seemed to have been her backup plan if she wasn’t able to land Guðmar.

         ‘Aðalsteinn and I have kept in touch, and I was so glad to have this connection with him, but I didn’t want to start meeting my other relatives up north because I was afraid that Mum would find out. She would have raked me over the coals, the way she always raked me over the coals whenever I did anything that wasn’t in the script she’d written for me. Do you know? I believed it for years, many years. That I’d done it. Shot him. That’s how much she’d fucked me up.

         ‘So Aðalsteinn and I kept our relationship to ourselves. He’d never believed what Mum had told him about my being his son, not Guðmar’s. He would have helped me no matter what – she didn’t have to tell him that I was his son to get him to do everything and anything to ensure that it never got out that it was me who shot Dad. All he wanted was for me to have a good life uncoloured by that brush.’

         233He took a sip of water from the paper cup on the table. ‘But then, last winter, we decided to take a paternity test. It had been hanging over us for so long, you see, and we just wanted to stop thinking about it. And what do you know? Aðalsteinn is my father.’ His face lit up. ‘After all that’s happened, I do have a dad.’

         Sigurdís smiled. The revelation didn’t come as much of a surprise to her, but it did explain how Aðalsteinn got mixed up in this.

         ‘I’m his only child because he never married, nor had another child out of wedlock. We started to spend time together and talk about anything and everything. We’re so alike in so many ways, even though I didn’t grow up with him. I was just happy to have a father and wondered if I should tell Mum about it. Kenneth really encouraged me to.

         ‘Then, earlier this summer, Mum got the brilliant idea to revive her career, or “revive the nation’s compassion and admiration”, as she put it. Specifically, she announced to me that she was going to give an interview and “tell her story”. It was a story of triumph and sorrow, she said, of tenacity and the occasional sunny day, or something absurd like that. She said she was going to Tell All, in great detail, but all I heard was white noise, because in her mind, “telling all” was actually telling the made-up, parallel universe version of the truth that suited her best. In this tragedy of hers, I’d shot my father, her husband, by accident. Her poor little boy in his tweed jacket, his daddy had taught him to hunt and then this happened.

         ‘And so she’d get to be the hero of the story, the mother who spread her protective wing over her child, who took him south to start a new life in a new place and held him close wherever the road took them in order to make sure he had a good life.’ He covered his face with his hands and shook his head.

         ‘That’s what she really planned to say. She even told me that she’d got me all available help because nothing was too much for her beloved only child,’ he said sarcastically.

         234It took everything Sigurdís had to keep her face expressionless. It was a hard part of this job – not showing what you were feeling in situations like this. She hadn’t imagined things unfolding precisely like this, even if some of the theories they’d considered came close.

         ‘What was I supposed to do? I was beside myself. There were no witnesses who could back me up and tell the truth to combat Mum’s disgusting lies. Or no living witnesses, at least.’

         He gave Sigurdís a hard look now. ‘Her friend Svava was there. When it happened. Mum had been lying to her for a year, telling her that Dad was beating her. Svava lived with … anyway, yes … that was fertile ground for Mum. So Svava helped her, but she didn’t realise that Mum would lie to Aðalsteinn and Jói saying I did it. She thought Mum was going to stick to the story that he’d shot himself by accident. It was extremely difficult for her to live with the fact that she’d framed me like that and … I remember her screaming when Mum hit my shoulder with the rock …’

         He was quiet for a moment, just looking at the wall in front of him. ‘I’d absolutely believe that Mum could have had something to do with Svava’s death,’ he said quietly. Steinar’s words danced in Sigurdís’s head, and she made a promise to herself to get an answer, both for him and his children. ‘Svava was trying to get Mum to admit what she’d done, you know.… I think largely on my account. She was a good woman, even though she was a very broken one.’

         Sigurdís had put together most of the puzzle now, except where the Helper came in. She needed to know more about that part. ‘What about the Helper?’ she asked. ‘How did you manage to hire him and why were you in touch with him instead of doing it yourselves?’

         Ómar looked at her, terror in his eyes. ‘I … I can’t discuss him, and you shouldn’t either,’ he whispered. ‘He has ears everywhere.’ Ómar slumped in his seat. Sigurdís knew more than he realised and she also knew that the Helper didn’t have any ears in here. ‘I’ve 235screwed this up so bad – it’s got out of control.’ He paused, took a deep breath and bowed his head.

         ‘Last year, Kenneth and I watched a documentary about the deep web and we talked about it a lot afterwards. We decided to get a Tor Browser and started messing around a bit. We were completely lost and I didn’t think much about it after that little dip for curiosity’s sake.

         ‘But then, when Mum said she was going to tell the whole nation that I shot Dad, well … if I’d tried to talk her out of it, it would have gone the same way for me as it had gone for Dad … and Svava. Aðalsteinn was also really scared that if I didn’t play along, I wouldn’t survive it. So I went back onto the deep web and after a while, I got a message from the Helper. He’d found me and he knew everything about me. It was awful, you know? How much he knew, I mean. He knew, for instance, how much money I had, and he’d also dug up Kenneth’s parents’ financials. When he asked what problem I needed solving, I felt like I couldn’t back out. I had to see it through. A few days later, I got a message from him in which he laid out the plan. I just said yes.’

         Ómar held his face in his hands. ‘After that, he disappeared and I couldn’t find him again. A week before the marathon, I ran out to the shop to pick some things for dinner, and a man came up to me and said he had a message from the Helper. He handed me a bag and in it were running clothes—’

         Sigurdís sat up straighter. ‘So you were one of the two mystery runners wearing number 1407?’ she asked, even though she knew the answer; Ómar was about six feet tall.

         ‘Apparently, the idea was to confuse you all. I thought it was moronic. But later, it seemed like you hadn’t figured it out because I never heard anything about it from you.’

         Sigurdís tried to suppress a smile. ‘We asked you and Kenneth if you knew Sigurjón, the man who was officially assigned that bib number, such that—’

         236Ómar smiled an inscrutable smile. ‘I didn’t make the connection, thought maybe he was someone who’d crossed paths with Mum.’

         ‘That helped us realise that this was a premeditated and well-planned murder, and that more than one individual had been involved,’ Sigurdís told him.

         He held his face in his hands again. ‘This is such a shambles. The Helper is so dangerous, and I think he got caught up in the game this time,’ Ómar said, speaking down to the table. He then looked up suddenly and gazed straight into her eyes. ‘I will never say a word about him, the Helper. I don’t want him going after Kenneth or Da—Aðalsteinn … I … just want him to disappear back down into the depths.’

         He looked at his lawyer, clearly scared. ‘You’ve got to wipe everything I’ve said about him here,’ he said, looking back at her in bewilderment. ‘You have to – you just have to.’

         Sigurdís looked at Ómar while she refilled his paper cup with water.

         ‘She only thought about herself,’ he said. ‘Everything revolved around her. She made every decision based on what was best for her. I was just window dressing that she put on display when it suited her. She hurt people – she hurt everyone. And now I’m like her, my mum, leaving a trail of pain behind me.’
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         Sundahöfn, Reykjavík Harbour – October 2025

         
             

         

         He’d made himself comfortable in a shipping container on the deck of a cargo ship and felt it increase its speed on its way out of the harbour. He’d arrived in Iceland unseen and was leaving unseen as well. The job had not gone completely to plan. He’d taken down everything on the deep web and knew that he’d need to lie low for a while. Andrey had broken the first rule – don’t draw unnecessary attention. His bloody exhibitionism put everything I’ve built at risk, he thought, taking a deep drag of his vape. From here on out, he’d need to be careful about who he brought in. He leaned back on the pallet that he and his accomplice had prepared and considered next steps. He’d be back. The Helper always came back.
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EPILOGUE

         

         She walked slowly up the stairs and paused on the landing. The damp footprints were gone, almost like they’d just evaporated on the spot. Astrud Gilberto’s voice trilled in the air and Svava calmed. There was no one here, of course. No one except her neurotic self. She smiled. Then her eyes landed on a photo of her children. It was hanging askew on the wall across from the top of the stairs. She would have never done that, not consciously.

         A big window at the end of the bedroom hallway framed the half-moon and she felt like she could reach out and touch it. She stared at it. She always went a bit mad on a full moon, felt her anxiety brimming. A full moon changed her. A heaviness settled on her and it was as if she couldn’t get out of bed. It had always been like that, ever since she was a little girl. ‘My lunar lady,’ Steinar called her. She walked into the bedroom, over to the bedside table, and turned on the lamp.

         ‘Good evening, Svava.’ She jumped and looked towards the voice.

         ‘Olga!’

         Olga stood up from the easy chair by the window that faced out to the garden. She strode over to Svava and bored her index finger between her breasts, hate-filled eyes flashing. ‘What are you thinking, making demands …’ Her expression changed. ‘Svava, dearest. I’ve been thinking about what you said. About freedom. We both need to find freedom once again.’

         Svava’s eyes widened. ‘Do you mean …’ Olga put her arm around her shoulders, like she had when they were teenagers.

         ‘Yes, but you have to trust me. We need to be methodical about 239this. The timing is everything.’ She still had her arm around her shoulders and was guiding her towards the stairs.

         ‘Let’s have a cup of tea. I brought your favourite – Sleepy Time. And I bought some good honey, too.’

         Svava smiled. Olga had returned to her. She wasn’t out in the cold anymore. When they were younger, they always sealed their friendship with a cup of tea after Svava had hurt Olga’s feelings.

         ‘Little Ómar can’t live with this any longer. You’re releasing him from his cage by telling the truth.’

         Olga watched Svava’s eyelids get heavier. ‘Yes, Svava, dear. Everything is going to be just fine.’ She swept out her hands. ‘Freedom for us all!’

         Svava’s head bobbed. ‘I’m so … so …’ She heard a man’s voice.

         ‘Hold her up,’ she heard Olga say. She drifted. Her head hit something. Olga hissed. ‘Idiot – we can’t leave any marks on her.’ Then she smiled a twisted smile and stroked her cheek. ‘She’s so beautiful.’

         Svava knew it was over. When Olga … when Olga laughed.240

      
   


   
      
         241
            ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

         

         Writing a book is not a one-person job. Throughout my writing journey, many people in my life have become involved in the process: my husband, who had to keep our home life going when I pulled all-nighters; my boys, who tolerated all the take-out food; my co-workers at Athygli, who have cheered me on and given me space to write; my father, who tolerated my writing during our visit to his hometown of Húsavík; and, finally, my relatives in Húsavík, Guðrún and Ívar, who answered my questions about life there, place names and so much more, as I wrote the final chapters at their dinner table. I am a grateful and lucky woman to have these people in my life who keep me going.

         Navigating a big life with a family of six, a day job and a few political projects while writing can be a lot of fun when you have people in your life like I do. When it comes to the editing and publishing phase, I am always grateful to be working with wonderful professionals at Orenda Books in the UK, and Veröld, in Iceland, who help me bring my work to the readers. And to my agent, David H. Headley, thank you for opening doors for me and other writers who need your expertise.

      
   


   
      242
         
            In case you missed the riveting start to the

Iceland Mysteries series…

         

         When Óttar Karlsson, a wealthy and respected government official and businessman, is found murdered, after failing to turn up at his own surprise birthday party, the police are at a loss. It isn’t until young police officer Sigurdís finds a well-hidden safe in his impersonal luxury apartment that clues start emerging.

          

         As Óttar’s shady business dealings become clear, a second, unexpected line of enquiry emerges, when Sigurdís finds a US phone number in the safe, along with papers showing regular money transfers to an American account. Following the trail to Minnesota, trauma rooted in Sigurdís’s own childhood threatens to resurface and the investigation strikes chillingly close to home…

          

         Atmospheric, deeply unsettling and full of breakneck twists and turns, Dead Sweet is a startling debut thriller that uncovers a terrifying world of financial crime, sinister cults and disturbing secret lives, and kicks.
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