
        
            
                
            
        

    
Quentin Bates escaped suburbia as a teenager and spent a decade in Iceland, before returning to his English roots with an Icelandic family and eventually turning to writing for a living.


 

 

Also by Quentin Bates

Frozen Out

Cold Comfort

Winterlude

Chilled to the Bone

Cold Steal


Summerchill

An Icelandic mystery featuring Officer Gunnhildur

Quentin Bates

Constable • Robinson


CONSTABLE

First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Constable

Copyright Quentin Bates, 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47212-118-9 (ebook)

Constable

is an imprint of

Constable & Robinson Ltd

100 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DY

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.constablerobinson.com


Contents

Thursday

Friday

Monday

Tuesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday


Thursday

Logi sneezed dust and wiped his nose. He had been working in the old house miles up country for three weeks and was already sick of it. There was no mobile signal and the nearest shop was a thirty-minute drive. The guys on the job were all right, although only Pétur the contractor who was running the job was Icelandic. That meant he had to struggle in English with the Polish boys and that weird Arab who stopped to pray a couple of times a day.

The house had once been a farmhouse, a solid concrete box that Pétur said had been built before the war, although he didn’t say which war that had been. The place hadn’t been a farm for years and nobody had lived there for a good long time, he guessed, not that anyone would want to live so far from WiFi, or at least a decent mobile network.

He checked his phone, spat into the dust as he did so, and saw with disgust that there were no bars on the screen.

Logi could hear the others banging away at a wall that needed to come down on the floor below. The new owner of the place, some musician from Reykjavík, planned to convert it into a retreat, with an apartment upstairs and a recording studio on the ground floor. Logi approved, but he couldn’t understand why anyone would want to move away from the city, unless maybe to go to a bigger city abroad.

He wrenched up another floorboard and placed his booted feet carefully on the exposed rafters as he slung the board out through the window and heard it clatter on the pile outside that would become a bonfire. With half of the floorboards of what had once been a bedroom up, he decided to start on the far side, so as to leave himself a walkway between the door and the window.

In the dim far corner of the room, he hammered the jemmy between two boards and felt the wood splinter as he levered the end up, hauling it free from the nails that had held it in place for sixty years. He stuck the jemmy under the next board, a short piece that spanned only two rafters close to the wall, and was surprised as it came up without needing to be forced. Bending down to lift it and looking closer, he saw a package in the dust, resting on the ceiling of the kitchen below.

Logi grinned at the thought of hidden valuables. It was what everyone working on these old buildings hoped to find, preferably some long-dead widow’s stash of inflation-proof gold coins. But he reflected that, knowing his lousy luck, it was more likely to be a pile of useless hidden love letters or some such junk.

He opened the thick paper bag and pulled out a leather case, the dark brown sheen of it still retaining a little of the shine it had been given a long time ago. Frowning to himself, Logi unfastened the buckle and his jaw dropped as the smooth brown wood of the pistol’s handle found its way into his hand as if it had sought him out. He felt the weight of it in his palm, delved back into the bag and found a heavy cardboard box, which he opened at one end to reveal rows of shiny bullets ready to be used.

A shout from outside snatched him from his reverie over the pistol and he quickly packed it back in its bag under the floorboards.

The shout from outside was soon repeated. ‘Hey! Logi!’

Logi looked out of what had been a window until the frame had been stripped out and added to the growing bonfire outside. ‘What’s up?’

‘Staying here all night are you? Some of us want to get home.’

Logi looked at his watch and realized it was later than he’d thought. He glanced at the corner of the room where his find was hidden beneath the boards.

‘Coming,’ he called out of the window.

Logi had hardly closed the vehicle door before the crazy Pole slipped the clutch and the van set off down the slope, spitting gravel behind it. Normally he tried not to be last as nobody wanted to sit in front while Tadeusz drove. He winced as the wheels fought to grip the road and the back of the van fishtailed wildly, the three of them in the back laughing and calling for Tadeusz to slow down.

When the van eventually hit the main road with its occasional police patrols, he slowed down to a comfortable speed, just over the limit but not enough to trigger a speed camera, while the pungent smell of grass wafted from the back and Logi cracked open the window. After a few minutes there was a tap on his shoulder and a joint was passed forward. Logi took a deep toke and made to pass it back, but Tadeusz whooped.

‘Logi, no! Pass it this way, man!’

Unwillingly, Logi passed it over. Tadeusz dragged deep on the joint without taking his eyes off the road and Logi felt himself relax at last as the scenery unrolled and he wondered what to do about his find under the floorboards. He knew that handguns were outlawed completely. The police had a few pistols, and one or two collectors had been able to acquire handguns, but those that he had occasionally seen flashed by men who wanted to be taken seriously were the illegal weapons that could get a man a long stretch behind bars without a shot having been fired.

Craning his neck over his shoulder, Logi saw that the three of them in the back were stretched out between the toolboxes.

‘Hey, Tadeusz. Were you in the army back in Polskiland?’

‘Yeah, two years,’ Tadeusz said proudly, ferreting in his pocket for a cigarette.

‘What did you do? Drive a tank or something?’

‘Hell, no. I was cook. Soup, soup and more soup, and potatoes, and cabbage. Same every day.’

‘But you must have fired a gun, though?’

‘Yes . . .’ Tadeusz began, as Logi’s phone started to buzz and he recognized a name he would have preferred not to see on the screen.

‘Yeah?’ he said uncertainly. ‘Danni, what can I do for you?’

‘What can you do for me?’ A throaty voice asked in return. ‘I like that. I like that a lot. Listen, Logi, my boy, I’ve a proposition for you. Where the hell are you?’

‘Er, somewhere near the tunnel. Doing a job out of town at the minute. Why?’

‘Like I told you. I’ve a proposition for you. It means cash in your pocket, tax free.’

Logi’s heart sank. Tax-free money would be a godsend, but the idea of working for Danni was no great temptation.

‘You haven’t paid me for that last job yet,’ he said, meaning it to sting, but Danni laughed.

‘Logi, man. Listen, give me a buzz when you’re in town. I’ll buy you a beer, pay you for the garage roof and give you a down payment on the new job. How does that sound?’

Logi rolled his eyes and looked at the ceiling. His former brother-in-law’s promises had always been an unknown quantity. Sometimes there would be cash on the nail and at other times it could take months to extract even a fraction of a job’s worth from him. On top of that was the nagging uncertainty that Danni might whisper to his sister that Logi was in funds, which would precipitate an instant, strident demand for some of the long backlog of unpaid maintenance he owed her.

‘Yeah, all right,’ he agreed. ‘Usual place around eight? I can’t stay out too late. Some of us have work to do,’ he added, to remind Danni that not everyone was able to spend his mornings asleep and his nights brokering dubious deals that rarely came to much.

‘More work?’ Tadeusz asked as Logi put his phone away. The lanky Polish boy understood more Icelandic than he’d imagined.

‘Maybe. My useless ex-brother-in-law wants a job done, which means he probably wants it done on the cheap. So I’m not going to hold my breath. Anyway, you were saying? About the army?’

‘Yeah, I was cook. Two years.’

‘You must have fired a gun a few times?’

‘Ach, not much. Basic training and then the cookhouse.’

‘So what guns did you get to fire? Rifles and things like that?’

‘AK-47,’ Tadeusz said, frowning. ‘And gun that fires up. I don’t know what it’s called in English. It fires a bomb up so it comes down on the bad guys. Very quick. Ten, twenty bombs in a minute. Hard work. Dangerous,’ he said with a downward twist of his mouth, as if suppressing a bad memory.

‘I know what you mean,’ Logi said. ‘How about pistols? You ever fire those?’

‘No. Never. That’s for officers, not for uniform slaves.’

‘Fair enough,’ Logi said and decided to let the matter drop.

Tadeusz was silent and Logi closed his eyes, feeling the long-awaited summer sunshine play over his face as the van hummed towards Reykjavík.

‘You want to get a gun?’ Tadeusz asked, breaking the silence.

‘Me? Hell, no.’ Logi laughed.

Tadeusz looked at him sideways. ‘You have a gun, maybe? I know people—’

‘No, not me. I was just being curious. That’s all.’

‘You let me know. You want a gun or sell one, I know who to go to,’ Tadeusz said, and winked. He looked over his shoulder into the back of the van. ‘You don’t say anything to the guys.’

‘Why?’

Tadeusz put out a hand, palm down, and moved it side to side with short movements.

‘Don’t trust them all. Bad friends.’

‘And your friends are good guys?’ Logi laughed again.

‘My friends can keep quiet. You ask me,’ Tadeusz said quietly as a yawn and a resounding fart was heard from the back. ‘Almost home,’ he said as he slowed down for the first of the roundabouts approaching the city limits, and gave Logi a conspiratorial wink that made him shiver. ‘Same time tomorrow?’

Logi was early and nursed a beer as he waited, knowing that Danni would be late anyway. It was a relief to relax for half an hour after a long day at the old farmhouse. It was harder work than he preferred to do these days, but hell, the money was good and he needed it, what with Sandra calling and texting that the kids needed this or that. He sipped his beer and watched with amusement, as a group of young women clustered around a table outside squawked and screeched as they got steadily drunker.

He was sick of being broke, of never having anything in the bank to fall back on, of constantly scraping a living from one just-in-time job to the next. As a competent carpenter with an apprenticeship behind him, he should be writing his own cheques, but a series of indiscretions and a failed business a few years ago had put people off taking him on for big jobs, and he knew that his sharp temper had been his undoing more than once.

His thoughts turned again to what he had found that morning and he wondered what to do with it. The thought of handing it in didn’t even occur to him, and he wondered how it could most easily be turned into cash. As a city boy, he had never had the easy familiarity with shotguns that his country cousins displayed on the rare cold, wet and largely boring expeditions they’d dragged him on as a boy to shoot geese and ptarmigan. Although he knew what was under the farmhouse’s floor was a pistol of some kind, his knowledge went no further than that.

He heard Danni before he saw him. His braying laugh and some off-colour joke had set the barman laughing while the woman behind the bar shook her head and pretended not to be offended as Danni laughed and made his way across to the window where Logi was watching the teenage group outside becoming steadily more raucous.

‘The brunette, I reckon,’ Danni said, sitting down and admiring the view. ‘And that skinny one for after.’

‘No chance. The redhead, I reckon,’ Logi replied, draining his glass. ‘You did get me a refill, didn’t you?’

‘Nothing wrong with a little fire in the engine room, I guess,’ Danni said dreamily, twisting round to catch the barmaid’s eye. ‘Miss! Another beer here, would you?’

‘What’s this job you’re on about?’ Logi asked, anxious to get down to business.

‘It’s a showroom, of sorts. Nothing fancy. It needs a suspended ceiling, a few stud walls to put up and generally tart the place up.’

‘How big?’

‘Three hundred square metres, roughly, a small showroom and a workshop behind. You don’t know a good electrician who needs some ready cash as well, do you?’

‘I might do. I can probably find someone easy enough. Where is this place?’

‘Hellnahraun. It’s been empty for a while. Used to be a car rental’s storage depot until they went bust.’

Logi sipped the beer the waitress put in front of him. ‘Cash?’

‘Cash,’ Danni agreed. ‘Fuck me, will you look at that?’

One of the girls at the table outside had stripped down to almost nothing, squawking while her friends poured water over her bare back.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Logi said. ‘Kids aren’t my thing. I’m not going to ask what this place is for. It sounds as dodgy as hell and I can make my own guesses. How soon does your mate want this done? I’m assuming it’s not on your account, is it?’

‘Soon as,’ Danni said, eyes on the group outside as another of the girls took off her T-shirt and was splashed with cold water that rapidly evaporated in the still summer heat. ‘When can you start?’

‘Not sure. I’m busy at the moment. Can’t walk off a job halfway through.’

‘You would if the price was right.’ Danni smirked. ‘And it will be, believe me.’

‘Go on.’

‘A million and a half. Maybe two, but that would have to include the electrics.’

Logi shrugged, trying not to be impressed. ‘It depends how long the job takes, doesn’t it? If there’s ceilings to do then it’ll have to be more than just me doing it.’

‘I’ll help you with it.’

‘No chance.’ Logi shook his head. ‘We’ve tried that before and it didn’t work out, remember? You don’t turn up on time and you’re always running off to see some bloke about a car or whatever. No, if it needs labour, then it had best be proper labour, and paid for. Otherwise no deal. And if there’s labour then it’s going to have to be two million.’

Danni smiled in triumph, sure that his persuasion had worked. ‘We’d better go and have a look, then.’

‘Now? You’re joking. I have to be up at five.’ He tipped half of his beer down his throat. ‘Listen, I can feel this has to be dodgy. I’ll start the day my current job’s finished. All right? Just tell whoever wants the job done that I want all the gear there to get started on the day, and that it’ll take as long as it takes. No questions and no comebacks. Happy with that?’

Danni looked longingly at the girls outside. ‘Yeah, I suppose so,’ he said finally. ‘Will you look at the legs on that one?’

‘Leave it, Danni. They’re out of your league and way below your age group.’

‘That’s what you think.’ He grinned. ‘Flash a wedge of cash and buy a few drinks, and they’re yours, my friend, every one of them.’

‘And what does your Gulla think about that?’ Logi asked and watched the mention of his wife wipe the smile from Danni’s face and be replaced with a petulant pout. Logi wondered if he had prodded him a little too hard. For someone ostensibly so easy-going, Danni had an occasionally volatile temper that had more than once landed him in trouble when a drink or three had been involved.

Danni never felt comfortable around these guys. It was nothing personal, he decided. He just didn’t like them and they scared him.

‘And?’ Rafn asked with that impassive look on his face that gave nothing away.

‘I’ve found a chippy who’ll do the job. I reckon he can do it in ten, twelve days, easy.’

‘Cash and no questions?’

‘If he’s paid to, he’ll keep quiet.’

‘I hope so, for his sake,’ Rafn said softly. ‘And yours,’ he added as an afterthought graced with a glacial smile. He handed over a wad of cash so thick that Danni tried and failed to fold it in two.

‘How much is that?’

‘Two. That’ll get you started, won’t it?’

Danni shook his head doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure. I have to give the chippy a down payment to keep him on the job, and he’ll need to give his labourer a few notes. Then I need to pay for all the gear upfront.’

‘I’m sure you can work it out, can’t you?’

‘Sure, Rafn,’ Danni said with a bravado he didn’t feel. ‘I’ll figure it out.’

‘There’s a deadline,’ Rafn said with the same impassive look from under his long forehead, the fair hair pulled back in a ponytail and thinning at the crown. ‘We want to open the shop in three weeks.’

‘Sure,’ Danni assured him as he stood up to leave.

Outside he made his way past a black van with tinted windows and three hulking motorcycles that squatted on the forecourt of what had been a small factory until the Undertakers had taken the place over and turned it into a clubhouse. His old car looked out of place parked in the street opposite, and he felt the sweat trickle down his back as he imagined Rafn looking out of the window at him.

Danni drove home through the evening traffic in a daze, the bundle of cash whispering to him that it was time to spend his cut right away on something smarter than the squeaky Fiat the traffic was currently whizzing past as he filtered off the main road and onto the slip road above the Fossvogur churchyard. The Fiat complained as he brought it to a halt at the lights and, still in a daze, he looked over the wheel at the stream of cars heading towards town. It was definitely worth looking at some of the car-sales places, he told himself. It wasn’t as if there was any harm in looking, and there’d be plenty of Rafn’s cash left over, especially if he could trade in the Fiat for something else. As if it could read his mind, the engine stalled as the lights turned green and was reluctant to restart. He turned the engine over a couple of times, and by the time it was running again, the lights had gone back to red.

Danni cursed and hammered the wheel with one fist, swearing at the useless piece of crap he was condemned to drive while everyone else he knew had a decent set of wheels. The throaty rumble of a bike engine shook him from his anger as a vast motorcycle pulled up in the lane next to him. Danni looked sideways at it and quailed as he recognized the machine. The bike’s owner looked slowly over at him, smiled and gave him a brief acknowledgement, two fingers lifted in a salute that sent shivers down his spine as the bike pulled away with an animal roar, leaving him stalled at the lights a second time, all thoughts of a replacement for the Fiat gone from his mind.


Friday

He preferred to keep Danni at arm’s length these days. While he had been married to Danni’s sister they had knocked around together, but that was firmly in the past. His parting from Sandra had been acrimonious and became increasingly so as the backlog of maintenance grew, and as a result his relationship with Danni had become less easy.

Logi made sandwiches and packed them in a knapsack, a garish yellow and electric green bag that his son had left behind after one of their rare weekends together, much to Sandra’s fury. It wasn’t as if he saw the children often, a weekend once a month at most. He hadn’t fought particularly hard for access and he admitted to himself that children didn’t really interest him a great deal. It was Sandra who had been desperate to have them, her body clock ticking ominously, he presumed, while he would have been just as happy without them. Probably happier, he brooded, though he hoped that as they grew up they might seek him out, and that he would get on better with them as adults.

He could hear Tadeusz revving the van’s engine outside and he emerged into the cool of the pre-rush-hour morning. Logi nodded and grunted a greeting, got in the back and wedged himself in a corner at the back of the van with his eyes closed and no intention of speaking to anyone.

He dozed fitfully all the way past the tunnel under Hvalfjördur and into the countryside beyond, opening his eyes, refreshed and awake, as it rattled to a halt outside the half-gutted farmhouse. Without saying anything to the others, and while Marek rolled the first joint of the day and another of the Poles set about lighting a fire from the abundant tinder-dry shards of floorboard to boil a kettle, Logi made his way upstairs. The tools were exactly where he had left them, and although there was no reason they shouldn’t be, he was relieved.

Logi retrieved the weighty bag from under the boards by the wall and felt its thick paper crackle as he stowed it under the sandwiches in his knapsack. He went to the window and glared out.

‘You’d better move away, guys. I’m going to be slinging stuff out any minute.’

‘Hey, what’s the hurry? We have all day,’ one of the men called back, aggrieved.

Logi ignored him and started hammering the jemmy under the first floorboard. It splintered as it came up and he didn’t bother to check if the Poles had moved away from the pile outside before he launched it through the window. He heard it clatter outside and, as there were no yells of pain, he assumed they had heeded his warning.

An hour later and with the floor stripped back to the rafters, he decided to take a break. There was coffee in the pot outside that the others had brewed, and it was still hot. He listened to the chatter from inside as the others ripped down ceilings and stripped cracked plaster from the walls. Another two days would do it, he reckoned. That would take them up to the weekend and he might push Pétur to have the team in on Saturday as well. That would get the job done ready for the plasterers, electricians and plumbers to do their work, and he guessed that they would take two weeks, maybe more if the roof needed attention as well. That would give him a window to work on Danni’s dodgy project out at Hellnahraun, and the money would easily allow him to settle a few debts and even make a dent in the maintenance.

In the afternoon the smell of smoke took him to the window of the bare room. Tadeusz and one of the others laughed and joked as the dry timbers snapped and spat in the flames. The fierce heat of the fire brought Logi out in a sweat, and he remembered that he hadn’t taken a break as the others had. Outside, he chugged half a bottle of water, poured some into his hand and wetted his face, then lit a cigarette as the Polish boys laughed and whooped, watching the old wood it had taken a week to strip out vanish in the fire with barely a puff of smoke.

‘Hey, Tadeusz,’ Logi called and leaned against the hole in the wall that had been the door until the frame had been levered out to go on the fire.

Tadeusz walked over, eyes on the fire, then looked at him enquiringly.

‘Busy next week, are you?’

‘I don’t think so. I’m not sure Pétur has any work for us until the pipes and wires have been fixed.’

Logi jerked his head towards the boys shouting across the roaring fire, the flames invisible in the bright sunshine as they scorched the grass black. ‘How about them?’

‘Janek’s going home to Poland on Sunday,’ he said. ‘Lubo has a job in a factory when the fishing starts next month. I don’t know about Marek. Why do you ask?’

‘Might have a week’s work for you. Maybe Marek as well.’

Tadeusz’s eyes widened and he grinned. ‘That would be great. But what about Pétur?’

Logi shrugged. ‘What about Pétur? If he doesn’t have work for you next week, he can hardly say anything if you go somewhere else, can he?’

‘Well, no,’ Tadeusz admitted. ‘I suppose . . .’

‘Listen. I don’t know how much of a job it is yet. I’m going to check it out when we get back to town, all right? I’ll let you know how it looks tomorrow, but I guess we’d be starting work on Sunday.’

‘Sunday?’

‘Yep. It’s a job that needs doing fast, so it’ll be every day.’

Tadeusz frowned and Logi saw his enthusiasm begin to evaporate. ‘But work on Sunday? How much for a day’s work?’

‘That’s my number-one question. There won’t be a daily rate. Just a flat rate for the job and we’ll split it between us. The quicker we finish, the happier the customer will be.’

‘Cash?’

‘Definitely cash.’

This time Tadeusz smiled broadly. ‘I like that. Cash is good. Don’t want to give the government too much.’

‘In that case I’ll count you in. Talk to Marek, will you? But keep it quiet. You understand?’

‘This is something not legal?’ Tadeusz asked, a note of doubt creeping into his voice.

‘Well,’ Logi said. ‘We’re legal enough. What the customer does afterwards is none of our business, is it?’


Monday

Logi hadn’t been able to hide his surprise when they had turned up to start the job. Everything seemed to be there. The pallets of wood and wallboards were all there ready for them, along with everything else on Logi’s shopping list. The boxes of screws and fixings were all present and correct. Admittedly, Danni had bought cheap stuff, but that was only to be expected.

‘So what’s this place supposed to be?’ Logi asked as Danni yawned. They had started work on a quiet Sunday morning, and by Monday they were already ahead of themselves. ‘What’s the matter, not used to being up this early?’

‘This isn’t early. This is late,’ Danni growled. ‘Did you sort an electrician as well?’

‘Marek can look after electrics,’ Logi said. ‘As long as it’s nothing complicated. He’ll be fine with lights and sockets.’

Danni looked dubious. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t we have someone qualified for that?’

Logi shrugged. ‘Depends on your budget and how quickly you want this done.’

‘OK, just get it done.’

‘Cash?’

‘When the job’s finished.’

Come on, Danni. I know you’ve been given a wedge to get the job going. Let’s at least have a sub for the boys, shall we?’

Danni scowled and delved into his jacket to come up with a wad of cash that was thinner than he would have liked it to have been. He counted off notes.

‘Three hundred thousand. That’s a hundred thousand each to be going on with. Balance on completion.’

Logi counted the bundle of cash into three and called Tadeusz and Marek over. They accepted their down payments gratefully and went straight back to work.

‘Look,’ Logi muttered to Danni, ‘they’re working faster already. That’s the difference a few shekels in the pocket makes. See?’

‘Yeah, all right,’ Danni conceded. ‘Just keep them at it, will you?’

‘You do your bit and we’ll do ours. Anyway, we’re back on the other job soon, so we want this done by then. I’ve asked you before, but what the hell is this place?’

‘Why d’you need to know?’

‘I don’t, but it makes the job a lot easier if I know what it’s supposed to be. Ceilings are no problem, but where do you want walls and doors? If I know why, then I can figure it out for myself.’

‘It’s a car showroom, I think,’ Danni said.

‘You don’t know?’ Logi asked, and then decided to back off as the occasional tic that he recognized as a precursor to an outburst appeared below Danni’s left eye.

‘I’m a sub-contractor the same as you. Anyway, the guy who’s paying will be along later, and he’ll tell me what he wants and where.’

‘Fair enough. We’ll be here until late, so if you pick up a couple of big pizzas and a litre of Coke around five, we’ll keep at it as long as there’s daylight.’


Tuesday

Cheerful Tadeusz was the one who habitually left a trail of mess behind him and taciturn Marek was the tidy one. He swept up before they left, stuffing the empty pizza boxes into a plastic dustbin and leaving it by the back door as Logi locked up.

Marek and Tadeusz left in Marek’s beaten-up Volkswagen and Logi was just putting his toolbox into his pickup when a black van pulled up on the forecourt.

A tall figure with hollow cheeks and a fair ponytail swung the keys on his little finger as he strolled over. A bluetooth headset nestled in one ear. Logi was instantly suspicious without knowing exactly why; there was simply something about him that yelled trouble. The man with the headset peered in the half-light at the framework for the new suspended ceiling that was now mostly in place and moved his head, half a nod and half a shake, as if he wasn’t prepared to give approval either way.

‘You looking for someone, pal?’ Logi asked. ‘Because we’re finished for the day and I’m locking up.’

‘Just taking a look,’ the man said softly. He kicked an offcut with his heel, sending it away into a dark corner. Logi pursed his lips in irritation. They had cleaned up once.

‘And you are who? I don’t know about you but I have better things to do.’

‘Let’s say I’m the proprietor. And you?’

‘I’m the chippy.’

‘Does the chippy have a name?’

‘The chippy has a name, but he doesn’t hand it out to anyone who just shows up and starts poking around. So come on, sunshine, out you go. If you want a look, come back in the morning.’

‘Where’s the office?’ The headset guy asked suddenly, looking through Logi.

‘What’s that to you?’

‘The place needs an office. In that corner,’ he decided, waving a hand at the far wall.

‘Well, if you’re involved with this, then you can have it out with the contracts guy. I’m just following instructions and, like I said, I’m done for the day.’

The headset guy stared at him for a long moment and Logi had the feeling he was memorizing him, filing him away for future reference. He picked up the rubbish bag and a length of framing timber from the floor underneath it.

‘Come on, pal. I’ve had enough for today. I don’t know who you are, but if you’ve got a problem, come back in the morning. The complaints department’s open from seven until three minutes past. So now do me a favour and piss off so I can go and get my dinner.’

The headset guy left, a narrow smile on his lips, sauntering across the forecourt. He opened the door of the black van, turned to look at Logi and watched him until he caught his eye. The man pointed a finger at Logi, drew it sharply back and up, and blew smoke from the end of an imaginary gun barrel before driving away with a squeal of tyres.


Thursday

Axel Rútur was tired of looking for the bloody man. He was never at home and Axel wanted to finish the job and get paid; it was one of several that were outstanding, and Alli, who had arranged it with the woman for the usual percentage, was getting on his case. He swerved across a couple of lanes and gave an uncaring finger to someone behind him who sounded a horn.

Hell, the woman was a looker in spite of her tongue. Maybe he’d be tempted to offer her a deal on a discount in return for a consideration, or even the opportunity to settle up some other way? Axel Rútur grinned to himself and preened, looking in the Outlander’s rear-view mirror. He told himself he’d rather have the money, but he’d give the woman the option anyway. You never knew, she might jump at it. These hard-up single women with a bunch of kids could spring all kinds of surprises, and this one had clearly taken care to keep herself in shape.

He wondered which gym she went to. His expert eye was sure those tight buns and trim figure owed something to dedicated exercise, and he deplored people who didn’t work out. Axel Rútur was proud of his physique and kept himself in the best shape a man could with a constant routine of weights, exercise and sparring.

He’d give the guy another try this evening and maybe he’d be home at last. Too bad the woman didn’t know where her ex-husband was working these days, otherwise he could have just found him and followed him home instead of having to make this detour out of town a couple of times a day.

Not to worry, he told himself. He’d strike it lucky soon enough.

Logi saw his phone flash, and when he saw Sandra’s name appear on the screen, he decided to ignore her. It had been a long day and the conversation with the headset guy had unsettled him. That parting gesture convinced him that he wasn’t a tax snooper, although who knows? They probably come in all shapes and sizes, he decided.

The screen of his phone went dark again, and moments later buzzed and lit up a second time. This time there was no name on the screen, just a number he didn’t recognize; he assumed it would be Sandra calling from someone else’s phone to nag him yet again about unpaid maintenance.

He switched off the pickup’s engine and sat in the darkness for a few minutes. He felt tired as he lugged his toolboxes indoors and dumped them by the door. The house was an old one, a wooden-framed, black-painted place that had probably been thrown together years ago in a hurry as a summer house in an out-of-town area that was now about to be engulfed by the expanding city. Logi had the place on loan for an undetermined length of time, as long as he covered the bills. It belonged to a friend who had emigrated for shorter hours and more stable work in Denmark, leaving his house for sale. Logi made sure that on the rare occasions anyone wanted to view the place, they left aware of the lamentable state of the roof.

He put a ready meal in the microwave, popped the ringpull of a beer and sat at the kitchen table, waiting for his food to be ready. The old-fashioned table had a drawer in the side, and he slid it open and took out the brown leather case he had found under the floorboards up in Borgarfjördur. The thought of it had returned to him several times during the last few days and he had researched how to handle the weapon on the internet.

While the microwave hummed, he spun the chamber, clicked the catch and opened the revolver to look at the circle of empty chambers. He snapped it closed again, lifted the gun and extended his arm, pointing it at the microwave and pulling gently on the trigger, feeling the mechanism and watching the hammer fall back. He closed one eye and looked along the sight at the glass window, and as it stopped humming and chimed, he pulled the trigger and the gun clicked.

He put it on the table and admired it as he forked up his ready meal straight from its foil tray. Logi cracked another beer and pushed the remnants of his food aside. He lifted the gun again and felt the weight and heft of it in his hand, where it nestled as if it belonged there. He broke it open again, and this time he slotted bullets into the chambers. It felt heavier now, more balanced. He liked the look of it, and had all but decided that he was going to keep it now. It might fetch a few hundred thousand on the black market, but he liked the feel of the thing and the sense of security it gave him.

A banging on the door took him by surprise. Logi didn’t make a point of encouraging visitors. He wondered whether or not to just ignore it when the hammering was repeated, louder this time and determined. He slid open the drawer and dropped the loaded revolver into it before he stood up.

The door burst in on him the moment he had sprung the lock, and he found himself pushed back into the hall by the sheer bulk of the unfeasibly broad-shouldered man bearing down on him.

‘Logi?’ The man asked. ‘Logi Gunnarsson?’

‘Depends who’s asking, doesn’t it?’

‘Make your fucking mind up,’ the man said, shaking him like a puppy and grinning at the same time. ‘It’s time to pay a few debts, Logi.’

‘No money,’ Logi choked, the front of his shirt bunched in the big man’s fists as he felt himself slammed against a wall.

The man’s rush into the narrow hallway had taken him completely by surprise, and while his temper would normally have flared up instantly, Logi found himself too preoccupied with the essential business of breathing to fight back. The big man’s grip began to slacken slightly and, with his feet swinging clear of the ground, Logi hauled down a lungful of air, his hands clamped on the big man’s fists, which were around his neck. Strong though he was, he wasn’t able to move the man’s vast hands an inch.

‘What the fuck are you after?’ he finally gasped.

‘Time to pay your debts, little man,’ the monster growled. ‘You know as well as I do who you owe, so you’d better have it ready tomorrow. Same time.’

‘Fuck you!’ Logi spat and kicked out. If he hadn’t taken off his heavy work boots, he could have done some real damage, but his toe collided with the inside of the big man’s thigh, and Logi saw his black eyes widen in surprise and anger. He felt himself lifted a little higher, pulled clear of the wall and then slammed hard back into it, knocking the breath out of him. As he gasped and struggled to breathe, he was slammed back a second time before being dropped in a heap on the floor.

The big man stood over him, breathing hard. It was a long time since anyone had even thought to stand up to him and he was affronted that this idiot should try. He extended a foot and gave Logi a dig in the ribs.

‘Had enough, have you?’

‘Who sent you?’ Logi spluttered, gulping down lungfuls of air and gasping.

‘That’s none of your business.’

He coughed as the big man stood back to admire his handiwork and check out the contents of the ugly little house. Logi rolled to one side and found himself wedged against his toolboxes, the two drill cases and the old-fashioned open toolbox. Still gasping for breath, he glared at the big man, who was peering into the kitchen, and reached a hand into the toolbox.

‘Tell me who sent you?’ he repeated and coughed, rolling back. ‘If you want a load of notes off me, then at least tell me where it’s going.’

Logi was hunched in a ball on the ground when the big man came back and leaned over him.

‘I don’t need to tell you, shit-for-brains,’ he said carefully, as if he were weighing his words. His voice dropped to a purr. ‘But she’s a pretty little thing, a proper pretty little thing.’

Logi fought to control his fury as it welled up inside him, but the thought of Sandra sending an enforcer to get money out of him was too much. He rolled over, lashing out with the claw hammer he had lifted from the box. The big man’s scream of pain was surprisingly high-pitched for such a macho character, Logi thought afterwards. The shock of the delicate bones across the top of his foot being shattered was a sharper pain than the big man could have imagined, and coloured lights flashed in front of his eyes as Logi jerked the hammer from the neat hole its head had punched through the expensive training shoe and deep into the foot just behind the toes.

He was on his feet by the time the big man had gathered his wits, alternately whimpering and growling, stepping gingerly on his ruined foot as his hands curled into fists.

‘You’ll fucking pay for that,’ he swore, wiping tears from his eyes. ‘You’ll be paying for that for the rest of your life,’ he added, hobbling towards Logi, with one hand against the wall to steady himself and the other reaching forward to pin him against the front door. The loathing on the big man’s face was rapidly replaced by astonishment a moment before he keeled over backwards, landing with a crash that made the floorboards shiver, with Logi’s claw hammer buried in the middle of his forehead.

Logi sat back on the floor and surveyed the wreck of the enforcer filling the narrow hallway. The man lay flat on his back, arms spread wide, and Logi wondered what to do next. Calling the police didn’t even enter his head as he ran through the list of people who might help him out once he’d decided that moving the muscle-bound body alone was going to be too much for him.

Tadeusz answered on the first ring. ‘Hey, Logi. All right?’

‘No, not all right. I really need some help. Can you get to my place right away?’

There was silence for a moment before Tadeusz replied cautiously. ‘Sure. Problem?’

‘Yeah. Bring Marek as well. Wear gloves.’

Logi finished the call abruptly. He got to his feet, stepped over the big man to get to the kitchen and turned on the cold tap, letting water gush into a glass. He drank it down quickly and splashed more water on his face.

He found a pair of work gloves in his toolbox, knelt by the body and went through its pockets. A bunch of keys in the trouser pocket included a fat car key, and Logi realized there must be a vehicle outside. He went to the cracked living-room window and peered through it, reminding himself that he needed to fix it before winter as he clicked the button on the fob and saw the lights of a silver Outlander flash in response.

Cool, he thought. Easier to dispose of a car with a body in it than a body on its own, he decided.

The search through the body’s jacket pockets yielded a set of polished brass knuckles, a wad of notes rolled into a tube, a small bag of white powder and a wallet.

Logi examined the man’s driving licence and flipped through a few other shiny cards: visa and bank cards, several gym memberships and photos of a pneumatic blonde wearing what appeared to be not much more than a few lengths of white string.

His name’s Axel Rútur Karlsson, he thought, and wondered if anyone other than the pneumatic young woman would be likely to miss the man before morning.

A knock at the door startled him.

‘Logi?’

He sighed with relief at the sound of Tadeusz’s voice and opened the door to usher him and Marek inside.

Tadeusz’s eyes widened and his mouth opened as he saw the leather-jacketed bear of a man on the floor.

‘Hey, Logi? You did this, man?’

‘Yep. The bastard tried to rob me. We had a fight and my hammer won.’

‘A good carpenter always has a hammer close by,’ the normally silent Marek said, laughing silently at his own joke.

‘So what are we here for, Logi?’ Tadeusz asked. ‘Why don’t you call the police? This is self-defence, surely?’

‘No. No police. This guy’s an enforcer who collects debts. He has to vanish, like he was never here.’

Tadeusz and Marek exchanged glances, and Marek nodded.

‘Where his car?’ Marek demanded.

‘In the street. The silver one in front of my pickup.’

Marek held his hand out and Logi dropped the key into it.

‘We take this,’ he said darkly, and disappeared out of the door. Logi heard the Outlander start and a moment later its engine was growling in his driveway, as close to the house as it could get without leaving tyre marks on the scrubby grass.

Tadeusz and Marek lifted the body between them and bundled it roughly into the boot of the car, slamming the door shut, then Marek locked it with the key.

‘Where are you taking him?’ Logi asked.

‘Don’t ask. Anyone ask, you don’t know,’ Marek replied shortly. ‘His pockets. You take anything?’

‘I put it all back,’ Logi said, suddenly feeling helpless with the problem taken so swiftly out of his hands. ‘Except this,’ he added, pulling the wad of notes from his trouser pocket and handing it to Marek. ‘You’d best have this.’ Tadeusz grinned.

‘Get some sleep, Logi. We fix this,’ he said. ‘See you at eight.’

‘Let’s make it nine tomorrow, shall we?’

Marek shook his head. ‘Usual time. Everything usual. No changes,’ he decreed, getting into the Outlander and starting the engine. Logi watched Marek swing the big car off his driveway and into the distance, with Tadeusz following in his Volkswagen, and then he set about clearing up the hallway that Axel Rútur Karlsson had wrecked during his brief visit.


Friday

He ached the next morning, and when he got to work Marek and Tadeusz were waiting for him. Marek tapped his wrist and shook his head.

‘Morning, guys. Thanks for last night.’

‘No problem,’ Tadeusz said with a grin.

‘Where did you leave him?’

Marek scowled. ‘We do not talk of this,’ he said quietly. ‘Forget it. Forget it all. Like nothing happened.’

‘Suits me,’ Logi admitted. The beating he had received the day before was not something he wanted to dwell on and he didn’t feel a shred of guilt at the death of the man who he felt clearly had no scruples when it came to extracting money. Nevertheless, he wondered how long it would be before there would be some comeback in the form of awkward questions being asked.

The two Polish boys set to work, while Logi called Danni, whose phone rang until a disembodied voice asked him to try again later. He wanted to know what was going on and if there needed to be an office in the corner, as the nameless headset guy had suggested.

He quickly sent Danni a text message ordering him to call him, and joined the other two as they formed a chain placing the new ceiling panels in place.

When Danni finally arrived, he looked tired and worried.

‘There was a guy here last night, ponytail, leather jacket, drives a van?’ he asked.

‘Yep. Started poking around and wouldn’t say who he was,’ Logi replied, his sense of humour at a low ebb and less inclined than usual to take much notice of Danni’s worries. ‘So I told him to piss off and talk to the contracts guy, which is you, isn’t it?’

Danni wrung his hands. ‘That was Rafn. He gave me a right rocket just now.’

‘Fair enough,’ Logi said, handing up another panel and calling to Tadeusz. ‘That’s it. We’ll leave the rest of them clear for the moment so Marek can fix the lights. Sorry, Danni. Working men and all that. So tell me who this Rafn character is, will you?’

‘He’s only the guy who’s paying for all this,’ Danni almost screamed.

‘Well, he should have said so. Then I wouldn’t have assumed he was snooper from the tax office or some such scum. Anyway, what’s his problem? He said something about knocking up some kind of a cubbyhole over there on the far side, or was that just bullshit? To be honest, I didn’t take a lot of notice of him.’

‘That’s right. They want an office over there. It doesn’t have to be big, just room for one desk and a few filing cabinets.’

Logi got down from the stepladder. ‘Take a break, boys,’ he told Tadeusz and Marek, who didn’t need to be told twice.

‘Danni, listen. One, we have no extra materials to build an office. Two, we’re on a tight schedule already. If they want an office, fine, but it means buying the materials for it right now, today, and it’ll mean an extra half a million as we’ll have to put in a lot of extra hours to meet their deadline and I’ll have to give the boys another two hundred thousand each,’ he said. ‘Otherwise they’ll just walk off the job, and whoever your client is will be completely fucked.’

‘Don’t say that, Logi. Don’t you know who Rafn is?’

Helgi took the call with his feet on the desk, blithely ignoring Gunna’s glare. It was a hot day and he had a fan playing over his workspace, which he switched off as he planted his feet back on the floor.

‘What’s that? Last night?’ She heard him ask and cocked an ear towards him.

Helgi scribbled on a notepad as he listened, taking notes, his eyes glazed by the summer heat rapidly returning to their normal intelligent sparkle.

‘All right. Yes, I hear what you’re saying. Last night? Normally someone isn’t a missing person until they haven’t been seen for twenty-four hours, so that’ll be eight tonight? That’s when you saw him last?’

Gunna sat back and the report she was typing was forgotten as Helgi jotted down details.

‘So this is out of character?’ He paused and listened, scratched his head with the blunt end of a pencil, then frowned. ‘All right. I’ll be along to see you in an hour or so. The car’s registration? And your address? OK, no problem. Give me a call if he shows up, otherwise I’ll see you in an hour. Thanks, bye,’ he said and put the phone down.

Gunna eyed him as he clicked at his computer.

‘Gunna, where the hell is Straumsbær?’ he asked, peering at his computer screen.

‘Helgi, how many years have you lived in Reykjavík?’

‘A few.’

‘Almost twenty, isn’t it?’

‘Ach, well. All these new streets look the same. Up in Árbær? Near the museum, d’you think?’

‘That’s the place. Why, what was that about?’

‘Got it. Looks like a cul-de-sac with a block of flats on each side,’ Helgi said. ‘A young woman’s worried about where her boyfriend has got to. She hasn’t seen him since he went out around eight last night, saying he’d be back in an hour.’

‘Name?’

Helgi looked at his notes. ‘Axel Rútur Karlsson. Aged twenty-eight. Drives a silver Outlander, which is also missing.’

Gunna yawned, looked at her watch and clicked save. ‘In that case, I’ll leave Axel Rútur Karlsson to you,’ she said as her computer powered down. ‘I need to get to Hagkaup and then home. You’d best run this guy through the system and put out an alert for his car.’

‘Doing it now,’ Helgi said. ‘And bingo . . . !’

Gunna stretched, pulled on her jacket and walked over to stand behind Helgi as the missing man’s driving licence photo appeared on the screen.

‘A proper ugly bastard,’ Helgi said, tapping at the keyboard and looking at the black hair and thin beard on a beefy face. ‘And he has a record. How nice. One threatening behaviour and one assault.’ He scowled. ‘Sounds like a delightful customer.’

‘Come on, Helgi. Look at the dates. He’s been clean for seven years. Chances are those were some drunken exploits and he’s a squeaky-clean systems analyst today.’

‘We shall see, Gunna. We shall see.’

‘Good luck, anyway. Fill me in on it in the morning. I have an urgent appointment with poached salmon and home-made mayonnaise á la Steini, so the last thing I want is a crisis right now. If you can look after it, then some of us will be very happy.’

‘Caught it himself, I suppose?’ Helgi asked and Gunna waited for him to lick his lips before she waved and left.

He was furious, telling himself yet again that anything that involved Danni was always bound to involve a cash-flow problem, plenty of excuses and delays and an unhappy customer somewhere. They had made good time with the job so far. The ceiling was up and Marek had the lights all working behind the frosted panels. The windows had been fixed and he had stopped the leaks in the vast showroom window that filled the front of the building. The doors had been rubbed down and painted, and all the locks had been changed.

Logi counted out the keys onto rings, each one marked for the door it fitted, six keys to a ring. He patted his pocket where he had put the spare key for the side door. He wasn’t entirely sure why he had done it, but for some reason one of the locks had come with seven keys instead of the six that had been ordered, so he pocketed the extra one.

The job looked like it was almost finished; the two Polish boys had worked hard. Now they were sweeping up, as they always did, after which there was a pause as the three of them waited for Danni to show up as promised.

Tadeusz propped the broom against the wall and sat down on an upturned crate. ‘What’s the score, Logi? Do you know about these extra walls yet?’

‘Nope. No idea. Danni should be here by now. Is it a problem for you?’

Tadeusz shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. Extra work is extra money.’

‘And Marek?’ Logi asked, dropping his voice slightly.

‘He’s flying home for a holiday the day after tomorrow. So I guess if there’s work tomorrow, fine. After that it’ll be just you and me.’

When Danni did arrive, he wasn’t alone and he didn’t look happy. This time the headset guy took off his shades, smiled and shook Logi’s hand.

‘Hæ, I’m Rafn.’

‘Logi. Sorry about the other day,’ he said gruffly.

‘No problem. Danni explained, and you were quite right. You didn’t know who I was.’

He draped an arm around Logi’s shoulders and walked him away from the group, leaving Danni standing awkwardly with Tadeusz.

‘Listen, Danni hasn’t handled this quite as well as we were hoping. He’s a good guy, but, y’know?’

‘Yeah. I know Danni of old.’

‘This was part of the package from the start and he should have told you before you started the job, all right? The plan was for the showroom and the office to be fitted out. Danni said he knew someone he could trust to do a good job, not cut any corners, and who wasn’t too keen to give anything extra to the taxman. Am I right?’

‘Right enough,’ Logi agreed.

‘So, we still need the office in the corner,’ Rafn said. ‘I’m asking you, Logi. Can you do it? Can you finish the job?’

‘I reckon so. But we’d have to start right away. I’m working up country on Monday. So’s Tadeusz, and Marek’s leaving the country on Sunday.’

‘So if you start right away, can you get it finished?’

‘I reckon so. If the price is right,’ he said, feeling Rafn stiffen.

‘How much extra?’

‘Half a million. The boys’ll need two hundred thousand each, and I need the timber and the boards here in an hour or two.’

Rafn’s smile was forced. ‘I think we can do that.’

Logi fished in his pocket and handed him a note. ‘There’s the list. You can get it all from Bauhaus or anywhere, just so long as it’s here right away. That way you’ll have your office built by Sunday.’

‘Danni’ll sort it all out.’

‘Cash up front? I won’t get the boys to do the job otherwise.’

‘Like I said, Danni’ll sort it out.’ Rafn seemed relaxed again. ‘Now, I’ll tell you exactly what we’re looking for.’

The flat in Straumsbær was on the second floor. It was bathed in warm evening sunlight, as was the girl in tight white clothes who opened the door for him.

‘Aníta Sól?’ Helgi asked. ‘I’m Helgi Svavarsson from CID. You called earlier about Axel Rútur?’

She stepped back to let him in and perched on the edge of a sofa as white as her trousers; hair so bleached it looked as if it had been spun from the same material.

‘When did you last see him?’

‘He went out about half seven-ish last night, said he’d be an hour or so.’

‘He didn’t say where he was going?’

‘He never tells me.’

‘All right,’ Helgi said, deciding to try a new tack. ‘Where do you think he might have been?’

Aníta Sól shook her head and looked into the distance. ‘I don’t know. He wasn’t going to the gym, because he’d already been and it wasn’t a training night.’

‘What training is that?’

‘He does this martial arts stuff, fighting in a cage.’

Helgi frowned. ‘Mixed martial arts, you mean?’

‘Yeah. That’s it. He goes to that three or four times a week.’

‘But not last night? Where does he train?’

He looked around the pristine living room and realized that the cups and shields on the sideboard were for tournaments.

‘It’s a place in the business park on Fossháls. It’s above that car place.’

‘So tell me about Axel’s movements? Where does he work?’

‘He’s a doorman at a couple of nightclubs in town.’

‘Which ones?’

Aníta Sól looked blank. ‘Different ones, I think. Highliners, sometimes, and the one that was closed down a while ago.’

‘Sugarberries?’ Helgi asked with distaste.

‘That’s the one.’

‘So he works for Mundi Grétars?’

‘Who?’

‘The man he works for. Is that his name?’

‘I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me things like that. He normally works with a guy called Stebbi.’

‘Stefán, OK. Whose son?’

‘I don’t know. But he trains at the MMA place with him.’

Helgi was starting to wonder if the girl lived in some kind of cocoon, considering how little she knew about her boyfriend’s movements.

‘And you? Where do you work?’

‘Hairways.’

‘What’s that?’

‘A hairdressing salon. It’s in Smáralind,’ Aníta Sól said in a tone that indicated her amazement that Helgi hadn’t heard of it.

‘Anything unusual about Axel Rútur’s movements in the last few days? He didn’t go anywhere different, or behave out of the ordinary at all?’

Aníta Sól shook her head and Helgi sighed inwardly.

‘No. He was just the same as usual.’ She shook her head and shrugged.

‘Has this happened before?’

‘What?’

‘Has he gone off before without saying anything?’

‘Not for as long as this. A few hours sometimes.’

‘But he’s always back at night?’

‘If he’s not working at a club, yeah.’

‘Does he drink? Use drugs?’

‘Hell, no. He’s a real health freak. He won’t even take an aspirin.’

‘What’s his temper like? I mean, does he get into arguments or disputes?’

‘He’s a big guy. People don’t normally argue with him.’

Helgi made notes and closed his notebook. The sun had shifted a few degrees and the rich light no longer bathed the room. Traffic on the nearby main road hummed in the background. Aníta Sól looked forlorn in the paler light and Helgi started to feel sorry for her, wondering how someone so shallow managed to survive in such a tough world.

‘How about family? Has he got family close by? Do you have people you can call on for support?’

‘Yeah. I can go to my mum.’

‘And Axel Rútur’s family?’

‘There isn’t much. His father lives in Denmark and his mum is in the country at Kirkjubæjarklaustur.’

‘So he’s not a Reykjavík boy?’

‘Yeah. He was brought up here. But then his mum got a job as a housekeeper at this hotel place she works at and we don’t see her much these days.’

‘Siblings?’

‘There’s a half-sister who lives with their father.’

‘In Denmark, right?’

‘Yeah.’

The place fell silent and Helgi stood up. He inspected the pictures on the walls, hands behind his back and leaning forward as if he were in a museum to peer at the framed photographs showing Axel Rútur with groups of similar beefcakes brandishing cups and prize belts.

He stepped back, thought for a moment and took a card from his wallet.

‘Could you call me if you hear anything about Axel Rútur, or if there’s anything you recall that might be relevant?’ he said. ‘Or if he turns up?’

Aníta Sól took the card and held it in one hand, as if it were fragile. She nodded and Helgi wondered what was going on inside that coiffured and carefully painted head.

‘Thank you for your time. I’ll be in touch when I’ve made some enquiries.’

Rafn was as good as his word. A truck appeared two hours later loaded with timber and wallboards, and they sat down to review the day’s progress. Tadeusz munched a slice of cold pizza and Marek painstakingly rolled a joint.

‘Why the walls so thick, Logi?’

‘No idea. That’s what they want, so that’s what they get.’

‘Something not right about this,’ Tadeusz said with a smile.

Marek lit up, puffed contentedly and passed the spliff to Tadeusz.

‘That’s their business,’ Logi replied. ‘I’m more concerned about where Danni is with the cash.’

He reached for his phone and scrolled through it to find Danni’s number and, to his amazement, it was answered on the first ring.

‘Turn around, my boy,’ he heard Danni greet him, and spun around to see him coming through the open door.

He sat down on a crate and reached for the last slice of pizza. ‘Pineapple, yuk,’ he pronounced, but ate it anyway.

‘Cash, Danni?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Danni, just for once, no shit. Please. The boys have worked like slaves and if you don’t stump up, the job’s not going to get done.’

Tadeusz shook his head slowly and Marek blew out a cloud of aromatic smoke. ‘That’s right,’ he said slowly.

‘I only have four hundred thousand,’ Danni said apologetically, and smiled weakly.

‘Let’s have it,’ Logi said.

‘Listen, I can have the full whack for you in the morning.’

‘Cash on the nail, Danni. That’s what I agreed with your friend Rafn.’

‘All right.’ Danni grumbled and went through a pantomime of patting his pockets to find a bulging wad of brand-new 10,000 krónur notes that Logi gently took out of his hand.

‘I’ll count out the boys’ shares and you can fix my cut tomorrow, all right?’

It was only half a kilometre away and Helgi decided to go right away on the off chance that someone might be there. The next day was Saturday and the place could be closed. He was off duty on Sunday, so it was now or Monday, he reasoned.

He recognized the car sales place that Aníta Sól had mentioned, and above it was a block of offices. On one window was a blue and black banner proclaiming Fossháls MMA in jagged letters. Helgi parked his down-at-heel Skoda among the cars for sale and jogged up the steps, losing himself for a moment on the stairwell as he worked out which floor the MMA place was on.

It was a yell of pain from behind a door that told him, and he pushed it open gingerly.

‘Hello! Anyone here?’ he called as he saw an unmanned reception desk. There was no reply and, hearing voices, he went past it to look through a door where he saw a group of men and women on the floor, half of them with their legs spread wide while the others sat with their feet braced on their friends’ knees.

‘Dig deep. Two . . . Three . . .’ Helgi heard a hoarse voice intone. ‘And relax. Well worked.’

The hoarse voice belonged to a thickset man in a tight Fossháls MMA shirt. He glared as he noticed Helgi watching from the doorway.

‘What can I do for you, pal?’ he asked in a tone that was anything but helpful. ‘All right, boys and girls. See you all for Sunday’s session.’

He got to his feet and came over, vast arms folded in front of him as the class vanished into a changing room.

Helgi opened his wallet. ‘Helgi Svavarsson, CID. Looking for Stefán?’

‘Which one?’

‘No idea, except that he’s Axel Rútur’s mate.’

‘That’ll be me.’ His attitude had thawed, but the deep suspicion remained. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘Your friend is the problem. When did you last see him?’

‘Yesterday. He took a morning class here and went home around midday.’

‘You have classes on weekdays?’

‘Yoga yesterday. Axel takes the beginner’s yoga class.’

‘And you haven’t seen him since?’

‘Nope. Should I have?’ This time there was menace in his tone.

‘I don’t know, which is why I’m asking,’ Helgi snapped back. ‘Axel Rútur went out last night and hasn’t been seen since. He hasn’t been home and his wife is concerned. So if he doesn’t turn up by soon, he’ll be a missing person.’

Stefán deflated and stared at Helgi. ‘You’d better come inside,’ he said eventually. In the long training hall that looked out over the concrete business estate and the main road beyond it, Stefán leaned against one of the windowsills, arms still folded. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘You know him well? You work together, or so his wife tells me?’

‘Yeah. Not as much as we used to.’

‘How come?’

‘Is that any business of yours?’

‘It might be. Until I know where Axel Rútur is, then I reckon that anything could be my business. So what happens here?’

‘OK,’ he responded defensively. ‘We run this place together. We both do MMA. I teach kettlebells classes. He does some yoga and general fitness stuff. There’s a hippie woman who comes in and does the advanced yoga classes, but apart from her, it’s all Axel and me. Then we teach some self-defence courses as well.’

‘What sort of people come to those?’

‘You’d be surprised. All sorts. A lot of employers like to send their staff on a day’s self-defence course. We get ten or a dozen in here at a time and we make sure they have a good time as well as learning how to gouge eyes and break fingers.’

‘And do you use any of that stuff yourselves?’ Helgi asked softly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I understand from Aníta Sól that you both work as bouncers.’

‘We work as door security for a couple of clubs downtown, you mean.’

‘So I’m wondering if Axel Rútur may have upset someone?’

Stefán shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t be unusual. But neither of us have done any door work for a few months.’

‘Any particular reason?’

‘It’s not fantastically well paid, it goes on until past daybreak and you’re on the receiving end of all kinds of shit from drunks and arseholes. Now this place is doing better, neither of us needs the hassle any more.’

‘I see.’

‘You must have been in uniform at some point,’ Stefán said, his jaw jutting towards Helgi. ‘You must know as well as anyone what fun Friday and Saturday nights are.’

Helgi smiled to himself, recalling evenings and nights patrolling the centre of Reykjavík on summer’s nights when the party was in full swing.

‘Better than most, I’d guess,’ he said. ‘Tell me about Axel Rútur. Was he in any trouble? Any feuds? Disputes? Any disaffected former staff here?’

‘Nothing that I know about,’ Stefán said and looked down at the floor.

‘He has a record. Assault, threatening behaviour.’

‘Yeah. So do I. We were kids and it was a long time ago.’

‘Six years. Not that long ago.’

‘It was when we were first working as bouncers. Some fuckwits from out of town decided they wanted a ruck, so we gave them one.’

‘And one of them came away from that with a fractured skull. So which of you is the one with the temper?’

Stefán sighed and looked up as an athletic-looking woman in Lycra looked around the door, smiled and waved.

‘See you Sunday, Silla,’ Stefán said.

‘Was that . . . ?’ Helgi asked. ‘Whatshername, the high-jump champion?’

‘Yep. Silla Steinthórs. She trains here twice a week.’

‘Hell. I’d have got her autograph for my kids if I’d realized quicker.’

‘Then come back on Sunday,’ Stefán said.

‘I might well do that if I haven’t found Axel Rútur by then. What do you know about what he does when he’s not here?’

‘Not a lot these days. We used to hang around together all the time when we were younger. But now he’s snuggled up with Aníta Sól, and he’s a lot less tense.’ He looked at his fingers and screwed up his face for a moment. ‘He’s clean now as well.’

‘In what way? What was he doing?’

‘For a while he was into bodybuilding and he took steroids. But now he’s with Aníta Sól that’s come to an end.’ Stefán scowled. ‘I shouldn’t tell you this, but they were affecting his libido. Couldn’t get it up, if you know what I mean.’

‘So he gave up muscles for a healthy sex life? I can understand perfectly.’

‘Yeah. Pretty much. He’d been told already to pack it in, so I guess he knew he was on borrowed time on that score.’

‘Doctor’s orders?’

‘Yeah. Some of us were worried about him and we finally got him to go to a doctor about it, before it became a real problem. He seems OK now and Aníta Sól’s getting what she likes.’

‘So back to my question. What does he do when he’s not here?’

‘Sits on his rowing machine at home, goes to the movies and lets Aníta Sól massage his back. That’s about it, I reckon.’

‘Anything unusual about him being out late of an evening? Another woman, maybe?’

Stefán thought, and Helgi decided that the fact he needed to think about it spoke volumes.

‘No. I don’t think so. A year or two ago, maybe, when he was still a bit wild. But not now.’

It was late. The Polish boys had gone and Logi walked around the showroom to give it a final check before going home himself. The studwork for the walls was already up and he was sure they might even be able to get the job finished tomorrow. The wallboards would have to go on in the morning, and after that he and Tadeusz could hang the doors and fit the window while Marek ran a few spurs from the electrics to put in a couple of sockets and to separate the showroom lights from the two lights in the office ceiling.

He wondered why Rafn had wanted the long wall to be so thick; he’d made it plain that that was what he wanted, and Logi assumed there had to be a good reason, which was no concern of his. He flicked on the lights of the big workshop behind the new showroom, which made up the larger part of the building. There was a pit for working underneath vehicles, as well as steel-topped benches on all sides and a long changing room. There was nothing unusual there, he decided, certain that there was something illegal going on; something it would probably be healthiest to forget all about once the job was done.

‘Piece of piss,’ he told himself as he locked up and walked through the thickening darkness to his pickup. At last, with his mind clear of the job, he found himself brooding about the dead man the boys had taken away and presumably disposed of somewhere remote.

He wondered whether or not to go back to the little house he currently referred to as home. He was nervous about going back there – maybe the big guy who’d arrived last night had even bigger and nastier friends? Logi sat in the pickup with the engine running and tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips as he made up his mind. Home could wait.


Saturday

Helgi found himself looking for silver Outlanders as he drove to work, but the only one he saw contained a family of five, and he felt it was unlikely to have been stolen from a missing martial-arts instructor.

He started with a visit to the traffic division to check if the missing Outlander had been located, taking the opportunity for a chat with the couple of motorcycle officers waiting to go out on patrol. Secretly he admired these officers and felt that if he’d joined the force as a younger man, then he would have liked a year or two on traffic duties. Now that he was past forty, he was sure that he’d be told he was too old to ride a bike. Besides which, Halla preferred him to be doing what she was sure was largely safe work behind a desk.

At his desk, he went through the log for the night and checked the records for Axel Rútur’s friend Stefán’s history. It looked depressingly similar: a couple of arrests for being drunk and disorderly; one break-in, also committed while drunk, and a slew of assault charges. The differences, he noted, were that some of Stefán’s offences were relatively recent, one only a year ago, when a young woman had brought charges against him.

He made some notes and thought to himself, noting down the name of the officer who had handled the case. He wrote a few lines on a sticky note, stuck it to Gunna’s computer monitor and made his way downstairs.

‘Is Hlynur about?’ he asked in the canteen.

‘He’s on duty. Check in the car park. If he’s not there, then you’d better give him a call and find out where he is,’ the chief inspector on duty told him.

Outside in the car park he flagged down a squad car as it drove in.

‘Hlynur? A word, if you have a minute.’

The tall officer’s colleague disappeared inside and Helgi spread out paperwork on the squad car’s bonnet.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘No, not at all,’ Helgi assured him. He tapped the report he had printed out. ‘This guy here, Stefán Ingason. You remember him?’

‘A proper nasty piece of work. The girl withdrew the charges and it never went to court.’

‘That’s all straightforward enough. But this guy has come to our attention in connection with something else. What was your take on him? Aside from what’s in your report, that is.’

‘He’s been doing some enforcement on the side. It’s as clear as day. It was blindingly obvious this girl had borrowed some money and the interest added up faster than she could pay it back. Stefán went to her flat to persuade her that the debt needed to be paid, and I guess he got carried away and broke her arm.’

‘So she called the police?’

‘No, the hospital called us. She had a black eye and a few other bruises as well.’

‘And she explained what had happened?’

‘Yep, in detail. But a week later she withdrew her statement and said that she’d fallen down the stairs. No case.’

‘You questioned Stefán?’

‘He flatly denied that he had anything to do with it, and he came up with an alibi.’

Helgi nodded. ‘I don’t suppose that alibi was supplied by Axel Rútur Karlsson, was it?’

‘You’re way ahead of me.’ Hlynur grinned. ‘He’d been at Axel Rútur’s flat all that evening and the guy’s girlfriend confirmed it as well.’

‘Now there’s a surprise.’

‘Why? Have you got something on this character?’

‘Maybe. But it’s Axel Rútur who has disappeared, so it’s a missing person inquiry.’

‘Well . . .’ Hlynur sucked his teeth. ‘If both of them were to disappear, then Reykjavík would be a better place without them.’

‘They make a habit of this?’

‘It looks like it. But they’re discreet. I don’t know about Axel Rútur. Stefán’s no bright spark, but he’s cunning and he lies like a cheap watch. They’re both responsible for plenty of black eyes and broken fingers. No witnesses, no evidence and nobody dares bring charges or be a witness against either of them. That’s why all we hear are whispers about these two and never anything definite.’

The young woman looked through the glass panel with a quizzical expression on her face.

‘Signý?’ Helgi asked.

‘That’s me.’

‘My name’s Helgi Svavarsson and I’m a detective with the serious crimes unit. Could I come in? I’d like a word.’

He watched her face fall and she stepped to one side to let him into the apartment. Helgi looked around and could see right away that it was well kept, but that it was thrift rather than cash that kept the place smart. The furniture was unfashionable and faded. The TV was an old set and not the usual flat screen. The room had been painted recently in bright primary colours and a child’s drawings were pinned to the walls.

‘Would you like a coffee?’

‘I would, thank you. You live alone?’

She poured water into a kettle and measured coffee into a plastic filter that she propped in the mouth of an old-fashioned thermos. Helgi’s heart warmed to her and he could see she was nervous, wondering why he was there. He had to admit he liked the look of her: sturdy legs and a pleasingly plump figure in a T-shirt that showed it off, topped by blonde hair in a thick curtain around her shoulders.

‘No. My son’s with his father this weekend.’

‘I’m investigating the disappearance of a gentleman called Axel Rútur Karlsson,’ he said, watching as she opened the fridge.

‘And how does that concern me? I don’t know anyone of that name.’

‘But you’ve met his friend Stefán Ingason.’

There was a squelch as the milk carton she had taken from the fridge hit the floor and she spun round to face him. Signý’s face had gone pale behind the freckles. Helgi stood up and watched in alarm as she joined the milk on the floor.

‘Shit,’ he swore to himself, and crouched next to her. He put a hand to her neck and felt a clear pulse, while her heaving chest told him she was breathing.

With the decisions taken, the walls went up fast. Tadeusz wanted to be finished and Logi felt it was time to get out of town for a while. The big guy’s visit was still preying on his mind, and while Tadeusz had noticed he wasn’t as cheerful as usual, he said nothing. The two Polish boys appeared their usual selves, and while Logi desperately wanted to know what had become of the Outlander and its owner, he was aware that it was best to know as little as possible.

Marek muttered to himself as he stretched at the top of the stepladder, fiddling with the cables and switches that had always been a mystery to Logi.

Tadeusz screwed the last of the wallboards in place and whooped.

‘Doors or lunch break?’ Logi asked.

‘You’re the boss,’ Tadeusz said. ‘Up to you.’

‘Pizza? The usual?’

‘Yeah, why not?’

Logi called the pizza takeaway in Hafnarfjördur they had been using for the last few days, placed the order and stripped the plastic covering from the first of the two doors. The office was a double arrangement, with a larger office with a window onto the showroom and a smaller one further in, hardly more than a cupboard, Logi thought, just large enough for a couple of chairs and a small desk.

The pizzas appeared sooner than he expected and they sat down on crates to munch their way through them.

‘Decent food again tomorrow,’ Marek mumbled. ‘No more pizza for me until I come back in October.’

‘You are coming back, then?’

‘Yeah, I think so. Unless my cousin gets me a job in Germany.’

‘Is that likely?’

Marek shook his head. ‘Too many immigrants there already.’

‘Same as here, you mean?’ Tadeusz laughed. ‘Immigrants like us? What do you think, Logi? You don’t have a problem with all these foreigners?’

‘As long as they don’t take all our women, I don’t give a shit,’ he said through a mouthful of pizza.

‘Why so thick walls?’ Marek mused, nodding at the office.

‘Search me,’ Logi said. ‘You know, the customer gets what the customer wants and I’m not going to ask any questions as long as they pay up.’

‘And this one already has. We could do with more like that.’

‘You go back to Pétur’s job at farmhouse next week?’ Marek asked.

‘Yep. While you’re on the beach, we’ll be working up country again.’

‘You have spoken to Pétur?’ Tadeusz asked.

‘Had a text from him this morning. He wants us to start there Monday or Tuesday, depends if the plasterers finish today.’

‘They work Saturday?’ Tadeusz asked.

‘So he says. And if we can get all this finished today, ahead of schedule, then we can have a day off tomorrow,’ Logi said, dropping a pizza crust back in the box. ‘So shall we continue?’

Helgi was wondering whether or not to call an ambulance when the girl came round to find him holding her hand and looking grave. It had only been a matter of seconds, but it felt like an age.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, and immediately felt foolish for asking such a pointless question.

‘I think so,’ she said.

‘Shall I help you up?’

Awkwardly, he held her hand as she struggled to her feet and sat heavily on a kitchen chair that threatened to give way beneath her.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Could you get me some water, please?’

Helgi ran water into a glass and she held it with both hands to drink. As he was standing by the sink, he poured water into the coffee filter and its warm aroma filled the room.

‘OK now? You want to lie down?’

Signý rested her head in her hands on the table as Helgi poured more hot water onto the coffee. She took deep breaths and looked up when he put a mug of coffee in front of her. He retrieved the milk carton from the floor and put it on the table.

Just as well it didn’t burst,’ Signý said and smiled weakly as Helgi tore off the corner to pour milk for himself.

‘I’m sorry about that. I really didn’t mean to give you a shock.’

‘That’s all right. PMS, I expect,’ she said and Helgi felt suddenly embarrassed.

‘Well.’ He coughed. ‘I was going to ask you about Stefán Ingason.’

Suddenly she was hostile, ‘I don’t want any charges. It was an accident.’

‘That’s up to you. As far as I’m concerned, whatever happened last year is old news and Stefán has got away with it, which goes against the grain.’

‘So why are you here?’

‘As I said, I’m investigating why a man called Axel Rútur Karlsson has vanished. He and Stefán are business partners. When your incident occurred, was it just Stefán who, er . . . visited you?’

Signý sipped the coffee, still supporting herself with her elbows on the table.

‘It was just him.’

‘He didn’t have anyone with him?’

‘I . . . er. I don’t know,’ Signý said. ‘I’ve almost blanked the whole thing out. I try not to think about it.’

Helgi leaned back and so did Signý, straightening her back and sweeping the fair hair away from her face as she looked at the ceiling. Helgi could see her eyes were heavy with tears and he hoped she wasn’t going to cry.

‘I don’t suppose you got any counselling, either, did you?’

‘No.’

‘Of course not. You don’t get counselling for falling down the stairs. Whereas if you’d been the victim of a violent attack, then you would have got all the help you could ask for.’ He leaned forward. ‘Come on, Signý. Tell me what really happened.’

She shuddered briefly, closed her eyes and twined her fingers together, palms outwards and stretched her arms until the fingers cracked.

‘I was in trouble and borrowed some money about two years ago. My relationship had broken up, my boyfriend had moved out and I was struggling financially. My job went to 60 per cent time after the financial crash and there just wasn’t enough to keep us properly afloat. So I borrowed some money instead of going bankrupt, which was the stupidest thing I ever did.’

‘I take it this wasn’t a loan from a bank? How much did you borrow?’

‘A million, and no, it wasn’t from a bank,’ she said bitterly. ‘The banks didn’t have any money to lend, or at least they said they didn’t.’

‘So you got a short-term loan from a shark?’

‘Yes. Someone my then-boyfriend knew. I paid the bills, bought food and got the car fixed. Perfect.’

‘But then the repayments started?’

Signý nodded. ‘He wanted two million.’

‘Fuck. Two million? That’s insane.’

‘I know. By then I was back working full time again and I managed to pay back the original million, although it was a struggle. But then he said the interest had continued to grow and I still owed him two million. I couldn’t pay. I’d scraped together every penny I could lay my hands on and it still wasn’t enough. I even managed a bank loan, but by then he said the interest had gone up another million.’

‘So by this time you’d paid the extra two million and still owed another million on top?’

‘That’s it.’

‘And?’

‘I had a few of visits from . . .’

‘Stefán?’

‘The first time he was polite. The second time he broke every glass, cup and plate in the flat and said I had two days to get myself sorted out.’

‘The third time? Was that when he broke your arm?’

Signý’s eyes flashed and Helgi was taken by their deep blue colour.

‘No. That time there was a suggestion that I could work off the debt,’ she said, and her voice trembled with anger.

‘On your back, I’d guess?’ Helgi said and Signý nodded with her lips pursed tight.

‘Exactly. He said I had forty-eight hours to think it over. He came back two days later and I told him to fuck off or I’d go to the police.’

‘And the response? I can guess.’

This time Signý blanched at the recollection. ‘A couple of smacks and then I was on the floor with my arm twisted up behind my back until I heard it crack,’ she whispered. ‘Then he showed me a picture of my son and said he knew which school he goes to.’

Helgi nodded. ‘I reckon I know the rest of the story. You went to A&E, and the police were called as you clearly hadn’t fallen down the stairs. Stefán was arrested and charged, then you withdrew your statement.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t dare do it any other way. I had a visit from another man. He said that if I withdrew my statement, then the debt would go away. If I went ahead, they still knew which school my son goes to.’

Helgi opened his notebook and placed a print of Axel Rútur’s driving licence photo on the table. ‘This man?’ he asked, and Signý nodded.

‘Interesting. Our missing man,’ he said quietly.

Gunna frowned at Helgi’s scrawled note on her monitor and screwed it into a ball, which bounced on the rim of the bin before falling into it. When Helgi appeared with a twinkle in his eye, she was deep in administration work and glanced up as he sat down humming to himself.

‘What are you looking so happy about?’

‘You know what it’s like as a detective. It’s one long round of cocktails and loose women. And you? How was the salmon? Where did Steini get it from?’

Gunna looked over the top of her monitor as Helgi looked back at her over his.

‘Helgi Svavarsson. You should know better. You should know that a gentleman never asks a lady her age and he never asks where a whole salmon appeared from.’

‘Agreed. The age bit is easy, because I can just look it up on the national registry. But it was good, was it?’

‘Sublime. The best I’ve ever had, poached to perfection.’

‘That Steini really is a keeper, isn’t he? I’m almost tempted to marry him myself.’

‘In that case, we may have to fight it out.’

‘And my money would be on the bruiser in the red corner,’ Helgi cackled.

‘Flattery will get you everywhere. Maybe you should try it one day. Now, where the hell have you been to turn up here grinning like a monkey? Did that guy turn up?’

Helgi leaned back and scratched the top of his head.

‘No sign of him. There’s an alert out for his car but nothing yet. However,’ he said and paused.

‘However, what? Come on, man. Out with it.’

‘He and his pal Stefán Ingason are big into MMA and run a gym up on Fossháls. It seems the two of them have also been doing a little freelance enforcement work, including a young woman who had her arm broken and then didn’t dare press charges.’

Gunna grimaced. ‘Ouch. That really stinks. So what next?’

‘I’m not sure. I’m wondering why this Axel Rútur character has disappeared to start with. His girlfriend doesn’t know why and, although she’s vaguely decorative in a Barbie doll kind of way, I get the feeling she’d be confused by anything more complex than hot and cold taps.’

‘As Steini would say, «nice bodywork, shame about the electrics». An apt description?’

‘Fits like a glove.’

‘So, Sherlock. What’s your next move?’

‘Seek advice from a more senior officer of great experience and personal charm?’

‘Good move. Me or Sævaldur?’

‘It’ll have to be you, because Sævaldur’s on holiday.’

‘In that case, as the management types keep saying, don’t bring me problems – bring me solutions.’

Helgi shuddered. ‘If there’s one thing twenty-first-century policing needs, it’s more management jargon.’

‘Agreed. So where do you want to take this, considering there’s no sign of the guy? You think he’s disappeared because someone’s knocked him on the head, or because he’s holed up somewhere with a girlfriend, or even a boyfriend?’

‘A Brokeback Mountain kind of situation, you mean? No, I don’t imagine so.’

‘Abducted? Murdered? Or has he just gone off on a bender?’

‘I don’t expect he’s been abducted. Murdered, possibly, but unlikely. Most likely flipped out, I’d say. Stefán said he’d been heavily into steroids at one point.’

‘So what next?’

‘Start checking all the traffic cameras for a sighting of the guy’s car and then pile some pressure on Stefán.’

‘Excellent. Award yourself a gold star and get on with it.’

The work was finished and Logi congratulated Marek and Tadeusz on a job well done and ahead of schedule. They shook hands and clapped each other on the back.

‘You’re leaving in the morning, Marek?’

‘Yes. Early. Home in the evening and something good to eat at last.’

He almost smacked his lips in anticipation.

‘Give me a call when you’re back here.’

Marek nodded lugubriously. ‘If I come back.’

‘And thanks . . .’ Logi added. Marek nodded again. ‘For you know what.’

‘Nothing. Don’t speak of it.’

‘And I’ll see you on Monday, Tadeusz? You’re working on Pétur’s site again?’

‘If we start Monday. You call me tomorrow?’

‘I will,’ Logi promised, and there was a final handshake with Marek before they got into Tadeusz’s old Volkswagen and rattled away in a cloud of dust and exhaust fumes.

It was the end of a hot day and Logi wiped the sweat from his forehead. He put his tools in the back of the pickup and walked around the site one more time. The job had been done in record time and he felt he could be proud of it. A few corners had been cut to save time, but it was nothing anyone would notice.

The black van arrived as he was ready to leave. Rafn jumped out of one side and a man who looked large enough to be two normal-sized men rolled into one stepped easily out of the passenger side. Rafn’s mirror shades were back in place and the big man crossed massive arms, blue with tattoos blurred by time, over the front of his studded leather waistcoat.

‘Hey, Logi. Finished?’

‘Yep, I think so. The ceiling’s up, the walls are finished and the electrics all work. The boys have just left.’

‘Nice work,’ Rafn said softly. ‘Shall we take a look around?’

Inside the building and out of the direct sun it was cooler, although the two big showroom windows made the place almost like a greenhouse. Rafn inspected the new walls and the big man stood in the doorway like a rock that had been carefully placed there. He swung the doors and listened to them click shut, then snapped the lights on and off again.

Finally he nodded approval. ‘Danni paid you, did he?’

‘Yep. All up to date, for once.’

‘It doesn’t happen every time, I guess?’

‘Let’s just say that Danni has his moments.’

Rafn stood for a moment in thought.

‘You know who we are, Logi?’ he asked, looking up.

Logi looked back at his own reflection. ‘Could be,’ he said, ‘but I’m not the inquisitive type.’

‘Good.’ Rafn smiled and took his glasses off. ‘Let’s keep it that way, shall we?’

‘Sure,’ Logi agreed. He wasn’t certain who they might be, although he could make some shrewd guesses.

Rafn gave Logi’s shoulder a friendly slap. ‘Let me have your number, Logi. If we need any more work done, we can come straight to you next time.’

‘You need any more done here? Looks finished to me.’

‘Maybe. We’ll see. It depends how good business is, doesn’t it? You know what this place is?’

‘I didn’t ask Danni what it’s supposed to be, but I’d guess it’s a car showroom.’

‘That’s good, Logi,’ Rafn said, taking a card from Logi’s hand. ‘That’s what we want it to be. It goes without saying that you know nothing about this place?’

‘That’s fine with me,’ Logi said. ‘As long as the taxman doesn’t hear about the money, then I won’t say a word. I’m working out of town in the next few weeks anyway.’ He fished in the pocket of his overalls and handed Rafn an envelope. ‘Here. Before I forget.’

‘What’s this?’ The question was immediately suspicious.

‘It’s the keys. Six for each lock.’

‘Ah.’ Rafn’s face cleared. ‘Just as well we didn’t forget those. Listen, the other guys, they’ll keep quiet?’

‘Yeah. The big guy’s leaving the country tomorrow anyway and Tadeusz is working with me up in Borgarfjördur for the next few weeks.’

‘Good.’ Rafn seemed satisfied. ‘Security’s always a headache. Listen, if we need any more work done, we’ll come to you.’

‘Thanks. That’s good to know.’

‘And if you ever have a problem that needs fixing . . .’ Rafn grinned and nodded towards the big man in the doorway. ‘Toggi solves all kinds of problems.’

Helgi spent an exhausting afternoon with little reward. The time-frame was exact, as far as he knew, but the problem was that no cameras were located anywhere near where Axel Rútur Karlsson lived, and not knowing where he was headed made things even more difficult. It didn’t help that the police had to rely on private- sector cameras of varying quality, and on a Saturday most of those companies were closed for the weekend.

Fortunately, an insurance company with offices in the Kringla shopping centre had a webcam that routed a stream of traffic images from the junction of Kringlumýrarbraut and Miklabraut, with a backup of recordings in decent quality. The young man who was working that afternoon ferried Helgi regular cups of coffee as he hunched over the computer at the secretary’s desk.

The young man smiled and was affable enough, but Helgi discouraged him from asking questions, concentrating instead on the stream of traffic covered by four different cameras. The timing was well after rush hour and the traffic was relatively light, but sightings of silver Outlanders were few and far between, and none of them matched the number of Axel Rútur’s car.

More than once he had to force himself to concentrate, finding his attention straying, and often it seemed to stray to a mental picture of the blonde young woman he had interviewed that morning. It wasn’t just the pleasingly rounded figure behind the figure-hugging top that he had no trouble imagining, but the nagging feeling that there was something he’d forgotten. He’d taken care not to push her on the identity of the loan shark, as he hadn’t wanted to spook her into a terrified silence, and he admitted to himself that he was looking forward to paying her another visit.

The traffic footage continued, and it wasn’t until the ticker had rolled over, showing close to eleven in the evening, that he saw another silver Outlander stopped at the lights, with a Volkswagen close behind it. He paused the replay and played it forward slowly, until it moved enough for the number plate to be seen as the lights went to green. He zoomed in and felt a jolt of excitement as he made out the number of the car he was looking for.

Right, now where are you going? He muttered to himself, frustrated that he wasn’t able to follow the car’s progress any further. The affable young man helped him save the images and made prints of some of them before locking up and following him downstairs. Helgi realized the young man had stayed at work for his benefit alone and he felt guilty at having stolen part of his Saturday afternoon.

‘Thanks very much,’ he said as they got out of the lift in the car park and their ways parted.

‘No problem. Any time,’ the young man replied and went on his way, whistling to himself as he clicked the fob of his car keys.

Helgi’s Skoda didn’t want to start, but eventually it did when threatened with being left in the shopping centre car park for the rest of the weekend. He decided to stop off at the communications centre on the way home and shared a cup of coffee and a handful of doughnuts with the officer on duty.

‘No joy with this car, then?’

‘No, there’s a picture of him at the lights at Kringlan, which is clear enough, and I can see him going straight ahead in the inside lane. But that’s as far as it goes.’

‘There used to be a damned good set of cameras that Channel 2 had up there. It’s a shame they’re not there any more.’

‘It’s a shame we don’t have our own traffic cameras. It’s mad, really, having to rely on the Roads Administration’s cameras, or private ones here and there.’

‘I know,’ Siggi sympathized. ‘It’s coming though. We’re putting a remote system in so we can have cameras in line of sight with a relay on the Hallgrímskirkja church tower and run the images straight here.’

‘Really? When?’

Siggi splayed his palms. ‘Who knows?’

‘Budgets?’

‘Exactly. Anyway, this fellow must have been heading for somewhere in 101, you think?’

‘That’s what I think, otherwise he’d have taken the Keflavík road or he wouldn’t have got as far as the Kringla intersection.’

‘So he was going downtown somewhere,’ Siggi mused. ‘What’s this guy done?’

‘He’s disappeared.’

‘Missing person and a missing car?’

‘That’s it. I’ve had enough for today. My eyes are going square from staring at the screen. Can you ask the patrols to keep an eye out for it, just in case it’s a quiet night and one of them notices it somewhere?’

‘Since when has it been quiet on a Saturday night?’

‘Ach, you know what I mean. I’ll see if I can get a warrant on Monday to track the guy’s phone and that might give us an idea of where he is.’

Brynja’s flat was too small, as well as being noisy and uncomfortable. But it wasn’t home and that suited Logi perfectly. He had stopped off at his place briefly, just long enough to pick up a change of clothes and no longer. The place seemed quiet enough and it didn’t look as if anyone had been there, although the locks on the doors were so worn that breaking in would be child’s play.

He locked his tools in the pickup and hoped they would be safe there, not that he had much choice about it. The holdall containing his clothes and a few other items bumped against his side as he took the stairs, the hard lump in it digging into his ribs reminding him that the revolver in its leather case was in there as well, wrapped in a couple of shirts.

Brynja was already enjoying herself. A bottle of some almond-flavoured liqueur was open on the kitchen worktop and Logi could hear the babble from the living room as he shouldered the door open.

‘Logi! Is that you, lover?’ He heard her shriek, followed by whoops and calls of ‘Loverboy!’

 He blanched and put his head around the doorway. Five women in short skirts and tight tops sat around a living-room table laden with glasses, bottles and ashtrays.

Brynja stood up and sashayed across, wrapped her arms around him and planted a kiss on the end of his nose.

‘Honeybunch, welcome at last,’ she crowed as the other four whooped and twittered. Hair newly styled and highlighted, she smelled of the sticky almond liqueur, acrid perfume and smoke as Logi kissed her back, a hand stretching down to cup and squeeze a buttock as the women on the sofas shrieked.

‘Get a room, you two!’ one of them screeched.

‘Later . . .’ Brynja said, turning and tapping the side of her nose. Logi saw she was already unsteady on her feet and hoped they would all go out soon. He liked Brynja a lot, far more than he liked his sour-faced ex-wife who, every time he ventured within earshot, nagged about unpaid maintenance, the broken tumble dryer and the car that needed fixing. Brynja liked a good time, though she liked a good time a little more than he was entirely happy with.

‘We’re going out for a couple of hours, Logi, sweetheart,’ Brynja cooed, sliding a hand under his T-shirt and pinching a handful of flesh. ‘Now I definitely don’t want you waiting up for me, all right?’

‘No, just waiting for her!’ another of the women called out. ‘And make sure you’re standing to attention!’

‘No kids?’ Logi asked.

‘Gone camping with their dad, so it’s just you and me, honey,’ Brynja said, placing the end of a finger on the tip of his nose. ‘Peace and quiet. Tell me you’re not working tomorrow . . .’

‘I’m not working tomorrow,’ Logi said obediently.

‘So you can take your time in the morning, lovebirds,’ a voice hooted from the sofa and the four of them descended into giggles and squawks.

Logi fervently hoped they’d go out soon. He was tired, dusty and he badly wanted a shower and something other than pizza to eat. Brynja and the four women began to make themselves ready to depart, a process that took the best part of an hour as each one visited the bathroom in an open-door sequence that Logi watched with bemusement; one peeing while another fixed her make-up at the big mirror. For a moment he had Brynja to himself in the kitchen. Their on-off relationship had been soured more than once by her weekend antics, when Logi felt like he was watching an overgrown teenager at play.

‘Not too drunk, yeah?’ he said, hugging her and feeling her press herself tight against his chest. ‘Stay in bed all day, shall we?’

‘If you play your cards right. It might mean breakfast in bed.’ She cocked an ear as a car horn tooted outside. ‘Taxi’s here, I expect.’

‘I reckon I can manage that,’ Logi said, hoping that she would be back early enough to escape a serious hangover. ‘Got to help you keep your strength up.’

‘Shit, are you two still at it?’ one of the hard-faced women demanded, appearing in the kitchen with lipstick perfect and hair in a tousled arrangement that looked as if she’d spent the day in a high wind, but which Logi guessed had taken a great deal of time and effort to achieve. ‘Come on Brynja. Some of us have work to do and don’t have a stud waiting for us at home, so let’s hit the town, shall we?’


Sunday

The silver car seemed lonely in the car park outside Reykjavík’s bus terminal. Sigursteinn, one of the traffic officers, peered in through the window and shook his head.

‘Nothing in there,’ he told Gunna as she arrived. ‘Where’s Helgi? It’s his case, isn’t it?’

‘Helgi’s off duty today, so the call came through to me instead. No keys anywhere, I take it?’

‘No such luck. It’s going to be a struggle to shift this thing, especially now the battery’s flat.’

‘In that case, you’d better be patient. I phoned the owner’s girlfriend and she said there’s a spare key, which one of your motorcycle colleagues has gone to collect from her. Give him ten minutes.’

‘Go inside for a coffee, shall we?’

Sigursteinn looked hopeful and Gunna relented. ‘How come you found it here? Did a patrol spot it, or what?’

‘No. Someone must have nudged it because the alarm has been howling half the night – we got a call this morning when the bus station opened. It kept on until the battery died, I guess.’

Inside the bus station Gunna and Sigursteinn spread out and talked to as many of the staff in the shops and kiosks as were awake, trying to work out how long the Outlander had been there.

‘It was here Friday morning, that’s all I know,’ the solid middle-aged woman at the restaurant counter said. ‘It was here when I got to work at six.’

‘You didn’t see anyone park it there?’

‘If I had, I’d have told you, wouldn’t I?’

‘Right enough,’ Gunna murmured to herself and moved on.

Outside, with paper cups of coffee, they compared notes. ‘It was parked late Thursday night, after the last bus had gone,’ Sigursteinn said.

‘We can be fairly sure that whoever put it there wasn’t a passenger on a bus,’ Gunna said, and looked up as the rumble of a motorcycle told her the keys had arrived. The rider took off his helmet and switched off the engine.

‘Nothing like a little jaunt to wake someone up on a Sunday morning, is there?’ he said, handing Sigursteinn the keys.

He clicked the fob and nothing happened. ‘We’d better get a booster pack down here to get this thing started. Can you ask around inside to see if anyone has one?’ he asked the motorcycle officer, who walked towards the entrance.

Sigursteinn used the key to open the car’s driver-side door and walked around to do the same with the passenger door. Gunna peered inside the remarkably tidy car, which looked as if it had just been cleaned, wondering if maybe it had. She sniffed, detecting a sour smell, and flipped open the glove compartment to see a handbook and a bundle of paperwork.

‘Fucking hell!’ She heard Sigursteinn swear, followed by the sound of him retching as she hurried round to the open boot.

Gunna clicked her communicator as she groaned at the sight that met her eyes. ‘Control, ninety-five-fifty.’

‘Ninety-five-fifty, control. G’day, Gunna.’

‘Can I have the cavalry out at BSÍ, if you would be so kind?’

‘Which cavalry would that be?’

‘I need a scene-of-crime team and enough uniforms to cordon off the bus station car park. There’s a body in the back of a car here.’

‘Will do,’ control responded. ‘Ambulance as well?’

‘This guy’s going to need a hearse, not an ambulance. There’s a hole in his head the size of a hundred króna coin and, judging by the smell, he’s been here a few days.’

‘No ambulance needed. No problem. I’ll get a scene-of-crime team out right away.’

‘Thanks,’ Gunna said, pulling out her phone and dialling Helgi’s number as the first patrol car arrived and parked across the entrance to the bus station car park with its lights flashing.

‘Hæ, chief,’ Helgi answered groggily after many rings.

‘Good morning, young man,’ Gunna greeted him breezily. ‘Sleep well?’

‘I was sleeping very well until you called.’

‘In that case, sorry to wake you up. Good news or bad?’

‘Good,’ Helgi grunted.

‘Your missing persons case is no longer a problem.’

‘Oh, that’s good. So he turned up?’

‘He did,’ Gunna said. ‘The bad news is that he’s not at all well and it’s now a murder inquiry.’

Logi woke to Brynja’s rasping snore. He thought back to the night before, when she and two of the other women had fallen out of a taxi after the sun had risen in a clear blue sky. He had packed the other two giggling women back in the taxi and told the driver where to take them before more or less carrying Brynja up the stairs. He deposited her in bed, where she passed out, spread-eagled, hair awry and lipstick smeared, while he decamped to the sofa.

In the kitchen he brewed coffee and then went out to the shop at the end of the street to buy fresh rolls and pastries, returning to find the coffee ready and the snores a note deeper than before. He read the weekend paper, made himself some breakfast and thought about Brynja. He knew she liked him a lot, and when she stayed off the sauce, he liked her well enough. But a woman in her thirties behaving like a teenager once she had a drink inside her was something he struggled to come to terms with. His parents had a problem with the bottle, and as a child he’d dreaded the sight of them getting ready for a dance, knowing that an argument and even a few slaps and thrown plates would be the inevitable outcome. Maybe trying to forge a relationship with Brynja was a lost cause? Perhaps he should cut his losses and run before it got too serious?

He finished his coffee and closed the paper. Logi sat back and stared out of the window, his thoughts drifting back to the night when the big man had called and the Polish boys had bailed him out. Marek would be on his way home to Poland now, and he imagined Tadeusz would also be snoring somewhere, although maybe not as loud as Brynja.

Helgi had never been a great one for shaving, and today Gunna saw him look even more unshaven than usual as he ducked under the tape and jogged across the car park. A small crowd had gathered on the other side of the tape, along with a couple of TV cameras, and she had already called Ívar Laxdal to let him know they had something serious to deal with this sunny Sunday morning.

‘It’s definitely him, is it?’ Helgi asked.

‘I reckon so,’ Gunna said. ‘You’d best take a look. You’re the one who’s been looking at his photo. But it’s his car, all right.’

‘What happened?’

‘The car was parked here late on Thursday night. I reckon it might have stood there for another week or three before anyone paid it any attention. But someone bumped it last night, the alarm started squawking and there was a call this morning. Your boy’s in the boot and there’s a big hole in his head.’

Helgi went pale. ‘Hell. I hate this kind of stuff.’

‘Go on, but be quick.’

He walked quickly over to the car, which two white-suited technicians were examining in fine detail, and peered into the boot from as far away as he could. Axel Rútur Karlsson’s dead eyes glared back at him from his swollen face.

‘That’s not a gunshot, is it?’ Helgi said, hurrying back.

‘I don’t imagine so. A gunshot that big would have taken the back of his head right off. Looks like someone’s jabbed him with the end of a broom handle.’

‘Pretty damned hard to do that kind of damage with a stick.’

‘We’ll have a better idea when the post mortem’s been done.’

‘What next, Gunna?’

‘Relatives.’

‘Shit. I was afraid you were going to say exactly that.’

‘That’s it. Everyone’s least favourite job, but it has to be done. Come on, I’ll hold your hand,’ she said, nodding towards a barrel-chested figure approaching across the grass with a seaman’s rolling gait. ‘The Laxdal’s here. I’ll brief him and then we can go and start asking questions.’

‘Gunnhildur, g’day,’ Ívar Laxdal said curtly. ‘Helgi,’ he nodded. ‘What’s the situation?’

‘Deceased in the back of the Outlander. It’s the deceased’s own vehicle, name of Axel Rútur Karlsson, reported missing on Friday. Helgi’s been investigating. The car was parked here late Thursday night and the alarm went off this morning, so traffic came to see what the problem was. Sigursteinn called me because we had an alert out for the vehicle. That’s about it so far.’

‘Violence?’

‘No question.’

Ívar Laxdal made the same journey as Helgi had done a few minutes earlier and came back with his eyebrows clenched into a tight bar across his forehead.

‘I’ll bet you anything you like that’s been done with a hammer,’ he said. ‘What do I need to know about this character?’

‘We believe he’s been doing some freelance enforcement, debt collecting.’

‘A disgruntled punter? Gunnhildur, what’s your next move?’

‘We break the news to his grieving girlfriend to start with and find out what we can about the man’s movements.’

‘And then we lean on his business partner,’ Helgi broke in. ‘I’m certain the two of them were working together, and if anyone knows where he was going on Thursday night, it’ll be him.’

‘Fine. Go. I’ll keep an eye on what’s happening here.’

They took the Polo Gunna had taken from the car pool that morning to drive through the sunshine along with the hundreds of people out for a Sunday morning drive. The bank holiday weekend was behind them and people were acutely aware that the vagaries of Iceland’s weather meant that any weekend now could be the last one of summer.

‘I wonder if Eiríkur’s in this lot somewhere,’ Helgi said. ‘Off for a Sunday drive to Thingvellir with the family.’

‘Could be. Mind you, he’s a city boy and sometimes I reckon he thinks there’s a passport control at the Hvalfjördur tunnel.’

‘There ought to be. Keep these city types out of the country and on the tarmac where they belong.’

‘And keep us country bumpkins away from the bright lights, you mean?’

‘Well, there is that,’ Helgi admitted. ‘Could you live in Vestureyri again?’

‘Hell, no. There are far too many relatives up there. Hvalvík’s good enough for me, and being a stranger means I don’t have to get involved in anything awkward.’

‘And at least you’re only spitting distance from the city.’

‘Commuting has its advantages.’

‘Come off up here,’ Helgi said, pointing to the approaching turnoff. ‘Go right and then the first left, I think. I keep badgering Halla to move out to somewhere quieter. Selfoss or somewhere, but she won’t have it. Reykjavík born and bred, you see. Can’t imagine life beyond Breidholt.’

‘Like Eiríkur,’ Gunna said. ‘Is that the place there?’

‘That’s it.’

Gunna parked and they got out. Helgi led the way, and as the outside door had been hooked back, they went straight up the stairs. Helgi knocked on the door. A plastic sign made to look like brass proclaimed that ‘Aníta Sól and Axel Rútur live here’ below the door peeper, where a blue eye flashed for a moment before the door swung open.

‘Good morning,’ Helgi offered and Aníta Sól’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Could we come in? This is my colleague Gunnhildur Gísladóttir.’

Aníta Sól stood in the hall with her eyes blank. She was wrapped in a pure white dressing gown that was tight to her throat and she looked at Helgi in confusion.

‘Could we sit down, Aníta Sól?’

‘Axel Rútur?’ she whispered.

‘Please, let’s sit down,’ Helgi said gently. He ushered her firmly into her living room and sat next to her while Gunna sat on the edge of a white leather armchair.

‘Have you found him? Is he all right?’

‘I’m very sorry to have to tell you that we have found him and Axel Rútur is dead. I’d like to offer you all our sympathy.’

Aníta Sól sat and stared into space as the news sank in. Helgi had expected tears but there was no change to her expression.

‘What happened? Was he in an accident?’ she asked finally.

‘We believe he was murdered.’

Aníta Sól gulped and Helgi was relieved to see a tear form at last and begin its journey southwards.

‘Do you have someone who can be with you?’ Gunna asked gently. ‘A parent or a relative, maybe? Would you like me to call them?’

‘Not yet,’ she said hesitatingly, and her eyes flashed from side to side before she looked back down at her feet. ‘Do you know . . . why? Why him?’

Helgi looked at Gunna with questions in his eyes. Gunna looked back at him and shrugged imperceptibly.

‘Aníta Sól, I understand that this is painful for you,’ he began, ‘but we have to ask you some difficult questions. It’s vital that we track down the perpetrator as soon as possible, and to do that we need some information from you. Where was Axel Rútur going when he left here on Thursday evening?’

‘I told you before. I don’t know. He said he’d be back in an hour.’

‘Did he do this frequently?’

‘Sometimes. He didn’t often tell me where he was going. He just went out.’

‘And he did this regularly in the evenings?’

‘He went to the gym three or four evenings a week.’

‘All right, what did Axel Rútur do during the day? What was your routine?’

‘He’d be late at the gym a few evenings a week, so then he’d sleep the next day. I go to work at ten and I’m back at five-ish, normally. We’d have a meal together or we’d go out if he wasn’t training.’

‘It’s mainly Axel Rútur’s acquaintances we’re interested in speaking to, anyone involved with his work. Who would that be?’

‘Well, there’s Stebbi,’ she said and thought. Helgi and Gunna exchanged glances. ‘There’s only Stebbi, really. Axel Rútur didn’t have a lot of close friends except Stebbi. Not that I knew, anyway.’

‘Have you been in touch with Stefán?’

‘Erm . . . No. Not really.’

Gunna frowned, sensing something wrong, both in the girl’s demeanour and in the atmosphere, as a draught whispered around her ankles. Helgi looked up, another question on his face.

‘Aníta Sól,’ Gunna said sharply. ‘Is there someone else here?’

‘Er, no. Not really.’

Gunna stood up quickly and looked into the hall. A bulky figure stood by the door, shoes in hands.

‘Who are you?’ Gunna demanded, stepping quickly towards the man, who pulled the door open and made to leave, hiding his face with his hand as he slammed the door behind him. ‘Stop right there. Police,’ Gunna said loudly and clearly, jerking the door open and hurrying along the corridor behind him. He was out of the front door and ran across the grass outside, missing the group of children on bikes and skateboards, and vaulting a fence into a neighbour’s garden, where Gunna lost sight of him.

‘There he goes,’ Helgi said, shading his eyes with one hand as a black Land Cruiser hurtled along the next street and vanished into the traffic amid a flurry of blaring horns. ‘That was Axel Rútur’s friend Stefán, who is apparently Aníta Sól’s close friend as well. A few questions to be answered there, I think.’

‘I feel like shit.’

Brynja looked like shit, Logi thought, but he didn’t want to say so as she sat at the kitchen table opposite him and held her head in her hands. Her eyes were puffy and her hair hung in lank rats’ tails. He dropped a couple of tablets in a glass of water where they fizzed.

‘Good night out?’ he asked, putting the glass in front of her.

‘Don’t have a clue,’ Brynja moaned. ‘I don’t remember much, just getting to Highliners, and there was a taxi, wasn’t there? Did you put me to bed?’

‘I did.’

‘Did you undress me?’

‘I did.’

‘Did we . . . ?’

Logi smiled sorrowfully. ‘You weren’t in any condition to do anything but sleep.’

One hand on her forehead, she reached forward to trail the fingertips of the other hand down his cheek.

‘I’m sorry, lover,’ she whispered, wincing at the pain in her head. ‘I’ll make it up to you.’

Aníta Sól looked downcast. Gunna gave her the opportunity to howl for a few minutes and made herself some coffee in the flat’s pristine and, she told herself, rarely used kitchen. The cupboards were largely bare of anything other than cereals and bags of pasta, while the freezer was stacked with microwave meals. There was fruit in bowls in the window, and Gunna guessed that this was part of Axel Rútur’s fitness regime as none of it appeared to have been touched for days.

They held a quick conference while Aníta Sól did her best to repair the damage half an hour of tears had wreaked to her face.

‘You’re sure that was Stefán?’

‘Absolutely. There’s no doubt about it.’

‘How much had he been listening to, I wonder?’

Gunna sipped the surprisingly good coffee. The kitchen may have been filled with an odd array of things, but it was quality stuff. ‘We have to accept that he listened to the whole conversation, so he knows we suspect him of doing enforcement jobs.’

‘That’s one thing,’ Helgi said. ‘But considering he was here, shacked up with his best friend’s wife on a Sunday morning, we can assume that he knew his best friend wasn’t likely to show up at an awkward moment, don’t you think?’

‘You think he could have murdered Axel Rútur? Over the girl?’

Helgi darted a glance into the living room. ‘There’s not much to fight, is there? I’m not sure she’s bright enough to cope with a revolving door on her own.’

‘There must be something about her, surely?’

‘You mean apart from the hourglass figure?’

‘Yeah,’ Gunna admitted. ‘I see what you mean. Plastic, I’d guess.’

‘Undoubtedly.’ Helgi grinned. ‘But you know how superficial we men are when there’s a sniff of minge about.’

‘Get an alert put out for Stefán Ingason, black Land Cruiser with tinted windows. Get the registration from traffic and hopefully we’ll be able to pick him up later today. Now, I’d best get back to the princess.’

‘You need me?’

‘I’d prefer to have you here as well. Why? What are you thinking?’

‘Stefán bumped off Axel Rútur so he could have the walking Barbie Doll in there to himself. That’s one possibility. The other one’s that Stefán knows what happened to Axel Rútur, and my guess is it’s to do with their freelance enforcement work.’

‘All right. Stefán as Axel Rútur’s murderer is the quick and simple option, and murders normally are quick and simple. I’m not convinced, but you know the case better than I do.’

‘There’s no motive to kill Axel Rútur,’ Helgi said, jerking his head towards the living room. ‘Except for . . .’

‘But like you just said, men can be terribly superficial creatures when there’s a sniff of minge about,’ Gunna said, and Helgi grinned uncomfortably at hearing his own words, which sounded incongruous coming from Gunna. ‘So what are you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking of pushing the girl they intimidated into telling me who’s doing the loan sharking. That way we can apply some real pressure and find out who’s been employing these two to collect black-market debts. What do you think?’

A door shut down the hall and they could hear a tap run in the kitchen.

‘I think the princess has finished her make-up and we need to ask a few more questions before we go any further.’

He left the policewoman puffing and panting in his wake as he effortlessly vaulted a fence and made off across the gardens. Stefán was confident that she hadn’t seen his face, although Aníta Sól was bound to tell them who he was. It had been a strange night. He hadn’t meant to rekindle the illicit affair that he’d felt so guilty about, but he had gone to see how she was, expecting her mother and a few other friends and relatives to be there. But Aníta Sól had been at home alone in the pristine apartment and she had practically fallen into his arms.

The Land Cruiser felt like a second home and he relished the understated burst of power as the turbo kicked in. The only worry was that the policewoman might have seen it, but hell, if Aníta Sól had told them who he was, then that would hardly matter anyway.

He didn’t go far, the gym on Fossháls was only a kilometre away and he pulled up outside Car World. Tossing the keys from hand to hand as he sauntered inside, he looked around.

‘Benni!’

The salesman turned around and grinned.

‘Quiet today. Looking for a car, are you?’

‘I might be,’ Stefán said. ‘But not in the way you mean.’

‘Right . . .’

He registered Benni’s suspicion. ‘It’s all right. Nothing to worry about. I just need to be a bit discreet, so can you help me out for a day or two?’

Benni’s eyes narrowed. ‘Go on.’

‘Can I park the Land Cruiser near the back somewhere and borrow some old lady car for a day or two?’

‘What’s in it for me?’

‘I’ll see my pal in a while. Don’t you worry. I’ll see you all right.’

Benni sighed, opened a drawer and came up with a set of keys.

‘There’s a blue Megane out there. Don’t do any damage and bring it back with a full tank tomorrow after five when the boss has gone home. Nobody’ll be any the wiser.’

Stefán grinned. ‘You’re a mate. Want me to park the Cruiser?’

Benni shook his head. ‘Give me the key and I’ll tuck it away out of sight. It’s not as if there’s a lot to do today.’

Brynja spent a long time in the shower. Her headache had started to lift after a few minutes under the hot water as she shampooed and conditioned, scrubbing herself from top to toe, humming in anticipation as she tidied up down below with a disposable razor and then set the pounding water to run ice cold for as long as she could stand it.

‘Logi!’ Hair wrapped in a towel and her body swathed in a thick dressing gown, she emerged from the bathroom fragrant and feeling a million times better than she had half an hour earlier. ‘Sweetheart!’

She had expected to see him waiting in the bedroom with a lopsided, knowing grin on his face and his clothes scattered on the floor. She went into the kitchen and saw he wasn’t there, frowned and looked in the living room, where he liked to lie flat on his back with his head and feet on the armrests. The flat was a small one and there wasn’t anywhere else to look. Logi’s holdall, which he’d arrived with last night and had left in the hall, had gone as well.

Brynja sat down heavily on a kitchen chair, overwhelmed with disappointment and cursing for not reining herself in the night before, but the excitement of a rare night out had been too much. She leaned over the table and twitched the curtain aside, knowing without having to look that his pickup was gone from the car park outside.

Alli looked ill, sicker than he had ever seen him before, and Stefán wondered how much longer he had to go.

‘What can I do for you, Stebbi?’

The razor smile hadn’t been lost in Alli’s illness. He held a mug of something hot that gave off a fruity smell, sipping it at intervals.

‘I’ve a problem, Alli.’

‘People always bring me their problems. I wish they wouldn’t.’

‘I’m sorry. But you’re the only one who might be able to help.’

Alli acknowledged the compliment with a slow blink and an almost imperceptible nod of his jaw. ‘Go on.’

‘It’s Axel Rútur.’

‘Ah. What’s he done now?’

‘That’s the problem. He’s dead.’

‘Accident?’

‘I don’t think so. He’s been missing since Thursday night. I thought he’d just taken off for a couple of days.’

That wouldn’t be like him,’ Alli said thoughtfully, his voice hoarse. ‘He’s never had a lot of imagination.’

‘That’s as may be. So I’d really like to find out who hurt him before the police get to him.’

‘So what do you want from me?’

Stefán thought quickly. He didn’t want to take the dangerous step of offending Alli. The man was nowhere near as frail as he looked and he was wealthy enough to be able to make a great many bad things happen very fast.

‘Aníta Sól thought he went out to do a collection job, and he wouldn’t be doing that kind of business for anyone other than you.’

Alli’s watery blue eyes bored into Stefán for long enough to make him feel uncomfortable.

‘You could be right.’

Alli shrugged off the blanket he was wrapped in and stood up. He took a small book from a pocket on the leg of his combat trousers and leafed through it with the pages close to his face.

‘Here,’ he said, passing Stefán a sheet of paper and a pencil. ‘Some names and numbers for you. Write this down.’

‘Aníta Sól, we have a lot of questions we need to ask,’ Gunna said as the girl sat awkwardly on the sofa again. She seemed calmer after the flood of tears, and Gunna wondered if she were upset at Axel Rútur’s death, Stefán’s sudden disappearance, or a combination of the two. ‘When did Stefán arrive here?’

‘Last night. After his training session.’

‘You understand what this means, don’t you?’

Aníta Sól looked back blankly.

‘What?’

‘Has this been going on for a while?’

‘A few months. Sometimes.’

‘You’ve been sleeping with your boyfriend’s best friend? That’s what you’re telling me?’ Gunna asked, wanting to be certain.

Aníta Sól nodded. ‘I don’t see what business that is of yours,’ she said sharply.

‘It’s my business if I have reason to believe that either Stefán, or you and Stefán between you, could be responsible for Axel Rútur’s death. So what really happened on Thursday evening?’

‘Like I told you, he went out.’

‘And Stefán turned up?’

‘No! I was here on my own. I think Axel went to meet Stebbi somewhere.’

‘You think so, or you know so?’

‘I think so. I’m not sure. He didn’t say where he was going, but he never did.’

‘So when did you make up your mind to call the police and report him missing?’

Aníta Sól looked blank again. ‘My mum said I should.’

‘Your mother?’

‘Yeah. She was here on Friday so I could do her nails.’

‘You weren’t at work?’

‘Half day because mum wanted her nails done. She asked after Axel Rútur because he’s normally around in the afternoons and he wasn’t here, hadn’t come home in the night and didn’t answer his phone. Mum thought I should report him missing,’ Aníta Sól said in a single breath of explanation.

‘Do you think he had any idea you and Stefán had formed a relationship?’

Aníta Sól shook her head. ‘We hadn’t done it for a while. Weeks.’

‘You said you didn’t know where he was going on Thursday evening. Where do you think he was going if he was only going to be an hour?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Were you aware that Axel Rútur was doing some freelance debt collecting?’ Helgi broke in. ‘Strong-arm stuff?’

‘What?’

‘We know that Stefán had been collecting money with menaces,’ Gunna said. ‘Was Axel Rútur doing the same?’

Aníta Sól looked from one to the other. ‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about. Really,’ she added.

Gunna sighed and caught Helgi’s eye.

‘I think that’s enough for the moment.’

‘Is that all?’ Aníta Sól asked, her voice gaining a sudden buoyancy.

‘I mean, we’re going to have to ask you to come to the station and continue there so you can make a formal statement. You’ll be prepared to formally identify Axel Rútur?’

Her face fell. ‘What? See him dead?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Oh.’

Logi’s phone buzzed on the seat next to him and he took his eyes off the road for a moment to check the number before answering. He was disappointed and angry with himself after leaving Brynja’s apartment without a word. It was the work of a coward to walk out without saying anything, without giving a reason, but he felt he couldn’t do it. He had entertained hopes of moving in and living with Brynja, even of finding somewhere bigger where they could live together, with space for her children to grow up and him to play the part of stepfather.

It was the wildness in her he couldn’t face. For thirty days a month Brynja was a hard-working, sensible single mother who put food on the table, wiped away tears and kissed skinned knees. But on that one weekend a month that the boys went to their father, it was as if a party animal inside her was unleashed with a desperate need to suck her social life dry in one mad night followed by a miserable day-long hangover.

A couple of times he had tried to steer her in another direction and taken her out for a meal and a movie, even the theatre once. But the lure of flashing lights and pounding music was always too strong, and they would end up in a club as the night owl inside her emerged, ready to boogie and down glasses of whatever came her way.

‘Yeah?’ he said, answering the phone at last.

‘Hey, Logi? Where are you?’ Danni asked.

‘In the truck. Why?’

‘I can’t hear you properly. Call me back when you stop, will you?’

‘Will do,’ Logi said and dropped the phone back on the seat.

He tried to push Brynja from his mind as he drove out of the city and through Hafnarfjördur. He imagined Danni on the other end of the phone and wondered why he’d called. It wasn’t like his former brother-in-law to call without a good reason and normally that was a good reason of his own.

He brooded for the half hour it took to reach Keflavík and when he got there he saw that the indicator light was showing red, so he pulled into a filling station and pumped the tank full, paid in cash and went out to shift the pickup to a parking space. He poured himself an ink-black coffee, ordered a burger and a bag of chips and sat on a stool in the window to flip through the paper while he waited for his food, regretting already the leg of lamb that was defrosting in Brynja’s kitchen ready for that evening. Maybe it wasn’t too late, or was it?

‘Fifty-one,’ the teenager behind the counter called. Logi glanced at his ticket and collected his food and a cold drink. The burger was fresh from the microwave, so he munched a few chips and picked up his phone while it cooled.

‘Danni, what’s going on?

‘Thank fuck. Where the fuck are you, man?’

Logi held the phone away from his ear for a moment as Danni swore some more.

‘Hey, calm down, will you? What’s your problem?’

‘What’s my problem? You’re my problem right now, and so’s the fucking gorilla who was here just now looking for you.’

Logi’s blood ran cold.

‘What’s that?’

‘Like I said, there’s a guy looking for you, said he wants to skin you alive.’

‘What for?’

‘Logi, I don’t have a fucking clue. I was just glad to get rid of him and swore blind you were working on a job in Akureyri.’

That was a good idea, Logi thought, and mentally thanked Danni for his quick thinking.

‘This isn’t Sandra, is it?’

‘Come on, Logi, my sister may be a prize bitch when she wants to be, but I don’t think even she would drop an enforcer on you, surely? Why? How much do you owe her?’

Logi stuffed another handful of chips in his mouth and chewed them to a mush. ‘A bit. And I reckon I know her better than you do after living with her for twelve years.’

Danni grunted. ‘Whatever. Anyway, just so you know, there’s a big bastard who’s after your blood.’

‘Does he know where I live?’

‘If Cornershop Alli sent him, then you can be sure he’s been to your place already.’

Hell, Logi swore silently.

‘Does this guy have a name or a phone number? And what does he look like?’

Danni laughed mirthlessly. ‘You can’t miss him. He’s about the size of a small building, with a bald head and tattoos up both arms, and he’s anxious to meet you.’

Aníta Sól was put in an interview room to wait for the lawyer she had requested while Gunna quickly briefed Ívar Laxdal.

‘You reckon her boyfriend’s best friend did it?’

‘It looks suspiciously like that. That’s the line to pursue, and push her hard to get her to drop something. I’m not convinced that she’s involved, but it wouldn’t be a surprise.’

‘Helgi doesn’t think so.’

‘And Helgi may well be right, but we need to strike while the iron’s hot here.’

‘Agreed.’

‘How are we off for bodies?’

‘Staff, you mean? Thin on the ground right now. We had to cancel all leave for the bank holiday weekend and people are making up for it now.’

‘So it’s just me and Helgi on this?’

‘Unless you want to recall Eiríkur?’

‘I’m not sure I can. I think he’s gone somewhere in the east. Not to worry, if we get bogged down, I’ll come to you. What’s the situation at the scene?’

‘The victim’s on a slab at the National Hospital and Miss Cruz, who is fortunately back with us, is examining him. The car’s still at the scene and it’ll be removed in the next hour or so.’

‘All right, any findings? Anything you can tell me to be getting on with?’

Ívar Laxdal looked as smug as his craggy features would allow.

‘I think I was right. Cause of death was almost certainly a blow to the forehead with a hammer, or something similar. The car’s very clean, looks like it was someone who was pretty house-proud, or car-proud if you like. But there’s sawdust in the driver’s seat, which doesn’t fit with the state of the rest of the car.’

‘Someone dumped it at the bus station, and it certainly wasn’t Axel Rútur Karlsson. So who drove it there? Stefán?’

‘If he hadn’t run for it, you could have asked him.’

‘Precisely. Doing a runner doesn’t exactly convince me he has nothing to hide beyond screwing his dead best friend’s girlfriend.’

The house in Keflavík looked just as it had when he was growing up, only smarter and cleaner than it had been in the old days. He didn’t bother to knock, but pushed open the back door, kicked off his boots and called out.

‘Hello? Does anyone live here?’

‘Logi, why haven’t we seen you for so long? Maggi’s not here, won’t be back from sea until tonight.’

Logi’s elder brother lived in the house they had grown up in and ran the boat that their father had built. Maggi was the sensible one, he reflected, who had married his childhood sweetheart, produced a litter of smiling children and never put a foot wrong.

He sat down and watched his sister-in-law stirring a pot of jam on the stove.

‘The rest of the rhubarb,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a couple of jars to take with you. How’s Sandra?’

‘Ásta, Sandra and I haven’t been on speaking terms for a year. Shouting terms, maybe. But we don’t talk to each other any more.’

‘Uss. That’s such a shame. She’s such a lovely girl,’ Ásta twittered. ‘I’m sure you could make it up. There’s coffee in the flask,’ she added, but Logi had already poured himself a mug without even thinking to ask, and lifted his feet to rest them on the other chair as he sat himself down.

‘How are the boys?’

‘Doing fine. Simmi’s starting his last year at college and Nonni’s . . .’ Ásta paused. ‘Nonni’s making progress.’

‘He’s living here again, is he?’

‘He was. But he’s moved back to Reykjavík now.’ Ásta shook her head. ‘I try to understand and I can’t. Maggi doesn’t even try to understand what made him go that way. A bit like you and Maggi, I suppose,’ she said, looking up, her eyes shining. ‘Chalk and cheese.’

‘It’s not as if it’s a lifestyle choice, Ásta. Either you’re that way inclined or you aren’t, and Nonni is.’

‘I suppose so. Such a nice young man, his—’ she gulped. ‘His boyfriend.’

‘How did Maggi take it when he met him?’

‘He didn’t,’ Ásta said, switching off the heat under the pot while she continued to stir for a moment. ‘He made sure he was at sea the day they came here together, even though it was foul weather.’

‘He’ll come round.’

‘I’d like to think so,’ Ásta said with another shake of her head. ‘Get off your feet and give me a hand, would you?’

A row of jars had been lined up on the worktop and Logi held the funnel while Ásta deftly spooned hot jam into each one until the pan was empty.

‘That’ll do,’ she said with the satisfaction of a job well done.

Logi dropped the funnel in the sink. ‘I was going to have a quick look in the garage, if that’s all right?’

‘Sure. What are you looking for?’

‘There’s some camping stuff in there, isn’t there?’

‘I think so. It’s Nonni’s, but he’s never going to use it, and I don’t suppose he’ll mind. Not going to the Westmann Islands, are you?’

‘Hardly,’ Logi said with a laugh. ‘The festival was three weeks ago. I’m working up in Borgarfjördur next week, so I thought I’d save myself the drive back and forth and sleep on site for a few nights.’

‘Good idea. You’re staying for dinner, are you?’

Helgi was armed with photographs and a copy of Signý’s retracted statement. Crashes and bangs came from the other room, where her ten-year-old was absorbed in a computer game, while in the kitchen she looked ready to panic.

The two photographs stared up at her from where Helgi had put them on the table.

‘This one’s dead, and this one’s on the run,’ he said. ‘Signý, I know you were intimidated into backing out of pressing charges, but we need to stop these headcases.’

She chewed her lip in a way that Helgi thought made her look sexier than ever and he ruthlessly made himself stop examining her figure.

‘I don’t want any part of this,’ she said. ‘It’s all behind me, finished and over. I can’t go back to this and I’m certainly not prepared to go to court.’

Helgi scowled and sat down without being invited while Signý paced the kitchen floor back and forth, stopping at every turn to stare at the two faces looking out of the driving licence photos.

‘This one’, Helgi tapped Axel Rútur’s photo, ‘is dead. He was murdered with a hammer. He’s not going to come after you. It may well be that this guy’, he placed a finger on Stefán’s picture, ‘was the one who did it, quite possibly with the other guy’s girlfriend’s connivance. Neither of these two boneheads will be coming after you.’

‘I don’t know . . .’

‘Look, I’ll make absolutely sure your name’s kept out of any evidence. There’ll be no trail leading back to you.’

Signý stopped and stared out of the window at the quiet street three floors below.

‘I was going to go away this weekend and I wish I had now.’

‘I’ve written nothing down. Taken no notes. I won’t include your name in any report.’

Signý sighed. ‘You don’t understand. I’m frightened. Not just for me, but for him as well,’ she said, jerking a thumb in the direction of the next room, where the crashes were accompanied by whoops of triumph.

‘Not a word. Between you and me.’

‘His name’s Alli,’ Signý said suddenly. ‘I don’t know his real name. Someone where I used to work put me in touch with him. It was back before these pay-day loans you can get now, otherwise I’d have taken out one of those. At least they only take your home away if you can’t pay up, instead of breaking your arms.’

‘An old guy, skinny?’

‘Yes. That’s right.’

‘Where did you meet him?’

‘At the Hlemmur bus terminal. Cash in a shopping bag.’

‘He was alone?’

Signý smiled bitterly. ‘No. He pretended to be.’ She put a finger on Axel Rútur’s photo. ‘But this guy was there in the background.’

Logi knocked at the door of the upstairs flat, and as the door opened the exotic aroma of some Polish dish came flooding out.

‘Is Tadeusz here?’

‘Yes. Yes. Come in.’

In the little living room four excited men and two bored-looking women were grouped around the television with the motor-racing commentary at full blast.

‘Hey, Logi!’ Tadeusz greeted him, jumping to his feet and opening his arms in welcome. ‘You want a beer?’

‘Not today, thanks.’ Logi grinned.

‘You stay to eat with us?’

‘Thanks, but my brother’s wife already invited me for dinner,’ he replied. It wasn’t a lie, but he had no intention of staying in Keflavík longer than he had to. ‘I just wanted to check you’re all right for tomorrow?’

‘Yes, yes. Pick you up in the morning?’

‘No, not me. You take the van and pick up Hassan and the other two, all right? Can you be there at eight?’

‘No problem. Start early.’ Tadeusz looked suspicious. ‘You not on the same job?’

‘Yes, I’m on the job. But I’m going up there tonight.’ He nodded his head towards the door and Tadeusz followed him out into the passage outside that doubled as a balcony. ‘I’m being looked for by someone I really don’t want to meet,’ he said quietly.

‘Something to do with . . . ?’

‘I think so. I’m going to keep my head down and stay out of sight.’

‘Stay out of Reykjavík. Good idea.’

Logi hesitated. ‘Listen, Tadeusz. What’s the score with working in your country? Could I get some work and a place to stay there?’

Tadeusz stared at him. ‘You sure? You must be in some serious trouble.’

‘For a few months. That’s all.’

‘You go to Norway, Logi. Plenty work there for people from Iceland.’

‘No. I don’t want to go to Norway. Too many people from Iceland there.’

Tadeusz nodded, eyes wide as the gravity of Logi’s situation sank in.

‘I’ll make some calls. Ask a few questions.’

Logi slapped his shoulder. Thanks, Tadeusz. You’re a real friend.’

There was no choice but to leave Aníta Sól at the station in the custody of an officer given the thankless task of taking her statement.

Gunna clicked her communicator as she got in the car-pool Polo and made for the gate.

‘Zero-two-sixty, ninety-five-fifty,’ she called and wanted to grind her teeth as Helgi failed to reply. She stopped the car in the entrance and waited. She was scrolling through to find his number on her phone when he replied.

‘Ninety-five-fifty, zero-two-sixty.’

‘Where are you, Helgi?’

‘Njálsgata. Problem?’

‘Are you on foot?’

‘Yep.’

‘Two minutes. I’ll pick you up on the corner of Snorrabraut.’

In fact it was less than a minute before she was there and rattling her fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for Helgi to appear.

‘It’s Alli the Cornershop, no two ways about it. That’s who these two jokers have been working for,’ he said as Gunna put her foot down, taking the Polo away into the traffic before taking a sharp right, lifting a single middle finger through the open window at the driver of a heavy 4x4 behind her, who brayed his horn as he passed. ‘What’s the panic?’

‘A thug answering Stefán’s description turned up at a flat on Laugalækur twenty minutes ago. There are uniforms there, but it seems he’s already been and gone. What was that about Alli the Cornershop?’

‘He used to be a loan shark until the legal loan sharks came in and more or less killed his business.’

‘What?’

‘The pay-day loan companies, the ones who advertise on the TV all the time. They took most of that business, but Alli and others are still about and they will make sure you get a debt collected in return for a percentage.’

‘A hefty percentage, I’d guess.’

‘Fifty per cent, I’m told. Anyway, I can pin Axel Rútur and Stefán to Alli’s enforcement activities.’

‘Perfect. Do you know if these two were doing some enforcement on Thursday?’

‘I was just off to see if I could corner Alli when you called.’

Gunna took the Polo along Bergthórugata and Frakkastígur, and sat impatiently at the crossing on Laugavegur as tourists in anoraks and hats, in spite of the summer sunshine, ambled past, until she was able to gun the car down the hill and onto Sæbraut, catching every green light for a change. The squad car was already outside the block of flats on Laugalækur, a normally quiet neighbourhood of newish blocks of flats and detached houses among young trees and sprouting hedges. Upstairs they found one officer taking notes and the second one having a discreet look around.

A tearful woman sat at the kitchen table. She was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt that showed raw red marks on her upper arms that would soon become livid bruises. Gunna raised an eyebrow as the officer taking notes looked up.

‘Answers the description we were given,’ he said. ‘This lady is Brynja Salvör Jónsdóttir, and she lives here with her two sons, who are with their father this weekend. She says that the suspect knocked on the door and she answered it without bothering to look through the spyhole; then once he was inside the apartment, he assaulted her.’

‘What happened, Brynja?’ Gunna asked.

‘He hit me.’

Brynja moved the drying cloth she was holding over her mouth and nose, and Gunna could see that blood and snot were still dribbling from a nose that looked as if it had been squashed flat against her face.

‘Hell, what happened? This guy must have had a reason to come here? You owe someone money?’

‘No, of course not,’ Brynja spluttered through the mess her face had become. ‘He said he was looking for my boyfriend.’

‘Name?’

‘Logi Gunnarsson,’ she said. ‘Did I say boyfriend? Well, I suppose he was,’ she added bitterly.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘He walked out this morning and I haven’t seen him since.’

‘Helgi?’ Gunna called and held out her hand. ‘You have those photos?’

She placed Stefán’s picture in front of Brynja where she could see it, but kept it clear of the pool of blood on the kitchen table.

‘That’s him. Totally sure.’

‘Good. That’s straightforward enough. And this character?’

Brynja shook her head at Axel Rútur’s picture. ‘No, never seen this one.’

‘Helgi, could you get the lady another cloth, please, and dampen it first?’ Gunna suggested. Helgi opened cupboards until he found what he was looking for. ‘You said he was looking for your boyfriend, Logi Gunnarsson. Did he say what for, or do you suspect why he may have fallen out with this character?’

Helgi took the blood-soaked cloth from Brynja and handed her a clean one.

‘No, I don’t know why, he just said he was going to kill him when he finds him.’

‘You said Logi had walked out earlier today? You had an argument?’

‘No,’ Brynja wailed. ‘I wish we had. I know why he left; he just took his stuff and went while I was taking a shower.’

‘Next step is to find your guy before this troll does. Where does he live? You have a phone number?’

Brynja had to go to her phone to get Logi’s number from it and Helgi copied it down. ‘He’s driving, I suppose? What vehicle?’

‘A pickup. I don’t know what make.’

‘We’re done here,’ Gunna said to the two uniformed officers. ‘I’ll leave you gentlemen to look after this lady and take her statement, and then you can take her to A&E to get that nose looked at.’

The shadows were lengthening but darkness was still some way off as Logi drove past the house and turned the pickup around by the three boulders that had been placed in the road a hundred metres past his house to prevent people using it as a shortcut. The place seemed peaceful enough. The door was shut and the curtains were drawn, as he had left them. Reluctant to park right outside, he drove on, taking a couple of corners to double back in a circle onto the other half of the road below the three rocks. The house’s long and unkempt garden backed onto a small trading estate of half a dozen workshops and garages, where he was able to park in the shadows and from where he could see the house easily.

He sat in the car for a while, looking through the windscreen at the unchanging scene in front of him. He had to go inside to get some stuff for the week ahead, and he wondered if the gorilla looking for him knew where he lived. He guessed he probably did, especially if it was Sandra who’d placed the debt-collection contract.

Logi rummaged deep in the toolbox in the passenger-side footwell and took out the leather case. The revolver sat comfortably in his hand. He spun the chamber and listened to the mechanism, then clicked the safety catch off and on again. Logi left the leather case in the car, opened the revolver to be certain it was loaded, and regretted that he hadn’t troubled to find a secluded spot to try firing the thing.

He walked through the garden in the gathering gloom. There was nobody about and there was hardly any traffic. This area of the city was growing and there were plenty of new houses close by, but most of them were unfinished, so no one was likely to be within shouting distance if he was surprised.

He let himself in the back door and stopped himself from reaching for the light switch. In the bedroom, he stuffed shorts and underwear into a black rubbish bag, closing the cupboard doors after him. He took his passport and the wad of cash from the job he and the Polish boys had just finished. Then he looked around the kitchen and wondered if there was anything he ought to take with him, noticing with a chill the hammer that had made such a dent in the enforcer’s forehead. The incident felt as if it had happened years ago, and he had to remind himself that only a few days had passed. He carefully wiped the hammer with a cloth and placed it on top of the black bag. It would need to be disposed of, preferably in the lake.

A rumble of tyres on the badly made road outside alerted him, and he stood with his back to the wall in order to sneak a look through the curtains of the tiny living room. A powder-blue Megane had stopped outside and Logi held his breath as the driver got out and looked about him. In the gloom he could see the man was broad-shouldered, and the light of a street lamp a hundred metres away glinted on his bald head. It was enough to tell him this was someone he definitely did not want to meet. He took the black bin bag and dropped it by the back door as the visitor rattled the front door.

‘Hello, anyone there?’ the visitor called, pushing open the letterbox before letting it fall back with a clack. Logi breathed deep and checked his pockets. The passport and wad of cash were stowed in his trouser pockets. All he needed to do was get out the back door and through the garden, and he would be away. All his tools and his nephew’s unwanted camping stuff were stowed under the pickup’s canvas cover. There was nothing else to take, he was sure of it.

He winced as the floorboards in the hall squeaked under his feet. He’d been meaning to screw them down tight, but had never got round to it. The front door rattled again as the man outside hammered a second time. He sighed with relief and stood stock still for a long time, listening out for any movement outside. He peered slantwise through the windows of the living room and the road seemed clear, so he eased the back door open a crack, listened again and peered out before opening it fully.

Logi jumped as the man stepped into the doorway, filling the door frame from one side to the other.

‘Logi Gunnarsson?’ he asked with a grin.

‘Who?’

‘Don’t fuck with me, boy,’ the man spat, and grabbed the front of Logi’s jacket with both hands, lifting him and throwing him back in a heap on the floor, among the wreckage of a wooden chair that disintegrated as he landed on it.

He stepped inside while Logi spluttered and fought to get his breath back.

‘Logi, we have to have a little talk,’ the man said, picking up a chair leg from the floor. ‘You don’t know me but I know all about you. And now you’re going to come up with a handful of cash to start with. After that you’re going to tell me exactly what happened to my pal Axel Rútur, and then I might snap off your thumbs and stick them up your arse. How does that sound?’

He whirled the chair leg around, testing its weight, and brought it down with a thwack against the wall. Logi shifted on the ground and managed to bring himself to a half-sitting position.

‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he gasped. ‘Who the hell are you?’ He felt in his jacket pocket, grateful that the gorilla’s need to gloat had given him breathing space.

‘I’m your worst nightmare,’ the man sneered, looking around the little house and taking stock of the living room. ‘Wooden house, is it? It’ll go up like a bonfire when I’m done with you, except I might leave you in here to watch the fireworks.’

Logi steadied himself and the revolver was in his hand.

‘You were saying?’ Logi asked as the big man’s face went pale and he began to back away.

Helgi looked tired and Gunna felt as tired as he looked.

‘Let her go?’

‘Of course. Her mother’s waiting downstairs.’

Gunna was exhausted after listening to Aníta Sól contradict herself a dozen times. Even the lawyer had shaken his head in despair.

‘Go home, Helgi.’

‘And you.’

‘Early tomorrow, and we’d best forget about shifts for the next day or so, at least until we have some more manpower,’ Gunna said. ‘We could really do with Eiríkur here as well; even Sævaldur would be a help with something like this.’

Helgi cackled to himself. ‘Can you imagine him listening to Barbie upstairs tying herself in knots.’

‘I can. She’s either extraordinarily stupid, or very, very clever.’

‘Do you think she had anything to do with Axel Rútur’s death?’

Gunna hid a yawn. ‘My gut feeling says no. To my mind she’s too dim to not give herself away somehow, and although she’s gone round in circles, she’s kept to her story for the most part.’

‘I get the feeling the thing she’s most worried about is her mother finding out she’s been fucking that other beefcake on the quiet.’

‘Speaking of which, he appears to have vanished off the face of the planet, as has the invisible Logi Gunnarsson. Any news of either of them?’

‘Nope.’ Helgi sighed. ‘The Land Cruiser has vanished. If it had been on the move, traffic would have spotted it by now, and Logi’s vehicle is a Toyota pickup. That hasn’t been clocked anywhere either.’

‘Switched cars, d’you think?’

‘Possible. I tried Logi’s phone just now. No reply.’

Gunna yawned again. ‘Right, I’m off home. I need a word with the Laxdal first to see if he can mobilize warrants to track Logi’s and Stefán’s phones.’

Helgi levered himself out of his chair and poured half a mug of lukewarm coffee down his throat.

‘I’ll sign Aníta Sól out and deliver her to her mother, all right?’

‘Do that. Just make sure she knows we’ll be wanting to speak to her tomorrow and that we’ll need her to identify Axel Rútur’s body once Miss Cruz has finished. Then go home, Helgi. Tell Halla it’s all my fault that you lost your day off and I’ll organize a day in lieu for you.’

‘You’re kidding me,’ Stefán said, slowly dropping his hands. ‘Fire that thing and the law will be here in five minutes.’

‘You think I have anything to lose? And nobody lives around here, so there’s nobody to hear a shot or your scream.’

‘Don’t be stupid, pal. I might have been a bit hasty just now.’

‘I’m deadly serious. Keep your hands where I can see them and don’t fuck about.’

Stefán took a step nearer. Logi looked down the sight of the revolver and Stefán hesitated as he saw the barrel loom like a tunnel.

‘Back off. This is loaded,’ Logi warned as he got to his feet, keeping the weapon trained on the big man’s chest. ‘Undo your trousers.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me. Undo your trousers. Slowly.’

Stefán complied, undoing the belt buckle and making no sudden moves. Then came the button and the zip.

‘Now push them down. That’s far enough.’

With his trousers bunched around his knees, Stefán found himself no longer capable of any sudden moves and he growled at Logi.

‘Into the living room, and sit in the armchair. Hands above your head, don’t forget.’

Hobbled like a horse, he shuffled into the living room. Logi was tempted to move closer to give the man a kick, but caution prevailed and he stayed out of reach.

‘Who are you?’

‘Stefán.’

‘Stefán who?’

‘Ingason.’

‘And what brings you here?’

There was a moment of silence as Stefán thought.

‘Come on, fat boy. I don’t have all night,’ Logi snarled.

‘I’m collecting a debt. A guy called Logi Gunnarsson. I was told he lives here.’

‘A shame you met me instead, isn’t it?’

‘What? Logi doesn’t live here any more?’

‘No, he’s gone abroad. That’s probably why you can’t find him. He went to Brazil,’ Logi said, taking the first idea that came to mind.

‘So who sent you?’

There was a stubborn silence.

‘Who sent you?’ Logi repeated, his thumb on the hammer, which clicked as he pulled it back.

‘Alli the Cornershop,’ Stefán said at last.

‘A debt collector, is he?’

‘You don’t know Alli the Cornershop? You do me any damage and he’ll hunt you down and make you squeal.’

Stefán leaned forward in the chair and made to stand up.

‘Then it’s a shame you won’t be here to gloat, isn’t it?’ Logi said as coldly as he could and forced himself to smile. ‘Is that your car outside?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Keys.’

‘What?’

‘Give me the keys.’

‘They’re in my trousers.’

‘Get them, and keep it slow.’

Stefán leaned forward and put a hand in the pocket of his trousers, which were in a bunch around his calves, slowly withdrawing his hand with the keys nestling in his palm. His momentary half-smile was a mistake. He tossed the keys high in the air, expecting Logi’s eyes to follow them, and launching himself forward at the same moment. Expecting the man to try something, Logi kept his eyes fixed on his face, and as soon as he saw him pull his feet close for a better purchase, he squeezed the trigger.

The report in the little room was deafening and there was a cloud of acrid smoke that hung in the air. Logi saw the big man slump back in the chair in shock.

‘Five more where that came from, fat boy,’ he hissed, backing into the hall and keeping the weapon aimed at Stefán. He wanted to know if the man was hurt or not. Had he killed him?

‘I didn’t think . . .’ Stefán said slowly, putting his right hand to his left arm where the bullet had chewed a hole in the muscle. Logi was relieved when the man’s hand came away sticky with blood. ‘I need to get to a hospital.’ There was a querulous note to his voice.

‘You’ll live,’ Logi told him, reaching for the keys on the floor without taking his eyes off Stefán. He motioned to Stefán to stand up again. ‘Out the door at the back.’

He made him stand outside while he picked up the bag in his free hand and dropped it by the back door.

‘Now round to the front,’ he ordered and Stefán complied sulkily. ‘Get in the car.’

Slumped in the seat and with his face grey, Stefán pleaded. ‘Let me have the keys, man. I need to get to a doctor.’

Logi clicked the fob and lights flashed twice. Still with the revolver in his outstretched arm, he stood by the open door and looked down at Stefán, who gazed back at him with dull eyes.

‘Come on, you’ve had your fun. I’m in trouble here.’

‘Pop the boot.’

‘What?’

‘Open the boot. There’s a catch by the door.’

Stefán had to lean over to lift the catch with his good hand and Logi walked around the car, opening the rear door and looking inside before going round to the boot. He looked quickly to make sure Stefán wasn’t watching him, lifted the carpet and dropped the hammer under it, taking care to touch it only with the sleeve of his fleece between his fingers and the handle. Then he closed the boot, walked around and opened the other rear door before standing in front of the car, the keys in his hand.

He lifted them high so that Stefán could see them in his hand and casually placed them on one of the three knee-high boulders that had been placed in the road to turn it from a busy rat run into a quiet cul-de-sac.

Stefán watched as Logi backed away into the darkness behind the house, only daring to leave the car and scuttle to where the keys waited for him once Logi had disappeared behind the house.

Logi picked up the bag of clothes and hurried through the unlit garden, checking his pockets for the passport and cash as he ran. He heard the first faint siren as he got to the pickup and started the engine. He let it roll down the slope and away, driving slowly along the shore of the lake amongst the summer houses, certain that the police would be coming from the other direction and wondering what they would make of Stefán when they found him.

It was a relief to be back among the lights in town and he wondered what to do with the revolver. It had saved him from a brutal beating, but now it was a liability. He knew that handguns were taken seriously. If he was stopped with it, there would be a long stretch ahead of him, and he had no desire to go to prison.

He stopped at a petrol station and was surprised to find that his hands weren’t shaking. He had expected himself to be in shock, but instead it was a relief to be in control. Inside, he munched a sandwich and swallowed some coffee, looking at the phone he’d left on the car seat while he’d been in the house. There were half a dozen missed calls from numbers he didn’t recognize and a couple of text messages, all of which he ignored as he listened to Danni’s phone ring.

‘Hey, Logi! You’re alive? That gorilla didn’t find you, did he?’

‘No, I’m all right, so far. Listen, Danni, I don’t have time to fuck about. I need a favour.’

‘Go on, my man.’

‘Rafn. Where do I reach him?’

There was silence for a moment.

‘Rafn?’

‘Yep.’

‘I’ll give him a call.’

‘Get him to call me, right away.’

Logi watched the evening traffic rush past as he finished his sandwich and got himself another paper cupful of gritty coffee. There was still half of it left when his phone buzzed.

‘Yeah?’

‘Logi? Rafn.’

The voice was smooth and curious.

‘Hæ. The other day you said if I needed a favour I should call you?’

‘I did? Yes,’ Rafn corrected himself. ‘I did.’

‘Well, I need one now.’

There was another silence, although Logi could hear the sound of music, chatter and clinking glasses in the background.

‘What sort of favour are we talking about here?’

‘I need an alibi.’

‘For when?’

‘Right now.’

He heard Rafn chuckle.

‘You know the Emperor?’

‘Yeah, I know it.’

‘Be here in ten minutes. Anyone asks, there’s plenty of us will swear blind you’ve been here all evening. I’ll even buy you a beer.’


Monday

He was awake soon after sunrise. It had been dark when he’d arrived and the sight of the farmhouse was a welcome one. It was a huge relief to be out of the city, and if he could stay up here for a week or more, then the heat would at least have died down by the time he had to go back to Reykjavík.

Logi put water on the primus stove to boil and washed in the freezing brook that chattered down the hillside to the river below. He sat in the pickup with the door open and his legs stretched out to drink his coffee and eat the buns he had picked up at Borgarnes on the way. There was only steam radio up here, old fashioned, but it was news he was listening for, so it didn’t matter which station he tuned into.

‘The police special unit attended an incident at a house near Ellidavatn lake yesterday evening after reports of gunshots in the vicinity. No arrests have been made and a police spokesman commented this morning that the inquiry is being pursued,’ he heard and frowned to himself. There was no mention of an arrest or anyone being treated for a gunshot wound. Had Stefán managed to get clear before the police arrived? Sooner or later there could be questions, but the alibi Rafn had promised him was solid enough to rule him out of the incident, he felt, at least as far as the police might be concerned. The gorilla and his friends could well be another matter.

The only drawback was that it had been plainly hinted that one favour would call for another in return, and that could be asked for sooner rather than later. He had a good enough idea of what it would be, and although it hadn’t been mentioned, Logi knew it would be unhealthy to decline.

He shook himself out of his reverie. It was nearly time for the boys to arrive, and he would have to talk seriously to Tadeusz.

Ívar Laxdal had called the briefing and his glance flashed across the room like a basilisk’s, daring anyone to look less than wide awake.

‘Miss Cruz? Would you?’

The forensic pathologist stood up and distributed a sheaf of photographs. She spoke in English and everyone present listened intently.

‘White male, we have positive identification so we know he’s Axel Rútur Karlsson, twenty-eight years old, one metre ninety-three in height, one hundred and forty kilogrammes, in good general health. Cause of death is without doubt a single blow to the centre of the forehead inflicting significant trauma, and death was probably instantaneous.’

She looked at Ívar Laxdal over her heavy-rimmed glasses and swept hair away from her face.

‘There is also a significant injury to the right foot, with several bones fractured across the instep, and my feeling is that the same implement was used.’

‘A hammer,’ Ívar Laxdal said.

‘Exactly, a hammer seems the most likely implement,’ Miss Cruz agreed. ‘That’s all. If you want details, there’ll be a report, but you have the main points.’

‘Thank you, Miss Cruz,’ Ívar Laxdal leaned back in his chair, thumbs hooked into his belt.

 ‘There was an incident last night that you’ve probably heard about on the news already. There was a report of a gunshot near Ellidavatn lake last night and the special unit attended but there was nothing to be found, so one would imagine it’s a false alarm, an old car backfiring or something like that.’

‘Is this something for us to check?’

‘It could be. The officers at the scene did a house to house and didn’t turn up a lot, except that someone noticed a blue Megane going very fast and noted the number. It’s registered to a lady called Magnhildur Helgadóttir. It was a busy night last night and there was plenty going on downtown, so can you check it out today?’

Gunna looked at Helgi. ‘Could you . . . ?’

‘Sure.’

‘While you’re here, was there anything definite on Axel Rútur’s car?’

‘No, no fingerprints that aren’t either his or Aníta Sól’s, but it appears that the wheel, gearstick, door handles and interior had been wiped down carefully. The car’s clean, there’s just sawdust in the back of the driver’s seat, which seems out of place.’

‘So we’re looking for a carpenter?’

‘Or a cleaner, or a farmer, or someone who keeps chickens.’

‘Which certainly wasn’t Axel Rútur.’

The scruffy man with the bald head didn’t look like the kind to buy anything worth much commission, but you could never tell these days, Benni reflected. Millionaires went around like tramps and people without two pennies to rub together wore designer suits and never had a hair out of place. It never occurred to him that the combination of his own designer suit, fashionable haircut and job description were enough to place him firmly in the latter bracket, and if it had occurred to him, any hint of irony would have gone straight over his head.

He decided to stand up and see if the scruff could be reeled in to part with at least something, maybe for one of the barely legal old wrecks at the back that they kept for people who were too broke to afford anything better – or on a tight budget, as he preferred to word it in conversation.

‘G’day,’ he offered from a distance. The scruff had his hands in his pockets and casually chewed a toothpick as he strolled between the lined-up cars. Benni laughed inside as the scruff actually kicked a tyre. This would be like shooting rats in a barrel, he told himself. Nothing big, but a sale is a sale.

‘See anything you like?’

‘Yep, a few good-looking ones there.’

Benni grinned back at the scruff’s mischievous smile. ‘What’s caught your eye?’

‘That one.’

‘The Land Cruiser? I’m afraid that one isn’t for sale. What sort of price range are we talking about? I can see what else we have on our books.’

‘You’re sure?’ The scruff’s smile broadened. ‘Everything’s for sale, my friend. It’s just a question of price.’

‘But not that one,’ Benni said firmly, and a voice deep inside whispered to him that there was something vaguely menacing behind this scruffy character’s amiable smile.

‘Why’s that? Has Stebbi decided not to sell it after all?’

Benni froze. ‘I’m sorry, I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘No worries. What I’m really looking for is a four-year-old Renault Megane, powder blue, owned by Magnhildur Helgadóttir,’ the man said, and reeled off the registration number, making Benni feel suddenly sick. He watched as the scruff opened his wallet and waved it at him. ‘Helgi Svavarsson, CID. You and I need to have a quiet chat, don’t you think?’

The first weeks at the farmhouse had driven Logi to distraction because he was out of signal range and the lack of texts and phone calls made him feel as if he were in the middle of a distant desert where the rest of the world had forgotten him. Now the lack of communication was what he liked best about being there.

He had to drive a couple of kilometres towards the main road, clear of the mountains around the valley, to get even a poor mobile signal, and most of the way back to Borgarnes to get anything much better. He had switched off his mobile as he left the Emperor. The SIM card was tucked in his wallet and had been replaced by a pay-as-you-go SIM bought at a filling station, with the number texted to the half a dozen people who might need to get in touch with him, including Danni and Rafn. They definitely did not include his ex-wife, although he reckoned that Sandra would be able to browbeat his new number out of Danni if she really wanted to.

Logi made the journey to Borgarnes to stock up on a few essentials, as he wasn’t planning to be back that way for a few days. He even bought a few books to read, not that he had ever been a big reader, as well as a wind-up torch for the few hours of darkness. The working days looked like being long ones. The farmhouse’s musician owner wanted the job done before winter, as did Pétur the contractor. He had already told Logi that a decent fall of early snow could make the place virtually inaccessible and that the musician had to be mad to be sinking money into a place this remote.

Materials had already arrived in large amounts, stored under tarpaulins at the site, and now that the plasterers had done their work and gone, as many hands as Pétur could find in the holiday desert of Reykjavík in late August were being rounded up to push work to completion before winter set in, mostly Poles and Lithuanians. The upstairs floors would be finished in the next few days, then doors and windows would all need to be fitted and finished, and they would be working alongside the decorators, who would undoubtedly trail paint through the place. On top of that, Pétur was nervous that the owner would be paying the place a visit in the next few days, along with the interior designer, who would probably want all kinds of impossible changes.

With his provisions in the back of the pickup, Logi checked his phone, found a text message from Danni and called his number. He was tempted for a moment to slot his old SIM card into the phone and see if anyone had tried to reach him, but prudence prevailed.

‘Logi? What’s going on?’

Danni sounded frightened and Logi reflected that his erstwhile brother-in-law’s nerves were not cut out for the life of crime and wheeler-dealering that he had chosen for himself.

‘Just keeping my head down for the moment. What’s happening?’

‘That gorilla who came looking for you has been hurt. You didn’t shoot him, did you?’ Danni sounded incredulous.

‘What makes you think that?’ Logi asked. ‘Why? Is he in hospital?’

‘I don’t think so, but Alli the Cornershop is asking all kinds of questions. One of his nephews was here this morning, wanting to know where you’d got to, and I said I didn’t know.’

‘Anyone asks, tell them I’ve gone abroad,’ Logi interrupted him.

‘Shit, Logi,’ Danni warbled. ‘There’s a real shitstorm brewing here. You’re not up in Borgarfjördur are you?’

‘Sorry, Danni,’ Logi said, holding the phone away from his face. ‘Reception’s shit here. I’ll call you back when I’m in range.’

He switched off the phone, dropped it on the seat next to him and started the engine.

The road was a quiet one, with potholes that would become small lakes in the winter. Trees overhung the road, hiding a few summer chalets, and a row of new houses was taking shape behind them. It was a peaceful scene and when she got to three boulders placed across the road, Gunna understood why there was no traffic.

She left the car and walked back along the street, chafing at having her attention diverted from Axel Rútur’s murder and with that matter still very much on her mind. She knocked on the doors of several of the chalets and all of them turned out to be locked up and silent. She walked past the three boulders and tapped at the doors of a few more of the old houses with the same results. It wasn’t a surprise. These houses were too far from the lake’s edge to be popular as holiday homes, and on a Monday morning anyone living there was most likely at work.

The other half of the road seemed to be busier, and Gunna saw a few cars and vans pass. A little further on, she saw the reason, as a group of fairly modern units was home to a handful of workshops and garages with a car park at one end of it. The nearest was a workshop with music blaring from the open doors and with wooden window frames stacked outside, looking vaguely abandoned without the glass in them.

‘Good morning,’ Gunna called as she banged hard on the open door with a fist, so as to be heard above the music that suddenly dropped in volume as a face half hidden behind a red beard looked up at her.

‘Good morning. What can we do for you?’

‘Gunnhildur Gísladóttir, CID,’ Gunna said, flashing her wallet. ‘There was a reported shooting around here last night. I don’t suppose you were aware of anything?’

‘Nope, ‘fraid not. I don’t live here.’ The man looked blank. ‘A shooting? Really?’

‘So it seems. A couple of gunshots were heard, but that’s all we know for the moment.’

‘You didn’t send out the viking squad?’

‘They were here, yes. But I guess by the time they got here, it was all over. So you’re just here during working hours? You know any of the people around here?’

The man shook his head. ‘Nope, not really. Try Palli, the garage on the other side. ‘He does a bit of business with people around here, and he’s been here a lot longer than I have.’

Palli turned out to be a cadaverous man with a flat cap that didn’t look as if it had been washed for at least a decade.

‘Gunnhildur Gísladóttir, CID,’ she introduced herself and flipped open her wallet.

Palli looked past it and stared intently at her. ‘Is this about what happened last night?’

‘That’s right, a shooting incident. Did you hear anything?’

‘No, darling.’ He smiled. ‘I was at home, like everyone else along here. Have you spoken to Logi?’

‘Logi?’ Gunna asked as something in her head clicked. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Logi? He’s a good lad. He’s a chippy, I think. Lives in that black painted house on the end.’

‘You know him? Any idea whose son he is?’

‘He brings his pickup here to be serviced now and again, when he remembers. Logi Gunnarsson, his name is.’

‘It’s all starting to tie in together,’ Gunna said quietly as Helgi appeared in the office with a grin on his round face. ‘And what are you so cheerful about?’

‘The powder-blue Megane that was seen last night near the lake is owned by a rather nice widowed schoolteacher called Magnhildur Helgadóttir, as the Laxdal told us this morning.’

‘Yep. And?’

‘It’s for sale at a place called Car World up on Fossháls, and is in, wait for it . . . the same building as Stefán and Axel Rútur’s gym. Stefán’s Land Cruiser is tucked away at the back of Car World’s showroom, and a very nervous salesman is now terrified that he might be an accessory to something unpleasant by lending him an overpriced Megane that had been on their books for a long time and which nobody seems to want to buy,’ Helgi said, dropping himself into his chair, which complained at the onslaught. ‘So what’s all adding up, then?’

‘Yesterday Stefán Ingason assaulted Brynja Jónsdóttir, where he was looking for—’

‘Her boyfriend, right?’

‘Right. Logi Gunnarsson.’

‘You’re losing me, chief.’

‘Stay with it, Helgi. We’re getting there. The shooting last night—’

‘Reported shooting.’

‘The reported shooting last night took place somewhere close to the house where Logi Gunnarsson lives,’ Gunna said. ‘And the blue Megane places Stefán at the same scene. Too much of a coincidence?’

‘Far too much of a coincidence. So now we need to find this Logi Gunnarsson, preferably before Stefán does. And the best bit?’

‘Go on. Don’t keep a chap in suspense.’

‘Sawdust. The man’s a carpenter.’

‘Bingo.’

‘So where do we find him?’

‘You tell me, Helgi. You’re the detective. He’s not at home. He owns a pickup that we ought to put out an alert for. I’ve emailed you his driving licence photo.’

‘Wife? Parents? Where does he work?’

 ‘Good luck finding them. Oh, and his phone’s switched off. So if you have any ideas where Stefán could be, then be my guest. He’s the priority, considering he’s our prime suspect for the murder of Axel Rútur.’

Helgi screwed up his face. ‘I still don’t like it. Let’s suppose that maybe Logi Gunnarsson had something to do with the murder, which is why Stefán’s pursuing him?’

‘That could well be. But if we find Stefán, we can hold him indefinitely for the assault on Brynja. If we find Logi, we can only ask him awkward questions unless there’s something solid to link him to Axel Rútur.’

‘On the other hand, if we find Logi, then Stefán probably won’t be far away.’

The old man was wrapped up in spite of the heat, and he ignored Gunna while eyeing Helgi with undisguised suspicion. He coughed wetly into a handkerchief and folded it back into the pocket of his cardigan. The coffee table in front of him was arrayed with a variety of cold cures in glass bottles.

‘What are you looking for then, young man?’ he asked in a voice that was close to a whine. ‘Don’t you know I’m retired?’

‘Yeah, right,’ Helgi said. ‘When you retire’s the day the deepest level of hell will reopen a skating rink.’

Gunna stood in the doorway and cast her eye over the cramped, overheated room with its knick-knacks on the shelves. Helgi sat down in the other armchair without being invited.

‘You’re still in business, Alli, and there’s no point trying to fob me off with the usual bullshit.’

‘I’m an old man now—’

‘Crap. You’re not much older than I am.’

Alli’s eyes twinkled and she could see that he hadn’t changed a great deal since she’d first encountered him more that fifteen years ago, with his various ventures that generally included selling either dope, moonshine or porn videos too exotic for even the highest top shelves, or anything else that might make a dishonest living.

‘Ah, but I’ve had a hard life, Helgi,’ he said.

‘A hard life? Don’t talk shit,’ Helgi repeated. ‘You’ve sat in comfort and let other people do the hard work. Don’t we even get a cup of coffee when we come to visit old friends?’

‘If you like. I’d ask my nephew to make some, but I don’t think he’d be able to keep from dipping his dick in it if he thought it was for a copper.’ He looked up at Gunna and gave her a theatrical wink. ‘Apologies, darling. But if you work with Helgi, I’m sure you’re used to hearing that kind of language.’

‘I’m pretty used to it by now.’

‘Alli, let’s get to business, shall we?’

‘Fine, Helgi my boy.’ Alli winked at Gunna again. ‘How much do you need?’

‘Where’s Stefán?’

‘Let me think for a moment. No, I don’t know anyone called Stefán, except Stebbi Jóakims, and he’s in Litla Hraun at the moment.’

‘Stefán Ingason. Twenty-nine years old. One metre ninety-eight,’ Helgi said, slapping Stefán’s picture on the coffee table, where it made the medicine bottles rattle. ‘That’s the one we’re looking for. Where is he? I know for a fact he’s doing some debt collecting for you.’

‘Stefán?’ Alli said in a querulous voice. ‘I’m sure I don’t know any Stefán.’

‘How about Axel Rútur?’

He shook his head, but not before Gunna had seen his eyes widen first in discomfort.

‘That’s not a name I recognize. It’s an unusual name and I’d remember that one. Are you finished, Helgi? I have to take my medicine now.’ He coughed just as theatrically as he had winked, patting his chest with the heel of his hand, and looked up at Gunna. ‘Take him away, would you, darling? I don’t have anything to say.’

‘Sure?’ Gunna replied. ‘We have a witness who will stand up in court and tell the judge that you lent her a million krónur, and when she couldn’t pay back three million in interest, you sent the hard boys round. That’s harsh, isn’t it? Beating up a single mother in front of her kid?’

Alli’s face hardened, but he quickly recovered, and the pretence of being a frail old man vanished.

‘And I have a lawyer who will rip your witness up for arse paper in three minutes flat.’

‘It’s just a question of whether you want your dirty linen aired in public, isn’t it, Alli? It’ll have to go to court and the papers would have a wonderful time with you. That would be a terrible shame, because we know how you value your privacy.’

Alli scowled. ‘I don’t imagine your legal team would let a case like that go forward unless it’s watertight, and as it’s all a pack of lies, it can hardly be watertight, can it?’

‘Who knows? It’s remarkable what floats to the surface when you start to poke around a little, especially if the financial division and the taxman were to take into account your new car outside.’

‘I have a top accountant.’

‘That’s good,’ Gunna said, leaning down to look into Alli’s watery eyes. ‘Because you’ll need him, and even if the case doesn’t get as far as court, you’re going to have him on a retainer for weeks and weeks,’ she added, and looked at Helgi. ‘How much does a good accountant cost these days, Helgi?’

Helgi sucked his teeth dubiously. ‘I don’t know, Gunna. A good accountant can more or less write his own cheque. You’d be looking at a quarter of a million a day, I reckon,’ he said, and Alli’s pale face went paler. ‘You’d be talking about weeks of work to straighten out this kind of tangle. Nice car, by the way. That new Golf outside is yours, isn’t it? Not bad for a man who’s been on disability benefit for the last ten years.’

Alli shifted in his chair. ‘If I were to ask a few questions and find out where this character might be keeping himself – Stefán Ingason, was that what you said his name was? – then one hand would naturally scratch the other, wouldn’t it?’

Logi laid the boards one by one, packing insulation beneath them as he went and using a nail gun to fix them down quickly. The pressure was on to finish the job and there was no time to waste screwing them down carefully as he would usually have done. Halfway through the afternoon he stopped for a break and went outside to sit with the boys, leaving Hassan alone in the house to face Mecca for the second time that day.

He sipped water from a bottle and poured some over his head before he tore at the sandwich Tadeusz had given him and realized just how hungry he was.

‘Any news?’ he asked quietly.

Tadeusz nodded slowly and lit a cigarette as he lay back on the grass.

‘I have to call again tonight. But I think it will be OK. My aunt has a farm in the south of Poland near the Czech border. She needs some help around the place and you should be fine to stay there for a few months, after that, no problem for a good carpenter to get some work in Germany.’

‘That sounds good to me. This place is getting a little bit unhealthy right now.’

‘I understand.’ Tadeusz grinned. ‘I let you know tomorrow.’

Stefán didn’t need telling twice. As soon as he had finished the call, he was out of the door and heading for the Megane. It had collected a few scratches since yesterday and he was painfully aware that classes at the gym would have to be cancelled while he took care of business. He texted his students as he sat in the car at the lights, keeping his head low as he assumed the police would now be looking for him.

He hurtled through town faster than he knew was sensible, but unable to keep his foot off the accelerator. Nobody had ever made a fool of Stefán Ingason to quite such an extent and the pain in his arm was a reminder of that fact. Alli had found an off-duty nurse who’d disinfected and dressed the wound, no questions asked in return for a bag of money, but it still hurt, and he recalled the sour middle-aged woman’s lips, pursed in disapproval at the sight, tutting as she dressed the ragged injury.

‘You really ought to see a doctor, young man,’ she muttered, but a pile of cash equivalent to a month’s rent was enough to buy her silence.

An additional dent was added to the Megane’s bodywork as Stefán braked hard, stopping the car with a jerk, but not soon enough to save it from scraping the wall of the block of flats as he parked across both the street’s single disabled spot and pavement.

‘Do you mind?’ An elderly man with a dog on a lead said, pointing at the disabled sign. Stefán sneered, pointing at the heavy bandage on his left arm, which stuck out below the arm of his T-shirt.

‘I am disabled,’ he snapped.

‘I don’t see much wrong with your legs.’

‘Take a hike, grandad,’ Stefán said, leaving no doubt as to his frame of mind. ‘Or I can break both your legs and then you can have a disabled spot to yourself,’ he yelled over his shoulder as he delivered a kick to the street door, which was hard enough to shiver the lock and send the door swinging inwards.

Sandra Sigfúsdóttir had not expected to find two grim-faced detectives on her doorstep and she was thoroughly flustered. She quickly put on a video for the children and came back to the kitchen, wringing her hands. Helgi thought she was close to tears and wanted to put an arm around her.

‘You’re married to Logi Gunnarsson, right?’ Gunna said, and watched Sandra’s face cloud over at the mention of his name.

‘Unfortunately, yes.’

‘The man we’re looking for.’

‘What’s he done?’

‘That’s confidential for the moment, and it may well be that he hasn’t done anything. But we need to get in touch with him as soon as possible.’

Sandra shuddered and Gunna wondered how affection could turn so comprehensively to hatred.

‘I haven’t seen him for three months at least, and I haven’t been able to contact him for a month or so. He never answers the phone when I call.’

‘He doesn’t answer the phone at all, as far as we’re aware. He hasn’t changed numbers?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘He might have done, but I doubt it. All his work comes through that phone number and without it he’d be lost.’

‘I take it you’re separated?’

‘We’d be divorced by now if the bastard would show up to sign the papers.’

‘How long have you been married?’

‘Twelve years, and we were together for two years before that. Everyone warned me about Logi, and I wish I’d listened to them.’

Gunna drummed her fingers on the table. ‘You don’t know where he is now? It’s important.’

‘Important for you or for him?’

‘That’s beside the point.’

‘Well, when you find him, you can tell him that he owes me a pile of money for the business we owned. He sold our business at the perfect time – before the crash – and he still owes me my half of it, and the same goes for the cars we used to have. He sold them both and pocketed the cash.’

‘That’s outside my remit at the moment, but I’ll pass the message on if you can tell me where to find him.’

‘Do you really think I wouldn’t be banging on his door if I knew where he was living?’ Sandra demanded, her voice rising in volume and pitch.

‘You must have some way of contacting him, surely? Suppose something happened to one of the children?’

‘Then I could leave a message with his brother, but they’re not close and they don’t speak to each other very often. Logi’s not close to anyone. He had a difficult childhood, so I suppose it’s not all his fault, but I’m living hand to mouth here with the children and they’re his kids as well.’

Helgi looked at Gunna and pursed his lips, shaking his head as if this was yet another blind alley.

‘How about friends, acquaintances, work mates?’

Sandra sighed. ‘You can try my brother if you like. I’ll bet you he knows where Logi is; not that he’d tell me. I’m only his sister,’ she added with an air of martyrdom in her shrill voice. ‘That’s assuming he doesn’t run for it as soon as he sees the police anywhere near.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Daníel Sigfússon.’

‘Ah,’ Helgi said with a smile, ‘an old friend of ours.’

Gunna and Helgi found the outer door of the flats hung at a tipsy angle. The lock had been smashed and one of the hinges had come adrift, leaving the door far from square and unlikely to close again without serious surgery.

‘Looks unpleasant,’ Helgi said suspiciously. ‘You want to call for some backup?’

‘I reckon our friend has been and gone,’ Gunna said, squatting by the barrier where a fresh slash of blue had been added to the rough grey concrete of the wall. ‘Give traffic a buzz will you, and let them know that the blue Megane we’re after was on Bergthórugata probably less than half an hour ago, not that it’ll help much as he could be anywhere in the city by now, but it’ll be a reminder at least.’

She took a can of pepper spray from her jacket pocket and kept it in her hand as they climbed the stairs, finding the door to the flat on the second floor had been opened much as the street door had been.

Daníel Sigfússon was a sorry sight. He sat on the floor in the bathroom, a soaked towel held to his face as it absorbed more blood than the water it already held. He sobbed quietly as Gunna eased the towel away from his face and examined the damage.

‘Looks familiar. Stefán?’ she asked and Danni nodded as Gunna fetched a clean towel from the cupboard, dampened it with cold water and handed it to him. ‘An ambulance, if you’d be so kind, Helgi,’ she murmured. ‘Another piece of Stefán’s handiwork for the National Hospital to rebuild. This guy’s so good at nose jobs he could have had a glittering career in plastic surgery.’

She squatted beside Danni and patted his shoulder. ‘There, it’ll be all right,’ she assured him and found that he was shaking. ‘This was Stefán Ingason, right?’

‘Yebb.’

‘How long ago? Half an hour? Less?’

‘Less.’

‘And what was he looking for? Logi?’

‘Yebb.’

‘And you told him where to find him?’

Danni shook his head. ‘I don’t know where Logi is. Just that he’s working somewhere in Borgarfjördur. That’s all I know.’

‘So where has Stefán gone?’

‘Fuck knows.’

‘You told him he’s working in Borgarfjördur?’

‘Yebb.’

‘Who’s he working for?’

‘Pétur Halfdáns.’

‘Phone number? And Logi’s number as well.’

‘I don’t know Pétur’s number. He’s in the phone book.’

Danni shifted, pulled a phone from his pocket and started to scroll through the numbers until Gunna took the phone off him and did it herself as Danni’s eyes widened in fear.

‘Helgi, a real rogues’ gallery here,’ she said. ‘Here we are, Logi and Logi2, better write them both down, and once the ambulance gets here and takes this reprobate away, we can be on our way.’

Helgi looked unusually tired as he put the phone down.

‘No reply from Pétur Halfdáns.’

‘You know anything about him?’

‘I’ve heard the name before. He’s a fairly respected contractor who’s never tried to compete with the big boys, nothing dodgy about him as far as I’m aware. I’ve left a message on his phone and hopefully he’ll get back to me when he’s in range.’

‘And he is out of range,’ Gunna said. ‘I spoke to Unnur at the station in Borgarnes and she says the site he’s working on is in Kaldidalur.’

‘Where?’ Helgi looked baffled as he clicked at his computer. ‘Shit. All the way up there? I’m not surprised there’s no phone coverage. What’s he building up there?’

‘Doing up a farmhouse that was abandoned in 1945. Unnur said it was used by the American army during the occupation, and once the war was over nobody ever went back there. Anyway, it was bought by Saga Valfells and it’s being turned into a recording studio, apparently.’

‘OK, so that’s the story behind it. Fair enough. What next, chief?’

Gunna sat back. ‘I’ve had enough for today. We have an alert out for Stefán and Magnhildur Helgadóttir’s blue Megane, so we’ll see if either of them appear. Aníta Sól is due to be here with her lawyer at ten tomorrow and I have no idea how long that’s going to take considering she’s had a couple of days to cook up a story.’

‘And me?’

‘I want you to go back to Sandra and see what else you can get out of her. I’m sure there’s more there than meets the eye.’

‘You don’t want to go up to this place in the back of beyond?’ Helgi asked, squinting at his screen. ‘It’s closer to Hverávellir than it is to Reykjavík.’ He smiled. ‘I could almost nip home to see my sister from there.’

‘Give my regards to Anna Björg if you do,’ Gunna said, and Helgi’s head jerked up to see Gunna’s head down over the paperwork on her desk, leaving him wondering how much she had heard about his last trip alone to his home town in the north. Gunna looked up and he tried unsuccessfully to read her expression, promising himself never to play poker with her.

‘Anyway, Unnur said she’d send a squad car up to Kaldidalur tonight to have a look around. She said as far as she knows there’s a gang from Reykjavík working up there and they travel back and forth every day.’

‘Including Logi Gunnarsson?’

‘I would imagine so.’ She yawned. ‘It’s been a long day, we’ve lost sight of Stefán, and I’m off home. I suggest you do the same and we’ll pick this up in the morning, bright and early.’

Logi followed the van, not trying to keep pace with Tadeusz who wanted to get back to the city as quickly as he could. When he was close enough for the phone coverage to kick in, Logi stopped and sat by the side of the road. He switched on his phone and waited for the connection to establish itself.

He punched in a number and listened to it ring four times before it was answered.

‘Logi? I was wondering if I’d hear from you today.’

‘Been out of range these last few days.’

‘Are you finished this week?’

‘I guess so. You said something about a job that needed doing?’

‘That’s right,’ Rafn said suavely. ‘End of this week?’

‘Should be about right.’

‘Good. Call me when you’re back in town. Short notice is no problem.’

‘What’s the job worth?’

There was silence for a moment. ‘Let’s say a million for your cut.’

‘Half up front?’

He heard Rafn suck a long breath. ‘We don’t work like that. But let’s say a quarter of a million up front as a goodwill gesture.’

‘Cool,’ Logi said. ‘That will do nicely.’

He finished the call, switched the phone off again and drove back along the rutted road to Kaldidalur.

Stefán waited until it was nearly dark. The streets were almost deserted as he parked the Megane between two vans in a cul-de-sac that nobody was likely to visit at this time of night. He cut along a footpath leading from the end of the street to the next one, trying not to look furtive as he let himself into the block of flats and tiptoed up the stairs.

He tapped at the door and put his face close to the peephole until a blue eye appeared on the other side.

Aníta Sól opened the door and he stepped inside, sweeping her into his arms as he did so.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, pushing him away. ‘The police think you killed Axel Rútur.’

Stefán’s jaw dropped.

‘Did you?’ Aníta Sól asked.

‘Of course I didn’t. Of course I fucking didn’t,’ he spluttered.

‘They think you and I did it together to get rid of him.’

‘Fucking hell!’ Stefán gulped as the realization swept over him that things had become far more serious than he’d imagined. ‘So they think I’m a murderer? But I didn’t do it, ‘Níta, I swear it, honestly. I was at the gym that evening, you know that, don’t you?’

Aníta Sól shook her head in bewilderment. ‘I don’t know, really I don’t.’

‘If I’d killed Axel Rútur, I’d hardly be here now, would I?’

She thought it over for a moment and her face softened. ‘Well, I suppose not,’ she decided.

He felt in his bones that things would come to a head soon. When the Polish boys had gone back to town, Logi finished the floor he was working on, and with nothing else to occupy his time, he started work on the next one, insulating and covering half of the floor before he decided it was too dark to continue.

He had set up the tent outside, but instead of crawling into it, he brought his bedding roll in and stretched out on the brand-new floor under the window with its smart new frame, though it still didn’t have any glass in it. He dozed off in the silence of the night-time countryside, expecting to wake with the dawn chorus, but instead he was woken by the sound of tyres on the track outside.

Logi was awake instantly. Instead of peering over the window ledge, he stood up and away from the window to look out as the crunch of tyres on the unmade road outside became louder. The car finally came into view and, to his surprise, it wasn’t a thug looking to beat him to a pulp, but a young police officer in a 4x4 squad car who had made the journey to the valley along the narrow road.

He watched as the officer got out of the car and walked around the site in the clear pre-dawn half-light. He examined the stack of boards and insulation under its tarpaulin, and the outsized satellite dish that would be fitted to the end wall to provide internet and TV to the remote house once the interior had been fitted out. He opened the flap of Logi’s tent and peered inside before walking around the site and admiring the view as the dawn came up. Logi watched as he stood and urinated against the pile of scrap wood for burning and then fetched a torch from the squad car. The officer walked around the ground floor and Logi could see the beam of his flashlight flicker against the walls. But with the staircase still outside under a tarpaulin, Logi having hauled the ladder up behind him, the officer didn’t trouble to take a look upstairs, where Logi sat motionless, waiting for him to leave.


Tuesday

The session with Aníta Sól had been exhausting as she continued to tie herself in knots and contradict herself, but Gunna had come to the conclusion that for the most part she was telling the truth.

In the canteen she compared notes with Helgi over her fish and salad while Helgi wrinkled his nose at meatballs that were too spicy for his taste.

‘Any luck with Sandra?’

‘Nothing special. The back story is that she and Logi had a business of their own that was doing pretty well and they sold out not long before the crash and got a pile of money out of it, which they lost in some less than sensible investments. So instead of sitting back and taking it easy, they found themselves pretty skint.’

‘Like so many people,’ Gunna said.

‘Absolutely. Wonderful being a public servant, isn’t it?’

‘I can live with it,’ Gunna said, still thanking her lucky stars that she had stayed in the force instead of going to work in the private sector, which suddenly had little call for expensive security consultants once the economy had taken a nose dive. ‘And Logi?’

‘Went back to scratching around for work, but the relationship fizzled out. Sandra had expected to be on easy street and all of a sudden they weren’t. She blames him and she’s convinced he has a stack of money squirrelled away somewhere.’

‘Coffee?’

‘Yep.’

Helgi ate the last of his meatballs with resignation as Gunna fetched two mugs and put one in front of him.

‘Seen Danni?’

‘In hospital with his nose squashed flat across his face. Stefán must have hit him hard.’

‘He’s a powerful lad. Quiet today, isn’t it?’ Gunna said, looking around the canteen

‘Half of the social insurance staff must be on holiday.’

‘And about three-quarters of the police force.’

‘So it’s just us standing guard over law and order?’

‘Yep, until next week when the schools go back and the holidays are over.’ Gunna sipped her coffee and wished she had put a little more milk in it. ‘I spoke to Unnur in Borgarnes this morning. She had one of her guys go up there last night and check the place out. All quiet and nobody about. She’s sending him up there again today to have a quiet snoop around.’

‘So we can assume that Logi is with a group of builders? That’ll keep him fairly safe. How about Stefán?’

‘In Reykjavík. We got a warrant first thing this morning to track his phone and he’s somewhere in Grafarvogur.’

‘At Aníta Sól’s place, d’you think?’

‘She finally admitted she’s seen him since Sunday, but she swears blind she doesn’t know where he is now. My guess is the gym. So we turn up with some uniform backup for a look around this afternoon, and if we can we pick Stefán up, then if we’re lucky Unnur and her gentlemen can visit the team working in Kaldidalur and bring Logi to see us. At least, that’s Plan A.’

Logi was at work upstairs with Tadeusz fitting the triple-glazed panels into the windows. Tadeusz wiped down and polished each window while Logi went round each frame with a tube of caulk, spitting on his finger and running down the bead until it blended seamlessly with the fresh plaster on the wall.

‘They’ll be painting before the weekend,’ Tadeusz said. ‘Plaster’s almost dry.’

‘Shit,’ Logi breathed, looking out of the window.

The same young police officer got out of the 4x4 squad car and walked over to Pétur where Logi could see them in conversation. The officer nodded, smiled and laughed. He walked off and sauntered around the site while Logi’s eyes narrowed.

‘Police?’ Tadeusz asked in a low voice.

‘Yep. They were here last night as well.’

‘What do they want?’

‘Me, I’d guess.’

‘Will Pétur say anything?’

‘I’m not sure. He’s not that fond of the coppers since he lost his licence a few years ago. I reckon he’d answer a straight question, but he won’t fall over himself to tell them anything they don’t ask about.’

Tadeusz polished another window. ‘I spoke to my cousin last night.’

‘Aha. And?’

‘No problem. You can stay there for a few months.’ He took a piece of paper from his pocket and passed it to Logi. ‘That’s the number. Ask for Veronika. She’s the one who speaks English.’

Logi tucked the piece of paper away in his pocket.

‘Where is this place?’

Tadeusz grinned. ‘I tell you how to get there. You fly to Amsterdam. Go to the Centraal Station and there’s a train you can sleep on that leaves at seven every night for Warsaw. In the morning you get out at Poznan. Then you call Veronika and she tells you what to do. Easy.’

There was no need to break the door down after all. A tiny woman in a tight T-shirt and a sarong stood up from the lotus position in front of a class and closed the training-room door behind her.

‘Good afternoon, Gunnhildur Gísladóttir, CID,’ Gunna said, trying not to sound intimidating. ‘We have a warrant to search these premises.’

The woman’s eyes widened in surprise as Helgi and two uniformed officers appeared behind Gunna.

‘We are almost finished,’ the woman said. ‘Can I finish my class?’

‘No problem,’ Gunna said. ‘Let me know when you’re done.’

The class continued behind the swing doors, with one of the uniformed officers watching through a porthole window as a dozen middle-aged women and a few men stretched and relaxed into postures that the tiny woman in the sarong demonstrated with elegant grace.

Gunna went through the kitchen while Helgi started searching the storeroom at the back. There was little to be found in the cupboards other than tubs of bodybuilding compounds that promised muscle mass within weeks with regular use. There wasn’t even any coffee, Gunna thought, although she reflected that in a health-conscious place like this, a lack of coffee could only be expected.

She searched everywhere, systematically taking everything out of the cupboards, opening every unsealed container to check its contents and putting everything back. She tapped the backs of the cupboards, peered underneath and on top of them, and found nothing. A hatch in the ceiling led her to a storage area in the roof of the building where there were boxes of ‘Smokeless Iceland 2010’ T-shirts in sealed bags and little else.

‘Gunna!’

‘What?’

‘In here!’

She could hear the triumph in Helgi’s voice, and found him sitting on the closed lid of the toilet with a plastic package in his gloved hands.

‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘Yep, taped to the bar of the ball cock inside the cistern. Not very original, is it? There’s a box of bullets to go with it, which was stashed behind one of the ceiling panels.’

‘I wonder if this was Stefán’s or Axel Rútur’s?’

‘Neither of them are here so it’s not as if we can ask them, but we’d better get this thing checked for prints as soon as we can,’ Helgi said, carefully peeling back the layers wrapped around the object until he got to a zippered freezer bag. ‘A 9mm Baikal. I had wondered when we might turn up one of these,’ he said with satisfaction.

‘Something else to hit Stefán with when he shows up. I reckon that’s all there is to be found here. So, what next?’ Gunna said, half to herself as her phone buzzed.

‘Gunnhildur.’

Helgi watched her face twist into a scowl as she listened, walking out into the corridor to continue the conversation, watching as the yoga class filed out quietly, casting curious glances at the two uniformed police officers.

‘No Logi,’ Gunna announced.

‘How come?’

‘That was Unnur from Borgarnes. They pulled the van going from Kaldidalur over for a routine check and there was no Logi in it, just the contractor, Pétur Halfdánarson, and a bunch of Polish labourers. So where the hell is Logi?’

‘Good question, chief.’

‘Hell and damnation,’ Gunna swore furiously to herself, aiming a kick at one of the cupboard doors. ‘I should have known better and gone up there myself.’

Logi lay under the open window as dusk fell. The stairs had been put in place that afternoon, a job that required every one of them as the steel construction had to be carefully manoeuvred into position and bolted to the floor and then the walls. He knew painting around it would be a nightmare job for the decorators, but that was their problem and by then he would be long gone.

He expected to be woken by the sound of a footfall on the steel steps, but it was the mutter of tyres on gravel that woke him. When he looked out, he expected to see the police 4x4 again as he heard a car door close quietly.

Not quietly enough, Logi breathed to himself as he saw the blue Megane parked a hundred metres along the track. In the stillness of the countryside, its driver had underestimated how far even an innocuous sound can travel. He watched as Stefán’s hulking form approached, keeping to the grass to muffle his footsteps, and he was surprised at how gracefully and quickly the big man could move. He breathed deeply, waiting for him to come up the stairs once he’d looked in the tent and found it empty.

Logi checked that everything was where he wanted it and prayed that it would all work out, knowing that his chances were slim at best against someone of Stefán’s strength and skills.

Stefán’s footsteps on the staircase were quiet but clear, and Logi counted them as he lay under the sleeping bag. He listened to Stefán tiptoe through the other rooms and heard his triumphant intake of breath as he stood in the doorway and saw Logi. He counted the steps in his head, forcing himself not to react too soon, but he was still too early. He rolled over to see Stefán with his hand outstretched to reach for the revolver where he had left it in plain sight on a stack of timber offcuts.

‘Now I’ll fucking have you,’ he heard Stefán grunt, and Logi pushed the safety plate of the nail gun against the floor, relieved to hear it hiss into life.

‘That one’s not loaded, but this one is,’ he whispered, twisting forward and sideways at the same time as he rammed the nail gun against Stefán’s hand and yanked the trigger.

The scream could be heard far down the valley, but nobody was there to hear it.


Wednesday

Logi wasn’t hurrying. He took his time before leaving the site as the dawn came up promising another sweltering day. He left Stefán sitting in shock on the steps outside while he finished what needed to be done upstairs. He decided to finish the floor before he moved on, laying and nailing down the last of the boards in the upstairs back room, and carefully replacing the revolver and its box of bullets in roughly the same place he had found them. It seemed the right thing to do.

‘Phone?’ Logi said as he came down the steps from the front door.

Stefán looked at him uncomprehendingly. ‘What?’

‘Give me your phone. That is, if you want me to drive you to hospital. It’s up to you. You can walk if you like.’ Logi pointed. ‘It’s that way, about thirty kilometres to the nearest doctor.’

Stefán surrendered his phone without argument and Logi opened the passenger door for him, first putting on a pair of rubber washing-up gloves. He opened the back door of the car and placed the nail gun and the strips of nails that went with it on the seat, then he opened the boot, where he looked to make sure that the hammer was still under the carpet.

Logi drove the Megane in silence while his passenger winced every time they hit a bump. Logi had sawn off the length of two-inch timber that Stefán had suddenly found his hand nailed to, cutting it down to a little less than a metre. Stefán did his best to hold the tears back, but they still forced their way down his cheeks – the pain in his hand was worse than anything he could have imagined as he nursed the length of timber, trying to protect it as the car bumped along the uneven track.

A few kilometres from the site, he pulled over and winked at Stefán. ‘Won’t be a moment. Don’t go away.’

He took the nail gun and nail strips from the back seat and walked a little way from the car, pushing them deep into the scrub bushes a few metres from the roadside and kicking earth over them before he went back to the car, then they drove for twenty minutes in silence, broken only by Stefán’s whimpers of pain. At the main road, Logi pulled off into a lay-by surrounded by stunted trees and got out of the car, taking his phone with him as well as Stefán’s as he strolled away from the car in the morning sunshine.

‘Tadeusz? Hæ, Logi. Can you do me a favour?’

‘Sure?’

‘On the way, are you?’

‘Yah. We’re passing the aluminium place now.’

‘OK. In that case you’ll see me by the road in about ten minutes. I just need a lift back to the site.’

‘Yeah, no problem,’ Tadeusz replied and Logi could hear the curiosity in his voice.

He walked back to the car and sat in the driver’s seat. Stefán stared back at him with eyes full of fear.

‘I don’t appreciate violence, Stefán. It turns my guts. You understand?’ Stefán nodded and Logi continued. ‘Actually you don’t understand because you’re the kind of evil bastard who threatens anyone smaller than you and enjoys watching them suffer. I’d like to think this might be some kind of a lesson to you, but I don’t for a moment imagine it is.’

Stefán stared at him uncomprehendingly. ‘You’re leaving me here?’

‘Yep. You’re a few kilometres from Borgarnes.’

‘How can I drive like this?’

Logi smiled. ‘That’s your problem.’ He checked his watch and pointed to a picnic bench among the trees. ‘See that table over there?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m going to leave your phone and the keys right there. If you want to come and get them and call the police or an ambulance, then that’s up to you. But leave it ten minutes. I’ll be over there by the road and if I see you come and get it too early, I’ll just take them with me. Understood?’

Stefán gulped and closed his eyes. ‘Understood.’

The Pajero wasn’t the most economical thing on four wheels, but it was comfortable, and having something bigger made a difference to the hour’s commute each way in the winter, though the fuel costs were a worry and Gunna once again told herself to count the diesel as the price of peace and quiet in her coastal refuge away from the city.

She was on Reykjanesbraut at just over the speed limit when her phone buzzed. She cursed for a moment that she had, as usual, left her earpiece on her desk at work and picked it up, hoping there were no patrols about at that hour of the morning.

‘Gunnhildur.’

‘Siggi at comms here. The phone you wanted tracked popped up about half an hour ago. Thought you might like to know.’

‘Stefán Ingason’s phone, you mean?’

‘That’s the one. He’s somewhere in Hvalfjördur, and he’s made one call.’

‘You tracked it?’

Gunna heard Siggi laugh. ‘Didn’t need to. He was calling us.’

‘What? 112?’

‘That’s it. He’s injured, or so he says; he asked for an ambulance. Says he thinks he’s on the road on the north side of Hvalfjördur near the Grundartangi plant.’

‘Thinks? There’s an ambulance from Akranes on the way?’

‘Yep, and a squad car. They’ll be there in five minutes.’

‘OK. Let me know. I’ll be at Hverfisgata in twenty minutes. Call Helgi and let him know as well, will you?’

‘Will do.’

‘And can you pass a message to Unnur at the station on Borgarnes for me? I don’t have her number with me.’

‘Sure.’

‘Tell her to get a squad car out to the place in Kaldidalur right away. There’s already an alert out for Logi Gunnarsson’s car so she should have all the details.’

‘No problem, will do.’

Gunna cursed and tried to think. Had Logi and Stefán met, and Stefán come off worse? It seemed unlikely, considering Stefán’s formidable fighting skills and track record of breaking noses. But then again, Logi would be a tougher nut to crack than either Brynja or Danni, and a man forced into a corner could stoop to desperate measures.

She was at the Bústadavegur lights when the phone buzzed again.

‘Gunnhildur.’

‘Hæ. Unnur here. Your hoodlum is on his way to hospital. They’re going straight to the National Hospital with him as it looks difficult.’

‘Serious?’

‘Not life-threatening, but unusual. He’s had his hand nailed to a plank.’

‘What? Nailed? Good grief . . . Can you get someone up to Kaldidalur right away? I’m certain the man Stefán was expecting to beat the shit out of is or was at that building project. But be careful, don’t take any chances. There’s a possibility he may be armed.’

‘With a firearm? Don’t you think he would have used it before?’

‘Who knows?’ Gunna said, holding the phone to her ear with difficulty as the traffic moved off. ‘But there was a report of a shooting a few days ago, which we weren’t able to confirm. If in doubt, back off and call the heavy brigade. Listen, I’ll be at Hverfisgata in ten minutes. Can I call you back?’

‘Do that. My officer should be able to report back within twenty minutes or so and let me know if he’s there or not.’

They spilled out of the van, yawning in unison. Only Hassan, the dark-eyed Moroccan, had even noticed that Tadeusz had stopped the van to pick up Logi while the others dozed in the back.

‘Logi, what’s happening?’ Tadeusz asked, clearly concerned.

‘I had to take care of some business and now that it’s taken care of, I’m away.’

‘Now?’

‘Yep. Nothing to hang around for. If you speak to your cousin Veronika, tell her I’ll be in touch in a few days.’

Tadeusz’s mouth opened in surprise. ‘You really mean it?’

‘I don’t fuck about, Tadeusz. And it’s not safe for me to hang around here.’

‘All right. I’ll email her tonight.’

Logi grinned and Tadeusz had the feeling that a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

‘She’s not good looking, is she?’

Tadeusz shook his head. ‘Logi, she’s the same age as my mother and she has three sons who are bigger than you are.’

‘Sounds good. No complications, then. Listen, my tools are upstairs. They’re yours.’

‘Until you come back,’ Tadeusz said, taken aback.

‘We’ll see. That’s not going to be soon, I hope.’

He put out a hand and Tadeusz eyed it for a moment before grasping it. He put a hand on Logi’s shoulder.

‘Be careful, Logi. But enjoy yourself.’

‘Give my regards to Pétur when he gets here, and my apologies. If there’s any money due to me, ask him to give it to my old woman, not that she’ll be impressed.’

Tadeusz watched the pickup disappear in a trail of summer dust, and it was only when it had gone that he realized it was heading in the wrong direction, away from the main road leading to Reykjavík. He walked back to the site, where the crew was carrying materials inside while one crouched over a stove to make the first coffee of the day. In the distance a cloud of dust on the road indicated a visitor and Tadeusz watched it approach until the police 4x4 pulled up in a flurry of sliding gravel and a young officer jumped out.

‘G’day. I’m looking for Logi Gunnarsson. I hear he’s working here?’

‘Sorry, Polish,’ Tadeusz replied. ‘You speak English?’

The officer repeated his question in quick English and Tadeusz made a play of looking around.

‘Logi not here today. He was here yesterday, but his truck is no there.’ He spread his palms helplessly to the sky.

‘But he has been working here?’

‘Yes. But not today,’ Tadeusz repeated, waving an arm towards the site. ‘No truck, so no Logi.’

Gunna privately wanted to fend off rising panic. Her landline and mobile were ringing at the same time while what she really wanted was a moment’s quiet to collect her thoughts.

‘Gunnhildur’s phone,’ Helgi said calmly, answering her desk phone for her. ‘No, she’s busy at the moment. I’ll ask her to call you back.’

‘Gunnhildur,’ she announced into her mobile, relieved that Helgi had taken the other line.

‘My officer has been up to Kaldidalur and there’s no Logi Gunnarsson there,’ Unnur said. ‘Just a bunch of Polish workmen who hardly speak any English.’

‘Hell and damnation.’ Gunna swore and immediately apologized. ‘Sorry, Unnur. Not your fault. What’s happened with Stefán?’

‘He’s on his way to Reykjavík. In fact, he might even be there by now.’

‘That’s fine. I can deal with Stefán once he’s at the National Hospital. D’you know what happened to him yet?’

‘I spoke to the paramedic and he said it looked like he’d been nailed to a piece of wood with a nail gun. They’re ribbed nails, so very difficult to extract, but it’s a length of wood only a metre or so long, so it went in the car. It’s downright weird, though. I can’t see how he managed to drive like that.’

‘If he did drive himself,’ Gunna said. ‘That’s why it’s so urgent to track Logi Gunnarsson down. I gather the two of them have been at loggerheads before, and my feeling is that Stefán may have gone up there to finish things off and that Logi turned the tables on him somehow.’ Gunna saw Ívar Laxdal slide silently into the room with a grim look on his face. ‘By the way, I need the Megane brought down here for forensics to go over, so I’ll get it fetched. Can you make sure nobody goes near it?’

‘Will do.’

‘Thanks for all you’ve done. I’ll need to speak to the officer who went out to Kaldidalur later today, but I’ll call you back when I have something to be going on with.’

‘Gunnhildur,’ Ívar Laxdal said as she put the phone down. ‘Progress?’

‘Progress? Confusion, more like. We have one suspect on his way to Reykjavík in an ambulance with his hand nailed to a plank, and the other one’s vanished.’

‘Vanished from where?’

‘We think an abandoned farm right up in Kaldidalur at the top of Borgarfjördur. I think he was probably there during the night. I’ll give you the details later, but it seems that an altercation took place last night and the injured character is on his way to the National Hospital in an ambulance, and the perpetrator, Logi Gunnarsson, is . . . who knows?’

‘What are we looking for?’

‘A dark blue Toyota pickup, and this is the owner,’ she said, flashing Logi’s driving licence photo up on her screen.

‘Number?’

‘Here,’ Gunna said, tapping the pad on her desk.

‘Leave it with me and I’ll see if I can get the Coast Guard Dash to search for it. Starting in Kaldidalur more than an hour ago? Could be in Reykjavík by now, but I’ll request a search anyway,’ he said, and left the room at the closest thing to a run Gunna had ever seen him achieve.

Logi didn’t go far. Guessing that there would be a hunt mounted for him soon enough, he took the rarely used country road from the site that took him deep into the countryside along a rutted track, while he prayed the old pickup wouldn’t fail him out here. Soon he was able to head south again towards the city, but instead of heading for the main road, he chose the one that skirted the cobalt blue waters of the Skorradalur lake, meeting the occasional car coming the other way. The bright, dry weather was a concern, as he was easily visible, and the trail of brown dust the wheels kicked up meant he could be seen at a distance.

He was also tired. It had been a short night’s sleep before Stefán had come creeping along, trying to take him by surprise, and his nerves were still jangling after he had surprised himself by getting the better of the big thug. He really needed to sleep and he was aware that he was struggling to think clearly as he looked for a place to stop out of sight.

Logi got out and opened the gate. He wasn’t sure if it was private land or what, but the barred gate wasn’t locked, and there were plenty of trees on the other side of the fence. He guessed it was a plantation of some kind as the tall conifers waved gently in the light breeze and stretched almost as high as the power cables strung from the pylons that passed over the little woodland.

With the gate closed carefully behind him, Logi took the pickup up the path and into a clearing, where he turned it round to face the road with the car tucked as tight into the trees and as far out of sight as possible.

Then he stretched out across the two front seats, stuck his feet out of the open passenger window and was asleep in seconds.

It wasn’t until well into the afternoon that Gunna was able to get to the National Hospital, where Stefán sat dazed and drugged, his left hand held awkwardly.

‘Remember me?’ Gunna asked, standing over him, fists on her hips.

‘The fat bitch cop,’ Stefán whispered.

‘That’s right. And now you’re going to tell me your life story,’ she said, swinging a chair across and planting herself on it.

‘You don’t have anything on me. I haven’t done anything.’

Gunna pointed to his damaged hand. ‘That’s why somebody nail-gunned your hand to a plank? I’m sure that happens all the time and there has to be an innocent explanation. If that’s the case, I’m really looking forward to hearing it. Right handed, are you, Stefán?’

‘Yeah. Why?’

‘I’d love to know how you managed to nail your own right hand to a plank. That really must take skill.’

‘It was an accident. I dropped it.’

‘And where’s this nail gun now? Did a passing fairy whisk it away and hide it in the hills? Where’s Logi?’

Stefán started at the mention of Logi’s name.

‘Don’t know,’ he said, and winced. ‘I mean, I don’t know any Logi.’

‘I’m not convinced. Now, let’s backtrack a little, shall we? Saturday evening, tell me what you did.’

‘I was at Aníta Sól’s place. She made some dinner, we watched the TV for a while and I stayed the night. Didn’t go out until the next morning.’

‘What was on the TV?’

Stefán hesitated for a tell-tale moment. ‘It was a DVD. We watched a Die Hard movie.’

‘Which one?’

He paused again. ‘Three, I think. They’re all the same anyway.’

‘And what was for dinner? What did Aníta Sól cook for you?’

‘Pork chops,’ he said after a moment. ‘With sugar potatoes and gravy.’

‘Old-fashioned stuff. And who washed up?’

‘What’s all this about?’

‘You’ll see,’ Gunna said. ‘Who washed up?’

‘She did. You want to know who was on top as well?’ he sneered.

‘That’s surprising, because we have a reliable sighting of that Megane you’ve been driving since Saturday morning, when Benni at Car World lent it to you, near Ellidavatn lake at around ten on Saturday evening, which is a good twenty-minute drive from where Aníta Sól lives, and I’d be very interested to know how you came by that injury to your upper arm on the same day. The doctor who examined you when you came in with a nail through your hand said it looked like a gunshot wound. So, Stefán, who was the shooter? Logi?’

‘Who?’

‘Logi’s the gentleman I believe nailed your hand to a piece of wood last night and left you sitting in your borrowed car by the roadside. Incidentally, your friend Benni has been fired from his job and the elderly lady who owns the car is delighted because Car World has no choice but to buy the car from her at the price they had valued it at. So maybe we do have a few winners,’ Gunna said. ‘But apart from that, let’s backtrack a little further, shall we? Thursday evening.’

Stefán’s eyes swivelled in alarm, in spite of the painkillers.

‘Tell me about Thursday.’

‘I had a class at the gym until ten. Then I went home, watched the TV, went to sleep.’

‘What was on TV that night?’

‘I don’t remember. I had the TV on, but I didn’t take much notice of it.’

‘So what were you doing?’

Stefán waved his good hand in panic. ‘I don’t know, just hanging, I suppose.’

‘So you didn’t meet Axel Rútur that night? After your class, maybe? Did he come to the gym?’

‘No, not that night. We didn’t interfere with each other’s classes. I’d take one for him and he’d take one of mine sometimes, but that’s it.’

‘You filled in for each other? And was it one of his classes you were teaching that night?’

‘No, one of mine.’

‘Let’s suggest that you followed Axel Rútur that night after your class because you knew where he’d be. I know both of you were doing enforcement work. I believe you followed him, there was an argument, probably over his wife since you were both sleeping with her, and you killed him with a hammer.’

Stefán made to stand up, but found himself grimacing at the pain in his hand instead. ‘I didn’t touch him, all right?’

‘That’s interesting. I’m wondering why there’s a hammer in the back of the Megane, and I’m also wondering what else the forensic examination is going to turn up.’

‘I didn’t do it!’

‘We’ll see. I didn’t think so to start with, but now the hammer’s turned up in the car you’ve been driving I’m inclined to change my mind,’ Gunna said, reaching for her phone as it buzzed.

‘Gunnhildur.’

‘Laxdal. Something’s come up. Will you be back at Hverfisgata soon?’

‘We have a situation,’ Ívar Laxdal said, and Gunna noticed a woman in a leather jacket that didn’t suit her homely face. ‘You know Sædís from narcotics?’

‘Hæ, Dísa. Yes, of course we know each other. What’s the problem?’

Ívar Laxdal sat back and looked from one to the other, silently inviting Sædís to explain.

‘It’s about Logi Gunnarsson. I gather from Ívar that he’s a suspect in a case you’re dealing with?’

‘That’s right. He’s on the run at the moment and we haven’t been able to catch up with him yet. It looks like he nailed an enforcer’s hand to a plank – in self-defence, probably, but it’s still extreme.’

Sædís looked shocked. ‘Ah. We have an idea of not so much where Logi is as where he’s going to be soon,’ she said.

‘That’s great. How? I’m looking forward to picking him up.’

Sædís coughed and Ívar Laxdal looked at the ceiling. ‘You tell her,’ he said.

‘Logi has been doing some work for the Undertakers.’

‘The bike gang in Gardabær?’

‘The same. Actually he’s been doing some legal work for them, or legal as long as the taxman doesn’t find out about him. We have an informer who let us know there’s a new mule going to be making a trip back from Europe in the next day or two. Our guess is that it’s Logi, as we’ve been monitoring a couple of phone numbers, including that of Rafn Sigmarsson, who appears to be the nearest thing the Undertakers have to a strategic director.’

‘So my guess is you want me to lay off Logi and let him do his trip to Europe, then you can nab him when he turns up at Keflavík with a kilo of white powder in his suitcase?’

‘I have a feeling it’ll be more than that. But yes, that’s the gist of it.’

Gunna looked at Ívar Laxdal. Her instinct told her that this was wrong, and she tried to gauge Ívar Laxdal’s expression. ‘Ívar, what do you reckon?’

Ívar Laxdal let his chair snap upright and slapped his hands onto the desk. ‘It goes against the grain to let him walk, it really does. But you have your perpetrator, don’t you?’

‘I’m not sure. I thought so at first, but now I’m not convinced. I have a strong feeling that Logi may well be our man, although I’m not sure we can prove it.’

‘We have been working on this for months,’ Sædís said and Gunna sensed her urgency. ‘Since the beginning of the year. If we can follow Logi back with whatever he’s carrying and jump in at the handover point, it’ll be a massive step towards cracking the Undertakers’ drug ring. They’ve been investing in other scams as well, and Logi was working on fitting out a showroom for a car sales business they’re financing, which we believe is a front for shipping stolen cars out of the country. Drugs is still where their big money comes from, though.’

‘I think we have to, don’t you, Gunnhildur?’ Ívar Laxdal said softly.

‘If you say so,’ Gunna said. ‘I’m just concerned that he might not come back at all.’

Logi slept for most of the day. He was surprised to wake up hungry and shivering, with the car deep in the shadow of the trees. He drove through the afternoon sunshine, along the dusty road, certain that any search for him would at least have been widened out to include the city by now. He pushed the tired pickup onto the old road that ran around Hvalfjördur. It had once been part of the main road that ran around the country, until the tunnel had been built, and since then it did little more than serve the summer chalets and holidaymakers, who weren’t in a hurry. It suited his purpose perfectly, as he preferred to keep clear of the main roads until he could be fairly sure of being able to lose himself in thick traffic.

He took the inland route towards Thingvellir and then took the turning towards Reykjavík, joining the main road at Mosfellsbær. He stopped at a filling station and bought himself a burger and a carton of chips, sitting in the window and leafing through the paper, looking for reports of police searching for a mysterious criminal in a dark blue Toyota pickup, but the pages of the free papers seemed to be devoted to fashion and gossip rather than news.

The burger finished, he fetched himself a coffee and punched Rafn’s number into his anonymous mobile phone.

‘Hæ. It’s Logi.’

‘You’re back in town, are you?’

‘I will be soon.’

‘There’s a late flight or an early-morning one tomorrow. Let me know and I’ll set things up.’

‘Let’s make it tonight. What time?’

‘Ten. You’ll need to be at the airport around eight thirty. Danni can take you out there.’

‘Suits me.’

‘Where are you going now?’

‘Nowhere special.’

‘Meet me at the Emperor at six,’ Rafn instructed, and the line went dead before Logi could say anything more.

‘I hope you’re right,’ Gunna said and squinted at her toes, wiggling them as her feet lay in Steini’s lap.

‘I hope so as well, Gunnhildur,’ Ívar Laxdal said gravely. ‘Logi has been monitored at Keflavík and he caught his flight, as Sædís and her team had expected.’

Gunna put her hand over her mouth and stifled a yawn, holding the phone away from her ear as she did so and catching Steini’s wry smile.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long day.’

‘And a long one tomorrow as well, I’d guess. Making sense of Stefán and Aníta Sól is going to take days, plus we need to come down hard on Alli the Cornershop. Neither of the former is exactly bright, but Alli is as sharp as a knife.’

She heard Ívar Laxdal sigh. ‘I know. But you have the perpetrator, you have the weapon and he has the motive. You still think he’s not the guilty one?’

‘I’m not convinced. That’s why I was so reluctant to let Logi out of the country. Suppose he’s the killer? If he doesn’t come back, then I reckon we’ll have let our murderer go.’

She could tell from the sharp intake of breath down the phone line that he didn’t share her opinion. ‘Sædís and her team are liaising with the police at the other end of the operation. If it looks like Logi is going to depart from the script, then they’ll pick him up for us.’

‘I hope so,’ Gunna said, yawning, and this time she didn’t try to hide it.

Ívar Laxdal took the hint.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Gunnhildur,’ he said. ‘Give my regards to Steini, would you?’

She put the phone down and stretched, her head on the sofa’s armrest and her feet across Steini’s lap.

‘Ívar Laxdal sends you his regards,’ she said.

‘And my regards to the Laxdal when you see him tomorrow.’ Steini put his book down. ‘Are you going to be late?’

‘I wouldn’t think so. The bad guy’s in hospital being watched and feeling sorry for himself, so back to normal hours, or so I’d hope.’

‘Can’t have you bankrupting the state with all this overtime, can we?’ Steini asked, the wry smile returning. ‘So you’ll be back for dinner? I think Gísli’s back tomorrow as well. You want to ask Drífa and Kjartan over too?’


Thursday

Logi was sure he was being watched. There was no reason for thinking this, other than simple gut feeling, but he fidgeted at the airport bar and didn’t start to relax until he had boarded the cramped bucket airline flight and the steward had begun the safety instructions as the aircraft taxied onto the runway.

A couple of beers helped him sleep, and when he woke up with the announcement that they were almost at their destination, the thick darkness through the porthole window took him by surprise after the bright Icelandic summer.

He watched his surroundings as carefully as he could, trying to make out if he might be being tailed. Certainly nobody who had been on the flight was taking any notice of him as he waited among tired travellers and their fractious children for the baggage to arrive.

A bus took him to an anonymous airport hotel and a clean but narrow bed that was fragrant and comfortable compared to the floor at the house in Kaldidalur.

Logi slept late and the dining room was practically deserted by the time he turned up for breakfast on a plastic tray and coffee that seemed spicier and thicker than the stuff he was used to at home. It felt distinctly odd, almost uncomfortable, to be awake this late in the day and not to have work waiting for him somewhere.

He sat for a long time over breakfast and accepted a second pot of coffee as he thought over the events of the past few days. He knew little of what had happened, wondering what had become of Stefán and whether or not the police had interrogated him. He wondered if the man’s hand could be saved, grimacing at the thought of the ribbed nail pinning his hand to the length of timber and imagining the pain.

He dismissed any sympathy he might have had for Stefán. The man would have done the same or worse to him without turning a hair. He wondered about Danni, who had been unusually nervous on the drive out to the airport, and he had to admit that Danni’s impatience was the main reason he was worried that he might be being followed. Was he being set up? If so, it was difficult to explain why, although Rafn would hardly be sending him all this way just to let him get caught. Danni, however, was another matter. He had thought about giving Danni at least part of the quarter million to give to Sandra, but the nagging doubt that it might never reach her dissuaded him, and he bought as many euros as he could for it instead.

Logi left the hotel undecided. The pickup was to take place that afternoon and he was due to fly home on Friday morning. The address was stored in his phone. He had no illusions about what he was letting himself in for. A successful trip would mean a pocketful of cash and an unsuccessful trip could mean five years in prison, depending on what Rafn wanted to import. Was there a real alternative, he wondered?

He took his hand baggage with him, leaving his suitcase in the room. In reality, he had no need of a suitcase. Everything he required fitted in the little backpack. The suitcase was just there for Rafn’s merchandise. He waved to the girl behind the reception desk as he walked out of the door, leaving his options open.

His train of thought continued on the bus into the city, where he walked aimlessly among the canals and trees. He ate a leisurely omelette with chips and salad sitting at a table on the street outside a café, watching the passers-by and trying to figure out if any of them walked past more than once. After a second beer he was still wondering and looked at his watch. Three hours to go.

He walked slowly through the streets, looking in shop windows and admiring the view and the girls on bicycles. After an hour he went to another café and ordered a coffee with a slice of cake to go with it, indulging himself, he decided.

‘Is there a cheap hotel around here?’ he asked the waiter who brought him his cake and coffee.

‘Depends what you mean by cheap,’ the waiter replied in easy English. ‘You want cheap and comfortable, or really cheap?’

‘Cheap and comfortable is better.’

‘When you’ve finished your coffee, go along the street and there’s a turning on the right. Down that road there’s a small pension. Say Marcel sent you.’

Logi nodded. ‘Thanks.’

He left what felt like a generous tip for the waiter and walked slowly, looking around like an aimless tourist, deliberately passing the turning and taking the next one, so he needed to double back through back streets, which gave him the opportunity to see the place from behind. Pension Alois didn’t look friendly, and the man who answered the ring of the bell at the desk shrugged when he said that Marcel had sent him.

‘How many nights?’

‘Two, maybe three. Is that all right?’

‘Two nights is fine. We have to see with the third night. We’re busy at the moment.’ He handed Logi a large brass fob attached to a small key in return for a handful of euros. ‘Third floor.’

Logi stretched out on the bed without taking his shoes off. The room was small and dark, with a flat-screen television screwed in place high on the wall and a tangle of wires straggling down from it. He stood up and read the fire instructions in English on the back of the door, and studied the confusing map of the building.

The building appeared to be in two halves and he guessed that two cheap hotels had been combined at some point to make one larger cheap hotel in an awkward L shape. At the end of the corridor was a fire door, where the two had been joined, and the levels of the floors did not quite match up, requiring a step down as you crossed the dividing line. At the far end was another door, this one marked clearly as a fire door, and he eased it open, hoping it wasn’t alarmed. When no bells started to ring, he slid through the door, leaving it ajar behind him, and stepped as gently as he could onto the metal steps that took him down three floors and into a tiny car park.

Pushing open one of the two head-height gates, he found himself on the deserted street. There were no cars and no people to be seen anywhere and he hurried along, leaving the key and brass fob on a doorstep. He avoided the temptation to go back towards the main road with its crowded shops and bars and kept to side streets until he was certain he wasn’t being followed, wondering if the whole exercise had been a waste of time and money.

Soon enough he hit a busy street again and walked like a man with purpose. He looked at his watch and scowled to himself as he decided that this was the moment to make up his mind. He dug his phone from his pocket and scrolled down to the messages, where he had punched in the address of the meeting place, not that he needed to look. He had the strange address memorized by now.

Logi cast about and saw that on the other side of the canal was a taxi rank, but it would be a distance to go, as the nearest bridge was several hundred metres away, lifting like a an arch from the road and crossing the water. He made for it and stood in the middle of the bridge, looking down as a glass-topped barge full of people passed beneath. A couple of small children looked through the glass ceiling at him, laughing as they waved.

He grinned back and gave them a wave, and when the boat had passed he took the SIM card from his phone and dropped it into the boat’s wake, through the dark water, before hurrying towards the taxi rank.

‘The Centraal Station, please,’ he decided as he got in the back of the first taxi in the queue and the driver folded away the newspaper he’d been reading.


Friday

‘Gunnhildur, you were right.’ Gunna swivelled and lifted an eyebrow as Ívar Laxdal sat in Helgi’s chair. ‘Where’s Helgi?’

‘In an interview room with Stefán Ingason. He swears blind he didn’t kill Axel Rútur. His version of events is all over the place, but he has an alibi for last Thursday evening, which has been confirmed.’

‘Reliable?’

Gunna shrugged. ‘One of the students. He had a class until ten, and it seems he stayed behind with one of the prettier students, who kept him there until gone midnight demonstrating some exotic wrestling holds.’

‘He could have met Axel Rútur after midnight, surely?’

‘He could have done, but there was no communication between them, according to the phone records. Unless he knew where to find him, it doesn’t fit, and I still don’t buy the motive. Apart from Aníta Sól, who says that her initial relationship with Stefán had ended some time previously, neither of them had anything to gain by squabbling and there’s no evidence of a dispute between them, no arguments, no fisticuffs.’

Ívar Laxdal smacked one fist into the palm of his other hand. ‘Hell. Blast that narcotics woman. We’ve lost the bastard now.’

‘What happened?’

‘They expected Logi to make a pickup and fly back to Iceland this morning.’

‘And?’

‘He managed to lose his tail yesterday,’ Ívar Laxdal growled. ‘That wasn’t a problem, supposedly, as the European end of the operation thought they knew where he was making the pickup, and if he didn’t show up there, at least they’d be able to tail him from his hotel and through the airport.’

‘But?’ Gunna prompted when he’d been sitting in angry silence for a few moments.

‘No sign of him at the pickup, no sign of him at the hotel and he didn’t show up for his flight to Iceland. All we have is an almost empty suitcase containing the tracker that was slipped into it after it was checked in. That’s it. Vanished.’

‘So now what? I take it his description’s gone to Interpol and if he gets a speeding ticket somewhere then we’ll get him sent back with a stamp on his arse?’

‘Precisely,’ Ívar Laxdal said. ‘That’s the operative word: if. He might keep his nose clean indefinitely and never show up at all.’

‘We’ll see. Maybe he’ll get homesick one day for scoured sheep’s head and decide to come back. You know what Icelanders are like.’

Logi was awake long before the train pulled in. He emerged from the station blinking in the bright sunlight and bemused by the traffic and trams on the street outside. The faces and snatches of conversation he heard around him were familiar from the months spent working with Pétur’s Polish boys, and it felt comforting to be among such recognizable sounds.

It took a while to find a place to change some of his euros into a handful of zloty and then to find a café with a telephone that he could use. He made his call, in which he described as best he could where he was and gave the name of the café to the woman on the other end of the phone, who spoke clear but heavily accented English, making it plain that he would have to wait for a few hours.

Logi had a leisurely breakfast, and afterwards an even more leisurely beer before taking a walk around the station to clear his head. It was a busy place and he stepped smartly as the trams swished past. A couple of hours later he returned to the café and sat with a snack and a coffee as he stared out of the window at the street outside, wondering if he should call again, whether anyone was going to meet him, or if he should attempt to find a place to stay the night.

He was trying to make up his mind whether or not he ought to get back on the train when a broad-hipped woman with a wolf-grey ponytail over one shoulder pushed open the door and looked at him dubiously with her head on one side.

‘Logg-ee?’ she asked.

‘Almost,’ he said as he extended a hand to shake. ‘Logi.’

‘Veronika. Tadeusz says hello,’ she said, a smile spreading across her sun-browned face. ‘Welcome.’

‘Thank you,’ Logi said. ‘I’m happy to be here.’
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