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Chapter 1

The women’s toilets on the lower ground floor were deserted. The sinks were dry and the doors of the empty cubicles stood open a crack. The place was in the sort of state you’d expect after all the queues earlier that evening. Bins overflowing with used paper towels. Empty Coke cups littering every surface. The contents of a large box of popcorn strewn over the floor and trampled by the women hopping desperately from one foot to the other in the queue.

Stella assumed the same chaos must reign in the gents and felt thankful that it wasn’t her job to clean them. The mess was unusually bad as two films had sold out and the others had attracted pretty big audiences as well. There had been such a crush at the kiosk in the foyer before the films began and during the intervals that the popcorn machine hadn’t been able to keep up, even though they’d made loads in advance, and the Diet Coke had run out, much to the disgust of the customers. Stella had had to bite her lip to stop herself answering back when they blamed her. Like it was her job to buy the stuff in or keep track of stocks!

She paused in the doorway, suddenly conscious of being alone down there, the only person in the entire building.

The silence was absolute. No muffled booming from the auditoriums, no chattering voices of the girls she worked with. She had offered to close up as usual so they could catch their bus, and stood watching through the glass wall of the foyer as they vanished into the snowstorm. No sooner had their shapes receded into the thick veil of white than she’d begun to regret her generous offer. Not that her motives had been purely unselfish. In reality, she hadn’t been able to resist showing off that she’d got a boyfriend – a boyfriend with a car. No messing about on buses for her.

For some reason her thoughts suddenly returned to the Snap she’d received just after the last interval. She hadn’t a clue who the sender was – it wasn’t anyone she’d added. Of course she should have changed her settings ages ago and blocked strangers from messaging her, especially now that old people had started using the app. Not content with ruining Facebook, they were taking over Snapchat as well. She bet it was some old bag, maybe one of her mum’s friends or a relative she’d forgotten about. The username didn’t ring any bells: Just13. Maybe it wasn’t some old person after all; maybe it was a kid who’d just turned thirteen. That would explain the weird message.

The Snap had been a photo of her, in the act of serving popcorn to a customer. It wasn’t a flattering picture: she was making a face and her body, the little that could be seen of it, was caught at a stupid angle. No pose, no smile. The caption had been as puzzling as the Snap itself. All it said was: See you. Whoever the sender was, they’d obviously been at the cinema but hadn’t come over to say hello. Maybe it was some shy little boy who didn’t have the guts to talk to her. Well, it was lucky for him because she’d have told him where to go. She had zero interest in meeting creeps and only a creep would send a Snap like that uninvited.

The door swung to behind Stella. The hydraulics were broken, so it closed slowly at first, before suddenly gathering speed and slamming shut with a loud bang. The noise reverberated around the tiled space, echoing in her head, drawing attention to the silence. She’d been feeling a bit uneasy upstairs but it was a lot worse down here on the lower level. At least in the foyer you could see out of the windows, or as far as the thickly falling snow would allow. It must have been the weather that had driven people to the cinema in hordes. Stella had seen all the films that were showing so she knew they sucked. Still, while you were watching them you could forget the Arctic conditions outside.

Now, though, the snow seemed infinitely preferable to the deserted cinema. Stella couldn’t wait to be safe in Höddi’s car. So what if it was a wreck and the heater was broken? It was still better than the bus. A bit like Höddi. He wasn’t exactly a fairytale prince but being with him was better than being single. He’d do for now, while she was looking around for someone better. Someone fit, with a car that was cool enough to turn her friends green with envy. That’s the kind of boyfriend she wanted. Not someone like Höddi who always had to be out of focus in the pictures she posted on social media.

Stella chose the furthest cubicle and hurriedly shot the bolt. Opposite the cubicles was a row of sinks with a huge mirror running the length of the wall. She didn’t particularly want to see herself right now: tired, looking like shit, in need of a haircut, highlights and an eyebrow pluck. The roots showed dark along her parting, like the go-faster stripe on the bonnet of Höddi’s car. Gross. Before coming downstairs she had paused by the cardboard cut-out of a ghost advertising the horror film being shown in screen one. She’d meant to send her friends a Snap of her standing beside it, but changed her mind because she didn’t want them to see how crap she looked. It was kind of creepy standing beside the grisly display, too, though she knew it was nothing but a huge piece of cardboard. She’d take the pic another time when she was looking hot and there were other people around. Her pay had better arrive on time because she’d made an appointment for the moment the salon opened on the first of the month. Shame it was so fucking expensive to keep your hair looking good.

Stella pulled down her knickers and peed, crouching above the seat. God knows what germs the cinemagoers might have left behind on it. There was no way she was going to be one of those sluts who catch an STD. You never lived that kind of thing down.

Over the tinkle of urine she heard the door of the toilets open. The skin prickled on her naked thighs and her throat constricted with fear. Who the hell could it be? Had one of the girls come back? If so, how did she get in? Had they forgotten to lock the door behind them? Her thoughts flew to the Snap again. Surely it couldn’t be Just13?

A loud bang indicated that the door had closed again. Stella held her breath, straining to hear if the person had come in. Maybe it was just the security guard, arrived early, checking all areas. But no such luck. The creaking of shoes warned her that she wasn’t alone.

Her trickle had dwindled to a few drops that fell in time to the footsteps. It must be a woman. Had to be a woman. What would a man be doing in the ladies’ loos in an empty cinema at this time of night? It wasn’t like the gents was full. Stella bit back the impulse to call out and ask who it was. Reaching for the loo paper, she tore a few sheets off the roll as quietly as she could, dried herself, then stood up, pulling up her trousers. She felt a little better, or at least not quite as exposed. But this feeling soon evaporated.

Two shoes appeared beneath the cubicle door. They looked like boots, broad enough to belong to a man. Stella clamped her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream. Why was he standing there? The feet didn’t move; their owner just stood there as if it was a front door and he was thinking of ringing the bell. Which wasn’t far off the mark because next minute there was a loud banging on the door. She stared helplessly at its blank surface as if it could show her what was going on.

Just then her phone buzzed and she took it from her pocket with a trembling hand, nearly dropping it when she saw that she’d got another Snap from Just13. Before she could stop herself, she had touched the screen and opened the message. She bit back a scream when the picture appeared: it showed a closed door like the one to her cubicle. It had to be the same door, the only thing now separating her from the sender. There was no caption.

More loud banging. Stella recoiled, backing so hard into the toilet bowl that her knees buckled. ‘Who’s that?’ No answer. She’d blurted out the words before she could stop herself. Her voice sounded feeble, pathetic, unlike her. Stella was used to being the leader of the pack. Strong. Determined. Showing no mercy to wimps who sounded like she did now.

This time the banging was so hard that the door shook. Stella’s eyes dropped to the flimsy bolt and she saw at once that it would offer little protection. Her head was spinning as she glanced round frantically for something, anything to save her. The toilet roll and holder. A plastic bin with a lid. The wall-mounted toilet that she might be able to swing at the man’s head if he forced his way in. Except she’d never be able to wrench it off the wall. Then she remembered the phone she was clutching in her sweaty hand. Should she ring the emergency services? Or Höddi? If he was already on his way, surely he’d be nearer than the cops?

She was spared the decision. The man hurled himself at the cubicle door, the lock broke and the door slammed into Stella’s head, knocking her backwards to sprawl, dazed, on the toilet seat. Fighting off nausea, she forced herself to look up into her assailant’s face. At first she thought it was hidden in shadow, it was so black. It took her a moment to work out that she was looking at a shiny Darth Vader mask under the dark hood of his anorak. Eyes were watching her through the almond-shaped holes but she couldn’t read their expression. A gloved hand reached out and snatched her phone. As the man started fiddling with it, Stella prayed he was a thief. He was welcome to her phone. To the contents of her pockets. To all her pay at the end of the month. Her bag. Anything. So long as he left without laying a finger on her.

‘Well, well.’ The man’s voice was strange, not unlike Darth Vader’s. Rasping, as if his throat was lined with sandpaper. The mask must have come with a cheap voice-changer. He aimed the phone at her as if to snap her sitting on the loo. Tears began to trickle down her cheeks. What was he doing? Why would a thief want a video or photo of the phone’s owner? ‘Now, I want you to give it all you’ve got.’

‘What?’ Stella slid back on the toilet seat until her spine was pressed against the wall and the feel of the hard, icy surface through her thin jumper only made her shivering worse.

‘Say you’re sorry.’

She didn’t even try to resist but did her best to apologise, in spite of the sob that forced its way up her throat.

‘Aw. That wasn’t good enough. Not convincing at all. You can do better than that.’

She tried. And tried. Repeated the word ‘Sorry’ until it began to ring oddly in her ears, as if it wasn’t a real word. But nothing seemed to satisfy the man.

And for that she would have to pay the price.


Chapter 2

‘We need a bigger screen.’ Finally one of the officers in the incident room blurted out what everyone else was thinking. Ever since the playback had started, the group had been edging their chairs closer to the wall where the footage from the cinema’s CCTV cameras was being shown on a ridiculously small screen.

Erla, who was perched on the table closest to it, glanced round irritably. ‘Try to concentrate. The quality’s so shit that a bigger screen wouldn’t help. But if it bothers you that much, you can put a request in the suggestion box.’

The man was silent and Huldar knew why: Erla rarely took it kindly if one of her team answered back. She was an OK boss in many ways but not too hot at the human relations side of things. He didn’t for a minute believe that the wish for a decent screen in the incident room would find its way into the suggestion box; they’d all learnt the hard way that it was nothing but a graveyard for complaints.

‘Look. Here it comes.’ Erla had turned back to the footage. ‘There. Watch the cardboard cut-out of the ghost or whatever the hell it is.’

All eyes were glued to the corner of the screen dominated by the advertising display. The girl had walked past it a short time before, pausing to pull faces while she fiddled with her phone, took a few selfies, then continued out of the frame. According to Erla, that was the last time she appeared upright on any of the recordings. There were no security cameras on the lower level where the toilets were, or by the stairs that led down to them. Judging by the time display on the recording, and on the video clips sent from the girl’s phone, she must have headed down to the ladies at this point.

A shadowy figure suddenly materialised from behind the cardboard cut-out and everyone rocked forwards simultaneously to get a better view. It had to be the perpetrator. The quality was fuzzy, as Erla had pointed out, but once the entire figure was visible they realised that this was irrelevant; it would be impossible to identify him even if the picture had been in HD. He was wearing a bulky, dark anorak with the hood pulled up, and a Darth Vader mask. Apart from that, he had on dark-coloured trousers tucked into black boots, and dark gloves. The man vanished out of the frame in the same direction as Stella.

‘And there we have it. He hid behind that stupid advert and lay in wait for the girl.’ Erla paused the recording. They were left staring at the frozen image of the cardboard ghost and the empty foyer. ‘We need to go over all the recordings from when the cinema opened, to try and work out what time he arrived. At least we can be pretty damn sure he wasn’t wearing the mask when he turned up.’ Erla rose and faced them. ‘It’s not going to be easy. According to the cinema, they sold just over sixteen hundred tickets yesterday. They opened at two, like every Sunday, and there’s no knowing when the man entered the building. He could have turned up for the first screening and hidden until after closing time, and not necessarily behind that cut-out. Someone needs to study the recordings to establish a time frame.’

Everyone ducked their heads, Huldar included, silently praying the task wouldn’t fall to them. From where Erla was standing, they must look like a bunch of kids playing musical statues. She frowned. ‘Someone needs to go through the ticket sales too. It’s not that common for people to go to the cinema on their own, so we’ll need a list of all those customers who bought single tickets. If we can find out when our man arrived, we may be able to narrow it down by checking who bought a single ticket from the box office at that time. As long as he paid by card. If he paid with cash, we’re screwed.’

‘He could have bought the ticket online. In advance.’ As usual, Gudlaugur turned pink the instant he had spoken. He was sitting beside Huldar, who nodded encouragingly at him. They formed their own little team within the team, sitting across the desk from each other in the open-plan office, and were usually assigned the same jobs. There were times when Huldar would have preferred to be partnered with a more experienced detective, but he’d learnt to appreciate the young man’s qualities. He could be perceptive when he didn’t let his low self-esteem and diffidence get in the way. ‘I mean … tickets aren’t only sold on site. You know … so …’

Huldar interrupted as Gudlaugur started to flounder. ‘If the attacker bought them online he could easily have got two tickets to make himself less conspicuous. He must have realised we’d check the ticket sales, especially the single ones. But if he did buy online, he’ll have paid by card, which is a plus. Or it will be, once we’ve got the names of some potential suspects.’

This intervention did nothing to soften Erla’s frown. When she spoke, it was to Gudlaugur, not Huldar. That was nothing new; their relationship had been strained ever since they were dragged through the internal inquiry into allegations that she’d sexually harassed him. Although no further action had been taken, the experience had left a bad taste in both their mouths. Since then she had behaved as if he didn’t exist, never looking in his direction or speaking to him first if she could help it. He didn’t know whether she was afraid their interaction might be misinterpreted or she just couldn’t stand the sight of him. Personally, he’d found the whole process excruciating, though in hindsight perhaps it had been worth it. There was no denying that he was relieved to have dodged the consequences of shagging her. No need now for the awkward conversation in which he broke it to her that their night together had been a mistake.

Erla’s scowl deepened. ‘I know tickets are sold online. The total I mentioned included online sales. But if the perpetrator’s not a total fuckwit, he’ll have paid in cash. We’ll work on that basis for the moment, though of course we’ll go through the online payments too. Happy now?’ Erla’s eyes bored into Gudlaugur, who squirmed in his seat. He nodded. ‘Fine. If not, you can come up here and take over the meeting.’ Everyone except Gudlaugur and Huldar laughed.

Erla didn’t so much as crack a smile. Picking up the remote, she selected the next video clip, then pressed ‘Play’ again. ‘Here he is, leaving the building. As you can see, it’s unlikely we’re looking for a living victim.’

A different view appeared on screen. This time they were looking at a pair of glass doors that Huldar recognised as the cinema’s emergency exit, used mainly by smokers like him during the intervals. The officer who’d gone through the recordings with Erla earlier that morning made a face that didn’t bode well.

The dark-clad figure appeared in the frame, his back to the camera, dragging Stella’s motionless body by the ankle. Her arms trailed behind her head, her long hair fanning out between them. Her jumper had ridden up in the process, revealing her bare midriff and a glimpse of bra. The man paused by the exit, dropping her leg, which landed heavily on the floor. He was about to lift the big steel bar that secured the door, when he hesitated and darted a quick glance back at the girl. 

‘Whoa!’ A detective in the front row pointed at the screen. ‘Look! She moved.’

Erla paused the recording. If her face had been grim before it was positively haggard now. ‘We believe the girl made a noise. Maybe she was coming round. Unless it was just her death throes. Anyway, it’s immaterial. Watch.’ She pressed ‘Play’ again.

The team watched, collectively holding their breath, as the man stepped closer to the girl and prodded her with his right foot. Her bare stomach quivered slightly as if with a cramp, and the fingers of one hand twitched convulsively. The man swung his head around, surveying his surroundings, then made straight for a fire extinguisher fixed to the wall, detached it and carried it back to the girl.

‘Shit.’ Huldar didn’t care that he’d sworn aloud. He steeled himself not to look away. Next to him, he saw Gudlaugur screwing up his eyes to slits; but, like the others, he kept watching as the man raised the heavy cylinder and brought it down with brutal force on the girl’s head. A violent spasm shook her body. After that she didn’t move again.

The man opened the door, grabbed the girl by the ankle and dragged her to the opening, where he took the time to pause and wave at the security camera. Then he vanished into the falling snow, towing the girl behind him.

The door was left open. On the floor was a broad dark slick.

Gudlaugur got up from his computer, running his hands through his fair hair. ‘I’m going to get a coffee. Want one?’ His face was ashen and Huldar didn’t blame him. Despite being an old hand himself, he still found it hard to stomach extreme violence and murder. Some officers became desensitised, others never got used to it. Time would tell which group Gudlaugur belonged to.

‘Yes, please. Black.’ Though in truth he could have done with something stronger.

Gudlaugur made no move to fetch the coffee. Perhaps he didn’t really want it either. ‘Do you think he knew her or was it a random attack?’

‘He probably knew her, judging by the way he made her beg for forgiveness. But we can’t take anything for granted. Maybe she just got his order wrong at the kiosk.’ Huldar didn’t need to explain: Gudlaugur knew as much about the case as he did, having seen the horrific Snaps that had been sent from Stella’s phone to all her followers. After watching the CCTV clips, the inquiry team had been shown the Snaps; short videos of her saying sorry over and over again, with rising desperation, though what she was apologising for was anyone’s guess.

The last Snap, which Huldar could have lived without, showed Stella’s head being repeatedly bashed against the toilet bowl. The only glimpse of the attacker was his gloved hand gripping her by the hair. Fortunately, the resolution in these clips had been even grainier than the CCTV footage, since they were films of videos playing on a small phone screen. The police had been forced to resort to this method for now because apparently it was impossible to save Snapchat messages once they’d been viewed. Efforts were under way to get hold of the original clips directly from Snap, the company behind the messaging app. Only then would it be possible to see them in full resolution. Even so, the poor quality did little to mitigate the girl’s piercing screams and moans, or the way they became progressively fainter until finally she went quiet. No way would Huldar be volunteering to watch the high-res versions when they finally arrived.

Until the brief introduction earlier, he’d known next to nothing about the app. If he understood correctly, each Snap, like the ones sent from Stella’s phone, could only be viewed twice by the recipient, and once it had been seen by all the recipients, it would self-destruct. So if you wanted to watch it twice, you had to do so immediately. After that, the Snap was gone forever and there was literally no way of retrieving it. Not even when it was a police matter or a question of national security. It was pure luck that so many followers had received the videos from Stella’s phone. The police had managed to track down some of her friends that night, asked if they followed her on Snapchat, and confiscated their phones if they did. It had been crucial to ensure that not all her contacts viewed the Snaps, so they wouldn’t auto-destruct. Stella’s own phone hadn’t turned up yet. There was no sign of it on the network and the police assumed the perpetrator would dispose of it. Since he appeared to be no fool, it was unlikely he’d hang on to it, let alone switch it on and risk being traced.

‘How do you think her boyfriend felt after watching that?’ Gudlaugur still hadn’t moved, his offer of coffee apparently forgotten.

‘Devastated. No wonder he’s in shock.’ The young man had been on his way to pick Stella up when the Snaps started arriving. He had viewed one while waiting at the traffic lights and taken it for a sick joke. Then he’d started thinking maybe she’d been cheating on him and this was her way of apologising, though he couldn’t work out why she’d do it in the toilet like that.

By the time the final Snap arrived, the boy had twigged that it was neither a joke nor an apology. By then he was nearly at the cinema, so instead of wasting time calling the police, he had driven the rest of the way like a maniac, leapt out of the car and started hammering frantically on the doors at the front entrance. According to the timeline the police were drawing up, at this point the perpetrator must have just left the cinema via the fire exit at the side of the building. When the boy had finally got round to circling the cinema in search of another way in, he had found the emergency exit open, seen the bloody trail and immediately rung the emergency services.

Gudlaugur turned away from Huldar to stare out of the window. There was nothing to see: just a grey sky louring over an equally grey city. The heavy snowfall dumped on Reykjavík by the blizzard yesterday evening was turning to brown slush under the wheels of the morning traffic. Faced with this depressing view, Gudlaugur quickly turned back to Huldar. ‘What can she have done to the man to deserve that?’

‘Nothing,’ Huldar said flatly. ‘Nothing could justify it. She was only sixteen.’ But Gudlaugur already knew this. ‘Still, our mission today is to find out. The sooner we start looking into her background, the sooner we’re likely to dig up a motive.’ He pulled over his mouse, ready to get stuck in. The background check had been assigned to them. It might not be the most exciting task but it was infinitely preferable to having to sit in on Erla’s conversation with the girl’s parents. Spotting them crossing the open-plan office in the direction of the small meeting room, he’d hastily dropped his eyes. He wasn’t the only one. The mother had been clutching her daughter’s laptop to her chest like a shield to protect herself against further shocks.

The laptop was now sitting on Huldar’s desk, waiting for him to go through the contents. In stark contrast to the standard black office hardware, it was white and decorated with ladybird stickers; the computer of a teenage girl barely out of childhood. The conversation with her parents must have been gut-wrenching. Since Stella hadn’t been found yet, they were bound to be cherishing a faint hope that she would turn up alive, despite what they’d been told. One of the grim facts that Erla had to make clear to them was that their daughter was almost certainly dead. 

Huldar’s gaze was drawn inexorably to Erla’s office, the office that had once been his, though he didn’t miss it for a second. The parents had left and she was standing by the glass wall, arms folded, her demeanour as uncompromising as it had been in the incident room earlier. Their gazes met for a split second before skittering apart.

Gudlaugur hadn’t noticed. He seemed as preoccupied as Huldar, though not for the same reason. Eventually he heaved a sigh and showed signs of going to fetch the coffee. But first he asked, without apparently expecting an answer: ‘Why the hell did he take her body with him? However hard I try, I can’t think why he’d do that.’

He wasn’t the only one.
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