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Prologue
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The ash fell quietly, as though the earth were trying not to draw attention to itself.

There was no roar, no shattering eruption—only a slow, persistent descent from a sky dulled to the color of steel. By the time dawn touched the city, Reykjavík had already been softened into silence. Streets lost their sharpness. Sounds arrived late and left early. The world felt padded, restrained, as if someone had pressed a hand over the country’s mouth.

Ash had a way of doing that. It muted everything it touched.

Flights were grounded before the morning news finished its first broadcast. By midday, borders were effectively closed, ferries idle, mountain roads sealed. The nation, long accustomed to balancing on the edge of fire and ice, found itself unexpectedly alone—cut off not by violence, but by patience. The volcano had not exploded. It had exhaled. And in that breath, it had trapped everyone inside its reach.

East of the city, where lava fields stretched like petrified waves, the Hengill geothermal plant continued to hum. Steam rose steadily from fissures in the earth, pale and rhythmic, like the breathing of something ancient and tireless. Thick steel pipes cut deliberate paths across the land, carrying heat drawn from the planet’s depths to warm homes, light hospitals, sustain lives.

This place was a promise.

Clean energy. Progress without guilt. Control over chaos.

A man lay dead beside that promise.

He was face down on the maintenance road, his body already dusted gray, as if the land were reclaiming him. One arm was twisted beneath his chest; the other reached forward, fingers splayed, frozen in a final, futile attempt to move away. Blood darkened the gravel beneath his head, vivid and shocking against the ash, refusing to be muted.

Detective Elías Rúnarsson arrived just after first light.

He stopped at the edge of the cordon and stood very still. Elías had learned that the first moment mattered—not to the case, but to the conscience. Once you crossed the line, the body became evidence. Before that, it was still a person.

He was tall and composed, with a presence that suggested restraint rather than force. Ash clung to his dark hair and shoulders, lending him a prematurely silvered air. A faint scar traced his jaw, catching the pale light when he turned his head—an old reminder that order was fragile, and control always temporary. His face was striking in a way people noticed instinctively, but his eyes carried no vanity. They were sharp, watchful, burdened with the kind of attention that came from having seen too much and forgotten too little.

He ducked beneath the tape and approached the body.

“Name?” he asked.

“Ólafur Magnússon,” said Inspector Katrín Ásgeirsdóttir, her voice low. “Senior engineer. Worked here eleven years.”

Elías crouched. Engineers believed in systems. In logic. In accountability. Men like that didn’t die by accident.

“There’s a file,” Katrín added after a pause. “Safety concerns. Reports that went nowhere.”

Elías didn’t need the word spoken. It was already there, heavy in the air between them.

Whistleblower.

Nearby, a pipe wrench lay half-buried in ash, its metal darkened with blood. A tool meant to build, repurposed to silence. Elías felt a familiar tightening in his chest—not shock, but recognition. Systems didn’t fail on their own. People chose when to look away.

“The timing?” he asked.

“After midnight. Before dawn. Flights were already grounded.”

Elías straightened and looked out across the geothermal field. Steam rose and vanished into the low sky. The power plant’s steady rhythm never faltered. The heart of the nation continued to beat, uninterrupted.

“This wasn’t just murder,” he said quietly. “It was containment.”

Ash continued to fall, erasing edges, blurring footsteps, offering the comfort of forgetting. But Elías knew better. Some truths resisted burial. Some were dangerous precisely because they could not be erased.

He pulled on his gloves and stepped closer to the body.

The earth had given up a secret.

And someone had killed to keep it buried.
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Chapter One
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By the second day, the ash had learned how people lived.

It crept beneath doors and into stairwells, settled on bookshelves and hospital windowsills, followed shoes into kitchens and bedrooms. It left pale fingerprints on everything, as if reminding the city that privacy was temporary now. Reykjavík moved more slowly, carefully, like someone recovering from a shock they had not yet named.

Detective Elías Rúnarsson had not gone home.

He sat alone in his office at police headquarters, the overhead light dimmed, his jacket folded with unconscious precision over the back of his chair. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, revealing forearms etched with faint scars—old, forgettable injuries from a life that had once required speed instead of patience. A mug of coffee sat untouched on the desk, its surface filmed with ash blown in through a cracked window.

The case file lay open before him.

Ólafur Magnússon. Forty-six. Divorced. No children.

Elías read the details again, slower this time. Education. Commendations. Years of quiet competence. The words were neat and bloodless, incapable of explaining how a man ended up face down on a geothermal road with his skull fractured by a tool he once used to build.

He closed the file and leaned back, staring at the ceiling.

In the silence, another sound surfaced—a memory more than a noise. The low, constant hum of turbines. His father’s voice, steady and tired, talking about pressure and tolerance and the danger of pretending that numbers told the whole truth.

Machines fail when people stop listening to them, his father had said.

Elías exhaled slowly. His father had died believing that honesty mattered. That systems could be corrected if enough people spoke up. It was a belief Elías admired—and no longer fully trusted.

A knock at the door pulled him back.

Inspector Katrín Ásgeirsdóttir stepped inside without waiting for an answer. She looked as exhausted as he felt—hair pulled back too tightly, eyes rimmed red not from tears, but from hours of ash and sleeplessness.

“They’re calling it an accident,” she said.

Elías didn’t respond right away. He stood and crossed the room, stopping in front of the board where photographs of the crime scene were pinned alongside maps and timelines. Ólafur’s face stared back at him, serious and unassuming.

“Who’s ‘they’?” Elías asked.

“The company. The ministry. Anyone who wants this to go away.” Katrín folded her arms. “They’re suggesting he slipped. Hit his head. Tragic timing.”

Elías turned to look at her then. His eyes were calm, but something beneath them had hardened.

“He was struck from behind,” he said. “With force. That’s not a fall.”

“I know.” Katrín’s voice softened. “But they’ve already sent lawyers. Press statements are drafted. They’re framing this as a loss, not a crime.”

Elías felt the familiar weight settle into his chest—the moment when truth began to compete with convenience.

“What about his complaint?” he asked.

Katrín hesitated. “It was buried. Filed, reviewed, and dismissed. Officially, there was no risk.”

Elías studied Ólafur’s photograph again. A man who had trusted procedures. Who had believed that documentation mattered. That speaking up was enough.

“He didn’t stop,” Elías said quietly.

“No,” Katrín agreed. “He was still collecting data. Emails, backups. He told a colleague he was ‘close.’”

Close to what?

Elías imagined Ólafur alone at night, scrolling through figures that refused to behave, feeling the slow certainty of being right—and the equally slow fear that came with it. Elías knew that feeling intimately. The moment when understanding arrived before safety did.

“I want his home searched,” Elías said. “Personal devices. Notes. Anything not on the company servers.”

“They won’t like that.”

“They don’t have to.”

Katrín gave a small, tired smile. “You’re already unpopular.”

“I can live with that.”

She left him alone again.

Elías returned to his desk and opened the file once more, but this time he didn’t read it. He simply rested his hand on the paper, grounding himself in the reality of it. Somewhere in the city, someone was pretending this death was unfortunate but meaningless.

He knew better.

Outside, ash continued to fall, patient and erasing. The city was sealed. The truth was trapped inside with them.

And Elías Rúnarsson intended to find it—no matter how much it cost.
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Chapter Two
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The city had begun to smell like ash and impatience.

Elías noticed it as he stepped outside headquarters, collar turned up against the cold grit in the air. The ashfall had slowed, but it hadn’t stopped. It lingered now, suspended, as if waiting to see what people would do next. Reykjavík looked intact from a distance—buildings still standing, lights still on—but something essential had shifted. Conversations ended sooner. Eye contact lingered longer. Everyone was listening for bad news.

He drove east toward the outskirts, past neighborhoods where balconies sagged under gray dust and children’s bicycles stood abandoned like relics of a safer week. The radio murmured updates in a calm, rehearsed voice: airspace remains closed, no immediate danger, authorities urge patience.

Patience, Elías thought, was easier to recommend when you weren’t hiding something.

Ólafur Magnússon’s apartment was a modest third-floor walk-up overlooking a narrow street lined with birch trees now stripped of color. Police tape fluttered faintly in the ash-heavy breeze. Elías climbed the stairs slowly, his footsteps echoing in the stairwell, each step bringing him closer to a life interrupted mid-sentence.

Inside, the air was stale and warm.

The apartment felt lived in, not staged—books stacked unevenly, a coat draped over the back of a chair, an unwashed mug beside the sink. Elías paused just inside the doorway. This was the part he never rushed. Homes told truths bodies could not.

Ólafur had been alone, but not lonely. That much was clear. There were plants near the window, stubbornly green despite the lightless sky. A half-finished model of a geothermal turbine sat on the dining table, assembled with care. The television was off, but the remote lay within reach.

A man who expected to return.

Elías moved through the rooms methodically, photographing, cataloging, letting the space speak. In the bedroom, he found a notebook tucked into the nightstand drawer. Not hidden. Just private.

He sat on the edge of the bed before opening it.

The pages were filled with tight, disciplined handwriting—dates, figures, margins crowded with questions. Temperatures fluctuating beyond tolerance. Pressure readings that didn’t align with official reports. Maintenance schedules adjusted on paper but not in practice.

And beneath the data, something more human.

If I’m right, this isn’t negligence. It’s risk management disguised as optimism.

Elías swallowed.

Further back, the tone shifted.

I don’t think they believe I’ll push this far.

I don’t think they understand what happens if I’m wrong.

Or if I’m right.

Elías closed the notebook and rested his palm against it. He felt the familiar tightening behind his ribs—the ache that came when principle collided with power. Ólafur hadn’t been reckless. He’d been careful. Careful enough to scare someone.

A soft knock sounded behind him.

Elías turned to find a woman standing in the doorway, early forties, hair pulled back, eyes red but steady. She held herself with the fragile composure of someone who had already cried alone and would not do it again in front of strangers.

“I’m Anna,” she said. “We were married. Once.”

Elías stood. “Detective Rúnarsson. Thank you for coming.”

She looked past him, taking in the room as if seeing it underwater. “They said it was an accident.”

“Yes,” Elías said gently. “They would.”

Anna let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Ólafur hated accidents. He used to say they were just decisions no one wanted to claim.”

That settled something in Elías’s chest.

“He was scared,” she continued, surprising herself as much as him. “Not of dying. Of being ignored.”

Elías nodded. “Did he tell you what he’d found?”

She hesitated, then reached into her bag and pulled out a flash drive. “He gave me this two weeks ago. Told me to keep it somewhere safe. Said if anything happened—”

Her voice faltered. She steadied it.

“—to make sure someone listened.”

Elías took the drive carefully, as if it were fragile. As if it might break under the weight of what it carried.

“I’ll listen,” he said.

Anna studied his face, searching for something. Whatever she found there seemed to satisfy her. She nodded once.

As Elías left the apartment later, ash crunching beneath his boots, his phone buzzed. A message from Katrín.

Ministerial inquiry announced. They want you briefed. Tonight.

Elías looked up at the sky, low and heavy and indifferent.

The truth was no longer just buried.

It was being actively defended.

And for the first time since the ash began to fall, Elías felt something sharper than anger take hold.

Resolve.
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Chapter Three
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The minister’s office was a glass box.

Not literally—there were walls, of course, and the kind of heavy doors that whispered power even when closed. But the air inside felt transparent, polished, and intentionally watched. Elías stood in the reception area, ash still clinging to his coat, feeling like an intruder in a place built for comfort.

Katrín arrived beside him, moving with the quiet confidence of someone who had spent years learning how to be seen without being targeted. She didn’t speak as they waited. She didn’t need to. Their silence was a kind of language.

When the door opened, they were ushered into a conference room with a long table and too many chairs. The lighting was soft, almost theatrical. A portrait of a smiling politician hung on the wall—one of those perfect faces that seemed designed to inspire trust.

A man in a suit stood at the head of the table, hands clasped. He had the look of someone who was always certain of the outcome.

“Detective Rúnarsson,” he said, voice smooth. “Inspector Ásgeirsdóttir. Thank you for coming.”

Elías nodded. “You summoned us.”

The minister smiled. “We’re all under pressure, Detective. A nation is isolated. People are frightened. They want answers.”

Elías felt his jaw tighten.

“We have answers,” Katrín said. “We have a murder. We have a body. We have a crime scene.”

The minister’s smile didn’t falter. “We also have a country that needs reassurance.”

Elías watched the way the man spoke—how he chose words like reassurance and stability, as if those were concrete things that could be handed out like pamphlets. The minister’s office was the kind of place where truth was less valuable than control.

“What do you want?” Elías asked.

The minister leaned forward slightly. “We want to make sure this investigation does not cause panic. We want the public to understand that the ash is the danger, not anything else.”

Elías looked at him, cool and calm. “The ash is not the only danger.”

The minister’s eyes flicked to Katrín, as if expecting her to intervene.

Katrín didn’t.

The minister continued, “We would like you to focus on the accident theory. We would like the public narrative to be simple. A tragic death. Nothing more.”

Elías’s chest tightened. He felt a heat rise behind his eyes—anger, yes, but something deeper. Something like grief.

“Ólafur Magnússon was murdered,” he said. “The public deserves the truth.”

The minister’s smile thinned. “The public deserves stability.”

Elías didn’t respond.

He could feel it now—the invisible hand pressing down on the investigation. The pressure was not subtle. It was deliberate. It was meant to redirect the entire course of the case.

The minister stood. “We’re all working for the same country, Detective. Please remember that.”

As Elías and Katrín left the building, the ash seemed to cling more aggressively, as if sensing the tension in the air.

Katrín’s voice was quiet. “That was...not subtle.”

Elías exhaled. “It never is.”

They returned to headquarters, and the mood there had shifted. News outlets were already speculating. The official statement—crafted carefully to avoid panic—had been released. A tragic accident at a geothermal facility during ashfall. The wording was precise. The omission was deliberate.

Elías went back to his desk and sat down, feeling the weight of every eye in the room even though no one was watching him. He opened the flash drive Anna had given him and connected it to his computer.

A single folder appeared.

HENGILL_DATA

Inside were files—thousands of lines of raw data, charts, and notes. Elías scrolled through them slowly, his pulse quickening.

There were discrepancies. Not small ones. Significant gaps between recorded temperatures and what the equipment should have been reading. Pressure readings that suggested a risk of catastrophic failure.

And then, in a folder labeled CONFIDENTIAL, there were emails.

Emails between company executives and government officials. Conversations about “managing public perception,” “delaying maintenance,” “ensuring profitability,” and “minimizing disruption.”

A line in one email made Elías’s stomach drop:

If Ólafur continues, we may need to consider “removal.”

He stared at the screen for a long moment, the room around him fading.

Removal.

Not a euphemism. Not a joke.

A decision.

Elías closed the laptop slowly and sat back, feeling the room tilt.

Katrín leaned in. “What did you find?”

Elías looked at her, and for the first time in the case, he let himself show the fear he felt.

“They knew,” he said. “They knew about the risk. They knew he was talking. And they planned for it.”

Katrín’s eyes widened, but she didn’t flinch. She had been in the police force long enough to know the difference between shock and strategy.

“Then we need to be careful,” she said. “Not because we’re afraid. Because they’re dangerous.”

Elías nodded, but the truth was something else.

He was afraid not of them.

He was afraid of what would happen if he was right.

If the truth came out, it would shatter more than a single life. It would shatter a national narrative. It would expose a country’s deepest belief: that clean energy meant moral purity, that progress meant safety, that power could be held without corruption.

And Elías knew, in the quiet place inside him where his father’s voice still lived, that people didn’t always handle that kind of truth well.

He shut down the laptop.

Outside, the ash continued to fall.

Inside, the nation’s future was beginning to crack.
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Chapter Four
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The first threat arrived as a phone call.

Elías was at his desk when his phone rang—an ordinary sound that suddenly felt like a countdown. He didn’t recognize the number. He didn’t answer immediately. His instincts told him that every ring could be a trap.

When he finally picked up, a voice spoke on the other end, calm and almost polite.

“Detective Rúnarsson.”

Elías stayed silent, letting the caller continue.

“We’ve seen what you’ve been looking at.”

Elías’s grip tightened around the phone. The ash on his desk seemed suddenly heavier, as if it were pressing down on him.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” the voice said softly. “Let it go. This isn’t your fight.”

Elías swallowed. “You killed him.”

A pause. A soft, almost amused sigh.

“We didn’t kill him,” the voice replied. “We removed a problem.”

Elías felt his stomach drop. The word removed was not an accident. It was a confirmation.

“You’re threatening me,” he said.

“We’re giving you an opportunity,” the voice corrected. “Take it.”

The line went dead.

Elías stared at the phone, his heart pounding so hard he could feel it in his ears. He felt anger, yes, but deeper than that—an ache that had nothing to do with pride.

He thought of Ólafur’s face. The careful, serious look in his eyes. The way he had believed that truth mattered.

Elías had once believed that too.

He stood, the chair scraping behind him, and walked to the window. Outside, the ash drifted like slow snowfall, turning the city into a place that looked abandoned even when it was full of people. Somewhere, a child laughed. Somewhere, a woman cried. Somewhere, someone tried to pretend everything was fine.

Elías thought about the line in the email: If Ólafur continues, we may need to consider removal.

He thought about the way his own father used to say, “The world is full of people who do not want to hear the truth.”

The thought hit him hard: if the truth was a threat to the nation’s future, then the nation itself might turn against it.

He turned back to his desk and saw Katrín standing in the doorway.

“I got a call too,” she said quietly.

Elías looked at her. “What did they say?”

“They said I should stop asking questions,” she replied. “They said it would be better for my career if I didn’t interfere.”

Elías felt a strange swell of something—something like warmth. It was not romance. It was the feeling of being seen by someone who understood what it meant to be threatened.

“They think we’re alone,” he said.

Katrín nodded. “They think we’re scared.”

“We’re not,” Elías said. But he wasn’t sure he believed it.

He walked over to her and placed the flash drive on the desk between them. “They’re trying to scare us off.”

Katrín stared at the drive. “Then we keep going.”

Elías nodded.

But there was another fear, quieter and more personal.

He thought about his mother—long gone, but still present in his memory. He remembered the day she had told him that his father had been forced to ignore a safety concern at work. She had said it like it was a fact of life, like the world was built on compromises. Elías had been young then, and he’d believed she was wrong.

Now he wasn’t so sure.

He knew, in his bones, that the people behind this case weren’t just protecting a company. They were protecting a story. A story about clean energy and national pride and moral righteousness. A story that had become part of the country’s identity.

And if that story collapsed...

He couldn’t imagine what would happen to the people who believed in it.

Elías and Katrín spent the rest of the day retracing Ólafur’s last steps. They spoke to colleagues, reviewed surveillance footage, and visited the geothermal plant’s maintenance office. The plant staff were cooperative but guarded, their eyes flicking away when questions grew too specific. Their answers were polite but rehearsed, like people who had been coached.

The deeper they dug, the more they realized how many people were involved.

Not just engineers.

Not just executives.

Politicians.

Regulators.

People who had power, influence, and a vested interest in maintaining the illusion of safety.

That evening, Elías returned to his apartment for the first time since the ash began falling. It felt strange to be alone in a place that was supposed to be his refuge. His apartment was small, simple, and clean—like him. He set his keys down and took off his coat, watching ash fall from it like a slow, stubborn confession.

He sat on the edge of his bed and pulled out his phone.

There was a message from an unknown number:

Stop digging. Or the ash will be the least of your problems.

Elías stared at the screen, his eyes stinging. He thought of Ólafur, lying on the ground, his last breath taken in a place that should have been safe. He thought of the ash, falling without intention, covering everything equally.

And he thought, with a sudden, fierce clarity, of the choice he had to make.

He could stop.

He could let the truth die with Ólafur.

Or he could continue—and risk becoming the next problem that needed to be removed.

Elías stood up.

He walked to the window and looked out at the city, gray and quiet, and felt the weight of it all press down on him.

He whispered to the empty room, as if speaking to Ólafur’s memory directly:

“I won’t let you be forgotten.”

And in the ash-filled silence, the city seemed to answer back—not with words, but with the steady, undeniable certainty that the truth would not stay buried forever.
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Elías didn’t sleep that night.

Not because he was afraid—though he was, in a way that felt more like a dull ache than a sharp fear—but because his mind refused to stop turning over the same thought.

They’re not afraid of me.

That realization was worse than any threat. It meant they were confident. It meant they had already decided the outcome.

When morning came, the ash had thickened again, turning the city into a monochrome painting. The streets were nearly empty, as if everyone had retreated inside, waiting for the world to decide what it wanted to be.

Elías met Katrín at headquarters, and they didn’t speak immediately. They didn’t need to. The silence between them had become a kind of agreement—one that said, we are both still here, and that means we are still fighting.

Katrín’s face was pale. She looked like someone who had spent the night staring at the ceiling, listening to the sound of ash hitting the window.

“Did you look at the files?” she asked quietly.

Elías nodded. “More than once.”

Katrín’s eyes narrowed. “Did you find anything else?”

Elías hesitated. There was a part of him that wanted to protect her from what he knew. But he had learned that truth was a form of respect. To withhold it was to treat someone like a child.

“I found a second folder,” he said. “A backup. It’s labeled... COVERUP.”

Katrín’s breath caught. “That’s not a word you label a folder with unless you’re trying to be found.”

Elías nodded. “Exactly.”

He pulled his laptop closer and opened the folder. Inside were photos—internal documents, email chains, maintenance schedules, and an internal memo that made his stomach twist.

It was dated months ago.

It listed a plan to “delay safety upgrades” and “manage risk messaging” until after the next election.

And it included a note:

We cannot afford a shutdown. Not now.

Elías stared at the words until they blurred. He thought of the nation’s dependence on the geothermal plant. He thought of the politicians who had made clean energy their cornerstone. He thought of the people who would lose faith if the truth came out.

He thought of Ólafur.

“He was right,” Katrín said softly.

Elías looked up at her. “He was.”

The truth was no longer a theory. It was a looming catastrophe waiting for the right spark.

Katrín’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and stiffened.

“What is it?” Elías asked.

She didn’t answer at first. Her face went tight, and her eyes flicked to the window, as if expecting to see someone standing there.

“It’s from my mother,” she said finally. “She says... she says there was a message left at her door.”

Elías felt his stomach drop.

“What did it say?” he asked.

Katrín swallowed. “It said: Tell Katrín to stop. Or she’ll be next.”

The silence that followed was heavy enough to feel like ash.

Elías reached across the desk and placed his hand over hers. It was a small gesture, but it carried everything he couldn’t say aloud: I’m here. You’re not alone.

Katrín looked at him, and for the first time since this began, she let her eyes show something beyond resolve. There was fear there. Real fear. Not for herself, but for the people she loved.

“We’re being targeted,” she whispered.

Elías nodded. “They’re trying to isolate us.”

“And it’s working,” Katrín said, voice trembling. “Everyone is afraid.”

Elías tightened his grip. “Then we make them afraid of us.”

Katrín’s mouth curved into a weak, almost grateful smile. “That’s not exactly comforting.”

“It’s the truth,” Elías said.

They spent the day with the kind of urgency that felt like running toward a cliff edge. They met with analysts, reviewed surveillance footage again, interviewed plant staff, and pushed for access to restricted files. Every step forward felt like pulling a thread that might unravel the whole fabric of the nation.

And every step forward came with a cost.

At midday, Elías received a call from Anna, Ólafur’s ex-wife.

“She wants to meet,” he told Katrín. “She said she has something else.”

They met in a small café, one of the few places still open. The ash made the air feel heavy, and the café was dim, warm, and crowded with people who were trying to pretend life was normal.

Anna sat across from them, hands wrapped around a mug. Her face was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed, but she held herself with quiet strength.

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice low. “I didn’t come sooner.”

Elías leaned forward. “You don’t have to apologize.”

Anna shook her head. “No. I should have said something. I should have done more.”

Katrín’s eyes softened. “What do you have?”

Anna reached into her bag and pulled out a small envelope. She slid it across the table.

Inside were documents—financial records, contracts, and a letter that had been addressed to Ólafur.

It was from a government official.

It thanked him for his “cooperation” and assured him that his concerns were being handled.

But the letter was signed with a name Elías recognized immediately.

A name that belonged to someone who had been on the public stage, smiling, giving speeches about the nation’s future.

Elías felt the air go thin.

“This is... proof,” he said quietly.

Anna nodded. “He knew they were lying. He knew they were using the ash to distract everyone. He told me he was afraid they would do something to him if he kept pushing.”

Katrín stared at the letter. “He was right.”

Anna’s voice cracked. “I don’t want to be next.”

Elías felt a sudden, fierce protectiveness. It wasn’t romantic. It was something older and more human—an instinct to protect the vulnerable from the powerful.

“You won’t be,” he said. “We won’t let them use you.”

Anna’s eyes filled with tears. She looked at Elías and Katrín like they were the only two people left in the world who still believed in the possibility of justice.

And in that moment, Elías realized something that terrified him more than any threat:

This case was no longer just about Ólafur.

It was about every person who had been forced to stay silent.

Every person who had been told their concerns didn’t matter.

Every person who had been told the country’s future was more important than their lives.

And if he failed—

If he failed, the ash would not be the only thing that suffocated the nation.

The truth would die too.

Elías left the café with Anna, watching her walk away as if she were a fragile bird trying to escape a storm. He looked at Katrín, who followed him back to the car, her face drawn and pale.

“We’re in deeper than I thought,” she said.

Elías nodded. “So we go deeper.”

And as the ash fell around them like slow, steady rain, Elías felt something shift inside him.

He wasn’t just chasing a murderer anymore.

He was chasing the truth itself.
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