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The great god’s men went armor-less into battle and were as crazed as dogs or wolves, and as strong as bears or bulls. They bit their shields and slew men, while they themselves were harmed neither by fire or iron. This they called going berserk.—Ynglinga Saga
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  1: Valkyrie


Snorri cackled and sucked at his teeth. The wind blasted across the lake, cutting the snow into sharp ridges. He hurled instructions at me as if he were whipping a husky, and I spun the wheel according to Snorri’s command. Our tires rolled off the beach onto the thick ice cap that froze over the lake in winter, clods of snow drumming the floorboard from underneath, like the rapping of the dead. Somewhere in the endless white lay our destination. 
“I’m a records clerk,” I said. 
“A noble profession.”
“I shelve file folders and fuss with index cards. I’m not trained as a crime scene technician.”
“I’ll bet the Constable doesn’t get out of his vehicle,” Snorri laughed, no longer having to be discreet. Despite having left the force more than a year before, he came around the station house to harvest gossip and otherwise pierce the tedium of his days. Today, he had come to us with the news. With a grunt of satisfaction, Snorri shot an index finger under my nose. “Over there.” 
Three precinct cars tailed us in caravan style, a procession blind to its destination and deaf to the admonishing wind. A knot of veins flared between Snorri’s eyes. We had found the hillock of snow Snorri wanted. It was the sole hillock of snow on the frozen lake, and he had scraped it up himself, a bier to mark the spot. His face twisted with exhilaration.
The remaining vehicles slid into place, a break against the gusts. Engines were cut, with more boots hitting the ice. Flipping the door handles, we stepped out and gathered in a ring. I looked around, first at Snorri and then at Bergthora, the sole remaining sergeant detective in our precinct. She was a wary creature whose penchant for vigilance had by slow degrees surrendered to grievance, just as her husky frame had given over to butter. The circle was completed by Patrolman Jerker, whose crisp azure uniform seemed ridiculously cheery.
Snorri muttered, “You see, what I said is true.”
Yes, we finally saw what we had come to see. I gazed down at the exploding nova of hair through the window of ice at our feet. The girl seemed to float in a cauldron of glass. She had been there for a while, days at least - her eyes rolled back, her arms spread in pirouette beneath the translucent dome, a distorted shadow in the watery darkness. 
“Always a female,” said Bergthora.

þ


I am a musician. I work as a records clerk at the police station for the paycheck. Fulaflugahål is a modest harbor city on Lake Munch that insists on its image as a dour commercial town, a solemnity underwritten by the beautiful dark secret of Scandinavian contentment. The unwritten code: conform, conform. Do not stick out, do not be different. Do not behave as if you have something unusual about you. 
The day job suits me. By nature, I am an observer, a listener, absorbing all. When I am not toting sheaves of paper for cases or denying access to miscreants, I work on my music. At night, keyboards, band rehearsal. During the day, I get my musical fix while doing something else. I might give the impression of being unusually fidgety, but what I’m really doing is ensuring I understand. I work on a tricky spot in a song and run my hands over an imaginary keyboard as fast as I can — on the dashboard, on a lintel, on my thigh. Insanely fast. Hammering every single note. If I can do that, I’ll completely own the sound later.
Snorri picked at his eyebrows, then applied his blunt intellect like a pair of industrial tongs. “Lots of people walk out on this ice, hiking, or skiing, or chasing a pet, or drunk. Once every few years, some poor idiot breaks through.” The little man’s eyes flitted over the rim of the frozen grave. After a considerable pause, he remarked: “But this girl, uh, she didn’t just break through.”
A perfunctory hup echoed through the group, our signal for agreement. Snorri continued examining the scene as if he was parting the bones of a herring. He noted the thinness of the ice cap trapping her and that the surrounding ice was clear, with stress fractures that shot through the surface like the tails of comets. The surrounding sheet was the kind that takes months for nature to build, yet the mirror-smooth surface directly over her was less than a few centimeters thick. The new ice was recent and terribly precise.
Snorri tapped his nose. “Made for the purpose.” 
Jerker nodded tentatively. “I know what to call it—a lid.”
Snorri beamed. “Exactly, it is a lid.” Flushed with overconfidence, however, he pushed his logic too far, supposing this or that, extrapolating any tenuous connection, nattering on and excluding only what his spirit impelled him to exclude. Finally, he arrived at a Zen-like impossibility: Someone had welded the ice cap in place. 
“Welded?” Bergthora snorted.
“Welded,” Snorri insisted.
Jerker said, “I have heard of carving ice, but not welding ice.”
Bergthora rolled her eyes at the circus. “Welded with what?”  
“A culinary torch.” 
Bergthora wheeled on Snorri, a wave of flesh rolling across her gut. “This isn’t wagering on a Sunday match. You are beyond your depth, Sturlusson.”
“I have been known to beat the odds.”
“What are you even doing here? You were forced to retire.”
Snorri’s squint at me was as bitter as the one I received from him the morning the file had landed on the desk of the director-general for internal affairs. “Everything was fine for forty-five years until someone toted the wrong file from the archives.” 
Bergthora interrupted him. “Back in the car, Sturlusson.” 
Snorri planted his heels and said, “I found the body.” Bergthora hitched her thumbs into her belt. A standoff. Jerker used the backs of his trouser calves to polish his boots. I studied the lace of fractures in the ice.
Meanwhile, Bergthora tugged a thread on her sleeve and hinted she might lodge a complaint with the justice ministry. Recalcitrance hung heavy on the moment. Snorri spat at a snowbank.
With our alternatives rapidly diminishing, the rest of us turned practical. We documented, made shaky videos, tapped notes into our electronic devices. Jerker took countless photos with great care and paced off the perimeter distance. Bergthora broke the stalemate to produce a thermos of black coffee, dispensing it in paper cups. 
Having otherwise wordlessly dispatched our duties, we gathered again around the dead girl. Snorri said we needed a way to extract the body. Bergthora declared a chainsaw the best tool. A rectangular swathe would be cut around the corpse, a process she had read about in an article on corpse recovery. Or was it a circular swathe? She could not remember. While she thought about it, she ordered Jerker to fetch equipment from the vehicles. 
Jerker trudged off, shoulders sinking. Hefting surely was the lowest job on an investigation. I was surprised Bergthora had not assigned it to me.

þ


Grumbling with discontent, Bergthora then began to second-guess her own decision. She muttered that a chainsaw would disturb evidence and, even so, a rookie knew the cut should be rectangular. Snorri countered with a long-discredited theory that the body could remain as it was until the spring thaw. Bergthora retorted that vinyl fishnets were superior in every way for retrieving corpses from water. Dogmas mounted, spread, ossified.
Jerker returned empty handed. “Fine preparations here. The car boots are empty. No chainsaw or any other equipment to fetch a body from the lake.” 
Bergthora smiled sharply. Her all-purpose pessimism was vindicated. Snorri and Jerker debated who should go back to the Fulaflugahål station. The dispute led to accusations. Meanwhile, the wind whipped the snow into miniature whirlwinds that blasted themselves back into powder against the car doors. We huddled and quarreled, oblivious to the nightmare beneath our feet.  
As predicted, the Constable had remained in his car, engine cut, sheltered from the wind while consulting his ancient manual on investigative science. I had seen the book open on his desk; it was almost a century old, filled with dense, hand-wrought diagrams and complex tables, and with guidance surely obsolete.  
I had seen the Constable around the precinct but did not know him well. His inky wool suit, cuff-linked shirts, cravats and wingtips, the heavy cloak and ever-present manual, were relics of long-gone salad days and fodder for pub hour mockery.
The Constable stepped from his car onto the lake, one exploratory foot after the other. He wore heavy-rimmed glasses, the left lens blackened to disguise an old wound that had taken his sight in that eye. At some angles, the black disk seemed to absorb all light falling upon it; at others, it glinted like a scythe of obsidian. 
I didn’t know the Constable, but he knew me. He marched straight toward me. “You are Kolbitter?”
It had been the Constable himself who had insisted I accompany the squad. I was baffled when I saw the request. And though I dared not confess it, for fear of insolence, I had better things to do with my life than play at cops and robbers.
“Yes,” I said.
“Jerker informed me they found no tools. You loaded the vehicles?”
“You mean today?”
He cut me off. Wiry grey hair jutted in sprigs around his ears. I slipped my hands into my parka, wary. My fingers worked at a song. 
“Check the glove box of your vehicle for the aerosol snow wax, Kolbitter.” 
I fetched the can. Bending and marking the icy grave with waxen x’s and o’s, the Constable hunched over his work as a shaman at his symbols. He seemed to detect things the rest of us could not as he crouched in the wind, cloak fluttering. 
“It’s too stupid. Terrible. Hopeless.” His lips paled with pressure. Then, the Constable stooped and lifted something from the ice. He handed me a shaggy brown clot of hair. 
“Human hair?” I asked.
“No,” he blasted back. “Can you not tell human hair from animal hair, boy?” 
I glanced at Snorri, then back at the Constable.
“I’m just a records clerk, sir.”
The Constable went back to spraying, wandering the ribs of the shoreline, an ever-lengthening trail of forensic wax dropping like spoor along his path. I looked back down on the frozen cloud of hair about the victim, bewildered, inexplicably embarrassed, listening to the crepitating ice. 
Snorri shattered the moment with a plea. 
“Constable, the sun is well past overhead. Our shift is almost over.” 
Bergthora laughed with a sputter. “You don’t have a shift, Sturlusson; you don’t work anymore.”
The clouds had dropped and thickened. The sun was lost in grey.  I did not want to be there; my heart was elsewhere. I dug my gloves further into the trenches of my parka and began again to finger an unheard chord. My head bobbed with a chord transition, a vexing shift I’d been laboring over. As my glove bumped into something hidden, a mechanical rumble started somewhere nearby. But I dismissed the noise as being incidental. I might have seen puffs of smoke wafting toward shore and misconstrued them as the handiwork of my wracked imagination, a prefiguration of dry-ice fog and lasers in a roaring stadium.
The Constable had loped almost a kilometer away to pursue something unknown to us, a detail, a pattern. Snorri drew a hand over the spade of his beard; our quarrel resumed within no time. Ours were the uncompromising disputes of those who treat delay as an entitlement and guesswork as science. At the Fulaflugahål precinct, few things were as deeply satisfying as a procedural victory.
The sun sank toward the hills. An hour later, everything had been posited, nothing resolved. We had lost sight of the Constable. The wind moaned, the heavens darkened, and time disappeared, like a continental shelf into the sea.

þ


Then we saw the Constable’s flagging greatcoat and heard his cries across the frozen lake. He sprinted toward us over the ice, legs pumping. He had a long way to go, a kilometer perhaps, as we watched him tip and right in mad measures, waving his hands overhead. His screams seemed to perish on the wind like the cannonade of a losing army. 
“What’s he saying?” Snorri fingered the skin flakes beneath his beard. “What do you think, Grammaticus? You’re a young man, and you have good ears.”
I leaned toward the Constable’s shouts. After much consideration, I said, “I don’t know.” 
I sensed a tide of resentment in the silence of those around me. I shrugged, “I’m only a records clerk.” As it turned out, my shrug inspired their mutual incomprehension. They all shrugged, too. None of us could decipher the Constable’s caterwauling. 
Slowly, the bounding man’s cries collapsed into meaning. “Turn it off!” 
Too late. An enormous snap thundered a dozen yards behind us. We pivoted as smoothly as the chorus in a Wagnerian opera, gawking as a precinct wagon lurched. The rear axle spasmed; the front bumper yawned at the sky. Steam shot from beneath the vehicle, the frame shuddered, a fissure opened, and the wagon slipped through the ice into the boiling deep. 
Rafts of ice closed over the water, that is, over the wagon I had driven with Snorri beside me gabbling directions. My gloved left hand wormed deep into the folds of my coat pocket, hunting. And there it was: an electronic ignition key that could start a car from a dozen meters. A vehicle that, with a running engine, would melt the ice underneath. 
The Constable reached us, huffing. He halted, toes digging like crampons into the snow, his one good eye fixed on the bubbling gap in the ice. Tremors of outrage propagated over his face. 
“Kolbitter.”
I quailed. “Sir?” 
There I stood before them all, helpless. A tide of blood throbbed in my ears. My hand stopped twitching. I freed the key from my pocket and dangled the fob before them. The Constable plied the scar beside his eye patch. Jerker kneaded the back of his neck, and Bergthora frowned grimly. Snorri sat on the snow, placing his head in his hands. 
“Usch,” Snorri moaned.
Pellets of snow streaked from the demolished sky. 
A pale tangle lay beside the hole the girl had been sunk in. It then dawned on me that the pale tangle was the girl. Her body lay sprawled on top of the ice, displaced by the minor tsunami of the sinking car, and ejected from the ice like the cork from a champagne bottle. Her clothes spread about her in wet snarls lurid under the dim sun, a cape and corset and stockings. 
The girl’s pallor was blue and ruinous. My jaw slackened. I tried to utter some words, any words, whether of shock, wisdom, or warning. No sound emanated from my lips. For a pair of large wings had begun unfolding around the corpse, beautiful, wispy, shivering with each gust like the pin feathers of a hatchling drying in the dying light.






  
  2: Grimke


A kind of delirium haunted the moment. The feathers spread until every barb of every plume fluttered. A harness of leather straps bound the wings over the girl’s shoulders. The wind gusted and wracked the vision. With a hollow snap, the delicate contrivance crumpled as swiftly as a kite in a gale. 
I approached the dark sight half under its spell. The Constable shouted, “Boy!” I halted, yards from the corpse. The message was clear: I was not to advance. The Constable then divided the crew among tasks. Bergthora and Snorri secured the wings by packing them down with snow; Jerker circled the body, snapping photographs. I remained alone on the ice without an assignment, bouncing on my toes to keep warm, a trick taught to the children of our town in grade school. Finally, the Constable handed me a paper pad and pen.
“Make yourself useful, Kolbitter.” 
“Sir?”
“You are a records keeper. Keep records.”
“I will, sir.” 
The Constable withdrew the antique investigative manual from an inner pocket of his cloak, a reflex. It seemed he found on those pages not the debunked scientific folklore of an earlier time, but wild apparitions of truth longing to be revived. The officers fell again to their tasks. After a while, Bergthora mumbled a half-baked excuse, detached herself from the group, and shuffled behind the vehicles. 
“Yes, yes,” I heard her rasp.
Marching around the wall of wagons, Snorri found Bergthora muttering into a precinct cell phone. 
“Calling your sweetheart?” he asked. 
Bergthora snapped the device shut. “At least I have a sweetheart, Sturlusson.” The shine in Snorri’s eyes disappeared, and he grew sullen. He was a widower. The two returned to clapping snow around the feathers. I wrote it all in the notepad. 

þ


“You think the wings were on the girl when she went in?” I wondered aloud.
Snorri kept his voice low. “I should say so. Whoever is responsible must have known her, that is what I believe.”
I was about to ask why he was whispering when the scrutinizing eye of the Constable fell upon us as if we were convicts on line detail. Snorri hunched back to his task. I turned away, continuing to scribble on in my exile.  
The Constable’s head bobbed between the dead girl and the antique pages of the manual. Then, a low barbed whine echoed across the ice. Snorri lifted his eyes to a black shape driving over the horizon.
“A helicopter,” he said in an undertone. The rhythmic whopping became more discrete, a small craft striped blue and red and yellow swooping down from beyond the mountains. It sped with ominous precision toward us, like a glass wasp. Soon, I could decipher the letters on the undercarriage as it circled overhead though I already knew what it said: G-R-I-M-K-E. 
Jerker uttered the word like a terrible curse. Things were going from bad to worse. It was the violence squad from Grimke, the big city beyond the mountains, an arm of the national force deployed only for the most aberrant crimes. 
“Who called Grimke?” Snorri knit his brow. 
The flint in Bergthora’s eyes betrayed her. “So what.”
Snorri kicked at a ridge of ice, “You’re right. I’m not the one who has to worry. I’m not on a police force that Grimke might see as tiny and superfluous, and shut down.”
Grimke was purposeful, prepared, and efficient. Grimke had funds. Grimke had respect. Grimke was everything we from Fulaflugahål were not. The Constable stepped into the whirlwind of the descending machine. The skids were set with professional skill upon the ice, sufficiently far from our labors to prevent disturbance. The rotors spun to a halt, and the Constable’s cloak fell still. 
Two officers dressed in black livery filed out: black boots, black combat pants, black parkas, black batons, black holsters, raked black side caps. A straight-shouldered female approached us, with sleeves laced with gold piping. She was about six feet tall with yellow hair that hung midway down her back and violet eyes under clipped bangs. Her presence relayed a sense of robotic precision. When she moved, the force was as fluid as the wheels of a locomotive connected by powerful bars; when she did not, her arms fell, inert at her sides.
The male officer, shorter, sporting fewer brocades, crossed his hands before his groin and waited valet-like by the aircraft. I braced for a harsh polemic toward the approaching officer from the Constable. Instead, I heard him intone, “Welcome, dear Freja,” as if this were some private soiree. The two old colleagues bent over his handbook. He drew his hand in a strange rite from top to bottom and side to side over the illustrations, stabbing an index finger at graphs. Freja lowered her nose to the leaves, quizzical yet non-committal — again, the robotic perfection. 
Freja signaled the male officer, who then walked along the helicopter tail, opened a compartment hatch, and unloaded supplies, including a chainsaw. We were ordered back to shore. Bergthora whimpered about her loyalty and the unfairness of her treatment. Under Freja’s impassive gaze, a windshield tent was erected around the dead girl, a stretcher unfolded, and the victim smocked in a white tarp. 
Snorri and I huddled in the rear seat of a parked wagon. Bergthora and Jerker sat together in front. Through the transparent plastic barrier, Bergthora pantomimed her throat being slit. I said to Snorri, “What can happen to me for putting the car through the ice, Snorri?”
The little man considered the possibilities. “Sticklers they are for administrative procedure. Reprimand. Maybe suspension without pay, or you get fired.”
He grimaced, then said, “Worst case, jail time.”
“Jail!” I cried.
Snorri sat watching Bergthora knot an imaginary noose and hang herself. Jerker’s brow wrinkled in consternation. Bergthora straightened an index finger, cocked her thumb, and shot herself in the temple. When the dumb show ended, Snorri said, “You’re a good kid, Grammaticus.”
“Incarcerated for an accident,” I muttered.
Snorri patted my knee. “I promise to visit you.” 
The rap of a baton on my side window made me jump. The male Grimke officer ordered me back into the searing cold. He grilled me with questions, seemingly intrigued by me triggering the key fob. He was keen to know why I had been fidgeting so absent-mindedly. I started to explain, tried to. “You see, sir, I have to practice because I’m. . .” 
“Because you’re practicing to be a cop. No amount of practice will ever make you a cop. Look at your scraggly hair, clothing like a hobo; no discipline whatsoever. Why were you even present at the crime scene?” 
I wiped my nose on my sleeve. I told him the Constable had ordered me, and I followed because I’m an obsequious records clerk, and obsequious records clerks obey their superiors. 
The officer blinked, said, “Ja,” and then blinked again.
Jerker, Snorri, and Bergthora suffered the same debasement, piling back into the vehicle afterward, despondent, fretful, scolded to remain quiet on the matter. The Constable, though, appeared to be permitted to roam about as if under some magical dispensation. He joked, he advised. He brandished the archaic volume. Once the field protocols were dispatched, the corpse was lifted on a stretcher into the helicopter. Freja swept her violet eyes over us, her swift mechanical eyes, an automaton doing her best to go undetected among humans. The rotors chopped, the craft rose in a straight line from the ground, its nose dipped, and its tail tilted up. The grim cargo was spirited back beyond the mountains. 
The Constable pressed his blind lens to the door window of our wagon. He crooked his finger at me; I stepped out again. “Give me your notes,” he instructed. A sense of impending doom growing in my heart, I handed him the pad of paper. 
“My handwriting is miserable. The cold made it worse.” 
The Constable peeled back the pages, scrutinizing them. The pad was a welter of fragments and jottings, sketches of what I thought I saw, erasures, revisions, anything that might pass as a note. It was fear that had driven my pen. I had filled seventeen pages. On the bottom of the last page, I had outlined a sequence of minor chords ending in an F# that would be held for twenty-three stupidly long seconds, leaving me mortified.
The Constable tore off the swatch, crumpled it, and handed the lump to me.






  
  3: Memory and Thought


The Constable let out a sigh that transformed into a groan. “This is all too half-witted, beyond speaking.” 
It was late March. Six weeks had passed since we stood on the ice of Lake Munch. Since then, there had been an unreal mood about things I could not put my finger on. The Constable himself seemed to take on a more outrageous, even fantastic quality and a sense that invisible machinations were occurring as the days passed.
The six-week period would have been far shorter, but for the extra work the forensic lab had to do in light of my catastrophe with the key fob. Jerker, Bergthora, Snorri, and I hunkered at one end of a long table in the cavernous hall where we gathered like knights of a vanquished tribe. The Constable crouched in his chair at the head using a laptop to flip through images on a standing screen. These images were of the crime scene, the first from a distance in a car, more approaching on foot, then scores close up of the disgorged body, focusing finally on the strange wings. The Constable jerked abruptly to his feet. 
“We are fortunate that Patrolman Jerker took a lot of photos. At least there is a record of unsullied facts.” The black lens fell upon me. My hours at work shuttling dusty files were anguishing as I awaited the lab results, whatever consolation I might derive from my music. Had my clumsiness ruined evidence that could identify a culprit? This wasn’t an inquisition, yet I started to apologize again. The Constable cut me short. “You are a wretch, Kolbitter, a calumny. How old are you, boy?”
“Thirty-one.”
“A lifetime squandered.”
I squirmed in my seat, “I am a late bloomer.”
Bergthora let out a guttural noise, savoring my humiliation. I asked the question I had asked since that day on the ice. “Why am I here? I’m not even a policeman,” I implored. 
All was stillness, disrupted only by the Constable’s breathing. “You’re here now because you must clean up the mess you made.”
We all had been summoned earlier in the day, told to leave off our duties, and gather at the Constable’s home. The house sat far up a narrow lane. The distant clash of ice floes as the lake’s frozen surface broke up in the late days of March intensified the somber mood about the place. I arrived just before twilight guttered out. With the high roof looming before me, I now fathomed why the Constable’s home stoked rumor. Thick white washed granite walls overlooked Lake Munch, shadowed by narrow windows and oak columns blackened by time. The door hinges whispered of baroque intrigues. It had been the western outpost of some ill-fated, forgotten kingdom; now, the footsteps of the Constable echoed through its corridors, and his oaths rang through its vaults. How such an estate had come to a man on the salary of a civil servant, none of us dared ask. 
A fire was jumping in a hearth as we entered. I positioned myself close to it, hoping to snatch its comforts. Plates of cheese and bread sat on the sideboard, along with two clear vessels of a snuff-colored drink corked like old apothecary bottles. One of these bottles was freshly open.
“A cognac of a closely held reserve,” the Constable offered. We received our goblets and drank. The richness of the flavor was beyond my understanding other than it must have been expensive. Meanwhile, two large black birds squatted on open perches on either end of the hearth, tranquil and uninterested in us, black feathers glistening. 
The Constable bowed while introducing us to the birds. “She is Minne; he is Tanke.” Minne had a single white feather in her tail. Tanke was grave and serene.
Jerker clapped his hands, “You have named them Memory and Thought. How charming, sir.”
Bergthora tasted from her snifter and coughed. “I didn’t know it was possible for ravens to be domesticated. These birds live indoors with you, Constable?” 
“These birds are far better disciplined than you lot,” he replied.
I glanced all around the room. The paintings on the wall were intact. None of the books betrayed tears from their hard bills. 
“I hear you can teach a raven to speak. True?” asked Snorri.
The Constable tapped his chest, suggestive of some sort of greeting ritual, and said, “Tanke?”
“Tanke,” croaked Tanke.
He addressed the other bird: “Minne?”
“Minne,” rasped Minne. 
Jerker giggled with delight. “They look so dignified, like wise old people.”
Our host swung back to the screen, the subtle reproval unmistakable. He advanced to the last picture. The victim was a desolate beauty, her lips purple as beetroot, torso sagging over the ice. I now saw her hair was not standard issue Nordic blond. It was dyed yellow, a bit wiry, with her deep brown eyes being wide-set, pinched at the interior. Her cheeks were dusted with russet freckles, and her face formed a kind of inverted teardrop, a shape seemingly hinting at a home, a people, very distant from Fulaflugahål. 
Snorri ventured back into the black tide of the Constable’s temper. “What is the meaning of the costume wings?”
The Constable snorted. “Isn’t it obvious?” He plunged on, redirecting our attention to marks above the corset, zooming in to make the three small puncture wounds midway between the left collarbone and breast visible. Bergthora’s face darkened; Jerker bent forward. The Constable said, “Stab wounds. It must’ve been a long, skinny blade to pierce the artery. The work of an experienced hand.”
Jerker ventured the next question cautiously, his tone impossibly polite. “This is the conclusion of Grimke? A stabbing with a long skinny blade by someone who knows how to kill with a long skinny blade?”
Bergthora worked herself into a fury. “Grimke bastards. They have all the money. They have the lab and even a helicopter. In their eyes, we’re babies playing with our poop.” 
“It’s a wonder any of us still has a job,” Jerker offered. 
Snorri slurped at the remaining portion of his drink. “Heh,” he declared.  
The Constable looked around the table at the composed, fearful faces. “Hiding by the fire, are you, Kolbitter?” he said to me. He tucked his ascot between the lapels of a wasp-waisted dinner jacket and then fetched the electronic remote, thrusting it at the screen until the screen turned black. His good eye narrowed to a cold gleam. 
Our host then reminded us that solving a murder was not just a procedural achievement for the best inspectors; it was also an intellectual enterprise, a discipline. This group had failed on the first account; it could perhaps redeem itself on the second. 
Bergthora tapped her pink snout. “We need more evidence, Constable. You can’t come to conclusions without more evidence. Conjectures are not going to work.” 
The Constable gave a dry laugh and insisted we had seen enough evidence on screen for now. “It’s time for intellect. Cognition. Examine this well.” We needed to look closer. For our purposes, the enigma of the dead woman in the ice could be reduced to three elements. The first element was the costume with the wings. The second was the stab wounds. We would advance through them in that order. With a bombastic twirl of a remote, the Constable said, “Let us proceed with exhibit one, the costume and wings.” 
Jerker’s voice went high and sharp. “You said three elements. The costume and wings are the first elements, no? The second element is the stab wounds, right? You left out the third.”  
I pushed my long hair back over my ears. “Her face. Her eyes and hair,” I suggested.
The Constable looked pained. “Blunderers. First, the costume.” 
“Yes, the costume,” Snorri urged in an undertone. 
The Constable informed us the stockings and corset’s lacework were a run-of-the-mill pattern found anywhere across Europe, but the harness straps, now those were interesting. These leather thongs were braided in a style reflecting a deft craftsperson’s handiwork familiar with remote rural folk methods. And the leather, yes, that was unusual too, probably reindeer. 
Bergthora sputtered, “Decent, law-abiding local folks don’t kill reindeer; it’s illegal.” Then she leaned back in her chair. “Wait; there is a cluster of foreigners living in a small section near the harbor. Aliens bring crime and leave dead bodies in their wake.” 
Snorri plied the thicket of whiskers on his chin. “But what is the purpose of the wings?” 
Bergthora sneered, “Because perverts love dress-up.”
“Facts,” the Constable insisted. “Start with facts.” The feathers were swan feathers; the wings had expanded in the wind because they were intended to fold in and out for display. Removing a small object from his waist pocket, the Constable tossed it onto the tabletop’s planks. It landed with a soft clap. He explained the item
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PART I: The Flyting
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