

[image: ]



CONTENTS

Last Rituals

Copyright

Dedication

31 October 2005

Prologue

6 December 2005

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

7 December 2005

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

8 December 2005

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

9 December 2005

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

10 December 2005

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

11 December 2005

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

12 December 2005

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

13 December 2005

Epilogue

About the Author


LAST RITUALS

Translated from the Icelandic by Bernard Scudder



Yrsa Sigurdardóttir

[image: ]

www.hodder.co.uk


Copyright © 2005 by Yrsa Sigurdardóttir

This translation © 2008 by Hodder & Stoughton

First published in Iceland in 2005 by Veröld Publishing

First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette Livre UK Company

The right of Yrsa Sigurdardóttir to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

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 written permission 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 being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Epub ISBN 978 1 84894 766 5

Book ISBN 978 0 340 92063 3

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

An Hachette Livre UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NWl 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


This book is dedicated to my dear Óli.

Special thanks to Harald Schmidt,

who lent me his name

– and let me kill him.

Yrsa


Prologue

The head caretaker, Tryggvi, stood idly by the coffee maker. The sound of boiling water dripping through the machine was the only thing to be heard in the empty building, which housed the university’s History department. Soon the bustling cleaners would arrive, chatting and giggling, dragging their carts and vacuums out of the housekeeping room. The caretaker revelled in the silence and the aroma of brewing coffee. He had been employed by the university for over thirty years and had seen his share of changes, not the least of which was the complete turnaround in the nationality of the cleaners who worked under his supervision. When he started they had all been Icelandic and understood his every word; now his interactions with his subordinates consisted of a series of hand gestures and loudly-spoken basic orders. The women were all immigrants, and all recent arrivals from south-east Asia, except for one woman of African descent. Until the faculty members and students arrived for the day, he might as well have been working in Bangkok.

Taking his steaming cup, Tryggvi walked to the window. He lifted the blinds and looked out, taking an appreciative sip of the strong brew. The campus was covered with snow. The temperature was unusually low, causing the white blanket to shimmer as if someone has strewn glitter over the grounds during the night. The muffling effect of the snow added to the sense of utter stillness. Tryggvi was reminded of the upcoming Christmas season and felt oddly content. He watched as a car entered the car park. So much for his Christmas spirit, he thought. The car was carefully manoeuvred into an empty space, unusually carefully considering that there were no other vehicles present and no obvious reason to take such care. Tryggvi looked on as the driver emerged from the car and shut the door. Through the closed window he heard the indistinct beep of a remote control engaging the locks of the vehicle. The man walked towards the building.

Tryggvi dropped the blinds and finished his coffee. From within the building he heard the faculty entrance being opened as the driver came inside. Of all the staff, professors, lecturers, secretaries and others whom Tryggvi had to deal with, this man Gunnar was by far the most unpleasant. He was uptight, constantly complained about the janitorial services and had a superior air about him that always made Tryggvi feel small and uncomfortable. At the beginning of term the man had accused the cleaning women of stealing a paper he had written about Irish monks in Iceland before the Viking settlement. Luckily the article had resurfaced and the issue had died down. Ever since, Tryggvi no longer merely disliked him; he detested him. Why would oriental cleaning women who couldn’t even read their own names in Icelandic be tempted to steal some hoity-toity article about Irish monks? In his eyes this was a cheap attack on people who were unable to defend themselves.

Tryggvi was appalled when Gunnar was appointed head of department. Already he had spoken to Tryggvi about various improvements that he expected, one of which was that the cleaning women were to conduct their work in silence. Tryggvi had wanted to tell him that their chatter did not disturb anyone, as the bulk of their work was carried out either after or before anyone else was busy in the building. Except for Gunnar, of course. Why the man had to show up every morning before the buses even began to run was beyond Tryggvi.

A flutter of voices marked the women’s arrival. They gathered in the little coffee room and said hello in unison in their strong accents, followed by the usual giggling. Tryggvi could not help but smile. Then, through their noisy bustle, he heard a strange sound from within the building. It was a guttural moan, increasing in pitch and intensity. Tryggvi shushed the women and listened. The cleaners picked up on the sound, their eyes widening. Two of them made the sign of the cross. Tryggvi put down his coffee and hurried out of the lounge, with the women in hot pursuit.

In the corridor, Tryggvi noticed that the wailing had become a scream. He could not distinguish whether the voice was male or female; he was not even sure it was human. Could an animal have got into the building and been injured somehow? The primal howl was suddenly joined by the sound of something falling over and breaking. Tryggvi quickened his pace down the corridor. The sounds seemed to come from the upper storey, and Tryggvi took the stairs two at a time. The women were still following, and to Tryggvi’s annoyance they had now begun to scream as well.

The staircase took him to the floor housing the department offices. Despite the wailing from behind him, Tryggvi could tell that the scream definitely originated here. He broke into a run, and so did the cleaners. He opened the fire door to the office corridor and stopped so abruptly that the pack of howling women cannoned into him.

It was not the overturned bookcase or the frantic head of department, crawling on all fours over the books that had spilled across the corridor, that held Tryggvi mesmerised. It was the body lying face up further into the room, protruding from the alcove where the floor’s printer unit was housed. Tryggvi felt his stomach lurch. What in God’s name were those patches on its eyes? And the hands, what was wrong with the hands? The women peeked past Tryggvi and their screams intensified. He felt them pulling anxiously at his shirt, which came untucked. He tried to twist his body free from their grip, but to no avail. The head of department raised his hands in a plea for help, desperate to escape from the repulsive scene behind him. Tryggvi braced himself, suppressing the urge to grab the women and run. He took a step forwards and the women let out another piercing scream, in chorus. They tried to pull him back but he managed to shake them off. He approached the sobbing Gunnar.

He could make no sense of the mutterings coming from the professor’s drooling mouth. Tryggvi had a hunch that the body – it had to be a body, nothing living could look like that – had fallen onto Gunnar when he opened the door of the printer alcove. Against his will his gaze was drawn to the appalling human remains. The black patches on the eyes were not patches at all. Tryggvi’s stomach clenched. God help us all. The knot in his stomach tightened, and Tryggvi threw up.
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Thóra Gudmundsdóttir hurriedly brushed a stray Cheerio from her trousers and very quickly tidied herself before entering the lawyers’ office. Not so bad. The morning’s tribulations of getting her six-year-old daughter and sixteen-year-old son to school on time were over. Now Thóra’s daughter had suddenly started refusing to wear pink, which would not have been a problem if more or less all of her clothes had not been that colour. Her son, on the other hand, would gladly have worn the same tattered clothes year in and year out provided there was a skull and crossbones on them somewhere. His great achievement was to wake up in the morning in the first place. Thóra sighed at the thought. It was not easy bringing up two children alone. But nor had it been easy while she was still married. The only difference was that coupled with the morning chores at that time there was the constant bickering between her and her husband. The thought that this was a thing of the past cheered her up, and a smile crept over her lips as she opened the door.

‘Good morning,’ she said chirpily.

Instead of returning her greeting, the secretary pulled a face. She did not look up from her computer screen or stop thumping the mouse around. As much fun as ever, Thóra thought to herself. Internally she endlessly cursed their secretarial problems. They had doubtless cost their firm business. Thóra could not think of any customer who had not complained about the girl. She was not only rude but also exceptionally unattractive. It was not being in the super-heavyweight bracket that was the big issue, but her general carelessness about her appearance. On top of this she was invariably angry at everything and everyone. And to make matters worse – as if from sheer spite – her parents had named the girl Bella. If only she would quit on her own initiative. She seemed far from happy with them and did not flourish at all. Not that Thóra could imagine any job that would cheer her up. However, it was impossible to sack her.

When Thóra and her co-owner, the older and more experienced Bragi, teamed up to open a legal firm together, they were so taken with the premises that they let the landlord add a proviso to the rental agreement that his daughter would be employed as a secretary. In their defence, they had no way of knowing what they were letting themselves in for. The girl had a glowing recommendation from the estate agents who had rented there before them. By now, Thóra was convinced that the previous tenants had moved from the ideal location on Skólavördustígur solely to rid themselves of the secretary from hell. They were surely still howling with laughter at how gullible Thóra and Bragi were about those references. Thóra was equally convinced that if they took the matter to court they could have the proviso overturned on the grounds that the references were dubious. But that would cost the firm the small reputation Thóra and Bragi had built up so far. Who would consult a legal firm that specialises in contractual law and messes up its own contracts? And even if they could get rid of Bella, it was not as if good secretaries were queuing up at the door.

‘Someone phoned,’ Bella mumbled, glued to her computer screen.

Thóra looked up in surprise from hanging up her anorak. ‘Really?’ she said, adding in forlorn hope: ‘Do you have any idea who it was?’

‘No. Spoke German, I think. I couldn’t understand him anyway.’

‘Is he going to call back perhaps?’

‘I don’t know. I cut him off. By accident.’

‘In the unlikely event that he does ring back, even though you cut him off, would you mind putting the call through to me? I studied in Germany and I speak German.’

‘Hmph,’ Bella grunted. She shrugged. ‘Maybe it wasn’t German. It could have been Russian. And it was a woman. I think. Or a man.’

‘Bella, whoever calls – a woman from Russia or a man from Germany, even a dog from Greece that speaks in tongues – put them through to me. Okay?’ Thóra did not wait for a reply, not expecting one anyway, but walked straight into her modest office.

She sat down and switched on the computer. Her desk was not quite as chaotic as usual. The day before she had spent an hour sorting the papers that had piled up over the past month. She entered her e-mail and began by deleting junk mail and jokes from friends and acquaintances. All that was left were three e-mails from clients, one from her friend Laufey with the subject line Let’s go on the piss this weekend and one from the bank. Surely she must have exceeded her credit card limit. And she was bound to be overdrawn as well. She decided not to open the e-mail, to be on the safe side.

Her telephone rang.

‘Central Lawyers, can I help you?’

‘Guten Tag, Frau Gudmundsdóttir?’

‘Guten Tag.’ Thóra searched for a pen and paper. High German. She made a mental note to address the woman with the formal Sie.

Thóra squeezed her eyes shut and hoped she could rely on the good command of German that she had gained while doing her master’s degree in Law at the University of Berlin. She summoned up her best pronunciation. ‘How can I be of assistance?’

‘My name is Amelia Guntlieb. I was given your name by Professor Anderheiss.’

‘Yes, he taught me in Berlin.’ Thóra hoped her phrasing was right. She could tell how rusty her pronunciation had become. There were not many opportunities to practise German in Iceland.

‘Yes.’ After an uncomfortable silence the woman continued: ‘My son was murdered. My husband and I need assistance.’

Thóra tried to think fast. Guntlieb? Wasn’t Guntlieb the name of the German student who was found dead at the university?

‘Hello?’ The woman seemed unsure whether Thóra was still on the line.

Thóra hurried to reply: ‘Yes, sorry. Your son. Did it happen here in Iceland?’

‘Yes.’

‘I think I know the case you’re referring to, but I must admit I’ve only heard about it on the news. Are you sure you’re talking to the right person?’

‘I hope so. We’re not happy with the police investigation.’

‘Really?’ Thóra was surprised. She thought the police had solved the case admirably. The murderer was arrested within three days of the terrible crime. ‘Presumably you know they’re keeping someone in custody?’

‘We’re well aware of that. But we’re not convinced that he’s the guilty party.’

‘Why not?’ asked Thóra sceptically.

‘We’re just not convinced. There’s no more to it than that.’ The woman cleared her throat politely. ‘We want someone else, someone impartial, to go over the case. Someone who speaks German.’ Silence. ‘You surely understand how difficult it is for us.’ Silence again. ‘Harald was our son.’

Thóra tried to convey her sympathy by lowering her voice and speaking slowly. ‘Yes, I do understand that. I have a son of my own. It’s impossible for me to imagine the grief you must feel, but you have my deepest condolences. However, I’m not sure I can help you.’

‘Thank you for your kind words.’ The voice was cold as ice. ‘Professor Anderheiss claims you have the qualities we are looking for. He said you were obstinate, firm and tough.’ Silence. Thóra had the feeling her ex-professor could not quite bring himself to say ‘bossy’. Then the woman continued. ‘But sympathetic too. He’s a good friend of our family and we trust him. Are you prepared to take on the case? We shall reward you generously.’ She mentioned a figure.

It was an incredible amount, ex-VAT or not. More than twice the regular hourly rate that Thóra charged. On top of that the woman offered a bonus if the investigation led to the arrest of someone other than the man currently in custody. The bonus was higher than Thóra’s salary for a whole year. ‘What do you expect to get for that money? I’m not a private detective.’

‘We’re looking for someone who can go over the case again, examine the evidence and appraise the police findings.’ Again the woman paused before continuing. ‘The police refuse to talk to us. That gets on our nerves.’

Their son has been murdered and dealing with the police gets on their nerves? Thóra thought. ‘I’ll think about it. Do you have a number I can call?’

‘Yes.’ The woman recited the number. ‘I must ask you not to take too long to consider the offer. I shall look elsewhere if I don’t hear from you later today.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll let you know soon.’

‘Frau Gudmundsdóttir, one more thing.’

‘Yes?’

‘We will set one condition.’

‘Which is?’

She cleared her throat. ‘We want to be the first people to hear of everything you uncover. Important or otherwise.’

‘Let’s see if I can help you in the first place before discussing the details.’

They exchanged goodbyes and Thóra put down the phone. A great start to the day, being treated like a maidservant. And over the limit on her credit card. And overdrawn. The telephone rang again. Thóra picked up the receiver.

‘Hello, I’m calling from the garage. Listen, it looks a bit worse than we thought.’

‘What’s the prognosis? Will the car live?’ Thóra snapped back. Her car had refused to start when she’d wanted to run some lunchtime errands the day before. She had tried the ignition over and over again, but to no avail. In the end she had given up and had the car towed off to a garage. The garage owner took pity on her and lent her an old banger while her car was being mended. It was a heap of junk with ‘Bibbi’s Garage’ printed all over it, and the floor by the back seats and passenger seat was covered in rubbish, mainly packaging from spare parts and empty Coca-Cola cans. Thóra had to make do with the car, because she could not get by without one.

‘It’s very dodgy.’ He was totally cold. ‘It’ll cost a fair bit.’ A speech followed packed with car repair terminology that Thóra couldn’t make head nor tail of. But the price needed no explanation.

‘Thank you. Just repair it.’

Thóra put down the telephone. She stared at it for several minutes, engrossed in her thoughts. Christmas was approaching with all the accompanying expenses, decorations, spending, presents, spending, dinners, spending, family gatherings, spending and – surprise, surprise – even more spending. The law firm was not exactly rushed off its feet. If she took on the German project it would keep her busy. And it would solve her money problems and much more besides. She could even take the children on holiday. There must be places for a girl of six, a boy of sixteen and a woman of thirty-six. She could even invite along a man of twenty-six to level out the gender and age ratio. She picked up the telephone.

Frau Guntlieb did not answer; it was a servant. Thóra asked for the lady of the household and soon heard footsteps approaching, probably over a tiled floor. A cold voice spoke and Thóra replied: ‘Hello, Frau Guntlieb. This is Thóra Gudmundsdóttir calling from Iceland.’

‘Yes.’ After a short silence it was obvious that she was not going to say anything more for the time being.

‘I’ve decided to try to help you.’

‘Good.’

‘When do you want me to start?’

‘Straight away. I’ve ordered a table for lunch so that you can discuss the matter with Matthew Reich. He works for my husband. He’s in Iceland and has the investigative experience that you lack. He can brief you on the case in more detail.’

The tone of the word ‘lack’ could hardly have been more accusatory than if Thóra had been guilty of turning up dead drunk to a children’s birthday party. But she ignored it. ‘Yes, I understand. But I want to emphasise that I’m not sure I can actually help you.’

‘We shall see. Matthew will have drawn up a contract for you to sign. Give yourself plenty of time to read it over.’

Thóra was seized by a sudden urge to tell the woman to go to hell. She hated her haughtiness and arrogance. But when she thought about a holiday with her children and the imaginary man of twenty-six, she swallowed her pride and mumbled a vague assent.

‘Be at Hótel Borg at noon. Matthew can tell you a number of things that did not appear in the papers. Some of them are not fit to print.’

Listening to the woman’s voice, Thóra gave a shudder. It was tough and devoid of emotion, but at the same time somehow broken. People probably sounded like that under circumstances such as these. She said nothing.

‘Did you get that? You know the hotel?’

Thóra almost laughed. Hótel Borg was the oldest hotel in Reykjavík, a city centre landmark. ‘Yes, I believe I do. I should think I’ll be there.’ Although she tried to salvage her pride by striking a note of uncertainty, Thóra knew she would be at Hótel Borg at twelve o’clock. No doubt about it.
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Thóra looked at the clock and put down the documents relating to the case she had been working on. Yet another client who refused to face up to the fact that his case was hopeless. She was glad to have cleared up a few minor matters to give herself the time to meet Herr Matthew Reich. She phoned through to Bella on the switchboard.

‘I’m going out to a meeting. I don’t know how long I’ll be but don’t expect me back before two.’ A grunt came over the line that Thóra could only interpret as agreement. My God, what was wrong with simply saying ‘Yes’?

Thóra took her handbag and put a notebook in her briefcase. Everything she knew about the case was from the media, and she had not followed it with any particular interest. As far as she recalled, the scenario was something like this: A foreign student had been murdered, the body mutilated in some unspecified way and a drug dealer, who maintained his innocence, had been arrested. Not much to go on there.

While she was putting on her coat, Thóra looked at herself in the large mirror. She knew it was important to make a good impression at the first meeting, especially if the client was well off. Clothes maketh the man, say those who can afford the best. And by their shoes ye shall know them. She had never understood that, basing her judgement of people on their character and never their footwear. Fortunately her shoes were quite presentable and her dress suit appropriate for a respectable lawyer. She ran her fingers through her long blonde hair.

Thóra rummaged in her handbag, eventually found her lipstick and hurriedly dabbed it on her lips. Normally she did not wear make-up, making do with moisturiser and mascara in the mornings. She carried lipstick in case of unexpected incidents like this. It suited her and made her feel confident. She had the good fortune to take after her mother rather than her father, who had once been asked to model as Winston Churchill’s double for an advertisement. While she probably could not be described as beautiful or striking, her high cheekbones and blue almond-shaped eyes meant that she could certainly be called pretty. She had also been lucky enough to inherit her mother’s build, and always kept herself slim.

Thóra said farewell to her colleagues and Bragi called back ‘Good luck’. She had told him about the telephone conversation with Frau Guntlieb and the meeting arranged with her representative. Bragi found it all very exciting and felt that being contacted from abroad was a clear indication their firm was on the right course. He even suggested tagging on International or Group to spruce up its modest name. Thóra hoped that Bragi was joking, but could not be sure.

Outside, the wind refreshed her. November had been unusually cold, boding a long, harsh winter. Now they were paying for the incredibly warm summer, although temperatures in the low twenties would hardly be considered a heat wave outside Iceland. Thóra felt that the climate was changing, either due to the natural climate cycle or the greenhouse effect. For her children’s sake she hoped it was the former, but deep down inside she knew it was not. She covered her cheeks with the hood of her anorak so that she did not turn up for the meeting with frozen ears. Hótel Borg was so close to her work that it wasn’t worth driving there in the car from the garage. God only knew what the German would think if he saw her parking that heap of junk outside. Her shoes would have little to say in the matter then, that was for certain. Parking was sparse downtown so she would probably spend twice the time she saved circling around hoping for a space to become free. As an added bonus, walking made her feel as if she was doing her bit to fight global warming. A walk that short hardly made her an eco-warrior, even in a country whose inhabitants chose to drive any distance over a few metres, but it was better than nothing.

Less than six minutes after leaving the office, she walked through the revolving doors to the hotel.

Thóra scanned the elegant restaurant. The art deco interior had been restored some ten years ago to its original state. The result was a rather gentrified atmosphere, bringing to mind women with bob cuts, Charleston dresses and long ropes of pearls, smoking from long ivory holders. Since its construction in the Roaring Twenties it had been the grandest venue in Iceland, always full of bright young things and government officials showing off to foreign dignitaries. Following its refurbishment the place had been toned down a little, Thóra thought as she scanned the elegant restaurant. She realised that apart from the large windows facing onto Parliament House and Austurvöllur Square, there was little to recall the years when she spent most Saturday nights at Hótel Borg with her friends – all of them invariably paralytically drunk. In those days she had no worries except perhaps about how her bum looked in the clothes she was wearing that night. The greenhouse effect would not have captured her attention, except as the name of a rock band.

The German looked about forty. He sat straight as a beanpole on the upholstered chair, his broad shoulders hiding the smart back of the seat. He was just beginning to go grey, which lent him a certain dignity. He looked stiff and formal, dressed in a grey suit and matching tie which did not exactly create a colourful impression. Thóra smiled, hoping it would make her come across as friendly and interested rather than idiotic. The man stood up, removed the serviette from his lap and put it on the table.

‘Frau Gudmundsdóttir?’ A harsh, cold pronunciation.

They shook hands. ‘Herr Reich,’ Thóra muttered, with the best German accent she could muster. ‘And do call me Thóra,’ she added. ‘It’s easier to pronounce too.’

‘Please have a seat,’ the man said, sitting down himself. ‘And please call me Matthew.’

She took care to sit down with her back straight and wondered what the other guests in the restaurant thought of this upright duo. Probably that they were meeting up to found a society for people with steel spine braces.

‘Can I offer you something to drink?’ the man asked Thóra politely in German. The waiter clearly understood what he said, because he turned to Thóra and awaited her answer.

‘Water, please. Sparkling mineral water.’ She recalled how fond the Germans were of mineral water. In fact it was growing in popularity in Iceland as well – ten years before, no one with any sense would have thought of paying for water at a restaurant where it ran straight out of the tap. Buying carbonated water was somehow more acceptable.

‘I presume you have talked to my employer, or rather his wife Frau Guntlieb,’ Matthew Reich said when the waiter had gone.

‘Yes. She told me I’d get more details from you.’

He hesitated and sipped a clear liquid from his glass. The bubbles suggested that he had ordered sparkling water too. ‘I put some documents together in a folder for you. You can take it with you and look at it later, but there are a number of points I want to go over with you now, if that’s okay with you.’

‘Certainly,’ Thóra replied at once. Before he had the chance to continue, she hurried to say: ‘But one thing I’d like to know a little more about is these people I’m going to work for. Maybe it makes no difference to the investigation, but it matters to me. Frau Guntlieb mentioned a very interesting figure as my fee. I’m not interested in taking advantage of the family’s grief if she can’t afford this.’

‘They can afford it,’ he smiled. ‘Herr Guntlieb is the president and largest shareholder in the Anlagenbestand Bank of Bavaria. It’s not a large bank, but its clientele are corporations and wealthy individuals. Don’t worry. The Guntliebs are very, very well off.’

‘I see,’ Thóra said, thinking to herself that this accounted for the servant answering the telephone at their home.

‘However, the Guntliebs have not been so fortunate with their children. They had four children, two sons and two daughters. The elder son died in a car accident ten years ago and the elder daughter was born severely handicapped. She died as a result of her condition a few years ago. Now their son Harald has been murdered and the youngest daughter, Elisa, is all they have left. It has been an enormous strain on them, as you can imagine.’

Thóra nodded, then asked hesitantly: ‘What was Harald doing here in Iceland? I thought there were plenty of universities in Germany with good history faculties.’

Judging from Matthew’s otherwise expressionless face this was a difficult question. ‘I really don’t know. He was interested in the seventeenth century and I’m told he was doing some kind of research comparing continental Europe to Iceland. He came here on a student exchange programme between the University of Munich and the University of Iceland.’

‘What kind of comparative research was it? Was it political, something like that?’

‘No, it was more in the field of religion.’ He took a sip of water. ‘Maybe we should order before we go any further.’ He waved to the waiter, who turned up holding two menus.

Thóra had the feeling that there was more behind his haste than sudden hunger. ‘Religion, you say.’ She looked at the menu. ‘Could you be more specific?’

He put the open menu down on the table. ‘It’s not really the sort of thing you talk about while you’re eating, though I expect we’ll have to sooner or later. But I’m not sure that his area of academic interest had anything to do with the murder.’

Thóra frowned. ‘Was it related to the plague?’ she asked. This was the only idea that occurred to her that fitted both the era and the distasteful aspect.

‘No, not the plague.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘Witch-hunts. Torture and executions. Not particularly appealing. Unfortunately Harald was deeply interested in it. Actually this interest runs in the family.’

Thóra nodded. ‘I understand.’ She did not understand in the slightest. ‘Maybe we should save this until after the meal.’

‘That’s unnecessary. The main points are in the folder you’ll be taking back.’ He picked up the menu again. ‘Later you’ll be given some boxes too, containing his belongings that the police have returned. There are documents connected with his thesis which will provide you with further information. We’re also expecting his computer and some other stuff that could conceivably provide some clues.’

They looked at the menu in silence.

‘Fish,’ Matthew said without looking up. ‘You eat a lot of fish here.’

‘Yes, we do,’ was the only reply Thóra could think of. ‘After all, we are a fishing nation. Probably the only one that has managed to regulate its fishing sustainably.’ She forced a smile. ‘Actually, fish is no longer the mainstay of our economy.’

‘I don’t like fish,’ he said.

‘Seriously?’ Thóra closed the menu. ‘I do, and I’m thinking of having the fried plaice.’

In the end he settled for a pie. When the waiter had gone, Thóra asked why the family thought the police had the wrong man in custody.

‘There are several reasons. Firstly, Harald would not have wasted his time arguing with some dope dealer.’ He stared her in the face. ‘He used drugs now and again; that was known. He drank alcohol too. He was young. But he was no more a drug addict than he was an alcoholic.’

‘Of course it’s just a question of definition of terms,’ Thóra said. ‘As far as I’m concerned, repeated drug use is addiction.’

‘I know various things about drug abuse.’ He paused, then hurried to add: ‘Not from personal experience, but through my work. Harald was not an addict – he was doubtless on the way to becoming one, but he wasn’t one when he was murdered.’

It dawned on Thóra that she had absolutely no idea why this man had been sent to Iceland. Hardly on a mission to invite her out to lunch and moan about Icelandic fish. ‘What is it exactly that you do for this family? Frau Guntlieb said you worked for her husband.’

‘I’m in charge of security at the bank. That includes background checks for prospective recruits, managing security procedures in the company and money transportation.’

‘That doesn’t involve drugs very much, surely?’

‘No. I was referring to my previous job. I spent twelve years with the Munich CID.’ His eyes fixed on hers. ‘I know a thing or two about murders and I’m not in the slightest doubt that the investigation into Harald’s murder was badly handled. I didn’t need to see very much of the man in charge of it to realise that he hasn’t got the faintest idea what he’s doing.’

‘What’s his name?’

Thóra understood who he meant, despite the awkward pronunciation. Árni Bjarnason. She sighed. ‘I know him from other cases. He’s an idiot. It’s a stroke of bad luck having him assigned to the investigation.’

‘There are other reasons the family don’t think the drug dealer is connected with this atrocity.’

Thóra looked up. ‘Such as what?’

‘Just before his death, Harald withdrew a lot of money from a fund set up in his name. It’s proved impossible so far to establish where the money went. It was much more than Harald would have needed to buy drugs. Even if he planned on staying stoned for years.’

‘Wasn’t he just investing in drugs?’ asked Thóra, adding: ‘Financing smuggling or the like?’

Matthew snorted. ‘Out of the question. Harald didn’t need the money. He was independently wealthy. He inherited a fortune from his grandfather.’

‘I understand.’ Thóra did not want to press him on this point, but wondered whether there may have been another reason for him to get involved in drug smuggling; maybe for kicks, or through sheer stupidity.

‘The police haven’t established that the dealer took the money. Harald’s only link with the drug scene that they’ve found was that he bought dope every now and again.’

The food arrived and they ate in silence. Thóra felt a little awkward. This man was clearly not the type with whom you could share a comfortable silence. However, she had never been good at making idle chatter even if the silence was oppressive, so she decided to restrain herself.

They ordered coffee and two hot cups soon arrived on their table with a sugar bowl and silver milk jug.

‘This is a very strange country, is it not?’ said Matthew suddenly, his eyes following the retreating waiter.

‘Well, no. Not really,’ replied Thóra, suppressing the instinct to jump to the defence of her beloved homeland. ‘It’s just small. There are only three hundred thousand people living here. Why do you find it strange?’

Matthew shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the cleanliness of the city, or the feeling of being surrounded by dolls’ houses, but I think it has more to do with the people. Most locals I have spoken to seem to live by a different logic from the one I’m used to. They answer questions with questions, for example. Maybe it’s just a language thing.’ He went quiet and shifted his gaze to a woman hurrying across the square outside.

Thóra sipped her coffee, then broke the silence: ‘Did you bring a contract for me to look at?’

The man reached for the briefcase that lay beside his chair and took out a thin folder. He handed it across the table to Thóra. ‘Take the contract with you. Tomorrow we can go over what you want to change and I’ll inform the Guntliebs. It’s a fair deal and I doubt that you’ll find much fault with it.’ He bent down again, fetched a thicker folder and put it on the table between them. ‘Take this too. It’s the folder I mentioned earlier. I’d prefer if you could browse through it before you make up your mind. There are tragic and revolting elements to this case that I want you to know about beforehand.’

‘Don’t you think I can handle it?’ asked Thóra, half-insulted.

‘To tell you the truth, I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you to look through the file. It contains pictures of the crime scene which aren’t exactly pleasant, and all kinds of reading material which is hardly any better. I managed to acquire an assortment of documents from the investigation, with the assistance of a man whom I’d prefer not to name.’

He put his hand on the file.

‘It also contains details of Harald’s life. They’re not widely known and not for the faint of heart. I trust that, if you decide to back out of the whole matter, you will keep these matters confidential. The family does not care to have them spread around.’

He took his hand off the folder and looked Thóra in the eye. ‘I don’t wish to add to their tragedy.’

‘I understand,’ Thóra said. ‘I can assure you that I don’t gossip about my work.’ She stared back and added, firmly: ‘Ever.’

‘Good.’

‘But since you’ve collected all this material – why do you need me? You seem able to acquire information that I’m not sure I could get hold of.’

‘Do you want to know why we need you?’

‘I think that’s what I said,’ Thóra answered.

He inhaled quickly through his nose. ‘I’ll tell you why. I’m a foreigner in this country and a German as well. We need to discuss things with certain people who will never tell me anything of importance. I’ve just scratched the surface and I gathered the bulk of the details about Harald’s personal life in Germany. I’m not the sort of person that people find it pleasant to discuss uncomfortable and difficult personal matters with.’

‘I’ve realised that,’ Thóra blurted out.

The man smiled for the first time. Thóra was surprised to see that his smile was beautiful, somehow genuine, even though his teeth were unnaturally white and straight. She could not help returning the smile, then added in embarrassment: ‘What uncomfortable matters am I supposed to discuss with these people?’

His smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. ‘Erotic asphyxiation, masochism, sorcery, self-mutilation and other kinds of perverted behaviour by seriously disturbed people.’

Thóra was stunned. ‘I’m not sure I quite know what all that involves.’ Erotic asphyxiation, for example; she had never heard of that. If it meant having sex while suffocating, she would even prefer her own life at the moment: not having sex, but at least being able to breathe.

When his smile returned it was not as friendly as before. ‘Oh, you’ll find out. Don’t worry about that.’

They finished their coffee without saying a word, after which Thóra picked up the folders and prepared to leave for her office. They agreed to meet again the following day, and exchanged goodbyes.

When Thóra was leaving the table, he put his hand on her shoulder. ‘One final thing, Frau Gudmundsdóttir.’

She turned round.

‘I forgot to tell you why I’m convinced that the man in police custody is not the murderer.’

‘Why?’

‘He did not have Harald’s eyes in his possession. They had been cut out.’
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Thóra was not usually afraid of thieves, but on her way back from the meeting with Matthew she made sure to clutch her handbag tightly. She could not bear the thought of having to phone the man to announce that the documents had been stolen. It was therefore with immense relief that she stepped inside the office.

Inside, she was greeted by the stench of tobacco smoke. ‘Bella, you know smoking’s not allowed in here.’

Bella jumped away from the window and threw something out in a fluster. ‘I wasn’t.’ As she said this, a thin strip of smoke curled up out of one side of her mouth.

Thóra groaned to herself. ‘Oh, then your mouth’s caught fire.’ Then she added: ‘Close the window and smoke in the coffee room. Surely you’ll feel more comfortable there than hanging over the side of the building.’

‘I wasn’t, I was shooing pigeons off the windowsill,’ Bella retorted indignantly. Experience had taught Thóra that it was not worth arguing with the girl. She went into her office and closed the door.

The file that Matthew had given her was crammed full, even though it was the largest size. It was black, which was somehow appropriate in light of its contents. The spine was unlabelled; no doubt it had been difficult to find a tasteful title. ‘Harald Guntlieb in life and death,’ Thóra muttered as she opened the file and examined the neatly arranged table of contents. The file was divided into seven sections with separators, apparently in chronological order: Germany, Military Service, the University of Munich, the University of Iceland, Bank Accounts, Police Investigation. The seventh and final section was called Autopsy. She decided to go through the file in the order that it had been arranged. Looking at her watch, she saw it was almost two o’clock. She would hardly have time to read it all before having to fetch her daughter Sóley from the after-school crèche – unless she hurried. Thóra set her mobile phone alarm to a quarter to five. She was determined to get through most of the file by that time. She preferred not to have to take the documents home with her, although this was not uncommon when she was busy. What it contained was doubtless not the type of material to be left lying around in the presence of children. She turned over the first separator and started reading.

At the front was a stamped photocopy of a birth certificate. It stated that Frau Amelia Guntlieb had given birth to a healthy baby boy in Munich on 18 June 1978. The father’s name was given as Herr Johannes Guntlieb, bank director. Thóra did not recognise the maternity clinic. Judging by the name it was not one of the large state hospitals, and she assumed it was an exorbitantly expensive private hospital or a clinic for the wealthy. The space for recording the baby’s religion had been completed with ‘Roman Catholic’. If her memory did not deceive her, Thóra recalled that around one in every three Germans was of that denomination, with a higher share in the south of the country. As a student in Germany, Thóra had been surprised by how many Catholics there were. She had always associated Germans with Lutheranism and believed that Catholics were mostly found in more southerly countries such as Italy and Spain, not to mention France.

Thóra read on.

The next few pages were plastic folders with four pockets in each. Every pocket contained a photograph, mostly of the Guntliebs on various occasions. Accompanying each photograph was a strip of white paper with the names of the people it showed. Quickly flicking through all the photographs, she saw that Harald was in every one of them. Besides family snaps there were school photos of him at various ages, with the obligatory smartly combed look. Thóra wondered why the photographs were in the folder. The only logical reason was to remind the reader that the murder victim had once been a living person. It worked.

The first photographs, which were the oldest, showed a small chubby boy, either with his brother – who appeared to be two or three years older – or his mother. Thóra was struck by how beautiful Amelia Guntlieb was. Although some of the photographs were rather grainy, she was obviously one of those women who always seem effortlessly elegant. In


































Epilogue

Amelia Guntlieb stared at the tabletop, silent as the grave. Thóra suspected she did not feel up to talking. In her position, Thóra would doubtless have had little to say. Matthew had just given an account of events as they understood them. Few more important details were likely to surface now. Thóra admired how he played down the parts of the story that must have hurt Harald’s mother. Yet it was a repulsive tale and difficult to listen to – even for Thóra, who already knew it inside out.

‘They’ve located The Witches’ Hammer and other things that Gunnar dug up in the cave,’ said Matthew calmly. ‘The money too. He had only spent a fraction of it. It was all in a bank vault.’

After the police had arrested Gunnar the previous day, Thóra and Matthew’s plans to dine out were scuppered by the interrogation. Thóra had not felt up to meeting Amelia Guntlieb after they left the police station. Instead she went home. Before sitting down with Gylfi to talk about his unborn child she had a long chat with Laufey. She advised Thóra to make the situation clear to Gylfi by doing something to personalise the baby for him. That would help him realise what was going on. For example, she should encourage him to think of names for the child.

Today, they were sitting in the deserted cafeteria in the city hall. Elisa had shed a few tears while Matthew was telling the story, but her mother seemed fossilised. She looked from her lap to the tabletop and back. Now she raised her head and took a deep breath. No one said a word. They half waited for her to say something, weep or show her feelings in some other way. It did not happen. Instead of looking at any of them she fixed her gaze on the large glass wall overlooking the lake, and watched the ducks swimming at their leisure with a few geese. The wind ruffled the surface of the water and the birds gently bobbed with the waves. A seagull suddenly swept down into the midst of the scattered group. ‘Should we take a look at the map of Iceland?’ Matthew said suddenly to Elisa. ‘It’s out the front.’ Elisa nodded distractedly and they stood up and went over to the hall in the well next to the cafeteria. Thóra and Harald’s mother were left sitting together.

The woman gave no sign of having noticed that anyone had left the table. Thóra politely cleared her throat, without the intended result. She waited for a while but saw that more direct action was needed to capture the woman’s attention. ‘I don’t have much experience of this sort of thing so I find it difficult to express how sorry I am. I just want you to know that you and your family have my deepest sympathy.’

The woman snorted. ‘I don’t deserve sympathy – neither from you nor anyone else.’ She turned away from the window and looked at Thóra. Her face was full of anger, then she seemed to soften up. ‘Sorry. I’m not my usual self.’ She put her hands on the table and began fiddling with her rings. ‘I don’t know why I feel compelled to talk to you.’ She looked up from her jewellery at Thóra. ‘Maybe because I’ll never see you again. Maybe because I need to have the chance to justify my actions, now that my behaviour has had these terrible consequences.’

Thóra could only guess that ‘these terrible consequences’ was a reference to Harald’s death. ‘You don’t have to explain it to me,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t born yesterday, and I know there’s often more to things than meets the eye.’

The woman smiled vaguely. Thóra noticed how well she’d looked after herself. Admittedly she was beginning to show her age, but she was still stunning, even though her beauty was beginning to fade into elegance. Her clothing did little to dispel that impression. Thóra imagined her dark dress suit and coat probably cost more than Thóra herself spent on clothes in a whole year. ‘Harald was such a wonderful child,’ the woman said dreamily. ‘When he was born we were immensely happy. We already had Bernd, he’d just passed two, and then came our lovely baby boy. My memories of the years after that, until Amelia was born, are how you would imagine paradise. Not a shadow fell on any moment of it.’

‘Amelia was ill, wasn’t she?’ asked Thóra. ‘Didn’t she have a congenital disease?’

Amelia Guntlieb’s smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. ‘No. She wasn’t born like that. She was perfectly healthy. She was the spitting image of me, judging from the photos I had of myself as a toddler. She was wonderful, as all my children have been – slept well and only cried now and again. None of them had stomach trouble or earache. Lovely babies.’ Thóra made do with nodding because she was unsure of the appropriate response. She saw a tear appear in the corner of the woman’s eye. ‘Harald...’ her voice cracked. She paused to try to collect herself before proceeding and swept away the tear with a deft movement of her hand. ‘I haven’t discussed this with a soul, apart from my husband and our doctors. My husband mentioned it to his parents but never to anyone else. We’re not an open family and we find it difficult to discuss things – accepting other people’s sympathy isn’t our greatest strength. I think that’s the reason anyway.’

‘It can be difficult,’ said Thóra, who had no idea how it must have been. Fortunately she had not needed much sympathy up to now.

‘Harald was extremely fond of his little sister, but jealous too. He had been my little baby for more than three years and sometimes found it hard to accept the new member of the family. We didn’t take it seriously, expected it to pass.’ The tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘He dropped her, threw her on the floor.’ She stopped talking and went back to watching the birds.

‘He dropped the baby on the floor?’ asked Thóra, taking care to seem unperturbed. A shiver ran down her spine.

‘She was four months old, asleep in a carry cot. We’d just come back from shopping. I went to take off my coat and when I got back Harald was standing holding her in his arms. Not exactly in his arms, in fact. He was holding her like a rag doll by the legs. Of course she woke up and started to whimper. He told her off and shook her. I ran over to him but I was too late. He just looked at me and smiled. Then he dropped her. Straight onto the tiled floor.’ Her tears poured in single file, leaving glittering marks down her face. ‘I could never erase that memory. Whenever I looked at Harald I saw his expression when he dropped her.’ The woman paused to gather her strength. ‘Her skull was fractured,’ she continued, ‘she went into a coma at the hospital and developed encephalopathy as a result. When she woke up she was never the same again. My little angel.’

‘Surely you must have been suspected of child abuse? Here they would have removed the baby from your care while they investigated the circumstances of the accident.’

Amelia’s expression implied that Thóra was rather naïve. ‘We didn’t need to go through all that. The family doctor helped us, and the other doctors who looked after her showed nothing but total understanding. Harald was sent to a psychiatrist, but that had no effect. He showed no signs of psychological disorder. He was just a jealous little child who made a terrible mistake.’

Thóra did not reveal her doubts that this incident could be classified as the behaviour of a normal child. What would she know about that? ‘Did Harald know about this or did he forget it over time?’ she asked instead.

‘I honestly don’t know. We didn’t talk much together, the two of us. I think he probably knew – at least, he was especially kind to Amelia Maria until she finally found peace and died. My impression was that he was constantly trying to make up for what he did.’

‘So this coloured your relationship all these years?’ asked Thóra.

‘There was no relationship. I found it hard to look at him, let alone be in his company. I simply avoided my son whenever I could. His father did the same, really. Harald found it difficult to take at first, he didn’t understand why his mother didn’t want him around any longer. Then he grew accustomed to it.’ She had stopped weeping and her face had hardened. ‘Of course I should have forgiven him – but I just couldn’t. Perhaps I should have seen a psychiatrist myself, it might all have been different then. Harald would have been something other than what he became.’

‘Wasn’t he a good boy?’ Thóra asked, remembering what his surviving sister had said. ‘Elisa seems to remember him as a good person.’

‘He was the inquisitive type,’ the woman said. ‘Let’s put it that way. He was constantly trying to earn his father’s affection – which he never won. He soon gave up on me. What saved him was how kind his grandfather was to him. But when he died, Harald lost his bearings. He was a student in Berlin and soon began using drugs and playing at cheating death. One of his friends died doing that. That was how we found out.’

‘You didn’t back down and try to repair your relationship?’ Thóra asked, although she knew the answer in advance.

‘No,’ said Amelia curtly. ‘Subsequently he developed this ghastly interest in black magic; his grandfather had got him into it. When Amelia Maria died he joined the army. We did nothing to stop him. It didn’t turn out to be a clever decision – I shan’t go into details, but he was sent home after less than a year. He had plenty of money which he had inherited from his grandfather and we didn’t see much of him. But he did contact us when he decided to come here; he phoned to let us know.’

Thóra looked at the woman thoughtfully. ‘If you’re asking me to understand, I can’t. But I do sympathise. I don’t know how I would have reacted myself – perhaps exactly the same. But I hope not.’

‘I so wish I had been the type of person who could rebuild my relationship with Harald. Now it’s too late and I have to come to terms with it.’

Thóra found this ironic. Perhaps the revenge curse had worked after all? ‘Don’t think that I want to make your suffering any worse, but I must point out that it has affected other people too. Now, for example, a young man is in prison, a medical student who was a friend of Harald’s. He won’t have a chance of being reaccepted by society after making friends with your son.’

Amelia looked out of the window. ‘What will happen to him?’

Thóra shrugged. ‘He’ll probably be convicted of failing to report a dead body and mutilating a corpse, and he’ll do some time in prison. Presumably they won’t let him back into the faculty of Medicine at the university. I have a hunch that he’ll take the rap to spare his other friends from being implicated – but you never can tell. In fact I think Harald mentioned him in his will. That’s some compensation.’

‘Did he prove to be a good friend to Harald, in your opinion?’ the other woman asked, looking at Thóra.

‘Yes, I think so. At least, he kept his promise to Harald – however repellent and stupid it may have been. Your son didn’t exactly choose his friends on the basis of how normal they were.’

‘I’ll take care of him,’ whispered Amelia. ‘That’s the least I can do. He can enrol in medicine abroad. We would have no problems arranging that, even if he does get sentenced for what he did.’ She stretched out her fingers and then clenched her fists as if feeling a twinge of arthritis. ‘It would make me feel better to be able to do something. It would ease my suffering a little.’

‘Matthew can arrange that, if the offer’s sincere.’ Thóra got ready to stand up. ‘I suppose there’s nothing else,’ she said, sincerely hoping that there wasn’t. She had had enough.

Amelia took her handbag from the back of the chair and put it over her shoulder. She stood up and buttoned her coat, then shook Thora’s hand. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and seemed to mean it. ‘Send us the bill – it will be paid the moment it arrives.’ They exchanged farewells and Thóra walked rapidly towards the exit. She could not wait to get out into the fresh air.

On her way she walked past the hall where the map of Iceland was on display. She stopped and watched Matthew and Elisa strolling around the horizontal relief map. When he saw her out of the corner of his eye, Matthew looked up, took Elisa lightly by the arm and pointed at Thóra. They exchanged a few words and Matthew hurried up the steps to her.

‘How did it go?’ he asked as they walked past the foyer window with the poem etched into the glass.

‘Fine – badly,’ replied Thóra. ‘I honestly don’t know.’

‘You owe me lunch,’ he said, opening the door for her. ‘But since I’m a fair person and not at all hungry I’m quite prepared to accept it in kind.’

‘How do you mean?’ Thóra asked, although she was well aware of the scenario that was unfolding.

They walked off in the direction of Hótel Borg.

Thóra slipped out of bed two hours later and got dressed. Matthew did not stir. She found paper and a pen on the desk, wrote him a brief note and placed it on the bedside table.

She left the room without waking him, hurried out onto the street and walked towards Skólavördustígur to fetch the car marked ‘Bibbi’s Garage’. She deserved the rest of the day off.

Her mobile rang in her coat pocket and she answered it.

‘Hello, Mum,’ her son said cheerfully.

‘Hello, darling,’ replied Thóra. ‘How are you doing? Are you back home?’

‘Yes, I’m here with Sigga,’ he answered awkwardly. ‘We’re discussing names, like you told me to. Is Pepsi a girl’s name or a boy’s name?’




Order the next book in the Thora Gudmundsdottir series, My Soul To Take, here.
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