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  CHAPTER ONE




  PROFESSOR AGNAR HARALDSSON folded the letter and slipped it back into its small yellowing envelope.




  He glanced again at the address inscribed in an upright, ornamental hand: Högni Ísildarson, Laugavegur 64, Reykjavík, Iceland. The stamp bore the profile of a beardless

  British king, an Edward or a George, Agnar wasn’t certain which.




  His heart thumped, the envelope performing a tiny dance in his shaking hand. The letter had arrived that morning enclosed within a larger envelope bearing a modern Icelandic stamp and a

  Reykjavík postmark.




  It was all that Agnar could have hoped for. It was more than that; it was perfect.




  As a professor of Icelandic at the University of Iceland, Agnar had been privileged to handle some of the oldest manuscripts of his country’s sagas, copied out by monks with infinite care

  on to sheaves of calf skins using black bearberry juice for ink, and feathers from the left wings of swans for pens. Those magnificent documents were Iceland’s heritage, Iceland’s soul.

  But none of them would cause as great a stir in the outside world as this single sheet of paper.




  And none of them was his discovery.




  He looked up from his desk over the serene lake in front of him. It glittered a rare deep blue in the April sunshine. Ten minutes before it had glinted steel grey, and in a few more minutes it

  would do so again as dark clouds from the west chased after those disappearing over the snow-topped mountains across the lake to the east.




  A perfect location for a summer house. The cabin had been built by Agnar’s father, a former politician who was now in an old-people’s home. Although summer was still some time away,

  Agnar had escaped there for the weekend to work with no distractions. His wife had just given birth to their second child, and Agnar had a tight deadline to get through a pile of translation.




  ‘Aggi, come back to bed.’




  He turned to see the breathtakingly beautiful figure of Andrea, ballet dancer and third-year literature student, naked as she glided across the bare wooden floor towards him, her blonde hair a

  tangled mess.




  ‘I’m sorry, darling, I can’t,’ he said nodding towards the mess of papers in front of him.




  ‘Are you sure?’ She bent down to kiss him, and ran her fingers under his shirt and through the hair on his chest, her mane tickling his nose. She broke away. ‘Are you really

  sure?’




  He smiled and removed his spectacles.




  Well, perhaps he would allow himself one distraction.




  



  




  CHAPTER TWO




  SERGEANT DETECTIVE MAGNUS Jonson trudged along the residential street in Roxbury towards his car. He had a load of typing

  to do back at the station before he could go home. He was tired, so tired: he hadn’t slept properly for a week. Which was perhaps why the smell had hit him so badly.




  It was a familiar smell: raw beef a week past its sell-by date, tinged with a metallic edge. He had experienced it many times in his years with the Boston Police Department’s Homicide

  Unit.




  Maria Campanelli, white female, twenty-seven.




  She had been dead thirty-six hours, stabbed by her boyfriend after an argument and left to decompose in her apartment. They were out looking for him now, and Magnus was confident he would be

  found. But to be certain of a conviction they needed to make sure they got the paperwork one hundred per cent accurate. A bunch of people to be interviewed; a bunch of forms to be filled out. The

  department had suffered a scandal a few years back with a series of slip-ups in the chain of evidence, documents misfiled, court exhibits lost. Since then defence lawyers had jumped on any

  mistakes.




  Magnus was good at the paperwork, which was one of the reasons he had recently been promoted to sergeant. Perhaps Colby was right, perhaps he should go to law school.




  Colby.




  For the twelve months they had been living together she had gradually turned up the pressure: why didn’t he quit the department and go to law school, why didn’t they get married? And

  then, six days ago, when they were walking arm in arm back from their favourite Italian restaurant in the North End, a Jeep had driven past with its rear window wound down. Magnus had thrown Colby

  to the sidewalk just as a rapid succession of shots rang out from a semi-automatic rifle. Maybe the shooters thought they had hit their target, maybe there were too many people around, but the Jeep

  had driven off without finishing the job.




  That was why she had kicked him out of her apartment. That was why he had spent sleepless nights in the guest room of his brother’s house in Medford. That was why the smell had gotten to

  him: for the first time in a long time the smell of death had become personal.




  It could have been him splayed out on the floor of that apartment. Or Colby.




  It was the hottest day of the year so far, which had, of course, made the smell worse, and Magnus was sweating in his suit jacket. He felt a touch on his elbow.




  It was a guy of about fifty, Latin, bald, short and overweight, unshaven. He was wearing a large blue shirt which hung out over jeans.




  ‘Detective?’




  Magnus stopped. ‘Yeah?’




  ‘I think I saw something. The night the girl was stabbed.’ The man’s voice was gruff, urgent.




  Magnus was tempted to tell the guy to beat it. They had a witness who had seen the boyfriend come, another who had seen him leave six hours later, three who had heard a loud argument, one who

  had heard a scream. But you could never have enough witnesses. Another statement to type up when he got back to the station.




  Magnus sighed as he reached for his notebook. There were still several hours to go before he could go home and take the run and shower he needed to get the smell out of his system. If he

  wasn’t too exhausted for a run by then.




  The man looked nervously up and down the street. ‘Not here, I don’t want nobody to see us talking.’




  Magnus was about to protest – the victim’s boyfriend was a cook at the Boston Medical Center, hardly someone to be scared of – but then he shrugged and followed the man as he

  hurried down a small side street, between a dilapidated grey clapboard house and a small red-brick apartment building. Little more than an alley, with some kind of construction site with a high

  wire fence at the end. A heavily tattooed kid with a yellow T-shirt stood at the street corner. He smoked a cigarette, his back to Magnus.




  As they entered the alleyway, the bald guy seemed to speed up. Magnus lengthened his stride. He was about to yell to the guy to slow down, when he stopped himself.




  Magnus had been asleep. Now he was awake.




  Among the forest of tattoos on the kid’s arms, Magnus had noticed a small dot above one elbow, and a pattern of five dots above the other. One five, fifteen, the tattoo of the Cobra-15

  gang. They didn’t operate in Roxbury. This kid was way outside of his territory, by at least three miles, maybe four. But the Cobra-15 were customers of Soto’s operation, local

  distribution agents. The guys in the Jeep in the North End had been working for Soto, Magnus was sure.




  Magnus’s instinct was to straighten up and turn, but he forced himself not to break his stride and alert the kid. Think. Think fast.




  He could hear footsteps behind him. Gun or knife? The sound of a gun would be risky this close to the crime scene – there were still one or two cops milling around. But the kid knew Magnus

  was armed and no one brings a knife to a gunfight. Which meant gun. Which meant the kid was probably pulling it out of the waistband of his pants right then.




  Magnus dived to the left, grabbed a garbage can and threw it to the ground. As he hit the ground he rolled once, reached for his gun and pointed it towards the kid, who was raising his own

  weapon. Magnus’s finger curled around the trigger, and then his training kicked in. He hesitated. The rule was clear: don’t fire if there is a chance of hitting a civilian.




  In the mouth of the alleyway stood a young woman, grocery bags in both arms, staring at Magnus, her mouth open. She was wide, real wide, and directly behind the kid in the yellow T-shirt in

  Magnus’s line of fire.




  The hesitation gave the kid time to raise his own gun. Magnus was looking straight down the barrel. A stand off.




  ‘Police! Drop your weapon!’ Magnus shouted, even though he knew the kid wouldn’t.




  What would happen next? If the kid fired first, he might miss Magnus, and then Magnus could get away his own shot. Although he was six foot four and weighed over two hundred pounds, Magnus was

  lying prone on the street, partially hidden by the dislodged trash can, a smallish target for a panicked kid.




  Perhaps the kid would back off. If only the woman would move. She was still rooted to the spot, her mouth open, trying to scream.




  Then Magnus saw the kid’s eyes flick upwards and behind Magnus. The bald guy.




  The kid wouldn’t have taken his eyes off Magnus’s gun if the bald guy was holding back. He would only risk that if the bald guy was relevant to the situation, if he was his saviour,

  if he had his own gun and was approaching Magnus from behind. Hold off for a couple of seconds until the bald guy shot Magnus in the back, that was the kid’s plan.




  Magnus pulled his trigger, just once, not the twice he had been trained. He wanted to keep the numbers of bullets flying towards the fat woman to a minimum. The kid was hit in the chest; he

  jerked and fired his own gun, missing Magnus.




  Magnus reached out to the trash can and flung it behind him. He turned to see the empty container hitting the bald guy in the shins. The man was reaching under his belly for his own gun, but

  doubled over as he tripped on the can.




  Magnus fired twice hitting the guy each time, once in the shoulder and once in the bald crown of his head. A mess.




  Magnus pulled himself to his feet. Noise kicked in. The fat woman had dropped her groceries and was screaming now, loud, very loud. It turned out there was nothing wrong with her lungs. A police

  siren started up somewhere close. There was the sound of shouting and running feet.




  The bald guy was still, but the kid was sprawled on his back on the ground, his chest heaving, his yellow T-shirt now stained red. His fingers were curled around his gun as he tried to summon up

  the strength to point it towards Magnus. Magnus stamped hard on his wrist and kicked the gun out of the way. He stood panting over the boy who had tried to kill him. Seventeen or eighteen,

  Hispanic, close-cropped black hair, a broken front tooth, a scar on his neck. Taut muscles under swirls of ink on his arms and chest, intricate gang tattoos. A tough kid. A kid his age in Cobra-15

  could already have several dead bodies to his name.




  But not Magnus’s. At least not today. But tomorrow?




  Magnus could smell gunpowder and sweat and fear and once again the metallic bite of blood. Too much blood for one day.




  ‘I’m taking you off the street.’




  Deputy Superintendent Williams, the chief of the Homicide Unit, was firm. He was always firm, that was one of the things Magnus appreciated about him. He also appreciated that he had come all

  the way from his office on Schroeder Plaza in downtown Boston to make sure that one of his men was safe. They were in an anonymous motel room in an anonymous motel somewhere off I-91 between

  Springfield, Massachusetts and Hartford, Connecticut, chaperoned by FBI agents with Midwestern accents. Magnus hadn’t been allowed back in the station since the shooting.




  ‘I don’t think that’s necessary,’ Magnus said.




  ‘Well, I do.’




  ‘Are we talking Witness Protection Programme?’




  ‘Possibly. This is the second time someone has tried to kill you within a week.’




  ‘I was tired. I let my guard down. It won’t happen again.’




  Williams raised his eyebrows. His black face was deeply lined. He was small, compact, determined, a good boss, and honest. That was why Magnus had gone to him six months before when he had

  overheard his partner, Detective Lenahan, talking on his cell phone to another cop about tampering with evidence in a homicide investigation.




  They were on a bullshit stakeout. Magnus had gone for a walk and was returning to the car when he stopped in the fall sunshine just behind the passenger window. The window was open a crack.

  Magnus could hear Lenahan clearly, wheedling, cajoling and threatening a Detective O’Driscoll to do the right thing and smudge the fingerprint evidence on a gun.




  Magnus and Lenahan had not been partners for long. At fifty-three, Lenahan was twenty years older than Magnus. He was experienced, smart, popular, and he seemed to know everyone in the Boston

  Police Department, especially those with Irish last names. But he was lazy. He used his three decades of experience and knowledge of police methods to do as little work as possible.




  Magnus saw things differently. As soon as he had closed one case he was eager to move on to the next; his determination to nail the perp was legendary within the department. Lenahan thought

  there were good guys and there were bad guys, there always were and there always would be. There was not very much that he or Magnus or the whole Boston police force could do about that. Magnus

  thought that every victim, and every victim’s family, deserved justice, and Magnus would do his very best to get it for them. So the Jonson–Lenahan partnership was hardly made in

  heaven.




  But until that moment, Magnus had not imagined that Lenahan was crooked.




  There are two things that a cop hates more than anything else. One is a crooked cop. Another is a cop who rats on one of his colleagues. For Magnus the choice was easy – if people like

  Lenahan were allowed to get away with destroying evidence of a homicide, then everything he had devoted his career towards was worthless.




  Magnus knew that most of his colleagues would agree with him. But some would turn a blind eye, convince themselves that Magnus had misheard, that good old Sean Lenahan could not be one of the

  bad guys. And others would think that if good old Sean got himself a little retirement nest egg by taking money off one bad guy who had just killed another, then good luck to him. He deserved it

  after serving the citizens of Boston so loyally for thirty years.




  Which is why Magnus had gone straight to Williams and only Williams. Williams had understood the situation. A couple of weeks later Magnus’s promotion came through and he and Lenahan were

  split up. An undercover team from the FBI was brought in from out of state. A major investigation was launched and Lenahan was linked with two other detectives, O’Driscoll and Montoya. The

  Feds discovered the gang that was paying them off; it was Dominican, led by a man named Pedro Soto, who operated out of Lawrence, a faded mill town just outside Boston. Soto supplied cocaine and

  heroin wholesale to street gangs all over New England. The three crooked detectives were arrested and charged. Magnus was billed as the star witness when the case eventually came to trial.




  But the FBI hadn’t yet amassed enough evidence to charge Soto. He was still out there.




  ‘Your guard slips once, it can slip again,’ said Williams. ‘If we don’t do something you’ll be dead within two weeks. They want your ass and they’ll get

  it.’




  ‘But I don’t see why they want to kill me,’ Magnus said. ‘Sure, my testimony will nail Lenahan, but I can’t point to Soto or the Dominicans. And you said Lenahan

  isn’t cooperating.’




  ‘The FBI thinks it’s figured out Lenahan’s angle. The last thing he wants is to wind up in a maximum-security prison with a bunch of convicted killers, no cop would want that,

  he’d be better off dead. But without your testimony, he’ll walk. Our guess is that he has given the Dominicans an ultimatum: they get rid of you or he’ll give them to us. And if

  he doesn’t, his buddy Montoya will. If you die, Lenahan and the other two go free, and Soto’s operation continues as if nothing has happened. But if you live to testify, Lenahan does a

  deal with the FBI, and Soto and his boys will have to close down business and head home to the Dominican Republic. If we don’t get to them first.’




  Williams looked Magnus right in the eye. ‘Which is why we have to figure out what to do with you.’




  Magnus saw Williams’s point. But full witness protection would mean starting up a new life with a new identity on the other side of the country. He didn’t want that. ‘Got any

  ideas?’ he asked Williams.




  ‘Matter of fact, I do.’ Williams smiled. ‘You’re an Icelandic citizen, right?’




  ‘Yes. As well as US. I have dual.’




  ‘Do you speak the language?’




  ‘Some. I spoke it as a child. I moved here with my dad when I was twelve. But I haven’t spoken it since he died.’




  ‘Which was when?’




  ‘When I was twenty.’




  Williams allowed a brief pause to express his sympathy. ‘Well, I guess you speak it better than most of the rest of us, then.’




  Magnus smiled. ‘I guess so. Why?’




  ‘An old buddy in the NYPD called me a couple months ago. Said he’d heard I had someone who spoke Icelandic in my unit. He’d just had a visit from the National Police

  Commissioner of Iceland. He was looking for the NYPD to loan him a detective as an advisor. He didn’t necessarily want someone senior, just someone experienced in the many and varied crimes

  that our great country has to offer. Apparently, they don’t get many homicides in Iceland, or at least they didn’t until recently. Obviously, if that detective happened to speak

  Icelandic, that would be a bonus.’




  ‘I don’t remember anybody telling me about this,’ Magnus said.




  Williams smiled. ‘They didn’t.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Same reason I’m telling you now. You’re one of my best detectives and I don’t want to lose you. Except now I would rather have you alive in an igloo in Iceland than dead

  on a sidewalk in Boston.’




  Magnus had given up long ago telling people that there were no igloos in Iceland. Nor were there any Eskimos, and only very rarely polar bears. He hadn’t been to Iceland since just after

  his father’s death. He had his doubts about going back, severe doubts, but at that moment it seemed like the least bad option.




  ‘I called the Icelandic Police Commissioner an hour ago. He’s still looking for an advisor. He sounded very excited by the idea of a detective who speaks the language. So, what do

  you think?’




  There really was no choice.




  ‘I’ll do it,’ Magnus said. ‘On one condition.’




  Williams frowned. ‘Which is?’




  ‘I take my girlfriend with me.’




  Magnus had seen Colby angry before, but never this angry.




  ‘What do you think you are doing, getting your goons to kidnap me? Is this some kind of joke? Some kind of weird romantic gesture where you think I’m going to take you back? Because

  if it is, I can tell you right now it’s not going to work. So tell these men to take me back to the office!’




  They were sitting in the back seat of an FBI van in the parking lot of a Friendly’s restaurant. Two agents had cruised by the offices of the medical-equipment company where Colby was

  in-house counsel and whisked her away. They were gathered around their car fifty feet away, with the two agents who had driven Magnus.




  ‘They tried to kill me again,’ Magnus said. ‘Almost succeeded this time.’




  He still couldn’t believe how stupid he had been, how he had let himself be led off the main street down an alley. Since the shooting he had been interviewed at great length by two

  detectives from the Firearm Discharge Investigative team. They had been told they would only have one chance to talk to him, so they had been very thorough, focusing especially on his decision to

  pull the trigger when there was an innocent civilian in the line of fire.




  Magnus didn’t regret that decision. He had traded the near certainty of his own death for a small probability that the woman would be harmed. But he had a better answer for the detectives.

  If the gangsters had shot him, they would probably have shot the woman next, as a witness. The Firearms Discharge guys liked this idea. They were careful not to ask him whether he had thought of

  that before or after he had pulled the trigger. They were going to do things by the book, but they were on his side.




  This was the second time he had shot and killed someone while on duty. After the first, when he was a rookie patrol officer in uniform two months into the job, he had suffered weeks of

  guilt-filled sleepless nights.




  This time he was just glad to be alive.




  ‘Too bad they failed,’ muttered Colby. Two tiny red dots of anger sizzled on her cheeks; the corners of her brown eyes glistened with fury. Her mouth was set firm. Then she bit her

  lip, pulling strands of dark curly hair back behind her ears in a familiar gesture. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. But it’s got nothing to do with me. I don’t want it

  to have anything to do with me, that’s the whole point.’




  ‘It already does have to do with you, Colby.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘The chief wants me to go. Leave Boston. He doesn’t think the Dominicans will stop until they’ve killed me.’




  ‘That sounds like a good idea.’




  Magnus took a deep breath. ‘And I want you to come with me.’




  The expression on Colby’s face was a mixture of shock and contempt. ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘It’s for your own safety. If I’m gone they might go after you.’




  ‘What about my work? What about my job, dammit?’




  ‘You’ll just have to leave that. It’ll only be for a few months. Until the trial.’




  ‘Was I right the first time? Is this just some weird way for you to get me back?’




  ‘No,’ said Magnus. ‘It’s because I’m worried for you if you stay.’




  Colby bit her lip again. A tear ran down her cheek. Magnus reached out and touched her arm. ‘Where would we go?’




  ‘I’m sorry, I can’t tell you until I know you will say yes.’




  ‘Will I like it?’ She glanced at him.




  He shook his head. ‘Probably not.’ They had discussed Iceland many times during their relationship, and Colby had been consistent in her distrust of the country, its volcanoes and

  its bad weather.




  ‘It’s Iceland, isn’t it?’




  Magnus just shrugged.




  ‘Wait a minute, let me think.’ Colby turned away from him and stared out over the parking lot. A large family of four waddled out to their car carrying tubs of ice cream, smiles of

  anticipation on their faces.




  Magnus waited.




  Colby turned and stared him right in the eye. ‘Do you want to get married?’




  Magnus returned her stare. He couldn’t believe she was serious. But she was very serious.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Magnus hesitated. ‘We could talk about it.’




  ‘No! I don’t want to talk about it, we’ve talked about it for months. I want to decide right now. You want me to decide to drop everything and go away with you. Fine.

  I’ll do it. If we get married.’




  ‘But this is totally the wrong way to make a decision like that.’




  ‘What do you mean? Do you love me?’




  ‘Of course I love you,’ Magnus replied.




  ‘Then let’s get married. We can go to Iceland and live happily ever after.’




  ‘You’re not thinking clearly,’ Magnus said. ‘You’re angry.’




  ‘You bet I’m angry. You’ve asked me to commit to going away with you, and I’ll do it if you commit to me. Come on, Magnus, decision time.’




  Magnus took a deep breath. He watched the family climb into the car which sagged on its axles. They pulled out past the other FBI vehicle, the one that had picked up Colby. ‘I want you to

  come with me for your own safety,’ he said.




  ‘So that’s a no, then?’ Her eyes bored into his. Colby was a determined woman, that was one of the things Magnus loved about her, but he had never seen her this determined.

  ‘No?’




  Magnus nodded. ‘No.’




  Colby pursed her lips and reached for the door handle. ‘OK. We’re done here. I’m going back to work.’




  Magnus grabbed her arm. ‘Colby, please!’




  ‘Get your hands off me!’ Colby shouted and threw open the door. She walked rapidly over to the four agents standing around the other car and muttered something to them. Within a

  minute the car was gone.




  Two of the agents returned to the van and climbed in.




  ‘I guess she’s not going with you,’ said the driver.




  ‘I guess she’s not,’ said Magnus.




  



  




  CHAPTER THREE




  MAGNUS LOOKED UP from his book and out of the airplane window. It had been a long flight, made longer by the five-hour

  delay in their departure from Logan. The plane was descending. Beneath him was a blanket of coarse grey clouds, torn only in a couple of places. As the aircraft approached one of these Magnus

  craned his neck to try to get a glimpse of land, but all he could see was a patch of crumpled grey sea, flecked with white caps. Then it was gone.




  He was worried about Colby. If the Dominicans did come after her it would unequivocally be his fault. When he had first told her about Lenahan’s conversation she had counselled against

  going to Williams. She claimed she had always thought law enforcement a stupid profession. And if he had agreed to marry her in the parking lot of Friendly’s, she would be in the seat next to

  him on her way to safety, instead of in her apartment in the Back Bay, waiting for the wrong guy to knock at the door.




  But Magnus had had to do what was right. He always had and he always would. It was right to go to Williams about Lenahan. It was right to shoot the kid in the yellow T-shirt. It would have been

  wrong to marry Colby because she forced him to. He had never been sure why his parents had gotten married, but he had lived with the consequences of that mistake.




  Perhaps he was too nervous, perhaps the Dominicans would ignore her. He had demanded that Williams organize some police protection for her, a request that Williams had reluctantly agreed to;

  reluctantly because of her refusal to go to Iceland with Magnus.




  But if the Dominicans did catch her, would he be able to live with the consequences of that? Perhaps he should just have said yes, agreed to whatever she wanted just to get her out of the

  country. That’s what she had been trying to force him into. He hadn’t allowed himself to be forced. And now she might die.




  She was thirty, she wanted to get married and she wanted to marry Magnus. Or a modified Magnus, a successful lawyer pulling down a good salary, living in a big house in Brookline or maybe even

  Beacon Hill if he was really successful, driving a BMW or a Mercedes. Perhaps he would even convert to Judaism.




  She hadn’t cared that he was a tough cop when they had first met. It was at a party given by an old friend of his from college, also a lawyer. The mutual attraction had been instantaneous.

  She was pretty, vivacious, smart, strong willed, determined. She liked the idea of an Ivy League graduate walking the streets of South Boston with a gun. He was safe but dangerous, even his

  occasional bad moods seemed to attract her. Until she started to view him not as a lover but as a potential husband.




  Who did she want him to be? Who did he want to be? For that matter, who was he? It was a question Magnus often asked himself.




  He pulled out his electric-blue Icelandic passport. The photograph was similar to the one in his US passport, except the Icelander was allowed to smile, whereas the American was not. Red hair,

  square jaw, blue eyes, traces of freckles on his nose. But the name was different. His real name, Magnús Ragnarsson. His name was Magnús, his father’s name was Ragnar,

  and his grandfather’s name was Jón. So his father was Ragnar Jónsson and he was Magnús Ragnarsson. Simple.




  But of course the US bureaucracy could not cope with this logic. A son could not have a different last name to his father and his mother, whose name was Margrét

  Hallgrímsdóttir, and still have the government computers accept him as part of the same family. Obviously it couldn’t cope with the accents on the vowels, and it didn’t

  really like the non-standard spelling of Jonsson either. Ragnar had fought this for a few months after his son arrived in the country and then thrown in the towel. The twelve-year-old Icelandic boy

  Magnús Ragnarsson became the American kid Magnus Jonson.




  He turned back to the book on his lap. Njáls Saga, one of his favourites.




  Although Magnus had spoken very little Icelandic over the past thirteen years, he had read a lot. His father had read the sagas to him when Magnus had moved to Boston, and for Magnus they had

  become a source of comfort in the new confusing world of America. They still were. The word saga meant literally what is said in Icelandic. The sagas were the archetypal family

  histories, most of them dealing with the three or four generations of Vikings who had settled Iceland around 900 AD until the coming of Christianity to that country in 1000. Their heroes were

  complex men with many weaknesses as well as strengths, but they had a clear moral code, a sense of honour and a respect for the laws. They were brave adventurers. For a lone Icelander in a huge

  Junior High School in the United States, they were a source of inspiration. If one of their kinsmen was killed, they knew what to do: they demanded money in compensation and if that was not

  forthcoming they demanded blood, all strictly according to the law.




  So when his father was murdered when Magnus was twenty, he knew what to do. Search for justice.




  The police never found his father’s killer, and despite Magnus’s efforts, neither did he, but he decided after leaving college to become a policeman. He was still searching for

  justice, and despite all the murderers he had arrested over the last decade, he still hadn’t found it. Every murderer was his father’s murderer, until they were caught. Then the quest

  for just retribution went on, unsatisfied.




  The plane descended. Another gap in the clouds; this time he could see the waves breaking against the brown lava field of the Reykjanes Peninsula. Two black stripes bisected the barren stone and

  dust: the highway from Reykjavík to the airport at Keflavík. Wisps of cloud, like smoke from a volcano, drifted over an isolated white house in a puddle of bright green grass, and

  then Magnus was over the ocean again. The clouds closed in beneath the airplane as it began its turn for the final approach.




  He had the feeling, as Iceland came nearer and nearer, that he was moving towards solving his father’s murder, or at least resolving it. Perhaps in Iceland he could finally place it

  in some kind of perspective.




  But the airplane was also bringing him closer to his childhood, closer to pain and confusion.




  There was a golden period in Magnus’s life before the age of eight, when his family all lived together in a little house with white corrugated-metal walls and a bright blue

  corrugated-metal roof, close to the centre of Reykjavík. It had a tiny garden with a white-painted picket fence and a stunted tree, an old whitebeam, on which to clamber. His father went off

  to the university every morning, and his mother, who was beautiful and always smiling then, taught at the local secondary school. He remembered playing soccer with his friends during the long

  summer nights, and the excitement of the arrival of the thirteen mischievous Yuletide elves during the dark cosy winters, each dropping a small present in the shoe Magnus left beneath his open

  bedroom window.




  Then it all changed. His father left home to go and teach mathematics at a university in America. His mother became angry and sleepy – she slept all the time. Her face became puffy, she

  got fat, she yelled at Magnus and his little brother Óli.




  They moved back to the farm on the Snaefellsnes Peninsula where his mother had been brought up. That’s where the misery started. Magnus realized that his mother wasn’t sleepy all the

  time, she was drunk. At first she spent most of her time away in Reykjavík, trying to hold down her job as a teacher. Then she returned to the farm and a series of jobs in the nearest town,

  first teaching and then working cash registers. Worst of all Magnus and Óli were left for long periods in the care of their grandparents. Their grandfather was a strict, scary, angry man,

  who liked a drink himself. Their grandmother was small and mean.




  One day, when Magnus and Óli were at school, their mother had drunk half a bottle of vodka, climbed into a car and steered it straight into a rock, killing herself instantly. Within a

  week, amid acrimony of nuclear proportions, Ragnar had arrived to take them both away to Boston with him.




  Magnus returned to Iceland with his father and Óli on an annual basis for camping trips in the back country and to spend a couple of days in Reykjavík to see his grandmother and

  his father’s friends and colleagues. They had never gone near his mother’s family.




  Until a month after his father died, when Magnus made the trip to try to effect a reconciliation. The visit had been a total disaster. Magnus had recoiled in stunned bewilderment at the strength

  of the hostility from his grandparents. They didn’t just hate his father, they hated him too. For an orphan whose only family was a mixed-up brother, and with no clear idea of which country

  he belonged to, that hurt.




  Since then he had never been back.




  The plane broke through the clouds only a couple of hundred feet above the ground. Iceland was cold and grey and windswept. To the left was the flat field of volcanic rubble, grey and brown

  covered with russet and green moss, and beyond that the paraphernalia of the abandoned American airbase, single-storey sheds, mysterious radio masts and golf balls on stilts. Not a tree in

  sight.




  The plane hit the runway, and manoeuvred up to the terminal building. Improbably cheerful ground staff battled their way out into the wind, smiling and chatting. A windsock stuck out stiff and

  horizontal, as a curtain of rain rolled across the airfield towards them. It was 24 April, the day after Iceland’s official first day of summer.




  Thirty minutes later Magnus was sitting in the back of a white car hurtling along the highway between Keflavík and Reykjavík. Across the car was emblazoned the

  word Lögreglan – with typical stubbornness Iceland was one of the very few countries in the world that refused to use a derivation of the word ‘police’ for its

  law-enforcement agency.




  Outside, the squall had passed and the wind seemed to be dying down. The lavascape, undulating mounds of stones, boulders and moss, stretched across towards a line of squat mountains in the

  distance, still not a tree in sight. Thousands of years after the event this patch of Iceland hadn’t recovered from the devastation of a massive volcanic eruption. The thin layers of mosses

  nibbling at the rocks were only just beginning a process of restoration that would take millennia.




  But Magnus wasn’t looking at the scenery. He was concentrating hard on the man sitting next to him, Snorri Gudmundsson, the National Police Commissioner. He was a small man with shrewd

  blue eyes and thick grey hair brushed back in a bouffant. He was speaking rapidly in Icelandic, and it took all Magnus’s powers of concentration to follow him.




  ‘As I am sure you must know, Iceland has a low per-capita homicide rate and low levels of serious crime,’ he was saying. ‘Most policing involves clearing up the mess on

  Saturday and Sunday mornings once the partygoers have had their fun. Until the kreppa and the demonstrations over this last winter, of course. Every one of my officers in the

  Reykjavík area was tied up with those. They did well, I am proud of them.’




  Kreppa was the Icelandic word for the credit crunch, which had hit the country particularly badly. The banks, the government and many of the people were bankrupt, drowning under debt

  incurred in the boom times. Magnus had read of the weekly demonstrations which had taken place in front of the Parliament building every Saturday afternoon for months, until the government had

  finally bowed to popular pressure and resigned.




  ‘The trend is worrying,’ the Commissioner went on. ‘There are more drugs, more drug gangs. We have had problems with Lithuanian gangs and the Hells Angels have been trying to

  break into Iceland for years. There are more foreigners in our country now, and a small minority of them have a different attitude to crime to most Icelanders. The yellow press here exaggerates the

  problem, but it would be a foolish police commissioner who ignored the threat.’




  He paused to check if Magnus was following. Magnus nodded to indicate he was, just.




  ‘I am proud of our police force, they work hard and they have a good clear-up rate, but they are just not used to the kind of crimes that occur in big cities with large populations of

  foreigners. The greater Reykjavík area has a population of only a hundred and eighty thousand, the entire country has only three hundred thousand people, but I want us to be prepared in case

  the kinds of things that happen in Amsterdam, or Manchester, or Boston for that matter, happen here. Which is why I asked for you.




  ‘Last year there were three unsolved murders in Iceland, all related. We never knew who committed them until he volunteered himself at police headquarters. He was a Pole. We should have

  caught him after the first woman was killed, but we didn’t, so two more died. I think with someone like you working with us, we would have stopped him then.’




  ‘I hope so,’ said Magnus.




  ‘I’ve read a copy of your file and spoken to Deputy Superintendent Williams. He was very flattering.’




  Magnus raised his eyebrows. He didn’t know Williams did flattery. And he knew there were some serious black marks in his record from those times in his career when he hadn’t always

  done exactly what he had been told.




  ‘The idea is that you will go through a crash course at the National Police College. In the mean time you will be available for training seminars and for advice should something crop up

  that you can help us with.’




  ‘A crash course?’ said Magnus, wanting to check that he had understood correctly. ‘How long would that take?’




  ‘The normal course is a year, but since you have so much police experience, we would hope to get you through in less than six months. It’s unavoidable. You can’t arrest someone

  unless you know Icelandic law.’




  ‘No, I see that, but how long did you …’ Magnus paused as he tried to remember the Icelandic word for ‘envision’ ‘… see me being here?’




  ‘I specified a minimum of two years. Deputy Superintendent Williams assured me that would be acceptable.’




  ‘He never mentioned that kind of timeframe to me,’ said Magnus.




  Snorri’s blue eyes bored into Magnus’s. ‘Williams did, of course, mention the reason why you were so eager to leave Boston on a temporary basis. I admire your courage.’

  His eyes flicked towards the uniformed police driver in the front seat. ‘No one here knows about it apart from me.’




  Magnus was about to protest, but he let it drop. As yet, he had no idea how many months it would be until the trial of Lenahan and the others. He would go along with the Police Commissioner

  until he was called to testify, then he would return to Boston and stay there, no matter what plans the Commissioner had for him.




  Snorri smiled. ‘But, as luck would have it, we have something to get your teeth into right away. A body was discovered this morning, in a summer house by Lake Thingvellir. And I am told

  that one of the initial suspects is an American. I am taking you straight there now.’




  Keflavík Airport was at the tip of the peninsula that stuck out to the west of Reykjavík into the Atlantic Ocean. They drove east, through a tangle of highways and grey suburbs to

  the south of the city, lined with small factories and warehouses and familiar fast-food joints: KFC, Taco Bell and Subway. Depressing.




  To his left, Magnus could see the multicoloured metal roofs of little houses that marked the centre of Reykjavík, dominated by the rocket spire of the Hallgrímskirkja,

  Iceland’s largest church, rising up from the top of a small hill. No sign of the clusters of skyscrapers that dominated the downtown areas of even small cities in America. Beyond the city was

  Faxaflói Bay, and beyond that the broad foot of Mount Esja, an imposing ridge of stone that reached up into the low cloud.




  They passed through bleak suburbs of square squat blocks of flats to the east of the city. Mount Esja rose up ever larger ahead of them, before they turned away from the bay and climbed up

  Mosfell Heath. The houses disappeared and there was just heath land of yellow grass and green moss, bulky rounded hills and cloud – low, dark, swirling cloud.




  After twenty minutes or so they descended and Magnus saw Lake Thingvellir ahead of him. He had been there several times as a boy, visiting Thingvellir itself, a grass plain that ran along the

  floor of a rift valley at the northern edge of the lake. It was the spot where the American and European continental plates split Iceland in two. More importantly for Magnus and his father, it was

  the dramatic site of the Althing, Iceland’s annual outdoor parliament during the age of the sagas.




  Magnus remembered the lake as a beautiful deep blue. Now it was dark and foreboding, the clouds reaching down from the sky almost low enough to touch the black water. Even the hump of a small

  island in the middle was smothered by the dense blanket of moisture.




  They turned off the main road, past a large farm with horses grazing in its home meadow, down to the lake itself. They followed a stone track to a row of half a dozen summer houses, protected by

  a stand of scrappy birch trees, not yet in leaf. The only trees in sight. Magnus saw the familiar signs of a newly established crime scene: badly parked police cars, some with lights still flashing

  unnecessarily, an ambulance with its back doors open, yellow tape fluttering in the breeze and figures milling about in a mixture of dark police uniforms and white forensic overalls.




  The focus of attention was the fifth house, at the end of the row. Magnus checked the other summer houses. It was still early in the season, so only one, the second, showed signs of habitation,

  a Range Rover parked outside.




  The police car pulled up next to the ambulance and the Commissioner and Magnus got out. The air was cold and damp. He could hear the rustle of the wind and a haunting bird call that he

  recognized from his childhood. A curlew?




  A tall, balding man with a long face, wearing forensic overalls, approached them.




  ‘Let me introduce Inspector Baldur Jakobsson of the Reykjavík Metropolitan Police CID,’ the Commissioner said. ‘He is in charge of the investigation. Lake Thingvellir is

  covered by the police at Selfoss to the south of here, but once they realized this could be a murder investigation they asked me to arrange for assistance from Reykjavík. Baldur, this is

  Sergeant Detective Magnús Jonson from the Boston Police Department…’ He paused and looked at Magnus quizzically. ‘Jonson?’




  ‘Ragnarsson,’ Magnus corrected him.




  The Commissioner smiled, pleased that Magnus was reverting to his Icelandic name. ‘Ragnarsson.’




  ‘Good afternoon,’ said Baldur stiffly, in halting English with a thick accent.




  ‘Gódan daginn,’ replied Magnus.




  ‘Baldur, can you explain to Magnús what’s happened here?’




  ‘Certainly,’ Baldur said, his thin lips showing no smile or other sign of enthusiasm. ‘The victim was Agnar Haraldsson. He is a professor at the University of Iceland. This is

  his summer house. He was murdered last night, hit over the head in the house, we think, and then dragged down into the lake. He was found by two children from the house just back there at ten

  o’clock this morning.’




  ‘The house with the Range Rover out front?’ asked Magnus.




  Baldur nodded. ‘They fetched their father and he dialled 112.’




  ‘When was he last seen alive?’ Magnus asked.




  ‘Yesterday was a holiday – the first day of summer.’




  ‘It’s Iceland’s little joke,’ said the Commissioner. ‘The real summer is a few months off yet, but we need anything we can get to cheer ourselves up after the long

  winter.’




  Baldur ignored the interruption. ‘The neighbours saw Agnar arrive at about eleven o’clock in the morning. They saw him park his car outside his house and go in. They waved to him, he

  waved back, but they didn’t speak. He did receive a visitor, or visitors, that evening.’




  ‘Description?’




  ‘None. They just saw the car, small, bright blue, something like a Toyota Yaris, although they are not precisely sure. The car arrived about seven-thirty, eight o’clock. Left at

  nine-thirty. They didn’t see it, but the woman remembered what she was watching on TV when she heard it drive past.’




  ‘Any other visitors?’




  ‘None that the neighbours know of. But they were out all afternoon at Thingvellir, so there could have been.’




  Baldur answered Magnus’s questions simply and directly, his long face giving an air of serious intensity to his responses. The Commissioner was listening closely, but let Magnus do the

  talking.




  ‘Have you found the murder weapon?’




  ‘Not yet. We’ll have to wait for a post-mortem. The pathologist might give us some clues.’




  ‘Can I see the body?’




  Baldur nodded and led Magnus and the Commissioner past the side of the house down a narrow earth pathway to a blue tent, erected on the edge of the lake, about ten metres from the house. Baldur

  called for overalls, boots and gloves. Magnus and the Commissioner put them on, signed a log held by the policeman guarding the scene and ducked into the tent.




  Inside, a body was stretched out on the boggy grass. Two men in forensic overalls were preparing to lift it into a body bag. When they saw who had joined them they stopped what they were doing

  and squeezed out of the tent to give their senior officers room to examine the corpse.




  ‘The paramedics from Selfoss who responded to the call dragged him out of the lake when they found him,’ Baldur said. ‘They thought he had drowned, but the doctor who examined

  the body was suspicious.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘There was a blow on the back of his head. There are some rocks on the bottom of the lake and there was a chance that he might have struck one of them if he had fallen in, but the doctor

  thought the blow was too hard.’




  ‘Can I take a look?’




  Agnar was, or had been, a man of about forty, longish dark hair with flecks of grey at the temples, sharp features, stubble of the designer variety. Under the bristle, his face was pale and

  taut, his lips thin and a bluish-grey colour. The body was cold, which was no surprise after spending the night in the lake. It was also still stiff, suggesting he had been dead more than eight and

  less than twenty-four hours, which meant between four o’clock the previous afternoon and eight o’clock that morning. That was no help. Magnus doubted whether the pathologist would be

  able to come up with anything very precise about time of death. It was often difficult to be certain of a drowning, whether the victim had died before or after immersion in water. Sand or weed in

  the lungs was a clue, but that would have to wait for the autopsy.




  Gently Magnus parted the professor’s hair and examined the wound at the back of his skull.




  He turned to Baldur. ‘I think I know where your murder weapon is.’




  ‘Where?’ Baldur asked.




  Magnus pointed out to the deep grey waters of the lake. Somewhere out there the rift between the continental plates at Thingvellir continued downwards to a depth of several hundred feet.




  Baldur sighed. ‘We need divers.’




  ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ said Magnus. ‘You’ll never find it.’




  Baldur frowned.




  ‘He was hit by a rock,’ Magnus explained. ‘Something with jagged edges. There are still flecks of stone in the wound. I have no idea where the rock came from, possibly the dirt

  road back there, some of those stones are pretty big. Your lab could tell you. But my guess is the killer threw it into the lake afterwards. Unless he was very stupid – it’s the perfect

  place to lose a rock.’




  ‘Do you have forensic training?’ Baldur asked, suspiciously.




  ‘Not much,’ said Magnus. ‘I’ve just seen a few dead people with dents in their heads. Can I see inside the house?’




  Baldur nodded. They walked back up the path to the summer house. The place was getting the full forensics treatment, powerful lamps, a vacuum cleaner, and at least five technicians crawling

  around with tweezers and fingerprint powder.




  Magnus looked around. The door opened directly into a large living area, with big windows overlooking the lake. Walls and floor were soft wood, the furniture was modern but not expensive. Lots

  of bookshelves: novels in English and Icelandic, history books, some specialist literary criticism. An impressive collection of CDs: classical, jazz, Icelanders Magnus had never heard of. No

  television. A desk covered with papers occupied one corner of the room, and in the middle were chairs and a sofa around a low table, on which was a glass half filled with red wine, and a tumbler

  containing the dregs of what looked like Coke. Both were covered in a thin film of smudged fingerprint powder. Through one open door Magnus could see a kitchen. There were three other doors that

  led off the living room, presumably to bedrooms or a bathroom.




  ‘We think he was struck over here,’ said Baldur, pointing towards the desk. There were signs of fresh scrubbing on the wooden floor, and a few inches away, two chalk marks surrounded

  tiny specks.




  ‘Can you do DNA analysis on this?’




  ‘In case the blood came from the murderer?’ Baldur asked.




  Magnus nodded.




  ‘We can. We send it to a lab in Norway. It takes a while for the results to come back.’




  ‘Tell me about it,’ said Magnus. In Boston the DNA lab was permanently backed up; everything was a rush job and so nothing was. Somehow Magnus suspected that the Norwegian lab might

  treat its neighbour’s lone request with a bit more respect.




  ‘So we think that Agnar was hit on the back of the head here as he was turning towards the desk. Then dragged out of the house and dumped in the lake.’




  ‘Sounds plausible,’ said Magnus.




  ‘Except …’ Baldur hesitated. Magnus wondered if he was wary about expressing doubts in front of his boss.




  ‘Except what?’




  Baldur glanced at Magnus, hesitating. ‘Come and look at this.’ He led Magnus through to the kitchen. It was tidy, except for an open bottle of wine and the makings of a ham and

  cheese sandwich on the counter.




  ‘We found some additional specks of blood here,’ Baldur said, pointing to the counter. ‘They look like high-velocity blood spatter, but that makes no sense. Perhaps Agnar hurt

  himself earlier. Perhaps he somehow staggered in here, but there are no other signs of a struggle in here at all. Perhaps the murderer came in here to clean himself up. Yet if that were the case,

  you would expect the spatters to be much bigger.’




  Magnus glanced around the room. Three flies were battering the window in a never-ending attempt to get out.




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘It’s the flies.’




  ‘Flies?’




  ‘Sure. They land on the body, gorge themselves, then fly into the kitchen where it’s warm. There they regurgitate the blood – it helps them to digest it. Maybe they wanted some

  of the sandwich for dessert.’ Magnus bent down to examine the plate. ‘Yes. There’s some more there. You’ll be able to see better with a magnifying glass, or Luminol if you

  have any. Of course it means that the body must have been lying around in here long enough for the flies to have their feast. But that’s only fifteen, twenty minutes.’




  Baldur still wasn’t smiling, but the Commissioner was. ‘Thank you,’ was all the inspector could manage.




  ‘Footprints?’ asked Magnus, looking at the floor. Footprints should show up well on the polished wood.




  ‘Yes,’ said Baldur. ‘One set, size forty-five. Which is odd.’




  It was Magnus’s turn to look puzzled. ‘How so?’




  ‘Icelanders usually take their shoes off when they enter a house. Except perhaps if they are a foreign visitor and don’t know the customs. We spend as much time looking for fibres

  from socks as footprints.’




  ‘Ah, of course,’ said Magnus. ‘Anything in the papers on the desk?’




  ‘It’s mostly academic stuff, essays from students, draft articles on Icelandic literature, that kind of thing. We need to go through it more thoroughly. There was a

  fartölva which the forensics team have taken away to analyse.’




  ‘Sorry, what is a fartölva?’ asked Magnus, who was unfamiliar with the Icelandic word. He knew the difference between a halberd and a battleaxe, but some of the newer

  Icelandic words threw him.




  ‘A small computer you can carry around with you,’ explained Baldur. ‘And there is a diary with an entry; it tells us who was here last night.’




  ‘The Commissioner mentioned an American,’ Magnus said. ‘With size forty-five feet, no doubt?’ He had no idea what that was in US shoe sizes, but he suspected it was quite

  large.




  ‘American. Or British. The name is Steve Jubb and the time is seven-thirty yesterday evening. And a phone number. The number is for the Hótel Borg, the best hotel in

  Reykjavík. We’re picking him up now. In fact, if you’ll excuse me, Snorri, I have to go back to headquarters and interview him.’




  Magnus was struck by the informality of Icelanders. No ‘Sir’, or ‘Commissioner Gudmundsson’. In Iceland everyone called everyone else by their first names, be it a street

  sweeper speaking to the president of the country, or a police officer speaking to his chief. It would take a little getting used to, but he liked it.




  ‘Be sure to include Magnús in the interviews,’ the Commissioner said.




  Baldur’s face remained impassive, but Magnus could tell that he was seething inside. And Magnus couldn’t blame him. This was probably one of Baldur’s biggest cases of the year,

  and he would not appreciate doing it under the eyes of a foreigner. Magnus might have more experience of homicides than Baldur, but he was at least ten years younger and a rank junior. The

  combination must have been especially irritating.




  ‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘I’ll get Árni to look after you. He’ll drive you back to Headquarters and get you settled in. And by all means come and chat to me

  about Steve Jubb later on.’




  ‘Thank you, Inspector,’ Magnus said, before he could stop himself.




  Baldur’s eyes flicked towards Magnus, acknowledging the evidence of this faux pas that Magnus wasn’t a real Icelander after all. He called over a detective to escort Magnus, and then

  left with the Commissioner back to Reykjavík.




  ‘Hi, how are you doing?’ said the detective in fluent American-accented English. ‘My name’s Árni. Árni Holm. You know, like the Terminator.’




  He was tall, painfully thin, with short dark hair and an Adam’s apple that bobbed furiously as he spoke. He had a wide friendly grin.




  ‘Komdu saell,’ said Magnus. ‘I appreciate you speaking my language, but I really need to practise my Icelandic.’




  ‘All right,’ said Árni, in Icelandic. He looked disappointed not to be showing off his English skills.




  ‘Although I have no idea what “the Terminator” is in Icelandic.’




  ‘Tortímandinn,’ said Árni. ‘Some people call me that.’ Magnus couldn’t resist a smile. Árni was on the weedy side of wiry. ‘OK,

  not many, I admit,’ said Árni.




  ‘Your English is very good.’




  ‘I studied Criminology in the States,’ Árni replied proudly.




  ‘Oh. Where?’




  ‘Kunzelberg College, Indiana. It’s a small school, but it has a very good reputation. You might not have heard of it.’




  ‘Uh, I can’t say I have,’ said Magnus. ‘So where to next? I’d like to join Baldur for the interview of this Steve Jubb.’




  



  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  THE FIRST THING Magnus noticed was that Steve Jubb wasn’t American. He had some kind of British accent, from

  Yorkshire, it transpired; Jubb was a truck driver from a town called Wetherby in that county. He was unmarried, living alone. His passport confirmed he was fifty-one.




  Magnus and Árni were watching the interview on a computer screen down the hall. All the interview rooms in Reykjavík police headquarters were installed with tape recorders and

  closed-circuit television.




  There were four men in the interview room: Baldur, another detective, a young Icelandic interpreter and a big, broad-shouldered man with a beer belly. He was wearing a denim shirt open over a

  white T-shirt, black jeans and a baseball cap, under which peeked thin greying hair. A neat little grey beard on his chin. Magnus could just make out the green and red swirls of a tattoo on his

  forearm. Steve Jubb.




  Baldur was a good interviewer, relaxed and confident and more approachable than he had been with Magnus earlier. He even smiled occasionally, an upward twitch of the corners of his lips. He was

  using the traditional cop’s technique, taking Jubb backwards and forwards through his story. Trying to get him to slip up on the details. But it meant Magnus was able to catch up on what Jubb

  had done that evening.




  The interview was slow and stilted; everything had to be translated back and forth by the interpreter. Árni explained that this wasn’t just because Baldur didn’t speak good

  English – it was a requirement if anything said in the interview was to be admitted in court.




  Jubb had plenty to explain, but he explained it well, at least at first.




  His story was that he had met Agnar on a holiday to Iceland the previous year and had arranged to look him up on this trip. He had hired a car, the blue Toyota Yaris, and driven out to Lake

  Thingvellir. Agnar and he had chatted for a little over an hour and then Jubb had driven straight back to the hotel. The receptionist remembered his return. Since her shift ended at eleven, his

  timing was corroborated. Jubb hadn’t seen anything or anyone suspicious. Agnar had been friendly and talkative. They had discussed places in Iceland that Jubb should visit.




  Jubb confirmed that he had drunk Coca-Cola and his host red wine. He had kept his shoes on in the summer house: his shoe size was ten and a half under the UK measurement system. Jubb

  wasn’t sure what that was in Continental sizes.




  After half an hour of this Baldur left the room and found Magnus. ‘What do you think?’ he asked.




  ‘His story holds up,’ Magnus replied.




  ‘But he’s hiding something.’ It was a statement, not a question.




  ‘I think so too, but it’s tough to tell from in here, I can’t really see him. Can I speak to him face-to-face? Without the interpreter? I know anything he tells me won’t

  be admissible, but I might loosen him up. And if he lets something slip, you can zero in on it later.’




  Baldur thought for a moment and then nodded.




  Magnus wandered into the interview room and took the chair next to Jubb, the one that had been occupied by the interpreter. He leaned back.




  ‘Hey, Steve, how’s it going?’ Magnus said. ‘You holding up OK?’




  Jubb frowned. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘Magnus Jonson,’ Magnus said. It seemed natural to slip back into his American name when he was speaking English.




  ‘You’re a bloody Yank.’ Jubb’s Yorkshire accent was strong and direct.




  ‘Sure am. I’m helping these guys out for a spell.’




  Jubb grunted.




  ‘So, tell me about Agnar.’




  Jubb sighed at having to repeat his story yet again. ‘We met a year ago in a bar in Reykjavík. I liked the bloke, so I looked him up when I came back to Iceland.’




  ‘What did you talk about?’




  ‘This and that. Places to visit in Iceland. He knows the country pretty well.’




  ‘No, I mean what did you talk about that made you want to see him again? He was a university professor, you’re a truck driver.’ Magnus remembered Jubb’s unmarried status.

  ‘Are you gay?’ Unlikely, but it might provoke a reaction.




  ‘Course I’m not bloody gay.’




  ‘Then what did you talk about?’




  Jubb hesitated, then answered. ‘Sagas. He was an expert, I’d always been interested in them. It was one of the reasons I came to Iceland.’




  ‘Sagas!’ Magnus snorted. ‘Give me a break.’




  Jubb shrugged his broad shoulders and folded his arms over his belly. ‘You asked.’




  Magnus paused, assessing him. ‘OK, I’m sorry. Which one is your favourite?’




  ‘The Saga of the Volsungs.’




  Magnus raised his eyebrows. ‘Unusual choice.’ The most popular sagas were about the Viking settlers in Iceland during the tenth century, but the Saga of the Volsungs was set

  in a much earlier period. Although written in Iceland in the thirteenth century, it was a myth about an early Germanic family of kings, the Volsungs, who eventually became the Burgundians: Attila

  the Hun had a role in the story. It wasn’t one of Magnus’s favourites, but he had read it a few times.




  ‘OK. So what was the name of the dwarf who was forced to give his gold to Odin and Loki?’ he asked.




  Jubb smiled. ‘Andvari.’




  ‘And Sigurd’s sword?’




  ‘Gram. And his horse was called Grani.’




  Jubb knew his stuff. He might be a truck driver, but he was a well-read man. Not to be underestimated. ‘I like the sagas,’ Magnus said with a smile. ‘My dad used to read them

  to me. But he was Icelandic. How did you get into them?’




  ‘My grandfather,’ Jubb said. ‘He studied them at university. He used to tell me the stories when I was a lad. I was hooked. Then I found some of them on tape and I used to play

  them in the wagon. Still do.’




  ‘In English?’




  ‘Obviously.’




  ‘They are better in Icelandic.’




  ‘That’s what Agnar said. And I believe him. But it’s too late for me to learn another language now.’ Jubb paused. ‘I’m sorry he’s dead. He was an

  interesting bloke.’




  ‘Did you kill him?’ It was a question Magnus had asked all sorts of people during his career. He didn’t expect an honest answer, but often the reaction the question provoked

  was useful.




  ‘No,’ said Jubb. ‘Of course I bloody didn’t!’




  Magnus studied Steve Jubb. The denial was convincing, and yet … The lorry driver was hiding something.




  At that moment the door opened and Baldur burst in, followed by the interpreter. Magnus couldn’t conceal his irritation; he thought he was beginning to get somewhere.




  Baldur was clutching some sheets of paper. He sat at the desk and laid them in front of him. He leaned over and turned a switch on a small console by the computer. ‘Interview recommences

  at eighteen twenty-two,’ he said. And then, in English, staring at Jubb: ‘Who is Isildur?’




  Jubb tensed. Both Baldur and Magnus noticed it. Then he forced himself to relax. ‘I’ve no idea. Who is Isildur?’




  Magnus asked himself the same question, although he thought the name sounded familiar from somewhere.




  ‘Take a look at these,’ Baldur said, returning to Icelandic. He pushed three sheets of paper towards Jubb and handed another three to Magnus. ‘These are printouts of e-mails

  taken from Agnar’s computer. E-mail correspondence with you.’




  Jubb picked up the sheets of paper and read them, as did Magnus. Two were simple messages confirming the visit Steve had suggested on the phone and arranging a date, time and place to meet. The

  tone was more businesslike than an informal arrangement to meet up for a chat with an acquaintance.




  The third e-mail was the most interesting.




  

    

      From: Agnar Haraldsson




      To: Steve Jubb




      Subject: Meeting 23 April




       




      Dear Steve




       




      I’m looking forward to seeing you on Thursday. I have made a discovery that I think you will find very exciting.




       




      It is a shame that Isildur can’t be there as well. I have a proposal for him that it would be good to discuss in person. Is it too late to persuade him to

      come?




       




      Kind Regards,




       




      Agnar


    


  




  ‘So – who is Isildur?’ Baldur asked once again, this time in Icelandic. The interpreter translated.




  Jubb sighed heavily, tossed the papers on to the desk and crossed his arms. He said nothing.




  ‘What was the proposal Agnar wanted to discuss with you? Did he discuss it with you?’




  Nothing.




  ‘Did he tell you what the discovery was?’




  ‘I’m not answering any more questions,’ said Jubb. ‘I want to go back to my hotel.’




  ‘You can’t,’ said Baldur. ‘You’re staying here. You are under arrest.’




  Jubb frowned. ‘In that case, I want to speak to someone from the British Embassy.’




  ‘You are a suspect in a murder inquiry. We can inform the British Embassy that we are holding you, but you don’t have the right to see them. We can get you a lawyer if you

  wish.’




  ‘I do wish. And until I’ve seen him, I’m not saying anything.’ And Steve Jubb sat in his chair, a big man, arms folded tightly across his chest, lower jaw jutting out,

  immovable.




  



  




  CHAPTER FIVE




  BALDUR RAN A brisk morning meeting, brisk and efficient. Half a dozen detectives were present, plus Magnus, the assistant

  prosecutor – a young red-haired woman called Rannveig – and Chief Superintendent Thorkell Holm, the head of the Reykjavík Metropolitan Police CID. Thorkell was in his early

  sixties, with a round jovial face and shiny pink cheeks. He seemed at ease with his detectives, happy to blend into the background and listen to Baldur, who was in charge of the investigation.




  There was an air of expectancy around the table, enthusiasm for the task ahead. It was a Saturday morning. A long weekend of work to come for everyone, but they seemed eager to start.




  Magnus felt himself caught up in the excitement. Árni had driven him back to his hotel the night before. He had grabbed something to eat and gone to bed – it had been a long day,

  and he was still exhausted from the shooting in Boston and its aftermath. But he slept well for once. It was good to be out of reach of Soto’s gang. He was eager to get a message to Colby,

  but he would have to arrange access to a computer for that. In the meantime the investigation into the professor’s murder intrigued him.




  And he intrigued the detectives around him. They stared at him when he entered the room: none of the smiles you would expect from a group of Americans welcoming a stranger. Magnus didn’t

  know whether this was the typical initial reserve of Icelanders, a reserve that was usually replaced by warmth within ten minutes, or if it was something more hostile. He decided to ignore it. But

  he was glad of the uninhibited friendly smile of Árni sitting next to him.




  ‘Our suspect is still saying nothing,’ Baldur said. ‘We’ve heard from the British police: his criminal record is clean apart from two convictions for possession of

  cannabis in the 1970s. Rannveig will take him before the judge this morning to get an order to keep him in custody for the next few weeks.’




  ‘Do we have enough evidence for that?’ Magnus asked.




  Baldur frowned at the interruption. ‘Steve Jubb was the last person to see Agnar alive. He was at the scene of the crime at about the time the murder was committed. We know he was

  discussing some kind of deal with Agnar but he won’t tell us what he was doing there. He’s hiding something, and until he tells us otherwise, we’re going to assume it’s a

  murder. I’d say we have enough to hold him, and so will the judge.’




  ‘Sounds good to me,’ said Magnus. And it did. In the US what they had would not be nearly enough to hold a suspect, but Magnus could learn to like the Icelandic system.




  Baldur nodded curtly. ‘Now, what have we got?’




  Two detectives had interviewed Agnar’s wife, Linda, at their house in Seltjarnarnes, a suburb of Reykjavík. She was devastated. They had been married seven years and had two small

  children. It was Agnar’s second marriage: he was divorced when they met – like his first wife, Linda had been one of his students. He had gone to the summer house to catch up on some

  work – apparently he had a deadline looming for a translation. He had spent the previous two weekends there. His wife, stuck alone with the children in Seltjarnarnes, had not been too happy

  with that.




  Agnar’s laptop had not revealed any more interesting e-mails to Steve Jubb. There was a jumble of Word files and Internet sites visited, all of which would be analysed. There were piles of

  working papers in his office at the University and at the summer house which would be read through.




  Forensics had found four sets of fingerprints in the summer house: Agnar’s, Steve Jubb’s and two others as yet unidentified. None from Agnar’s wife, who had stated that she had

  not visited the summer house yet that year. There were no prints on the passenger door of Jubb’s rented Toyota, confirming his claim that he had visited Agnar alone.




  They had also found traces of cocaine use in the bedroom, and a one-gram bag of the drug hidden in a wardrobe.




  ‘Vigdís. Any luck with the name Isildur?’ Baldur asked.




  He turned to a tall elegant black woman of about thirty, who was wearing a tight black sweater and jeans. Magnus had noticed her as soon as he had walked into the room. She was the first black

  person Magnus had seen since he had arrived in Iceland. Iceland didn’t do ethnic minorities, especially blacks.




  ‘It seems that Ísildur, with an “í”, is a legitimate Icelandic name.’ She pronounced the Icelandic letter with a long “ee” sound.

  ‘Although it is very rare indeed. I have searched the National Registry database, and only come up with one entry for that name in the last eighty years, a child named Ísildur

  Ásgrímsson. Born 1974, died 1977 in Flúdir.’ Flúdir was a village in the south-west of Iceland, Magnus dimly remembered. It was pronounced Floothir, the

  ‘d’ being the Icelandic letter ‘đ’.




  Vigdís had a perfect Icelandic accent, Magnus noticed. It sounded very odd to him, he had worked with plenty of black female detectives in Boston, and he was half expecting a laconic

  Boston drawl, not a lilting Icelandic trill. ‘His father, Ásgrímur Högnason, was a doctor. He died in 1992.’




  ‘But no sign of anyone alive today with that name?’




  Vigdís shook her head. ‘I suppose he might be a vesturíslenskur.’ She meant a Western Icelander, one of those Icelanders, predecessors of Magnus himself, who had

  crossed over the Atlantic to North America a century before. ‘Or he could live in England. If he was born overseas he won’t be on our database.’




  ‘Anyone heard of an Ísildur?’ Baldur asked the room. ‘It does sound Icelandic.’ No one said anything, although Árni, who was sitting next to Magnus, seemed

  about to open his mouth and then thought better of it.




  ‘All right,’ said Baldur. ‘This is what we know. It’s clear that Steve Jubb went to the summer house for more than a chat with an acquaintance. He was doing some kind of

  deal with Agnar, something involving a man named Ísildur.’




  He stared around the room. ‘We need to find out what it is that Agnar had discovered, and what deal they were negotiating. We need to find out a lot more about Agnar. And most of all we

  need to find out who the hell this Ísildur is. Let’s hope Steve Jubb will begin to talk once he realizes that he is going to spend the next few weeks in jail.’




  When the meeting was over, Chief Superintendent Thorkell asked Magnus for a word. His office was big and comfortable, with a magnificent view of the bay and Mount Esja. The

  clouds were higher than the day before; far out into the bay a patch of sunlight reflected off the water. Three photographs of small fair-haired children were positioned on the chief

  superintendent’s desk so that both Thorkell and his visitors could see them. A couple of primitive paintings, probably by the same kids, hung on the wall.




  Thorkell sat down in his big leather desk chair and smiled. ‘Welcome to Reykjavík,’ he said.




  At least he, like Árni, seemed friendly. Magnus couldn’t see any physical similarity between them, but they shared the same last name, Holm, and so they were probably related. A

  small minority of Icelanders used the same family naming system as the rest of the world. They were often from wealthier families, descendants of young Icelanders who had travelled abroad to

  Denmark to study and given themselves family names while they were there.




  But then all Icelanders were related. The society was more of a gene puddle than a gene pool.




  ‘Thank you,’ Magnus replied.




  ‘You will be part of the National Police Commissioner’s staff, but when you are not at the Police College you will have a desk here, with us. I very much support the

  Commissioner’s initiative in requesting you, and I think you will be a great help to us in the current investigation.’




  ‘I hope so.’




  Thorkell hesitated. ‘Inspector Baldur is an excellent detective, and very successful. He likes to use tried and tested techniques that work in Iceland. It boils down to the fact that in

  such a small country someone always knows someone who knows the criminal. But as the nature of crime changes in this country, so must the methods of fighting it, which is why you are here.

  Flexibility is perhaps not Baldur’s strong point. But don’t be afraid to voice your opinion. We want to hear it, you will have my assurance of that.’




  Magnus smiled. ‘I understand.’




  ‘Good. Now, someone from the Commissioner’s office will be in touch with you this morning about salary and accommodation and so on. In the meantime, Árni will set you up with

  a desk, a phone and a computer. Do you have any questions?’




  ‘Yes, one. Can I carry a gun?’




  ‘No,’ said Thorkell. ‘Absolutely not.’




  ‘I’m not used to being on duty without one,’ Magnus said.




  ‘Then you will become used to it.’




  They stared at each other for a moment. A cop needed a badge and a gun, as far as Magnus was concerned. He appreciated the difficulties with the badge. But he needed the gun.




  ‘How do I get a licence to carry?’




  ‘You don’t. No one has guns in Iceland, or not hand guns. They have been banned since 1968, after a man was shot dead.’




  ‘You’re telling me there are no police officers with firearms training?’




  Thorkell sighed. ‘We do have some firearms officers in the Viking Squad – it’s what we call our SWAT team. You may be able to practise on the indoor range at Kópavogur,

  but we cannot permit you to carry a weapon outside it. That’s just not the way we do things here.’




  Magnus was tempted to say something about flexibility and voicing his opinion, but he appreciated the chief superintendent’s support and didn’t want to antagonize him needlessly, so

  he just thanked him again and left.




  Árni was waiting outside. He led Magnus to an office stuffed with small screened-in cubicles, with the sign Violent Crimes on the door. Two or three of the

  detectives that Magnus had seen at the meeting were on the phones or their computers, the others were already out interviewing people. Magnus’s desk was right opposite Árni’s.

  The phone worked, and Árni assured him that someone from the IT department would set him up with a password that morning.




  Árni disappeared to the coffee machine and returned with two cups. The boy had promise.




  Magnus sipped his coffee and considered Agnar. He didn’t yet know much about the professor, but he did know that he was someone’s husband, the father of two children. Magnus thought

  of those kids growing up with the knowledge that their father had been murdered, of the devastated wife struggling to come to terms with the destruction of her family. They needed to know who had

  killed Agnar and why, and they needed to know that the murderer had been punished. Otherwise – well, otherwise they would end up like Magnus.




  The familiar urge returned. Even though Magnus had not yet met them, might never even meet them, he could promise them one thing: he would find Agnar’s killer.




  ‘Have you decided where you are going to stay in Reykjavík?’ Árni asked, sipping from his own cup.




  ‘No, not really,’ Magnus replied. ‘The hotel’s OK, I guess.’




  ‘But you won’t be able to stay there the whole time you’re with us?’




  Magnus shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess not. I’ve no idea how long that will be.’




  ‘My sister has a spare room in her apartment. It’s a nice place, very central, in Thingholt. You could rent that. She wouldn’t charge much.’




  Magnus hadn’t begun to think about money, accommodation, clothes, living expenses; he was just pleased to be alive. But operating out of a suitcase in a hotel room would soon get tiresome,

  and Árni’s sister might provide a quick easy solution to a problem he hadn’t even begun to address yet. And cheap. That might be important. ‘Sure, I’ll take a look at

  it.’




  ‘Great. I’ll show you around this evening, if you like.’




  The coffee wasn’t bad. Icelanders lived on many cups of coffee a day – the whole society was fuelled by caffeine. Perhaps that was one of the reasons why they never sat still for

  long.




  ‘I’m sure I’ve heard this name Ísildur somewhere,’ Magnus said. ‘Maybe it was a kid at school. But that would have shown up on Vigdís’s

  search.’




  ‘Probably just the movie,’ Árni said, sipping from his own cup.




  ‘The movie? What movie?’




  ‘The Fellowship of the Ring. Haven’t you seen it? It’s the first of The Lord of the Rings trilogy.’




  ‘No, I haven’t seen the movie, but I did read the book. So Ísildur’s one of the characters, right? What is he, some kind of elf?’




  ‘No, he’s a man,’ said Árni. ‘He wins the ring at the beginning of the movie and then loses it in a river somewhere. Then Gollum finds it.’




  ‘Árni! Why didn’t you mention this at the meeting?’




  ‘I was going to, but then I thought everyone would just laugh at me. They do that sometimes, you know. And it obviously doesn’t have anything to do with the case.’




  ‘Of course it does!’ Magnus just stopped himself from adding the words ‘you idiot!’. ‘Have you read the Saga of the Volsungs?’




  ‘I think I did at school,’ said Árni. ‘It’s about Sigurd and Brynhild and Gunnar, isn’t it? Dragons and treasure.’




  ‘And the ring. There’s a magic ring. It’s an Icelandic take on the Nibelungenlied which Wagner based his Ring Cycle on. I bet Tolkien read it too. And it’s

  Steve Jubb’s favourite saga – it’s probably the only saga he has read. He’s a Lord of the Rings nut and he has a friend who is another Lord of the Rings

  nut whose nickname is Isildur.’




  ‘So Isildur isn’t Icelandic at all?’




  Magnus shook his head. ‘No, he’s probably another truck driver from Yorkshire. We need to talk to Baldur.’




  A look of panic flashed across Árni’s face. ‘Do you really think this is important?’




  ‘I do,’ Magnus nodded. ‘It’s a lead. In a murder investigation you take every lead you get.’




  ‘Um … Perhaps you should see Baldur by yourself.’




  ‘Oh, come on Árni. I won’t tell him you knew all along who Isildur was. Let’s go.’




  They had to wait an hour for Baldur to return from the courthouse on the Laekjargata, but he looked happy. ‘We can detain Steve Jubb for three weeks,’ he said when

  he saw Magnus. ‘And I have a search warrant for his hotel room.’




  ‘Didn’t he make bail?’ Magnus asked.




  ‘There’s no chance of bail in Iceland for a murder suspect. We usually get three weeks to pursue our investigation before we have to hand over evidence to the defence. Once we have

  finished with him here, Jubb will be taken to the prison at Litla Hraun. That will make him think.’




  ‘I like it,’ Magnus said.




  ‘Strange thing is, he has a new lawyer. We gave him a kid a couple of years out of law school, but he’s already fired him and hired Kristján Gylfason, who is about the most

  experienced criminal lawyer in Iceland. Someone must be helping him; finding the lawyer and paying for him. Kristján doesn’t come cheap. And for that matter, neither does the

  Hótel Borg.’




  ‘Isildur?’ Magnus asked.




  Baldur shrugged. ‘Maybe. Whoever he is.’




  ‘We think we have an idea about that.’




  Baldur listened to Magnus’s theory, a frown crossing the dome of his forehead. ‘I think we need to have another word with Mr Jubb.’




  



  




  CHAPTER SIX




  STEVE JUBB’S NEW lawyer, Kristján Gylfason, was smooth: intelligent face, prematurely silver hair, an air of

  calm competence and wealth. His very presence seemed to give Jubb comfort. Not good.




  There were now five men in the interview room: Jubb, his lawyer, Baldur, Magnus and the interpreter.




  Baldur flung an English copy of The Lord of the Rings onto the desk. There was silence in the room. Jubb’s eyes flicked down to it. Árni had rushed out and bought it from the

  Eymundsson bookshop in the middle of town.




  Baldur tapped the book. ‘Ever read this before?’




  Jubb nodded.




  Baldur slowly and deliberately opened the book at chapter two and passed it over to Steve Jubb. ‘Now, read that and tell me you don’t know who Isildur is.’




  ‘It’s a character in a book,’ Jubb said. ‘That’s all.’




  ‘How many times have you read this book?’ Baldur asked.




  ‘Once or twice.’




  ‘Once or twice?’ Baldur snorted. ‘Isildur is a nickname, isn’t it? He’s a friend of yours. A fellow Lord of the Rings fan.’




  Steve Jubb shrugged.




  Magnus glanced at the lower extremity of a tattoo peeking out beneath Jubb’s sleeve. ‘Take off your shirt.’




  Steve Jubb shrugged and removed the denim shirt he had been wearing since his arrest. He revealed a plain white T-shirt, and on his forearm a tattoo of a helmeted man with a beard wielding an

  axe.




  A man? Or perhaps a dwarf.




  ‘Let me guess,’ said Magnus. ‘Your nickname is Gimli.’ He remembered that Gimli was the name of the dwarf in Lord of the Rings.




  Jubb shrugged again.




  ‘Is Isildur a buddy from Yorkshire?’ Magnus asked. ‘You meet in a pub every Friday, have a few beers and talk about old Icelandic sagas?’




  No answer.




  ‘You get cop shows in England?’ Magnus asked. ‘CSI, Law and Order?’




  Jubb frowned.




  ‘Well, in those shows the bad guy gets to remain silent while the good guys ask all the questions. But it doesn’t work that way in Iceland.’ Magnus leaned forward. ‘In

  Iceland if you keep quiet we think you’ve got something to hide. Isn’t that right, Kristján?’




  ‘My client’s decision not to answer your questions is his own,’ the lawyer said. ‘I have explained the consequences.’




  ‘We will find out what you are hiding,’ Baldur said. ‘And your failure to cooperate will be remembered when it comes to trial.’




  The lawyer was about to say something, but Jubb put a hand on his arm. ‘Look, if you two are so bloody clever, you’ll eventually figure out that I had bugger all to do with

  Agnar’s death, and then you’ll have to let me go. Until then, I’m saying nowt.’




  The arms folded, the jaw jutted out. Steve Jubb didn’t utter another word.




  Vigdís was waiting for them outside the interview room.




  ‘There’s someone from the British Embassy to see you.’




  Baldur swore. ‘Damn it. He’s only going to waste my time. But I must speak to him, I suppose. Is there anything else?’ Baldur could tell from the look of suppressed excitement

  on Vigdís’s face that there was.




  ‘Agnar had a lover,’ Vigdís said, with a small smile of triumph.




  Baldur raised his eyebrows. ‘Did he indeed?’




  ‘Andrea Fridriksdóttir. She is one of Agnar’s Icelandic literature students at the university. She came forward as soon as she heard he had been killed.’




  ‘Where is she?’




  ‘Downstairs.’




  ‘Excellent. Let’s go and talk to her. Tell the man from the British Embassy I will be with him as soon as I can. But I want to speak to this Andrea first.’




  Realizing that he was not invited, Magnus returned to his desk, where a woman from the National Police Commissioner’s office was waiting for him. Cell phone, bank

  account, daily allowance, payment of salary, cash advance, even the promise of a car in a few days, she had it all prepared. Magnus was impressed. He was quite sure that the Boston Police

  Department could never match her for efficiency.




  She was followed by a man from the IT Department. He gave Magnus his password, and spent a few minutes showing him how to use the computer system, including how to access e-mail.




  Once the man had gone, Magnus stared at the screen in front of him. The time had come. Magnus could put it off no longer.




  It had turned out that the FBI agents who had escorted Magnus in his last days in Massachusetts were out of the Cleveland Field Office. One, Agent Hendricks, had been designated his contact man.

  Magnus had agreed never to use the phone to the United States, even to Deputy Superintendent Williams. Especially to Deputy Superintendent Williams. The fear, that was never articulated but which

  was in the minds of Magnus, the FBI and Williams himself, was that the three police officers who had been arrested were not alone. That they had accomplices, or perhaps just friends in the Boston

  PD, friends for whom tracing Magnus’s whereabouts would all be in a day’s work.




  So the idea was that the only form of communication would be e-mails. Even those Magnus could not send directly, but via Agent Hendricks in Cleveland. That was the method that Magnus would have

  to use if he wanted to contact Colby.




  And he needed to contact Colby. It had become clear to him that he couldn’t take the risk that she would be attacked or killed on his account. She had outmanoeuvred him, and he had to

  accept that.




  He stared at the screen for several minutes more, trying out arguments, justifications, explanations, but he knew Colby, and he was aware of the danger of giving her the opportunity to

  complicate things. So in the end he kept it simple.




  

    

      The answer to your question is yes. Now please come with me. I am very worried about you.




       




      With all my love




       




      Magnus.


    


  




  Not very romantic – hardly the right way to start a life together. Although he was attracted to Colby, loved her even, the more he got to know her the more sure he was that they

  shouldn’t get married. It wasn’t just his fear of commitment, although Colby was absolutely right that he did suffer from that. He just knew that if there was a woman out there

  somewhere that he could spend the rest of his life with, it wasn’t Colby. Her latest high-stakes ploy was an example of why.




  But he had no choice. She had given him no choice.




  He composed a brief report to Williams, telling him he was safe and in e-mail contact should Williams learn anything about the trial date.




  He thought of writing to Ollie, as his brother now called himself, but decided against it. The FBI had informed Ollie that Magnus was disappearing, and an agent had taken his stuff from the

  guestroom in Ollie’s house. That would have to be enough – the less Magnus had to do with Ollie the better. He realized that it wasn’t just Colby who was at risk from the Soto

  gang, his brother might be too.




  Magnus closed his eyes. Nothing he could do about that now except hope that the gangsters would ignore them all.




  Oh, God. Maybe Colby was right. Maybe he should just have pretended that he hadn’t heard Lenahan’s conversation.




  Of course, in his beloved sagas, the heroes always did their duty. But then most of their relatives came to a bloody end before the story was finished. It was easy to be brave with your own

  skin, much harder with other people’s. He felt more like a coward than a hero, safe in Iceland when his brother and his girlfriend were in danger.




  But then the ancient Icelandic reaction kicked in. If they touched a hair of Colby’s or Ollie’s head, he would make the bastards pay. All of them.




  Baldur held another conference at two o’clock that afternoon. The team were still fresh and enthusiastic.




  He began with the initial findings from the autopsy. It looked likely that Agnar had drowned; there was some mud found in his lungs, which suggested that he was still breathing when he hit the

  water. As Magnus had suspected, the fragments of stone in the victim’s head wound were from the dirt road rather than the lake floor.




  There were small traces of cocaine in the victim’s blood, and some alcohol, but not nearly enough to cause intoxication. The pathologist’s conclusion was that the victim was struck

  on the back of the head with a stone, fell unconscious and was dragged into the lake where he drowned. No surprises there.




  Baldur and Vigdís had interviewed Andrea. She had admitted that her affair with Agnar had been going on for about a month. She was besotted with him, she had spent most of the previous

  year trying to seduce him, and had finally succeeded after a drunken student party to which he had been invited. She had spent one weekend with him at the summer house. Her fingerprints were indeed

  one of the two sets that remained unidentified.




  Andrea said that Agnar had seemed terrified that his wife would discover what had happened. He had promised her after she had caught him with a student four years before that he would remain

  faithful, and until Andrea he had kept his word. Andrea’s impression was that Agnar was scared of Linda.




  Magnus outlined the theory that Isildur was a nickname for a Lord of the Rings fan, and that Steve Jubb was one himself. One or two of the faces around the table looked a little

  uncomfortable. Maybe Árni wasn’t the only one to have seen the Lord of the Rings movie.




  Baldur handed round the list of entries from Agnar’s appointments diary. Dates, times, and the names of people he had met, mostly fellow academics or students. He had been away on a

  two-day seminar at the University of Uppsala in Sweden three weeks before. And one afternoon the previous week was blocked out with the word ‘Hruni’.




  ‘Hruni is near Flúdir, isn’t it?’ Baldur said.




  ‘Just a couple of kilometres away,’ Rannveig, the assistant prosecutor, said. ‘I’ve been there. There’s nothing but the church and a farm.’




  ‘Perhaps the entry refers to the dance rather than the place,’ Baldur said. ‘Something collapsing that afternoon? A disaster?’




  Magnus had heard of Hruni. Back in the seventeenth century the pastor of Hruni was notorious for the wild parties he held in his church at Christmas. One Christmas Eve the devil was seen hanging

  around outside, and the following morning the whole church and its congregation had been swallowed up by the earth. Since then the phrase ‘Hruni dance’ had slipped into the language to

  mean something that was falling apart.




  ‘The little boy who died young came from Flúdir,’ said Vigdís. ‘Ísildur Ásgrímsson. And here’s his sister.’ She pointed to a name

  on the list of appointments. ‘Ingileif Ásgrímsdóttir, sixth of April, two-thirty. At least, I’m pretty sure that she was the boy’s sister. I can

  check.’




  ‘Do that,’ said Baldur. ‘And if you are right, track her down and interview her. We’re assuming that Isildur is a foreigner but we need to keep an open mind.’




  He picked up a sheet of paper on the conference table in front of him. ‘We have searched Steve Jubb’s hotel room and the forensics people are examining his clothes. We found a couple

  of interesting text messages that had been sent on his mobile phone. Or we think they might be interesting, we just don’t know. Take a look at the transcriptions.’




  He passed around the sheet, on which two short sentences had been typed. They were in a language that Magnus didn’t recognize, didn’t even begin to recognize. ‘Does anyone know

  what this is?’ Baldur asked.




  There were frowns and slowly shaking heads around the table. Someone tentatively suggested Finnish, someone else was sure it wasn’t. But Magnus noticed that Árni was shifting

  uncomfortably again.




  ‘Árni?’ Magnus said.




  Árni glared at Magnus, and then swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘Elvish,’ he said, very quietly.




  ‘What?’ Baldur demanded. ‘Speak up!’




  ‘They might be in Elvish. I think Tolkien created some Elvish languages. This might be one of them.’




  Baldur put his head in his hands and then glared at his subordinate. ‘You’re not going to tell me the huldufólk did this, are you now Árni?’




  Árni shrank. The huldufólk, or hidden people, were elflike creatures who were supposed to live all over Iceland in rocks and stones. In everyday conversation Icelanders were

  proud of their belief in these beings, and, famously, highways had been diverted to avoid removing rocks in which they were known to live. Baldur did not want his murder investigation to be

  derailed by the most troublesome of all Iceland’s many superstitions.




  ‘Árni could be right,’ said Magnus. ‘We know Steve Jubb and Isildur, whoever he is, were doing a deal with Agnar. If they needed to communicate with each other about it

  they could have used a code. They are both Lord of the Rings fans: what better than Elvish?’




  Baldur pursed his lips. ‘All right, Árni. See if you can find someone in Iceland who speaks Elvish, and ask them if they recognize what this says. And then get them to translate

  it.’




  Baldur glanced around the table. ‘If Steve Jubb won’t tell us, we need to find out who this Isildur is ourselves. We need to get in touch with the British police in Yorkshire to see

  if they can help us with Jubb’s friends. And we need to check all the bars and restaurants in Reykjavík to find out if Jubb met anyone else apart from Agnar. Perhaps Isildur is here in

  town; we won’t know until we ask around. And I am going to interview Agnar’s wife.’ He doled out specific tasks for everyone around the table, except Magnus, and the meeting was

  over.




  Magnus followed the inspector into the corridor. ‘Do you mind if I join Vigdís to interview the sister of the kid who died?’




  ‘No, go ahead,’ said Baldur.




  ‘What do you think so far?’ Magnus asked.




  ‘What do you mean, what do I think?’ Baldur said, stopping.




  ‘Oh, come on. You have to have a hunch.’




  ‘I keep an open mind. I gather evidence until it points to one conclusion. Isn’t that what you do in America?’




  ‘Right,’ Magnus said.




  ‘Now, if you want to help, find me Isildur.’




  



  




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  INGILEIF ÁSGRÍMSDÓTTIR OWNED an art gallery on Skólavördustígur, which was a bit of

  a mouthful, even for an Icelander. New York had Fifth Avenue, London had Bond Street and Reykjavík had Skólavördustígur. The street led up from Laugavegur, the busiest

  shopping street in town, to the Hallgrímskirkja at the top of a hill. Small stores lined the road, part concrete, part brightly painted corrugated metal, selling art supplies, jewellery,

  designer clothes and fancy foods. But the credit crunch had made its mark: some premises were discreetly empty, displaying small signs showing the words Til Leigu, meaning For

  Rent.




  Vigdís parked her car a few metres below the gallery. Above her and Magnus the massive concrete spire of the church thrust upwards. Designed in the nineteen thirties, it was supported by

  two great wings that swept up from the ground; it looked like Iceland’s very own intercontinental ballistic missile, or possibly a moon rocket.




  As Magnus climbed out of the car, he was almost knocked over by a blonde girl of about twenty dressed in a lime green sweater with a short leopard-skin skirt and a two foot tail hurtling down

  the hill on a bicycle. Where were the traffic cops when you needed them?




  Vigdís pushed open the door to the gallery and Magnus followed her in. A woman, presumably Ingileif Ásgrímsdóttir, was speaking to a tourist couple in English.

  Vigdís was about to interrupt them, when Magnus touched her arm. ‘Let’s wait until she’s finished.’




  So Magnus and Vigdís examined the objects on sale in the gallery, as well as Ingileif herself. She was slim with blonde hair that came down in a fringe over her eyes and was tied back in

  a ponytail. A quick broad smile beneath high cheekbones, a smile which she was using to maximum effect on her customers. An English couple, they had begun by picking up a small candle holder made

  of rough red lava, but had ended up buying a large glass vase and an abstract painting that hinted of Reykjavík, Mount Esja and horizontal layers of pale grey cloud. They spent tens of

  thousands of krónur.




  After they had left the store, the owner turned to Magnus and Vigdís. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ she said in English. ‘Can I help you?’




  Her Icelandic accent was delicious, as was her smile. Magnus hadn’t appreciated that he looked so obviously American; then he realized it was Vigdís who had prompted the choice of

  language. In Reykjavík, black meant foreigner.




  Vigdís herself was all business. ‘Are you Ingileif Ásgrímsdóttir?’ she asked in Icelandic.




  The woman nodded.




  Vigdís pulled out her badge. ‘My name is Detective Vigdís Audarsdóttir of the Metropolitan Police, and this is my colleague, Magnús Ragnarsson. We have some

  questions for you relating to the murder of Agnar Haraldsson.’




  The smile disappeared. ‘You’d better sit down.’ The woman led them to a cramped desk at the back of the gallery and they sat on two small chairs. ‘I saw something about

  Agnar on the news. He taught me Icelandic literature when I was at the university.’




  ‘You saw him recently,’ Vigdís said, checking her notebook. ‘On the sixth of April, at two-thirty?’




  ‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Ingileif, her voice suddenly hoarse. She cleared her throat. ‘Yes, I bumped into him in the street, and he asked me to drop in on him some time

  at the university. So I did.’




  ‘What did you discuss?’




  ‘Oh, nothing, really. My design career, mostly. This gallery. He was very attentive, very charming.’




  ‘Did he say anything about himself?’




  ‘Not much had changed really. He had married again. He said he had two children.’ She smiled briefly. ‘Difficult to imagine Agnar with kids, but there you are.’




  ‘You come from Flúdir, don’t you?’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Ingileif. ‘I was born and brought up there. Best farmland in the country, biggest courgettes, reddest tomatoes. Can’t think why I ever

  left.’




  ‘Sounds like quite a place. It’s near Hruni, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes. Hruni is the parish church. It’s three kilometres away.’




  ‘Did you meet Agnar at Hruni on the afternoon of the twentieth of April?’




  Ingileif frowned. ‘No, I didn’t. I was in this shop all day.’




  ‘It only takes a couple of hours to drive there.’




  ‘Yes, but I didn’t go there to meet Agnar.’




  ‘He met someone in Hruni that day. Doesn’t it strike you that it’s a bit of a coincidence that he should go to Flúdir, the village where you grew up?’




  Ingileif shrugged. ‘Not really. I have no idea what he was doing there.’ She forced a smile. ‘This is a small country. Coincidences happen all the time.’




  Vigdís looked at her doubtfully. ‘Is there anyone who could confirm that you were in the shop that afternoon?’




  Ingileif thought a moment. ‘That was Monday, wasn’t it? Dísa in the boutique next door. She dropped in to borrow some tea bags. I am pretty sure that was Monday.’




  Vigdís glanced at Magnus. He realized that she was holding off on pushing Ingileif directly on her relationship with Agnar, and so he decided on a different tack. They could always come

  back to Agnar later. ‘You had a brother, named Ísildur, who died young?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Ingileif. ‘It was several years before I was born. Meningitis, I think. I never knew him. My parents didn’t speak about him much. He was their first child, it

  hit them badly, as you can imagine.’




  ‘Isn’t Ísildur an unusual name?’




  ‘I suppose it is. I hadn’t really thought about it.’




  ‘Do you know why your parents gave him that name?’




  Ingileif shook her head. ‘No idea.’ She seemed nervous and was frowning slightly. Magnus noticed a V-shaped nick above one of her eyebrows, partly hidden by her fringe. Her fingers

  were fiddling with an intricate silver earring, no doubt designed by one of her colleagues. ‘Except that Ísildur was my great-grandfather’s name, I think. On my father’s

  side. Maybe my dad wanted to honour his own grandfather. You know how names recur in families.’




  ‘We’d like to ask your parents,’ Magnus asked. ‘Can you give us their address?’




  Ingileif sighed. ‘I’m afraid they are both dead. My father died in 1992, and my mother last year.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Magnus said, and he meant it. Ingileif appeared to be in her late twenties, which would mean she had lost her father at about the same age Magnus was when he lost

  his mother.




  ‘Were either of them fans of the Lord of the Rings?’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Ingileif. ‘I mean, we had a copy in the house so one of them must have read it, but they never mentioned it.’




  ‘And you? Have you read it?’




  ‘When I was a kid.’




  ‘Seen the movies?’




  ‘I saw the first one. Not the other two. I didn’t really like it. When you’ve seen one orc you’ve seen them all.’




  Magnus paused, waiting for more. Ingileif’s pale cheeks blushed red.




  ‘Have you ever heard of an Englishman named Steve Jubb?’




  Ingileif shook her head firmly. ‘No.’




  Magnus glanced at Vigdís. Time to get back to Ingileif and Agnar. ‘Ingileif, were you having an affair with Agnar?’ she asked.




  ‘No,’ Ingileif replied angrily. ‘No, absolutely not.’




  ‘But you found him charming?’




  ‘Yes, I suppose so. He always was charming, and that hasn’t changed.’




  ‘Have you ever had an affair with him?’ Magnus asked.




  ‘No,’ said Ingileif, her voice hoarse again. Her fingers drifted up towards her earring.




  ‘Ingileif, this is a murder investigation,’ Vigdís said slowly and firmly. ‘If you lie to us now then we can arrest you. It will be a serious matter, I can assure you.

  Now, once more, did you ever have an affair with Agnar?’




  Ingileif bit her lip, her cheeks reddening again. She took a deep breath. ‘OK. All right. I did have an affair with Agnar when I was his student. He was divorced from his first wife then,

  it was before he remarried. And it was hardly an affair, we slept together a few times, that was all.’




  ‘Did he finish it, or did you?’




  ‘I suppose it was me. He did have a real magnetism for women then, in fact he still had it when I last saw him. He had this way of making you feel special, intellectually interesting as

  well as beautiful. But he was sleazy, basically. He wanted to sleep with as many girls as he could just to prove to himself what a good-looking guy he was. He was deeply vain. When I saw him the

  other day he tried to flirt with me again, but I saw through it this time. I don’t mess around with married men.’




  ‘One last question,’ said Vigdís. ‘Where were you on Friday evening?’




  Ingileif’s shoulders lowered marginally as she relaxed, as if this was one difficult question she could answer. ‘I went to a party for a friend who was launching an exhibition of her

  paintings. I was there from about eight until, maybe, eleven-thirty. There were dozens of people there who know me. Her name is Frída Jósefsdóttir. I can give you her address

  and phone number if you want.’




  ‘Please,’ said Vigdís, passing her her notebook. Ingileif scribbled something on a blank page and handed it back.




  ‘And afterwards?’ asked Vigdís.




  ‘Afterwards?’




  ‘After you left the gallery.’




  Ingileif smiled shyly. ‘I went home. With someone.’




  ‘And who would that be?’




  ‘Lárus Thorvaldsson.’




  ‘Is he a regular boyfriend?’




  ‘Not really,’ said Ingileif. ‘He’s a painter: we’ve known each other for years. We just spend the night together sometimes. You know how it is. And no, he’s

  not married.’




  For once in the conversation, Ingileif seemed completely unembarrassed. So did Vigdís for that matter. She obviously knew how it was.




  Vigdís passed the notebook across again and Ingileif scribbled down Lárus’s details.




  ‘She’s not a very good liar,’ Magnus said when they were back out on the street.




  ‘I knew there was something going on between her and Agnar.’




  ‘But she was convincing that that was all in the past.’




  ‘Possibly,’ said Vigdís. ‘I’ll check her alibi, but I expect it will hold up.’




  ‘There must be some connection with Steve Jubb,’ Magnus said. ‘The name Isildur, or Ísildur is significant, I know it. Did you notice she didn’t seem surprised we

  were asking about her long-dead brother? And if she saw the Lord of the Rings movie the name Isildur would have jumped out at her. She didn’t mention that connection at all.’




  ‘You mean she was trying to downplay the Ísildur name?’




  ‘Exactly. There’s a connection there she’s not talking about.’




  ‘Shall we bring her in to the station for questioning?’ Vigdís suggested. ‘Perhaps Baldur should see her.’




  ‘Let’s leave it a while. Let her relax, drop her guard. We’ll come back and interview her again in a day or two. It’s easier to find the hole in a story second time

  around.’




  They checked with the woman who owned the boutique next door. She confirmed she had dropped into Ingileif’s gallery one afternoon earlier that week to borrow some tea bags, although she

  wasn’t absolutely sure whether it was the Monday or the Tuesday.




  Vigdís drove up the hill past the Hallgrímskirkja. Magnus peered up at a large bronze statue on a plinth in front of the church. The first vestur-íslenskur, Leifur

  Eiríksson, the Viking who had discovered America a thousand years before. He was staring out over the jumble of brightly coloured buildings in the middle of town to the bay to the west, and

  on towards the Atlantic.




  ‘Where are you from originally?’ Magnus asked. Although his Icelandic was already improving rapidly, he was finding it tiring, and there was something familiar about sitting in a car

  with a black partner that tempted him to slip back into English.




  ‘I don’t speak English,’ Vigdís replied, in Icelandic.




  ‘What do you mean you don’t speak English? Every Icelander under the age of forty can speak English.’




  ‘I said I don’t speak English, not I can’t speak it.’




  ‘OK. Then, where are you from?’ Magnus asked again, this time in Icelandic.




  ‘I’m an Icelander,’ Vigdís said. ‘I was born here, I live here, I have never lived anywhere else.’




  ‘Right,’ Magnus said. A touchy subject, clearly. But he had to admit that Vigdís was an incontrovertibly Icelandic name.




  Vigdís sighed. ‘My father was an American serviceman at the Keflavík airbase. I don’t know his name, I’ve never met him, according to my mother he doesn’t

  even know I exist. Does that satisfy you?’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Magnus. ‘I know how difficult it can be to figure out your identity. I still don’t know whether I am an Icelander or an American, and I just get

  more confused the older I get.’




  ‘Hey, I don’t have a problem with my identity,’ said Vigdís. ‘I know exactly who I am. It’s just other people never believe it.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Magnus. A couple of raindrops fell on the windscreen. ‘Do you think it will rain all day?’




  Vigdís laughed. ‘There you are, you are an Icelander. When in doubt discuss the weather. No, Magnús, I do not think it will rain for more than five minutes.’ She

  drove down the other side of the hill towards the police headquarters on Hverfisgata. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I just find it easier to straighten out those kinds of questions up front.

  Icelandic women are a bit like that, you know. We say what we think.’




  ‘It must be tough being the only black detective in the country.’




  ‘You’re damn right. I’m pretty sure that Baldur didn’t want me to join the department. And I don’t exactly blend in when I’m out on the streets, you know. But

  I did well in the exams and I pushed for it. It was Snorri who got me the job.’




  ‘The Commissioner?’




  ‘He told me my appointment was an important symbol for Reykjavík’s police force to be seen as modern and outward looking. I know that some of my colleagues think a black

  detective in this town is absurd, but I hope I have proved myself.’ She sighed. ‘The problem is I feel like I have to prove myself every day.’




  ‘Well, you seem like a good cop to me,’ Magnus said.




  Vigdís smiled. ‘Thanks.’




  They reached police headquarters, an ugly long concrete office block opposite the bus station. Vigdís drove her car into a compound around the back and parked. The rain began to fall

  hard, thundering down on the car roof. Vigdís peered out at the water leaping about the parking lot and hesitated.




  Magnus decided to take advantage of Vigdís’s direct honesty to find out a bit more about what he had got himself into. ‘Is Árni Holm related to Thorkell Holm in some

  way?’




  ‘Nephew. And yes, that is probably why he is in the department. He’s not exactly our top detective, but he’s harmless. I think Baldur might be trying to get rid of

  him.’




  ‘Which is why he dumped him on me?’




  Vigdís shrugged. ‘I couldn’t possibly comment.’




  ‘Baldur isn’t very happy with me being here, is he?’




  ‘No, he isn’t. We Icelanders don’t like being shown what to do by the Americans, or anyone else for that matter.’




  ‘I can understand that,’ Magnus said.




  ‘But it’s more than that. He’s threatened by you. We all are, I suppose. There was a murderer on the loose last year, he killed three women before he turned himself

  in.’




  ‘I know, the Commissioner told me.’




  ‘Well, Baldur was in charge of the investigation. We failed to find the killer and there was a lot of pressure on Snorri and Thorkell to do something. People wanted heads to roll. Moving

  Baldur on would have been the easiest thing to do, but Snorri didn’t do that. I’d say Baldur isn’t out of the woods yet. He needs to solve this case and he needs to do it

  himself.’




  Magnus sighed. He could understand Baldur’s position, but it wasn’t going to make his life in Reykjavík easy. ‘And what do you think?’




  Vigdís smiled. ‘I think I might learn something from you, and that’s always good. Come on. The rain is easing off, just like I said it would. I don’t know about you, but

  I’ve got work to do.’




  



  




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  INGILEIF WAS SHAKEN by the visit of the two detectives. An odd couple: the black woman had a flawless Icelandic accent,

  whereas the tall red-haired man spoke a bit hesitantly with an American lilt. Neither of them had believed her, though.




  As soon as she had read about Agnar’s death in the newspaper, she had expected the police. She thought she had perfected her story, but in the end she didn’t think she had done very

  well. She just wasn’t a good liar. Still, they had gone now. Perhaps they wouldn’t come back, although she couldn’t help thinking that somehow they would.




  The shop was empty so she returned to her desk, and pulled out some sheets of paper and a calculator. She stared at all the minus signs. If she delayed the electricity bill, she might just be

  able to pay Svala, the woman who made the glass pieces in the gallery. Something in her stomach flipped, and an all-too familiar feeling of nausea flowed through her.




  This couldn’t go on much longer.




  She loved the gallery. They all did, all seven women who owned it and whose pieces were sold there. At first they had been equal partners: her own skill was making handbags and shoes out of fish

  skin tanned to a beautiful luminescent sheen of different colours. But it emerged that she had a natural talent for promoting and organizing the others. She had increased sales, jacked up prices

  and insisted on concentrating on the highest quality articles.




  Her breakthrough had been the relationship she had developed with Nordidea. The company was based in Copenhagen, but had shops all over Germany selling to interior designers. Icelandic art

  fitted well into the minimalist spaces that were so highly fashionable there. Her designers made glassware, vases and candleholders of lava, jewellery, chairs, lamps, as well as abstract landscapes

  and her own fish-skin leather goods. Nordidea bought them all.




  The orders from Copenhagen had grown so fast that Ingileif had had to recruit more designers, insisting all the time on the best quality. The only problem was that Nordidea were slow payers.

  Then, as the credit crunch bit in Denmark and Germany, they became even slower. Then they just stopped paying at all.




  There were repayments on a big loan from the bank to be made. On the advice of their bank manager the partners had borrowed in low-interest euros. The rate may well have been low for a year or

  two, but as the króna devalued the size of the loan had ballooned to the point where the women had no chance of meeting their original repayment schedule.




  More importantly for Ingileif, the gallery still owed its designers millions of krónur and these were debts that she was absolutely determined to meet. The relationship with Nordidea had

  been entirely her doing; it was her mistake and she would pay for it. Her fellow partners had no inkling of how serious the problem was, and Ingileif didn’t want them to find out. She had

  already spent her legacy from her mother, but that wasn’t enough. These designers weren’t just her friends: Reykjavík was a small place and everyone in the design world knew

  Ingileif.




  If she let all these people down, they wouldn’t forget it, and neither would she.




  She picked up the phone to call Anders Bohr at the firm of accountants in Copenhagen that was trying to salvage something from Nordidea’s chaotic finances. She telephoned him once a day,

  using a mixture of charm and chastisement in the hope of badgering him into giving her something. He seemed to enjoy talking to her, but he hadn’t cracked yet. She could only try. She wished

  she could afford a plane ticket to have a go at him in person.




  A hundred kilometres to the east, a red Suzuki four-wheel-drive pulled up outside a cluster of buildings. There were three structures: a large barn, a large house and a

  slightly smaller church. A big man climbed out of the car – he was well over six feet tall, with dark hair greying at the temples, a strong jaw hidden by a beard, and dark eyes glittering

  under bushy eyebrows. He looked more like forty-five than his real age, which was sixty-one.




  He was the pastor of Hruni.




  He stretched and took a deep gulp of cool, clear air. White puffs of clouds skittered through a pale blue sky. The sun was low, it never rose very high at this latitude, but it emanated a clear

  light that picked out in shadow the lines of the hills and mountains surrounding Hruni.




  Far to the north the sunlight was magnified white on the smooth horizontal surface of the glacier which filled the gaps between mountains. Low hills, meadows that were still brown at this stage

  of spring, and rock surrounded the hamlet. The village of Flúdir, while just on the other side of the ridge to the west, could have been twenty kilometres away. Fifty kilometres away.




  The pastor turned to look at his beloved church. It was a small building with white-painted corrugated sides and a red-painted corrugated roof, standing in the lee of a rock-strewn ridge. The

  church was about eighty years old, but the gravestones around it were gnarled weather-beaten grey stone. Like everywhere in Iceland, the structures were new, but the places were old.




  The pastor had just come back from ministering to one of his flock, an eighty-year-old farmer’s wife who was terminally ill with cancer. For all his forbidding presence the pastor was good

  with his congregation. Some of his colleagues in the Church of Iceland might have a better understanding of God, but the pastor understood the devil, and in a land that lay under constant threat of

  earthquake, volcano or storm, where trolls and ghosts roamed the countryside, and where dark winters suffocated isolated communities in their cold grip, an understanding of the devil was

  important.




  Every one of the congregation of Hruni was aware of the awful fate of their predecessors who had danced with Satan and been swallowed up into the ground for their sins.




  Martin Luther had understood the devil. Jón Thorkelsson Vídalín, from whose seventeenth-century sermons the pastor borrowed heavily, understood him. Indeed, at the

  farmer’s wife’s request, the pastor had used a blessing from the old pre-1982 liturgy to ward off evil spirits from her house. It had worked. Colour had returned to the old lady’s

  cheeks and she had asked for some food, the first time she had done that for a week.




  The pastor had an air of authority in spiritual matters that gave people confidence. It also made them afraid.




  In years gone by, he used to perform an effective double act with his old friend Dr Ásgrímur, who had understood how important it was to give his patients the will to heal

  themselves. But the doctor had been dead nearly seventeen years. His replacement, a young woman who drove over from another village fifteen kilometres away, put all her faith in medicine and did

  her best to keep the pastor away from her patients.




  He missed Ásgrímur. The doctor had been the second-best chess player in the area, after the pastor himself, and the second most widely read. The pastor needed the stimulation of a

  fellow intellectual, especially during the long winter evenings. He didn’t miss his wife, who had walked out on him a few years after Ásgrímur’s death, unable to

  understand or sympathize with her husband’s increasing eccentricity.




  Thoughts of Ásgrímur reminded the pastor of the news he had read the previous day about the professor who had been found murdered in Lake Thingvellir. He frowned and turned towards

  his house.




  To work. The pastor was writing a major study of the medieval scholar Saemundur the Learned. He had already filled twenty-three exercise books with longhand writing: he had at least another

  twenty to go.




  He wondered whether his own reputation would ever match that of Saemundur’s, that a future pastor of Hruni would write about him. It seemed absurd. But perhaps one day he would be

  called upon to do something that the whole world would notice.




  One day.




  



  




  CHAPTER NINE




  ÁRNI WAS HAVING trouble locating Elvish speakers in Iceland, especially on a Saturday.




  The couple of professors at the university he called were dismissive of his request. Tolkien was not a subject of serious study, and the only person who had any interest in the British author

  had been Agnar himself, but his colleagues doubted that he spoke any Elvish. So Magnus suggested that Árni dive into the Internet and see what he came up with.




  Magnus himself decided to make use of the Internet to try to track down Isildur. Isildur was clearly the senior partner in the relationship with Steve Jubb and probably the one putting up the

  money. If Steve Jubb wouldn’t tell them anything about the deal he was discussing with Agnar, maybe Isildur would. If they could find him.




  The more Magnus thought about it, the less likely it seemed to him that Isildur would be a friend of Jubb’s from Yorkshire. That kind of nickname was more common in the online world than

  the physical one.




  But before he got to work, there was an e-mail waiting for him, forwarded by Agent Hendricks, who fortunately seemed to be working on a Saturday.
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