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Prologue


The child felt the cold creeping up her legs and back, and she tried to sit up straight in the front seat to get a better view. She peered into the white snow surrounding the car, but could not make out any farm animals. It’s too cold for the animals outside, she thought, wishing she could leave the car and go back inside the house, but she didn’t dare say a word. A tear crept down her cheek as the man beside her struggled to start the engine. Pursing her lips, she turned her face away from him so that he wouldn’t notice. He’d be so angry. She looked at the house where the car was parked and looked for the other girl, but the only living creature in sight was the farm dog, Rover, sleeping on the front steps. Suddenly he lifted his head and stared at her. She sent him a weak smile, but he stretched out again and closed his eyes.


The car spluttered to life and the man straightened up in his seat. ‘About time,’ he said gruffly as they drove away. He glanced at the girl, who had turned back to look straight ahead. ‘Well, let’s take a little trip.’ She bounced around in her seat as they drove along the rough, bumpy track leading away from the house. ‘Try to hold on,’ he said without looking at her.


At last the car reached the road and they cruised along in silence for a while. The girl looked out of the window in the hope of seeing some horses, but the landscape all around was deserted. Then her heart skipped a beat when she realised where they were.


‘Are we going to my house?’ she asked hopefully.


‘You could say that.’


The girl sat up even straighter and observed the scenery more closely. In front of them was familiar countryside, and clearly visible in the distance the rock that her mother had said was a troll who had turned to stone at daybreak. Instinctively she craned forward to look at it. A car appeared at the crest of the low hill ahead, driving towards them. It looked like a military vehicle. As they slowed down, the man ordered her to keep her head out of sight. Not unaccustomed to hiding, she did so without hesitation. He clearly agreed with her grandfather that nothing good ever came from the army. Her mother had whispered to her that soldiers were perfectly normal men, just like Grandfather. But younger. And better-looking. ‘Just like you.’ The girl remembered how sweetly her mother had smiled at her when she said that.


The child heard the other vehicle approaching, getting louder until they passed each other and then fading away. She wriggled in her seat.


‘You can sit up,’ the driver said, and she did so. ‘Do you know how old you are?’ he asked.


‘Four,’ she replied, taking care to speak clearly as her grandfather had taught her.


The man snorted. ‘You’re really scrawny for a four-year-old.’


Although the girl didn’t understand the word ‘scrawny’, she realised that it was not good to be like that. She said nothing. There was a silence.


‘Do you want to see your mum again?’


Her eyes widened and she looked up at the man. Was she going to see Mummy? Just thinking about it made everything OK. She nodded eagerly.


The little girl’s thighs no longer ached from the cold. Everything would be nice again. They turned down the road she knew so well. She saw her home and smiled for the first time in ages. The car drew up to the house slowly and stopped. Entranced, she stared out at the large, imposing house. It looked so sad and lonely. No lights, and no smoke from the chimney.


‘Is Mummy here?’ she said fretfully. Something strange was going on. The last time she had seen her, her mother had been lying in bed in a room in the man’s house. She was sick, just like Grandfather had been, with no one except her daughter to help her. Perhaps Mummy went back home the night after she vanished from the bed? But then why had she left her with the man? Mummy wouldn’t have done that.


‘Your mum isn’t exactly here, but you’ll still see her. You can be together for ever.’ He smirked, and the girl felt uncertainty creep into her happiness, but she dared not ask any questions.


The man threw open the car door and got out. He walked round and opened her door. ‘Come on. You’re going on a little journey before you meet your mum.’


Cautiously, the girl climbed out of the car. She looked all around, hoping to catch sight of someone or something to encourage her, but could see nothing.


The man bent down to take hold of her mittened hand. ‘Come on, I’ll show you something.’ He pulled her along with him and she almost had to run to keep up with his long strides.


They went behind the house to the cattle shed. A stench rose to greet them, becoming more rancid the closer they got. The little girl wanted to hold her nose but didn’t dare. The man’s expression implied that he could smell it too. When they reached the shed, he looked through a window, too high for the girl to reach. He leaped back, his hand over his mouth. She hoped nothing awful had happened to the cows, but she noticed that there was no sound from inside. Maybe the cows were asleep. The man tugged her onwards again.


‘Bloody disgusting,’ he said. When they had walked a short distance from the cattle shed, he stopped and looked at the expanse of snow. He relaxed his grip on the girl’s hand. ‘Where the hell was it?’ he muttered irritably. He scuffed at the snow with his shoe.


The child stood still while he searched in the snow. She wasn’t happy any more. Mummy wasn’t here. She couldn’t be under the snow. She was ill. Swallowing her sobs, she half whispered, ‘Where’s my mummy?’


‘She’s with God,’ he answered, still poking around with his foot.


‘With God?’ she echoed, baffled. ‘What’s she doing there?’


The man snorted. ‘She’s dead. That’s when you go to God.’


The child didn’t really know what that meant. She had never met anyone who was dead.


‘God’s good, isn’t He?’ She wasn’t sure why she said this. She knew the answer, because her mother and grandfather had often told her. God was good. Very good. ‘Will she come back from God’s house?’ she asked hopefully.


The man exclaimed triumphantly and stopped digging. ‘Here it is! At last.’ He bent down and dusted the snow from the ground with his gloved hands. ‘No, no one comes back from God. You’ll have to go to Him if you want to see your mum.’


The girl stiffened. What did he mean? She watched as he brushed the snow away to reveal a familiar steel hatch, the one in the field where her mother had forbidden her to play. Could God be down there?


The man stretched before bending down again to open the heavy trapdoor. Glancing at the girl, he smiled again. She wished he wouldn’t. He beckoned her over. Hesitantly, she walked towards him and the yawning black space that had been revealed beneath the hatch.


‘Is God down there with Mummy?’ she asked tremulously.


The man was still grinning. ‘No, He’s not there, but He’ll come and fetch you from there later. Come on.’ He gripped her skinny shoulder and pulled her closer to the hole. ‘It’s a good thing you’ve been baptised. God doesn’t let anyone in who hasn’t been baptised. But let’s hope God remembers you, because He can’t check the church records.’ The man’s smile turned even colder. ‘Maybe we should make doubly sure and go through the ceremony again. I don’t want God to refuse to take you.’ He laughed quietly.


The girl was not listening. She stared into the abyss as if hypnotised. Her mother would never go into a hole like that. She heard the man muttering something about ‘a quick baptism’ but only looked up when he spun her round to face him, placed his snow-filled palm on to her forehead and said, ‘I baptise you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. Amen.’ He opened his eyes and stared at her.


Although her forehead stung terribly from the cold, the expression in his eyes chilled her more. She twisted her head away and put her hands in her anorak pockets. She was frozen, and her woollen mittens offered little protection from the sharp wind. She felt something in her right-hand pocket and remembered the envelope. A deep apprehension seized her, momentarily eclipsing her fear of the man. She had promised her mother that she’d deliver the envelope, and now it seemed that she would fail her. This was the last thing her mother had said to her, and the child remembered clearly how much it had seemed to matter. She felt a tear trickle down one cheek. She couldn’t give the envelope to the man, because her mother had expressly told her not to. Biting her lower lip, the girl didn’t know whether to speak or keep quiet. She squeezed her eyes shut and wished that instead of standing here she was lying by her mother’s side and that nothing had changed. Then she opened her eyes and they were still standing there, she and the man. A sense of hopelessness overcame her and she wept silently, letting the tears run down her cheeks into her scarf.


The man took her by the shoulder again. ‘God will give you a good welcome now. Do you know any prayers?’ Nervously she nodded. ‘Good.’ He looked down into the hole. ‘I’m going to put you down there now, and God will come and collect you later. It’s best if you say your prayers until He comes. You’ll be cold, but then you’ll fall sound asleep and before you know it you’ll be with your mother in heaven.’


At this, the child started crying harder, trying desperately to stifle her sobs. This wasn’t right. Why couldn’t God just come and get her now, if He was so good? Why did she have to go down into that dark pit? She was afraid of the dark, and this was a bad place – her mother had told her so. The girl looked at the man and knew she was going down there whether she wanted to or not. She was rooted to the spot. The man put his hands under her arms and lifted her up, then slowly lowered her down into the hole. She turned her head to see her home for the last time, and stared in astonishment at the gable window facing them. Someone was standing there, watching, but the window was too dirty and the house too far away for her to see who it was. When she was completely inside the hole, she couldn’t see a thing, and she tried not to give in to the terror she felt. God was good. It wasn’t a ghost at the window. God was good. And the low, mournful wailing she could hear down below was not the crying of the dead children. God was good. Mummy said so.


It was much colder inside the hole than outside. She tried to sit down, but the floor was even more icy than the seat of the car had been. She hugged herself. The hatch swung down and just before it closed she heard the man say, ‘Good luck. Say hello to your mother, and to God. Don’t stop praying.’


Everything turned black. The girl tried to catch her breath, but her sobbing made it difficult. What upset her most was that the envelope would never be delivered. She squeezed her eyes shut, because the thought of sunlight always calmed her. Maybe someone would come to get her. Surely the person at the window would save her. Please, please, please. She didn’t want to stay here any more. She clasped her hands together and whispered:


‘Now I lay me down to sleep


I pray the Lord my soul to keep,


And if I die before I wake,


I pray the Lord my soul to take.’
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‘Letter aperture,’ Thóra corrected them with a polite smile. ‘In the documentation it’s called a letter aperture.’ She pointed to a printout on the desk in front of her and turned it towards the couple sitting opposite her. Their scowls deepened and Thóra hurriedly continued before the man began yet another tirade. ‘When Regulation No. 505/1997 on basic postal services was superseded by Regulation No. 805/2003 on comprehensive postal services and their implementation, Article 12 on letterboxes and letter apertures was revoked.’


‘See!’ shouted the man, turning triumphantly to his wife. ‘That’s what I said. So they can’t just stop delivering our mail.’ He turned back to Thóra, sat up straight and crossed his arms.


Thóra cleared her throat. ‘Unfortunately it’s not quite that simple. The new ruling refers to a building regulation concerning letter apertures and their location. This states that letter apertures should be positioned so that the distance from the ground to the lower edge of the letter aperture should be between a thousand millimetres and twelve hundred millimetres.’ Thóra paused briefly for breath, but couldn’t stop for too long in case the man interrupted. ‘The Postal Services Act No. 12/2002 then states that postal-service providers may return mail to the sender if the letter aperture is not in compliance with regulations.’


She got no further, because the man had heard enough. ‘Are you telling me that I won’t have any more mail delivered to me and have no right to appeal against all this red tape?’ he harrumphed theatrically, waving his arms around as if fighting off an attack by invisible bureaucrats.


Thóra shrugged. ‘You could always move your letterbox higher.’


The man looked daggers at her. ‘I was hoping you would be more use, especially after you promised to look into the matter before we came.’


Thóra wanted to take the regulation and throw it in the man’s beetroot face, but she made do with gritting her teeth. ‘But I did,’ she said calmly, forcing a smile.


She had expected the couple to be astonished at her encyclopaedic knowledge of the matter and her prowess in reeling off the numbers of the regulations, but she should have realised that this case would be like banging her head against a brick wall. The agitation in the man’s voice when he had telephoned the lawyers’ office two days earlier should have rung warning bells. Talking nineteen to the dozen, he had requested legal advice for himself and his wife about their dispute with both the postman and the postal company. They had just moved into a prefabricated house that they had imported from America, which had arrived with all the trimmings – including a front door with an unlawful letterbox. One day his wife had come home to find a handwritten note on the door stating that no more mail would be delivered because their letterbox was too low. In future they would have to collect their post from the post office.


‘All I can do is advise you about your next move,’ Thóra continued. ‘Commencing proceedings against the postal service, as you propose, will bring you nothing but extra costs. Nor do I recommend suing the building committee officer.’


‘It also costs money to replace the front door. I can’t move the slot any higher – I told you that.’ The man and his wife exchanged triumphant looks.


‘A front door would cost less than any court case, that’s for certain.’ Thóra handed over the last document from the pile she had made before the couple had arrived. ‘Here’s a letter I’ve written on your behalf.’ Both of them reached for the letter, but the husband got there first. ‘The post office, or the postman, made a procedural error. You, that is both of you, should have been sent a formal notification by registered mail that the height of your letterbox was unlawful, and you should have been given a grace period to rectify it. Postal deliveries should not have been stopped until after that deadline.’


‘Registered mail?’ the woman snapped. ‘How could we have received that if they’re not allowed to deliver it to us?’ She turned to her husband, looking pleased with herself, but she didn’t get the response she wanted and her scowl returned.


‘Oh, come on, don’t be so pedantic,’ he snarled. ‘Registered mail doesn’t come through the letterbox – you have to sign for it.’ He turned to Thóra. ‘Go on.’


‘This letter insists that the postal service follows the correct procedures, sends a registered letter requiring rectification and grants you a reasonable deadline. We’ll ask for two months.’ She indicated the letter, which the man had read and handed to his wife. ‘After that time there’s not much we can do, but I suggest that you move the letterbox to the right height. If that can’t be changed and you choose to keep the front door, you can get a mailbox. The hole in it must be within the same height range as for doors. If you opt for that, I advise you to use a tape measure when you put it up, to prevent any further disputes.’ She smiled thinly at them.


The man glowered at her as he thought it over. Suddenly he grinned nastily. ‘OK, I get it. We send the letter, get the registered letter back and have two months when the postman has to deliver our letters irrespective of the height of the letterbox. Right?’ Thóra nodded. The man stood up, victorious. ‘He who laughs last laughs loudest. I’ll go and post the letter now, and as soon as I’m given a deadline, I’ll lower the letterbox right down to the threshold. When the deadline runs out, I’ll get a mailbox. Come on, Gerda.’


Thóra accompanied them to the door, where they thanked her and took their leave, the man eager to send off the letter and start phase two of his little war with the postman. Walking back to her desk, Thóra shook her head, astonished at human nature. The things people worried about . . . She hoped postmen were well paid, but had serious doubts that they were.


No sooner had Thóra sat down than Bragi, her partner in the small legal practice, put his head round the door. He was an older man and specialised in divorce; Thóra couldn’t face handling those cases. Her own divorce had been quite enough for her. Bragi, on the other hand, was in his element and was particularly adept at untangling the most convoluted disputes and getting warring couples to talk without killing each other.


‘Well, how did the letterbox go? Do you see it as a test case before the Supreme Court?’


Thóra smiled. ‘No, they’re going to think things over, but we must remember to send them the bill by courier. I wouldn’t bet on them getting much mail delivered in the future.’


‘I hope they get divorced,’ said Bragi, rubbing his hands. ‘That would be a battle and a half.’ He took out a Post-it note and handed it to Thóra. ‘This man phoned while the letterboxers were with you. He asked you to call when you were free.’


Thóra looked at the note and sighed when she saw the name: Jónas Júlíusson. ‘Oh, great,’ she said, looking up at Bragi. ‘What did he want?’


Just over a year before, Thóra had helped a wealthy middle-aged businessman draw up a contract for his investment in some land and a farmhouse on the Snaefellsnes peninsula. Jónas had made a quick fortune outside Iceland by acquiring half-bankrupt radio stations that he turned round and sold at a huge profit. Thóra was not sure whether he had always been odd or whether having money had turned him eccentric. Right now he was into New Age philosophy and planned to build an enormous holistic-centre-cum-spa-hotel where people would pay to have their physical and spiritual ills cured using alternative therapies. Thóra shook her head as she thought about him.


‘Some hidden structural defect in the building, I understand,’ Bragi replied. ‘He’s unhappy with the property.’ He smiled. ‘Give him a call; he wouldn’t speak to me. He claims your Venus is ascendant in Cancer, which makes you a good lawyer.’ Bragi shrugged. ‘Maybe a strong astral chart is just as good a qualification as a law degree. What do I know?’


‘What a fruitcake,’ said Thóra, reaching for the telephone.


Jónas had kicked off their professional relationship by drawing up her astral chart, which turned out favourably. That was why he hired her. Thóra suspected that the larger practices had refused to provide Jónas with information about their lawyers’ exact time of birth and he had been forced to approach a smaller one; there could scarcely be any other explanation for a man of his wealth choosing to deal with a company with only four employees. She dialled the number that Bragi had scribbled down and pulled a face while she waited for Jónas to answer.


‘Hello,’ said a soft male voice. ‘Jónas speaking.’


‘Hello, Jónas. This is Thóra Gudmundsdóttir at Central Lawyers. You left a message asking me to call.’


‘Yes, that’s right. Thank you for calling back.’ He sighed heavily.


‘My colleague Bragi mentioned a hidden structural defect in the property. What is it exactly?’ she asked, glancing over at Bragi, who nodded.


‘It’s awful, I’m telling you. The building is flawed and I’m certain the sellers knew about it and didn’t tell me. I think it will scupper all my plans out here.’


‘What kind of flaw are we talking about?’ Thóra asked, surprised. The property had been examined by approved surveyors and she had read through their report herself. Nothing unexpected had come up. The acreage of the property was as the sellers had stated, it carried all the rights named in the sale description, and the two farmhouses that were included with the land were so old that a complete renovation was the only option.


‘It involves one of the old farmhouses where I had the hotel built, Kirkjustétt, you remember?’


‘Yes, I remember it,’ replied Thóra, adding, ‘You know that in the case of real estate, a hidden defect must affect the value by at least ten per cent of the purchase price in order for the right to compensation to be established. I can’t imagine anything on that scale in such an old building, even one so large. Also, a hidden defect must be precisely that – hidden. The assessors’ report clearly stated that the buildings needed to be completely renovated.’


‘This defect makes the farmhouse effectively useless for my purposes,’ Jónas said firmly. ‘And there’s no doubt that it’s “hidden” – the assessors could never have noticed it.’


‘What is this defect, then?’ Thóra asked, her curiosity piqued. She imagined perhaps a hot spring appearing in the middle of the floor, as was said to have happened in Hveragerdi some years before, but she couldn’t recall there being any geothermal activity in that area.


‘I know you’re not particularly inclined towards spiritual matters,’ said Jónas levelly. ‘You’re bound to be surprised when I tell you what’s going on here, but I beg you to believe what I say.’ He paused for a moment before coming out with it: ‘The house is haunted.’


Thóra closed her eyes. Haunted. Right. ‘Well, well,’ she said, twirling her index finger against her temple to signal to Bragi that Jónas’s ‘defect’ was just crazy talk. Bragi moved closer in the hope of eavesdropping.


‘I knew you’d be sceptical,’ Jónas grumbled. ‘But it’s true, and common knowledge among the locals here. The sellers knew but kept quiet about it while the sale went through. I call that fraudulent, especially when they knew of my plans for the farmhouse and the land. I have exceptionally sensitive people here, customers and staff alike. They feel bad.’


Thóra interrupted him. ‘Can you describe this “haunting” for me, please?’


‘There’s just a horrible atmosphere in the house. Also, things go missing, strange noises are heard in the middle of the night, and people have seen a child appear out of nowhere.’


‘So?’ Thóra asked. That was nothing special. In her household, things always went missing, particularly the car keys, there were noises day and night, and children appeared out of nowhere all the time.


‘There’s no child here, Thóra. Nowhere in the vicinity either.’ He paused. ‘The child is not of this world. I saw her behind me when I was looking in the mirror, and words can’t describe how . . . unalive she is.’


A shiver ran down Thóra’s spine. The tone of Jónas’s voice left no doubt that he believed this himself and was convinced he’d seen something unnatural, however incredible it might seem to her. ‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked. ‘Do you want to discuss it with the sellers and try to negotiate a discount? Isn’t that the point? One thing I do know – I can’t exorcise ghosts for you, or improve the atmosphere in the house.’


‘Come up here for the weekend,’ Jónas said suddenly. ‘I want to show you some stuff that’s been found here and see what you make of it. The best suite in the hotel is vacant, and you can give yourself a treat at the same time. Have a hot-stone massage, whatever you want. You can recharge your batteries, and of course I’ll pay you handsomely for it.’


Thóra could do with recharging, though she felt he was contradicting himself by promising relaxation in one breath and claiming the place was haunted in the next. At that moment her life was moving in ever-decreasing circles, mostly centred round the expected grandchild her son had fathered before the age of sixteen and her strained relations with her ex-husband, who insisted that the child had been conceived because Thóra was an unfit mother. Their son’s hormones were a minor factor, in his view; it was all her fault. This opinion was shared by the parents of the little mother-to-be, who was fifteen years old. Thóra sighed. It would take pretty powerful stones to massage away all the cares from her poor soul.


‘What do you want me to look at? Can’t you just send it to my office?’


Jónas laughed coldly. ‘No, not really. It’s boxes of old books, drawings, pictures and all kinds of junk.’


‘So why do you think this old stuff is relevant to the so-called “hidden defect” in the property?’ she asked sceptically. ‘And why don’t you just look at it yourself?’


‘I can’t. I tried, but it gives me the creeps. I can’t go near it. You’re much more down to earth; you could probably go through it all without feeling anything.’


Thóra couldn’t argue with that. Ghosts, ghouls and fairies had not bothered her much until now. The real world gave her enough trouble without her needing to cross the borders into fantasy. ‘Give me a little while to think about it, Jónas. All I can promise is to try and make arrangements to come and visit. I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon. Is that OK?’


‘Oh, yes. You can call. I’ll be in all day.’ Jónas hesitated before continuing. ‘You asked why I thought this old stuff was relevant.’


‘Yes?’ said Thóra.


Again Jónas paused before speaking. ‘I found a photograph in the box I started going through.’


‘And?’


‘It’s a picture of the girl I saw in the mirror.’
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Thóra fetched the file containing the documents regarding the property on Snaefellsnes. She couldn’t glean much from reading through them; in any case, she found nothing to suggest Jónas’s peculiar ‘hidden defect’. It had been a relatively straightforward transaction, apart from Jónas’s many stipulations over dates, such as insisting on signing the deeds on a Saturday. Thóra had gone along with it, asking no questions in case she prompted a lecture on celestial configurations. On Saturday, luck comes your way, she remembered, from the old proverb. Nothing else about the sale was out of the ordinary. It involved the land and everything on it, including chattels and resources. The sellers were a brother and sister in their fifties, Börkur Thórdarson and Elín Thórdardóttir. They were acting under power of attorney for their mother, who had inherited the land from her own father long before. They had made a lot of money on the deal, and Thóra had been green with envy at the time.


She smiled to herself as she wondered how to assess the haunting in order to devalue the property by 10 per cent, but her smile vanished when she visualised herself trying to persuade the sellers to pay compensation for the damage and citing ghosts as the reason. The brother had mainly handled the transaction on his mother’s behalf, and Thóra had only met his sister once, when the deeds were signed. She had never met their mother, who according to Börkur was extremely old and bedridden, but the son struck her as pushy and over-confident. His sister, Elín, on the other hand, had been silent and withdrawn. At the time, Thóra had the impression that she was not as keen as her brother to sell the property. Recalling all this, she doubted that he would take a claim for compensation lying down. She put the documents to one side and crossed her fingers, hoping Jónas would change his mind. If not, it would take every ounce of her persuasive powers to get him to back down.


She turned to her other pending cases, but the few that had come in were pretty uninspiring. Unfortunately business was slow. With a groan she cursed her own financial stupidity. At the end of the previous year, she had worked on a case for a wealthy German who had paid her handsomely, and if she had had an iota of common sense, she would have used the money to pay off some of her debts. Instead she had put it towards a caravan and an SUV. She didn’t know what had come over her. Even worse, she had taken out a loan to help pay for them, plunging herself further into debt. She vaguely recalled having a vision of touring the countryside in the summer sun, a typical modern family on holiday – a divorced mother with her two children, in her case a daughter of six and a son of sixteen who was himself soon to become a father. The grandchild had not yet been written into this rose-tinted dream, because Thóra would probably only see it every other weekend. Hopefully that would not be the same weekend that her own children were spending with their father. It would make an interesting sociological study, she thought: a weekend father who was still so young that he spent every other weekend with his own weekend father.


When Thóra had finished going through work stuff, she went on the Internet and on a whim searched for information about the land on Snaefellsnes or the old farmsteads situated in the grounds. She Googled the names of the farms that occurred in the deeds of sale, Kirkjustétt and Kreppa, but found nothing. With a shrug, she gave up. She decided to check her email and noted, a little wearily, that there was a message from Matthew. She had got to know the German while investigating the case that ultimately earned her the caravan and the SUV, along with the accompanying debts. In fact, she had done more than get to know him – she had got to know him ‘intimately’, as her grandmother would say – and now he wanted to visit her to renew their ‘intimate’ acquaintance. Matthew was enquiring about the best time for him to take a short break in Iceland. Thóra was dying for him to come over, but was well aware that the best time would be around 2020, when her daughter turned twenty. She wasn’t sure Matthew could wait that long. She closed the message, deciding to wait until the morning before replying.


She stood up, tidied her desk and sighed. She wondered if her main problem was the desire for a better life, free from debt and untimely grandchildren, but realised that it was much simpler than that. She was depressed purely because she now had to walk past Bella on her way out. Bella, the secretary from hell, whom she and Bragi had been tricked into taking on as part of the lease agreement when they opened their office. Thóra steeled herself and hurried away.


‘I’m off, then,’ she said as she walked past the reception desk. She wondered fleetingly if it might be possible to raise the desk higher, to show less of the unattractive young woman behind it, then with a pang of guilt flashed the secretary an unconvincing smile. ‘See you tomorrow!’


Bella raised a heavy eyebrow and squinted at Thóra. She added a scowl to complete her look of displeasure. ‘Are you still here? Huh.’


‘Huh? What do you mean, huh?’ replied Thóra, confused. ‘Where else am I supposed to be? You saw me come in after lunch and you haven’t seen me leave. I don’t make a habit of jumping out of the window.’


‘Pity,’ Thóra thought she heard Bella mutter, but she couldn’t be sure. In a much louder voice the girl said, ‘Your ex phoned about something, but I said you weren’t in. He wouldn’t leave a message.’


Thóra was pleased, because Hannes’s telephone calls were seldom a source of joy. She certainly did not want to give Bella the chance to gloat about the negative aspects of her life. She decided to let it go, long resigned to the futility of arguing with this creature, so she smiled again at Bella and took her coat from the cloakroom. She was poised to escape, standing by the door with her hand on the handle, when the girl cleared her throat to indicate that there was something else.


‘Oh, yes, and the leasing company phoned. You’re behind on your instalments on the caravan.’


Thóra did not even turn back, just strolled calmly into the corridor and closed the door behind her. At that moment she would gladly have accepted the massage that Jónas had promised her, with or without hot stones.


Birna looked around her and took a deep breath. She peered through the thin fog hovering above the water and watched a pair of seagulls plunging to compete for food. Neither bird won and they rose back up with a great fluttering of wings. Then they vanished into the denser bank of fog that hung a little farther out. It was low tide and wet seaweed lay spread across the rocky expanse. This was an unusual beach: no sand, only boulders of all shapes and sizes, their surface smoothed by the passage of a million tides. The position of the beach was unique, as well: a small cove surrounded by high cliffs of columnar basalt, which could have been custom-designed by the Creator as a high-rise dwelling for seabirds. Every ledge was occupied, with a corresponding volume of noise. Birna walked over to where the cliffs formed another cove, leading on from the one she was in now. The tide flowed in through a stone arch, and the cove was completely enclosed by cliffs. It could only be seen through the narrow gap between the high walls of rock, but the squawking of the birds inside nonetheless resounded along the whole of the beach.


Birna stopped. The fog had suddenly thickened, reducing her visibility to just a few metres. She inhaled deeply again, this time through her nose, savouring the scent of the sea. If she could, she would sleep out here in the open, wreathed in fog. She had absolutely no desire to go back to the hotel. It should not have been that way. She had loved that building and swelled with childlike pride every time she saw it, even while it was still under construction, the barest bones of what it would become. She had even liked the hole that had been dug for the foundations. The site of the hotel had somehow captured her imagination the first time she visited. The land overlooked the open sea on the southern shore of Snaefellsnes. In this it was like most other farms in the district, although slightly more remote; the farmhouse only came into view when one had walked almost right up to it. It had been built on a grassy patch in a rough field of lava that reached almost to the water’s edge. The dramatic scenery inspired her. So did the old house. She had been commissioned to design a gigantic annexe, which must not overwhelm or smother the main house. This had caused her a lot of worry – grandeur, that was a piece of cake, but modesty was often the greatest challenge.


The sensations that the project aroused were unfamiliar to her. Much as she loved architecture, the other buildings she had designed had not made her feel this way, but she knew exactly why. This hotel was far and away her most successful project. From the moment she began sketching the first draft at her studio in Reykjavík, she had realised that she was on the right track. The building was so much better than all her previous efforts. She realised that she would make a name for herself at last. She would become sought-after.


She had often wondered why this project had seized her imagination so immediately and why the outcome had been such a success. There was nothing remarkable about the old house or the land, although the house was unusually grand for its age. It had also been exceptionally well maintained, considering no one had lived in it for about half a century. She soon realised that someone had looked after the house over the years, perhaps intending to use it as a holiday home or to get away from the city, but those plans had never materialised. Inside the building, there was nothing to indicate that the twenty-first century had begun. A thick layer of dust had covered everything, but mousetraps here and there showed that someone had made sure that the interior and furnishings escaped unnecessary damage. The first time Birna went there, she had found it difficult to look at the tiny skeletons in some of the traps, but otherwise the house had impressed her, inside and out.


Birna looked at her watch. What was wrong with the man? Had he been delayed at that stupid seance? The message had been clear enough. She took out her mobile and scrolled through the texts. Yes, perfectly straightforward: ‘Meet me @ cave @ 9 2nite.’ What a load of shit. Before putting her mobile back in her pocket, she double-checked that the cove was out of range. It was. That was one of the most annoying things about this area, she thought, bad mobile reception.


She decided to walk back to the cave. Maybe he was there. Although the cave was high up on the shore, visibility was so poor that she could have missed him. Also, the screeching of the birds drowned out everything else, so she wouldn’t have heard him arrive. She set off, taking care to look down because it was easy to lose one’s footing on the stones. They crunched together beneath the weight of her feet. Hopefully he had finally come round to her way of thinking. She had expended enough energy on this whole business. She didn’t really think he’d changed his mind, as he’d been so adamantly opposed. If by any chance he had, she knew she had herself to thank for his change of heart. She had given in and slept with him. Some good should come of it, because it hadn’t given her any pleasure. It was important to have several projects on the go when the competition came around. Although she had the prize pretty much in the bag, she needed to be sure, so she had to take on that burden. What did one quick shag matter, compared with winning the competition? She would be the talk of the town and, more importantly, her peers. Birna smiled to herself at the thought.


An unusually loud squawking from the cliff pulled her out of her reverie. It was as if all the birds of the heavens were calling out in unison. Perhaps they wanted to remind the world beyond the fog that they existed. Birna sighed. It had turned cold and she wrapped her anorak more tightly around her. What sort of summer was this, anyway? She reached the cave but could see no one. On the off-chance that he was there she called out, but no one answered. Ten minutes. She would give him ten minutes and then leave. This was just plain rude. Anger flared inside her, warming her slightly. How dare he make her wait like this? It wasn’t like being late for a meeting at a café in Reykjavík. There she could flick through magazines to kill the time, but here there was nothing to do. And beautiful as the area was, right now there was nothing to see but fog.


Five minutes. She would give him just five minutes. She wanted to get back and she was dying for a piss. An odd thought struck her, nothing to do with the beach or being made to wait alone in the freezing fog. She felt suddenly sad that she had not learned more about the geology of this area and other parts of Snaefellsnes. For example, how was Kirkjufell, the mountain that fascinated her, formed? It stood alone in the sea on the northern shore of the peninsula, and she knew enough geology to tell that it was not volcanic. She wished she had taken more interest in her studies when she was at school. When she got back home, she was going to look it up, just as she had planned to do the first time she had seen the mountain.


Birna jumped as the noise of the birds got louder again, raucous cries from farther up the cliff she was leaning against. She took two steps away from the wall of rock. She shuddered, gripped by a feeling of unease, not for the first time. There was something about this place. Not just the obvious, those weirdos who worked at the hotel and claimed to be spiritual assistants to the guests. The guests too. All fruitcakes, but not quite as bad as the staff. No, there was something else wrong here. Something that had slowly but surely intensified, making its presence known on her first inspection and beginning with goosebumps on her upper arms when she saw the mouse skeletons. It had now transformed into a persistent unease that Birna found difficult to identify. It wasn’t the rubbish about ghosts that scared her – she was pretty sure the hotel staff made those stories up, although God knows why.


She shuddered again, deliberately, trying to shake some sense into herself. What bloody melodrama was she tangled up in? Birna, who was known to her friends for being down to earth to the point of tediousness? There was work to do here. Jónas wanted more. There was a large market in hotels for idiots, which hardly surprised Birna. What astonished her was how much money those idiots seemed to have. Jónas wasn’t exactly giving the accommodation away, to say nothing of ‘spiritual guidance’ from his employees.


Birna tried to smile as she recalled the behaviour of Eiríkur, the resort’s aura expert, when she had arrived a week before. He had grasped her upper arm and whispered that her aura was black. She should watch out. Death was after her. She frowned at the memory of his foul breath.


Five minutes had passed. He’d be getting a piece of her mind for this. She could have been working: there was a lot to do and her time was precious. If she had not received the text message, she would have spent this time working on the plans for the new building, and maybe she’d have reached a conclusion by now. It was supposed to stand by itself, a short way from the main building. For some reason she had still not been able to decide on the exact location. There was something about the place she had chosen that disturbed her. No, that wasn’t quite it: there was something about the spot that struck her, something that did not quite fit, although she had no idea what it was. Perhaps it was just nonsense; she was exhausted after working non-stop for the past year and a half. Jónas wanted an architect who would be fully immersed in the project – as well as being the right star sign – and he had arranged for her to stay there without a word of complaint. She had asked several of the hotel employees whether they could see anything odd about that patch of land, but in vain. Most of them had answered the question with a more obvious one: ‘Why don’t you choose another place if this one disturbs you? There’s plenty of land here.’ But they didn’t understand her. They understood the relative configurations of the constellations. Birna, on the other hand, understood the relative configurations of buildings. This was the place; any other was out of the question.


The birds’ squawking intensified again, but Birna was too deep in thought to notice properly. She threaded her way carefully along the rocks towards the gravel path above the beach. Suddenly she stopped in her tracks and listened. She could hear crunching on the pebbles behind her. She began to turn, looking forward to venting the anger that had been building up inside her since she got there. About fucking time.


Birna did not manage to turn round completely. Even over the noise of the birds on the cliff she clearly heard the rock swishing through the still sea air towards her head, and caught a glimpse of it as it struck her forehead with terrible force. She did not see anything more in this life, but she felt many things. In a vague and dreamlike state, she felt herself being dragged along the rough terrain. She felt the goosebumps that the cold fog brought out on her bare flesh as her clothes were removed, and she felt nauseous as she tasted the ferrous tang of blood in her mouth. Her socks were pulled off and she felt a terrible pain on the soles of her feet. What was happening? It all seemed unreal. A voice she knew well was ringing in her ears, but given what was happening, that couldn’t be right. Birna tried to speak, but couldn’t produce the words. A strange groan came out of her throat, but she had not groaned. How very strange this was.


Before everything turned black, it occurred to her that she would never read about the origin of Mount Kirkjufell. Oddly enough, this hurt the worst of all.


The same pair of gulls that Birna had watched plunging into the sea for food were waiting farther along the beach, watching what was done to her through the mist. Patiently they waited for calm to return. The beach and the sea look after their own. No one here has to starve.
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‘I can’t understand what’s become of Birna,’ muttered Jónas, reaching for a floral-patterned cup containing the elixir whose praises he had just been singing to Thóra. This was a special brew of tea from local herbs that, according to Jónas, cured all manner of ailments and ills. Thóra had accepted a cup and taken a sip, and judging from the taste, the tea must have been exceptionally wholesome.


‘I would have liked the two of you to meet,’ he added, after taking a mouthful and placing the cup down carefully on the saucer. There was something quite ridiculous about this, for the cup and saucer were so oddly delicate, bone china with a slender handle that looked even smaller in Jónas’s big hands. He was far from delicately built – big-boned without being fat, weather-beaten and with an air of one who would rather swig strong coffee from a mug onboard a trawler than sip undrinkable herbal tea from a ladylike cup following a yoga class.


Thóra smiled and made herself comfortable in her chair. They were in Jónas’s office at the hotel, and her back ached after driving up west. The Friday traffic had been heavy, and it didn’t help that she had had to drive her children to their father’s house in Gardabaer on her way out of town. The traffic had crawled along as if every single resident of the capital were on exactly the same route. Although this was not officially his weekend to have the children, Hannes had offered to swap because he would be abroad at a medical conference the following weekend. Consequently Thóra had decided to take Jónas up on his offer and spend the weekend at the New Age spa hotel on Snaefellsnes. She was going to use the opportunity to relax, have a massage and unwind, as Jónas had suggested, but the main purpose of her trip was of course to dissuade him from claiming compensation for the supposed haunting. Thóra wanted to end the conversation as quickly as possible and go to her room for a nap.


‘She’ll turn up,’ Thóra said, just for the sake of saying something. She knew nothing about the architect; the woman could easily be a raving alcoholic who had fallen off the wagon and would not be seen for weeks.


Jónas huffed. ‘It’s not like her. We were meant to go over the draft plans for the new building this morning.’ He flicked through some papers on his desk, clearly annoyed with the architect.


‘Couldn’t she just have popped back to Reykjavík to fetch something?’ Thóra asked, hoping he would stop talking about this woman. The ache in her back was beginning to spread to her shoulders.


Jónas shook his head. ‘Her car’s outside.’ He slammed down both hands on the edge of the desk. ‘Anyway. You’re here at least.’ He smiled. ‘I’m dying to tell you about the ghost, but that will have to wait until we have more time.’ Glancing at his watch, he stood up. ‘I have to do my rounds. I make it a rule to talk to my staff at the end of every day. I have a better sense of the operations and the situation if I know about any problems from the very start. That makes it easier to intervene.’


Thóra stood up, delighted to be free. ‘Yes, by all means. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be here all weekend and there’s plenty of time to discuss it.’ As Thóra slung her bag over her shoulder, she noticed an awful smell and wrinkled her nose. ‘What’s that stink?’ she asked Jónas. ‘I smelled it out in the car park too. Is there a fish-oil factory near here?’


Jónas sniffed deeply. Then he looked at Thóra with a blank expression. ‘I can’t smell anything. I suppose I’ve got used to it,’ he said. ‘A whale has washed up just down the beach from here. When the wind’s in a certain direction, the smell wafts over the grounds.’


‘What?’ Thóra said. ‘Do you just have to wait for the carcass to rot away?’ She pulled a face when another wave of the stench swept in. If only the problem in the building was just something like this, it would be a doddle.


‘You get used to it,’ Jónas said. He picked up the telephone and dialled a number. ‘Hi. I’m sending Thóra over. Have someone show her to her room and fix a massage for her this evening.’ He said goodbye and put the receiver down. ‘If you go to reception, I’ve reserved you the best room, with a lovely view. You won’t be disappointed.’


A young girl accompanied Thóra from the reception to the much-praised room. She was so small that she barely reached up to Thóra’s shoulder. Thóra disliked letting such a slip of a girl carry her bag for her, but had no say in the matter. She was glad her luggage was not that heavy, even though, as always, she had brought far too much with her. Thóra was convinced that different laws applied on holiday from everyday life, that she would wear things she normally neglected in her wardrobe, but she always ended up in the same clothes as usual. She followed the girl down a long corridor that appeared wider than it was because of the skylight that ran its length. The evening sun shone on the girl’s thin, fair hair.


‘Is this a fun place to work?’ Thóra asked, making small talk.


‘No,’ replied the girl without turning round. ‘I’m looking for another job. There’s just nothing going.’


‘Oh,’ said Thóra. She had not expected such a frank answer. ‘Are the people you work with boring?’


The girl looked back over her shoulder without slowing her pace. ‘Yes and no. Most of them are all right. Some are real tossers.’ The girl stopped by one of the doors, fished a plastic card out of her pocket and opened it. ‘But I’m probably not the best judge. I’m not too keen on the bullshit they try to feed the guests.’


For the hotel’s sake, Thóra hoped that this girl did not have much contact with the customers. She wasn’t exactly the world’s best saleswoman. ‘And is that why you want to quit?’ she asked.


‘No. Not exactly,’ the girl answered, showing Thóra into the room. ‘It’s something else. I can’t explain exactly. This is a bad place.’


Thóra had entered the room first and couldn’t see the girl’s face as she said this. She couldn’t tell if she was serious, but the tone of her voice suggested that she was. Thóra looked around the beautiful room and walked over to a wall of glass overlooking the ocean. Outside was a small terrace.


‘Bad in what way?’ she asked, turning to look at the girl. The view implied quite the opposite; the waves glistened beyond an empty, peaceful beach.


The girl shrugged. ‘Just bad. This has always been a bad place. Everyone knows that.’


Thóra raised her eyebrows. ‘Does everyone know that? Who’s “everyone”?’ If the place had a bad reputation that the sellers knew about but had neglected to mention, it might provide some flimsy grounds for a compensation case.


The girl looked at her with the scorn only a teenager can muster. ‘Everyone, of course. Everyone here, anyway.’


Thóra smiled to herself. She didn’t know the population of the southern coast of Snaefellsnes, but knew that the word ‘everyone’ could not cover many people. ‘And what is it that everyone knows?’


Suddenly the girl became evasive. She thrust her hands into the pockets of her far-too-large jeans and looked down at her toes. ‘I’ve got to go. I shouldn’t be talking to you about this.’ She spun round and walked out into the corridor. ‘Maybe later.’ In the doorway she stopped and looked imploringly at Thóra. ‘Don’t tell Jónas I’ve been gossiping about this. He doesn’t like me talking to the guests too much.’ She rubbed her left hand, between the thumb and index finger. ‘If I want to be able to find work, I need a reference. I want to work at a hotel in Reykjavík.’


‘Don’t worry. I’m not an ordinary guest. I’ll tell Jónas that you’ve been particularly helpful and ask his permission to talk to you properly when things are quieter. Jónas asked me to come here to investigate various matters. I think you can help me, and that would help him too.’ Thóra looked at the girl, who glared at her suspiciously. ‘What’s your name, anyway?’


‘Sóldís,’ the girl replied. She stood in the doorway for a moment, as if unsure what to do, then smiled weakly, said goodbye and left.


Bergur Ketilsson walked at a leisurely pace, even though he knew that his wife was waiting for him at home with his nightly coffee. He preferred to spend the evening alone in the great outdoors rather than sitting at home with her in oppressive silence and fake marital bliss. He groaned at the thought. They had been married for twenty years, on reasonably good terms, but there had never been much passion between them, not even during their short courtship. They weren’t that way inclined, or at least she wasn’t. He had only recently discovered that side to his character – a little late to realise it, at forty. Life would doubtless have treated him differently had he found out before he married Rósa, the albatross round his neck. Perhaps he would have gone to Reykjavík to study instead. As a young man, he had taken delight in the Icelandic language, although he had never hinted at it to anyone. There was little to test the intellect of a lonely farmer. He scanned the eider nests mournfully. The recent cold snap had taken its toll on the ducklings. There would be fewer nests next year.


He walked on. In the distance he saw the hotel roof above the rocks on the beach. Silently he focused on it and tried to picture what went on inside, but he couldn’t imagine. He shrugged and continued on his way. As he was feeling depressed, he decided to take the longer route home, via the bay. This was not completely random, because he wanted to know how the hatching seabirds had fared during the cold spell. Quickening his pace, he trudged on, deep in thought. The hotel was behind the emotional crisis that had seized him. If it had not been built, he would have gone on with his life, reconciled to it, neither happy nor sad. He could never form a firm opinion about what went on there, as in its way it had brought him too much joy and too much confusion for him to be able to think logically about it. Spotting a nest, he approached it slowly. Two tiny ducklings were lying dead inside. The mother eider was nowhere to be seen, so perhaps the cold had killed her too.


In the bay, the story was the same. He saw a few chicks in the nests resting on each ledge. Perhaps that was some consolation. Next year the eider and the scavenging seabirds would still be evenly matched. Turning from the cliff, he headed towards the farm. He walked slowly, reluctant to arrive. Not even the stench from the beached whale upset him; it suited his mood. Bergur quickened his pace slightly. Perhaps he should rush home and tell Rósa that he had found another woman. More fun, cleverer, prettier and younger too. A better woman than her in every way. For an instant, it seemed the right thing to do. He would give Rósa everything – the farm, the cattle, the horses, the eider colony. He would not have any use for them in his new, happy life. Then this dreamlike vision faded. Rósa could not run the farm by herself and would hardly rejoice at the news. She had never been particularly impressed by the countryside or the farm, greeting everything with the same flat expression bordering on indifference. The only thing that got a reaction out of her was the cat. The same went for their married life: she was never furious, never ecstatic. The strange thing was that he used to be exactly the same, but now he was a completely different man.


At the beachhead he stumbled and looked down in surprise. As a rule he was sure-footed and confident, with a knack for negotiating the rounded boulders and slippery seaweed. Looking down, he noticed something that he had never seen on the beach before among all the oddities that had washed up over the years. For a start, it was a much larger bed of seaweed than he had ever seen in the bay. More importantly, a human arm could be seen through the seaweed. There was no doubt about that. The fingers were curled and twisted in a way that no doll or mannequin manufacturer would have wanted to reproduce. Bergur bent down and the acrid stench of blood filled his nose. He jumped back. The smell had probably escaped when he’d uncovered the soft, slimy seaweed with his foot, and the metallic odour was so powerful that the stench from the rotting whale paled in comparison. Bergur put his arm over his nose and mouth to avoid inhaling the foul air.


He straightened up, since there was little he could do for the person under the seaweed. He could see the outline of a body under the weed, and patches of white flesh were showing through. Once he had discerned the shape of it, it was so obvious that he was amazed he hadn’t noticed it immediately. Since he never took his mobile with him, there wasn’t much he could do but rush home and call the police. Perhaps the coastguard should be called out as well. They would enjoy being involved. He breathed through the sleeve of his coat to stave off the smell of blood, then stiffened. He recognised the ring on the swollen finger.


Bergur fell to his knees. Oblivious to the smell, he grabbed the ice-cold hand to be certain. Yes, that was her ring. He moaned and began to tear the seaweed away from where he imagined the head to be, but stopped when he realised there was no face. He could tell from the corpse’s familiar hair that his dream of a happy new life was over.


Thóra was trying to unwind. Lying on her stomach, she made an effort to relax, or rather to concentrate on appearing relaxed, because she didn’t want the masseuse to think otherwise. The latter was a stringy, muscular woman, slightly younger than Thóra. She was wearing white canvas trousers, a pale green T-shirt and orthopaedic sandals on her feet. She had painted her toenails with light blue varnish. Thóra did not make a habit of scrutinising that part of people’s anatomy, but the toes kept appearing as she lay on the bench with her face positioned in a hole at one end.


The worst of it was over; the woman had stopped massaging and begun arranging hot stones in a row down her backbone. ‘Now you should feel how the energy from the stones flows through your back. It travels along the nerves and out into every part of you.’ This speech was accompanied by soothing music from a CD the masseuse had told Thóra was on sale in reception. Thóra decided to look in at reception and find out the name of the group, to make sure she never bought one of their CDs by accident.


‘Will it be much longer?’ Thóra asked hopefully. ‘I think the energy’s penetrated every single cell. I’m beginning to feel great.’


‘What?’ The masseuse was incredulous. ‘Are you sure? It’s supposed to take a lot longer.’


Thóra suppressed a groan. ‘Positive. It’s brilliant. I can tell I’m done.’


The masseuse began to protest, but stopped when a telephone rang somewhere inside the salon. ‘Just a minute,’ she said to Thóra, and her toes disappeared.


‘Hello,’ Thóra heard her say. ‘I’ve got a client.’ A long silence ensued. Then, in a much more agitated tone of voice, ‘What? Are you serious . . .? Jesus . . . I’m on my way.’


The masseuse hurried back in and began removing the stones from Thóra’s back. Thóra tried to conceal her relief by taking an interest in the telephone call. ‘Is anything wrong? Don’t worry about me; I’m all done, like I said.’


The woman was working quickly. ‘Something’s happened. Something terrible. Really terrible.’


Thóra propped herself up. ‘Really?’ she asked, not needing to feign curiosity this time. ‘Is it something to do with the ghosts?’


An expression of horror spread across the woman’s face and she put her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. A body’s been found on the beach. Vigdís from reception thinks it’s someone from here, and the police have arrived to talk to Jónas.’


Thóra leaped naked from the bench and reached for a gown. She quickly pulled it on, never having been in the habit of going around nude in the company of strangers, although she was not ashamed of her body. ‘You get going – I’ll take care of myself.’ She tightened the flannel belt round her waist and tied a knot. ‘Was it an accident?’


‘I don’t know,’ the masseuse said, shifting impatiently from one foot to the other. Clearly she was itching to go and find out more.


‘I’ll get my things together and leave,’ Thóra said, shooing the woman off. ‘I promise not to steal any stones.’


The woman didn’t need telling twice. She turned on her heel and rushed out into the corridor. Thóra went up to the screen she’d undressed behind and began putting her clothes back on. Her mobile rang in her bag and she fished it out. ‘Hello,’ she said, trying to put on a sock with one hand. The connection was appalling and the line crackled.


‘Hello, Thóra.’ It was Matthew. ‘I’m still waiting for a reply to my email.’


‘Oh, yes,’ Thóra said in German, abandoning her struggle with the sock. ‘I’m just about to answer.’


‘Name the date. I’ll do the rest,’ said Matthew. He clearly intended to come no matter what. ‘Give me the green light and I’ll be there.’


‘It’s rather inconvenient at the moment,’ Thóra answered reluctantly. ‘I’m working and something’s cropped up.’


‘What has?’ asked Matthew, clearly unconvinced. ‘Tell me.’


‘Yes, well, it’s all rather peculiar,’ Thóra said, racking her brain to remember the German word for ‘ghost’. ‘I’m working on a case connected with ghosts, but it seems as though it may be getting more complicated. The police have found a body and it may stir things up.’


‘Where are you?’ asked Matthew.


‘Me?’ Thóra replied foolishly. ‘I’m in the countryside.’


‘Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be there tomorrow night.’ His voice was solemn.


‘Wait, it’s all right. Don’t come here,’ Thóra gabbled. ‘There’s no murder, only a body.’ She hesitated. ‘As far as I know, anyway.’


‘I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow,’ said the voice from the handset.


‘But you don’t even know where I am, and I’m not going to tell you. Wait a few days and let me find a better time. I promise. I want to see you too. Just not right now.’


‘You don’t have to tell me where you are. I’ll find you. Auf Wiedersehen.’


Thóra couldn’t argue any more. Matthew had hung up.
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When she was dressed, Thóra decided to go straight to reception in the hope of finding out more about the body. On her way out, she noticed a bunch of keys the masseuse had left behind in her haste. She decided to hand it in at reception, as an excuse for going there. She strode quickly down the corridor, feeling pleased with herself.
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