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Prologue


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Good morning,’ she said chirpily.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Is he going to call back perhaps?’


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


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


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


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


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


Her telephone rang.


‘Central Lawyers, can I help you?’


‘Guten Tag, Frau Gudmundsdóttir?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Yes.’


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


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


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


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


‘Why not?’ asked Thóra sceptically.


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


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


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


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


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



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


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


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


‘Frau Gudmundsdóttir, one more thing.’


‘Yes?’


‘We will set one condition.’


‘Which is?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Thank you. Just repair it.’


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


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


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


‘I’ve decided to try to help you.’


‘Good.’


‘When do you want me to start?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Frau Gudmundsdóttir?’ A harsh, cold pronunciation.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


They looked at the menu in silence.


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


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


‘I don’t like fish,’ he said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What’s his name?’


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


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


Thóra looked up. ‘Such as what?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He put his hand on the file.


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


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


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


‘Good.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She turned round.


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


‘Why?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Thóra read on.


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


The first photographs, which were the oldest, showed a small chubby boy, either with his brother – who appeared to be two or three years older – or his mother. Thóra was struck by how beautiful Amelia Guntlieb was. Although some of the photographs were rather grainy, she was obviously one of those women who always seem effortlessly elegant. In particular, Thóra was captivated by one shot in which the mother was clearly helping her son learn to walk. Taken outside in the garden, it showed Frau Guntlieb holding Harald’s hands as he tried to walk with the clumsy gait of a one-year-old; one foot in the air, leg bent firmly at the knee. Frau Guntlieb was smiling into the camera and her beautiful face radiated joy. The cold voice that Thóra had heard over the telephone did not seem to fit that expression. His cheeks, snub nose and infant fat showed that the boy was at the age when his features were not yet formed, but there was still a clear resemblance between the mother and son.


The next photographs showed Harald aged two or three. Now he bore an even closer resemblance to his mother, although without appearing girlish. His mother was in the photographs too, pregnant first, then smiling as she held a baby in her arms, wrapped in a thick blanket. In that particular shot Harald was standing beside the chair she was sitting in, craning up as if to peep at the baby in swaddling clothes, his sister. His mother had her hand around his shoulders. From the label under the photograph Thóra saw that the girl had been named Amelia after her mother, with the middle name Maria. This was the girl who had died from a congenital disease. Judging from the photograph, the family had not realised immediately that she was ill. The mother, at least, looked ecstatic and free from worry. In the next scenes, however, something had changed. After smiling in every previous photo, Frau Guntlieb now seemed distant and sad. In one pose she had put on a smile for form’s sake, but it did not reach her eyes. Nor was there any of the physical contact between her and Harald that had characterised the earlier photographs. The little boy seemed subdued and confused as well. The baby girl was nowhere to be seen.


Part of the family history seemed to have been omitted, because the next series took Thóra at least five years forward in time. It began with a posed family photograph, the first to feature Herr Guntlieb. He was a respectable-looking man, clearly somewhat older than his wife. All the people in the photograph were dressed smartly and a baby had joined the group, lying in her mother’s arms. This must have been their youngest child, the only one alive today. The little sick girl was back, in a wheelchair this time. It did not take a medical education to realise how seriously handicapped she was, strapped into the wheelchair with her head thrown back and mouth open. Instead of being straight, her lower jaw hung to one side, suggesting that she had little control over it. This seemed to be the case with her limbs too: one arm was bent at the elbow and the hand was abnormally close to it. The fingers of that hand were curled into a claw. Her other hand lay apparently powerless in her lap. Behind the wheelchair stood Harald, eight years old at a guess. His expression was unlike anything Thóra had seen her own son produce at that age; the child seemed somehow devastated. Although the other family members – Herr and Frau Guntlieb and Harald’s elder brother – were not exactly the picture of happiness, the boy looked tragically miserable. Something had clearly happened and Thóra wondered whether such a young child could be so afflicted by his younger sister’s illness. Perhaps he simply had psychological problems, which was not unknown among children. He may have been depressive as a child and the contest with his younger siblings to win attention proved too much for him. If so, it was obvious from the following photographs that the parents did not know how to respond. None of them showed any physical affection for the boy, who always stood as if outside the family except in a few instances when his elder brother was by his side. It was as if his mother had simply forgotten him, or was deliberately ignoring him. Thóra reminded herself not to draw too many sweeping conclusions from the photographs. They captured only moments from these people’s lives and could never give a real picture of what they did or thought.


There was a knock on the door and Bragi peeped into her office. ‘Got a minute?’


Thóra nodded and Bragi stepped inside. He was approaching sixty, stout and hefty, one of those men who are not only tall but simply huge. Thóra thought the best way to describe him was that he was two sizes too large in all respects; fingers, ears, nose and all. He slammed himself down in the chair facing her desk and pulled over the folder that Thóra was looking at. ‘How did it go?’


‘The meeting? Fine, I think,’ Thóra answered, watching Bragi as he flicked casually through the family photographs she had been examining.


‘This lad looks awfully morose,’ said Bragi, pointing to one photograph of Harald. ‘Is he the one who was murdered?’


‘Yes,’ Thóra replied. ‘They’re rather strange photos.’


‘Well, I don’t know. You ought to see my childhood photos. I was a hopeless kid. Miserable, a total loser. As clearly shown by the photos from that time.’


Thóra read nothing into this. She was used to all manner of peculiar remarks from Bragi. He was bound to be exaggerating in calling himself a hopeless loser as a boy, just like his stories about how he had to work full-time to pay his way through studying law, as a night watchman weighing fish at the harbour and on a fishing boat at weekends. Nonetheless, she liked him. He had never been anything but kind to her, from the day three years ago when he invited her into a law partnership with him, which she gratefully accepted. At that time she was working with a medium-size law firm and was relieved to get out; she did not miss the conversations beside the coffee machine about salmon fishing and neckties.


Bragi pushed the folder back to Thóra. ‘Are you going to take it on?’


‘Yes, I think so,’ she replied. ‘It makes a change. It’s always fun to tackle something new.’


Bragi grunted. ‘That’s not always the case, I’ll tell you that. I didn’t find it exciting having to deal with colon cancer a few years back even though that was quite new to me.’


Not wanting to pursue that line, Thóra hurried to say: ‘You know what I mean.’


Bragi stood up. ‘Yes, sure. I just wanted to warn you not to expect too much.’ He walked over to the door, then turned round and added: ‘Tell me, do you think you can use Thór on this case at all?’


Thór had just graduated in law and had only been working for them for just over half a year. He was something of a loner, unsociable, but all his work was exemplary and Thóra saw nothing wrong with having him help her if she needed it. ‘I’d been thinking more about using him to take over other cases for me so that I could have some peace to focus on this one. I have plenty of projects that he can easily keep afloat.’


‘No problem, just do as you think best.’


Thóra picked up the folder again and flipped through the remaining photographs, watching Harald grow up into a handsome young man with his mother’s fair complexion. His father was much darker, with a rather unmemorable face. On the last page were only two photographs. One from a graduation ceremony, presumably at the University of Munich, and the other showing either the beginning or the end of his military service – at least, Harald was wearing German army uniform. Thóra was not clued-up enough to be able to tell which regiment he belonged to. She assumed that this would come to light in the chapter on military service referred to on the contents page.


The next pages contained photocopies of Harald’s certificates for completing various stages of his education, and it was obvious that he had been outstandingly clever. He always earned top grades, which Thóra knew from her own experience was not easy to achieve in the German educational system. The last account, from the University of Munich where Harald took a BA in history, was in the same vein. In fact, his dissertation was cum laude. The chronology of the documents revealed that Harald had taken a gap year before enrolling at university. Presumably that had something to do with military service. Thóra was surprised that this young man had chosen to join the army, given his splendid academic record. Although Germany had national service, it was simple to avoid. Nor would it have been a disadvantage to be the son of such rich parents. They could easily have had him relieved of that duty.


Thóra flicked through to another part of the folder, marked Military Service. It was a slender chapter, only a couple of pages. The first contained a photocopy of Harald Guntlieb’s induction into the Bundeswehr in 1999. Apparently he enlisted for Das Deutsche Heer, the regular army. It puzzled her that he had not opted for the air force or navy. With his father’s influence, she was certain he could have had his pick of the regiments. On the next page was a document stating that Harald’s regiment was to be sent to Kosovo, and the third and final page was his discharge paper, dated seven months later. No explanation was given apart from a badly scrawled ‘medizinische Gründe’ – on medical grounds. In the margin of the photocopy, a neat question mark had been made. Thóra assumed this was Matthew’s writing; to the best of her knowledge, he had gathered all the information alone. Thóra jotted down a memo to herself to ask about the exact reason for Harald’s discharge. She moved on to the next section.


Like the chapter on military service, this one opened with a photocopy, this time for his enrolment at the University of Munich. Thóra noticed that it was dated only one month after his discharge from the army. So Harald appeared to have recovered quite quickly after leaving the army, if illness was the real reason that his conscription ended. Next came several pages that Thóra could not completely fathom. One was a photocopy of the founding agenda of a historical society named Malleus Maleficarum. Another was a reference from a certain Professor Chamiel, singing Harald’s praises, and others seemed to be descriptions of courses in fifteenth-, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century history. Thóra was not entirely sure what she would gain from this information.


At the end of this section were cuttings from German newspapers describing the deaths of several young men as a result of peculiar sex acts. Reading them, Thóra gathered that the act involved constricting the breathing with a noose during masturbation. This must have been the erotic asphyxiation Matthew had mentioned. If the article was anything to go by, this was a not uncommon practice among people who have trouble achieving orgasm due to drug abuse, alcohol and the like. There was no explanatory note linking the story to Harald, apart from the fact that one of the young men had studied at the same university. The student was not named, nor was any date given. However, there must have been some connection, since this article was included in the folder. Thóra flicked back to Harald’s graduation photograph at the end of the first section. Scrutinising it, she thought she could see a red mark on his neck above the shirt. She removed the photograph from the wallet to take a better look. It was slightly sharper outside the plastic, but not clear enough for Thóra to be certain that this was a bruise. She noted a reminder to ask Matthew about this matter as well.


The last page of this peculiar collage from Harald’s undergraduate years in Munich was the title page of his dissertation. Its topic was witch-hunts in Germany, focusing on the execution of children suspected of sorcery. A shiver ran down Thóra’s spine. Of course she had heard about witch-hunts in history lessons at school, but did not recall any mention of children. That would hardly have escaped her attention, even though history bored her stiff at that time. Since there was nothing apart from the title page, Thóra tried to console herself with the hope that the essay had found no evidence of children being burned at the stake. Deep down, however, she knew otherwise. She started reading the section on the University of Iceland.


It contained a letter stating that Harald’s application for admission to a master’s course in History had been approved, and welcoming him to the university in autumn 2004. Next came a printout of Harald’s grades in the courses he had completed. From the date on the paper, Thóra saw that the printout was made after his death. Presumably Matthew had obtained it. Although Harald had not managed to complete many courses in the year or so that he was a student, the grades were all very high. Thóra suspected that he must have been allowed to take his examinations in English, since as far as she knew he did not speak Icelandic. It appeared that he had ten credits left to take, as well as his master’s dissertation.


On the next page was a list of five names. They were all Icelanders and after each name came an academic discipline and what could have been a date of birth. Since nothing else was mentioned, Thóra assumed they were Harald’s friends; most were of a similar age. The names were: Marta Mist Eyjólfsdóttir, Gender Studies, b. 1981; Brjánn Karlsson, History, b. 1981; Halldór Kristinsson, Medicine, b. 1982; Andri Thórsson, Chemistry, b. 1979; and Bríet Einarsdóttir, History, b. 1983. Thóra read on in the hope of finding more information about the students, but in vain, because the next page was a printout of the campus and its main buildings. Circles had been drawn around the History department and Manuscript Institute, as well as the main building. Once again Thóra had to assume that this was an addition from Matthew. It was followed by another printout from the university’s website. Thóra glanced through the text, which was in English and described the History department. This was followed by a similar page on study for international students. She could glean nothing from that.


The last document in the section was a printout of an e-mail sent from hguntlieb@hi.is, obviously Harald’s address at the university. It was to his father, dated shortly after he began his studies in autumn 2004. Reading the e-mail, Thóra was struck by how cold it was for a message from a son to his father. Essentially it said how happy Harald was in Iceland, that he had found himself somewhere to live, and so forth. Harald ended by saying that he had found a professor to supervise his dissertation: Professor Thorbjörn Ólafsson. According to the e-mail, his dissertation would compare the burning of witches in Iceland and Germany, given that most convicted sorcerers in Iceland were males, unlike Germany where females were in the majority. It ended formally, but Thóra was moved to see a PS under Harald’s name: ‘If you care to make contact, you have my e-mail now.’ This did not imply much affection. Perhaps his discharge from the army was in some way connected with their poor relationship. Judging from the photographs, anyway, his father did not seem to be the most understanding of people, and he was bound to be unhappy about a child who failed to live up to expectation.


On the next page was a curt reply from his father, also an e-mail. It said: ‘Dear Harald, I suggest that you stay clear of that essay topic. It is ill-chosen and not conducive to building character. Take care of your money. Regards,’ followed by an automatic e-mail signature with his father’s full name, position and address. Well, well, Thóra thought to herself, what an old bastard! Not a word about being pleased to hear from his son or missing him, let alone signing it ‘Dad’ or the like. Their relationship was obviously chilly, if not in permafrost. And it was also strange that neither sent regards to or from his mother, or his younger sister for that matter. Thóra did not know about any other e-mail exchanges between the father and son; there were none in the folder.


The final document in this section was a printout from the university listing student societies and student publications in various departments. Scanning the list, Thóra noticed nothing interesting until at the bottom of the page, she saw: ‘Malleus Maleficarum – History and Folklore Society’. Thóra looked up from the folder. This was the same name as on the photocopy of the agenda from the founding meeting during Harald’s student days in Munich. She flicked back through the pages to check. Beneath the name of the society on the Icelandic list was written in pencil: ‘errichtet 2004’ – founded 2004. This was after Harald enrolled at the university in Iceland. Could its establishment have been on his initiative? This was not unlikely, unless Malleus Maleficarum was particularly symbolic for history and folklore. Of course it could mean anything; Thóra knew no Latin to speak of. She moved on to section five, his bank accounts.
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