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1


Thursday


Gunna stamped the snow from her boots and flinched as the overpowering heat of the hotel’s lobby hit her like a slap in the face. The door whispered shut behind her as she looked around, spying a man wearing a grey suit and a worried expression by the reception desk. He immediately hurried over to her.


‘You’re from the police?’ He asked in a voice laden with drama but kept so low as to be almost a murmur.


‘That’s me. Look like a copper, do I?’ Gunna replied brightly, shooting out a hand for the man to grasp and shake limply. ‘Gunnhildur Gísladóttir. And you are?’


‘Yngvi Jónsson, I’m the duty manager. Where are the rest of you?’


‘Only me to start with. Can you show me what’s happened?’


Yngvi wrung his hands as he scuttled towards the lift, which opened in front of them.


‘Of course, we’ve had guests who’ve had problems before, and even people who have . . .’ he gulped, ‘passed away on the premises. But never anything like this.’


‘You know who the man is, I take it?’


‘Of course. He’s stayed here a good many times in the past and has always been a real gentleman. It’s been such a shock . . .’


‘And his family? He has a family I presume?’


‘I haven’t contacted anyone except the police. The staff are in the canteen, waiting for you.’


Gunna nodded. Yngvi continued to wring his hands and the lift played muzak until a soft voice warned them the third floor was approaching.


‘This way, please,’ he said needlessly, stepping out of the lift and hurrying along the corridor, with Gunna striding at his heels. He swiped a card through the electronic lock of a door, looked left and right along the corridor and pushed the door open.


‘There,’ he said, and Gunna stepped inside, pulling on a pair of surgical gloves as she did so.


The room was silent and dark. She carefully used the butt of a ballpoint pen to turn on the lights at the switch by the door and surveyed the room in front of her and the naked man stretched across the king-sized bed.


‘Who’s been in here?’ Gunna asked, calling over her shoulder and sensing Yngvi standing in the doorway.


‘The cleaner who found him, the supervisor, me and the doctor.’


‘Which doctor was that?’


‘Sveinn Ófeigsson. He’s retired, but he’s staying here at the moment, and as he was in the bar, I asked him to come up with me. I don’t know if that was right or not, but it seemed quicker than calling out an ambulance.’


Gunna went along the side of the bed and crouched by the man’s head, lolling at an unnatural angle, his mouth blocked by a bright red ball held in place by straps around the back of his neck. The face looked vaguely familiar, a man in late middle age, with eyes half-closed and strands of thin hair in disarray, revealing a gleaming scalp. The pale arm that reached up behind him was tied securely at the wrist to the top of the bed frame. Standing up and retracing her steps, she saw that the man’s other hand and both ankles were tied in the same way with dark red scarves that almost matched the burgundy of the rich bedspread.


‘Don’t touch anything, please,’ Gunna told Yngvi, who had advanced a few steps into the room.


Gunna looked around, taking in as many details of the room as she could, but nothing appeared to be out of place. A suitcase lay open on a frame in the corner of the room, with rows of shirts and underwear neatly laid out and ready to be plucked for use.


The bathroom light shimmered into life automatically just as she was looking for the switch, to reveal sparkling marble tiles and a vast basin. A small sponge bag sat next to the sink, along with an electric razor. Gunna peered into the sink and spied a long black hair in sharp relief against the pale marble.


She nodded to herself and backed out to where Yngvi was waiting for her.


‘That’ll do for the moment, thanks. I’ll get a forensic team to come and examine the room as soon as possible. Until then, it needs to be sealed.’


‘But what about . . . ?’ Yngvi asked, gesturing towards the corpse on the bed.


‘Don’t worry. He’s not going to run away. We’d best go back downstairs and I’ll start asking questions. You said the girl who found him is still here?’


Yngvi nodded miserably.


‘In that case, I’m going to have to borrow your office, probably for the rest of the day,’ she said.


‘I was wondering how long . . . ?’


‘How long, what?’


‘How long all this will take? He was due to leave today and we’ll be needing the room for a guest tonight.’


‘In that case, I think someone is going to be disappointed. This is going to take a while, so you might have to send your guest to Hotel Borg instead. Come on.’


Hekla’s new hair had a blonde sheen that gave her an allure and a confidence that she enjoyed. Everything was new, the expensively simple dress, the nails, the shoes, even her minuscule underwear was understatedly elegant and straight from the packet.


She sat in the hotel’s lobby and did her best to stay calm, forcing herself to breathe at a measured rate in order to numb the combination of anticipation and anxiety. This wasn’t something she could see as a job and detach herself from. It still took its toll and kept her awake at nights, especially since that scare before Christmas, though less often than before. In a small country like Iceland, she reflected, there simply wasn’t enough of a clientele. Sooner or later she would run out of men, be recognized on the street or else have to leave the country and maybe take her line of work with her.


Hekla sipped chilled water and delicately replaced the glass on the table in front of her. She could retire, she thought, and smiled at the prospect. The bank balance was piling up nicely. Debts had been paid off. She would be able to take it easy and perhaps get a proper job once the children were at school.


She hardly noticed the florid man in a dark business suit approach and stand looking sideways at her. Hekla looked up and reproached herself for a lack of awareness, giving the man a discreet smile and a nod.


‘Sonja?’ he asked.


‘I’m Sonja. You must be Haraldur?’


‘That’s me. Call me Halli. Shall we?’ he asked, the eagerness in his voice unmistakable.


‘Of course. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk here first for a little while. Think of it as an icebreaker.’ She smiled. ‘Would you like a drink?’


Haraldur sat in the chair opposite her, at ease but still tense, although he hid it well. Hekla looked deliberately at the bar and caught the eye of the young man behind it, who quickly came across to them, his steps silent on the hotel’s lush carpet.


‘Can I offer you anything?’ he asked.


‘What would you like, Haraldur?’


‘Bacardi and Coke for me.’


‘And I’ll have some tea, please. Camomile if you have it.’


The barman almost bowed as he backed away.


‘So, Haraldur. Are you in Reykjavík on business?’


‘Yup. Here for two days, then back home.’


‘You’re in the seafood business?’


‘Actually, no. Transport and storage equipment. There isn’t much I couldn’t tell you about forklift trucks,’ he said with a sharp bark of humourless laughter.


Hekla could see that he was becoming increasingly nervous; perhaps he was worried that someone would see him with an unfamiliar young woman. The hand that lifted the glass the barman brought him trembled slightly.


The barman placed a small teapot and a delicate china cup in front of her.


‘Thank you. Charge to room 406, please,’ Hekla said to the youth, and smiled warmly at him as he backed away again.


‘No offence, but I’d just like to lay down a few ground rules before we go any further,’ Hekla said, flashing a smile.


‘Yeah. Of course.’


‘I see myself as a professional and I expect to be treated as one. There has to be respect on both sides. I take pride in my work and aim to do a good job, the same as I’m sure you do in your professional life,’ she said smoothly.


‘Absolutely.’


‘Once we are alone, I’m at work. I expect you to address me as “mistress” at all times. If at any time you want to stop, all you have to do is say “terminate” and we stop immediately. You’re happy with that?’


‘Understood.’


‘What could you tell me about forklift trucks, then?’ she asked, her voice silky, and deliberately uncrossed her legs as slowly as she dared.


‘Well, they come in all sizes. Depends what you need to . . .’


His voice faltered as Hekla recrossed her legs the other way, hiding the reason for Haraldur’s sudden loss of speech. She poured fragrant tea into her cup and sipped, looking over the rim at him and wanting to laugh as he quickly gulped his drink. ‘You were saying?’


Jóel Ingi Bragason shrugged on his jacket and picked his way through the toys that his wife’s nieces and nephews had left littering the hall to the door of the flat.


‘See you at six,’ he called out, waiting for a second for a reply that didn’t come from his wife before closing the front door and cursing the realization that she must have gone back to sleep.


It was cold and damp outside, as well as dark, and Jóel Ingi found it difficult to reconcile himself to Icelandic winters, even in Reykjavík where heavy snow was a rarity. The years of study in America and a delightful sojourn at the Sorbonne had spoiled him, he reflected as he took short steps along the ice-bound but gradually thawing pavement, scared that overconfidence in unsuitable shoes would send him flying. Once in the car, he felt better. It became a bubble around him, safe and warm, its airbags and discreet steel pillars protecting him from the cruel world outside.


He could have walked to work in roughly the same time as it took to walk to the car and drive it to the underground car park beneath the ministry.


Coffee arrived halfway through the morning and it was a relief. A couple of glasses of wine the night before had left him heavier than he should have felt and Jóel Ingi wondered if this was the onset of middle age. In spite of two strong cups of coffee, he struggled to stay awake during a meeting later in the morning, and had to force himself to pay attention to the minutiae of European Union proceedings.


Checking his phone discreetly during the meeting, he saw there were no messages from Agnes, which was a relief as she had taken to shooting him sideways glances and he was beginning to get the feeling that she was checking up on him. Shrugging off his misgivings, he steered his thoughts back to the fine detail of the proposed policy, but not before noticing with pleasure that the most junior person in the room, a newly appointed secretary, had slipped off her shoes under the table opposite him and that she had delightfully shapely calves. The voice of the meeting’s chairman became little more than a distant drone as Jóel Ingi’s thoughts drifted increasingly towards how those legs might shape up above the knee.


As his thoughts slipped in another direction, he scowled to himself, unconsciously chewing his lip as memories of that damned woman came back to him again, and he wondered if that afternoon would come back to haunt him. He started as he looked up and saw with discomfort that the girl with the delightful calves was looking right at him with concern in her eyes. Jóel Ingi smiled as broadly as he could and hoped that he hadn’t looked too bored or stupid.


The city felt different. There was a cautious, watchful feel to Reykjavík, as if the place were waiting for another kicking. Baddó hadn’t spent many of his years away following events in Iceland, but the news of the financial crash and then the volcano erupting and stopping air traffic had been the basis of a few ribald comments from prisoners who hadn’t got to know him or his reputation, resulting in more that one sore head.


When Baddó had left Iceland for somewhere a man could have space to flex his muscles, it still felt like a quiet backwater, a place where not much happened and, when it did, it wasn’t going to happen in too much of a hurry, regardless of how much fuss people made. The occasional visit during the good years before he had fallen foul of the wrong people and found himself behind bars, when it seemed that business had discovered some hidden philosopher’s stone had left a sour taste behind. All the same, it had been like a rest cure to come back and see the place once in a while. Although most of his family hadn’t wanted a great deal to do with him, there were a few friends who respected a man who could stand his corner and keep his mouth shut.


Now it was different. Baddó had to admit even to himself that he was tired. He had been ready to explode with fury at any moment during the flight over the Baltic with a mustachioed policeman on either side of him, and while they sat and wolfed down pizzas and beer at Kåstrup, their eyes never strayed far from him. The two hulking giants didn’t take their eyes off him until the stewardess had closed and locked the pressure-tight door of the aircraft that would take him back to Iceland for the first time in almost a decade.


He unfolded the newspaper he had put under his arm without thinking in the shop at the corner, and was surprised to see that it was in English. He threw it in the bin, lay down on the wine-red sofa, tucking a cushion under his head, and tried to sleep. Ten minutes later he gave up and stood to gaze out at the grey roofs opposite the little flat’s bathroom window, watching flakes of snow spiral down and settle. It was going to be a cold day, he thought, wondering when María would be home.


‘His name’s Jóhannes Karlsson,’ Helgi said. ‘Shipowner from Húsavík, retired. Lives in Copenhagen part of the year. Rolling in dosh, if I recall correctly. Used to be in politics years ago, MP for a term or two in the seventies, until he decided business was more important, or lucrative, than politics. Does that tell you what you want to know?’


Gunna and Helgi had retired to a corner of the hotel’s bar to confer while the forensic team and the police pathologist examined the room where they had left the late Jóhannes Karlsson still strapped to the bed he had died on.


‘Independence or Progressive?’


‘Independence Party, I think. I wouldn’t want to think that he was one of us,’ Helgi said in a severe tone.


‘One of you, you mean. I’d prefer it if you didn’t take me for a Progressive Party supporter, thank you very much.’


‘Sorry. I never saw you as anything but a bleeding heart liberal, Gunna.’


‘Cause of death?’ she asked.


‘You’re asking me?’


‘Sorry, Helgi. No, just thinking out loud. I’m wondering if this was murder or accidental? What do you reckon?’


Helgi snorted. ‘Doesn’t look in the least bit intentional to me. I reckon there was some fun and games going on, our boy got his first stiffy for years and keeled over under the strain. The girlfriend – or boyfriend, or paid companion, or whatever – ran for it. That’s what tells me that whoever was with him probably decided he or she wasn’t being paid enough to deal with this kind of stuff.’


‘You know, Helgi, with brains like yours you’re wasted on the police. I reckon you’ve pretty much summed it up. But, unfortunately, that doesn’t mean I get to go home.’


‘And do some knitting?’ Helgi asked innocently.


‘Don’t push it,’ Gunna growled, signalling to Yngvi, hovering by the bar, with a cup-to-the-lips gesture. ‘How long has he been staying here? This place must cost a fortune,’ she said as a waiter approached with a tray of cups and a flask of coffee.


‘He’s been here for two weeks. His wife was here for the first week, apparently, and went home while Jóhannes was dealing with some business in Reykjavík. He was due to check out at twelve today. When he hadn’t showed up at one, the chambermaid knocked, as they always do, to see if he’d already gone, and found him spark out on the bed. She screamed, called the housekeeping manager, and she called us. I called the doctor who was at the bar.’


‘Fair enough,’ Gunna said. ‘Where’s Eiríkur?’


‘On his way. Won’t be long.’


‘Good,’ Gunna said, sipping daintily at the coffee the tall, dark-haired young man placed wordlessly on the table. ‘When he gets here, start him off checking the passenger lists to see when our boy was due to travel and then get him to see if he can track down the man’s wife. If she’s still in Húsavík, he’d best get the police there to speak to her and break the bad news that she’s a widow.’


‘Right, will do. And me?’


‘Talk to the staff, and see what you can find by way of CCTV. We need to speak to whoever tied Jóhannes Karlsson to the bed, even though it looks like he’d probably paid whoever it was handsomely to do just that.’


‘Yup. And you, chief?’


‘Oh, you know. I’ll just take a walk around the shops while you and Eiríkur do the hard work.’


‘Nothing unusual there, then?’


‘Get away with you. I’ll start with the chambermaid who found our boy and then the duty manager, and hopefully the forensic team will have done their business by then. But first I’m going to have another cup of this rather fine coffee.’


‘Are we paying for this?’ Helgi asked dubiously.


‘Good grief, no. It’s an integral part of the investigation.’


Haraldur sat on the bed in his underwear, breathing heavily. Hekla stood in front of him and unzipped her black dress with one hand behind her. His hands reached forward and his face was flushed.


He groaned. ‘God, you’re gorgeous.’


‘God, you’re gorgeous . . . ?’


‘Sorry. Mistress.’


‘That’s better,’ Hekla warned, lifting his hands from her hips and pushing them firmly back. ‘You’re a bad man and now you’ll have to wait. If you’ll just get yourself in the mood, I’ll be right back.’


She let the dress fall, turned and stepped towards the bathroom, her heels clicking on the warm tiled floor, knowing that Haraldur’s eyes were glued to her buttocks, which he could just see below the hem of her shift.


She washed her face in cold water and dried it with a towel that felt as soft as fur. She could hear Haraldur’s breathing in the bedroom and the sound of him moving about on the bed. She pulled on the tight PVC one-piece suit that she had ready in the bathroom and took a deep breath, picking up a handful of scarves and a small leather strap on the way.


Hekla dimmed the lights as far as they would go and sent a slow smile towards Haraldur where he lay on the bed. She added a low chuckle and stepped towards him, standing over the naked man, hands on her hips.


‘So, Haraldur, you’ve been really bad and I’m going to have to teach you a little lesson, aren’t I?’ She pitched her voice deep and reached forward to tie one of his wrists to the headboard with practised ease. He moaned as she leaned over him, her breasts encased in electric blue plastic and skimming his face as she tied the other wrist back in the same way.


The fingertips of one hand brushed his chest and down to his belly. A reasonably attractive man and in good condition for his age, she thought. Hekla walked along the side of the bed, trailing the leather strap down the length of his body and along one leg to his ankle, where she stooped and planted a kiss on his instep.


‘Have you been bad, Haraldur?’


‘Yes, mistress,’ he responded dutifully.


‘Then a little more correction might be needed.’


Another scarf was swiftly tied around the ankle and secured to the bed frame.


‘Bad, bad man,’ she growled in the deepest voice she could manage and the other ankle was quickly tied, leaving Haraldur spreadeagled across the king-sized bed.


Hekla sashayed back to the top of the bed and showed him the ball gag. ‘Since you’ve been such a bad, bad man, I’m going to show you what a bad, bad girl I can be,’ she said quietly.


‘Please, mistress,’ Haraldur panted.


‘You really want me to hurt you?’


‘Yes, mistress.’


‘Then watch this, Haraldur.’


Hekla pushed the ball into Haraldur’s mouth and put her hands quickly behind his neck to clip the strap shut. As she stepped back, he immediately began to breathe heavily through his nose, struggling to draw breath and splaying his cheeks to get some air around the ball.


‘Now you’re going to be patient and wait right there and think about how bad you’ve been,’ she said, disappearing back into the bathroom.


After what seemed an age, she reappeared. The plastic suit had gone, replaced with a hooded sweater, jeans and trainers. The makeup had been scrubbed off and the golden hair was gone, replaced with dark curls that reached her shoulders. Hekla dropped a large holdall on the floor next to the door and, as his heart sank, she went over to where his clothes had been hastily discarded, systematically going through the pockets. She switched off his phone and put it on the dresser, before opening his wallet and removing the notes, stuffing them into the pocket of her pullover without counting them. Next she extracted all of the cards and brought them over to the bed.


Hekla looked down at Haraldur, lying mute and helpless in front of her. She sat down by his head and looked into his bewildered eyes, unclipping a ballpoint pen from the neckline of her sweater.


‘Are you listening carefully, Haraldur?’ The only response was a limited straining of his arms and legs against the scarves holding him down and a desperate growl from behind the rubber ball.


‘You know that’s not going to help, don’t you?’ she told him as he went limp. ‘Now, listen. I’m going to go shopping for an hour or so while you ponder the error of your ways and remember how much you love your wife. All right?’


Haraldur’s eyes bulged.


‘Your credit card. Tell me your pin number. Clench your right fist for the numbers. Once for one, twice for two, and so on. Four numbers. Go.’


Haraldur’s fists remained obstinately clenched and Hekla sighed. ‘Look. There’s an easy way and a hard way. If you give me the number and it works, when I’ve been shopping I’ll call the hotel’s reception and tell them there’s a man in room 406 who is in trouble and needs some help urgently. If the number doesn’t work, then I won’t and nobody will come in here until the chambermaid comes to clean your room tomorrow morning.’


She looked at her watch.


‘It’s half past four now, so that’s in about sixteen hours’ time. You might be a bit cold and thirsty by then. It’s up to you.’


Haraldur’s fist clenched and unclenched in a series of numbers.


‘Two-five-two-seven. Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. And your debit card? Same number, maybe?’


Haraldur nodded furiously as she wrote the number on the back of her hand.


She held up a second debit card. ‘And this one?’


Another series of nods.


‘Good. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Haraldur. Don’t worry about your cards. The bank will give you new ones easily enough. I’ll destroy them when I’ve been shopping and I won’t sell them on to anyone else.’


She dipped into her pocket and drew out a small digital camera, pointed it at the helpless, naked Haraldur in front of her and pressed the shutter. Haraldur strained against the scarves that were holding him down and his face went a deep red as she took several pictures. She looked him up and down, screwed up her face in sympathy and spat in her palm.


‘The least I can do for you under the circumstances, I suppose,’ she said as she set to work. It didn’t take long. A minute later Haraldur stiffened, arched his back as far as his bonds would allow him and relaxed, while Hekla looked at him indulgently. She went to the bathroom, washed her hands and came back with a fluffy towel, which she used to wipe the man’s belly clean.


‘Be careful in future, and no hard feelings, eh? Business is business,’ Hekla said with a cheerful smile, looking down at the forlorn man in front of her as she swung the holdall onto her shoulder. ‘Goodbye, Haraldur. Someone will be up to untie you in an hour.’


A light lunch of salad, soup and bread full of so many seeds that they stuck between his teeth gave Jóel Ingi the energy to wake up, and half an hour later he was stripped down to shorts and a grey T-shirt as he pedalled his habitual ten kilometres at the gym, surrounded by like-minded professionals with the same aim in mind. There was a sharp aura of dedication in the air as Jóel Ingi passed the ten-kilometre mark in the time he usually took to do eight. He wondered if that might be enough, but forced himself to continue.


‘Hi, how goes it?’


The question took him by surprise as he was emerging from the shower. He looked round and saw only the back of someone he didn’t recognize until the face appeared from beneath the towel that was rubbing a mop of dark hair dry.


‘Hi, not so bad. And you? How’s things on your side? Not that you’re allowed to tell me anything about what you guys do,’ he joked.


‘I can tell you exactly what we do,’ Már Einarsson replied, opening the packaging around a new shirt and taking it out of its cellophane wrapper. He grinned. ‘But I’d have to send someone to kill you afterwards.’


‘And then you’d have to kill him after that, I suppose?’


‘Yeah, probably,’ he said it dismissively. The humour had gone from his voice. ‘We have a minor problem. Can we have a quiet word later today?’


‘Sure,’ Jóel Ingi agreed. He knotted his tie and looked at himself in the mirror. ‘Urgent?’


‘Hmmm. Could be. Let’s say it is, shall we?’ Már continued. ‘Wait for me at the door, would you? We can talk there and it’ll only take a minute.’


The shower had been too hot and had left his pores wide open. In the warmth of the gym’s lobby, Jóel Ingi found himself sweating uncomfortably. He considered taking off his coat, but that would only mean putting it back on as soon as Már appeared, so he decided to be too hot for a few minutes before plunging into the welcome chill of the cold afternoon.


By the time Már appeared silently at his side, Jóel Ingi was almost asleep, his eyelids drooping.


‘Ready?’


He shook himself awake. ‘Sorry. I’ve not been sleeping well recently,’ he explained.


‘You need more exercise. Or are you pushing yourself too hard?’


‘Ach. I don’t know. A bit of both, probably.’


Már made for the door. ‘Walk with me. There are too many ears around here,’ he murmured.


The sun shone outside for the first time in days, a pallid sunlight with no warmth, but welcome all the same in the dead of winter.


‘Problem,’ Már announced once they were clear of the gym and anyone who might overhear. ‘A whisper from the Brits, of all people. Three men and a woman who disappeared from Germany two years ago turned up in Libya. Dead, and not from old age.’


‘And what does this have to do with us?’


‘Nothing at all, I hope. You tell me.’


‘This was the four who . . . ?’


‘So it would seem.’


‘Shit. What do you know? What do they know?’


Már slowed his pace; he obviously had no intention of reaching their destination too soon. ‘I’m not sure. But they decided to tell us this, which is what makes me wonder. You realize the implications, don’t you? There could be heads on blocks all over, starting with yours and mine, and all the way up from there.’


‘But we did what—’


‘What we were told? Come on. We can’t use that excuse.’


Chastened, Jóel Ingi nodded. ‘Does our guy know about this?’


‘I doubt it. He’d have blown his stack by now if he did. Or he’d have blogged about it,’ Már said with a snigger. ‘But Ægir wants to be briefed.’


‘Give me an hour,’ he said as the back door of the ministry building loomed. Jóel Ingi turned to face Már. ‘I’ll do a few discreet checks,’ he said, keeping his nerves under control, his hand on the door and his mind already focused uncomfortably on what had happened to his computer.


The expression on the minister’s political adviser’s face showed that the meeting was not going to be a happy one.


‘Is there any link to these men?’ Ægir Lárusson demanded in a tone caustic enough to strip paint from the wall.


‘Not as such,’ Már Einarsson replied.


‘And what does that mean, or is it just bullshit?’


Már winced. People with political rather than ministry backgrounds could be tiresomely rude. ‘It means that as far as we know, there are no links.’


‘As far as you know? So you mean there could be? What am I going to tell my boy in there when he’s up on his hind legs and one of those hairy-legged lesbians asks him straight out if those four terrorists came to Iceland?’


‘There was no evidence that they were terrorists,’ Már protested. The man was simply too crude.


‘Or if the press get hold of even a whisper of this?’ Ægir’s voice was rough, with a scratched quality that reminded Már of fingernails scraping down a wall. His face was redder than Már had ever seen in a man who was seldom far from an angry outburst.


‘Listen. There’s one of those lesbians with hairy armpits in the office next to mine. She’s the human rights and gender equality officer, and if she gets a sniff of this, even a hint, she’ll raise the roof, and I personally will ensure that your pickled testicles are lovingly put in a jar for your wife to keep by her bed as a shrivelled memento of what could have been. Understand? Now, will you tell me just what “as far as we know” means in plain language?’


Már took a deep breath. ‘There’s nothing on paper. Not a scrap. I’ve checked records and been through the archives. There were phone conversations at the time. There are no notes and no memos here. I can’t speak for the minister,’ he said in an attempt to hold his own.


‘I’ll speak for my boy. But?’


‘But what?’


‘I can see it in your face. You were about to say “but . . .” weren’t you? So, but what?’


Már took a deeper breath. ‘There were emails. I’ve already done some housekeeping on that score. There’s nothing here. But . . .’


‘You’re doing it again,’ Ægir snapped.


‘There’s a laptop. It went missing.’


‘When?’


‘Not long ago. A few days before Christmas.’


The expected outburst didn’t materialize. Instead, there was an even more disturbing silence while Ægir sat down and placed his hands together on the desk, intertwining his fingers. ‘Then I would suggest, Már, that you and your people set about finding that laptop with all due speed. That is, providing your wife doesn’t want to abandon every ambition she has of arranging the seating plans at ambassadorial dinners in Paris or Washington one day in the distant future. Because the alternative is that she might end up as a fishery officer’s wife in Bolungarvík, possibly in the not-too-distant future.’


‘I have already . . .’


‘Don’t tell me what you’ve done,’ Ægir cut in. ‘Just let me know when it’s fixed.’


The girl looked uncomfortable in the shabby magnolia-painted canteen that contrasted with the opulence of the hotel’s lobby and sumptuous rooms. Gunna smiled and wished that Yngvi would stop fidgeting.


‘Hæ, my name’s Gunnhildur Gísladóttir and I’m a detective sergeant in the city police. What’s your name?’


‘Valeria Hákonarson,’ the girl replied uncertainly through dark eyes that flickered towards Yngvi in his suit, which was beginning to look a lot less smart than it had a few hours earlier.


‘Where are you from, Valeria?’ Gunna asked. ‘You speak Icelandic well enough, don’t you?’


‘I’m from Romania, but I’ve been here for a few years,’ she replied in passable Icelandic, but with a distinct accent. ‘My husband’s Icelandic.’


‘Been working here long?’


‘Two years,’ she said, her eyes flickering towards Yngvi again.


‘All right, I’d like you simply to take me through what happened today. No pressure, I just want you to describe what you did and what you saw, that’s all.’


Valeria took a deep breath and collected her thoughts. ‘I knocked and there was no answer. So I knocked again. Still no answer, so I call out, “Chambermaid”, and open the door. I go into the corridor and the light is off, so I go into the room and the man is there on the bed,’ she explained with a curl of her lip.


‘Did you touch anything?’


‘Just the light switch in the hall, I think.’


‘You touched the body?’


‘I touch here,’ Valeria said with a shudder and put a hand to her neck. ‘Check for heart. Nothing, then call for help.’


‘Who did you call?’


‘Ástrós, the supervisor. She was in the linen cupboard down the hall and came straight away. She saw the guy on the bed and called Yngvi,’ she said, nodding at Yngvi as he sat gloomily twisting his fingers in knots.


Gunna nodded. ‘Apart from the man on the bed, was there anything that you noticed was out of place?’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I was only in there a few moments.’


‘All right, then. Thank you, Valeria, that’ll do. My colleague will scan your fingerprints before you leave so that we can identify which are your prints in the room.’


‘Then I can go now?’ Valeria asked, relieved.


‘Yes, thank you. Just speak to my colleague, the tall youngish guy, and he’ll do the fingerprint scan for you.’ Gunna turned to Yngvi as Valeria left the room. ‘Is Ástrós about anywhere?’


‘I’ll get her,’ Yngvi said, half-standing until Gunna waved him to sit down.


‘No big hurry; I need a statement from you as well. I take it Ástrós alerted you?’


‘She did. We have these bleep machines so the managers and supervisors can be located. Ástrós bleeped me and I was there a minute later.’


‘And you saw . . . ?


He shrugged. ‘Just the same as Valeria described. The man was lying on the bed. I didn’t really take much notice other than to do the same as she did and check for a pulse. I couldn’t find one, so I made the 112 call from the front desk and noticed that Sveinn Ófeigsson was in the restaurant. So I asked him to come with me.’


‘Why didn’t you call 112 from the room itself?’


‘I, er,’ Yngvi floundered. ‘I, er, just didn’t think of it. The man was dead, no doubt. I didn’t think a few seconds would make a difference.’


Alerted by Yngvi’s obvious nervousness, Gunna instinctively pushed him harder. ‘This was at what time?’


‘I don’t remember. Around one, I think.’


‘The 112 call was made at 13.12,’ Gunna said, consulting her notes. ‘How long was it after finding the body before you called 112? Was it before or after Sveinn Ófeigsson went up to the room with you?’


‘Er, before.’


‘I take it Jóhannes Karlsson was overdue checking out of his room?’


‘He was. I had expected him to leave by twelve, as usual. He’s a regular guest so it wasn’t a problem that he was a little late. We try to be helpful here, you know,’ he said, bridling in defence.


‘It’s all right, I’m just trying to build up a picture of what went on here. He was supposed to check out around twelve. He didn’t show up, so what’s the normal procedure?’


‘Reception would call the room’s phone and ask if the guest has been delayed. If there’s no reply, they call again ten minutes later – in case the guest is, er, indisposed.’


‘Yup, in the shower or taking a dump, you mean? Then what?’


‘Then someone will knock and, if there’s no reply, they’ll enter the room. You understand, there have been cases of people sneaking out without paying, so it’s general policy to keep an eye on these things.’


‘Understood. But surely Jóhannes Karlsson wouldn’t do that?’ Gunna said, tapping her teeth with her pen. ‘Who would normally enter a guest’s room, in that case?’


Yngvi shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘Normally it would be the duty manager or a supervisor.’


‘And in this case it was a chambermaid?’


‘I don’t know what went wrong. I asked Ástrós to check the room at around one as Jóhannes Karlsson was due to check out and, as we’re busy at the moment, the room was needed tonight. Maybe she asked Valeria to knock and check. She’s been here for some time and is very competent and trustworthy. I haven’t yet had a chance to check with Ástrós, but I imagine the management will expect an enquiry into this.’


‘And that’s why you’re so nervous? Because the right procedures weren’t followed?’ Gunna asked and was rewarded with a tight-lipped frown.


‘You can draw your own conclusions,’ he snapped back and immediately apologized. ‘Sorry. It’s been a difficult day. Is there anything more I can help you with?’


Hekla walked smartly past the trendy end of downtown Reykjavík and through the streets of the old western end of town. She had a spring in her step and cash in her pocket, her holdall slung over one shoulder as she enjoyed the crunch of the snow beneath her trainers.


Her Toyota was parked discreetly in a residential street in front of a rambling old house that had been converted into a warren of tiny apartments. She had reckoned that with so many people living in the house, residents would assume the car belonged to a visitor in one of the other flats. She put a huge carrier bag from one of Reykjavík’s more expensive shops in the car’s boot and dropped her holdall next to it; a couple of small gift-wrapped packets nestled reassuringly in her jacket pocket.


The car started with an effort. Giving it a minute for the engine to warm up and the fan to start circulating some warm air, she hunched low in the seat and looked around quickly. The street was deserted and as far as she could tell, nobody was looking out of the windows of the apartments she had parked by. The Toyota bumped along the street as Hekla headed through town, taking care not to drive too fast or too slowly but to look as if she were simply going home from the gym. In the queue of waiting traffic at the lights by Lækjargata, she turned the radio on, drumming the steering wheel with her thumbs in time to the music and trying not to peer towards the town centre.


It was with relief that she saw the lights change to green and the traffic begin to move. She decided to go with the flow of traffic and let it take her through the city and out the other side, with a stop at one of the big supermarkets at the busiest time of the day to shop for the week’s groceries en route.


She wondered if the two men had been set free yet, and how long it would be before their cards stopped working. The first one would have been found by now, she thought. The older guy would be furious; there had been no mistaking the virulence of the hatred in his stare, which was only magnified by his naked helplessness. But he would just have to lick his wounds and get over it, she decided, certain that the man could easily afford the relatively modest shopping spree he’d unwillingly funded.


Fortunately she had already been to several cashpoints and had milked the cards of everything the machines would dispense after she had bought herself some expensive shoes and what she liked to think of as investments against a rainy day. The second guy’s cards had resulted in a good deal of cash and some more of the same expensive, understated gold and silver, which would keep its value in a safe deposit box.


As the city centre disappeared behind her, Hekla relaxed at the wheel, feeling safer inside the cocoon of late afternoon traffic heading for the suburbs and listening to the wheels judder on the uneven road surface with its coat of gravel, thankful for the thick weather, which she wore like a disguise.


She shopped in Krónan, filling her trolley with as much as she could, including two heavy pork joints that the family wouldn’t normally be able to afford, one for the weekend and one for the freezer for Pétur’s birthday. She chose the checkout with the youngest cashier, a gawky youth who looked as if he should still be in school, with glasses and a fuzz of soft teenage beard on his cheeks. He looked stressed and tired, and seemed unlikely to look too closely at a credit card, Hekla decided.


He sneezed as she approached with the laden trolley.


‘Bless you,’ she said cheerfully.


The young man blinked behind his thick glasses. ‘Thanks,’ he said, sniffing and swiping Hekla’s purchases rapidly past the till as she tried to keep up, stowing things into bags.


‘That’s seventy-one thousand, six hundred and eighty,’ the young man said as if the number were a single word, sniffing again and kneading the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb as Hekla handed a card across as if it were her own while she continued stowing tins and boxes into bags.


‘Sorry, it’s been rejected,’ the young man said. There was an almost audible sigh of irritation from the queue for the till.


‘What? It should be fine. I was paid yesterday and there’s plenty in there. Can you try it again?’


He swiped it again and the queue, muffled in coats and hats against the New Year chill outdoors and steaming gently in the supermarket’s heat, shuffled its feet with palpable impatience until the young man shook his head.


‘Sorry.’


‘What?’ Hekla said in anguish. ‘Hell, that useless bank must have been messing me about again. I promise there’s more than enough in there to cover it. Could you try again, or charge it manually? Please?’


The young man shrugged and rubbed the card hard on his sleeve before swiping it through the machine a third time as the queue continued to fidget and sigh audibly.


‘Shit,’ the young man muttered with a glance at the impatient line of shoppers behind Hekla and the lengthening queues for every till in the shop, which snaked their way into the spaces between the aisles. He reached beneath the counter, came up with old-fashioned card-swipe machine and quickly made an imprint of the number.


‘Sign, please,’ he said as Hekla treated him to the most dazzling smile she could manage and the queue let out a collective sigh of relief. She threaded the trolley quickly through the throng and out into the darkness.


She was a tired woman with wisps of greying hair that floated around her face. She swept them back, and when she saw him the lines around her mouth became dimples and the fatigue vanished as a grin swept across her face. A second later Baddó’s face was crushed into her shoulder and she hugged him with an unexpected ferocity.


‘It’s still a surprise to see you here,’ she sighed, hugging him close a second time. ‘It’s so good to have you back after such a long time.’


‘I’m not sure yet if it’s good to be back,’ he said uncertainly, his nose sending him warning signals as he sneezed violently. He could feel his eyes start to sting and water.


‘What’s the matter?’ María asked.


‘Nothing,’ Baddó said, shaking his head and sneezing a second time. ‘Where have you been?’


‘Of course. Hell, I’m really sorry, it slipped my mind,’ she said as Baddó splashed his face with cold water from the kitchen tap. ‘I stopped to see old Nina on the way home and her cat was all over me. I’d forgotten they make you sneeze.’


‘It’s all right, María,’ Baddó said, the sneezing fit over as she hung up her coat. ‘I’m wondering, how long do you think you can put up with me?’


‘You know you can stay here as long as you need,’ she said, straightening up from stacking packets in the fridge. ‘As long as . . . you know,’ she finished, lips pursed in disapproval.


‘Yeah, I know,’ he said morosely. ‘Just wondering what I’m going to do here. It’s not as if there’s a demand for my skills.’


María dealt cutlery and crockery onto the table like a croupier. ‘There’s work for those that want it.’


‘I’m not fussy, but my CV doesn’t look great.’


‘You’ll find something,’ María said, but Baddó caught the uncertain waver in her voice. ‘Sit down. I’m sure you’re hungry, aren’t you?’


He munched a sandwich made with the heavy bread and solid, bland cheese that he remembered from his youth, while María spooned fragrant herring fillets onto a plate and sliced black rye bread, as thick and soft as any rich cake.


‘I expect you’ve missed this.’


‘María, I’ve been in prison for eight years,’ he said. ‘I’ve missed everything.’


‘Dad’s not well,’ she added, clearly wanting to change the subject. ‘I go and see him a couple of times a week now. There’s only so much he can do for himself these days.’


Baddó nodded. Family matters were something he would have preferred to avoid discussing.


‘He wrote to me once. Sent it through the Foreign Affairs Ministry, or some such government department.’


‘Really?’


‘Aye. Just half a page to say that whatever situation I was in, it was nothing to do with him and that as far as he was concerned, I wasn’t his son any more. Just what you need when you’re looking at eight years of four concrete walls.’


María said nothing, but Baddó could see that she was taken aback and the shadow of a tear slipped down her cheek.


‘So that’s that. How did they find you, then?’


‘It was someone from the prisons department. He said that you were being released and deported home. They’ve been keeping tabs on you, mostly because several of us have badgered the government to make sure you weren’t forgotten over there.’


Baddó laid chunks of herring fillet on a slice of black bread and bit deep into it, lingering over the texture of the bread and revelling in the aroma of the pickled herring. He wondered if this was the most delicious thing he had ever tasted and thought that it might well be.


‘How’s Freyr?’ he asked. ‘You hear from him?’


A spasm passed over María’s face. ‘Sometimes. He said he doesn’t want to see you right away and that he needs to square things in his mind that you’re back first.’


Baddó nodded. ‘That’s more than I expected, I suppose. It’s not as if I’ve seen much of him.’


‘He changed his name. He’s Freyr Jónínuson now.’


‘Ach. Can’t say I’m surprised. Jónína always was a prissy bitch and I suppose she didn’t want him being Hróbjartsson after everything that happened back then. She found a new man, I suppose? Poor bastard, whoever he is.’


‘A word?’ Már said to Jóel Ingi as he passed his office, smiling at Hugrún, the human rights and gender equality officer, as she bustled along the corridor with a smile for everyone.


‘Hæ, Már, could you let me have yesterday’s reports when they’re ready, please?’ she asked, her smile fading. ‘Absolutely terrible what’s happened in Libya, don’t you think? It could be such a wonderful place if it were run properly. It could be Norway in Africa with all that wealth,’ she said sadly, continuing past him and hurrying past Ægir Lárusson’s lair.


With Hugrún having faded into the distance, Már hissed. ‘You have a handle on this, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do. Look, I’ve asked someone to help out, discreetly.’


‘You’re not serious, surely? Who?’


‘A friend,’ Jóel Ingi said uncertainly. ‘It’s not as if we can expect the police to deal with this, can we? Or maybe we can? Just a friend. Someone who can be trusted.’


‘Jesus. I hope so. It had better be someone we can all trust. Otherwise . . .’ he jerked his head in the direction of the minister’s and his political adviser’s end of the office. ‘Otherwise you can have your balls ripped off and pickled instead of me.’


Helgi yawned in front of the screen. The hotel manager’s office contained a computer that held all of the hotel’s CCTV footage and a plump middle-aged man was sitting alongside Helgi as he ploughed repeatedly through the same scenes.


People scuttled across the screen at double their usual speed while Helgi’s companion, one of the reception staff, kept up a relentless commentary.


‘My dear, it’s quite amazing some of the things a person gets to see in a place like this. Especially at night. The graveyard shift can be most entertaining,’ he said with satisfaction.


‘You work nights as well, do you?’ Helgi asked, just to say something.


‘Oh, yes. I prefer the night porter’s shift. I’m the lord of all I survey at night when all the stuffed shirts are asleep,’ he said with a wink that Helgi missed as his eyes were on the screen. He froze the picture.


He pointed at a figure standing at the reception desk. ‘Who’s that?’


‘That gentleman is a Russian businessman. He’s something to do with herring, I believe. A regular winter visitor to these shores.’


Helgi set the sequence to run again and watched the crowd around the reception desk, only looking up briefly as Gunna came into the room quietly and pulled up a chair behind them.


‘Any joy, Helgi?’


‘Nobody so far that . . . I’m sorry. Your name’s slipped my mind . . .’ he said apologetically.


‘Gústav Freysteinn Bóasson, at your service. Known to his friends as Gústav and the staff and clientele of this place as Gussi,’ he replied grandly, waving a hand to indicate his surroundings. ‘And you are?’


‘Me? I’m Gunna.’


‘Known as detective sergeant Gunnhildur to us food soldiers,’ Helgi added wryly. ‘Who’s that character?’


Gussi hooked a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles onto one ear at a time and peered at the screen. ‘Ach,’ he said dismissively, ‘that’s nobody.’


‘And what do you mean by “nobody”?’ Gunna asked sharply and saw Gussi flinch at her tone.


‘He works in the bar. He’s a rather silly young man by the name of Kolbeinn, I believe.’


‘Here,’ Helgi interrupted. ‘That’s Jóhannes Karlsson, isn’t it?’ The black-and-white figure moved jerkily through the lobby, looked from side to side and disappeared from view. ‘Gussi, where does that door lead?’


‘That leads to the bar. It’s quiet at that time of the morning.’


‘You were on duty this morning. Didn’t you notice him?’ Helgi asked, pausing the replay.


‘I may have,’ Gústav shrugged. ‘I was at the reception desk and we were quite busy. I can’t keep tabs on every person who walks through the lobby,’ he said without hiding his impatience.


‘Is there CCTV in the bar?’


‘There most certainly is. In this city, Big Brother is everywhere.’


‘All right,’ Helgi said with immense patience. ‘How do I switch this machine here to the recording from the camera in the bar?’


‘Choose number six from the menu at the top.’


Glasses on the end of his nose as he switched camera, Helgi grunted with satisfaction as almost instantly Jóhannes Karlsson appeared in view. He was a tall, broad man with a deliberate way of walking. The camera caught him stalking across the empty restaurant and taking a seat at a low table where he opened a newspaper. A minute later a waiter appeared and spoke to him briefly.


‘No sound on this, I don’t suppose?’ Gunna asked.


‘It’s just supposed to be good enough to recognize faces,’ Helgi said, eyes on the screen. ‘This is exciting, isn’t it, watching someone reading the paper. Gussi, what’s the waiter’s name? The guy he spoke to just then?’


‘As I told you only a minute ago, that young man is Kolbeinn, one of the lowly staff like myself who keep this ship on an even keel.’


‘Kolbeinn,’ Helgi wrote down. ‘Whose -son?’


‘Ah, there I fear I fail you. Yngvi will be able to tell you his name, patronymic, his mother’s name and his ancestry going back eight generations.’


Helgi directed a sideways glance at Gunna and lifted his eyebrows with a despairing shake of the head.


‘Ah, company,’ Gunna said, looking past Helgi to the screen. ‘Gussi, did you notice this?’


All three of them watched as Jóhannes Karlsson folded and put down his newspaper, standing up as a woman approached him. They shook hands and both sat down, Jóhannes Karlsson at ease in his chair, looking towards the camera, while the back of the woman’s head faced the lens. All Gunna could see was a black coat with a high collar and fair hair that spilled over it. The two sat and talked for a few minutes before Jóhannes Karlsson beckoned the same waiter as before and sat back. As far as could be seen on the grainy footage, he was smiling.


‘No ideas, Gussi?’ Gunna asked.


Gústav spread his hands wide and his face was a picture of innocence. ‘Do you see me there anywhere? I was on the reception desk all morning. I didn’t see what was going on in the restaurant. The bar is Kolbeinn’s domain today, not mine.’


The waiter returned with coffee. The pair at the table in the corner of the empty restaurant sipped and talked, although it seemed that Jóhannes Karlsson was doing most of the talking. The woman crossed and uncrossed her long legs several times, and leaned forward to sip from her cup.


Eventually the woman stood up, slipped the straps of a holdall over her shoulder and strode from the room. Jóhannes Karlsson could be seen admiring the expanse of long legs in knee-high boots reaching to a short skirt that peeped below the hem of her coat. She looked around her and gave the camera a quick glance, looking right into it.


‘Stop right there,’ Gunna ordered. ‘Can you get that as a still picture, Helgi?’


‘No idea. Gussi?’


His fingers tapped at the keyboard and Helgi inserted a flash stick into a slot. ‘Save it onto that, would you?’ he instructed.


Gunna studied the face, blurred but with a piercing look directed straight at her from beneath an ash-blonde fringe. The lips were full and too dark to be anything other than painted. The woman’s coat was open enough to show a pale-coloured dress or blouse underneath, while the hand that held the straps of the holdall on her shoulder sported a broad ring, which was distinct even on the grainy image.
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