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Prologue


The school building cast a chill shadow over the empty playground. Beyond it, the sun was shining. As they entered the shadow the few passers-by clutched their coats around them and quickened their pace until they emerged into the warm sunlight again. Over there the day was still, but here in the school grounds an icy wind was blowing, stirring the swings in the corner into life. They rocked slowly back and forth as if occupied by invisible children. Bored children, like Vaka. Worse than the boredom, though, was the cold. It stung her cheeks, and made her toes ache. Every last bit of her was frozen. Sitting on the stone steps only made matters worse because her new padded jacket wasn’t long enough to cover her bottom. She wished she had listened to her mother and chosen the longer one, but that had only been available in dark blue; the waist-length one came in red.


Vaka shifted the school bag on her back and wondered if she should move into the sunlight. Then at least she would be warm while she waited – though still lonely, of course, and bored of having nothing to look at. But the shadow cast by the school extended so far that if she moved out of its gloom, she was afraid her dad would fail to see her and drive away again. No, better put up with the cold than risk that.


A car the same colour as her father’s drove past, but Vaka saw that it was the wrong make, the wrong man, and her spirits fell again. Could he have forgotten her? It was her first day at the new school, so perhaps he would assume she’d be walking home as usual. For the hundredth time she felt a stab of longing for her old home. The only thing that was better about the new place was her room, which was larger and way cooler than the one she’d had in their old flat. Everything else had changed for the worse, including school. The other kids, especially. She didn’t know anyone. In her old class she had known everyone, had even known what the other girls’ pets were called. Now a crowd of new names and faces were jostling in her head and she couldn’t begin to put them together. It was like the memory game that she never won unless her mother deliberately played to lose.


Vaka sniffed. How long would it take her dad to realise that he should have come to collect her? She looked up at the main building in the hope of spotting someone, but the windows were dark and there was no sign of movement. Another gust of wind stung her cheeks and she shivered. Getting to her feet, she walked up the steps to the entrance. There must be a grown-up inside, someone who would let her use the phone. But the door was locked. Knocking did no good; the thick wood muffled the sound. Lowering her fist, she gazed up at the big door in the faint hope that it would open anyway. Nothing happened. She might as well sit down again. Hopefully the steps wouldn’t feel as icy as before.


All thoughts of the cold were banished from her mind when she turned. At the bottom of the steps stood a girl Vaka recognised from her new class. She hadn’t heard her approach. Perhaps she had been tiptoeing, though Vaka couldn’t for the life of her imagine why. It wasn’t as though she was likely to bite, or they were enemies. They didn’t know each other at all, though Vaka remembered her clearly. It was impossible not to. She had two fingers missing: the little finger and ring finger of one hand. The girl had sat alone in the front row and seemed very quiet. At first Vaka had thought it must be her first day too, but the teacher hadn’t introduced her like she had Vaka, so that couldn’t be right. When the pupils were allowed to talk to each other in the lessons, the girl hadn’t said a word. During break she had sat on the sidelines, staring into space, like Vaka on the steps just now. Her expression had remained blank even when two boys started chanting a nursery rhyme that Vaka remembered her granny reciting: ‘Little finger, little finger, where are you? Ring finger, ring finger, where are you?’ Vaka thought this was unbelievably mean but none of the other kids turned a hair. In the end she had looked away, not daring to interfere. She was new, after all.


‘It’s shut.’ The girl gave a shy smile that vanished as quickly as it had appeared – perhaps it had only been a trick of the light – but Vaka was left with the impression of a pretty face. ‘They always lock up when school’s finished for the day.’


‘Oh.’ Vaka shuffled her feet, not knowing what to say. She had never been very good at making friends or talking to strangers, and it was the first time that day that anyone had tried to draw her out of her shell. ‘I wanted to use the phone.’


‘Maybe you could use the one at the shop. It’s not far away.’ The girl pointed down the street. She was wearing mittens to hide her maimed hand.


Vaka swallowed and answered awkwardly: ‘I haven’t got any money.’ Her mother was supposed to give her pocket money on Fridays but she always forgot. Usually it didn’t matter but there were times, like now, when it was a pain. As bad as Dad forgetting to pick her up. Grown-ups were useless at remembering things.


‘Oh.’ The girl looked sad. ‘Me neither.’ She opened her mouth, then changed her mind and closed it again. Unlike Vaka’s jacket, which had been bought with room for her to grow into, the girl’s anorak was far too small; the sleeves were too short and she couldn’t even zip it up properly. She wasn’t wearing a hat either and her tangled hair whipped around in the wind. In spite of the dry weather, she was wearing a pair of old, faded wellingtons. In contrast, her brightly coloured mittens looked clean and new.


‘It’s all right. I’ll wait.’ Vaka tried but failed to smile. It was hard having to wait in uncertainty like this. She was cold and hungry. If Dad had come at the right time she would have been sitting in their new kitchen by now, enjoying a slice of toast. She could taste the melted butter and jam, and this only made her hungrier.


The girl shifted from foot to foot. ‘Would you like me to wait with you?’ She didn’t look at Vaka as she asked this but off to one side, at the empty playground. ‘I can if you like.’


Vaka had no answer ready. Would it make things better or worse? The choice was between sitting alone and getting cold or trying to find something to talk about with this girl whose name she didn’t even know. Yet despite being only eight, Vaka knew that there was only one right answer to some questions. ‘Yes, please. If you feel like it.’ When the girl turned towards her with a beaming smile, she added: ‘But I’ll have to go as soon as Dad comes to pick me up.’


The smile faded and the empty expression returned. ‘Yes, of course.’


Mindful of how the boys had teased the girl and how lonely she seemed, Vaka tried to make amends. ‘Perhaps he could drive you home too?’ The moment she had blurted this out, she regretted it; she’d often heard her parents moaning about the price of petrol. She didn’t want to ask her father to drive miles out of their way, especially when they had so little money left after buying their new flat. ‘Is your house far away?’


‘No. I live just back there.’ The girl pointed at the school, presumably referring to the row of houses that Vaka had noticed when she had wandered around the back of the building during break. They were separated from the school by a high fence, on the other side of which all kinds of rubbish had collected: disintegrating, faded packaging; bits of paper; plastic bags and withered leaves. Vaka didn’t like litter; it was disgusting, but as this was one of the few places in the playground where the boys’ cruel chanting couldn’t be heard, she had gone over to the fence and stared through it, ignoring the mess.


She had studied the houses, feeling thankful that her parents hadn’t bought one of them. They looked as rundown and shabby as the fence; their paint peeling, their gardens like jungles. She glimpsed a rusty old barbecue standing in a patch of tall weeds; it looked as if plants were growing out of the little grating in the lid. Grubby curtains hung crookedly at the dirty windows. In some places a blanket had been used instead; in others, old newspapers or sheets of cardboard. Unsettled by the sight, Vaka had turned away and gone back to the other children, who behaved as if she didn’t exist.


The street did have one advantage, though: it was close to the school. Perhaps she could use the girl’s telephone? It would only take a few minutes to walk there and her dad wouldn’t have time to go far if he arrived while she was gone. Plucking up her courage, Vaka asked: ‘Hey, could I maybe use the phone at your house?’


She was disconcerted by the frightened look that greeted this request. ‘At my house?’ The girl gulped and dropped her eyes. Staring down at her mittens, she fiddled with her maimed hand. ‘Shouldn’t we just wait here? Your dad must be coming soon.’


‘Yes, maybe.’ Vaka shifted her school bag again. It seemed to grow heavier and heavier on her shoulders, as if weighed down by all the minutes she had been waiting. ‘If I can use your phone, you can come round and play at my place afterwards.’ Vaka guessed the girl would be grateful for an excuse to go out if she lived in one of those horrible houses. Perhaps that’s why she had reacted so badly to Vaka’s request. Perhaps she didn’t want anyone to see her room.


The girl seemed to be having trouble deciding how to answer. ‘OK. But you’ll have to be really quick. And only if we can go round and play at yours afterwards. You mustn’t make any noise, though. Dad’s probably asleep.’


Vaka nodded, highly satisfied with this outcome and also with having made friends with someone from her class. Of course she would rather have got to know one of the other girls, especially the fun, popular ones, but they had cold-shouldered her, obviously having no need of more friends. Perhaps this girl would turn out to be all right, in spite of her missing fingers. At least she wasn’t mean.


But as they set off, Vaka began to have her doubts. Remembering the shabby houses, she suddenly felt a powerful reluctance to enter any of them. It would have been better to wait on the freezing steps. It was too late, though. They had left the school grounds and were approaching the houses, walking in the sunshine now.


Yet instead of growing warmer, Vaka felt colder with every step.


Vainly she sought for an excuse to turn back without hurting the girl’s feelings. Her new friend was also silent, apparently just as conscious that every step brought them closer to their destination. They didn’t exchange a word until they found themselves standing on the cracked pavement outside one of the houses. Vaka ran her eyes over the front, careful not to move her head so the girl wouldn’t notice what she was doing. It looked like the most rundown place in the whole street.


It had two floors and was clad in rusty corrugated iron that hadn’t seen a lick of paint in years. The front garden was as scruffy as the ones Vaka had seen that morning. A tricycle lay on its side among the dandelions, chickweed and scrubby bushes, as rusty as the house itself. Almost all the windows were cracked and no attempt had been made to hang better curtains on the side facing the road. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the front door was hanging crooked on its hinges. This was a bad place.


Vaka racked her brain to think of a reason why they should turn back but it was too late. The girl looked at her sadly and said: ‘Come on. This is my house. Don’t make any noise and be quick. Then we can go round to yours and play. Can’t we?’ Anticipation shone from her colourless eyes and Vaka had no choice but to nod.


She followed the girl, feeling as if her school bag were full of rocks, her heart heavy in her chest. Every step was an ordeal. She felt as she always did when she was doing something she knew would end badly. Like the time her parents had held a party and she had tried to carry too many plates in one go when laying the table. The instant she lifted the pile she had known it was too heavy but she had done it anyway. And every single plate had smashed. That was exactly how she felt now.


The girl paused with her hand on the doorknob. ‘Come on. Remember, you’ve got to be quick.’ It came out almost in a whisper, as if there were a monster lurking inside who mustn’t know they were there.


Vaka nodded apprehensively and took the final step to the door. Next moment she was inside. Out of the sunlight into the dark. She was met by a reek of cigarettes and a sour smell that made her wrinkle her nose. The girl closed the door behind them and the darkness became even blacker. Perhaps that was just as well. It would hide the mess inside, and the girl wouldn’t be able to see Vaka’s look of disgust.


‘The phone’s upstairs. Come on,’ the girl whispered, almost too quietly to be heard. As Vaka’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she noticed that the girl kept glancing from side to side. She beckoned impatiently when Vaka didn’t immediately react. She had taken off her coat but only one of her mittens.


Vaka tore her gaze from the mitten that hid the missing fingers and stepped warily into the hall. As she did so the floorboards creaked overhead. The girl’s head jerked upwards. Her face was twisted with terror.


Vaka went rigid and felt her	 eyes growing hot, as if she were about to burst into tears. What was she doing here? She gave a little moan but it hardly made any sound, in spite of the silence in the house. This was a terrible mistake. Worse than the plates. Gripped by panic, she couldn’t think properly. The only thought in her head was that she didn’t even know the girl’s name.


Hafnarfjördur Police are appealing for help in finding a missing girl. Vaka Orradóttir, 8, was last seen at 3 p.m. this afternoon, leaving her school in Hafnarfjördur to go home. She is described as small and slim, with shoulder-length light brown hair, and wearing a red, waist-length padded jacket, a red woollen hat, jeans and pink trainers. Vaka is believed to be still in the area. Anyone who has information on her whereabouts is asked to contact Hafnarfjördur Police on 525 3300.
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Chapter 1


Huldar dropped the bundle of photocopies on his desk. There was hardly anything else on it apart from a small collection of half-empty coffee mugs. These days he mostly got the assignments that no one else in CID wanted, like this business with the school. It would probably end up as a station joke, like him – the departmental manager who fell from grace. Nowadays he sat in exile at the back of the open-plan area, from where he could barely glimpse his old office.


He took care never to look in that direction. Personally, he couldn’t give a damn about his tumble down the promotional ladder; it was the way his former underlings treated him, as though his fall were infectious, that really got to him. He had assumed his relationship with his colleagues would revert to how it had been before his short-lived promotion, but that was way off the mark. Their silences when he approached and their whisperings as he walked away were so intolerable that there were times when he actually wished he were back in charge.


But this feeling never lasted long. Almost immediately he would recall how much he had disliked the position. The endless forms, the reports, the meetings and all that pointless red tape; if he’d been warned beforehand what the job entailed he would never have said yes. But, sadly, information had been in short supply at the time. The whole process had been condensed into a single sentence: How’d you like to be promoted? The management had been under pressure to appoint someone to head up a major murder investigation, and since most of the senior detectives had been forced to step aside in the wake of a series of scandals, the choice had fallen on Huldar almost by accident. Instead of university degrees or the kind of credentials used in other sectors, a police officer’s suitability for leadership was generally based on age or length of service. These offered easily comparable figures. After the recent upheaval, Huldar suspected they had opted for the next most convenient marker – height. He was convinced that the powers that be had spotted his head sticking up above the crowd. He would have done better to have ducked or sat down. Then he would still be doing his old job, somewhere in the middle of the pecking order, not stuck on the bottom rung.


Yet Huldar bore no grudge against those who had offered him the chance. He could easily have turned it down. Nor was he angry with those responsible for his demotion. Having him in a prominent position would never have worked in the long run. He had screwed up the murder investigation in such spectacular style that it would have been hard to repeat. The only comparison he could think of, when trying to explain it to one of his sisters, was if a surgeon were to come running into an operating room with his scalpel raised aloft, ready to perform emergency surgery, only to trip and accidentally cut off the patient’s head.


The worst part was that he had brought Freyja, the director of the Children’s House, down with him. The Child Protection Agency, unable to forgive her for shooting a man at her workplace, had relegated her to the position of ordinary child psychologist.


Really, they should both be grateful they weren’t tramping the streets in search of a job.


Not that gratitude was uppermost in Freyja’s mind. On the rare occasions their paths had crossed following the fateful events at the Children’s House, she had scarcely deigned to look at him. She was seething with anger and there was no doubt that it was directed at him. Huldar grimaced at the memory. He had still entertained hopes they could get together, despite an awkward beginning, an uneven middle section and a catastrophic finale. He had only himself to blame; their first encounter had set the tone and it was astonishing that he had managed to get back in her good books at all, even if the truce was short-lived. Burnt by his previous encounters with women while out clubbing, he had posed as a carpenter the first time he met Freyja and spent the night with her under false pretences. Few women he met were attracted to cops. To make matters worse, he had fobbed her off with his middle name, Jónas. Later, when their paths crossed during the murder inquiry that was to put both their professional reputations through the shredder, the whole sordid deception had been exposed: carpenter Jónas had been forced to introduce himself as Huldar from the Police Commissioner’s office.


Still, what had happened once could happen again. Maybe he would get another chance. The thought cheered him.


He smiled at the young policeman sitting opposite. The youth returned his smile shyly, then dropped his eyes to his computer again. The screen couldn’t show much of interest; he had joined CID so recently that he was even lower in the ranks than Huldar – as low as it was possible to get. But although the rookie was currently the only person in the department who enjoyed less respect than Huldar, that state of affairs was unlikely to last long.


‘Rushed off your feet?’ Huldar was careful to keep the mocking note out of his voice. The boy was absurdly sensitive. It wouldn’t hurt him to toughen up a bit, but someone else could take responsibility for that. Huldar had enough on his mind without worrying about detectives who were still wet behind the ears.


‘Yes. No.’ Above the monitor the young man’s forehead turned bright red.


‘Is that a yes or a no?’


‘No. I’m not rushed off my feet. But I’ve got plenty to do.’


‘You know, there are advantages to our having little or nothing to do. From the public’s perspective at least.’ Huldar sat down and pulled over the documents. The sooner he sorted out this nonsense, the better. He curbed an urge to sigh as he skimmed through the childish handwriting on the top page. In 2016 there will be no need for cars. Instead there will be little helicopters that run on solar batteries. A cure will be found for cancer and all other serious diseases. No one will die until they’re a hundred and thirty. Iceland will still be the best country in the world! Elín, 9–C. The signature was accompanied by two hearts and two smiley faces. It was the first time he could remember encountering a smiley face in his line of work.


‘Would you swap your car for a solar-powered chopper?’ Huldar pulled aside a couple of slats in the blinds and peered out of the window. The grey winter daylight would hardly provide enough energy to allow a helicopter to take off, let alone stay aloft.


‘What?’ From the young man’s tone, he seemed to regard this as some kind of test.


‘Nothing.’ Huldar didn’t have the energy to explain. He had gone to a bar with some mates last night, stayed up too late and had one too many beers. Either the boy hadn’t heard about the case Huldar had been given, or he was too slow to make the connection.


‘Do we have access to a helicopter?’


‘Yes.’ Huldar immediately regretted this answer and corrected himself. ‘No. We don’t have a chopper. I’ve just got to read these predictions about the future written by a bunch of school kids ten years ago. This is one of them – that we’ll travel around in solar-powered choppers. Probably not the stupidest idea I’ll come across while slogging through them.’


The young man rolled his chair sideways so he could see Huldar’s face. His name was Gudlaugur but he was always known as Gulli at the station, in spite of his protests. No doubt he would remain Gulli until he had proved himself as one of the team – if he proved himself. Not everyone lasted the course. ‘Why do you have to do that?’


‘Because they found a weird message among them and the headteacher contacted the police.’ Huldar handed Gulli the photocopy of the helicopter letter. ‘At the time their school was twinned with a school in the States, and one of their joint initiatives was to bury a time capsule in the playground. The idea was to dig it up ten years later and compare the kids’ predictions about the future. All the year nine children wrote down what they thought Iceland would be like in 2016, then their letters were put in the time capsule. So far so good, except that one of them seems to have taken it into his head to predict some murders. My job is to try and track down the author so the psychiatrists can decide if he constitutes a threat. Personally, I doubt it, but I’ve got to look into the matter anyway.’


‘Who does he say he’s going to kill?’


‘A whole list. He mentions six people. Actually, he doesn’t give their names, only their initials. And in two cases only one initial.’ Huldar leafed through the papers in search of the offending letter. The school had given him photocopies of the others but the original of this one. The secretary had made a face as she handed it over, then looked relieved that it was now somebody else’s problem.


Gudlaugur watched him flicking through the pile. Huldar couldn’t deny that it was a nice feeling to have a colleague show an interest in what he was doing for once. It was quite a while since that had last happened. Pity the case was such a waste of time.


‘Why not just talk to the relevant pupil? It can’t be that difficult to track him down.’


‘The letter’s unsigned.’


‘What are you going to do, then? Find out who didn’t put a letter in the time capsule? Compare the handwriting to old homework?’


‘Something like that. There’s one more letter than there were pupils in year nine at the time, which suggests that the writer submitted two. So I need to compare the murder letter to the others from the capsule. Shame the kids all had such bloody awful handwriting. The boys, at least.’


‘Was it a boy?’


‘I assume so, considering how messy the writing is. Or maybe a girl who wrote with her left hand.’


‘Any fingerprints?’


Huldar laughed. ‘Yeah, right. Like I’m going to get permission to run the fingerprints off sixty-five letters by a bunch of teenagers through the lab. For that I’d need at least one corpse. And preferably all six.’ He pulled out the threatening letter and read it to himself again. In 2016 the following people are going to die: K, S, BT, JJ, OV and I. Nobody will miss them. Least of all me. I can’t wait. No smiley faces or hearts here.


‘So you reckon all these people are still alive?’


‘I’m reasonably sure, though as I’ve got nothing but initials to go on I can’t be a hundred per cent positive.’ Huldar passed Gudlaugur the letter. ‘The school secretary says no one with these initials has been murdered in the last ten years. She did add that one man whose name began with a K had been killed in 2013, but the person responsible has been convicted and wasn’t a former pupil or the right age. Of course I’ll have to check for myself, but even a school secretary should be capable of running through the short list of people murdered in this country.’


Gudlaugur said nothing until he had finished reading. Then he looked at Huldar with an unfathomable expression. His face was still soft, his nose and cheeks were strewn with freckles and there wasn’t the slightest hint of five o’clock shadow on his jaw. He must be in his late twenties, only a little older than the anonymous letter-writer would be today. ‘There’s a Wikipedia page.’ Gudlaugur blushed again, which made him look even younger. ‘On Icelandic murders.’


Huldar raised his eyebrows. ‘Maintained by you?’ he asked, a little scornfully.


‘No. I just wanted to draw your attention to it. You can save time by checking the names of all Iceland’s murder victims there.’


Huldar regretted his momentary lapse into mockery. He’d do better to befriend the young man – he could do with a few allies at work. But there was no time to make amends. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Erla bearing down on them, wearing her coat. He sent up a fervent prayer that she wasn’t about to drag him out of the office with her. He’d only just come in and the storm that had been forecast was already starting to show its claws. But it just wasn’t his lucky day.


It was the forty-fifth area of low pressure to rage over Iceland that winter. Each one seemed more violent than the last. You’d have thought the weather gods had entered into an abusive relationship with the island and revelled in giving it a regular battering. As if in support of this idea, a gust blew a wet leaf smack into Huldar’s face. It stuck, cold and slimy, to his cheek. When he raised numb fingers to his face, the leaf stuck to his hand instead. He shook it vigorously and the leaf spun away across the garden.


‘Found anything?’ Erla was struggling to keep her balance. Her long black police parka was acting like a sail and she turned side on to the wind, understandably reluctant to fall flat on her face in front of him. Their interactions had become rather strained since he’d been demoted and she was given his job. The awkwardness was entirely on Erla’s side: he didn’t bear her any grudge. Someone had to do the job, so why not her? To his mind she was a bit crude and tactless for the role, but perhaps that was part of the reason she had been chosen. The police were under pressure to promote more women, and with Erla they got the best of both worlds: a woman who behaved every bit as loutishly as her male colleagues.


‘No. Can’t find a thing. Nothing untoward, anyway. It’s just an ordinary garden with the usual junk.’ He nodded towards a battered trampoline securely tethered at the other end of the lawn. It had clearly been a while since any child had bounced on it; the fabric had rotted away until only the metal frame and a few springs remained. Huldar rapped the top of a rusty barbecue, but didn’t bother to draw Erla’s attention to the hot tub as she couldn’t miss it. No one could fail to see how ordinary the garden was. ‘It must have been a prank, don’t you think?’


‘A prank?’ Erla surveyed the garden as an excuse to avoid Huldar’s gaze. From under her hood she watched Gudlaugur poking around with a pole in a leafless bush in search of goodness knows what. A few withered leaves, like the one that had plastered itself on to Huldar’s face, whirled up into the air. Erla turned back to Huldar, careful to focus on his chin, not his eyes. ‘I can’t see what’s so fucking funny.’


Huldar shrugged. ‘No. Me neither.’ He was having a hard time seeing the amusing side of being tricked into going out in this weather. The joke certainly wasn’t calculated to generate any warm feelings towards the prankster. On the way there Erla had told them that a message had arrived shortly after midday, addressed to her, stating that there was something in this garden that might be of interest to the police. The letter was anonymous and contained no further details. ‘Should we maybe call it a day?’


Erla met his eye at last and Huldar realised he’d have done better to have kept his mouth shut.


‘No. We’ll bloody well look harder.’


‘OK. No problem.’ Huldar stretched his lips into a smile that was gone almost instantly; it was hard to pretend he didn’t mind being forced to stay out here. He watched Erla’s progress. She was unsteady on her legs in the gale but clearly determined to get the better of it. He turned back to the decking and peered around for potential hiding places. It would have been easier if they’d had a clue what they were looking for.


There was a rattle from the hot tub and Huldar saw the heavy lid lift slightly, then bang down again. Over the howling of the wind he heard the creaking of the fastenings. There was a small door in the casing of the tub, which Huldar had not yet investigated, so he walked over to it under the watchful eyes of the house-owner upstairs. The man, whose name was Benedikt, hadn’t taken too kindly to their visit, seeming unable to grasp what exactly was going on. It seemed unlikely that he had anything to do with the anonymous message; astonishment that genuine would have been hard to fake. He looked like someone who had recently retired, one of those domineering old gits used to being listened to, the type who had trouble adjusting to the fact that those days were over.


Huldar waved and smiled again. All he received in reply was a frown and a gesture that probably meant he should leave the hot tub alone. The guy couldn’t be thinking Huldar was planning to jump in; no doubt he was more worried about what would happen to the lid if the fastenings were tampered with. Huldar, who had no intention of touching them, nodded to him reassuringly.


The only things behind the little door were a pump and some pipes. When Huldar poked his head inside to make sure there was nothing lurking behind the tangle of pipes, he banged it hard on the wooden casing, which emitted a creak of protest. This was turning out to be a complete wild-goose chase. If he ever got his hands on the person who’d written that letter, it would be tempting to give them a lump like the one that was now forming on his head. One punch would hardly matter. His reputation was already mud.


Huldar closed the door and straightened up. He rubbed his sore head as he surveyed the dusk-filled garden. They had combed it pretty thoroughly, more thoroughly than the front garden. He hoped Erla wouldn’t get it into her head to search that again. The old man had stood at the window, yelping at regular intervals that they were to be careful of the flowers, which was a bit of a joke, given the time of year. Only bare stalks could be seen.


Huldar swept back his hair. The wind responded by whipping it over his forehead again. A pointless waste of time, like every other aspect of this job. Where should he look next? Huldar walked around the garden, trying to spot a likely hiding place. Erla and Gudlaugur were wandering around in a similarly aimless fashion, the young man still with his pole in the air. Huldar went back and perched on the hot tub, relishing the warm steam escaping from the gaps around the lid.


There was nothing of interest here.


The letter must be a bad joke – unless someone had got here first and removed whatever they were supposed to be looking for. Perhaps some parents had found drugs in their teenager’s room and wanted to hand them over to the police without getting their child into trouble. The teenager could have followed and retrieved the stash after they had left. Far-fetched. Very far-fetched. It would be much simpler for the parents to flush the drugs down the toilet than put themselves through all that hassle.


Without warning, the wind dropped and the hot steam rose up Huldar’s body until it was playing over his face. It carried a faint whiff that he recognised. The iron tang of blood.


Leaping to his feet, he unfastened the lid. There was an urgent banging on the window upstairs.


It took Huldar a moment or two to work out what the things floating in the tub were, but once his brain had processed the strange messages it was receiving, he took an involuntary step backwards, losing his grip on the heavy lid. The wind, seizing its chance, hurled it back so violently that the hinges gave way. The lid began to scrape back and forth on the decking, dangling from a single fastening. But when Huldar glanced up to see the owner’s reaction, the old man’s face registered not rage but disbelief.


Disbelief and horror.


Huldar hurriedly grabbed hold of the lid and battled to drag it back into place. He yelled to Erla and Gudlaugur for help. Another blast snatched at it. His arm muscles ached as though they were on fire. But he couldn’t tear his eyes away. He felt a sudden heartfelt wish to be back dealing with the trivial little school matter.


For there, floating in the red-stained water, were two human hands.




Chapter 2


Things had been quiet at the Children’s House for several days now and this morning was no exception. Freyja had been the last one in and the front door hadn’t opened since, while the phone in reception remained stubbornly silent. It was as if winter had sapped all the energy from the country’s child abusers. Fed up though she was with the endless cycle of storms and thaws, Freyja was ready to forgive the weather if it really was having that effect. She’d seen too many broken children, listened to too many grim descriptions of mistreatment, not to be grateful. All the world’s storms were welcome here, if this was the outcome.


A gust rattled the window, as if instantly taking her up on the invitation. Freyja sighed. She wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable hassle of scraping her windscreen and offered up a silent prayer that for once the heater in her wreck of a car would work. The thought made her shiver. To warm herself up, she reminded herself that winter had its plus sides. As long as the weather was this bad at least she had a break from the pestering of her friends who couldn’t hear of a hill within ten hours’ hike of Reykjavík without wanting to drag her up it.


‘Freyja. I’d put away any breakable objects, if I were you. Looks to me like you’ve got a visitor.’ Elsa, the centre’s new director, was standing in the doorway of the cramped little office that Freyja had been allocated after her demotion. The woman, who was around fifty, had been head of a department at the Child Protection Agency before taking over from Freyja after the debacle. It wasn’t considered appropriate for a person who had shot someone to be director of the centre. Even though it was in self-defence. Her bosses had feared a media backlash; that doubt would be cast on her fitness for the role, not least because her brother Baldur was in prison. Fortunately, the agency’s worst fears had not been realised, but by then she had lost the job she loved.


‘What? I’m not with you.’ Her numbness gave way briefly to surprise, but that wouldn’t last long. Before she knew it she would be staring listlessly at her screen again, brooding over her fate. Was this to be her life from now on? Was she fated to end up as a dispensable little wheel in the social services machine? Or not even a wheel, just a tiny cog? Her low spirits had nothing to do with her new boss. Elsa was all right, and made an excellent director. No, it was simply that her career, now at a much lower level than she was happy with, was stagnating. The shot she had fired would go on echoing in the Children’s House for years to come. Lately she had toyed with the idea of returning to university and making a fresh start in a different field, though which one she didn’t know. She couldn’t picture herself as a geologist or an accountant. Her talent lay in gaining insights into the minds of children and adolescents, not in analysing rocks or spreadsheets.


‘He’s just parked outside. Your friend, the unlucky cop.’


‘Huldar?’ Freyja instinctively made a face. ‘He’s not my friend. Quite the opposite. He must be here to see someone else.’


Elsa tutted. ‘I doubt it.’ She raised a skeletal arm to point out of the window. ‘That is him, isn’t it?’ The woman couldn’t weigh more than seven and a half stone. She didn’t have an ounce of extra flesh to mask or soften her expression and her face appeared unusually animated as a result. She tried to disguise her skinny frame in loose, hippy dresses, but occasionally even these clung to her. A severe haircut only enhanced the impression of a prisoner on hunger strike, particularly when she wore orange.


Freyja took a quick peek outside. There was Huldar, fighting to close the door of a squad car against the wind. ‘Oh, Christ. I don’t want to talk to him.’


‘If he wants to talk to you, you won’t have much choice. Assuming he’s here on official business. I don’t need to remind you how important it is to maintain a good relationship with the police.’ From Elsa’s expression it was plain that Freyja didn’t have any say in the matter.


The director made herself scarce before Freyja could raise any further objections, leaving her sitting there, praying that Huldar had come to see someone else. She heard the front door open, then the sound of Elsa’s and Huldar’s voices approaching. Before she could finish her prayer they were standing in the doorway, her boss dwarfed by the policeman’s strapping frame. He looked exactly as he had the last time she saw him: tired and haggard. Oddly enough, it suited him. She knew him well enough by now to realise that it was his habitual state. Even in court, dressed in a suit, he had given the impression of needing to go straight home to bed.


Black shadows under his eyes; stubble; shaggy hair.


It irked Freyja that this was her type, the weary but upstanding man who wouldn’t waste time in bed yawning. At least he hadn’t, in her experience, though it had only been a one-night stand. But that was his fault for being such an idiot. An idiot – but unbelievable in bed. Before she got carried away with these thoughts, she reminded herself that he was to blame for her present predicament; he had been in charge of the case that had cost her her job.


‘No need to introduce you two. Freyja, see if you can help him.’ No mention of what this entailed. Elsa turned and left them to it.


Huldar grinned awkwardly. He wasn’t as angry with her as she was with him. In fact, he wasn’t angry at all, judging by his constant attempts to renew their acquaintance. Since she had fired that gun they had been thrown together far more often than she liked. They had both been called as witnesses in the trial of the man Freyja had shot and, subsequently, in the much shorter trial of her brother Baldur for possession of an unlicensed firearm. He’d had twelve months added to his existing sentence. Freyja found this the hardest thing to bear, though Baldur himself had taken it on the chin. ‘It’ll give me more time to think,’ he had told her. What it would give him more time to think about, Freyja didn’t dare to imagine. Perhaps Baldur’s lack of resentment was because she had at least tried to lie about the origin of the gun, claiming she’d found it lying about. To give him credit, that bastard Huldar had backed her up, saying untruthfully that he hadn’t a clue how the weapon had come into Freyja’s hands. It hadn’t done any good, though, and being beholden to him only made her more resentful. The presence of Baldur’s fingerprints on the gun had sealed his fate, and she herself had narrowly escaped being charged with perjury. That had been another factor in the decision to demote her.


‘Can I come in?’


‘Yes, do,’ she said coolly.


‘Could I maybe sit down too?’


In the same cool tone she repeated: ‘Yes, do,’ and watched him make himself comfortable. ‘How can I help you?’


‘You may well ask.’ Huldar laid a sheet of paper on the desk. Observing the untidy scrawl, Freyja reflected that she could have guessed Huldar would have terrible handwriting. ‘I could use the insights of a child psychologist in this case I’m investigating.’ He smiled the same wry smile that had lit up his face when he stood in the doorway. ‘And you’re the only one I know.’


‘I see.’ Freyja decided to leave it at that. The less she said, the better. She didn’t want to give him the impression that she was up for a friendly chat.


‘Yes, so … Before I begin … How are you, by the way?’ He held her gaze without blinking. A large part of the bastard’s charm lay in the way he gave her his undivided attention, his air of distraction suddenly gone. No doubt he was like that with all the women.


‘Fine. Great.’ She didn’t return the courtesy by asking how he was.


‘And your brother?’


‘Fine. Great. What was it you wanted to ask?’


Her curt replies didn’t seem to bother Huldar. He merely smiled again, then explained: ‘I’ve got a note here written by a fourteen-year-old, most likely a boy. I need to know if it’s anything to worry about.’


‘Let me see.’


Huldar handed her the paper. She read it, then handed it back. ‘How long ago was this written and in what circumstances?’


‘Ten years almost to the day.’ He told her the story of the time capsule. Freyja listened without interest.


‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. This doesn’t give me enough to go on. Though I don’t think you need lose any sleep over it. Lots of teenagers fantasise about killing their enemies one day, but virtually none go on to act it out. You’d need to know the background – if the teenager was angry when he or she wrote it, perhaps because of something the people on this list had done that day, there’s little cause for concern. The letter-writer will have got it out of their system. If, on the other hand, the kid had been nursing this hatred for a long time, that would be more worrying. It’s unlikely, though. It would take a lot to motivate someone to hold on to hatred like that for a whole decade. An awful lot.’


‘So there’s hope you’ll forgive me one day?’ Huldar smiled ruefully.


‘I said it would take an awful lot, not that it was impossible.’ The smile was wiped off his face and Freyja immediately regretted her words. The truth was that it was hard to go on being angry with someone when they were sitting right in front of you. Much easier when you were alone, brooding on your grievances. ‘All the same, if I were you I’d try to trace the individual in question. I don’t suppose anything will come of it, but at least you’ll be able to dismiss the matter and move on to other cases. I assume the police have more than enough on their plate.’


‘No, actually. The weather’s affected the crime rate. We’ve got one major inquiry on the go – a pretty macabre case – but I’m not on the investigation team. It was only by pure chance that I was involved in the early stages. I’m no longer entrusted with anything important.’ This time Huldar’s smile was intended to convey the message that he really didn’t mind, but its lack of conviction merely betrayed how much it rankled.


Although Freyja knew the feeling only too well, she didn’t say so. If she allowed the tiniest chink in her armour, before she knew it all her defences would be down. She did need a shoulder to cry on, though – someone to listen while she wailed about losing her job; someone, above all, to understand. And that person was sitting opposite her. Her girlfriends were useless; they pretended to be sympathetic but the moment they opened their mouths they gave themselves away. In their opinion, she had only herself to blame. It had been her decision to sleep with the carpenter Jónas, who had turned out to be the cop Huldar; her decision to make it up with him despite clear indications that he was trouble; her decision to take the gun into work so she could hand it over to him; her decision to pull the trigger. It had been nobody else’s fault. So she should just accept what had happened, stop whining, and come along to their hot yoga class. The only person who might have been willing to listen was her brother Baldur, but she couldn’t bring herself to complain to him; however self-inflicted his problems were, it just wouldn’t be appropriate. In the end it was his dog, Molly, who turned out to be Freyja’s best confidante. Despite a tendency to yawn, make faces and roll away during Freyja’s monologues, at least she never criticised her or came up with stupid suggestions.


But before Freyja could give in to the temptation to open her heart, Huldar continued: ‘Anyway, I’m sure that’s of no interest to you, so I’ll stick to the point.’


Freyja couldn’t help smiling inwardly. He had unwittingly blown his chance of making peace during this visit. And she would make damned sure he didn’t get any further opportunities.


‘I’ve got another letter that looks as if it was written by the kid, presumably on the same day. But I’d like your opinion. Do you think it could be by the same person?’ He passed over another photocopy.


‘Well, the handwriting’s similar. But the contents are different. I’m no judge. Don’t you have any experts in the police?’


‘Yes, for what it’s worth. I was actually hoping you might spot something in the wording that would suggest it was the same boy.’


Freyja skimmed the roughly scribbled text. In 2016 there’ll be a nuclear war. It’ll be cold in Iceland but better than in all the other countries where everyone will die. Instead of going to jail, prisoners will be sent abroad. And they’ll die too. Thröstur, 9–B. ‘It could be the same person. It certainly betrays the same negativity. Were the other letters this pessimistic?’


‘No. Well, one or two, but nothing like this. Lots of them predicted that Iceland would win the handball world championships, or went on about weird and wonderful modes of transport, or green energy, that kind of thing. Or about what kind of food we’d eat in the future. Luckily most of their predictions haven’t come true. I’m not particularly keen to start dining off insects and seaweed any time soon.’


‘Have you asked the school about this Thröstur?’


‘No. Not yet. I wanted to hear your opinion first. I felt there was no need to alarm them with the possibility that one of their former pupils might turn out to be a serial killer. So there’s no cause for concern?’


‘No, I don’t think so. If it is the same boy, he must have been upset for some reason when they handed in the letters. That would explain the negativity. I doubt it’s any more serious than that.’


‘Good.’ Huldar showed no sign of leaving, though the conversation appeared to be over. ‘That’s good.’


‘Yes, it is.’ Freyja gave what she hoped was a sarcastic grin. She had made up her mind to say no more, when, struck by a sudden thought, she added: ‘I assume you’ve checked that no one with those initials has died in suspicious circumstances?’


‘Yes, of course. It’s early days but nothing like that has happened so far this year.’ He drew the photocopies back towards him and rolled them into a tight wad. ‘But 2016 has only just started. Who knows what’ll happen? Hopefully not nuclear war, though. Thanks for your help.’ He smiled again and stood up.


Freyja watched him go with a feeling of regret that she didn’t care for. She had next to nothing to do and Huldar had at least enlivened a dull day. When he turned in the doorway she presented a carefully blank face, trying to look as though she was glad to see the back of him. ‘Was there anything else?’


‘Yes, actually. Would you be willing to meet the letter-writer with me once I’ve found out who he is? If he’s still a bit unstable, you’re more likely to pick up on the signs.’


Freyja answered without stopping to think. ‘OK. It wouldn’t hurt to make sure.’


Huldar looked pleased and Freyja realised she didn’t have the energy to bear a grudge for ten years. But before she had time to pursue this thought any further, Huldar blurted out another question, seemingly inadvertently. ‘What kind of person would chop off another person’s hands?’


‘What?’ She was so taken aback she thought she must have misheard.


‘Who’d be capable of chopping off another person’s hands?’


‘That depends. Was the victim alive or dead at the time?’


‘Alive, most likely.’ The pleasure had vanished from his face.


Freyja replied without even thinking. After all, she wasn’t aware of any research she could cite to back up her conclusion. ‘A madman. Someone seriously deranged.’




Chapter 3


This time the e-mail contained no words, only an attachment labelled betrayal.jpeg. It was from the same sender as the others: reckoning@gmail.com. The first one had arrived shortly after midnight on New Year’s Day. There was no question it was from an Icelander. Although short and to the point, the messages couldn’t have been written using a translation program. After each one Thorvaldur had developed a knot in his stomach that no amount of gin and tonic could soothe away. He knew because he’d tried.


Even the first message had unsettled him, though at the time he’d assumed it must be a mistake. Have you made a will? The opening sentence had given the impression it was spam; he’d received any number of these messages over the years and was always amazed that anyone was idiotic enough to fall for them. What kind of person would make a will in response to an e-mail? But then he’d read further: You’ve seen your last firework display. Go ahead and celebrate the New Year with champagne. There won’t be any more once you’re in your coffin.


He had long since finished celebrating when he opened the message on New Year’s Day, in the grip of a crippling hangover.


The e-mails that followed had contained more in the same vein. Threats about his impending death – rather premature, in his opinion. He was only thirty-eight, his life not even half over, and he had no intention of dying before his time. It was ridiculous to be so shaken by this nonsense. He wasn’t used to it. As a rule nothing rattled him: he was never frightened at the cinema, never moved to tears, and had never yet encountered the roller-coaster that could set his pulse racing.


Therein lay the problem. Being afraid was so alien to him that now he’d let this absurd nonsense get under his skin, he didn’t know how to stop feeling anxious. If only he’d been in a better state when he opened that first e-mail, he wouldn’t be sitting here now with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, incapable of simply binning the message and its attachment. That bloody hangover was to blame for triggering this stupid attack of nerves.


One consolation was that the sender couldn’t know the effect the messages were having. Thorvaldur had resisted the temptation to reply to them, though the urge to send back a stream of abuse had been overwhelming at times.


Reckoning. The clue must be in the name. But he had no reason to expect a reckoning because he’d never harmed anyone. Not personally. Of course, it was inevitable, given that he was a prosecutor, that some people might feel they had a score to settle. Any number of them, come to think of it. Which was unfair, as they had only themselves to blame for their problems. But the possibility couldn’t be ignored.


Yet the messages never gave any hint of being from a current or former prisoner. There was nothing to suggest a link to a court case. Besides, his twelve-year legal career had taught him that the wrath of the convicted tended to be directed elsewhere – at their accomplices, witnesses, the police or judges, whereas prosecutors got off pretty lightly on the whole. The criminals didn’t seem to grasp how much power resided in the job. The power to prosecute or not. To decide which law to apply. Whether the defendant should receive a token sentence for assault or a long spell in prison for attempted murder. To decide who should be charged with being the ringleader and who the accessory. Just as well none of them had the brains to work this out.


Unless the e-mails were being sent by someone who had realised? Someone who had suffered from one of these decisions?


No. Unlikely. In the eyes of those he had prosecuted he was merely an insignificant lackey of the justice system. A misapprehension, yes, but a very convenient one.


‘Shouldn’t you be in court?’ One of the young clerks stuck his head round the door; a boy who had assisted Thorvaldur on numerous occasions but whose name he couldn’t for the life of him remember.


Thorvaldur tried to appear normal and relaxed. The last thing he wanted was for word to get around that something had happened to fluster him. He had a reputation for never losing his cool and he wanted to keep it that way. Clearing his throat, he gave the boy his customary look of disdain. ‘The case was postponed. The judge is ill. He rang to tell me I wouldn’t be needed.’


‘Wow. Did he call in person?’


‘What do you think?’ Thorvaldur made no attempt to conceal his irritation.


‘Oh, I don’t know. I thought they had secretaries for that kind of thing.’


‘It depends who they’re dealing with. You wouldn’t get a call like that yourself.’ Thorvaldur didn’t do the boy the courtesy of looking at him as he said this. Let him blush. ‘Would you mind closing the door after you? I’m rather busy.’


The door closed unnecessarily loudly, without actually slamming. The boy was no fool, though he had a lot to learn.


The e-mail was still open on his screen, the attachment still there, a picture file with the disagreeable name: betrayal.jpeg. Could the messages be from an old girlfriend he’d hurt? His ex-wife? Surely not. He didn’t make a habit of treating women badly – to be honest, he didn’t have many opportunities to do so. Since the breakdown of his marriage to Æsa, the mother of his children, he had buried himself in work and made no attempt to go out looking for women. He had little taste for trawling the city’s bars, and still less for the drunken slappers, with their slack mouths and glassy eyes, who were all he seemed to attract. On the rare occasions he met a woman he liked the look of, his interest was never reciprocated. The din in those places drowned out all conversation, so there was little point in trying to persuade them that what he lacked in sex appeal, he made up for in success. He still cherished the dream of meeting the right woman one day, but that hope had faded during the year and more that had passed since Æsa walked out on him.


The thought of Æsa automatically stirred up bitter memories of their break-up. He felt hard done by – not financially, because he’d been cunning enough to keep the flat in his name and take responsibility for the mortgage payments, which had left her empty-handed. But the divorce had deprived him of his children. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to him given the preferential treatment habitually shown to mothers in custody cases. A woman practically had to turn up with a syringe dangling from her arm, a hash pipe in her mouth, a bottle of vodka in her hand, an aluminium cap on her head to ward off aliens, before she would be deemed less suitable to be granted custody than a man. Despite being an exemplary father and model citizen, he hadn’t had a snowball’s chance in hell of winning the custody battle over their two children. Æsa, who had been considered the more suitable guardian, was a nonentity who worked for the council. She had barely scraped through her school-leaving exams, while he had graduated fourth in his year. And although he’d had to forgo the postgraduate degree he had planned, he would have passed that with flying colours too.


He was gifted; she was average. He was comfortably off; she would struggle financially as a single mother. Yet she had been given custody. Unbelievable. Of course, it hadn’t helped that she had brought up what she described as his excessive drinking, and because he was a man his lifestyle had been subjected to extra scrutiny. Never mind that her claim was absolute rubbish. The magistrate had swallowed it hook, line and sinker, despite Thorvaldur’s objections and a character reference from no less a person than the State Prosecutor herself.


His e-mail bleeped. He had received another message from reckoning. What the hell was going on? He had half a mind to take the matter to the authorities. Or at least report it in-house. Surely the guys in IT would be able to find out who was behind it? Enough was enough. Thorvaldur rubbed his chin thoughtfully. But what if they were from Æsa? Did he really want to remind his superiors of how messy their divorce had been? Naturally, his boss was a woman. They mostly got along fine; he knew how to mask his opinion that she had neither the expertise nor the experience that would have been required of a man in her position. But a shadow had fallen over their working relationship as a result of the custody battle and he was aware that she had taken a dim view of him. Women tended to stick together at times like that. It was a law of nature and therefore futile to try to change it.


Could the messages be from her? From his boss? Thorvaldur shook his head over his own absurdity. Of course not.


Not from his boss, or Æsa, or any old girlfriends or criminals he could think of. So who then?


No one could have any reason to wish him harm. So why didn’t he hurry up and have the origin of the messages investigated? Was it the gnawing suspicion that this was not in fact a mistake? Was it the fear that an investigation might expose something he would rather keep hidden? Of course that was it. The sender made no bones about the fact that he had something on him. But Thorvaldur couldn’t imagine what it could be. Something he could easily shrug off, perhaps. It would take a lot to threaten a prosecutor with a long and, though he said it himself, bloody successful career behind him.


It was nobody’s business if that success was in part down to his habit of taking on the least challenging cases. No one ever appeared to notice. Unless his colleagues were whispering about it behind his back.


Was he becoming paranoid now on top of everything else?


Thorvaldur took a deep breath. He ran his eyes down the sleeves of his expensive jacket, resting them for a moment on the crisp, white cuffs of his shirt peeping out at his wrists, then flexed his neatly manicured fingers. This pleasing sight had a calming effect on him. An effect that was only enhanced when he tweaked his shirtsleeves a little to reveal the gleam of the expensive cufflinks he had recently treated himself to, when no one else had given him a suitable birthday present. His children’s crudely drawn cards didn’t count. Such naive creations held no charm for him.


The cufflinks glittered and Thorvaldur felt his spirits rising. He had no need to look down at his gleaming leather shoes and silk socks to recover his sangfroid and remind himself of who he was. A winner. A man who knew what it took. A man who inspired fear and respect, perhaps not from everyone but from most.


These e-mails were absolutely pathetic. He’d bet his life that the person responsible for the threats wrote them sitting at a crappy computer, wearing a grubby T-shirt and creased tracksuit bottoms that had never been near a gym. Loser. One thing was for sure, he was twice the man the sender was. Nothing got to him. So there was nothing to stop him clicking on the attachment and looking at the picture, then opening the latest message. He was strong. A winner. Thorvaldur smirked as he moved the cursor to the file betrayal.jpeg and clicked on it.


The photo almost filled the screen. He frowned. What nonsense was this? Two children, a girl and a slightly older boy, stared back at him, their expressions anything but happy. He didn’t recognise either child, but then he wasn’t particularly keen on other people’s kids, and neither of them was in any way memorable. They looked pale and rather scruffy; there was no colour in their cheeks or sparkle in their dull eyes. Where his own children’s untroubled glances revealed their irrepressible joy at being alive, these held a quite different, more adult emotion. He could have sworn it was accusation.


Thorvaldur stared at the photo, powerless to close it and resume his work. The longer he studied those nondescript faces, the stronger the feeling grew that there was something familiar about them. Where did he know these unfortunate creatures from? How were they connected to him? Think, damn it, think. It was bound to come back to him.


He shifted his attention to the rest of the picture. The surroundings told him nothing: the children were outdoors, the corner of a building and a street just visible behind them. They could have been anywhere in Iceland. Nor could he date the photo; he had nothing but the clothes to go by and they appeared to have been chosen with no purpose beyond shielding the children’s nakedness: some things were too large, others too small, all of them threadbare.
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