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Chapter 1

Day 1 – Thursday, 23 January

There had been little to see on the crossing but angry, grey waves. Trausti had come up on deck, not to enjoy the view but to blast away his seasickness. He clung to the rail, eyes closed, face raised to the merciless pelting of the snow. They were sailing into the wind, which gave the harmless flakes the force of hail. Yet, remarkably, this natural acupuncture worked. He felt better, no longer on the verge of throwing up, and his headache, which had made it almost impossible to think, was beginning to recede. Belowdecks, the air was thick with the pervading stench of vomit from passengers who had been upset by the motion. Trausti decided to stay out here until the ferry docked in the islands.

He raised a sheltering hand to his brow, then opened his eyes and made out the vague shape of land approaching through the veils of snow. They’d almost reached their destination. Turning, he peered through the big windows into the saloon where his friends were hunched miserably in the armchairs. It occurred to him to go in and fetch them, but he immediately abandoned the idea. None of them had wanted to come out on deck with him and they were unlikely to have changed their minds. They’d said they couldn’t face standing up, despite his promise that the fresh air would revive them. Besides, they were afraid of losing their seats as the ferry was packed – so full that they’d only been able to secure four tickets. Trausti had been forced to hide under a heap of coats on the back seat of the car. Once they were on board, it hadn’t been a problem as he’d been able to merge into the throng. Just as well, since he couldn’t imagine what it would have been like to be stuck on the car deck with the ship rolling and pitching like this.

When he returned his gaze to the scene ahead, the rocky cliffs at the entrance of Heimaey harbour were no longer vague shadows. The ferry was drawing rapidly closer and before Trausti knew it they were sailing past the sheer, pockmarked precipice of Ystaklettur with the cave at its foot. He thought he caught a glimpse of the marine pen in Klettsvík cove, which was apparently home to two beluga whale sisters these days, but neither broke the surface to watch the arrival of the ship. Perhaps they weren’t there or they’d grown blasé about all the vessels coming and going past their pen. But there were plenty of other sights worth seeing, like the spectacular Heimaklettur rock, rearing up on his right, and the raw expanse of the 1973 lava flow to his left.

It was all perfect and he wouldn’t have changed a thing. Not even the gruelling two-and-three-quarter-hour voyage. The original plan had been to take the ferry from the nearer port of Landeyjahöfn, which offered a much shorter crossing of only thirty-five minutes. But Ari, who’d bought the tickets, had received a text message that morning notifying him that, due to inclement weather, the ferry would be going from Thorlákshöfn instead. This hadn’t made much difference to the overall time taken; it had just meant a shorter drive from Reykjavík to the port, followed by a longer crossing. In any case, their visit to the islands wasn’t the sort of thing they could postpone.



The change of port hadn’t been the only obstacle fate had thrown in their path. They had almost been forced to abort their trip when it turned out that there was no accommodation to be had on the islands for love or money. It hadn’t occurred to them that the town on Heimaey, the only inhabited island, would be as full of visitors now in January as it normally was at the height of summer. But the Icelandic government had called a conference on the future of the fishing industry and decided, in their wisdom, to hold it in the Westman Islands, the little volcanic archipelago off Iceland’s south coast. Trawler operators and a host of other people employed in the fisheries sector had flocked there from all over the country, with the result that all the hotels, guesthouses and holiday apartments had sold out in no time, like the ferry tickets. Normally, this only happened during the famous outdoor festival that was held on Heimaey over the August bank holiday. The ratio of sexes on the tightly packed ferry was very different on this occasion, however, as was the atmosphere on board. Wherever you looked, there were men whose grim faces suggested an awareness that their vision of the future was unlikely to coincide with that of the government.

Fortunately, Ari had saved the day for Trausti and the others by pulling strings to sort them a place to stay. And not just any place. Instead of occupying separate rooms at a hotel, they would all be accommodated together in a newly renovated holiday let on the Stórhöfdi headland. There they would have the kitchen, living rooms and all the other amenities entirely to themselves. Every bedroom came with an en-suite bathroom, and the set-up sounded almost perfect. The only hitch was that there were four bedrooms and five of them. But Leifur, the third male member of the group, had solved the problem by saying he didn’t mind sleeping on the sofa. Trausti had been relieved when Leifur volunteered, as he’d assumed it would fall to him. The owners of the property weren’t supposed to know that one of them would be sleeping on the sofa, and Trausti, as a much cleaner, tidier type than Leifur, was less likely to give himself away by leaving a mess. It was out of the question that either of the girls should sleep there, for reasons that were never discussed. And since Ari had fixed them up with the house, it went without saying that he had a right to a bedroom.

Trausti peered in the direction of the headland that rose up at the southern end of the island, but couldn’t make out their house. He couldn’t wait to see it, as it wasn’t every day that he got a chance to stay in a property attached to a lighthouse. It had been home to the lighthouse keeper on Stórhöfdi until his retirement, by which time both lighthouse and weather station had been automated. A group of investors had now taken the house on a long lease and done it up, sparing no expense. Ari knew one of them through his job as an economist at a major bank, and the man had taken pity on him when he heard about the friends’ accommodation woes. All credit to Ari for sorting this out, especially since no one else had stayed at the newly renovated property yet. Not even the investors had had that pleasure. There were plans to formally christen the place once the worst of the winter storms were over, but, until then, the investors probably didn’t want to run the risk of being blown off the cliff.

Another big bonus was that the friends were getting the place for free. Trausti was doing a postgraduate residency in rheumatology in the US, and although this mainly involved working in a hospital, he was on a low salary. The hourly rate was probably no better than what a teenager would make working at a drive-in burger joint. Trausti had little money left over at the end of every month and the flight to Iceland had been extortionate, especially as he’d been forced to buy a ticket at short notice. Three nights at a hotel would have made even further inroads into his savings, so he welcomed the fact that the only condition attached was that they should look after the house and leave it clean and undamaged. The landlords must have assumed there wouldn’t be much to worry about on that score when they heard the purpose of their trip: mourners on their way to attend a funeral could be trusted to behave themselves.

As the ferry made its slow approach to the docks, Trausti glanced back through the saloon windows. His friends were getting to their feet and Sigga beckoned him to hurry. He smiled at her and waved back, then let go of the rail and made his way inside. He hoped his smile hadn’t been inappropriately wide for the sad occasion; he didn’t want to betray how much he was looking forward to the weekend. With any luck, the others, like him, would feel that life goes on and, once the funeral was out of the way tomorrow, would be prepared to let their hair down and enjoy the reunion. But it wasn’t something they could discuss. Hey, why don’t we go wild and throw a proper wake once Gugga’s in her grave? After all, you couldn’t know beforehand what the mood would be like. It had to be spontaneous.

Trausti followed his friends down to the car deck where they got into their vehicles. He wished they could all have travelled together but it hadn’t been possible to cram themselves and their luggage into a single car. And at least this way no one was condemned to sit in the middle of the back seat. They were all tall, with the exception of Sigga, but she would never have accepted a decision based purely on build. Which meant that being squashed in the middle would inevitably have been Trausti’s fate and he’d have spent the rest of the weekend trying to get the kinks out of his legs. No, it was better like this. He was allotted the back seat of Ari’s smart electric vehicle and Sigga sat in the front. Ragga got a lift in Leifur’s estate car. The vehicles were parked side by side and Trausti nodded at Ragga when their eyes met. She smiled at him, then turned back to face the front, while he continued to stare at her profile for an embarrassingly long moment.

‘What’s this crap? Can’t you get away from advertising anywhere?’ Ari gestured irritably at a flyer that was tucked under one of his wipers.

Trausti looked around, wondering at this advertising campaign, but couldn’t see any other flyers on the nearby vehicles. ‘Is it a fine?’

Ari was even more affronted: ‘A fine? What for? Failing to put money in the ferry’s parking meter? Driving too fast on board?’

‘Maybe they clocked me?’ Trausti hoped not. The others might expect him to pay the fine seeing as he was the stowaway, and it was bound to be much steeper than the normal fare. At the airport he had taken out all the cash he reckoned he could afford to spend on this trip, to stop himself getting carried away. An unforeseen fine would wreck his budget.

‘Fucking fascists.’ Ari undid his seatbelt, opened the door and reached for the flyer. He read it while he was still halfway out of the door, then dropped it on the deck before getting back in again. ‘What a load of bullshit.’

‘What was it?’ Sigga sounded subdued, as though she was still fighting off nausea.

‘Just some crap. Not a fine, though.’ Ari fastened his seatbelt again and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. ‘Come on. When are we going to get out of here?’



‘Any minute now.’ Trausti had noticed writing on the flyer. ‘What did it say?’

‘Just some bullshit, like I said. “Go home. Don’t stay here.” Something like that. Probably aimed at one of the politicians. From an angry fisherman who got the wrong car.’

With a squeaking and grating of metal that reverberated around the car deck, the big ramp was lowered and the cars started to move. Ari heaved a sigh of relief and Trausti gave up trying to read the flyer from the window. Turning back to the front, he was again careful to restrain his smile of happy anticipation in case Sigga or Ari glanced in the rear-view mirror. He didn’t want them to think he was weird.

Right now there was nowhere in the world he would rather be than here in the Westman Islands with his friends. It was the only gang he had ever belonged to and he had been missing them terribly. They’d accepted him from the very first day, apparently oblivious to the personality traits that his fellow pupils at school had found so hopeless. As he’d never worked out what was wrong with him, he hadn’t been able to correct it, though he’d done everything in his power to ingratiate himself with his classmates. But no sooner had he changed one thing about himself than they’d unpicked some other negative aspect of his character. He’d grown so accustomed to being bullied and ostracised that it had taken him a long time to relax his defences and accept that his new friends were exactly that – friends. Not enemies in disguise who would show their true faces the moment he dared to lower his guard.

Unless that was exactly what they were? If Trausti was totally honest with himself, his motivation for making this trip partly related to a niggling fear on this front. So many things remained unsaid among the five of them and he wanted to be there in case they surfaced during the reunion. He knew that none of the others would speak up for him – he would have to do it himself. But he was being paranoid. He reminded himself that in all the time he had known them, these people had never been anything other than friendly to him.

They had met in their first year at university in Reykjavík, moving into the same corridor in the student residence at the same time. They were all from the countryside, forced to start again from square one socially. You could say that it was being lonely in the city that had brought them together, rather than any similarity in outlook or interests, but the strange thing was that they had got on very well in spite of that. Acrimonious quarrels had been rare and none of them had really rubbed any of the others up the wrong way. Of course, there had been tensions at times, but they had always blown over. They had been a bit like a tightknit group of siblings.

Although it was ages since they had last met up, once on board the ferry they had slipped effortlessly into their old roles, despite the general atmosphere of misery and seasickness. It was hard to maintain any kind of pretence when you were struggling to keep down your breakfast, and the awkward small talk that had characterised the drive from Reykjavík to the port at Thorlákshöfn had soon been replaced by openness. They’d all gone their separate ways after graduation, getting jobs in their chosen fields, and adopted new roles, in new social circles. It was to be expected that over the years they would have changed and matured. Trausti had been afraid they wouldn’t be able to recapture their old group dynamic after this dispersion, but his worries had proved unfounded – like the majority of the worries that plagued him. So far, at least, he hadn’t seen any signs that they weren’t exactly the same people, just a few years older. Perhaps this had something to do with the fact that none of them had settled down or become parents yet, although they would all be thirty this year.

The most conspicuous development since Trausti had first met them was in their fashion sense. Certain members of the group were noticeably better dressed than they used to be. Ari appeared to have put on his work suit that morning out of habit, then had second thoughts and removed his jacket, pulling on a jumper over his shirt instead, only to walk out to the car still wearing his shiny office shoes. Sigga’s clothes were now prominently labelled with logos that Trausti assumed belonged to big fashion brands. Even her belt buckle was made up of two entwined letters. She worked as a solicitor at a large legal practice and during the drive to the port she had been at pains to assure them that she was getting on well. Her outfit had clearly been chosen to make a statement, trumpeting her success to everyone she met. Ragga’s dress sense appeared to have evolved as well, from quirky to sensible. Gone was the small gold ring she used to sport in one nostril, leaving only a tiny scar that no one would notice unless they were looking for it.

While Trausti’s style hadn’t changed as much as the others’, even he had adapted his look. The hospital had a staff dress code. In the two years and more that had elapsed since he’d moved to the US, neatness had become his instinctive guiding light in matters of clothing. He wasn’t as smart as Ari, though; more like a discount version of his friend the banker. Only Leifur hadn’t altered one bit. He still looked like the roadie of a band that hadn’t quite made it, in his worn T-shirt, the picture on the front faded almost to invisibility, jeans and a grubby anorak. Oddly, this fact made Trausti happy. But then he would have preferred it if everything had remained the same.



That was impossible, of course. People’s dress sense could fluctuate with the dictates of fashion, their age and profession, but nothing could alter the fact that one of their group was missing.

The pleasant sense of peace and contentment that had been stealing over him vanished in an instant, replaced by a knot of fear. Trausti closed his eyes and pushed away the uncomfortable memories, doing his best to swap them for those associated with happy times during their student days. But the bad memories refused to budge. He was kidding himself if he thought they could ignore what had happened. His breathing grew faster and he felt the onset of a crippling dread, a sense that they were somehow on an overdue collision course with destiny. Trausti forced himself to get a grip, to slow his breathing. He was no longer in danger of having a panic attack but still couldn’t shake off the feeling of trepidation. He tried to distract himself by focusing on the risk of a possible fine and ducked back under the coats in case an alert employee on the car deck was counting the passengers in the vehicles as they left. But this did little to lighten his mood. To make matters worse, he now spotted his phone lying in the footwell. It must have slipped from his pocket when he squeezed himself down there as they boarded the ferry. Trausti had noticed it was missing during the crossing but assumed he must have left it in his hand luggage. It would have been better if he had. Even in the dim light under the coats he could see that the screen had shattered, and the phone didn’t respond to any of his attempts to switch it on. He must have trodden on it, perhaps both when getting out and getting back into the car. As if it wasn’t bad enough that the screen was broken, the phone itself was no longer flat but bent.

Ari drove out of the ferry and up the ramp onto the docks. Once Trausti was confident that the coast was clear, he sat up and inspected his broken phone. Again he tried and failed to switch it on, then shoved it in his pocket, hoping it would recover. Being stranded without a phone left him feeling exceptionally vulnerable but there was no way he could afford a new one. His mind began playing a reel of scenarios in which he would need his phone to call for help. Instead of looking forward to the weekend ahead, he was again assailed by anxiety. He thought of the message that had been stuck under their wiper. Had it definitely been a case of mistaken identity, as Ari had said? Or could it have been aimed at them?

Surely not. That couldn’t be right. Go home. Don’t stay here.

None of them looked round or checked the rear-view mirror as they left. They never saw the figure walking onto the empty car deck, picking up the flyer, and watching as they drove away into the falling snow.







Chapter 2

Day 5 – Monday, 27 January

For once there wasn’t a breath of wind. A storm was forecast for that afternoon, but it was typical that the weather should be fine in the early hours of the morning, when there was almost no one awake to enjoy it. On the way here, she had seen only one person out and about, a man walking across the fields of the Breidabakki property, where hobby farmers had stabling for horses and sheep. She had no interest in either, fortunately, as it was a pastime that required getting up at the crack of dawn every day to feed the animals.

Ásta got out of the car and slammed the door. Her dog, Móri, barked and leapt up and down on the back seat, indignant at being left behind. He was convinced she’d forgotten him and that if he could only make her notice, the mistake would be rectified. But that wasn’t going to happen. She didn’t want to lose him in the darkness. Not now, when she had no idea what to expect.

Instead of driving out to Stórhöfdi, as originally planned, she had pulled in to the side of the road. At first, she’d thought the sun was rising in the east, beyond the narrow neck of land that connected the Stórhöfdi headland to the rest of Heimaey. But that couldn’t be right; it was still far too early. As she got closer, she had realised that the bright glow wasn’t on the horizon but appeared to be coming from Brimurd, the stony beach below the road on the eastern side of the isthmus. Despite being in a hurry, she thought she’d better stop and investigate. Underneath, though, she knew she wasn’t acting out of curiosity but out of a desire to put off her errand. If she didn’t get a grip on herself, there was a risk that once she got back in the car she’d simply turn tail and go home rather than finishing what she had set out to do.

Now that Ásta was standing outside the car, she became aware of a smell that gave away the source of the glow. Straining her eyes, she thought she could make out smoke rising into the black sky. Something had been set alight. She crossed the road gingerly, making for the slope down to the beach. The night frost had turned the thin layer of snow on the tarmac into a hard, slippery casing, and the last thing she wanted was to fall over, break her leg and lie here, alone and freezing, until someone eventually came by. It was likely to be a long wait out here. Once she was safely across the road, she relaxed a little. The familiar crunching of snow under her feet broke the silence and the clouds of steam emanating from her mouth competed with the smoke in the air.

Remembering the name of the rocky spit – Ræningjatangi or ‘Pirates’ Point’ – Ásta hesitated a moment and hugged herself, trying to ward off a sudden shiver. This was where the corsairs had supposedly come ashore during the famous ‘Turkish Raid’ of 1627, during which they had killed or carried off many of the islanders to be sold in the slave markets of Algiers. It wasn’t that she was afraid of encountering a band of men armed with scimitars; what scared her was the realisation that now, as then, the area was empty of people. That’s how the pirates had managed to come ashore unseen all those centuries ago and that was why she would be in trouble now if the arsonist responsible for the fire took it into his head to attack her. Ásta drew a deep, steadying breath. But as the icy, smoke-filled air entered her lungs, her dread intensified.

She told herself to stop being an idiot. No doubt it was just some rubbish burning. People came up with all kinds of dodges to save money, and burning rubbish under cover of night would save paying for waste disposal. The only hitch with this theory was that she couldn’t see a vehicle anywhere, though no one would lug a load of junk out here on foot. Ásta peered down the slope. To her relief, there was no dark figure silhouetted against the glow.

From where she stood it was impossible to work out what was being burnt. The bonfire appeared to be quite large, though the flames weren’t rising that high. Ásta turned away from the beach and scanned the surrounding area but in the dim moonlight she still couldn’t see any sign of the person who’d lit it. She supposed it wouldn’t be that hard for someone to hide behind a rock – but why would they want to? She was no suit-clad James Bond figure; she was Ásta Jónsdóttir, dressed in a rather uncool onesie under her grubby coat, and this was the Westman Islands, not the set of some action movie. As common sense reasserted itself, she decided to move a bit closer and see what was burning. After that, she would drive out to Stórhöfdi, finish what she had set out to do, then hurry home. All without giving herself time to think, so her doubts wouldn’t have a chance to sap her resolve.

Though bare of snow, the slope down to the beach was covered with seaweed. Ice gleamed here and there in the moonlight. Ásta picked her way down with great care. Having reached the stony beach in one piece, she started towards the glow. The fire had been lit in a narrow cleft at the foot of the steep, sandy slope, as far above the waterline as possible. Since it would have taken a spring tide to extinguish the flames, the choice of location must have been deliberate.

Ásta was close to the bonfire now but the flames were so blindingly bright in the darkness that she still couldn’t see what was burning. Once her eyes began to adjust, though, she gradually made out a black shape. Even then, she didn’t scream or fall over backwards, just clamped both hands over her mouth and stared, transfixed with horror. Over the crackling of the flames she became aware for the first time of the soft boom and hiss of the waves below. Her face was burning in the heat where a moment ago it had been freezing. The smell had altered too – she could detect the reek of petrol. The spectacle had sent her senses into overdrive.

The thing burning there was a body. The shape lying on top of the heap of wood was unmistakable. It was impossible to tell whether it was a man or a woman because it was pitch black, but it definitely wasn’t a doll or mannequin. It was flesh, not plastic that was burning. Arms, legs, torso, and the head that was turned towards her, jaws slack, eye sockets like two even blacker holes in the black face.

After a moment, Ásta realised that she was screaming into her hands. It didn’t take an expert in first aid to see that this person was beyond help – and had been for a long time. Slowly, Ásta began to back away from the bonfire, unable to tear her gaze from the head with its halo of flames. Time seemed to stand still; every step seemed to take hours. At last, Ásta wrenched her eyes away and turned. But once she was facing the direction from which she had come, she did a double-take, registering belatedly that she had glimpsed something out of the corner of her eye. Something bright, half hidden behind a rock, out of place in the dark landscape. Could it be a piece of plastic blown there by the wind or, worse, someone who had seen her? If so, would they come after her? She had to know. It would be too late if she found out only when she felt a blow to the back of her head.

Ásta peered into the gloom, poised to flee. If there was somebody else here on the beach, it went without saying that they must have lit the bonfire. She had lowered her hands from her mouth, so her next scream rang out unchecked as she spotted a figure sitting beside a large boulder, apparently watching the fire. She couldn’t make out the person’s features under the large hood pulled down over their face, and the shimmering heat haze caused by the flames made it impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman.

Ásta took to her heels. Her only thought was to get back to the car and away from here. To fetch help.

After she had clambered hastily back up the slope, sliding and stumbling over the slippery seaweed, Ásta finally dared to snatch a glance over her shoulder. There was nobody in pursuit. She peered towards the place where she thought the figure had been sitting, but the glare from the bonfire made it hard to discern anything in the gloom. That must explain why she hadn’t noticed anything originally on her climb down to the beach. The anorak-clad figure could well have been sitting there ever since she arrived.

Ásta strained her eyes and eventually, with a rush of relief, made out a red coat. As far as she could tell, the person was still sitting there, glued to the macabre spectacle. Then it occurred to her that maybe it was just the anorak she was seeing and the person had shed it in order to move faster. The thought sent Ásta racing away again. Keeping her eyes fixed on her car, paying no heed to the treacherous road, she slipped and fell forwards onto her hands and knees on the icy tarmac. Her knees and grazed palms were agony but she forgot her pain almost instantly, distracted by the sound of an engine approaching along the road to her left. She swung her head in that direction, ready to throw herself aside if a vehicle was heading her way.

The source of the noise seemed to be much closer to her than she had initially thought – and smaller too. Considerably smaller.

It occurred to Ásta that she might be dreaming.

Still on hands and knees, she watched in stunned bemusement as a robot vacuum cleaner trundled past and continued zigzagging down the road in the direction of the town. She watched its slow progress for a few moments, until she recalled that she was in a hurry to get out of here. Scrambling to her feet, ignoring her stinging knees, she fled to the car. When she reached it, she pulled the key from her coat pocket with hands that were shaking so badly that she almost dropped it. To add to her distress, Móri was barking wildly and flinging himself against the window in the back. After a moment’s fumbling she was inside and locking the door behind her. She started the engine without pausing to wipe the tears and sweat from her face. Móri stopped barking, wormed his way between the front seats and tried to get on her lap. She pushed him onto the passenger seat since there was no way she could drive with thirty kilos of ecstatic joy in her arms.

The car was facing away from town, so Ásta had no choice but to turn round on the narrow road, a feat that proved beyond her in her panicked state. She stamped too hard on the accelerator and the car shot forwards, then backwards as she braked violently, rocking as if it were a cocktail shaker. Ásta quickly abandoned the idea, afraid she would end up driving off the road. Appalling though the thought was, she would have to continue in the direction she had been going, as far as the small parking area by the beach, and turn there. It would only take a moment. Ásta breathed slowly in and out until she was calm enough to grip the wheel and press the accelerator again. If anyone loomed up from the beach and threatened her, she would run them down.

She leant forward over the steering wheel, nose pressed to the windscreen. She didn’t dare go fast in the icy conditions, aware that in her panic she was bound to react the wrong way to a skid. Then, remembering that her phone was connected to the car’s dashboard computer, she switched it on so she could ring the police hands-free. Small though the population was here on Heimaey, the local station had a twenty-four-hour service, and it shouldn’t take them more than ten minutes to reach her. She yelled at the phone to ring the emergency number, 112.

But it’s hard to do two things at once under pressure. Ásta leant so hard against the wheel that she inadvertently hit the horn. The blare of it gave her such a shock that she stamped on the accelerator, drove out onto the dirt track and spun the car like a rally driver, then shot away without sparing a moment’s thought for the icy tarmac.

Which turned out to be a mistake.







Chapter 3

Day 1 – Thursday, 23 January

Trausti had ceased to notice the howling of the wind outside. He’d become inured to it in a remarkably short time. Stórhöfdi was reputed to be the windiest place in Europe and, since their arrival, he’d seen no reason to dispute that claim. It was the southernmost inhabited area in Iceland, and apart from the narrow spit that connected it to the island of Heimaey, the treeless headland was completely surrounded by sea. There was no shelter at all out of doors.

The gale had lost none of its force since they’d emerged from their cars in the parking area in front of the house. Sigga and Ragga, who weighed less than the men, had struggled to keep their balance. Sigga’s loose blonde hair had stood on end as she teetered her way unsteadily towards the house, and it had crossed Trausti’s mind to take a photo of her before he remembered that his phone was broken. He would never have managed it anyway, as he was too busy trying to stop himself being blown off his feet. Still, no harm done: Sigga would only have forced him to delete it. She was usually impeccably turned out but at that moment she resembled a clown – a clown who had turned up sick to work. Her face was still pale green from the ferry crossing.

Even the blustery conditions on Stórhöfdi could do nothing to dampen their elation at being restored to dry land. If anything, the effect was exhilarating, helping to scour the salty sea air from their lungs and the sour taste from their mouths. It had also blown away the cloud of foreboding that had descended on Trausti during the short drive from the harbour. The red wine they had knocked back once they’d settled in had erased the last vestiges of their suffering.

There was a lingering smell of fresh paint and sawdust inside the house. Trausti didn’t know what the interior had looked like before but it was clear that all the doors and windows had been replaced, the walls re-plastered, the kitchen modernised and the number of bathrooms multiplied. At least, he doubted the lighthouse keeper would have had much need of four. There was no mains water supply but rainwater was collected in a concrete tank and piped into the house. It was a mystery to Trausti how this arrangement was consistent with a modern holiday let, but perhaps the landlords could get away with it because the house wasn’t going to be permanently occupied. Between the times when guests indulged in showers like there was no tomorrow, there would presumably be weeks, if not months, for the tank to be replenished before the next round. Trausti gathered that the builders weren’t quite finished, though the furniture was all in place and there were pictures on the walls. If there were still some final touches required, it was hard to see where. The kitchen appeared to be fully equipped, the tall glass-fronted dresser in the dining room was full of wine glasses, there were towels, bathrobes and soaps in the bathrooms, and the beds were made up in the bedrooms. Everything was brand new and of the finest quality, yet the effect was somehow effortlessly cosy.

If Leifur had feared that he’d have to sleep on an old sofa with broken springs, he needn’t have worried. ‘This is awesome, Ari. Awesome.’ Leifur lay back on the soft down cushions of the sofa in the living room where they were sitting – one of two in the house. He put his feet up on the coffee table, took a mouthful of wine and a slow smile spread across his face. ‘Awesome,’ he repeated.

Compared to the parties they used to hold in their tiny student flats, this was paradise. In the old days they had made do with sitting on the bed, office chair or floor, the space so cramped they’d barely had room to change their minds. The wine was a big improvement too, glass bottles with corks replacing the budget cartons, and sophisticated matching wine glasses in contrast to the ill-assorted collection of tumblers and mugs they had drunk out of as students. There was a lot more booze as well – the bottles they had contributed, including Trausti’s carefully selected mid-price wine from Duty Free, almost covered one of the kitchen counters. The only person who had stuck to the spirit of their student days was Leifur, who had slapped down two crates of beer and two bottles of Ópal schnapps, a menthol-flavoured vodka. But his loyalty to the past didn’t extend any further than that since he too had opted for wine when Sigga brought out the glasses from the dresser.

‘Feet off.’ Ari bent forwards and jabbed at Leifur’s feet. His socks were unevenly worn, one greyer than the other, with a hole in the toe. ‘We’ve got to look after the place.’

Leifur grudgingly removed his feet from the coffee table, though he plainly thought it was ridiculous. But his bad moods never lasted long. He grinned, revealing red-stained teeth. ‘I screwed up. I should have become an investor.’

Leifur had studied computer science. Before turning green and excusing himself on the ferry, he had been telling them of his dissatisfaction with work. The revelation hadn’t come as any surprise to Trausti. Leifur simply wasn’t cut out to be a programmer. He was far too slapdash – the very last ­person you’d employ to identify bugs in a system or perform any other task requiring precision. He was the type who opened beer bottles by smashing the necks if he couldn’t find a bottle opener. Trausti had never understood why Leifur had chosen to go into IT, or, indeed, how he had managed to graduate. But it was also typical of Leifur that he succeeded somehow in blundering through any obstacle in his path, whether it was an exam or a snowdrift in a car park. Still, if he were to change profession, the world of finance and investments would never do. He’d be as badly suited to them as he was to programming. Trausti, for one, wouldn’t trust Leifur to invest his money, even if he had any to spare.

‘Oh, Trausti, you couldn’t give me a refill, could you?’ Sigga handed him her empty glass, confident of a positive response. It didn’t matter that they were both sitting down. He was on his feet before she’d even finished speaking, the muscle memory from their student days clearly still in good working order. He had always jumped to it when Sigga asked for something. It wasn’t that he fancied her, as the others no doubt believed. Perhaps it was because Sigga simply wouldn’t take no for an answer. Normally she barked out orders, but when she asked a favour, she always did so nicely, with such gratitude that it wasn’t as though she was taking his obligingness for granted.

Ari and Sigga had always been the leaders. They took all the big decisions for the group and it was usually their suggestions that prevailed even when the others came up with conflicting proposals. It had been Ragga’s suggestion that they go to the Westman Islands to attend Gugga’s funeral. Then Ari had come up with the even better idea of turning it into a proper reunion.



On graduating, Ragga, Sigga, Ari and Leifur had moved out of the student residence, one after the other, until only Trausti was left. There had been solemn promises to keep in touch, but despite their best intentions they had quickly dropped out of contact. The group chat had been active in the beginning but was used less and less as time wore on. At first, Trausti had the feeling it had been set up so that they could keep tabs on each other in case any member of the group decided to clear the air. But gradually these worries receded. By then, though, the chat had become practically dormant. Now and then it sputtered into life again, but Trausti suspected he was the only one who felt a twinge of excitement whenever he received a notification. The others had settled into their new lives, at home in Iceland. Unlike him, they hadn’t had to go abroad to continue their education.

Trausti had read medicine, which required the most years of study. Sigga had gone straight on to do a Master’s following her law degree but had moved out of the hall of residence after graduating and rented a flat in the private sector. The others had either made do with their basic BAs or taken a year off before going on to do postgraduate degrees. Trausti, meanwhile, had continued living in the student residence for a further two years after all his friends had left. It had been lonely, but thanks to his almost non-existent social life, his marks had improved dramatically towards the end. One of his tutors had even drawn special attention to the fact. Trausti would have been a lot more gratified if the man hadn’t added that he had risen from the bottom, almost to the top. He would rather not be reminded that he’d got the second lowest marks of all those who had passed the entry test. It was typical of him that he couldn’t even manage to come bottom, given that he’d failed to shine. Being worst was definitely cooler than being second worst.



When the news of Gugga’s death reached them, Sigga had started a new group chat on the grounds that she couldn’t bear to be part of a group that included a dead person. In the run-up to the trip, there had been more messages in the new group than there had been in the old one in the entire four years since Trausti had graduated. Perhaps that had made their reunion easier, preventing awkwardness when they finally met up again in person. No one had dropped any hints about having the conversation they had been avoiding, but Trausti couldn’t be sure that the subject wouldn’t come up once they were together. So saying pass wasn’t an option, but he was also genuinely excited about seeing them again. Apart from the shared shitshow in their past, they were his friends. The only good friends he’d ever had. But since they were more socially adept than him, the group was less important to them. That was why he hadn’t confided in them that he was travelling all the way from the States just to see them. Instead, he had pretended that, by pure coincidence, he’d been coming over to Iceland anyway for a short visit home. He was afraid the others might feel sorry for him if they knew the truth. Not that they had any reason to; he was actually regarded as quite promising in his specialist field, despite the dunce label that had clung to him for most of his time as an undergraduate in Iceland.

Trausti fetched the half-empty bottle and refilled Sigga’s glass. He also topped up Leifur’s almost empty one, but Ragga put a hand over hers, which left Ari with the rest. Trausti didn’t mind as he wasn’t much of a drinker. He sat down again, half hoping that no one would suggest opening another bottle. He was so tired that all he really wanted now was to go to bed, succumb to his jetlag and fall asleep. The time difference wasn’t helping and he wanted to be wide awake tomorrow for the sad occasion. He didn’t want to be caught yawning during Gugga’s funeral or become weepy from sheer exhaustion.

Ragga smiled at him and Trausti returned the smile, hoping his teeth weren’t as wine-stained as Leifur’s. At one time he’d had a crush on her, being irresistibly drawn to her quiet demeanour and thoughtful expression. He’d also been charmed by her boyish haircut at a time when most young women seemed to have long hair. He had interpreted her decision to go short as meaning that she was different from other people and therefore more likely to understand him. But his hairstyle psychology hadn’t been put to the test as he’d never acted on his feelings. He still had no idea whether the attraction had been mutual. Instinct told him it hadn’t, which made him heartily relieved that he’d never made a move, only to be rejected. Besides, even if they had got together, they’d almost certainly have split up when he moved to America. Ragga had studied mechanical engineering and now worked for one of Iceland’s utility companies on the renewal of the distribution network supplying natural hot water for geothermal space heating. Trausti couldn’t imagine anything more boring but Ragga’s face had shone when she’d described her job to them during the ferry ride. As far as Trausti knew, there was no natural hot water in the state where he lived in the US, so she could never have been as happy there as she appeared to be here in Iceland.

The glass in the floor-length window beside the sofa bowed slightly inwards under a renewed onslaught of wind. Trausti took another sip of wine to celebrate the fact he was snug indoors, then turned his head to stare out into the darkness. Sigga was reminiscing about the time Leifur had wrecked one of the communal dryers at the student residence by using a jar of garlic powder instead of a tennis ball when he was drying his down jacket. The jar had opened as it was rattling around in the drum and the powder had got into the mechanism, with the result that no one had been able to use the dryer again. But Leifur hadn’t seemed to mind smelling like garlic bread every time he put on his coat to go out. They all smiled at the memory and Trausti joined in. Then immediately stopped smiling, worried yet again that it might be inappropriate. Until the funeral was over, they were here in the islands to mourn Gugga. He thought about her, trying to imagine how she would look if she were alive and among them now. Would she have changed more than the others? She had been a year older than them, already turned thirty when she died. But one year wouldn’t have made much difference. She had probably been as scatty and chaotic at the time of her death as she had been as a student.

Gugga had been an activist, perpetually fired up about one cause or another – generally the trendy issue of the day. But her zeal wasn’t enough to prevent her from oversleeping more often than not when she was supposed to turn up to a protest. Nor did she have any qualms about abruptly switching to a new pet cause. Her attempt to be active in student politics had been similarly short-lived: she had put herself forward for the student council, then failed to follow it up. It had been no surprise to her friends when she didn’t win any support in the election. She hadn’t seemed that disheartened by her defeat, though, as her attention had already moved on to something new. She hadn’t even bothered to turn up at the polling station to cast a vote for herself.

Trausti hoped Gugga had managed to find some focus after she moved out of the student residence – for her own sake, if nothing else. She had read sociology and seemed genuinely interested in the subject; at least she’d never toyed with the idea of switching courses, which was unlike her. This made it all the more odd that she should have left without graduating, just when she was so close to her goal, but in retrospect perhaps it wasn’t so surprising. Her mother had been engaged in a gruelling battle with cancer and, after her death, things had started to go downhill for Gugga. Maybe Trausti and his friends could have made more of an effort to help her, but at the time they had all been up against it. Most of their waking hours had been taken up with lectures, exams, assignments and revision, and any that were left over had been devoted to letting their hair down rather than providing pastoral care for their mates.

This wasn’t a very cheerful train of thought and Trausti determinedly pushed it away. Shifting himself into a more comfortable position on the sofa, he tried to savour the moment. He reminded himself that there was nothing odd about wanting to meet up with old friends and have a few days’ break from the pressure he was under back in the States. Unlike the rest of them, he would have to make up every single day of his holiday, which meant he faced the prospect of working flat out for several weeks without a break when he got back to the hospital. He could only hope it would be worth it, despite this lingering sense of dread.

‘Didn’t Gugga always talk about wanting to be buried in some family graveyard in the east when she died? Back when we were at uni, I mean?’ Sigga took a sip of her wine. ‘I wonder what happened to that idea. She talked about it like it was Père Lachaise in Paris.’

‘Probably doesn’t even exist. She was such a ditz.’ Apparently Leifur hadn’t heard of the rule about not speaking ill of the dead.

‘That’s not fair, Leifur. She died young. She probably just assumed she’d make it through to old age. Maybe she thought she’d jinx her chances of survival if she started making burial arrangements.’

‘Speaking of graveyards and burials, I hope you brought some black clothes, Leifur?’ Ari put down his glass. ‘And I don’t mean dark jeans and a heavy metal T-shirt.’

Judging by Leifur’s expression, the thought hadn’t even entered his head. But Sigga cut in before he could answer, thereby letting him off the hook: ‘Do you think we could have changed anything? Could we have saved Gugga?’ She drawled slightly as she enunciated these words and her jaw appeared slacker than when they’d first sat down. No change there from when she was a law student: two drinks and it was as though her words had grown tails, taking that much longer to leave her mouth.

‘What are you on about?’ Leifur scowled. ‘What the fuck could we have done? Gugga died of cancer, remember? Were we supposed to . . . what . . . find a cure?’

Trausti suppressed a sigh, knowing that any minute now he’d be dragged in. It’s what always used to happen when the subject of illness came up. The group regarded him as the best qualified among them to pronounce on such matters. The others were in a similar position when it came to their chosen disciplines: Sigga was expected to know everything about courts, laws and regulations; Leifur was asked about anything related to computers, software or AI, though he knew next to nothing about the latter; Gugga was supposed to be the expert on refugee matters and social issues. Ari was their economics expert and made to answer for the Central Bank’s policy on interest rates. And they had tried to make Ragga into the spokesperson for civil engineering, industry and energy companies, but she had mostly just shrugged and refused to be drawn in, especially if the exchange was heated.



Sigga looked aggrieved. ‘Of course not. I wasn’t talking about a cure. I just meant that people tend to hang on longer if their mental health is good. But Gugga can’t have been happy.’

Leifur had sunk down into the soft sofa but now he sat up straighter, his irritation plain. ‘What makes you so sure she was unhappy? We don’t know anything about it. I’m willing to bet she was perfectly happy.’ Realising how stupid this sounded, he added: ‘Given the circumstances, I mean.’

Sigga shook her head, her blonde hair lifting as if in a breeze. The movement was a little exaggerated, like her drawling speech. ‘You all saw her message.’ Sigga lowered her gaze. ‘She said she’d been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and asked us to visit her in hospital. But none of us went, even though we knew she had nobody else.’ She looked up and shifted her gaze around the group, not even attempting to hide the implied accusation.

Misfortunes tend to travel in groups. Gugga’s father had died two years previously, leaving her an orphan. She was an only child and had no close relatives, which had left her without any kind of support network. That was when she had popped up in the group chat again, wanting to meet up, but nothing had come of it, any more than the hospital visit she had later pinned her hopes on.

Ari rolled his eyes. ‘How were we supposed to know it was so serious?’

The subject of medicine had been raised. Sigga turned her gaze on Trausti, then gesticulated at him, to indicate that this was where he came in. Which he did, with utmost tact, ensuring that no one’s feelings would be hurt by his answer. ‘Cancer of the pancreas is almost always very serious, but of course you weren’t to know that. And I was abroad and couldn’t get back to Iceland.’ He stopped himself from asking why none of them had bothered to google the disease. One look at the results would have removed all doubt.

‘Well, we’re here now. Not everyone would be prepared to travel this far for a funeral. I’d say we count as bloody good friends and that this makes up for our earlier failure.’ Ari appeared to be trying to convince himself. It might have worked if Ragga hadn’t felt compelled to expose his attempt to gloss over their shoddy behaviour.

‘Attending a funeral doesn’t make up for failing to visit someone on their deathbed,’ she said. ‘Funerals are for the mourners. The body in the coffin couldn’t care less.’ She drew a sharp breath through her nose. ‘We were shitty friends.’ She shrugged her slender shoulders. ‘But it’s too late to change that now.’

While Leifur emitted the sort of exaggerated groan he had reserved in the old days for the times when the girls brought up the subject of feminism, Trausti noticed that Sigga’s eyes had narrowed and she seemed to be squinting at the shelves on the wall. He tried to work out what had caught her attention, but all he could see was a stack of board games. Perhaps she was going to suggest they play Monopoly to lighten the atmosphere. But it turned out she had something else in mind.

‘Why don’t we get out the Ouija board?’

Their reactions were predictable, as they were all fairly down-to-earth types with little patience for nonsense, especially of the spiritualist kind. Sigga couldn’t make herself heard over Leifur and Ari’s snorts of disgust. Ragga and Trausti didn’t say a word until the other three had shut up. Then, much to everyone’s surprise, Ragga spoke up in favour of Sigga’s suggestion.

‘I’m in. After all, it can’t do any harm.’



Once she had spoken, the other three changed their minds, one after the other. Perhaps it was the wine. Or perhaps they felt anything was better than beating themselves up about how they had let Gugga down on her deathbed. Before they knew it, they had moved with their glasses of wine to the dining table and were seated around a commercial American version of a Ouija board, consisting of an array of letters and numbers and the words ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Sigga had dimmed the lights until they could barely see a thing but the mood still fell far short of the solemnity that was appropriate at such a moment. Giggles and general light-heartedness kept bubbling to the surface. Nobody believed they were about to commune with the dead. Trausti was mainly interested in guessing which of them would be responsible when the letters started to be spelled out. It was inevitable that one of them would take the bait.

They placed their fingers on the planchette, a teardrop-shaped indicator with a clear window. Sigga demanded silence, then asked if there was a spirit present. As Trausti had predicted, the indicator was soon moving fast over the board. It proved harder than he’d expected to identify who was manipulating it, though. It could be any of them. Trausti looked at each of his friends in turn, trying to figure out which one was the culprit. But they all seemed equally likely and he got a sinking feeling that they might have joined forces to mess with his head. He brushed it aside and switched his attention to watching as the answers were spelled out.

‘Are you dead?’

Answer: YES.

‘Did you live in this house?’

Answer: NO.



‘Did you drown off Stórhöfdi?’

Answer: NO.

‘Were you a man or a woman?’

Answer: W O M A N.

‘Did you die young?’

Answer: YES.

‘Do we know you?’

Answer: YES.

Sigga jerked back her hand and the planchette came to a halt. ‘This isn’t cool. Whoever’s messing about, please stop. There’s nothing funny about bringing Gugga’s death into a silly game.’

In the short silence that followed, Trausti became aware of the shrieking of the wind outside. The noise was almost a whistling now, as if the wind were seeking an audience, frustrated that there was no one out there to witness its magnificence and force. But the eerie sound couldn’t compete with Leifur’s raised voice as he blurted out: ‘Bullshit!’ He had apparently undergone a change of heart and now wanted to carry on with the game: ‘We know loads of other people who’ve died. Celebrities and so on. Let’s keep going. I want to see how this joke ends.’

Reluctantly, Sigga returned her finger to the planchette with the others and resumed her conversation with the imaginary spirit:

‘Were you famous?’

Answer: NO.

‘Did you die in an accident?’

Answer: NO.

‘Did you die of an illness?’



The planchette didn’t move. They all exchanged glances and Trausti noticed that Ragga was frowning. He thought she was staring at Ari and guessed that she suspected him of being behind this. After a brief pause, Sigga continued:

‘Do you have a message for us from the afterlife?’

Answer: YES.

‘What is it?’

Answer: H I.

‘Hi?’ Ari shook his head and laughed. ‘Whoever’s taking the piss, please – you can do better than that.’

Sigga shot him a quick frown and carried on with her inquisition:

‘Hi back. Do you want to tell us something?’

Answer: I M C O L D.

It was Leifur’s turn to laugh. ‘Well, there we have it. Clearly, the soul isn’t in hell.’

Ignoring his joke, Sigga asked:

‘What’s your name?’

Ari laughed again as the letters spelled out: G U D . . . ‘Whoever is doing this, could you have been a little more original? And why the full name Gudbjörg and not just Gugga?’

He smiled mockingly at Sigga, but his amusement was short-lived, once the planchette stopped and the name was revealed in its entirety.

Answer: G U D R U N.



Sigga took a gulp of wine, then pushed herself away from the table.

‘That’s enough.’ She got to her feet, looking round her friends who were sitting in silence, mesmerised by the little window in the planchette. Through the magnifying glass, the last letter of the name was perfectly clear.

The temperature in the room dropped and Trausti felt a shiver run down his spine. His worst fears had been realised.

In the old days none of them would have dreamt of bringing up that name from the past just for the hell of it. Not under any circumstances. Trausti pictured again the corridor at the university’s hall of residence; the door to his flat, and the doors to the flats belonging to Ari, Sigga, Ragga, Leifur and Gugga.

And at the end – the very end of the corridor – the door to Gudrún’s room. Even the mental image made him feel nauseous and claustrophobic.

Something terrible was going to come from all this.







Chapter 4

Day 5 – Monday, 27 January

Air terminal was rather a grand name for the glorified shed on the edge of the runway. It served a small airline with no more than a couple of light aircraft at its disposal. There was a reception desk, a set of scales for weighing luggage and a few seats for passengers awaiting departure. The shed also boasted a vending machine offering fizzy drinks and snacks, but no one had bought anything as there was free coffee on offer. At that time of the morning, sweets and Coke couldn’t begin to compete with caffeine.

The cardboard cup had cooled down to the point where Idunn no longer had to keep shifting it from hand to hand. She stared into it for a moment, then looked up at the clock on the wall with an inward sigh. She had delayed too long. It was too late now to stand up and announce that she was feeling unwell and wouldn’t be able to go after all. Her suitcase had vanished into the plane and in a few minutes the waiting group would be herded on board as well. If she dropped out now, it would take time to find a replacement – and actually, there was no one else in Iceland with the knowledge or experience to step into the breach. As someone who lived for her work, Idunn was usually happy to think she was indispensable – but not this time. If there had been another pathologist in the vicinity, she would have said at once that she couldn’t attend. Her replacement wouldn’t even need to be that qualified, just experienced enough to take good photos, conduct themselves properly at the scene and arrange the transferral of the bodies back to Reykjavík where Idunn could take over and perform the post-mortems. And it wasn’t just that she was the only person capable of the job – in truth, she really wouldn’t want to miss out on it. It was only the necessity of visiting the islands that she was dreading.

Idunn squared her shoulders. This wouldn’t do. She was too strong a person to crumple under the weight of self-inflicted fear. The problem was all in her head, but because she had ignored it for years, it had assumed the proportions of a sky-high, unscalable barrier. She reminded herself that in reality the barrier was no more than a threshold a few centimetres high. Easy-peasy to step over, if only she set her mind to it. She took a mouthful of tepid coffee but it did nothing to boost her courage. She was still wrestling with the longing to walk out of here, get in her car and drive away from the situation.

‘It’s no more than a short hop. Really just straight up and down again.’ The young detective Karólína, known as Karó, sitting beside her had noticed that something was wrong. She was in uniform, the peak of her cap pulled down over her mild brown eyes. The first black woman ever to be employed by the Icelandic police, she had proven herself to be a damn good detective. Everything Idunn could have wished for in a colleague, in fact: level-headed, thoughtful and smart. ‘You’re scared of flying, aren’t you?’ Karó added.

‘No. Not in the slightest,’ Idunn answered truthfully, disappointed with herself for failing to put on a normal front. It shouldn’t have been a stretch for her. After all, she was naturally taciturn and unimpressed with life, which wasn’t a difficult impression to convey. ‘Why do you ask?’



Karó shrugged. ‘Oh, just . . . you seem a bit stressed.’

‘No, not at all.’ Idunn hastily clamped her knees together to still the trembling in her legs. She hadn’t noticed it until now and would have done better to ignore it. By her abrupt movement, she had only drawn Karó’s attention to this involuntary sign of anxiety.

An awkward silence followed, broken eventually by Karó. ‘Unbelievably enough, this will be my first visit to the Westman Islands. Not quite how I’d pictured it, but there you go. How about you? Have you been there before?’

Idunn released a breath and concentrated on trying to appear casual. ‘Yes. But a long time ago.’ All perfectly true. What she omitted to mention was that she’d been born in the Westman Islands and lived there until just before she was confirmed. She also left out the bit about still having family on Heimaey – two half-siblings and a father. Siblings she had nothing in common with and a father she had encountered only once since her parents had split up. He’d attended the ceremony when she’d graduated in medicine. Uninvited. The reunion had been anything but amicable and conspicuously lacking in hugs. If she had a choice, she’d never set eyes on him again, but this work trip risked complicating things. The town on Heimaey was so small that there was every chance she would run into him. It was this thought that was causing her so much unnecessary grief right now.

Karó didn’t ask any further questions, just turned back to watch a young woman from the airline preparing to announce boarding. They could probably have dispensed with the formalities as this was no scheduled flight; the police had chartered the plane at short notice. The only people on board would be the Reykjavík CID and crime scene investigation teams, and Idunn herself, from the University Hospital’s pathology department. She recognised most of the faces but knew only two by name, the detectives Karó and Týr. She hadn’t yet decided whether it was a good or a bad thing that they would be travelling to the islands with her. In this instance, it might have been preferable to be able to get on with her job without the presence of people she knew.

She was particularly keen to avoid spending much time with Týr, the problem being that she was sitting on information regarding the death of his mother. He had a right to know the truth, but there were times when it was better to remain ignorant. He appeared happy enough, and relaxed too, as if he’d come to terms with his past, that the people he’d always believed to be his parents were in fact his aunt and uncle.

Týr had only discovered this recently, during an investigation into an axe murderer. Idunn had also been assigned, and had drawn attention to an older case because of certain similarities regarding the choice of murder weapon. Týr had simply joined the dots. He was not the biological son of the people he knew as his mother and father, but the offspring of a tragic murder victim and the man who had supposedly killed her.

His aunt and uncle had taken him in as a small boy after his father had attacked and murdered his mother with an axe. The big, ugly scar on Týr’s forehead was the result of that attack. A far cry from a tumble from a tricycle, as Týr had always been told. His father had apparently come to his senses enough to stop short of killing his four-year-old son, though the reason for that would never be known. The man had taken his own life while on remand awaiting trial and sentencing.

But after reviewing the evidence in the files, Idunn now had doubts about Týr’s father’s guilt. The man’s confession, made at the time of his arrest, was inconsistent with Týr’s mother’s injuries. Although the father had confessed to the deed, he wouldn’t be the first man in history who had told the police what they wanted to hear during questioning. The investigation hadn’t been dropped immediately after he was discovered dead in his cell, but for understandable reasons it had never gone to trial. The police had eventually concluded that Týr’s father must have been guilty as they had no other suspects and, after all, he had confessed. In the circumstances, it wouldn’t be surprising if the investigators had overlooked or chosen to ignore an inconvenient detail, or regarded it as a misunderstanding that would have been clarified during questioning.

Therein lay Idunn’s dilemma. If she shared her reservations with Týr, he would be back at square one; any peace he had made with his past would be destroyed, yet he would have little chance of getting to the bottom of what had really happened. Wouldn’t it be kinder, then, to spare him this unsettling revelation?

Their eyes met and Idunn hastily dropped hers. She hoped he wouldn’t interpret this as unfriendliness. It was anything but. She was unusually well disposed towards him and Karó. They were both calm and composed types, and could be trusted not to start jabbering away whenever an unexpected silence fell. She got the impression that for most people she interacted with, silence was like a glowing ember that had to be put out before it could catch fire. Idunn, in contrast, was happy with her own thoughts and hated being forced to take part in conversations where the only purpose seemed to be to create hot air.

Luckily, the group in the waiting area this morning seemed in no mood to chat. Apart from exchanging the odd word, they stared at their phones, sipped their coffee or gazed out of the windows. The subdued atmosphere was due to the reason for their trip to the islands. A murder investigation was never an occasion for celebration. No one felt inclined to laugh or joke. Although they had received scant information so far, the gravity of the case was not in doubt. Two people were dead – apparently it was unlikely to be from natural causes – and a third was in a critical condition after crashing her car, her life now hanging by a thread.

The phone had rung early that morning, just as Idunn stepped out of the shower. She’d had to come here via the office to fetch the tools of her trade, which had left her with little time to get ready beyond dragging on her clothes and chucking a change of outfit and a toothbrush in her bag, just in case. The radio had been issuing warnings about the planned closure of the Hellisheidi mountain route out of Reykjavík, due to a storm – a storm that could easily shift southwards and ground all flights later that day. Having grown up in the Westman Islands, Idunn knew that at this time of year there was no guarantee they would be able to leave again this evening. And that only increased the risk that she would come face to face with her father. Regrettably, he wasn’t as keen as her to avoid a meeting. On the contrary, he’d made active attempts to end their estrangement in the past.

The young woman came out from behind the desk and announced their flight, then walked over to the only gate in the little terminal. The police team filed after her. Idunn realised that if she wanted to get out of the trip, now was her last chance, but, as if of their own accord, her legs carried her inexorably towards the gate.

The ‘gate’ was no more than an exit to the tarmac where the passenger plane was waiting. The door of the plane was open and the inbuilt steps had been lowered. The moment they were on board and the door closed behind them it would be too late for Idunn to plead illness. The thought made the door and steps momentarily appear to her like a tongue lolling out of a gaping maw that was about to swallow her up. Even as this melodramatic image formed in her mind, she came to her senses. It would be fine. She would go to the islands, do her job and leave again. If she bumped into her father, so be it. She could use the flight to rehearse what she would say to him.

But the journey proved too short for that. The plane took off and landed again before Idunn had succeeded in coming up with a single devastating put-down to use against the man who hadn’t given a shit about her when he and her mother split up. Even though he had known better than anyone that her mother wasn’t capable of looking after so much as a pot plant. It hadn’t required medical training to realise that her mother was struggling with the kind of severe mental problems and personality disorder that made her an unfit caregiver. Despite still being a kid, Idunn had taken on the role of adult as soon as the two of them had moved to Reykjavík. It had been a sink-or-swim situation, a role taken on out of necessity rather than any kind of desire for responsibility.

A bitter but invigorating wind greeted Idunn as she disembarked and she reminded herself that she had turned out well – against all the odds. The past couldn’t be changed, no matter how unfair it was, but there was no need to drag it around like a weight round her neck. Sadly, this voice of common sense didn’t help much. While they were waiting for their luggage and equipment to be unloaded, Idunn kept her back turned to the entrance in case her father happened to walk in.

But when she heard the door of the terminal opening, it occurred to her that she’d rather be forewarned than surprised by a sudden tap on the shoulder. At least that would give her time to take refuge in the toilets and wait for him to leave, avoiding an unpleasant scene. Luckily, her humiliating plan wasn’t put to the test. The people entering the terminal were a heavily pregnant girl and a young man with his arm around her shoulders. Idunn watched them, guessing the reason for their presence here, on the evidence of their sad but loving goodbyes. The Westman Islands had no obstetrician or surgeon who specialised in caesareans: if there was any risk of complications, pregnant women had to go to Reykjavík well before they were due in order to give birth there. In practice, often alone. Realising that she’d been staring at the young couple for an embarrassingly long time, Idunn turned back to wait for her luggage.

Once their bags had been loaded into the vehicles provided by the local police, they set off. Their first port of call would be the police station, to dump their stuff before continuing to the crime scene. A duty officer from the islands led the way, while Idunn rode with a member of the CSI team. She couldn’t remember his name, though she got the impression that she ought to know who he was since he hadn’t seen any need to introduce himself when they got in. While he was droning on about the bad weather forecast for that afternoon, Idunn stared out of the passenger window, watching the familiar town pass by. Little had changed in the decades that had elapsed since she’d last set eyes on it. Apart from a block of flats that had gone up near the harbour and the odd house that had been painted a different colour, few new places had been built or old ones torn down. It was as if time had stood still, in stark contrast to the frenetic pace of change in Reykjavík, which was becoming ever more built-up, until the glimpse of an empty plot was merely the sign of an imminent development.
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