
  [image: Cover Page of Gods of Laki]


  [image: Half Title of Gods of Laki]


  [image: Title Page of Gods of Laki]


  Copyright © 2015 by Chris Angus

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Yucca Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Yucca Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or yucca@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Yucca Publishing® is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.yuccapub.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Yucca Publishing

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63158-046-8

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63158-056-7

  Printed in the United States of America


  Chapter One

  AD 940

  Somewhere off the coast of Iceland

  Runa was cold. She was cold and wet and hungry. She had been all of these for nearly three weeks, which was exactly how long they had been at sea.

  She turned her back on the angry spray that stung her eyes every time their Viking longboat cratered into another deep North Atlantic trough.

  “Fish!” Skari yelled at her, pointing to his mouth in case she hadn’t heard over the crashing of the waves and the constant, blowing wind.

  She paused in her endless attempts to bail water from the bottom of the boat, took a piece of dried fish from a wooden box, and tossed it to him. He caught it expertly and began to chew, never taking his hand off the tiller that was guiding them relentlessly westward.

  Runa stared at the others in the boat. Ragni and Asa had been husband and wife for only three months, yet Runa suspected Asa was already pregnant. She huddled in her husband’s arms, shivering. Anyone could read the concern in Ragni’s eyes, the fear that the journey would be too much for a woman with child.

  Agnarr, whose boat this was, sat in the bow. He was mostly responsible for their being here, though they had all, in their ways, needed to leave the homeland. Agnarr was twice Runa’s age of sixteen, but even so, he was unmarried. He wasn’t bad looking, she decided, but he had a reputation for being wild. He had fought in the raids in Scotland and been wounded three times. He still walked with a slight limp and had a scar that ran down the length of his right arm. But despite this, he was good-natured and smiled often.

  He smiled now at Runa from his place near the bow. She gave a small grimace in return, but it was hard. She was so cold.

  Last was Amma, Runa’s grandmother. No one knew how old Amma was, least of all Amma herself. Few Vikings lived much past sixty. Theirs was a brutal life, one in which the slightest mishap or illness could spell the end. But the elderly woman was resilient and a bit mysterious to all of them. She deferred to the men in the group, but everyone relied on her vast reservoir of knowledge. Amma was their link to the gods. She knew the rituals and prayers that would guide their success.

  Just six souls altogether. A desperately small contingent to begin a new life in the land of fire and ice, some nine hundred miles from their homeland, across the vast, storm-tossed and icy waters of the North Atlantic. They would need every ounce of their combined efforts if they were to have any hope of survival.

  Runa stared at Skari again, chewing on his fish. She’d met him only the day they were to leave and had not liked him from the first. He was a brooding, stolid fellow, who spoke infrequently and then in an ordering tone that Runa found distasteful. She didn’t like the way he looked at her. She was a woman and understood such looks.

  She stared past Agnarr and blinked, brought both hands to her face, rubbed her eyes and looked again.

  Land!

  “Look,” she said, then had to repeat herself to be heard over the waves. “Look!”

  Everyone in the boat followed her pointing finger. For a moment, they saw nothing. The headland had disappeared behind the ever-present fog. But then they all saw it, a dark and fearsome landscape rising from the sea through wisps of fog that gave the appearance of something straight out of the Norse Hel.

  “The land of fire and ice!” Skari cried aloud. “We made it!”

  The boat crashed in over a sharp reef, and Runa heard the terrible sound of the hull being torn. A moment later they were all in the water. It felt like ice even though it was August. Cold fingers gripped Runa’s arm, as Agnarr pulled her toward shore. Then they were on the pebbled beach, Ragni and Asa helping old Amma.

  The men pulled the damaged boat above the high tide line and examined it briefly. It could be repaired, but there was no rush. They had made it to the land of fire and ice. No one had followed them, Runa was certain. There was bad blood behind them, a rent in the community that would never heal. This was how Vikings lived. Families split and moved apart, always searching for new lands. Now this small group would begin again, a new community. Three adult men, two young women, and Amma. Enough to start over.

  The first days in the cold land were hard. Food was scarce. Runa searched for shellfish along the coast, but fish or seal was what they needed. Until the boat was fixed, that would not be possible.

  They hauled the longboat ashore and turned it over to make a rudimentary shelter. Agnarr made several forages inland but found no wood suitable for repairing the boat. Their landfall had come in a place heavily covered with lava flows from an eruption just a decade earlier. As a result, only a few small bushes and shrubs covered the barren landscape.

  Amma sat in the shelter, preparing what little food they had, some pitiful bits of dried fish left from their journey along with limpets, a few clams and seaweed, mixed to make a kind of soup.

  The land was forbidding. Steep volcanoes rose from the ocean, smoking ominously. Heavy fogs ran in from the sea, blanketing the slopes, so that they were never quite afforded an open view. There was something hostile, almost brooding to the landscape. They felt closed in and longed for the sweeping fiords of their homeland.

  Runa worked with Amma, shelling limpets for their meager pot. It was overcast and dark, the mountains only dimly visible through periodic waves of pelting rain. When they could see it, the ocean foamed with whitecaps.

  Amma was covered in furs, for her old body could not produce enough warmth, even in summer. She said, “Skari told me he wants you for his wife.”

  Runa’s heart went cold. “I do not like him,” she said. “I like Agnarr.”

  “Has he asked you?” Amma threw a handful of seaweed into their cooking pot.

  Runa could only shake her head.

  “There are only two breeding women here for three adult men,” Amma said. “Asa is spoken for. That leaves you. You cannot make both men content. You need to choose.”

  “I don’t want to be married . . . at least not right away,” Runa said. “I don’t want to have a baby.”

  “Now is baby-making time,” said Amma. “So it will be born in the spring.” She stood up with effort and moved out from beneath the boat. The conversation was over.

  Skari returned with an armload of firewood. He dropped it in front of the boat and stared at Runa. “I will make good babies,” he said, his eyes heavy with desire. He reached one hand down and fondled her breast. “And so will you,” he said.

  Runa retreated farther beneath the boat but then looked up as a shadow crossed her face. Agnarr.

  He shoved Skari aside roughly and said, “Runa will be my wife.”

  The two men stood facing each other for long moments, their fists clenched. But Skari knew Agnarr was experienced in battle and very strong. He dared not confront him outright. With a snarl, he turned and walked away.

  The weather turned even colder. Snow spotted the slopes, reminding them all that the frigid northern winter would soon be upon them and they had no shelter or dried fish put away for the long, dark months.

  Runa and Asa spent their days trying to catch fish with a bit of line and their few iron hooks. The fish were plentiful enough but nearly impossible to catch.

  “We would do better with a net,” said Asa, but there was nothing with which to make one.

  Agnarr went away overnight on a long forage. He eventually found a place with sizeable trees and brought back wood to repair the longboat. The patch would be temporary and not something they’d want to put to sea with. But for fishing along the coast, it would do.

  Agnarr and Skari worked together out of necessity. But their dislike for each other simmered beneath the surface. Fortunately, the need to prepare for winter took everyone’s complete effort. If they were unprepared for the cold when it came, then whoever got Runa would not matter. They would all die.

  Firewood collection was another urgent task. Every free moment went into gathering dead wood and driftwood along the shore. The pile grew slowly next to the longboat. They would need a great deal of wood to keep warm through the winter, and finding it once the snows came would be next to impossible. Amma, unable to fish, took this task upon herself and gathered more than anyone, moving at her slow, arthritic pace across the low hills.

  Then the first hard storm hit with gale-force winds and a blizzard that dropped a blanket of snow. The sky hung low and forbidding for many days, temperatures falling into the single digits. They watched as their pitiful pile of firewood slowly diminished. In addition, the fish they had gathered began to rot, for there had not been enough warmth from the sun to dry it properly.

  But then there came a reprieve in the weather. The snow melted away and they redoubled their efforts to increase their supplies. Runa, Asa, and Amma roamed the highlands gathering fuel, while Skari, Ragni, and Agnarr, with the longboat repaired, went fishing every day. Slowly, their provisions increased, but still the inability to dry fish was a problem. If winter came fast and stayed cold, they could freeze the fish. But drying was preferable.

  One day, Runa went foraging high on the side of the volcano. What wood there was came from stunted trees and brush that grew ever smaller as she moved higher. Still, it was a clear day and she enjoyed a rare view of their new land.

  As she neared the rim of the volcano, she saw steam coming from an opening in the ground. This was very curious, and she approached the opening. Suddenly, something seemed to push her forward, propelling her toward the strange mist rising from the hole. Try as she might, she couldn’t resist the force. She was not in control of her own movements. Her heart pounded. Had she somehow angered the gods? Were they about to punish her? She wished Amma were here to tell her what to do.

  The opening was like a small cave and as she slumped beside it, the unseen hand went away. She knew she should be terrified, but instead, a sense of peace settled over her. Tentatively, she reached one hand into the steam. How warm it was! She uncovered her legs and let the warmth soak into her body. Suddenly, despite the warmth, goose bumps rose on her legs and a shiver coursed across her shoulders and down her back, as if something had passed through her entire body.

  Then, out of nowhere, a thought came into her head. She inched her body down into the hole, the warmth enveloping her. She found breathing the steam to be strangely invigorating. The hole descended about ten feet, then widened, and Runa found herself in a space the size of a small room. Enough light came in from the entrance to allow her to see her surroundings.

  Another tunnel led lower at the far end of the space, and she could feel even more heat coming from there. She hadn’t been so warm since they left the Norseland. Why couldn’t this be their home for the winter? If the heat continued, they would need firewood for cooking only.

  It took every bit of her willpower to climb back out of the hole. Not because it was difficult but because she felt an overwhelming desire to stay there, in the bosom of the earth. It was the strangest sensation, as though someone else’s thoughts had invaded her own.

  She rushed back to tell the others. Everyone climbed to the small opening in the ground and marveled at the warmth. For people who had been cold for months, it was intoxicating. Amma, especially, sighed with pleasure as the heat penetrated her withered flesh. They quickly moved their few belongings into the cave, and the men went to work lining the space with stones that would further reflect the heat back into the living area.

  Laboriously, they moved their pile of firewood to the entrance to their new home and settled in. Runa felt serenity come over her. She felt utterly at peace here, enveloped in the warm earth. She couldn’t explain why she felt this way, only that it was so.

  Though there was still much work to do, no one wanted to leave the warm confines of their new home. They had to force themselves to go forth and look for food, and all the time they were gone, they yearned to be back again in the strangely exhilarating heart of the volcano.

  There was more than enough room for six people. Ragni formed a partition by weaving branches together that allowed Asa a small bit of privacy. She was nearly six months pregnant now, but Ragni still insisted on the right of the marriage bed. The sound of their lovemaking just a few feet away made Agnarr, Skari, and Runa painfully aware of their own situation.

  Finally, one day while it snowed heavily and they were all lounging in their heated home, Runa announced her decision.

  “We need to make babies to increase the size of our community,” she said firmly. “It would not be fair to either Skari or Agnarr for the only woman to be denied to them. I will take both for my husbands. I will sleep one night with Agnarr and the next with Skari. But this I will only do if both of you agree, so that there will be harmony among all of us.”

  Neither man was happy and there was much grumbling, but Runa realized, with some surprise, that she was in control. She owned the most valuable commodity in their world: her fertile, young body. Though Skari and Agnarr disliked one another, there was no question of them fighting, or killing each other. If they were to survive, they needed the collective talents of every member of their tiny group, even old Amma. This they understood intuitively.

  So Runa took two husbands and very quickly, peace settled on the group as each man’s needs were met. Indeed, everyone seemed to get along much better than before. Runa wondered at the harmony that had settled over their little clan. She had known nothing like it back home. Vikings were always a contentious, battle-ready group. She had been glad to leave that world behind. Here, everything felt different.

  Though harmony reigned, the winter was wretched, cold and bleak, worse even than back in the old country. The frigid winds howled out of the Arctic, and during blizzards they had to push snow away from the entrance to their home. Food was scarce, except when the men occasionally managed to kill a seal in their boat. Without the unending source of heat, they would never have survived the terrible cold. But even on the most frigid nights when Runa snuggled close to Agnarr, they were toasty warm.

  Amma seemed to thrive with the constant warmth applied to her aged bones. She took to sitting in the back of the cave where she could breathe in the warm, moist steam that emanated from below. Runa had never seen the old woman more content. Her strength returned. Her breathing cleared and she slept peacefully.

  Indeed, with the arrival of spring, they all felt stronger. Asa delivered her baby at the end of February, a boy. They named him Haraldr. He was healthy and grew quickly.

  Runa was happy that she hadn’t yet become pregnant, though it was not for lack of trying by both her husbands. She felt she was becoming a strong young woman, and she explored their island by herself, going far afield, discovering many more underground caves that were warm from the earth’s heat.

  Once, she heard a strange rumbling sound. It was something she’d never experienced before. The land moved beneath her feet, and she fell to the ground, terrified. Then she had a vision. She saw a strange, heavily cloaked figure floating above the volcano’s rim, beckoning to her. The figure had long tentacles where there should have been fingers. The tentacles snaked down the slope toward her. Runa closed her eyes tightly until the frightening image went away.

  On one of her outings, she found clusters of mushrooms that stood out from the green mosses prevailing on the open slopes. The mushrooms seemed to thrive around the entrances to the underground caves.

  She gathered some and brought them to Amma. “Do you think we could eat them?” she asked her grandmother.

  The old woman was well acquainted with the flora of their former homeland, but she had never seen mushrooms like these.

  “We will eat a little and see if it makes us sick,” said Amma. She heated them in water over the fire. They gave off a strange odor that Runa didn’t care for, but when they ate them, they found that they were quite tasty and didn’t make them sick. Over time, they discovered that the mushrooms made a good addition to the thin soups, stews, and fish chowders that made up most of their diet, adding flavor to the largely plain fare.

  They made one collective trip in their repaired longboat, traveling many miles along the coast, searching for others who might have come to this part of the land of fire and ice. They knew that others now made the trip from the old land, but they encountered no one. All of them felt a fierce longing to be back at their home in the earth, and there was much discontent within the group until they returned.

  By the beginning of their second winter, many changes had taken place. Agnarr and Skari built an enclosure around the entrance to their underground home so they didn’t have to fight to keep the winter snows out. The men went far offshore in their longboat and dried hundreds of pounds of fish for the winter. Working together and sharing a wife, Agnarr and Skari managed to coexist. Yet Skari remained unhappy and distant. He spent much of his time in a deep venthole, carving religious offerings to the gods.

  Haraldr was a happy, bubbly boy and they all loved him and watched over him. After the second long winter, Runa felt herself bursting with new life. In April, she gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl. There were now three new members of the clan. It was exciting to see life take hold in this hard land.

  They were all very healthy. In their small community with no outside contact, they were not exposed to disease. It was unusual for Vikings to enjoy such a long period of strength and vitality. Amma seemed to be growing more vital and stronger with each passing month. It was as if she were growing younger as the children grew older. Everyone marveled at it, and they made offerings to the gods for their good fortune.


  Chapter Two

  Present Day

  The security guard looked up from Ryan’s ID. “Been a long time for you,” he said. “Miss the action?”

  “Not even a little,” he replied.

  The guard returned the papers. He had that glazed, done-it-all-a-thousand-times-before look that Ryan remembered so well. “Know where you’re going?” the man asked.

  He shook his head. “I have a meeting with Senator Shelby Graham.”

  “Straight down the hall till you reach the elevators. Go to the third floor, turn right and you’ll find the senator’s suite in front of you.”

  “Since when did they start calling them suites?”

  “Don’t know,” the guard replied, already looking away. “Probably has something to do with the sweet deals these SOBs give themselves with our hard-earned tax dollars. Hope you’re here to cash in like everybody else.”

  That would be the day. It was ten years since he’d left government employ. The entire decade of his thirties had been spent with the Secret Service, protecting the President. It had been one of the most boring jobs of his life. Advance work checking sniper lines of sight, emergency escape routes, and donor credentials. Then came endless hours staring at throngs of adoring fans, checking their hands, trying to determine if that camera or cell phone or peanut butter sandwich was a threat.

  The money was good, but he still looked upon the day he quit as emancipation day. After all, what would be the result of failure? Another politician would slip automatically into place. No shortage there. After ten years on the job, he had come to believe that it would make no difference whatsoever. History would go on in its usual peripatetic fashion. It wasn’t an attitude that went over well in the Service.

  He’d grimaced upon learning recently of the thirteen-billion-dollar program to upgrade the President’s helicopters, making them terrorist- and nuclear-proof. What utter nonsense. Thirteen billion dollars to secure the safety of one man who could be replaced in a nanosecond. Indeed, every one of the self-serving pols in line for the Presidency secretly longed for that day.

  Senator Graham’s suite was sweet indeed. The hallway expanded suddenly and a set of glass doors gave entrance to a large reception area, decorated in what Ryan could only call Washington Regal. Muted, gold striped wallpaper, sitting areas with color-coordinated couches perfectly aligned, three secretaries busy on the phones. Graham was the majority leader and had one of the most coveted offices in the capital.

  “Oh yes, Mr. Baldwin,” said the voluptuous and preternaturally put-together blonde-haired woman at the primary desk. “The senator said to keep an eye out for you. You may go straight through to the inner waiting room.” She gestured to a door. “He’ll be with you directly.”

  Avoiding the eyes of half a dozen other supplicants who stared at him with instant dislike for his immediate access, he passed into the inner sanctum.

  The old feelings of privilege and power washed over him. It had been heady stuff, working for the President. Doors opened without hesitation, and as security for the great man, Baldwin had often been the first through those doors. He’d acquired the Secret Service stare. Everyone was suspicious, and he quickly came to realize that most people viewed the men sporting the mysterious earpieces with a degree of fear.

  He was alone for only a minute, looking at the pictures of the senator on the wall with various heads of state. In one corner was a workout center with an elliptical trainer, weight machine, and rubber mat. The senator was known to be a health nut. A door opened behind him.

  At first glance, Shelby Graham from the great state of Tennessee presented the central casting image of what a senator should look like. He was in his early seventies, over six feet in height, with hair graying at the temples. That was all standard. But in direct contrast to his obvious fitness and intensity, he dressed in famously rumpled attire. The creased jacket, scuffed brown loafers and decidedly chaotic haircut allowed him to cultivate the image of one so busy and important that he couldn’t be bothered with the amenities. Perhaps incongruously, that relaxed image had gone a long way toward cementing his popularity in his home state, as had a penchant for dropping his final g’s on the campaign trail.

  The voice had become more graveled in the years since Ryan had last seen him.

  “I appreciate your coming on such short notice,” the senator said, moving forward with his hand out.

  Ryan took the hand and said, “My coming on short notice was in response to what I took as a summons. Delivered by patrol car.”

  “Not my intention, I assure you. You’re not an easy man to get hold of, either in your U.S. or Icelandic offices. We’ve never really met, but of course I saw you often in the company of two of our former presidents.”

  Ryan shrugged. “I remember you as well, Senator.” Then, because he couldn’t think of anything complimentary to say, added, “Congratulations on being chosen majority leader.”

  “Thanks . . . uh . . . shall we sit by the window?”

  When they were settled, Graham stared out at the Mall and was quiet for a moment.

  “Though I am, as you say, the newly appointed majority leader, the reason I’ve asked you here has nothing to do with my office . . . directly. This is a personal matter.”

  Ryan raised an eyebrow. After leaving the Service, he’d gone back to school and earned his PhD from Georgetown, then worked for British Petroleum before going into business for himself as a consultant to energy companies. Not on security matters. He’d long since given that up. He now helped companies develop alternative energy sources, primarily geothermal. He couldn’t imagine what personal matter the senator wished to consult him on.

  “You have any children, Mr. Baldwin?”

  “No sir. Never been married.”

  “Well then . . .” Graham was quiet, staring outside again. Then he began.

  “My daughter’s name is Samantha. Sam for short.” He turned slightly and picked up a photo from the table next to him. It wasn’t very clear, but showed a windblown young woman with short, dark hair, standing on a rocky ledge next to an array of strange-looking instruments. She held a clipboard and appeared oblivious to the photo taker.

  “This was taken several years ago in Papua New Guinea. She was only a few years out of graduate school. My daughter is a volcanologist.” He replaced the picture on the table. “I don’t see her very often. Sam’s life has taken a very different direction from mine.”

  “Interesting field,” Ryan said. “I considered it for a time. And of course, it’s related to my own interest in geothermal energy.”

  “Which is why I thought I might be able to engage you in this . . . project,” said the senator.

  “Project?”

  “Simply put, I believe Sam needs protection. She’s always been fearless in her travels to remote places around the globe. In addition to her professional duties as a research volcanologist, she’s also a science journalist. You may have seen some of her articles in Science News and occasionally the New York Times. She’s currently working in Iceland, one of the most volcanic places on earth, as you know.”

  “Yes, my office there is studying what they’re doing with new geothermal and fuel cell technologies. Some extraordinary things, really.”

  “Precisely why I want you for this. You have a unique set of abilities and are familiar with Iceland. I thought you might not be averse to taking on a slightly enlarged set of duties.”

  Ryan crossed his legs, noting that his own shoes were more scuffed than the senator’s. “From what you say, your daughter—Samantha?—has spent years working in her field. I wouldn’t think she’d need much protection from dangerous locations or potential volcanic eruptions. She must have much more experience with all of that than I do.”

  “She doesn’t need protection from the elements, Mr. Baldwin.” He hesitated. “What I’m going to tell you is not generally known, and I probably shouldn’t reveal it, but . . . we’re talking about my daughter’s safety.” He sighed. “Sam has upset certain interests in Iceland, as a result of her research. A great deal of foreign investment has come into the country since the financial meltdown a few years ago. The failure of the nation’s banks provided an opening for foreign investors. From one nation in particular, as I suspect you know.”

  “Iran,” said Ryan.

  The senator let the word hang in the air for a moment. “I’m also Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, which makes this whole business even more touchy. I’ve tried to talk to Sam about it, but she refuses to believe there’s any danger. I can tell you, however, that these Iranians are ruthless characters. I don’t know exactly what they’re up to, whether it’s manipulation of the financial markets or oil prices or simply laundering money, but they have moved into Iceland in a big way. My daughter’s work may put her directly in their path.

  “Sam speaks her mind, not unlike her mother, and she’s written two pieces for the Times in which she argues that Iceland’s economy will suffer even more than it already has from the cheap energy the Iranians have flooded the local market with. She believes it will stifle the alternative energy programs that are the way ahead for the country, indeed, that have already made Iceland a world leader in that area. Frankly, she’s stirred up a hornet’s nest.

  “I don’t want her to have an accident. I want you to go there and watch her back, is that clear enough?”

  Ryan shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not in that business anymore, Senator. I have my own clientele and frankly, I have a lot on my plate at the moment. I can’t just drop everything and go . . . if you will excuse the expression . . . baby-sit. That sort of assignment is precisely why I gave up working for the Service.”

  Graham was nodding. “I anticipated your response, which is why I have something else to offer. One of your major clients, I believe, is British Petroleum, is it not? I have a degree of influence over certain of their projects that have come before the committee. A word from me and they’ll have no problem with your taking a slight detour from your normal obligations. Hell, they’d probably provide you with an expense account if they thought it might put them in my good graces. But I think it’s better not to go there. I’ll be paying your expenses myself, out of my own pocket, along with your fee. I assure you it will be more than enough to recoup any losses from pending business you may have. And I will personally put in a good word for you with BP.”

  Ryan took a breath and looked away. He didn’t like being manipulated. It was another reason he’d left government service. Manipulation was the coin of the realm. Graham had obviously studied his business situation, and he knew that Ryan’s firm had just suffered the cancellation of one of its biggest accounts. For a moment, he wondered if the senator might have had something to do with that. Graham was known for his political ambiguity and freewheeling use of power when it suited his purposes. Ryan knew he was more than capable of such a devious move.

  Still, a proven relationship with the senator would cement his BP connection. Permanently. He suddenly remembered the one thing he had liked about working on the public dime: the bottomless money spigot.

  Graham leaned forward. “You had an interesting reputation at the Service. The Director himself told me he regretted your departure, said you were one of his most skilled agents. But he also said you had an attitude problem, that you tended to philosophize about the job too openly.”

  Ryan tilted his head. “The Service tends to think highly of itself. Thinks the free world will come to a screeching halt if a President is ever assassinated. I haven’t seen any evidence for that yet. They train us to take the assassin’s bullet. I maybe put too much value on my own life to be certain I would do that for another dumb-ass politician. Anyway, it’s why I got out.”

  “Still,” Graham said, “Your skills were the best, and I only hire the best. I might actually agree with you about interchangeable politicians. My daughter is not replaceable. You have some knowledge of her field and you have contacts in Iceland. Those facts alone will serve as cover for your presence. Try not to let Sam know the real reason for your being there. At least as long as you can. She would never agree to a babysitter. I want you for this, Baldwin. No one else will do. I won’t take no for an answer.”

  Ryan spread his hands in resignation. He’d spent enough time in Washington to know that powerful men usually got what they wanted. Graham obviously knew he couldn’t afford to pass up the money or the connections that were being laid before him. He wondered if the senator wanted him as much for his business connections as his Secret Service credentials.

  The majority leader’s penetrating gaze seemed to be trying to see into Ryan’s head, evaluating and calculating every nuance. “There’s something else. I don’t know that I should mention it, but you just never know where these things will take you.”

  Ryan waited.

  “I divorced Sam’s mother when Sam was a college freshman. Sam’s never really forgiven me. Her mother’s dead now and we’re the only family each of us has. But she refuses to have any serious relationship with me.” He sighed heavily. “I haven’t even seen her in two years. I’ve never met any of her friends. What I know about her I glean from her writings and from quiet inquiries with local officials. She won’t be happy if she learns why you’re there.”

  Ryan stared at him. “So I’m supposed to protect her without her knowing about it? That certainly won’t make it easier.”

  “I don’t know any other way to go about it. Perhaps you can befriend her somehow. Your shared interests in Iceland, volcanology and geothermals should give you an opening. I leave that to you.

  “I’m counting on you, Baldwin.”

  It took two whirlwind days for Ryan to wind up his affairs and inform his D.C. business partner that he’d be returning to Iceland for a while.

  “What the hell’s going on?” Will had said. “When I told that bloke at BP, the one who’s always giving us all manner of hell about being behind in our work, that you were taking a leave of absence, he was all sweetness and light.”

  That was Senator Graham’s doing. The man had a long reach.

  Now, he stared out the window of his plane as it prepared to land on an uncharacteristically sunny Reykjavik morning. He could see volcanic steam venting in the distance, a promising landscape if one happened to be in the thermal energy business.

  Eva Berenson, who managed his business office in Reykjavik, met him at the airport. She was a tall, striking Danish woman, at forty-three still attractive enough to turn heads. Eva had been invaluable in courting business owners, but she came with an edge, most of which had to do with Jon Gudnasson, who was Ryan’s chief staff geologist. He’d clashed with Eva, who didn’t suffer fools lightly, from the start.

  “How’s my number one employee?” Ryan smiled broadly as he got in her car and kissed her on the cheek.

  “I won’t be number one until you fire Gudnasson. He undermines everyone in the office and has us all looking over our shoulders, waiting for the knife in the back.”

  He sighed. “Look, there will be no knives in the back as long as I’m in charge. You know that, Eva. And you also know it’s been next to impossible for us to find a good geologist willing to take the job at the kind of wages we can afford right now.”

  “Good being the operative word in that sentence. No secret why Jon was available. Who the hell else would hire him?”

  He said, “How’s David?”

  “You’re changing the subject.”

  “But it’s a good subject.”

  David was her seventeen-year-old son from a marriage when she was fresh out of college that had lasted only until David was eight. Ryan knew little about her former husband, except that he’d been a cop.

  “He’s smart as a whip, handsome—like his dad—and beginning to have trouble keeping the girls at bay.”

  “Yeah, that was always my problem too.”

  She gave him a look. “That might actually be true, but you’ve had an attitude as long as I’ve known you. As a teenager, it probably made you unapproachable.”

  “Whoa, way too early in the day for psychoanalysis, okay?”

  She shrugged. “Anyway, David said he hopes to see you. And what I want to know is why you’re not staying with Helga and me?”

  He often stayed with Eva and her sister, Helga, who shared a house together. Helga was younger and even more beautiful than her sister. She was also divorced and neither woman seemed to have any interest in getting back in the market. That fact alone had been enough to drive Jon crazy. “What a waste of good feminine pulchritude,” he’d told Ryan when he first learned of the arrangement, as though there was anything there that might ever be available to him.

  “Out of my hands, I’m afraid,” Ryan said. “My new employer arranged the lodgings for me.” In fact, the place was the same one the senator’s daughter was staying in. He’d present himself as a researcher, which, hopefully, would allow him to fall into Miss Graham’s orbit. He consulted his reservation papers. “Evidently a small home. Only three rooms to let and I got the last one.”

  Eva glanced over his shoulder. “Hildisdottir’s place. Well, you could have done worse. I actually know another of her guests, Samantha Graham.”

  His surprise showed—until he remembered how insular a city Reykjavik really was.

  “Only met her a couple of times,” she went on. “Quite a brilliant scientist. Doing some sort of volcanic research up on Laki. I don’t know how often you’ll run into her at your boarding house, though. I’ve heard that lately, she prefers to camp out on site.”

  This wasn’t good news. It would be hard to justify setting up his own tent right next to Sam’s in a half million acres of wilderness. She’d be suspicious immediately.

  Eva looked at him. “What’s going on, Ryan? Who’s this mysterious new client? Are we going to see any of you? There are some problems you could deal with right now, you know.”

  “I know, and I’m sorry. You’re just going to have to handle them yourself for the time being. This new deal will bring in some badly needed financing. I couldn’t afford to pass it up. Anyway, I have full confidence in you.”

  Before she could speak, he added, “Look, why don’t you send Jon out into the field. Get him away from the office for a while. God knows there must be plenty for him to do.”

  “I’ve tried, believe me. But he resists it. Says he’s behind in his own office work and geological studies, blah, blah, blah. Truth is, he likes the nightlife. I’m telling you, boss, he’s not worth what you’re paying him.”

  “Probably not. But we have to have a full PhD geologist on staff or our clients won’t take us seriously. I’ll see if I can come up with something for him to do, okay?”

  Reykjavik had perhaps the most spectacular setting for a city anywhere, with a backdrop of magnificent mountains set against the sharply contrasting blues of sky and ocean, at least when the weather allowed them to be seen. Located between the Arctic Circle and the warm Gulf Stream current, its climate constantly shifted back and forth, from balmy one day to wet and frigid the next. As if to compensate, the city rocked with a vibrant nightlife, crowded green parks, and a brisk salmon river that flowed through the center of town.

  Much of this had been tempered, of course, since the collapse of the banking and financial industry in the fall of 2008. However, the hardship had declined over the succeeding years, and Icelanders refused to let it dampen their spirits.

  He got to visit his Reykjavik office only once or twice a year. Under Eva’s management, they’d begun to acquire a number of new, high-level accounts. Geothermal technology was poised to take off on an international scale, and Ryan hoped they’d be in on the ground floor when that happened.

  “Is that wonderful little seafood restaurant still down by the waterfront?” he asked.

  She glanced at him. “It’s still there, all right, but under new management. They serve Middle Eastern food now. Owned by an Iranian chain. Truth is, you’ll see a lot of that. Sometimes it seems like the Iranians have bought up half of Reykjavik, apartment buildings, high rises, malls, restaurants.”

  He raised an eyebrow. “I knew they were one of the foreign interests that had been capitalizing on the economic weakness,” he said. “But I didn’t realize it had gone that far.”

  “After the collapse, things were available at fire sale prices, as you know,” said Eva. “There’s long been resistance to foreign investment in Iceland. The government has tried to keep it under strict control, but there’s been pressure to open things more and more. A lot of it has been surreptitious, locals partnering with foreign nationals to make it more palatable. The truth is, the Iranians like Iceland. Seem to find it exotic. They love the wildness of it.”

  “I wouldn’t think they’d care for the cold weather and overcast skies.”

  “Well, if they don’t, they’re doing an awfully good job of concealing their discomfort.” She pulled the car up to a small clapboard building with a bright red roof. “Here we are—Hildisdottir’s place.”

  He got out and looked around. They were in the center of town. Ingolfsstraeti was a quiet street with a small park across the way. The National Theater and the waterfront were nearby. He took his bags out and gave her a hug.

  “You have to at least come for dinner,” she said. “Saturday night?”

  “Will David be able to fight the girls off long enough to stop by?”

  “I promise.”

  “Okay. Tell him I’ll give him a lesson in attitude adjustment that will help keep the young things at bay.”

  She smiled. “You’ll want to rent a car. There’s a place just round the corner. See you, then.” She roared off, leaving him on the curb with his bags.

  He went up the stoop and rang the bell.

  An efficient, ruddy-faced woman greeted him. She wore a white apron and shook his hand with her own, lightly floured one.

  “Sorry,” she said. “There is a pie, you see.” She took one of his bags and bustled him inside. “Expecting you. My name is Bjorg. Nice it will be to have a full house again.”

  “How many others are there?”

  “Only two. An Iranian business owner. Here to look for investments, he is, though Lord knows what is left to buy. He is gone most of the day. And a scientist, a woman. But she is out there somewhere.” She waved a hand, leaving Ryan uncertain if she meant to indicate the distant mountains or that the woman was a bit crazy.

  “Gone for days at a time, almost a week this time. I do not know why she keeps a room at all. Perhaps it is subletting I should be doing.” She looked him up and down. “I do hope you will spend more time with us. It is a full English breakfast I am providing every morning at seven thirty.”

  “That’s marvelous!” he said and meant it. He was addicted to the English idea of breakfast.

  The house gave off a Victorian flavor with busy wallpaper, overstuffed furniture, and bric-a-brac everywhere. Upstairs, a hallway had three doors off it. She opened one and he stepped into a large, bright room with a queen-size bed, a sitting area, and a small balcony that looked out on the park.

  “Beautiful,” he said. “I’ll be very comfortable here.”

  “Oh, I am glad. The door at the end of the hall is the bathroom. With Miss Graham, you will share, when she is here. The Iranian gentleman has the downstairs toilet off his own bedroom.”

  “Uh . . . what did you say his name was?”

  “Hassan . . . something. I am not remembering. They are all named Hassan or Mohammad. Confusing, it is.”

  He wondered if her remark revealed prejudice or simply discomfort with the new order in Iceland and decided to probe a little further. “I haven’t been back in some time. My friend said there’s been a lot more foreign investment.”

  “Ya! That is putting it . . . how do you Americans say? Softly? Mildly? Bought up half the country, they have. Did you see all the new fuel tanks down by the docks? Iranian oil. Makes it hard for folks to complain, it does. Cheap fuel . . . they undercut the price of local gas . . . and hotels and businesses filled with Hassans spreading money around like water.”

  “What’s in it for them?”

  “I could not be saying. It is more money they have than good sense. Seem to enjoy the stark beauty of this place. Must be quite a change from the desert, I am thinking. But Hassan—he never takes off his down coat. Not adapted to the cold.” She gave him a smile and spun out one of her Americanisms. “It all beats me.”

  Bjorg disappeared to continue with her pie. Ryan stepped out onto the balcony and stared at the distant mountains. In spite of his unusual mission, he felt the tension in his shoulders slip away. He loved this country and even thought he might make it his home someday. He started to turn away when he noticed a gray Land Rover parked across the street in front of the park. The two men sitting inside stared straight ahead. They weren’t conversing or consulting a map. There was just something a little . . . odd . . . about it. His security training kicked in. The men looked for all the world like they were on some sort of stakeout.

  Looking for Sam?

  The thought made him nervous. He kept an eye on them into the early afternoon as he unpacked and settled in. Bjorg brought a lunch to his room.

  He decided to ask her directly. “Um . . . have you noticed those two men sitting in that car across the way? They’ve been there all day.”

  She looked out the window. “I am forgetting about them,” she said. “Showed up three days ago, now, and been there ever since. A bit strange, I am thinking.”

  He felt alarm bells go off. They had to be looking for someone and it made sense it would be Sam.

  “Is there another way out of the house, Bjorg?”

  She looked at him with a questioning tilt of her head. “Ya. The back door goes into the garden. There is a gate you will be taking to a path and then to Lindargata street. The way I go to market.”

  “I think I’ll wander out that way if you don’t mind. I want to rent a car.”

  “There is a shop right on that street. Turn left when you get to the end of the path.” She started to leave the room. “If you leave a light on,” she said. “They will be thinking you are still here.”

  “Who will?”

  “Why . . . anyone would,” she said, turning away with a smile.

  The rental was a reasonably fuel-efficient 4WD vehicle. He threw in a pack with some warm clothes and a few bits of food he’d picked up at a local grocery. He wasn’t at all sure what he was doing, but the fact that someone seemed already on the lookout for Sam made him nervous.

  Bjorg said she’d been gone almost a week, so Sam might walk right into something unexpected when she returned. Or potentially, she’d run into trouble already. That was something he didn’t want to think about.

  He’d been to Laki once during a tour Eva had given him when he first came to Iceland to open his office. It was located in the barren south-central highlands near the Vatnajökull glacier in an area of volcanic fissures. Barren . . . but also incredibly beautiful.

  He knew what he was doing was foolish. What were the odds he could find a single person in all that vast wilderness? Yet he recalled that Laki was at the end of a spur connecting with the Ring Road that encircled the entire country. Perhaps Sam’s car would be there, and he could figure out which direction she’d gone. You could see a long way in that open landscape. A colorful tent would stick out like a beacon.

  It was after five when he reached the small parking lot at the end of Rt. 206, connecting the Laki Craters to the Ring Road. There had been several difficult river crossings he’d never have been able to negotiate without 4WD. Once or twice he feared he’d gotten mired in the water but he’d managed finally to get through, gears grinding. Sure enough, a blue 4WD pickup was pulled off to one side of the lot, its bed modified with fitted metal storage bins.

  He got out, walked over to the truck, and peered in the window. Aside from a sweater and a few magazines or journals, there was nothing else inside that might identify the owner. But it had to be hers. Who else would be in such a place with night coming on?

  He walked about the brown earth, a mixture of volcanic detritus and hardened lava flows, though a layer of gray moss covered much of the landscape. He knew the moss turned a vibrant green following a rainfall. After making two circuits, he found faint footprints in the moss leading up the side of the crater. It was hard to know if they were recent, but they seemed too small for a man’s.

  He put his pack on. He had moved perhaps a hundred meters up the side when he heard another vehicle coming. He crouched behind a large boulder and waited.

  In a moment, the same Land Rover that had been parked outside his boarding house chugged noisily to a halt beside the other two vehicles. Four men got out and scanned the surrounding slopes. One man with a stoop and a large nose seemed to be in charge.

  There ensued a lengthy conversation, much peering into the cars and pointing in various directions. He wished he could hear what they were saying. But then it wasn’t necessary, as Big Nose pulled out a blade and carefully punctured the tires, all of them, on Ryan’s car and the pickup.

  He stared in disbelief. The action left no doubt as to why the men were here. They intended that whoever owned those vehicles would not be able to leave. Not be able to escape.

  If further evidence was needed, it was forthcoming. From the trunk of the Land Rover, one man issued rifles to each of the others. Ryan’s hand went down and felt the familiar weight of his SIG P229 pistol, the weapon of choice for the Secret Service. Without the help of the majority leader and his own record with the Service, he would never have been able to bring the firearm into the country. It gave him some reassurance, though a pistol against four men with rifles was small comfort.

  He watched long enough to see the men study the ground and find the same tracks he was following. Then he scurried away, keeping behind the rocks. Cover was limited and darkness of any kind was still many hours away.

  The tracks petered out, as the moss gave way to loose shale. He continued upward, finally out of sight, taking the path of least resistance, which he felt anyone would follow in the rough terrain. God, what a bleak place! Eva had barely allowed him out of the car when he’d visited before, simply pointing out the volcanic mountain as a tourist site. But from what he understood, tourism on Laki had taken a big hit following Graham’s published suggestions that an eruption might be imminent. That had not made her a popular figure in the tourism industry.

  Laki was part of a volcanic system that centered on the Grímsvötn volcano and included the Eldgjá canyon and Katla volcano. It lay between the glaciers of Mýrdalsjökull and Vatnajökull, in an area of fissures that ran in a southwest-northeast direction. He knew that the volcanoes in this region had a long history of eruptions, so Samantha’s cautions undoubtedly had some basis in fact.

  As the side of the crater grew steeper, he entered a region rent with fissures, rocky overhangs, treacherous drop-offs, and dangerous, slippery footing. He was now just two hundred feet below the rim. He peered over a boulder and could see the men far below, working their way slowly upward. They were clearly not mountaineering types. Their city shoes slipped on the uneven ground, and he heard Big Nose curse as he lost his balance and fell on the hard rock.

  As he circled to the backside of the volcano, he saw a bright orange tent a hundred yards away, situated in a cluster of boulders near the rim. The sides of the tent were held down with rocks, the ground being too hard for stakes.

  He picked up his pace, stumbling and cursing like the men behind. As he neared the tent, he saw sudden movement to one side. A woman carrying a heavily weighted pack was carefully making her way down from the rim. She looked up and saw him.

  “Who are you?” she asked. She held her walking stick in both hands like a weapon. Ryan was struck by the intensity in her gaze. Her black hair had grown longer since the picture he’d seen. It was tied back in a ponytail, a pair of sunglasses resting on top of her head. From what little he could see beneath the pack and coat, she appeared very slight. She was completely and utterly alone in this wilderness and had just been confronted by a strange man. Yet he had no sense that she was afraid. Indeed, she seemed ready to interrogate him.

  Before he could respond, the crack of a rifle split the air and a bullet ricocheted off a rock next to them. The sound reverberated in the vastness of their surroundings and seemed to echo away into the distance.

  He looked back and saw that the four men had spread out and were making better time than he’d originally anticipated. When he turned back to the woman, he caught just a glimpse of her as she disappeared over the rim.

  “Wait!” he cried, then cursed as another bullet smacked near his feet. He dropped his pack and took off up the crater after her. He considered firing a return shot, just to make them think twice, but rejected the idea. Better to let them think he was unarmed.

  He struggled up the steep final feet to the rim, realizing that the quickness with which the girl had climbed while carrying a heavy pack was impressive. She was in good shape.

  At the top, he was silhouetted against the sky for a moment and two shots nicked close to him before he ducked over the edge.

  The inside of Laki crater descended steeply. He found himself in a maze of rock ledges, fissures and, lower down, smoking ventholes. At the bottom, a small crater lake nestled in the rock. It was a desolate place. But what stopped him in his tracks was the realization that the woman was nowhere to be seen.

  He whirled around, looking in every direction. There wasn’t a sign of her. She had vanished as completely as if she’d fallen down a rabbit hole. It was impossible.

  “Damn!” He swore out loud. He had no option but to call out. “Samantha! Where are you? Sam?”

  He stumbled lower. He needed to find a place to make a stand. Once the men topped the crater rim, they’d make quick work of him. He found a fissure that wound along the side of the crater. It offered some protection. But then the men were on top and they saw him before he could get out of sight. They opened fire in an almost continuous fusillade. Bullets rang and ricocheted off the rocks.

  He worked his way along the fissure until he reached a small ledge that blocked further progress. He’d got himself trapped in a dead end.

  The men were talking among themselves. They could see his predicament and began to spread out along the rim searching for a spot where they’d be able to fire down on him.

  He looked about desperately for some way out. Then a voice whispered sharply from above.

  “Up here!”

  He looked up and saw a hand wave to him from the top of the ledge. It would be a tough scramble, and he’d have to hurry before the men got into position to fire on him.

  He maneuvered until he was out of sight of the men, then began to pull himself up using a series of shale-like steps. Just before he reached the top, he heard the voice again.

  “That’s far enough . . . now slip through here.”

  A small depression existed near the top of the ledge, no bigger than a man’s waist. It looked like nothing more than a bit of rock of a slightly different color. He lowered himself into it, realizing that it was the opening of a venthole. He squeezed through a small entryway and found himself completely enclosed in a larger fissure that wound away, disappearing into darkness.

  “Come lower,” the voice said. “And try not to make any noise.”

  He eased farther into the fissure, sliding on his rear where it became steeper, finally stopping beside the woman.

  “Thanks,” he said. “They would have had me in another minute.”

  Her face was turned away as she removed her pack and lowered it to the ground. Then she sat down, leaning against it.

  “Maybe we should keep going,” he said.

  “No. They’ll never find the entrance. I’ve been doing research here for two years, walking past that ledge and opening nearly every day and I never saw it until I slipped one time and fell into the depression. They’ll look for a while and then give up. We’re too far from the entrance now for them to hear us.”

  He examined her face for the first time. She had prominent cheekbones and smooth, dark skin that had obviously spent time in tropical climates. Her features were small and sharp, with penetrating black eyes that were studying him hard.

  “Now maybe you can explain,” she said, “why you brought these people here. And how you happen to know my name.”

  He sighed. “I’m sorry. I feel like a damn fool. I’m here—I come to Iceland I mean—on business, to do research in geothermal energy. I have a small consulting business that works with energy firms. Believe it or not, I’m actually staying at Bjorg’s place, just down the hall from you. She mentioned . . . or maybe it was my friend Eva, that you were out here. I only just arrived and decided to come out for something to do. I was here once years ago. I . . . I think those men followed me.” He hesitated, then added, “Why would they do that? And why are they trying to kill me?”

  Her intense eyes stared at him. She seemed to be trying to decide whether or not to believe him. Finally, she said, “They aren’t trying to kill you. They’re trying to kill me, and it’s not the first time.”

  She held up a hand as he started to speak. “You called me Sam,” she said. “Why?”

  “What do you mean? It’s your name, isn’t it?”

  “My name is Samantha. There’s only one person in the world who calls me Sam. That’s my father.” She glared at him. “He sent you here didn’t he?”

  He swore. So much for being undercover. He wondered just how badly her father had underestimated his daughter’s ability to take care of herself. There was nothing he could do but nod.

  She lowered her head. In a resigned voice, she said, “Mr. Majority Leader always has to be the one who makes the decisions. It’s why I don’t spend any more time in the States than I have to.” She put both hands to her face and pressed them against her eyes. “I never cared for that nickname, you know. Sam Graham. Sounds like some sort of wire service, though I guess I’ve gotten used to it.”

  She looked him up and down. “I suppose if he hired you, you must be good. I rather doubt you are any sort of . . . what did you call it? Geothermal researcher.”

  “Funny thing is, I am. It’s what I do now. But I was in the Secret Service for many years. That’s how your dad knew about me.”

  “It figures.”

  “So now that you know all about me, can I ask a couple of questions, since I’m supposed to be protecting you—at least until you tell me to take a hike.”

  “I just may do that,” she said, but he detected the hint of a smile around her eyes. “I suppose it’s stupid, really, given what’s just happened, not to be grateful that someone wants to help me.”

  “Some help. I led them straight to you and damn near got us both killed. We still may be. So . . . the obvious question is, why are they trying to kill you? You would appear to be a fairly undangerous-looking volcanologist going about her business. What gives?”

  ***

  Eva was washing dishes in her kitchen. The window looked out on a sidewalk and a small garden. About twenty feet away, she could see into the windows of the home next door. A new family had moved in. She hadn’t met them yet but thought it would only be a matter of time. Neighbors were cordial in Iceland.

  They appeared to be Iranian. Nothing unusual about that these days, though they certainly lived modestly. They weren’t the rich oil barons of late. More likely labor or help for the upper classes. There was a cute little boy of about eight and a daughter who looked like she was maybe sixteen. Eva had taken to waving at the girl whenever she came home from school. She was slim and pretty and had a dazzling smile.

  As she finished up the dishes, a school bus stopped at the corner and several kids got off. One was the Iranian girl. She hunched over her books and walked quickly down the sidewalk.

  Eva opened her window and called hello. The girl didn’t look at her or acknowledge her in any way. She disappeared inside. A moment later, Eva saw her through the open window of her bedroom.

  She started to turn away, when she heard a low wail. Looking back, she saw the girl hunched over, holding her stomach, and crying as she lay curled up on her bed.

  Eva stood in indecision. She didn’t know these people. But her heart went out to the girl. She was probably having a hard time in her new school. She watched until the crying stopped and the child seemed to go to sleep.

  Helga came over and stood beside her. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

  Eva nodded out the window. “Our new neighbor’s daughter isn’t happy.”

  Helga looked out at the still form across the way.

  “Life’s hard in a new home,” she said.

  “In a new country.”

  “In a new school.”

  Helga looked at her. She knew Eva. “You going to do something?”

  Eva shook her head. “Try not to be a busybody. That’s probably the last thing she needs.”


  Chapter Three

  August 5, 1940

  Reykjavik

  Fritz Kraus was the only German graduate student at the University of Iceland. He was also the only one studying the island’s geology. In just a week, he had to defend his PhD thesis on the geology and volcanology of the Laki chain.

  His interest in Iceland had come about as the result of a climbing trip several years earlier. He and a friend had gone ice climbing on one of the glaciers. The awe-inspiring beauty of the place hooked him, as had the geology. He was particularly intrigued by subglacial volcanoes. It was a new wonder, a terrain of earth-shaping powers, and Germany had nothing like it.

  He looked at his watch for the tenth time in annoyance. His Icelandic girlfriend, Greta, was late as usual. Then he saw her slip into the library and toss her blonde hair as she looked for him.

  His heart took the little leap it always did whenever he saw her. She was so damn beautiful. If he didn’t watch out, he might never return to Germany. That wouldn’t be good for his employment possibilities. Since the rise of the Nazis, Germans had not been looked upon favorably in Iceland. It had taken an extraordinary effort, along with letters of reference from several teachers back in Germany, to get him into the country to study in the first place.
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