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		Fall down seven times, stand up eight.

		—JAPANESE PROVERB

		He not busy being born is busy dying.

		—BOB DYLAN



		
			A Note on Icelandic Pronunciation

			Icelandic is a challenging language. Here’s a brief, unscientific guide to pronouncing some key names and places in the book. Emphasis is always on the first syllable, and the R is rolled.

			To avoid confusion, I’ve kept accent marks but omitted special characters not used in the English language. Apologies to Icelandic speakers for this gross oversimplification of your mother tongue, not to mention my inevitable mistakes.

			NAMES

			
				Eiríkur—EYEE-reh-kur

				Grímsson—GRIMS-son

				Óskar—OH-scar

				Eiríksson—EYEE-reeks-son

				Hjálmar—HYOUL-mar

				Bjarni—BYAR-nee

				Freyja—FREY-yah

				Axel—AHK-sel

				Ingo—ING-go

				Yrsa—IR-sah

				Thorvaldur—TOR-val-ther

			

			PLACES

			
				Reykjavík—REYK-ya-vik

				Seydisfjordur—SAY-this-fyur-ther

				Egilsstadir—EY-eel-stah-thir

				Mývatn—ME-vatn

				Akureyri—AK-oo-rai-ree

				Blönduós—BLUN-du-os

				Skagaströnd—SKA-ga-strond

				Vatnajökull—VAT-na-yo-kut

			

			OTHER

			
				Lögreglan—LOH-reh-glan

				Mathöll—MA-thull

				Bakarí—BAKK-er-ee
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			TWELVE MONTHS EARLIER

			Óskar wakes them both by jumping into their bed, a warm and wiggly bundle of excitement. Erik groans, and Sarah buries her head under the covers. It’s barely dawn, and the Air and Space Museum doesn’t open until ten, but Óskar doesn’t care. He wraps himself around his father’s neck. “Happy Sunday,” Óskar whispers loudly, seven years old and unable to contain himself. “Happy Family Day!”

			Sunday is Family Day, when Óskar gets to choose an activity they will all do together. For more Sundays than Erik cares to think about, the Air and Space Museum, with a food truck lunch on the Mall, has been Óskar’s choice. But Erik is still mixing batter for Family Day pancakes when Sarah’s phone rings with a work emergency. She gives Erik an apologetic look and runs upstairs to put on work clothes.

			Erik can’t face yet another Sunday fighting the tourists for a glimpse of the moon lander without her. Instead, he drops to his knees on the dirty kitchen floor. “Óskar,” he says, “I have an idea. What would you say to a Viking adventure in Rock Creek Park?” They have been reading Neil Gaiman’s book on Norse mythology together, and the big park has plenty of wild sections and epic landscapes.

			Óskar cheers and jumps around the house, climbing the furniture while Erik stuffs a backpack with sandwiches and extra clothes and a thermos full of hot chocolate, knowing that Óskar will happily wander all day if he’s warm and fed. December weather in Washington, D.C., is nothing for a pair of real Vikings.

			

			—

			After a long and muddy day of exploration, they arrive back home at the last unrestored town house in Adams Morgan. Óskar sprawls on the floor amid a chaos of Lego and buttery crusts of toast, while Erik stands at the open refrigerator, waiting for Sarah to text him back.

			It is unlike Sarah to ignore her phone. Erik reminds himself that his wife runs her own small cybersecurity company, and a client emergency could well be a very serious thing. She might not be home until midnight or later, and dinner won’t wait with a hungry boy in the house.

			Erik is the one who likes the predictable pleasures of domestic life. Sarah, on the other hand, thrives on emergencies. She still loves late nights dancing in clubs where the floors are sticky and the music is loud enough to lose yourself until daybreak. Erik is happy to be her designated driver because his pleasure comes from watching his brilliant, buttoned-down wife slam around the dance floor in ripped Levi’s and an ancient biker jacket, alarming the bartenders. On the wildest nights, she pulls him into the back of their minivan, where she frees him from the confines of his pants, then wiggles her tight and sweaty jeans down to her ankles to get him inside her with delicious and slightly alarming efficiency.

			His family, of course, loves Sarah’s wild side.

			Erik has chicken thighs braising and a green salad coming together when, to his surprise, Sarah bangs through the back door, her scuffed leather bag slung over one shoulder.

			As usual, Sarah’s crisp, professional look has come undone during the course of her workday. Her sandy hair falls free from its ponytail, wisps hovering around her forehead like stray thoughts. Her good wool coat is unbuttoned and the weight of her bag pulls her starched shirt askew and up the lush curve of her hips, making visible a crescent of pale skin at her waist.

			Erik always finds this aspect of his wife profoundly sexy. His plan is to put Óskar to sleep as soon as possible, pour her a drink to vanquish the day, and then do his utmost to kiss his wife out of her clothing. The calendar says she’s ovulating. Erik wants nothing more than another child.

			Yet when he steps in to press his lips to hers, she holds him back with a hand on his chest. Her eyes remain dark and he knows she has not yet resolved her emergency.

			“I need to show you something.” She slips her bag off her shoulder. “Where’s Óskar?”

			“Busy.” Erik tilts his head toward the tinkle of Lego and Óskar’s voice mumbling numbers in the living room. “What’s up?”

			Sarah sets her laptop on the counter and types in her long and complicated password, automatically positioning her body to shield her keystrokes from prying eyes. Nothing personal, Erik knows, just long habit and sensitive client materials. She doesn’t even use their home Wi-Fi, preferring a dedicated secure cell modem.

			Then she steps sideways to make room for him at the counter, but keeps her torso angled to block the view from the door to the dining room. The door Óskar would come through. She hits a key and a paused video frame comes up on the screen.

			It shows a dim room, two pale bodies entangled on a dark leather couch.

			She presses Play. The bodies begin to move. There is nothing remotely sexy about it. Erik can tell immediately that something is profoundly wrong.

			It takes him several moments, however, to realize exactly how wrong. The body on top is significantly larger than the body on the bottom. One is a grown man, his pants down to his knees. The other is just a girl. And she fights to get free.

			Erik turns from the screen. “Sarah, what is this?”

			“Wait.” She checks over her shoulder for their son. “Keep watching.”

			“I’d rather not.” Erik puts out a hand to block his view.

			“Watch,” she commands, and pulls his hand out of the way. The camera zooms in. The girl’s face is a mask of pain and terror. She looks very young. The man’s face is rapt, mesmerized by his own pleasure and power. He holds the girl down with a practiced grip on the back of her neck.

			Erik stabs out a finger and the video vanishes.

			Sarah touches a key and the video returns. Her voice is calm. “Look at him, Erik. Do you recognize him?”

			Erik blinks. He looks. He does recognize the man. He fumbles for the remote and turns on the small television in the corner of the kitchen. And there the man stands, as he does so often, on a futuristic set with his crisp haircut and a fresh shave and a microphone on his lapel, wearing a midnight suit and a blood-red tie.

			The same man in the video with the girl.

			That same face. Mouth moving, always talking, charming his viewers. Right now his topic is regional stability and the protection of American interests overseas, but Erik doesn’t hear a word. He can’t stand it. He feels sick to his stomach. He unplugs the TV and looks at Sarah.

			“Where on earth did this come from?”
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			PRESENT DAY

			Peter Ash woke, gasping for breath, from a dream of gunfire. He could still feel the desert heat on his skin, and the memory of spent powder lingered in his nose.

			Beside him, his elderly seatmate strained upward, one finger stabbing the call button overhead.

			Peter blinked away the nightmare, wondering what he’d said or done in his sleep. He was a tall, bony man with shaggy black hair, a tired face, and the thoughtful eyes of a werewolf five minutes before the change. His green hiking pants were frayed at the seams, his Counterbalance Brewing T-shirt ghosted with old stains.

			A beefy male flight attendant advanced up the aisle, broad face expressionless, hands open and ready. Watching him approach, Peter could tell the man had some physical training, and was probably tasked with controlling unruly passengers on this packed transatlantic flight.

			Peter raised a hand and caught the other man’s eye. “Sorry.” It was hard to get the words out, his throat choked with the panic raised by the memories still burned into his brain. His T-shirt was damp with sweat and his mouth was dry as a dust storm. “Just a bad dream. Give me a minute, I’ll be fine.”

			He bent to his bag stuffed under the seat and fumbled the flap as he dug for his pills. His seatmate had shrunk himself against the window, minimizing any contact. Passengers across the aisle were looking anywhere but at him.

			“Sir.” The flight attendant was almost on him. Peter’s chest was tight, his lungs fighting for air. The cabin of the wide-body jet closed in hard. His fingers closed on the prescription bottle and he straightened up.

			“I’m all right.” He tried to believe it. “I just need my meds.”

			He fumbled the top off and shook four of the small pink circles into his hand. Then he found the last intact mini bottle of Reyka vodka in his seat pocket, twisted it open, and swallowed hard, pushing the pills down.

			

			—

			The dreams were new.

			He’d come back from Iraq with claustrophobia bad enough to make living outside seem like a good idea. For more than a year, he’d slept alone under the stars or under a rain fly, high above the tree line of one mountain range or another, barely able to manage resupply in small-town grocery stores.

			The post-traumatic stress came from kicking in doors in Fallujah, he figured. All those weeks of fighting house to house, room to room, clearing insurgents one doorway at a time.

			Along with everything else he’d done.

			He called it the white static, that feeling of electric overdrive that sparked up his brainstem, calculating firing angles, searching for exits. Nerves jangling like bare electrodes under the skin, his chest so tight he couldn’t breathe, his fight-or-flight reflex gone into overdrive. When he first mustered out, he could only handle twenty minutes inside before the static turned into a full-blown panic attack.

			In the time since then, he’d found a way forward. He’d made friends with the static, in a way, and a start at a new life. He’d found a veterans’ group. He’d met a woman he didn’t deserve, a woman named June Cassidy.

			But he’d never had dreams, not like this. Not until after Memphis.

			Something had broken loose inside him there. Something he’d thought he had under control. Now it was roaming around in his head, knocking pictures off the walls, breaking the goddamn furniture.

			In retrospect, this trip was a bad idea. He’d been in a hurry, had booked his tickets for same-day travel. Seats were limited and the schedule was brutal. He’d started in Portland, Oregon, changed planes and airlines in Minneapolis, then done it again in New York.

			Long hours spent in the stale fluorescent clatter of airports, televisions blaring CNN and the Senate hearings at every turn.

			More long hours with his oversized frame jammed into undersized seats, trapped in a cigar tube at thirty-five thousand feet.

			His only exercise was pacing the aisles, his only sleep a few fitful naps. He’d hoped the Valium would help keep the white static at bay, but he’d been stuck inside for too long.

			The static was losing patience.

			The werewolf was coming.

			He touched the little screen on the seatback. The plane icon was over Greenland now. Only ninety minutes to Reykjavík, Iceland, in late December. Where it snowed or rained for days at a time and the sun never truly rose, only brightening the sky for a few hours at midday.

			He got up and went to the tiny restroom and splashed his face with water. He didn’t look at himself in the mirror. He knew he wouldn’t like what he saw there. On his way back to his seat, he plucked two more mini vodkas from the flight crew’s service area and tossed them down in one go.

			Maybe the dreams came from the Valium, fucking with him. It wasn’t supposed to be a long-term solution. He’d read up on the side effects, and they weren’t good. He sure as hell wasn’t supposed to be chasing it with vodka, although the pills alone had stopped working months ago.

			Maybe it was simply the price to be paid for getting back to some kind of meaningful work.

			Or maybe he was just running away.

			He told himself he’d quit the Valium once he got off the plane. He’d pick up his rental, find a place to park outside the city, and sleep it off, all of it. He had plenty of practice sleeping in a vehicle.

			For now, he closed his eyes and drifted.

			

			—

			The airport’s long, narrow halls were packed with people. Peter walked with the crowd to get his heavy pack and duffel, trying not to run, jumping out of his skin with the need to stand under the open sky and feel the wind on his face. Eight in the morning, and still dark outside. Daylight wouldn’t come for hours.

			At customs, the female agent behind the glass ran Peter’s passport under the scanner. He heard a beep and her cool eyes flickered up at him. “Please wait a moment.”

			In less than a minute, two uniformed agents appeared as if from thin air, a man and a woman. The man collected Peter’s passport from the scanner. “Sir, please come with us.”

			His English had just a trace of an accent. Sir became not quite shir, us became not quite ush, with a slight whistle to the sibilants. He was older than Peter, early fifties but slim in a crisp black uniform and fresh shave. His uniform had two tags, one in Icelandic on the right breast, LÖGREGLAN, and one on the left that read POLICE. There were no other markings of rank that Peter could see.

			The woman was younger than Peter, but not by much. Her tag read CUSTOMS.

			Peter took a deep breath and let it out. The white static crackled higher up his brainstem, vaporizing the haze of Valium and vodka. His nerves twanged like a dropped piano and sweat gathered between his shoulder blades. He wanted nothing more than to get outside. “What’s this about?”

			The man saw Peter’s rising tension and eased away from the woman, opening up the angles, giving himself room. He moved well enough, but he seemed unconcerned. There were a half-dozen other officers within view.

			If he’d known what Peter was capable of, the things Peter had done, the things Peter was contemplating at that very moment, he would have been worried as hell.

			The woman smiled with professional warmth. “Your name is Peter, right? I’m Sigrid. This is Hjálmar. Come with us for a moment, we’ll explain everything. Would you like a coffee?”

			Peter pulled in another long breath, then bent to pick up his duffel. He already wore the big pack slung over one shoulder. “Sure,” he said. “Coffee would be good.” Or a double bourbon, neat. Then another, washing down four more Valium.

			He needed to get the fuck out of there.

			They walked him through a door and down a hallway to a little kitchen alcove with a gleaming stainless-steel machine that could produce a dozen different coffee drinks with the push of a button. She made him an Americano. “Milk or sugar?” The mug was white ceramic, not paper, and warm in his hand. The coffee was better than he expected.

			Past the alcove, a bright yellow door opened to a plain white room. It was furnished with a long laminate table and six plastic chairs. Inexpensive stuff, but elegant, lightweight, durable. Interrogation room sponsored by Ikea.

			The man, Officer Hjálmar, held the door against the spring and the woman, Officer Sigrid, ushered Peter politely inside. Coffee in hand, he set his duffel on the table, then the pack. Officer Hjálmar followed and the door closed automatically behind.

			It was all very civilized.

			Peter thought about how hard it would be to kick his way through the wallboard. With his heavy leather hiking boots, not hard at all. His long leg muscles twitched. He wondered what might be on the other side.

			Officer Sigrid gave him the smile again, as if he were a customer rather than a detainee. “Peter, please, have a seat. How is your coffee?” She was sturdy in her black uniform, comfortable in her skin. Everything she said and did was designed to put Peter at ease. It didn’t work.

			Peter leaned against the wall. “Why am I here?”

			“I’m told you had some trouble on the airplane,” Officer Hjálmar said. “You were agitated. You shouted.”

			“I had a bad dream,” Peter said. “I’m starting to think I’m still having it.”

			“You’re sweating,” Hjálmar said. “Are you nervous about something?”

			“I have claustrophobia.” Peter hated having to explain it, the weakness it implied. “I get panic attacks in small spaces. Like airplanes. And official rooms with no windows.”

			The man looked at Peter. “I’m sorry.” Maybe some sympathy there, but he was still a cop. “Is that what the medication is for?”

			Peter pushed back the shame that washed over him. At his inability to control himself, his inability to live a normal life. Eight years a Recon Marine, the tip of the spear, more deployments than he cared to remember. He was proud of his service, but it had changed him. He was still trying to figure out what he’d become, or was becoming. A work in progress, goddamn it.

			But he had no use for sympathy.

			“The medication is none of your fucking business,” he said calmly. “Again, why am I here?”

			There was a knock on the yellow door. A female officer leaned in and said something in Icelandic. It was a beautiful language, sinuous and sibilant. That simple sentence sounded like poetry, Peter thought, even though he’d need two tongues to speak it.

			Then she left and a new man stepped in.

			He was plump, pink, and balding, one of those men who’d been middle-aged since he was seventeen. He wore a dark gray suit with a faint blue windowpane pattern that matched his pocket square and tie. He slung a long gray wool topcoat over a chair back and tucked both hands in his pockets. Not police or military, Peter thought. A civilian. And he’d always been a civilian. Peter could tell by the way he stood, the careless slouch of his shoulders. His soft, useless slick-soled shoes.

			The static sparked at the base of Peter’s brain, threatening to fill his head with lightning.

			He pushed down the urge toward action, that familiar fight-or-flight instinct. It wouldn’t help him, not now. Breathe in, breathe out.

			The civilian nodded at the officers. “Please. Continue.”

			Sigrid spoke. “What is the purpose of your visit?”

			Peter waved at the big pack filling a chair. “Hiking.”

			“In winter?” She turned on the smile. “You must be part Icelandic. You are signed up with a tour operator?”

			“No. I’m renting a car.”

			Hjálmar shook his head. “This is not like”—he consulted Peter’s passport—“your Wisconsin. Iceland can be quite dangerous, especially in winter.”

			“Don’t underestimate Wisconsin.” Peter smiled for the first time. “And I don’t mind dangerous, either.”

			The civilian frowned. The two customs officers exchanged glances.

			“Have you come here to die?” Hjálmar sounded concerned for the first time. “Suicide by glacier, or hypothermia? Because we don’t want to put our rescue teams at risk, trying to save you.”

			“I don’t want to die,” Peter said. “I just want to get outside these walls, see some country. What’s the problem?”

			The civilian spoke a second time. “Let’s see what’s in his baggage, shall we?” He didn’t sound Icelandic. He sounded American, maybe from the East Coast. Several generations of private schools and private clubs and a long history of getting what he wanted distilled into a smug, nasal honk.

			Peter said, “Who are you?”

			The civilian looked amused. “That’s not important,” he said. “The luggage, please.”

			The customs officers glanced at each other again.

			The man nodded once, just slightly, but he didn’t like it.

			The woman went to Peter’s pack, popped the buckles, loosened the straps. She began to lay out his things on the table. Tent, poles, fly. Stove and pot. Sleeping bag and pad. All the other things he’d need to survive alone in open country. All of it excellent quality and well used. She laid out everything neatly. She left the folded silver emergency blanket and fifty-foot coil of Kevlar-core rope in the top compartment.

			“The duffel as well.”

			The woman set her jaw but moved the bag to a chair and opened the zipper.

			There was something odd here, Peter thought. These cops were annoyed. They didn’t like taking this soft man’s orders any more than Peter liked being in that room.

			This wasn’t about some panic attack on the plane.

			Sigrid pulled out more hiking gear, along with town clothes and the carry-on he’d shoved inside at baggage claim, a simple day pack with his laptop and charger, a thin insulated jacket, a Ziploc bag of homemade granola bars, his travel documents, his pills, and a few books.

			She held up the books. “You are a reader?” Peter nodded. Sigrid smiled. “Iceland is a nation of readers.”

			Inside his guidebook, she found a photo of a man holding a mop-headed boy in his arms like a happy sack of potatoes. The boy was seven, loose-limbed and cheerful with dirty knees. He looked away from the camera as if already planning for his next mud puddle. The man was thirty-three, with a bushy blond beard and a face as empty as a stone. His deep-set eyes seemed too blue to be real.

			The civilian stepped forward and tapped the photo with his index finger. “Who’s this?”

			“A friend,” Peter said. “Cute kid, isn’t he?”

			The civilian’s frown deepened, his lips like squirming pink worms. He held out his hand. “Give me your phone.”

			“I don’t think so. I’d like some answers.”

			The civilian was definitely unhappy now. “Here’s an answer for you,” he said. “You are not welcome in Iceland. Unfortunately for you, there are no available seats back to the States until late afternoon, the day after tomorrow.” He took an envelope from his jacket pocket. “Here is your ticket. You will be on that plane. These officers will see to your safety and comfort until that time, and they will escort you to your seat.”

			With the flight, that meant three more days stuck inside. Peter felt the static crackle and rise, pushing at the boundaries of his control. But he wasn’t going to lose his shit in front of this asshole. He ignored the ticket envelope. “On whose authority, exactly?”

			“It’s unofficial.” The civilian gave Peter a tight smile. “But real nonetheless. You are persona non grata here. Go home.”

			Breathe in, breathe out. Peter looked at the customs cops. “He can do this?”

			They glanced at each other a third time. If something passed between them, Peter didn’t see it.

			Officer Hjálmar said, “In fact that is a bit unclear. We will require written confirmation from your superior.”

			“Cut the shit,” the civilian said. “You have verbal orders. Do as you’re told.”

			It was the wrong response. Hjálmar’s face betrayed no emotion. He simply shrugged. His voice was mild. “There are procedures for these things. Forms must be filled out.”

			Peter suppressed a smile. Insistence on standard procedure was the most elegant form of bureaucratic resistance. As a Marine lieutenant, Peter had used the tactic himself, although not as often as he’d stomped procedure into the dirt in pursuit of his mission and the safety of his men.

			“We have no reason to detain him,” Officer Sigrid said. “To our knowledge, Mr. Ash has committed no crime. You can see he’s in discomfort. He says he’s claustrophobic, having a panic attack.”

			“And you believe him?” Anger and frustration radiated off the pink civilian like an IED’s afterglow. The envelope trembled, just slightly, in his manicured hand. Peter wasn’t sure why the man was so worked up. He wasn’t the one being kicked out of the country.

			“We do things a bit differently in Iceland,” said Officer Sigrid. “We have a great deal of respect for the rights of the individual and the rule of law. We do not detain people without proper cause.”

			“You should see his file,” the pink civilian said. “You’d feel differently.”

			“But you have chosen not to share that information with us,” Officer Hjálmar said.

			“This request is unofficial. From one nation to another.”

			“It is extremely unofficial,” Officer Hjálmar said. “We will honor your request that he leave the country. But lacking written orders from our superiors, Mr. Ash will not be detained today.” He took the envelope with the ticket. “We will collect his rental car and hotel information. If he does not report here, to our office, four hours before the flight, we will dispatch officers to collect him.”

			The civilian burned hotter. He took his phone from his pocket. “Give me five minutes.”

			Officer Sigrid turned to Peter. “Perhaps you should pack your things.”

			Into his phone, the civilian said, “Get me the head of the customs police. Yes, even better, the national police commissioner.” He listened, his back to Peter and the officers. “Then get his goddamn cell phone and forward me there. Now.”

			Peter tucked his equipment back into place with the efficiency of long practice. Sigrid took out a notebook and pen. Her smile was still professional, but now it held true amusement. “Your contact information?”

			Peter gave her his cell number. “I don’t have a hotel room yet.” Or plans to get one.

			A phone rang. He turned to watch Officer Hjálmar remove his phone from his belt and raise it to his ear. “Já, Hjálmar.”

			The civilian turned and stared, the phone lowered from his ear. “You’re the national police commissioner?”

			Hjálmar put his phone away. “Iceland is a small country. Your request is unusual. We take these matters quite seriously.”

			The pink civilian was turning red. “Do you know who is behind this request?”

			“Unfortunately, no. Not officially.” Hjálmar turned to Peter and held out his passport and the envelope with the plane ticket. “I will walk you out.”

			

			—

			
			Hjálmar led Peter past the glass booths and into the airport’s modest main hall. Through the glass walls of the atrium, Peter could see snow swirling bright under powerful lights. The white static crackled in response. Sometimes standing by a big window helped the claustrophobia, but Peter was well beyond that point.

			It was after ten in the morning and the sky was barely beginning to brighten. Peter was exhausted and hungry and impatient. He wanted badly to walk outside. Hell, he wanted to run. But he held himself there, taking deep breaths. He knew they weren’t quite done yet.

			Hjálmar watched Peter carefully. “I hope I haven’t made a mistake.”

			“You haven’t.” Peter stuck out his hand. “I’m Peter. What do I call you?”

			“Hjálmar, please.” They shook hands. “We are informal here.”

			“Who’s the guy in the suit?”

			“Someone connected to your embassy.” The man adjusted his shoulders, as if working out some kink in his back. “There is some weight behind their request. Eventually my government will be forced to honor it. If you do not return when you are due, we will collect you. And we will not be gentle.”

			Peter nodded. “I’ll try to behave myself. But I still don’t get why I’m not in a holding cell.”

			A smile flickered across Hjálmar’s face. “Icelanders are independent people,” he said. “We do not like being told what to do.”

			“Huh.” Peter watched the snow blowing sideways, drifts gathering in unlikely places. “Me neither.”

			“You were in the military.” Not a question.

			“I was a United States Marine,” said Peter. “Still am, I guess. It’s not something that leaves you.”

			Hjálmar nodded. “I was a ground observer with Norway in the first Iraq war. I had to go, I couldn’t help myself. All these years later, I still remember the burned-out Iraqi tanks, the smell of their dead drivers and gunners. Like roasted meat inside a cast-iron pot.”

			The static foamed and sparked. Peter needed to breathe open air. “Did you become a vegetarian?”

			“No,” Hjálmar said, “I became a policeman. So I am asking. What is in your file that would concern me?”

			“You? Probably nothing.”

			“Then why don’t they want you here?”

			“Honestly? I have no idea.” For the moment, it was the truth. “Are we done?”

			“Yes. I’ll see you in two days.”

			Peter smiled. “Not if I see you first.”

			Then he stepped forward and the double glass doors slid wide and he walked into the biting, sunless cold. The hard wind in his face and the icy snow falling down the back of his neck felt like some kind of gift.
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			Despite the weather, Peter wasn’t ready to get back into a vehicle just yet. He fished his phone from his pocket and sent a text.

			Landed in Reyk. Someone from the U.S. Embassy wants me sent home, won’t say why. I’m due back on a plane in 48 hours. Any ideas?

			With the time change, it was six a.m. in Maryland. He wasn’t expecting a response. But his phone buzzed immediately.

			My husband is well connected at State. I’ll look into it. But please don’t let anyone stop you.

			Will do.

			Peter walked his bags to the taxi stand and knocked on the window of a Renault station wagon. “Iceland 4x4 Rentals? On, uh—”

			“Já, I know it.” The driver started the motor without looking at Peter. The rear cargo hatch floated up. “Thirty minutes.” The taxi’s front passenger side had a pair of tall rubber boots in the footwell and a hardback book on the seat, obviously not space for passengers.

			Peter stowed his gear. The static didn’t mind a windshield, but it didn’t like the enclosure of a back seat. So Peter climbed in and stuck his face to the window, getting as close to the world as he could.

			The blowing snow and limited visibility didn’t slow the driver. He had his wipers on high and the pedal down. The landscape was flat and white and barren of trees and visible vegetation. The sky had begun to brighten slightly, as if dawn was coming, but was still some way off. There wasn’t much traffic. After four crowded airports, three flying sardine cans, and one detention room, Iceland felt blissfully empty.

			Peter had skimmed the guidebook on the plane, trying to figure out what to expect. The island nation was the size of Maine, but with a quarter of the population: only three hundred thirty thousand people. More than two hundred thousand of those lived in and around Reykjavík, the capital city, in the southwestern section of Iceland.

			Reykjavík itself was fairly temperate, because the Gulf Stream’s North Atlantic Current carried warm ocean water up from the Caribbean to northern Europe. In winter, the book said, Reykjavík actually got as much rain as it did snow. Iceland also sat at the junction of two tectonic plates, which helped warm the island further, and created a surplus of geothermal energy, hot springs, and volcanoes.

			The northern part of Iceland, on the other hand, could get snow year-round, and the high mountain interior was filled with glaciers. Big sections were accessible only a few months a year, if at all. And Iceland’s weather was unpredictable. Powered by strong Arctic winds, major storms could develop anywhere in a matter of hours, no matter the season.

			The driver made a right into a rambling, piecemeal industrial park. He hadn’t spoken since Peter got in the car. They passed sheet-metal buildings set among storage lots filled with rusted fishing equipment and concrete building components and rows of tiny prefab cabins sitting on blocks, waiting for a crane to load them on a flatbed. Few lights shone. Other than the taxi, nothing moved. It felt like midnight, rather than almost midday.

			The rental agency was in the oldest, shabbiest section, a dented steel shed with a variety of four-wheel-drive vehicles parked haphazardly around it. The taxi meter read fifteen thousand krónur, which was about a hundred and twenty dollars. Peter was glad it wasn’t his money. He paid the driver, then dragged his gear out of the car. The driver pulled away. All told, he hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words the entire trip.

			The rental office was plain, stifling, and close, with only a single small window. A door opened to a big garage section where an air wrench shrieked. The static rose up and filled Peter’s head. It took everything he had to stay at the counter.

			The rental agent was a young guy in a blue-and-white Iceland World Cup stocking cap and an oversized quilted flannel shirt. He wiped grease from his hands with a rag as he talked Peter through the paperwork. The agency provided coverage for gravel damage, he said, but river crossings and wind damage were Peter’s responsibility.

			Peter raised his eyebrows. “Wind damage?”

			“Yes. Always park facing into the weather, so the wind doesn’t bend the doors back. That’s an expensive repair.” He handed Peter a single key on a ring with no identifying information. “Your vehicle is outside,” he said. “The white Mitsubishi Pajero on the left. Please remember that it requires diesel fuel. The wrong fuel is a very expensive repair.” He gestured toward the door. “Safe travels.”

			

			—

			Reykjavík proper was crowded with traffic and pedestrians. A small cluster of glass-clad towers crowded the waterfront, and a cruise ship sat in the harbor. Clusters of construction cranes rose high, and modern new apartment buildings grew on the lower reaches of the old city. Packs of tourists in expensive new parkas wandered aimlessly through the snow, standing in curious clumps with their shopping bags. Iceland was booming.

			Peter parked the Mitsubishi on a busy street in front of a bakery, used a credit card to feed the meter, crossed at the light, and walked uphill into the old city.

			He’d spent a lot of time overseas, but most of that was in combat zones. He drank in the flavor of this peaceful, prosperous foreign city. The snowy streets were narrow and clogged with traffic. The buildings got smaller and older as he climbed the hill, breathing in the open air. Oddly, the proportions of some buildings were very much like the barns in northern Wisconsin, where Scandinavian immigrants had settled. Heavily customized 4x4 vehicles lined the side roads, Jeeps and Toyotas and strange European campers, many of them vintage, often parked halfway up on the skinny sidewalks. In this fashionable European city, they looked like improvised moon rovers.

			The fatigue that always followed the receding static tugged at him like rocks in his pockets. The long trip with little sleep didn’t help. At a tiny coffee shop on a cobblestone courtyard, he sat under a narrow overhang to sip his rapidly cooling espresso while the snow swirled around him. With the low heavy clouds and the snow, the sky hadn’t gotten any brighter. He wondered if this was all the daylight he would get.

			He rode the wave of caffeine through a maze of narrow side streets to a hand-lettered sign on the side of a building. SNORRI’S RAVE CAVE. Below the sign, stone steps led down below street level. Swirls of brightly colored paint covered the concrete walls of the stairwell. At the bottom, a dented steel door, electric green, glowed faintly in the subterranean shadow. Another sign screwed to the door gave the hours: 20:00–???

			That was eight p.m., six hours away. He tried the knob, but it was locked. He rapped on the door with his knuckles. The dull sound seemed to disappear into the falling snow. No answer. He took the rental key from his pocket and used the steel to sharpen his knock. Still no answer.

			He found an outfitter’s shop, where he bought a better sleeping bag, good to twenty below. His old gear was still sound, but Iceland seemed to call for an upgrade, and his choices would likely narrow significantly once he left Reykjavík.

			Exercise always helped with the static, so he walked the city with his shopping bags, working his travel-stiff muscles on the hills. His stomach growled and he realized he hadn’t eaten since the day before, so he stopped for a bowl of Thai noodles and chicken from a takeout window and ate standing in the street. Finally he walked down to the Mitsubishi and drove along the harbor road until he found a half-empty parking lot sheltered from the traffic noise by a wide earthen berm.

			The espresso wore off as he drove, leaving him in a black pit of exhaustion. The drifting airplane unconsciousness of Valium and vodka wasn’t the same as real sleep. It had been too long since he’d had a full night’s rest without gunfire dreams.

			The Pajero was a full-sized SUV with the boxy feel and diesel rattle of a truck. The rental company had removed the back seats and converted the vehicle into a kind of camper, with a slim plywood storage shelf, a hinged tabletop, and a little couch that unfolded into a bed. It was a small space, more like a two-man tent than anything else, but even with all his gear, there was enough room for Peter to stretch out comfortably. He cracked the windows for ventilation, then kicked off his boots and rolled into his new sleeping bag. The view was of the swirling snow and dimly lit sky. The wind howled in his ears like something wild.

			He closed his eyes, hoping he was too tired to dream.

			Knowing that it didn’t matter. He would dream anyway.
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			The dream was always the same.

			Peter stood in a dusty street, binoculars fixed on the face of a small brown man with sad eyes and a thick black mustache. The man sat behind the wheel of a faded blue Toyota Camry rolling toward a makeshift checkpoint at the edge of Sadr City, an impoverished Baghdad neighborhood at the heart of the insurgency.

			The afternoon air was still and thick. It tasted of burned metal and raw, rotting meat.

			Four of Peter’s Marines stood sweating in full battle dress by a pair of Humvees parked in a V, blocking the road, waving at the Camry to stop. It was make-work duty, designed to keep Peter’s Recon platoon occupied until their next real mission. The sad-eyed driver was coming too fast. This was a year into the insurgency, and the driver should have known to slow down. More than that, Peter’s Marines shouldn’t even have been there.

			When the driver was a hundred meters out, Big Jimmy Johnson stepped from behind the hood of his Humvee, M4 slung and hands held palms-out, knowing the riflemen and turret gunner behind him would have his back. Big Jimmy smiled his big peacemaking smile, a smile so wide and infectious that it made hardened insurgents smile back out of pure human recognition. Peter had thought more than once that, if every U.S. servicemember had Jimmy’s smile, the insurgency would have been over before it started.

			No matter that they shouldn’t have been fighting that wrong war in the first place. The weapons of mass destruction didn’t exist. All those people dead for nothing.

			The sad-eyed driver got closer. He put a hand up. He said something, nobody knew what. His eyes got wide. But he didn’t slow down.

			Big Jimmy shouted. Raised his rifle. Made it clear in word and deed that the man should stop or there would be consequences. Bad things would happen. The driver got closer. A voice came through Peter’s earpiece. “Lieutenant? Do we fire?”

			The sad-eyed driver became more agitated. He took his other hand off the wheel and waved his arms. He wore a pale button-down shirt with short sleeves. His face was freshly shaven. He shouted. He didn’t slow down.

			Behind his own Humvee, Peter kept his binoculars on the man’s face. A car bomb had hit an Army checkpoint the day before. Another had blown up a Sunni market that morning. The sad-eyed man still didn’t stop. “He’s too close,” Peter said. “Okay to fire. Light that fucker up. Repeat, light him up.”

			The Marines fired their M4s. The windshield filled with impact stars, but the dusty Camry kept coming. When the turret gunner let loose with the fifty-cal, the deep thumping sound was almost physical in the thick, foul air. The Camry shook on its springs as it turned into Swiss cheese. Steam came from the punctured radiator. It wasn’t until the tires were shreds and the engine died that the car finally lurched to a stop.

			There was no bomb. It turned out that the Camry’s brakes didn’t work. Later, Peter discovered that the driver was a Sunni, facing death threats from his Shia neighbors. He was fleeing his home, scared out of his mind, reacting poorly, in a car that, once started, didn’t want to stop.

			His young wife and two small children were huddled out of sight in the back seat. Probably so his neighbors would think he was just going to work, and not frag everyone in the car.

			They had died anyway.

			Peter had given the order and a family had died.

			The driver hadn’t even slowed down. It was a righteous call, by the book. Nobody had questioned it. Until the dreams started, after Memphis, Peter had barely remembered it.

			How many calls like this had he made? How many more innocents had died in that dumb fucking war? How many children?

			At the time, Peter hadn’t wanted to learn their names. He didn’t want to make it personal. He was doing his job. They all were.

			It was personal, anyway.

			When you take a human life, whether through action or inaction, how could it be otherwise?

			The honest truth was that Peter hadn’t hated the war when he was fighting it. He was often desperate or exhausted or scared shitless, but once he’d reconciled himself to the fact that he could die at any moment, his war had changed. It became a place to test himself, to improve his skills. He’d signed up to fight for his country, but that was before it all went bad. Then his mission became to protect his men. Get them home alive.

			No, the real honest truth was that, more often than not, he’d fucking loved the war. Standing with his brother Marines, armed and armored before an assault, amped up and focused and ready to take the fight to the bad guys. Wordless patrols through the corn along the Tigris while the insects screamed. Night drops into the dry, bony mountains of Afghanistan, with Pakistan just over the next ridgeline. The beauty of pink tracers curving through the darkness as the remains of his platoon huddled behind a crumbling stone house, praying for the bombers to save their asses before the flankers eliminated their cover. High as a kite on terror and adrenaline.

			He’d felt alive, then. Well and truly alive.

			But that was then.

			Civilian life wasn’t the same. Not at all.

			Of course, civilian life wasn’t supposed to give you nightmares, either.

			A VA doctor had prescribed him the Valium. The VA loved their drugs.

			The Valium helped, until it didn’t. It was a tranquilizer in the benzodiazepine family, and it was easy to build up a tolerance. It was also addictive.

			Now, he woke sweating in the cold dark truck, wondering how many more faces would swim up out of the past to visit his dreams.
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			The snow was falling faster when Peter left the Mitsubishi to walk the narrow, winding streets of Reykjavík. The wind pulled on his coat, but a warm yellow glow poured through shop windows and restaurant doorways, illuminating the old city in reflected light. Tourists in enormous parkas and locals in wool sweaters headed out for drinks and dinner. Peter’s stomach growled again. You burned more calories sleeping in a cold car than in a warm bed.

			The sign above the steps to Snorri’s Rave Cave was lit now, too. Black lights in the cracked concrete stairwell made the painted walls glow in luminescent swirls that grew more vivid with each descending step. The steel door at the bottom shone an unearthly green. Peter tried the handle again. This time, the door opened.

			He found a low, darkened vestibule with an unmanned coat check and an empty doorman’s podium. A red velvet rope hung from two metal stands, blocking the entryway to the club. Peter kept his coat, stepped over the rope and down another flight of stairs. The static foamed up his brainstem. He hoped he could find his guy quickly. Peter had never been a nightclub person. Now less than ever.

			From the entrance, Peter had thought Snorri’s Rave Cave would be small, but at the bottom of the steps he found a large, high-ceilinged space, several large rooms connected by wide, arched openings. The basements of multiple adjoining buildings had been dug deeper and merged. The original rough foundation stones were exposed, but they somehow stood atop crisp new concrete walls, the lines of the steel forms still visible. Standup tables ringed the room. Rope lights hung from the ceiling in wild, tangled loops.

			The static sparked higher. It didn’t like the windowless club, or the way the arched openings between the joined spaces limited his sight lines. He felt its pressure at the base of his skull, the muscles of his shoulders and back and neck tightening with the tension. He found himself checking the corners and scouting the exits, as if he’d find an insurgent with an AK hiding behind one of the long leather couches. He clenched his teeth against the static’s rising insistence. He’d been getting better, goddamn it.

			It was barely eight o’clock and the house lights were still bright. The dance floor was huge. Concrete mixed with broken glass, then polished to a fine sheen, glittered underfoot. At the far end, a DJ with a shaved head and a long, braided beard assembled his equipment on a raised platform. The heavy bass and insistent rhythms of electronic dance music poured from high speaker towers.

			A wooden bar ran down one side of the room, where a pair of bartenders in crisp white tuxedo shirts chatted with early customers, and two barbacks methodically stocked the coolers. Peter put his elbow on the polished oak and caught a bartender’s eye.

			“I’m looking for Bjarni,” he called over the music.

			“There are many Bjarnis.” The square-shouldered young bartender reminded Peter a bit of the well-fed farm boys he’d grown up with. Except for the fat gold ring in one ear, along with the stylized black tattoos peeking out from under the rolled-up sleeves of his tuxedo shirt, which made him look like a pirate dressed for the prom. He wore his straw-blond hair short on the sides and long on top, not a great look in Peter’s opinion. Maybe it was a Viking thing. His square, clean-shaven face was polite and uninterested. “Which one?”

			“Bjarni Bergsson. He works here, right?”

			Peter only had a year-old photo of a face blond-bearded to the eyeballs and half-hidden in a long tangle of hair, with a prominent black metal nose ring. He’d looked on social media for others, but there were half a dozen of Bjarni Bergssons in Reykjavík. He wasn’t sure if Bjarni still worked at the club, but if not, maybe his former coworkers might know where to find him.

			“Why do you want this Bjarni?”

			“It’s personal. About his family.”

			The bartender swiped his hair out of his eyes with a practiced hand. “You are American?”

			Peter nodded. “Is he here?”

			The bartender glanced over his shoulder down the bar, then turned back to Peter. “He’s late. But he should be here soon.” He had the same soft, sibilant Icelandic accent. “If you are staying, cover charge is two thousand.” About twenty dollars. “The club will fill soon. Beautiful women, great music. Dancing.”

			Peter would rather be on June Cassidy’s front porch, watching the stars and listening to the wind in the trees, but that was a wide ocean and a continent away. “Sure.” He took four of the colorful Icelandic bills from his wallet and held them out. “Two thousand for the cover charge. Another six for you to point out Bjarni when he gets here.” If the static let him stay that long.

			The bartender nodded again, slipped the money into a pocket, and walked down the bar to the taps. A minute later, he came back with a pale, foaming pint. The inside of his right arm was covered with a large tattoo of a stylized Viking sword. A tattooed shield covered the other. “Our special Icelandic bitter,” he said. “No charge. Our most popular beer.”

			“Thanks.” Peter took a sip. It was definitely bitter, and strangely foamy, but also pretty good. Peter took a longer sip. He was hungry and thirsty. The beer would help with both, for a while. Drinking a single beer wasn’t the same as draining a half-dozen airline bottles of vodka, was it?

			There was a noise at the entrance as a dozen people clattered down the stairs. The women were dressed in sleek skirts and glittery tops that bared their arms and shoulders. The men wore tight jeans and shiny shirts and pointy-toed shoes. They were much younger than Peter, with sculptural hair. A doorman in a white tuxedo shirt and a black bow tie met them at the velvet rope to collect money and stamp their hands. The music got louder.

			The house lights dimmed and the hanging ropes lit in a chaos of color. More people crowded in, talking and laughing. They were all better-looking than Peter, too. They probably didn’t have so many scars. He guessed they weren’t fighting static like white phosphorus in their heads, either.

			Peter had never been a young adult, not really. He’d worked construction for his father and uncle all through high school. After that, he was a scholarship student at Northwestern, working his ass off during summers to make food and rent money for the year. Then he’d signed up for the Marines after the towers came down, and spent the next eight years in the fight.

			No wonder he was having trouble figuring out what to do with himself now that it was over.

			He drained his beer. The bartender brought him another, just as bitter and foamy. Peter looked at him with raised eyebrows. The bartender shook his head. “No Bjarni.” Peter could barely hear him over the sound system.

			The music got louder still. Peter could feel the thump of the bass against his skin. The house lights faded to black and lasers flickered on, narrow beams strobing across the ceiling. Peter put his back to the polished wood of the bar and watched as the growing crowd began to edge onto the dance floor. He saw luminescent chemical glow sticks ignite one by one as people cracked the seals and shook them, blurring bright in their hands. The DJ called out and the music changed, speeding up.

			Then, as if someone had flipped a switch, everyone began to dance.

			

			—

			Somewhere near the bottom of his second beer, Peter realized he was feeling better. The static was still there, but its pressure had receded without his noticing. The music was growing on him. His head was lighter than it should have been from a few pints of beer, although not in a bad way. He felt clear as a windowpane. He probably should get something to eat.

			The club had gotten warm.
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