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Chapter One

 


Vanessa woke stiff and
sore, lying on a cold, hard surface. I’m
on the ground. She deduced this without
even opening her eyes. She was lying on her side, her cheek pressed
into—ice? Snow? Whatever it was, the entire left side of her face
was numb. Her ribs hurt.

What the hell did I do
last night?

With an almighty heave, she rolled
onto her back. Her arm had been twisted beneath her and it
throbbed. Though she suspected alcohol to be the reason for her
current state of affairs, she didn’t have a hangover. Or at least,
she didn’t seem to. No pounding head or queasy stomach. She was a
little thirsty, but apart from aching and shivering from being on
the ground, she felt fine.

She opened her eyes.

Slate gray clouds hung above her, low
enough it seemed she could reach out and touch them. The wind
ruffled her hair, which was scattered across her face in matted
tangles. She pushed it away and blinked. The light, despite being
dull, felt over-bright and made her wince, like she’d been in a
dark room for too long.

Somewhere nearby, muffled by the wind,
she heard a voice. No, two voices. Men, talking.

She lifted her head and looked
around.

What she saw baffled her even more
than waking up to find herself on the ground. To say the view was
shocking would be an understatement. The land around her was rocky
and muddy with patches of green, but it ended in the short
distance. Beyond was a broad expanse of water, a few shades darker
than the sky. On the horizon was an undulating line of
mist-shrouded mountains. Or, maybe they were just hills. They
looked too small to be mountains.

This isn’t
Reykjavik.

Or was it?

During her short stay in Iceland she’d
discovered the scenery could shift from civilization to wild,
awe-inspiring countryside quite rapidly. But, where were her
friends?

Two men stood near her feet. They were
tall—or, they just looked tall because she was currently on the
ground. One was blond and probably in his mid-twenties, the other a
young man with dark hair, perhaps a teenager.

They spoke Icelandic, but she swore
she could understand them, so maybe they were also speaking
English. She couldn’t possibly be translating, because beyond a
handful of common phrases and random words she’d learned to make
this trip easier, she didn’t speak Icelandic.

Her vision blurred. Maybe
she was hungover.
She struggled to hear them over the wind.

“…where she came
from…”

“…would have missed her on
the boat…”

“…if we should be
worried…”

Neither of them looked at her, but
instead were glancing nervously around, as though spooked by the
situation. She supposed she might feel the same if she found a
random girl passed out in the middle of apparent
nowhere.

She pushed herself up on her elbows
and sat up. Her back ached. Her neck was stiff. She looked down at
herself and cringed. Her clothes were filthy. She also realized it
wasn’t snow or ice her cheek had been pressed against, but cold,
sticky mud. It was caked in her hair and smeared down her neck.
None of this made sense. She wasn’t a heavy drinker. She had never
in her life gotten so drunk she couldn’t remember the night before.
She sure as hell had never passed out on the ground.

The two men were still ignoring
her.

She grimaced. “Hey.”

They stopped talking and looked at
her.

The blond one’s curls
fluttered against his forehead. He had a chiseled, clean-shaven
face, and the sharp slope of his nose and rounded point of his chin
gave him an unconventional attractiveness, as did his pale blue
eyes. He was what her friend, Jessica, would call
a hottie with character.
The other one had long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, his
eyes dark as well. He couldn’t be much past eighteen. Both wore
boots and jeans and were wrapped in thick wool sweaters of typical
Icelandic fashion: the zig-zag patterned ring around the shoulders,
the front zippered.

Just her luck, to wake up from her
first-ever blackout, disgusting and covered in mud, in front of two
hot guys.

“Um.” She shifted from
side to side, trying to peel her ass off the cold ground. “Hi, I’m
Vanessa. Vanessa Evanston?” She had no idea why she said this. Like
they were going to proclaim, “Ah, yes!
Vanessa Evanston, of the Connecticut Evanstons!”

The blond one knelt in front of her.
He didn’t look repulsed, just worried. “Vanessa. How did you get
here?” He spoke English for certain now, though it was with a thick
Icelandic accent.

She stared at him a moment, woozy. His
eyes were so clear she could almost see the surrounding water in
them. The gray light washed out his skin but made his face
distinct. He wasn’t just a hottie with character, he was downright
handsome as hell. “I … was hoping you could tell me that.” She
tried to stop staring into his eyes. “I don’t remember.”

The younger one stepped closer. “Are
you American?” His accent was not Icelandic. Irish, she thought,
though she wasn’t an expert on accents.

“Yes, I’m here with my
friends on vacation.” Panic slowly began to replace confusion as
her dominant emotion. “Where’s my purse? And my phone?” She patted
the ground around her. “Where are my friends? Are they
here?”

Handsome Guy narrowed his eyes. “Where
were you last night? What do you remember?”

This was surreal. Maybe she was still
passed out and having some crazy dream, brought on by one too many
cocktails. “I was in Reykjavik.” She continued looking around. “But
this isn’t Reykjavik, is it?” More cringing ensued on her part. “I
didn’t go home with you guys last night, did I?”

That seemed out of
character for her as well. She could barely flirt, let alone pick
up a guy, let alone pick up two
guys. She didn’t typically drink or carouse in a
way that would put her in this situation, so it was utterly
bizarre.

“No,” Younger One said.
“We just found you out here a few minutes ago.”

“Where is here?” she
asked.

“Grímsey.” Handsome Guy
was still gazing at her in concern. “It’s an island. The only way
out here is by boat.”

She struggled to remember the
geography of Iceland. She’d been in love with the island for years
and they’d made a detailed itinerary of places to visit before the
trip. Grímsey sounded familiar, and then it struck her. “Isn’t that
up north, near the Arctic Circle?” She boggled at him. “It’s the
northernmost point in Iceland or something.” They’d been debating
going there just to say they’d visited it.

Handsome Guy shook his head. “This is
a different Grímsey, in Kaldrananeshreppur.” He pointed across the
water. “That’s Drangsnes.” In the distance, on the mainland, were
rows of buildings and houses, what appeared to be a small
town.

None of those mouth-filling words
sparked any recognition.

Younger One’s gaze pierced her. “We’re
in the Westfjords.”

That rang a bell. An area
also up north. Way up north. “How far are we from Reykjavik?” She almost didn’t
want to know the answer. Dread filled the spaces inside her where
panic had not yet taken root.

Handsome Guy looked up at Younger One.
“About, say … 250 kilometers?”

“A hundred and fifty-five
miles,” Younger One supplied, apparently for her American
benefit.

Terror swept through her, though
thankfully she was so stunned she didn’t immediately leap to her
feet and start screaming. “How the hell did I get here?” She looked
to the heavy clouds, as if they held the answer.

Horrible possibilities presented
themselves. She could have been drugged and abducted. Her missing
purse suggested she was at least robbed. Why would they dump her so
far away from where they picked her up, though? Her stomach turned
as she also wondered if she’d been violated. However, her clothes,
though dirty, were in place, even her boots, and she didn’t feel …
anything like that down there.

“What’s the last thing you
remember?” Handsome Guy tenderly touched her calf. “What were you
doing last night?”

She swallowed. Her throat
was tight and dry. “I was at a bar with my two friends, in the 101
District, in Reykjavik.” As she tried to recall the previous
evening, she found the memory strangely faded, as though it
happened a long time ago. “We came here for a week to sightsee, and
we ended our trip in Reykjavik. We were dancing. I was only on my
second drink. I don’t drink that much, not enough to end up passed
out somewhere.” Again, she felt queasy. She had to have been drugged.

The two men stared at her, their
demeanor so intense it made her feel like she was being
interrogated.

“It was stuffy inside the
bar.” She struggled to connect the dots. “I went outside to get
some air and I—I don’t remember anything after that.”

Though she found, in
truth, she did remember something. She could almost recall a voice, but she
couldn’t hear the words, or discern if it was a man or woman.
Someone calling out to her. One of her friends? She saw herself
walking down a street, as if in a dream, but after that it was
blank. The memory faded and vanished.

“Someone must have slipped
me something.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I didn’t drink enough to
pass out, I swear.”

“And they brought you all
the way up here?” Younger One sounded skeptical.

She struggled to get up. “I need to
call the police. I have to get help.” She stopped and looked at
them, desperate, frightened. “Please, can you help me?”

Handsome Guy looked at Younger One
again. They seemed to be sharing some silent
conversation.

“We will take you back to
Drangsnes.” Handsome Guy nodded in the direction of the town. “No
one lives here. Only tourists come out here.”

That sounded bad. Whoever brought her
here expected her to not be found for a while.

“We thought you might have
gotten separated from a tour group,” Younger One said. “But they
would have missed you on the boat back. Drangsnes is small. News of
a missing tourist would be everywhere by now.”

She was on the verge of hysterical
sobs. “Please help me.” Her voice squeaked out tiny and scared.
“Someone did something terrible to me.”

Handsome Guy reached for her. He
grasped her arm. “Come on, let’s get you up.” He helped her to her
feet.

Her legs were stiff and she wobbled.
She was freezing, as she only had on the thin blouse and jeans
she’d worn to go clubbing. Summer in Iceland, at least in the
south, was mild enough she was able to leave her jacket at the
hotel. But up here, it wasn’t so much. She wrapped her arms around
herself, teeth chattering.

Handsome Guy quickly unzipped and
slipped his sweater off and draped it over her shoulders. He wore a
long-sleeved, formfitting white shirt beneath it. He was only a few
inches taller than her, now that she was standing. So was Younger
One.

“Thank you,” she murmured,
and pulled the sweater around her shivering frame. The fabric
smelled like fruity cologne.

The two men exchanged glances.
Handsome Guy murmured a word in Icelandic, and the way he said
it—with foreboding and dismay—made her ears prick.

“Huldufólk.”

Hidden
people. She somehow knew what the word
was, but not what it meant.

Younger One scowled, his eyes
glittering. “You can bet.”

She had no idea what they were talking
about, but she didn’t care. She just wanted to get to a phone, find
out where her friends were, and piece together what happened last
night.

They led her down a steep and muddy
trail cut into the side of the island. The path was wide enough
they could flank her and hold both arms, though near the bottom it
narrowed and Handsome Guy stayed by her side while Younger One went
ahead.

Tears slipped from her
eyes and dried on her cold cheeks, but she struggled not to give in
to full-on crying. She would fall apart after she got help. The fear inside
her swelled until she could barely pull in a breath.

At least she had boots on, though they
were going-out boots, not meant for rugged terrain. Still, they
helped her not slip as the three of them descended to a gravel
beach. There, a metal rowboat was tied to a rock and bobbed on the
water.

She looked up. The cliff behind them
was craggy, the island floor high above. “How did you find me up
there?” Birds circled against the clouds. A few more hours, and
they might have been feasting on her.

Younger One looked over his shoulder.
“We came out to walk the island and we stumbled upon
you.”

Though it seemed weird they would just
walk around this island, she was grateful they had. She climbed
into the boat and sat down on a plank across the middle.

Younger One got in behind her, where
oars were propped inside the boat.

Handsome Guy untied the rope and
hopped in, in front of her at the back of the boat. “It will take
about fifteen minutes to cross,” he told her. “We will get you some
clean clothes and something to eat and drink when we get
there.”

She huddled into the sweater, the wind
whipping her hair around her face. More tears slipped from her
eyes.

As Younger One rowed them out into the
water, the world expanded in all directions. The sky arched above,
the view around her endless. The wind rocked the boat and made
small waves break against the sides.

Handsome Guy gazed at her. He leaned
forward, bracing his forearms on his knees. His shirt rippled
across his broad shoulders and exposed the thick column of his
neck. “Vanessa?” His eyes took on the deep gray of the water. “Is
that your name?” He spoke the V in her name like a W.

She nodded.

“I’m Gunnar.” He extended
a hand. “Heimirsson.” He nodded to the front of the boat. “He’s
Aedan.”

She slipped a hand from beneath the
sweater and it was trembling, though she couldn’t tell how much was
from cold and how much was elicited by emotion. She shook his hand.
It was as cold as hers, but strong, his fingertips rough. She
wanted to cling to him out of fear, desperately in need of
reassurance and comfort, but she made herself let go.

She turned her head and spoke over her
shoulder, trying to make her voice loud enough to be heard over the
wind. “Aedan. Are you Irish? I thought your accent sounded Irish.”
She needed some small talk right now or she’d go insane.

“My Ma was Irish.” Aedan
grunted out the words as he worked the oars. “I was born here,
though.” He had a frank, matter-of-fact way of speaking and she got
the impression he didn’t want to chat.

She turned back around and dropped her
gaze to the boat floor, so she wouldn’t keep staring at Gunnar’s
face. In any other circumstance, she’d be happy to meet such an
attractive, strapping, and kind man. She might even make some
bumbling attempt to flirt.

A thought flashed in her
head, from out of nowhere. You
have met him
before. She frowned. No, she hadn’t. She
would certainly remember him. Unless … she had met him last
night.

“You’re American?” Gunnar
asked. “He heard your accent, too.”

She looked up.

A faint smile broke his
lips, the first crack in his grave demeanor. He was trying to keep her from
panicking, at least.

“Yes.” She pushed her hair
out of her face. “My friends must be terrified. After I contact the
police, I have to get in touch with them.”

“Are you hurt?”

“I don’t think so. Just
cold and sore.”

They sat in silence for the rest of
the journey, awkwardly not meeting each other’s eyes. She stared
across the choppy water and listened to it slosh across the oars.
Her mind raced but kept running into walls. Perhaps it was the
effects of whatever drug still lingered in her blood.

As they drew closer to the
shore, she turned and watched the town approach. Buildings with
colorful gabled roofs were scattered across the hillsides above the
water. Her stomach knotted as she silently and anxiously urged
Aedan to row faster. His arms seemed to
never tire, his shoulders working rhythmically. He was like a
machine. She noticed when he glanced at her, the glint in his eyes
was guarded and cautious.

“You can call from my cell
phone,” Gunnar said. “It might take the lögreglan time to get here,
though. They usually only have to come for poachers.”

Lögreglan.
That meant “police.” Crime was sparse in Iceland,
and violent crime barely existent, especially outside of Reykjavik.
She’d read about it. Of course, she had to be the one to buck
statistics.

They reached the shore, and the beach
there was just as rocky as the one they’d left behind. Several
other rowboats were tied to a wooden pier. Aedan climbed out and
tied theirs up, and Gunnar helped her get out. She was even more
unsteady now, the ground seeming to shift beneath her
feet.

“We’ll take you to our
house.” Gunnar held her arm. “You can call from there.”

“You have cell service
here?” She looked up and down the beach at the quaint, modest
town.

“Yes, we even have Wi-Fi.”
Gunnar chuckled. “This is a fishing village, but we have a lot of
tourists.”

Down the jagged shore, to her left,
stood a series of—hot tubs? They faced the water and steam drifted
off them. People were in them, and more people walked along the top
of the breakwater that separated the beach from the higher ground
of the town.

Aedan led the way. They followed him
up a set of natural stairs to the top of the breakwater and onto a
paved road. The sun was starting to peek from behind the clouds,
warming the back of her neck.

“This way.” Gunnar guided
her. “It’s not far.”

As they walked, what she saw was like
most of the architecture she’d already witnessed in Iceland: long
wooden buildings, most one story, many roofs painted red, blue, or
green. She couldn’t tell which structures were houses and which
were public buildings, as everything was so nondescript.
Salt-bleached light poles lined the chip seal streets. There were
no sidewalks, or painted lanes. They passed people as they walked,
but she met no one’s gaze.

At the back edge of town, where the
land beyond rose in steep steps, Gunnar led them to the door of a
single-story white house with a red roof. The grass in the small
yard was littered with tiny white flowers. In the driveway, two
vehicles were parked: a red SUV-style truck with a cap, and a blue
car.

Stepping into the warmth of the house
was like having a toasty blanket fresh out of the dryer thrown
around her, and she almost broke down at the sudden relief. She
realized for the first time how exhausted she was, and she’d only
just woken up.

“I’ll get my phone.”
Gunnar closed the door behind them. “Aedan, make her something hot
to drink.”

Gunnar worked his boots off—heavy-duty
hiking boots, caked in mud—and dropped them on a mat next to the
door. Aedan did the same.

She managed to bend and work her own
off, though her limbs were barely functional. Her toes were numb
inside her socks. She wiggled them to try to get the feeling
back.

Gunnar walked down a hallway opposite
the front door. The interior of the house was tidy and cozy. The
living room, in which they stood, had broad windows that let in the
newly-emerged sun. The furniture was simple, the floor hardwood and
scattered with throw rugs. There was also a fireplace. The air
smelled of wood smoke and like the sweater she wore.

“You like coffee?” Aedan
motioned for her to follow him through a doorway to the
left.

“Sure.” She padded meekly
behind him. They entered a simple kitchen, as neat and unassuming
as the rest of the house. “It’s a good thing you guys were out
there. I might have died from exposure.”

Aedan went to the counter, where a
stainless-steel coffee maker sat. In the sunlight, she could
appreciate he was quite a handsome young man himself, even if he
gave off an odd vibe. His face was softer than Gunnar’s, also
clean-shaven, his jaw square.

“Not likely.” His voice
remained flat. “It doesn’t get that cold in the summer.”

“Lucky me.” She gave a
humorless laugh and looked around the kitchen. Her gaze settled on
a calendar on the wall next to her, with a picture of a landscape
much like the one outside. Thank God she had come in July, and not the middle
of winter.

Aedan moved to the sink and began
filling the carafe. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to call the
lögreglan just yet. We need to figure out what to tell
them.”

Vanessa narrowed her eyes at the
calendar. She only vaguely heard him.

Footsteps sounded. Gunnar
walked in, holding a cell phone. “What are we going to tell them?” He
stared down at his phone. “It’s an odd story.”

Vanessa looked at him, looked at the
calendar once more, and smiled uneasily. “You’re a man living in
the future, huh?”

Gunnar glanced up, a blond eyebrow
quirked. “Pardon me?”

She pointed at the calendar. “I’m
sorry, is it some sort of Icelandic tradition or joke? I don’t mean
to poke fun, if it is.”

Gunnar looked at the calendar. “What
do you mean?”

“That’s next
year.”

Gunnar’s expression of concern
returned. “What? No, that’s this year.”

She stared at him. Icelanders didn’t
live on a different date system. She had never heard of such a
thing, and it wouldn’t even make sense, if they wanted to interact
with the rest of the world.

Aedan stood at the sink, carafe
clutched in both hands, and his gaze bored into her. “What do you
think the date is?”

Vanessa looked between them as dread
made her blood, organs, brain, and entire soul go ice
cold.

Gunnar turned his phone around and
showed her the display; specifically, the date and time. “That’s
today’s date.”

She backed away. “What the fuck is
going on?” she whispered.

“What day do you think it
is?” Aedan demanded.

Fear flashed in Gunnar’s eyes. No one
could be more afraid than her, though. This had to be a
hallucination, a delusion, or a nightmare.

She stared at the phone. Whatever
happened to her hadn’t happened last night.

It happened a
year ago.


Chapter Two

 


“Have I gone insane? How
is this even possible?”

Vanessa sat in a chair in the living
room, clicking through websites on the laptop Gunnar had provided
her. The Wi-Fi was slow, but it worked well enough she was able to
find multiple confirmations of the current date. Somehow, beyond
all comprehension or explanation, she had stepped out of that bar a
year ago today and possessed absolutely no memory of the time since
then. News sites displayed stories about events she had never heard
of. She searched “today’s date” over and over and came up with the
same answer.

“Am I insane?” She kept
repeating this rhetorical question. Gunnar and Aedan sat on the
couch across from her, in silence. “Someone tell me how this is
happening!”

If these two were playing some
elaborate prank on her, they had really good poker faces. But why
would total strangers play such an awful trick, and how would they
even manage it? You couldn’t fake the entire internet.

 “When the lögreglan
get here,” Gunnar said, “I don’t think you should
tell them about this.”

She’d called the police, but as Gunnar
predicted, they wouldn’t get here for a while.

“What?” She looked at him
like he was the
insane one. “I should definitely tell them about this! It’s the
craziest part of the whole thing.”

Gunnar nodded. “Exactly. They might
think you’re making it up or hiding something. They’ll think
something suspicious is going on.”

Aedan sat back and peeked out the
window behind the couch. He’d been doing that often.

“Something
suspicious is going on!” She tried not to yell, but she was freaking out.
“I have to find out where I’ve been for a whole fucking
year.”

“We’ll tell them how we
found you.” Gunnar kept his voice low and calm. “Tell them what you
remember and say you don’t know how you got here. But don’t bring
up that a year has passed. Not yet. Let them investigate first.
They might figure it out before you mention it.”

She set the laptop on the
coffee table between them, next to her untouched cup of coffee. She
was still thirsty, but she couldn’t stomach anything right now. She
got to her feet. “You’re crazy. I don’t know why on earth you
wouldn’t want me to tell them I’ve lost an entire year.” She was
defensive. They could be in on some cruel prank against her.

“Why don’t you get cleaned
up?” Gunnar stood as well. “Get the mud off you at least,
and—”

“No.” She shook her head.
“I want to wait for the police. If there’s anything on my clothes,
or any marks on my body that might be a clue, I don’t want to
disturb it.”

Aedan turned from the window and
stared at her, with the same scrutiny he’d been regarding her with
since they first met. His edginess wound her up even more and she
wondered what he was watching for out the window. It couldn’t be
the police, because they wouldn’t be here for some time yet and he
knew that.

“All right, that’s fine.”
Gunnar, in contrast, was like a soothing breeze. “We’ll just
wait.”

She gripped her hair. It was tangled
and damp, the left side stuck together with dried mud. “I need to
call my parents. I need to talk to them, right now. They have to be
out of their minds, after a year. They must think they’ll never see
me again.”

Gunnar frowned. “We should
wait until after you speak with the lögreglan.”

She rushed around the coffee table,
hands out. Her fingers and palms were streaked with mud as well.
“Please,” she begged. “They probably think I’m dead.”

Like most people, without her cell
phone she was hard-pressed to remember by heart the numbers of
anyone she knew. However, she knew her parents’ landline number, as
it hadn’t changed since she was a child. She also knew Jessica’s
number, as she’d changed it recently and Vanessa had to put it in
her phone.

Recently.
No, over a year ago.

Gunnar sighed and pushed his hand into
his hip pocket. He drew out his cell phone.

“I know it’s an
international call.” She took the phone gratefully. “I promise, as
soon as I find my purse I’ll pay you for the charges, or I’ll have
my parents wire me some money.” Her hands shook as she gazed at the
screen. “I just have to tell them I’m all right.”

“I feel like you should
wait.”

“No, I can’t. I’ll make it
as short as possible.”

She typed in her parents’ number,
tears blurring her vision. Her hand shook harder as she held the
phone to her ear and listened to it ring far away on the other end.
What if they weren’t home? She couldn’t begin to work out what time
it was in Connecticut right now.

“Hello?” Her father’s
voice.

She crumpled into the chair, as her
legs would no longer support her. A gush of air left her lungs and
allowed her to speak. “Daddy.” She brought her other hand to her
face. “Oh God, I’m so glad you’re there. I’m so freaked out right
now.”

A heavy pause, and then his voice came
back, gruffer this time. “Who is this?”

“It’s me, Daddy. It’s
Vanessa.” She sniffed, blinking. “I’m all right. I know this is
crazy, but I’m okay, I promise. At least I think I am. But I need
help.”

Gunnar stood gazing at her, hands in
his pockets, his gaze apprehensive.

“Is this supposed to be
funny?” Her father’s voice turned angry and stilted. “Is this some
kind of joke or something?”

“What?” She wiped her
cheeks. “What do you mean? Daddy, it’s me.”

“I don’t know who you are”
—his words were venomous— “but if you ever contact me again, I’ll
call the police, you sick freak.”

The line went dead.

Vanessa pulled the phone from her ear
and stared at it. She put it back. “Daddy? Daddy!”

He was gone. She lowered the phone and
gaped at it.

“What happened?” Gunnar
asked.

“He … didn’t believe it
was me.” She continued staring dumbly at the phone. “He hung
up.”

Aedan got up from the couch. “Don’t
call anyone else.”

“I have to call my friend
Jessica.” Vanessa stood. As Gunnar made to grab for the phone, she
shrunk out of his reach. “She was here with me. She was at the bar.
Maybe she knows what happened!”

She was baffled and scared. Gunnar
watched her with sad, sympathetic eyes, and Aedan stared her down
as she struggled to remember Jessica’s number and type it in. She
turned away from them, head bowed, phone clutched to her ear. It
rang.

“This is Jessica
Ives.”

Vanessa pressed a hand to her
forehead, shaking. “Jessica. Oh my God, where are you?”

A pause. “At work. Who’s
this?”

Vanessa lifted her head. A hole opened
inside her, a darkness that was about to engulf her and drag her
down into a bottomless pit. Jessica, obviously, didn’t work in
Iceland.

“It’s Vanessa. I know this
sounds crazy, but I need you to listen to me. I need
help.”

Another pause. Then Jessica’s tone
turned angry, like her father’s had. “What the fuck? Is this what
teenagers do for fun now? Who the hell is this?”

“It’s Vanessa.” She
turned, hand clutched to her chest. The other two stared at her.
“Please, Jessica. I’m so scared right now. I need to know what’s
going on.”

“Good one.” Jessica
snorted. “Whoever this is, you’re a complete and utter bitch. Is
this a scam or something? If I find out who this is, I’m gonna come
to your house and stab you. Not funny. Fuck off.”

She hung up.

Vanessa stood numb, staring at the
phone.

Gunnar walked over, pulled it out of
her hand, and slipped it back in his pocket. “No more phone calls,”
he said sternly.

A buzzing filled her ears. Her vision
went gray and spotty. She was sure she was about to faint, or at
least collapse.

She sank to her knees and was aware
after a moment that the strangled shrieking and sobbing she heard
came from her. She wrapped her arms around herself and clung, the
only thing she had left to hold onto. She had to shake this off.
She had to escape.

Gunnar knelt beside her and slipped an
arm around her shoulders. “Shh, it’s going to be all right. We’re
going to figure out what’s going on.”

She was in a nightmare, that’s what
was going on. And she couldn’t wake up.

* * * *

The Icelandic police were more
laid-back than the police Vanessa was used to. They talked a little
slower and were considerably less intense and imposing, but they
dressed the same as American police, and asked her questions like
any other police might. The two men who stood in Gunnar’s living
room spoke English fluently, though with a heavy accent, even more
so than Gunnar.

“You don’t remember
anything from the time you stepped out of the bar until you woke
up?” One of them had a notepad, and he asked most of the questions.
“You don’t remember anyone following you, or anyone in the bar who
acted suspicious?”

She recalled the vague memory of a
voice. It was so dreamlike, she wasn’t even sure it happened. Just
another corridor in this labyrinth she was currently wandering
through.

“No.” She shook her head.
“I went outside to get some air. That’s the last thing I
remember.”

Gunnar sat beside her on the couch, so
close their shoulders were pressed together.

Aedan stood in the kitchen doorway,
sipping from a coffee cup.

“The only way this makes
sense,” she offered, “is if someone drugged and abducted me. I
mean, that could be why I can’t remember anything,
right?”

She hadn’t mentioned the
missing year part, not because Gunnar insisted, but because she
also had doubts now. It just felt like a bad idea. After the phone
calls, she was certain something sinister was going on. What if
someone didn’t want her to tell the police, and what if they were still close by,
even in this room? It could be a giant conspiracy that everyone was
in on. If she acted dumb, she might still get away.

The officer scratched his cheek with
the pen. “And they brought you all the way here to
Kaldrananeshreppur. Are you certain you were in Reykjavik last
night?”

No, but yes.

“Yes, I know where I
was.”

“I ask because sometimes
tourists don’t understand. The country can overwhelm them. I want
to make sure you aren’t confused.”

“I know I was in
Reykjavik.” She clenched her hands in her lap. “Right
now, I don’t know where
the hell I am, and that’s the problem.”

The other officer spoke up. “Do you
think you were sexually assaulted?” His voice was deeper, and he
spoke with a touch of sympathy.

“I don’t think so.” She’d
gone to the bathroom before they arrived and checked herself,
though she was reluctant to know. She found no blood or anything
else to indicate someone had violated her. She wasn’t in pain and
all her underclothes were in place and intact.

The officer with the notepad turned to
the other one. “Get on the radio. Have them call down to Rey and
find out if there’s a missing person report.”

The man nodded and pulled a radio off
his belt. He wandered into the kitchen.

“We should still take you
to be examined.” The officer’s voice softened. “Make sure you
haven’t been assaulted, and test to see if there’s any drugs in
your bloodstream. It’s plausible that’s what happened, but it’s odd
they would bring you all the way up here.”

She tugged Gunnar’s sweater around
her, as she hadn’t taken it off yet. “Unless they dumped me here
because they hoped I wouldn’t be found right away.”

Gunnar leaned away and rubbed her
back. “That’s not a desert island out there. Especially in summer,
tourist boats go out there a few times a day. It wouldn’t be a good
hiding spot.”

“Maybe they didn’t know
that.” She was so tense it was hard to enjoy the backrub. “Maybe
they’re not from around here. Or, maybe they’re not even
Icelandic.”

While that made sense in her head, it
didn’t account for the missing year. She couldn’t have been drugged
for an entire year. Surely, she’d have some ill effects from
that.

The officer nodded. “We’ll walk around
town and ask questions, to find out if anybody saw
anything.”

The other officer was talking on his
radio in the kitchen. She heard her name, and the word “American.”
She strained to listen, as once again she wasn’t sure if he was
speaking Icelandic or English. She understood most of it
regardless, like she had with Gunnar and Aedan.

Gunnar continued rubbing her back.
“We’ll keep her here until you return. If you want to go see where
we found her, we can take you there.”

The other officer returned to the
living room. “They’re calling.”

While they waited for a reply, Gunnar
went to the kitchen and got the officers some coffee. She stayed on
the couch, her own cup between her hands. It had long since gone
cold. She just needed something to keep her grounded in the real
world.

Aedan continued to glance out the
windows, though he seemed to be trying to make it less obvious with
the police there.

Finally, someone came back on the
radio, a woman’s voice, and she spoke English.

“There are no missing
person reports for a Vanessa Evanston.” Her voice was crackling and
tinny. “At least, not recently.”

A chill froze Vanessa’s limbs. She
looked at Gunnar, who had sat back down beside her.

The officer with the radio furrowed
his brow. He spoke into it. “What do you mean?”

“A year ago, a Vanessa
Evanston was reported missing from Reykjavik, by friends she was
traveling with. She was an American tourist. But that was
resolved.”

Vanessa couldn’t pull in a breath. She
didn’t want to hear the rest. She wanted to flee from the
room.

“Resolved?” The officer
frowned at Vanessa. “She was found?”

“Her body was found, on
Esjan. Her death was ruled a hiking accident.”

For what felt like the millionth time
since she’d opened her eyes on that island, nothing seemed real.
She floated somewhere above herself, detached and just watching
this unfold.

Gunnar and Aedan exchanged sharp,
portentous looks.

The officers stared at her. The one
holding the radio spoke absently into it. “Takk fyrir.”

Vanessa wasn’t sure how she managed to
speak, but she forced the words out. “I—she must have had the same
name as me. Obviously, I’m … not dead.” Or was she? She might be a
ghost. That, somehow, would make more sense than any other
possibility.

The officer with the notepad eyed her.
“You don’t have an ID?”

“No, it was in my purse,
which is gone. I swear my name is Vanessa Evanston.” She was ready
to have another screaming breakdown. “Vanessa is a common name in
the US. It’s probably someone else.”

She wasn’t sure about Evanston,
though. It might be a coincidence, but given everything
else…

“All right.” The officer’s
voice was calm, in sharp contrast to the alarm bells in her head.
“We’re going to walk around, then we’ll come back and transport you
to Hólmavík. There’s a medical facility there. Maybe we can get
some answers.”

Despite his professional demeanor,
suspicion hid behind his words. It was the same suspicion on
Aedan’s face, the same suspicion that filled her. This was not
right, not right at all.

Gunnar showed the officers
out.

The two men murmured to each other as
they walked toward their car in the driveway.

She stood next to the couch and stared
out the window, watching them go with dread.

Gunnar closed the door and turned.
“I’m glad you didn’t tell them about the missing year.” He drew a
deep breath. “Do you have any idea who the dead woman
is?”

She couldn’t move. She was trembling
again. “It’s not me,” she whispered. “It can’t be me.” She heard
her father and Jessica on the phone, furious and berating her.
Refusing to believe it was her.

Aedan cleared his throat, one of those
“we need to talk” sounds.

Gunnar glanced at him, then walked to
her and touched her shoulder. “Don’t panic, we’ll figure it out.”
He gazed into her eyes. “Sit tight.”

She couldn’t help but panic, and she
couldn’t do anything but sit tight. After all, what else could a
dead woman do?


Chapter Three

 


LOCAL WOMAN KILLED IN
TRAGIC ICELAND ACCIDENT – Durham, Connecticut

It has been confirmed that
Durham resident Vanessa Evanston, 24, died while on vacation with
friends in Iceland. Her parents identified her body after it was
transported to Bradley International Airport early Tuesday morning.
Evanston was visiting Iceland on a week-long sightseeing tour when
she was reported missing.

Evanston’s friends say she
was with them in Reykjavik, Iceland’s capital, when she disappeared
around 9 p.m. local time from a bar. Her friends, believing she had
gone outside to get some air, couldn’t find her and contacted
authorities after she did not return to the bar or their hotel that
evening, and did not answer repeated attempts to contact her on her
cell phone.

After an extensive search,
her body was discovered on Sunday, in a ravine on nearby Mt. Esja,
which hosts multiple hiking trails and scenic vistas. It is not
clear how or when Evanston travelled to the mountain, as it is not
within walking distance of Reykjavik, but can be accessed by bus
and taxi.

Her friend, Jessica Ives,
says that it was unlike Evanston to wander off without telling
them. “She was obsessed with visiting Iceland,” Ives says. “She
might have been sad that we were leaving the next day and tried to
go off and do some more sightseeing on her own. Then she got into
trouble and couldn’t contact us.”

Evanston’s death has been
ruled an accident.

“There are no signs of
foul play,” Chief Superintendent Kristjan Jónsson of the Reykjavik
police force told officials. “It’s clear she slipped while
traversing uneven terrain and was fatally injured. This underlines
why it’s important in Iceland, especially for tourists, to know
their surroundings and use a knowledgeable tour guide when
possible. The terrain of this country can be dangerous and change
quickly and unpredictably for those who are unfamiliar with
it.”

Evanston’s body was flown
back to Connecticut after a coroner examined her remains. Her
father, John Evanston, 58, describes Vanessa as a “kind, fun, and
studious girl who liked to do sporty things and go on adventures.”
He said she’d been excited about the trip for months and was
looking forward to taking in the sights of the rugged Icelandic
landscape.

“She was a bright-eyed
girl who liked to try new things,” Mr. Evanston told us.
“Unfortunately, she was prone to accidents, too. Three years ago,
on a family ski trip in Newfoundland, she hit her head and spent
three days in a coma. We were so grateful she recovered. This time,
she wasn’t so lucky.”

Ms. Evanston will be
interred at Mica Hill Cemetery. In lieu of flowers and gifts, her
family has asked for donations in her name to the charities listed
below.

Vanessa slapped the laptop shut and
stared across the room. Speculation about two Vanessa Evanstons
being in Iceland at the same was entirely erased.

This wasn’t happening. It wasn’t
real.

A distant murmur of voices brought her
out of her stupor. Gunnar and Aedan were outside, talking. The
police hadn’t returned yet. The walls around her felt like they
were slowly closing in for the past hour, and now they were
crushing her head.

She got up and walked to the windows.
The words of the article danced in front of her eyes. Durham was
her hometown. John Evanston was her father. Jessica Ives was her
best friend.

It was her body they found.

She tried to make sense of
it. What if it wasn’t her body? What if the person they found was so mangled or
injured they simply misidentified her? She shuddered to think of
her father viewing whatever messed up corpse he saw, but it
obviously wasn’t hers.

Through the thin white curtains, she
stared at Gunnar and Aedan. Once again, weirdly, she could make out
what they were saying but wasn’t positive it was English. They
spoke lowly, so she only caught fragments.

She scanned the room in a desperate
attempt to find something for her racing mind to latch onto,
anything that would help her stay sane right now. Her gaze settled
on a photograph on a shelf.

Welcoming a distraction, she walked
over and peered at it. It looked antique. The thick paper was
cracked and faded, held inside a tarnished gold frame. The picture
was color, but the kind of old-school coloring that looked painted
on.

The image was of a plain young woman
from the waist up, wearing a quaint and traditional black dress
with a high collar and flowers stitched into the bodice. She had
thick, straight blonde hair that hung past her shoulders and was
cut in a fringe across her forehead. She gazed at the camera with
eyes of false blue, her skin fair, a tiny smile on her pink lips.
Behind her was a stretch of barren rocky terrain and water in the
distance. One of Gunnar’s relatives, she supposed. She picked up
the frame.

In that instant, someone whispered,
behind her and near her left ear. She spun around, nearly dropping
the picture.

No one was in the room.

Vertigo gripped her. The whispering
grew louder and more frantic, but the words weren’t clear. She
realized the voice wasn’t in the room but inside her head. It rose
to a shout, and then pitched into a terrified, ragged
scream.

She jerked back around and slammed the
picture on the shelf. The scream stopped, like switching off a
radio.

Breathing hard, heart pounding, she
stared wide-eyed at the picture. The woman gazed placidly back at
her.

Another voice made her jump, but it
came from outside. She looked out the window.

“…tell the police it was a
mistake,” Gunnar was saying. “…they can’t be involved in
this.”

With a frown, she rushed to the door
and yanked it open. They both turned.

“What are you talking
about?” she demanded. “I just heard you! What do you mean, you’ll
tell the police it was a mistake?”

They looked at each other. If these
two were part of the conspiracy, she didn’t know what she’d do.
She’d have to run away, but she didn’t know where she’d go. She’d
have to try to find the police.

“Vanessa, we need to
talk.” Gunnar’s voice was calm. “And you must listen to what we
say, no matter how crazy it sounds.”

She glowered at him.

“We might know what’s
happening,” Aedan said. “But you have to let us
explain.”

She softened and blinked at him. “If
you know what’s happening, why didn’t you say so before
now?”

Gunnar walked toward her. “Let’s go
inside. We’ll try to explain.”

She went back in the house, because
she didn’t know what else to do. She could still run, if she needed
to. She’d pretend to go to the bathroom and climb out the
window.

Gunnar eased her down on the couch and
sat beside her, not as close as before.

Aedan stood in front of them, arms
folded.

Gunnar touched the back of her hand.
He had the air of someone who was about to say something
difficult.

“What’s going on?” She
didn’t want to play games. “You realize I’m going crazy right now?
Tell me what the hell is happening.”

“I can imagine you are.”
Gunnar stroked her hand. “How much do you know about what
Icelanders believe?”

She furrowed her brow. “Believe?
Like—what? Your religion? Your political ideology?”

Gunnar locked his hand around hers. “I
mean, our belief in supernatural creatures.”

She’d read plenty about Iceland over
the past few years, since the country had caught her interest and
became the subject of her daydreams. She’d read about the people
and the countryside, and of course, about Icelandic
traditions.

“You believe in elves, so
much you even have holidays centered around them. Not to mention
museums and tours.” She tried not to sound exasperated, though she
was past caring if she offended anyone. Her life was in shambles
and she didn’t have time for this. “You make little houses for
them, right? But what’s any of this got to do with my
situation?”

Gunnar leaned closer. “It’s a folk
belief now, especially with young people. The way people believe in
Santa Claus, you would say. The holidays are for fun.”

She shrugged. “But you reroute
infrastructure to avoid their homes. Some of your politicians even
believe in them. That seems like more than fun.”

Gunnar nodded. “Elves are good
creatures, though. They can be mischievous, but they don’t harm
people. You don’t want to disturb them because they might play
pranks on you, that’s why people are careful. We try to be
respectful.”

Aedan interjected, his voice as dour
as his expression, “And then, there’s the huldufólk.”

Huldufólk.
The word Gunnar had said out on the
island.

“It means hidden people,”
Gunnar said. “If you ask, some will say the elves and huldufólk are
the same thing. But others, especially old people, will tell you
they’re different. The huldufólk aren’t helpful, and they’re much
less forgiving when humans make mistakes against them. Their
retribution is less mischievous as downright cruel.”

“They don’t forgive
easily.” Aedan loomed over them like a storm cloud. “You have to be
careful not to interfere with them. They’re not little sprites,
like the elves. They look human, and they can deceive
people.”

She sat back. “Okay, once again, what
does any of this have to do with me?” She wasn’t in the right mind
to listen to folktales, and she had a bad feeling where this was
going. She wouldn’t be able to shoot it down gracefully if it
was.

Gunnar’s expression turned earnest.
“We think you might have disturbed the huldufólk, and they punished
you.”

Of course, there it was.
Void of answers, they turned to magic. They weren’t necessarily in
on this. They were just silly and
misguided.

But she didn’t have time for silly
right now.

She yanked her hand out of Gunnar’s
and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You’re telling me fairies did
this.”

“It seems the best
explanation.” Gunnar sounded dead serious.

She pinched her nose hard. “You’re
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