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Chapter 1

Wednesday

An unusual stillness reigned over the farm at Hvarf. There was no sign of life. Not even the faintest breath of wind stirred the hairs on his head. Leaden clouds hung unmoving in the sky or changed shape with such infinite slowness that the shifts were barely perceptible. Karl was struck by a sudden odd fancy that time itself had slowed down. He switched off the weather report on the car radio. The announcer had moved on to the shipping forecast, listing the names of the various sea areas, which held no interest for Karl. His single stint on a trawler as a young man had convinced him to spend the rest of his life on land.

He took his hat from the passenger seat and got out of the car, but didn’t immediately put it on, as he wanted to listen with his ears uncovered. The silence was absolute: most of the birds had left long ago, either migrating south to the sun or moving closer to the shore, to the easy pickings in the towns and villages. The voices of the rivers and streams were choked by icy fetters, the tourists were snug at home, and the livestock was shut up in byres for the winter. Even the waves in the nearby fjord were muted.

But the family who lived at the farm ought to be home, and he would have expected to hear some indication of their presence by now. All four of them couldn’t still be asleep in the middle of the day. When Karl last spoke to Ása and Reynir, just under a week ago, they hadn’t said anything about going away. And since trips weren’t that common when you had a farm, as he knew from experience, the subject would def­initely have come up. On the rare occasions when he himself had a holiday planned, he couldn’t talk about anything else for weeks beforehand, whether his audience wanted to hear about it or not.

The family’s cars were both parked in the yard, buried under thick quilts of snow – an SUV with jacked-up suspension and a sporty little number purely for summer use. At least, Karl hadn’t seen them touch it during winter in the year and a bit that the family had been living here. Which made sense. Personally, he wouldn’t take it out in snowy or icy conditions for fear of ending up in a ditch. The SUV was another matter – a luxury vehicle that had apparently cost the equivalent of a decent tractor. Karl wouldn’t mind putting that through its paces in deep snow or on black ice, if only to see what you got for your money. Eye-wateringly expensive cars like that were a rare sight among the farming community. But then this was no ordinary farm. And the people who lived here were anything but ordinary farmers.

One look at the buildings was enough to tell you that. Unlike most Icelandic farms, it boasted outsize, ultra-modern living quarters that the couple had built for their family, connected by a glassed-in corridor to the more conventional, two-storey farmhouse that the previous occupants had found sufficient for their needs. But the new owners had different requirements. The family lived in the modern building and reserved the old house for guests or members of staff, though up to now there had been few visitors, and the only employees had been assistants, who hadn’t lasted long. Karl hadn’t liked to ask why they had quit, but he guessed the isolation must have got to them. 

Karl was no architect, and the design of the buildings was none of his business; but he had strong views, all the same, on the corridor connecting the two houses. The buildings were in such stark contrast, one belonging to a past rooted in careful thrift, the other the offspring of modern excess. To join them together seemed to Karl as incongruous as harnessing the farm’s two horses to the sports car.

A whole army of tradesmen had been marshalled for the job of renovating the old farmhouse, the byre and the other outhouses, though there was no doubt in Karl’s mind that it would have been cheaper to knock down the old buildings and start again from scratch. But the property’s energetic new owners had wanted to preserve as much of the original appearance as possible. 

The new house was a different story. Its design paid no homage to Icelandic farming culture or the history of the area. On the contrary, it was huge, with soaring ceilings inside. There was nothing remotely low-key or economical about its design or construction. Although the bulk of the structure was made of concrete, at the rear, invisible from the yard, was a large glass room, housing the industrial-sized kitchen and an open-plan dining and seating area with a fireplace. The new owners had told Karl that it was envisaged as a space where they could cook, eat and relax in close communion with nature. He had merely nodded, while thinking to himself that these were the kind of people who would pay good money to stay in a glass bubble in the middle of a bog for the same purpose. He couldn’t understand it himself, preferring to experience nature without any barriers – even transparent ones.

The couple had been living here with their two daughters for just over a year now, and during that time his opinion of them had undergone a transformation. He no longer dismissed them as the type with more money than sense. He still couldn’t get his head round half of what he regarded as their hare-brained schemes, but he liked them. It was hard not to. The wife, Ása, was lovely; quick to laugh at herself and her attempts to adapt to her new circumstances. Her husband, Reynir, wasn’t as outgoing and often seemed a bit distracted, yet he came across as sincere.

From the pristine surface of the snow, Karl thought that no one had crossed the yard since yesterday’s heavy fall. But as he approached the front door, he saw that this wasn’t quite correct. There were tracks leading from the modern house to the small byre that housed the farm’s few animals, apart from the chickens that lived in the henhouse behind the new building. 

The fact that the animals had been fed was a clear sign that the family were at home. If they’d gone away, they would have asked one of their neighbours to take care of the farm, and in that case the tracks would lead from the car park in the yard to the byre, rather than from the house. Besides, Karl assumed that he and Ella would have been chosen for the task, as it wouldn’t be the first time they had done Ása and Reynir that favour.

But no one had heard from the family for nearly a week. That was why he was here now, and why he had called by the day before yesterday too. A loud barking erupted from the byre as Karl approached the front door of the house, followed by a high-pitched yapping from the same source: the two family dogs, one a border collie, the other a tiny scrap that reminded Karl of nothing so much as one of those hanks of sheep’s wool you sometimes see caught on barbed-wire fences. When he had dropped round the day before yesterday, hoping to find the family at home, they had made the same racket, but from inside the house that time. They were friendly dogs, with no obvious purpose in life except as pets, and were sometimes loose in the yard to welcome him when he arrived. But because they were shut in now, they reacted to the visitor as any dog would – by barking. It didn’t mean anything. Still, it was odd that the dogs weren’t either running around outside or in the house. He couldn’t ever remember them being shut in the byre before.

A gut instinct told him something was wrong and he had learnt not to ignore the feeling. It had never let him down, as far as he could remember.

Karl contemplated the unusually large front door for a moment or two before knocking. This set the dogs off in a second volley of barking, in unison this time. The two cows joined in with a loud mooing, but fell silent when he knocked again. Karl couldn’t shake off the idea that the animals in the byre were listening, waiting as expectantly as he was for the door to open. Nothing happened. He pressed his ear to the wood but couldn’t hear any sound of movement inside. He straightened up. There was no telling how loud a noise would have to be to pierce this solid block of oak.

Abandoning the door, Karl peered through the nearest window. A light was on inside the house but there was no sign of life. His feeling of unease intensified, driving him to do something that, until today, he would never have dreamt of.

He bent down to the letter box and pushed it open. Its very existence was an error, as the architect who designed the new farmhouse had clearly never lived in the countryside. Since the couple were equally ignorant, they hadn’t corrected the plans. No one in the neighbourhood had letters delivered through their door; instead, the post was left in the mailbox on the main road by the turn-off to the farm.

Karl was just opening his mouth to call through the narrow opening, when he recoiled. A familiar smell had reached him on a waft of hot air. A faint whiff of death, and it didn’t come from dried-out pot plants. He’d smelt it more often than he cared for: the sweetish odour of putrefaction given off by all dead animals that lay unburied for any length of time. It wasn’t that strong, however, and if he hadn’t been a farmer he might not have twigged straight away. But he was in no doubt: something inside the house was dead.

Karl withdrew his hand and the flap snapped shut with a loud click. This time there was no barking or mooing from the animals in the byre, just an eerie silence mirroring the one inside the house. Karl had an unsettling sense of being totally alone. 

He licked his dry lips, ran his hands through his hair, rubbed his unshaven cheeks and tried to work out what to do. That smell didn’t necessarily mean anything, he told himself. There could be some meat rotting on the kitchen table. Perhaps the family had been planning to have a barbecue, then fallen ill, and the meat had been sitting there too long at room temperature. An absurd idea – but better than various other scenarios Karl was trying not to think about. He reminded himself that it didn’t pay to dismiss absurd ideas. Life was rarely straightforward.

He decided to walk round behind the house and see if he could spot anything through the glass walls. The blinds were never drawn. In fact, he had only just stopped himself from pointing out to the couple that they could reduce their heating costs if they closed them, belatedly remembering that money was no object to them. They had drilled down to the natural hot water supply and installed their own geothermal heating system, so they could simply turn up the thermostat if necessary.

The snow was untouched behind the house too. No one had emerged through the French windows on to the deck outside the glass room since the last snowfall. The hayfield in the distance and the mountains to the east were white as far as the eye could see; the panoramic view the couple set so much store by was as pure as spotless linen.

But Karl hadn’t come here to admire the scenery. He turned to peer through the glass wall, his gaze travelling over the minimalist kitchen: no upper cupboards, no handles on the doors or drawers of the units; if it hadn’t been for the incredibly complicated chrome coffee maker and the tap over the sink, the furnishings could have been mistaken for a continuation of the seating area around the fireplace.

There was food on the kitchen table that hadn’t been cleared away. Karl felt a rush of relief. The family must be at home and alive. They’d eaten a meal, then gone to bed. Ill, presumably, because he had never before seen anything left on the table after mealtimes. Now, though, he could make out an open carton of milk, a glass, a plate, a loaf of bread and a block of cheese, still in its packaging. No sign of any putrid steaks, though. Perhaps the family had been struck down by gastric flu and he’d misinterpreted the unpleasant whiff he’d smelt through the letter box. But although he hoped this was the explanation, deep down he knew he’d never confuse the two: nasty though the smell of vomit and diarrhoea could be, the odour of decomposing flesh was infinitely worse. The faintly floral note that accompanied the rotten stench almost suggested someone had tried to mask it with perfume.

Karl stood there irresolute, wondering what to do. The most sensible course of action would be to get the hell out of here. He didn’t want a member of the family to walk into the kitchen and catch him peering through the windows. But as he was backing away from the house, he had second thoughts. Ása and Reynir were the most fastidious people he’d ever met: they’d once sought his advice on tackling the stink of manure from the byre, asking if there was a spray or air-freshener that could disguise the pong. He had broken the bad news to them that nothing of the kind existed; they would just have to get used to it. People who asked questions like that would never let their home reek like a charnel house in a heatwave. Without a shadow of doubt, there was something very wrong here.

Karl walked briskly over to the French windows and tried the handle. If he barged in on the family while they were sleeping, that was too bad. It would be even worse having to admit to Ella that he’d had another wasted journey. He would never get away with telling her less than the whole truth: everything had seemed fine, apart, that is, from a slight odour of rotting flesh.

The glass doors turned out to be unlocked. Karl shouted Ása and Reynir’s names through the gap. The faint – but horrible – smell poured out with the humid heat, condensing into mist in the freezing air, and he grimaced as he waited for an answer. But there was no response.

Karl stepped inside before he could lose heart and called again. Still no response. His eye was caught by some dark marks resembling footprints on the parquet by the door. This was as out of place as the taint in the air, since the floor was normally sparkling clean. He followed the trail of footprints with his gaze. Noting that they led through the kitchen and further inside the house, he decided to follow them.

Although Karl had been invited inside before, it had only been in the communal areas – the living room and the sleek, stylish kitchen. He wasn’t familiar with the layout of the rest of the house, except that there was a separate bedroom wing, which was where the footprints led. The connecting door was closed, but he noticed a number of scratches on it. They were vertical and ran down the wood in two separate clusters, a patch of smaller ones lower down and some longer, deeper scratches beside the door handle. He was in no doubt that they had been made by the dogs, the result of countless vain attempts to get through the closed door. He was also convinced that the scratches were new, as the couple always had any damage repaired instantly.

Karl put the crook of his elbow over his nose, then opened the door to the bedroom hallway. It was as he’d feared: the stench was sickening here and he felt his heart begin to pound.

There were several doors, all of them closed. He followed the footprints to one and opened it, still holding his arm over his face. It turned out to be the master bedroom. Karl froze on the threshold. A woman, who appeared to be Ása, was lying on the unusually large bed. The sheets were rumpled and the double duvet had been pushed to the foot of the bed, where it drooped to the floor. The pillows had been scattered; two were on the floor, one was standing up on end by the headboard. Ása herself was lying on her back, in nothing but a vest and knickers. One of her legs hung down to the floor like the duvet, the other was bent at the knee. Her arms were in a strange position, one thrust straight out from her body, as if reaching across the empty place beside her; the other bent at the elbow, the fingers touching her chin. Her once-white vest was dark with dried blood, like the bedclothes, and rucked up to reveal her abdomen, which was a ghastly shade of luminous green. In contrast, her legs and any other areas of exposed flesh were grey, bloated and streaked with dark veins. As a farmer, Karl was accustomed to the sight of death, but the animals he dealt with were covered in fur, with little naked skin to be seen. He knew enough to stay away from the woman, though. 

Karl couldn’t be a hundred per cent sure that it was Ása, as her face was as deformed as her limbs. In fact, it was worse. There was a deep gash extending from the crown of her head down to the middle of her forehead. Her tongue protruded a little between her colourless lips, and her dull, bulging eyes had rolled back into her head as if she had been trying to get a glimpse of her head wound in her last moments. But one thing was clear: she hadn’t died a natural death. Further testimony to this, had it been needed, was provided by the blood splashed all over the walls and floor. Even the ceiling hadn’t been spared.

Karl clamped a hand over his mouth and reversed sharply out of the room. Fighting back his nausea, he forced himself to look in the other rooms in search of the girls and Reynir. The first door he tried turned out to belong to the older daughter, and when he saw her, he lost control. The jet of vomit that exploded from his mouth spread over the congealed blood on the floor. He threw up again as he half fell out of the front door into the yard. He had seen more than enough. 

He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his coat, then got in his car and took out his phone with trembling hands. Discovering that there was no signal, he threw the phone on the passenger seat and started the engine, afraid he was going to be sick again. As he reversed frantically to turn round, his gaze fell on the buildings. The curtains were drawn in one of the upstairs windows in the old farmhouse, yet he could have sworn that they had all been open when he had first driven into the yard.

Karl turned the wheel and roared away as fast as he dared in the wintry conditions. As he pulled out of the drive on to the main road, it began to snow.


Chapter 2

Before

Sóldís wasn’t used to travelling long distances by taxi. On the few occasions when she splashed out on a cab, it was to get home from clubbing in town at weekends, knackered, her thoughts hazy. This was different. For one thing, it was no ordinary taxi. The car was unmarked and much smarter than the ones Sóldís was used to taking. A chilled bottle of water had been waiting for her in the back, and there were maga­zines in the seat pockets. Not that she’d touched them, as there was an inexhaustible store of material on her phone if she’d been in the mood to read.

For another thing, although you’d hardly have guessed it from the semi-darkness outside, it was morning, and she was neither tired nor the worse for wear. But there was something reminiscent of those drunken cab rides home: her thoughts were a little incoherent, all at sea. A random thought would bob to the surface, call attention to itself, then vanish back into the depths, to be followed by another. Sóldís found it impossible to pin any of them down.

Was she making a colossal mistake? Perhaps she should have swallowed her pride and stayed in town. Suppose there was no internet connection on the farm? She might remain stuck on her Master’s thesis. She wondered how she would get to the shops when she ran out of something, or to Reykjavík if she needed to. And whether the couple’s daughters would like her. Or Jónsi would track her down. Should she use her faint reflection in the car window to put on some make-up? Or not?

So many questions but no answers as yet.

Sóldís dropped her gaze to her trousers. She had decided to dress down, in a hoodie, worn jeans and trainers, to convey the impression that she was ready to pitch in and turn her hand to anything. She was going to the countryside, after all. But now she was having second thoughts. Would it have been better to wear a smart outfit? Would her new employers think she was being disrespectful by not making more of an effort on her first day?

Sóldís pushed the thought away with a sigh. It was too late to do anything about it now. She twisted round and snatched a glance out of the rear windscreen. There was nothing to see but the road unwinding behind them, same as the last time she’d looked. They’d passed very few cars; in fact they seemed to be the only people heading out of town this early on a Sunday morning. She caught the driver’s eye in the rear-view mirror. 

‘Are you expecting to be followed?’ He sounded amused but his gaze was serious.

‘No. No, of course not,’ Sóldís lied. But she kept worrying that Jónsi had found out about her little act of revenge. She was afraid that the moment the taxi pulled up in front of her new employers’ house, her ex-boyfriend’s car would screech into the yard behind them. Her stomach tightened. Her first meeting with the family mustn’t be marred by a screaming match on the doorstep. The idea was absurd, but since when had common sense been a match for one’s fears? There was no getting away from the fact that Jónsi had totally lost it when he discovered that she had deleted all the saves in his favourite computer games. The message he’d sent had been crystal clear: I’ll kill you. Although she didn’t actually believe he’d follow up on his threat, he might well be furious enough to hunt her down and scream abuse at her in front of witnesses. The prospect held no more appeal for her right now than being killed.

Seeing that the driver still had one eye on the mirror, Sóldís tried to appear relaxed. But since this state was foreign to her, even at the best of times, she wasn’t sure how to fake it. She decided to strike up a conversation in the hope of distracting herself.

Her opening was about as feeble as you could get: ‘Is it much further?’

‘No. Quarter of an hour. Or thereabouts.’ When the man said no more, Sóldís prepared to be left in silence again with her thoughts. But suddenly he spoke up again: ‘You haven’t been there before?’

‘No. This is my first time.’ Sóldís looked out of the window at the flank of the mountain they were passing. It was so steep that the snow that cloaked the rest of the landscape hadn’t managed to get a purchase there. Apart from the odd patch of white, the mountainside was a desolate grey. There was just enough light now for her to pick out the largest boulders in the band of scree that was making its infinitesimally slow descent to the valley floor. ‘I’ve only talked to them on the phone,’ she added. ‘It all happened very fast.’

‘So you’re going to work for them?’

‘Yes, for a two-month trial period to start with.’

‘Do you mind my asking what the job is?’

Sóldís recalled the complicated non-disclosure clause in her contract. She’d had to read the lengthy paragraph several times to work out what it meant, but she still wasn’t a hundred per cent sure what she was expected to do. Or rather, not do. Surely it wouldn’t prevent her from telling someone what her job involved? As far as she could work out, the restrictions had mainly related to the family. She was not permitted to talk about them to other people, to post photos of them on social media or to discuss them in any way, in public or in private. ‘I’m just supposed to help out,’ she said after a pause. ‘With this and that, you know. Take care of the animals. Help the girls with their Icelandic. Cook some meals, clean and so on. The job title is “general assistant”.’

‘I see.’ The man shot her another glance in the mirror but this time his eyes had crinkled in a smile. ‘They’re nice people, and they’ve done the place up in style. It’s a bit remote, but if you like that sort of thing, you should be fine.’

Sóldís was almost certain there was nothing in her contract to prevent her from asking questions about the family before she met them. She’d tried googling them, but with little success. Almost all she’d found was news on the business pages about the sale of their company abroad. The sums mentioned reminded Sóldís of the kind of numbers that used to be bandied about in her sixth-form astronomy course – too mind-bogglingly large to grasp. She had also tracked down the woman, Ása, on social media, where she seemed to be quite active, posting rather impersonal, highly stylised photos. Sóldís would have absolutely no problem identifying the family dogs, but wouldn’t be able to recognise a single member of the family themselves. She could walk past them in the street without having a clue who they were. ‘Do you know them, then?’ she asked the driver.

‘I work for them too. But not like you. Just from time to time. Picking up packages from Reykjavík, or the occasional employee or visitor. I run a car service, you see, and they have an account with me. They call and I jump to it.’

‘Are there any other people working for them, apart from me?’ The couple hadn’t mentioned anyone except the four family members.

‘No. Not as far as I know. I expect it’ll just be you.’

An awkward silence ensued, and Sóldís got the impression that something was not being said. ‘Do they find it hard to hang on to staff, then?’

There was a moment’s delay before the driver answered: ‘No, I wouldn’t say that. But it is rather a lonely spot. Not everyone can cope with living somewhere that remote. It’s no coincidence that the locals are flocking to the city. Humans tend to be social animals, after all. The countryside’s days are numbered, I reckon. The internet is only prolonging its death throes.’

‘Am I the first person they’ve hired for the assistant job?’ This was the conclusion Sóldís had drawn from talking to the couple on the phone. Come to think of it, though, they hadn’t actually said that. She’d just leapt to the conclusion. She had a tendency to fill in the blanks like this, to assume the best – as her relationship with Jónsi showed. ‘Or have there been others before me who’ve given up and left?’

The driver hesitated. ‘You’re the third person I’ve driven up there for the job. First, there was a young woman like you, then a young man, who’s just left. Neither of them lasted long. Keep that to yourself, though. If the couple want to tell you, they will, but please pretend you didn’t already know.’

No doubt the driver had been made to sign the same kind of non-disclosure agreement as she had. ‘I promise,’ she said. ‘Do you have any idea why they left? Just out of curiosity.’

‘Not a clue. The young man must have organised his own transport. He left recently – about a week ago – and without any warning, from what they told me. But don’t ask me why. On the other hand, I gave the young woman who was here before him a lift home to Borgarnes. She was silent the whole way. Didn’t say a single word. Between you and me, I think they were both a bit odd. People get the idea that moving to the countryside is the answer to all their problems – it’s quite common, you know. They’ll have been running away from something, I expect, looking for a new start. But wherever you go, you can never get away from yourself. I expect they realised that in the end and that’s why they decided to leave.’

The man broke off abruptly, as if it had belatedly dawned on him that Sóldís might think this was aimed at her. ‘I’m not suggesting you’re like that,’ he added hastily. ‘Don’t take it the wrong way.’

‘Oh no. No problem.’ She wasn’t in the least offended. On the contrary, she was thinking about the family she was going to live with and wondering what could have prompted them to move to the middle of nowhere. Could they be running away from something too?

They completed the rest of the journey in silence. The driver was probably kicking himself for having said too much. She, meanwhile, was preoccupied with wondering what her new life would be like. It would be the first time she’d ever had a whole house to herself: a restored farmhouse, apparently, that was normally used for guests. She’d been told she might have to share it with visitors from time to time but not often, and probably not at all over the winter. According to the ­couple, few people bothered to visit them outside the ­summer months, so the house would be hers until spring at least. And spring was still a long way off.

Which was why, when the car finally pulled up in the yard, Sóldís initially took more of an interest in the old two-storey house than in the imposing new-build. It was more to her taste, after all: a typical wooden farmhouse with white walls, a red corrugated-iron roof and a concrete basement level. She’d always preferred old things. Her clothes were evidence of that. She’d never been particularly stylish, a fact that came home to her when the front door of the modern house opened and she saw a woman, presumably Ása, emerging to greet her.

She was the type who’s glamorous without even having to try – slender and graceful, with a pretty face and the kind of long, blonde, wavy hair that Sóldís could only dream about. She herself had thin, mousy locks that were flatter than Denmark, though they were also prone to getting static electricity in an attention-seeking kind of way. One of Sóldís’s hands rose instinctively to her head. It was a pointless gesture since once her hair was standing on end no amount of stroking would smooth it down. Anyway, it wasn’t as if this was a modelling job. And they’d already seen her during the one online meeting they’d had as part of the rather rushed interview process, although they themselves had kept their webcam switched off. Even when she got the job, she’d been informed over the phone; she hadn’t actually seen them at any point. Still, at least they were aware of how ordinary she was – something Jónsi had flung at her in parting. She was about as exciting as tomato ketchup, he’d said. He wanted more: he wanted Béarnaise sauce. As stupid as it sounded, his words had cut her to the quick. And they still stung.

‘Hello!’ The woman came over, holding out a hand to Sóldís and wearing a wide smile. She had the kind of perfectly straight, dazzlingly white teeth that belonged in a toothpaste commercial. Though her hand felt silky-smooth, her grip was firm. ‘Ása. Welcome. Did you have a good journey?’

Sóldís nodded. ‘Oh yes, very.’

‘Great. The girls are so excited about meeting you. They’re in the byre. I told them not to charge out at you in case they put you off and you decided to turn tail and head straight back to town. Not that Íris is likely to fawn all over you – she’s a teenager and doesn’t like to show any enthusiasm. But I guarantee you Gígja will.’

Sóldís, mindful of what the driver had said about the last two assistants, managed in spite of herself to smile and act normally. ‘I can’t wait to meet them too.’

The driver lifted out Sóldís’s case and closed the boot. 

‘Is that everything?’ Ása asked, surprised.

‘A different story from that lad.’ The driver chuckled. ‘You’d have thought he was moving in with you for the duration. I’ve never seen so much luggage.’ 

Sóldís felt her cheeks growing hot. ‘I don’t need much. I don’t own much.’ She didn’t want to have to explain that she’d left most of her belongings behind when she walked out of the flat she’d shared with Jónsi. Too shattered to think clearly at the time, she’d taken only what she could stuff into one suitcase – though the driver had lifted it with such ease that the case might as well have been half empty. Of course, she could have gone back later to fetch the rest of her belongings, as she still had a key to their flat, but fear of coming face-to-face with Jónsi had prevented her. It wasn’t only that she’d been unable to resist that little act of vandalism on his games console on her way out of the flat. It was also that an encounter at this stage could mean nothing other than total humiliation for her, now that it was no longer any secret what Jónsi thought of her. She’d rather say goodbye to her few meagre belongings than risk bumping into him again.

The awkward moment was brought to an end by Ása clapping her hands, smiling and asking if Sóldís would like to start off by getting settled in. There was no rush, and it would be perfect if she came over to the main house for lunch at twelve. Then she could meet the other three members of the family and have something to eat, before being given a tour of the property.

Sóldís accepted this suggestion gratefully. It would give her time to catch her breath and explore the old house that was to be her home for at least the next two months. The driver accompanied them to the door, where he handed Sóldís her case and said goodbye. Then, while Ása’s back was momentarily turned, he slipped Sóldís his card: ‘Just in case.’ He gave her a slightly awkward smile, at the implication that she too might want to quit her job early, and walked back to his car.

She slipped the card into her coat pocket and followed Ása inside. Her living quarters turned out to be far more luxurious than she had been expecting. The couple had given the impression that the old house was a bit primitive, but it had clearly been given a thorough revamping, including a fresh coat of paint and new parquet floors. The furniture, which consisted mainly of old, restored pieces, was in good condition, and the windows were brand-new, as were the two bathrooms and all the kitchen appliances. The house even had a special TV room, and Ása explained that Sóldís would have access to all the main streaming services, both Icelandic and international. There was a good internet connection too, because, as she informed Sóldís, they’d had cable installed. And they’d had their own phone mast built as there hadn’t been any signal here when they first moved in. Ása mentioned this casually in passing, as if nothing could be more natural, just as an ordinary person might mention that their phone contract came with unlimited data. People with her wealth obviously inhabited a totally different world.

The amenities were so superior that Sóldís didn’t know what to say. But her silence didn’t seem to matter because Ása talked non-stop while they were doing a tour of the house. She gave Sóldís her choice of the three bedrooms, recommending that she take the largest, which had the most wardrobe space. Then, apparently remembering how little luggage Sóldís had brought with her, she tactfully changed the subject.

When they had seen everything except the cellar, Ása clapped her hands again, opened her blue eyes wide and smiled. ‘So, that’s the house. Not exactly state-of-the-art, but I hope it’ll do.’

Sóldís nodded eagerly. ‘It’s fantastic. Absolutely fantastic. I’m sure I’ll be happy here. How could I not be?’

Although Sóldís’s enthusiasm was genuine, Ása looked a little surprised. Once she had gone, Sóldís did another circuit of the house, paying special attention to the bedrooms. Two were on the ground floor, while the largest was upstairs and had a bathroom next door. Sóldís felt inclined to follow Ása’s advice, but before she made up her mind, she tried lying on the made-up beds in the two downstairs rooms. Perhaps she would feel more comfortable in a smaller space. She would be sleeping alone and there was no chance of that situation changing any time soon. That had been clearly stipulated in her contract: no visits from boyfriends. Which was easy enough when there weren’t any.

She didn’t take to either of the smaller rooms. She lay and stared up at the ceiling, then got to her feet and peered into the drawers in the bedside table and chest, then into the wardrobe. All were empty apart from the wardrobe in the second room, which turned out to be full of clothes on hangers. Inspecting them, she saw that they belonged to a man – a young man, she guessed. They couldn’t have been more different from her own cheap, boring apparel that served no purpose beyond covering her nakedness and keeping her warm. Most of these garments had prominent designer labels and were smarter than anything she had ever owned.

Sóldís frowned and closed the wardrobe. The clothes presumably belonged to some male relative or friend of the couple, who must be as rich as them if he could afford to leave all this designer gear behind. There was something depressing about not taking your clothes with you. It occurred to her that this might have had nothing to do with the owner’s extrava­gance or lack of respect for his clothes; he might simply have been in a hurry to leave. They could, for example, have belonged to her predecessor, who had apparently left without saying goodbye. On second thoughts, that was unlikely. A man who dressed in designer gear was unlikely to accept a job as a dogsbody in the depths of the countryside. Then again, she recalled the taxi driver saying that the young man had brought a massive amount of luggage with him. Perhaps he’d been well off but had got into financial difficulties. It happened. In that case, the clothes might be his. Maybe he’d taken the most essential and would be back to collect the rest later.

Sóldís resolved that, as soon as she got a chance, she’d suggest the clothes be returned to their rightful owner. Presumably he’d want them back while they were still in fashion. If, on the other hand, they belonged to some rich relative who had deliberately left them behind and subsequently bought himself a whole new wardrobe, they could be donated to charity.

She carried her suitcase upstairs. It only took her a couple of minutes to unpack. The wardrobe up here was empty and she wondered why the owner of the clothes hadn’t opted to stay in the largest room. Perhaps he had, but the wardrobe in here hadn’t been big enough and he’d had to spill over into one of the downstairs ones. At any rate, she’d have thought that the type of guy who wore designer gear would have gone for the biggest room. Unless, of course, the clothes had belonged to a visitor and one of her predecessors had already been occupying the upstairs room when he came to stay.

Sóldís flopped on to the big double bed in her new room. As she lay, quietly luxuriating in the superior mattress, she couldn’t help wondering about her two predecessors. She’d give anything to know their reasons for leaving. She just hoped the driver had been right and that the problem had lain with them rather than with her employers, their daughters, the house or the area.

Sóldís felt a rush of apprehension. She focused on breathing: in, out, in, out. Staring at the ceiling panels, she distracted herself by counting the knots in the wood, her ears tuning in to the creaks and groans of the old house. Her great-grandfather always used to say that a loud creaking in the house timbers was an omen that the owner was going to die. Oddly enough, this memory helped to calm her nerves. It was such a ridiculous superstition. Everyone was going to die sooner or later, so a prediction like that would always come true in the end, whether or not your house had creaky timbers.

Of course it would be OK. More than OK. It would be fun, and that was exactly what she needed right now. She continued her deep breathing, in through her mouth, out through her nose.

Gradually, it began to work. Her anxiety receded and she reminded herself that the feeling wasn’t a foreboding of anything. It was simply the realisation that she would be alone in a strange house, far from the city and everyone she knew. Another disorientating factor was bound to be the speed at which her circumstances had changed. She’d phoned the employment agency immediately after leaving the flat she’d shared with Jónsi and explained that she was looking for work in the countryside. It had been the only way she could think of to put as much distance between herself and her former life as possible. Then she had sent in her rather sketchy CV, thinking that the most she could expect was an offer of work at a hotel in a week or so. But no more than a few hours had passed before the agency had rung back to tell her about this position. The phone interview had taken place the next day, followed by another in the evening, then the online meeting the day after. Three hours later she was employed and arrangements had been made for her to start in the morning. All done and dusted.

Sóldís had no regrets about not requesting a longer time to consider the offer. It had been no secret that the couple were looking for someone to start straight away, and any delay or foot-dragging could have resulted in them hiring someone else. Besides, it was quite clear to her that a chance like this was heaven-sent. The decision had been a no-brainer. Having a live-in job meant she wouldn’t be forced to crash with friends or relatives while she was finding herself a new flat and a new life. That was all the incentive she needed.

But because it had all happened so fast, the change in her circumstances hadn’t sunk in yet. Hence her anxiety.

It would take a little time to adjust to the situation. But Sóldís would manage.

Of course she would.


Chapter 3

Wednesday

The windscreen wipers were fighting a losing battle with the sheer volume of snow. Týr had already had to stop twice to clear them and would probably have to do so again soon. The clumps of ice building up on the glass left streaks that grew wider with every stroke. But that was nothing compared to the first leg of the journey, when it had been all he could do to hold the car on the icy road as it was battered by violent gusts of wind on the Kjalarnes peninsula. His knuckles had whitened on the wheel, and the intermittent yelps from the passenger seat had done nothing to help matters. Apart from that, Idunn had barely opened her mouth during the drive.

At first, he’d attributed her silence to nerves brought on by the hazardous conditions, but he was beginning to think that the woman was always like this. She came across as a classic introvert; all his attempts to draw her out had been met by monosyllabic replies. She stared, tight-lipped, into the dark, snowy void ahead, ensuring that their eyes never met, because eye contact was a sure invitation to conversation. He guessed that her unsociability was the reason why the other officers answering the call-out had seemed relieved when he offered her a lift. You couldn’t exactly accuse her of being a bundle of laughs.

Týr slowed down as the GPS announced that they were due to turn right soon. He had checked the route on the map before setting out and knew that the turn-off was shortly before the head of the fjord. He had never driven round Hvalfjördur before, always taking the tunnel when he travelled north or west from Reykjavík, and the visibility was so poor that it would be easy to overshoot if he wasn’t careful. Since there was only a single lane in either direction and no hard shoulder to speak of, he’d rather avoid having to turn round. If he did, he reckoned they’d have a fifty-fifty chance of ending up in a ditch. He should have kept up with the convoy of police vehicles but, out of consideration for his passenger, he had slowed down and got left behind. It was quite a while since he had last seen the red glow of rear lights, so there was no chance of tailing the car in front, like a duckling following its mother.

As Týr took the right turn, Idunn finally broke the silence. ‘Is it much further?’ He was so startled that he took his eyes off the road for a moment to glance at her. She was still staring fixedly through the windscreen, though if she’d lowered her eyes to the satnav on the dashboard, she could have seen the answer for herself.

‘No. About fifteen minutes.’ Týr tightened his grip on the steering wheel as the car skidded slightly on the bend.

Idunn went on: ‘I’m getting worried about the return journey. I can’t stand snow and ice, and I’ve had it up to here with blocked roads.’

It occurred to Týr that he might have got his companion wrong. Perhaps Idunn was the chatty type after all and had just been suffering from nerves. He’d have liked to pass the time by talking but feared that he was now in for the kind of conversation he found hardest to sustain: a conversation about himself and his background. Oh, really? You grew up in Sweden? How come? And what made you move back home?

As far as he was concerned, moving to Iceland had meant leaving home. But he’d discovered that for most Icelanders ‘home’ meant Iceland. It couldn’t be anywhere else. Even spending more than half your life abroad, like he had, made no difference. If you were Icelandic, you were supposed to regard Iceland as home. Perhaps he would one day. But for that he would have to stay on in the country, and, as matters stood, there was no guarantee he would. He had acted impulsively after a messy break-up, without pausing to consider the decision about his future that it would inevitably leave him facing. The move had at least made one thing clear, though; it had provided him with the necessary distance to recognise that his relationship had reached the end of the road. He’d faced up to the fact that neither of them had been happy and that splitting up had been the only sensible solution.

The downside of the move was that he was now wretchedly lonely and still hadn’t managed to build up any kind of social network in Reykjavík. His few remaining relatives had dutifully stepped up to begin with, before gradually withdrawing into their own lives once the novelty of his presence had worn off. He couldn’t blame them. Although he’d met them during his summer holidays in Iceland, he wasn’t a fixture in their lives. And as much as he longed for companionship, he didn’t like the idea of being regarded as a charity case, so he tried to avoid imposing on them.

He’d made up his mind to stick it out in Iceland for a year, and meant to stand by this decision. But if things went on like this, he’d be forced to admit that his attempt to reconnect with his roots had been a mistake and to return to Sweden with his tail between his legs. Still, even that would be better than struggling on in his lonely state. Maybe it was also time to face the fact that his roots might not actually be here. Maybe he didn’t have roots anywhere. Raised by Icelandic parents in Sweden, he was neither wholly Swedish nor wholly Icelandic.

To complicate matters still further, he was adopted and had no memory of his birth parents, who had disappeared prematurely from his life. His mother had died of breast cancer when he was four, and his father had been killed in an accident not long afterwards, though Týr suspected this might not have been the real cause of death. His adoptive parents always became evasive when he tried to elicit the details of the accident that had cut his father’s life short. Týr was convinced he’d either killed himself or been a junkie and died of an overdose, and that they were trying to shield him out of a misguided desire to be kind. Matters were complicated further by the fact that his birth father hadn’t been cohabiting with his mother, and had been reluctant to acknowledge his son, so Týr’s adoptive parents knew next to nothing about the man.

Týr knew far more about his birth mother. Her memory had been kept alive by her sister and brother-in-law – his adoptive parents. On the mantelpiece in their home there had been a handsome urn containing her ashes, and next to it a photo of her smiling broadly, oblivious to the tragic fate that awaited her. Her sister and brother-in-law, who had no children of their own, had taken him in when he was left motherless. And his father, having no apparent interest in him, had been quick to sign the adoption papers. Foolish as it was, Týr found it hard to accept this rejection. But it didn’t matter – in fact, it had probably been a stroke of luck for him because it would be hard to imagine better parents than his adoptive ones. Growing up, he had been perfectly aware of this, and nowadays he had no interest in discovering anything about his birth father. Reaching this stage had felt good. Since the man hadn’t given a shit about him, it was only fair that the feeling was mutual. 

But that still left him with the problem that he had never put down roots anywhere.

To forestall any questions from Idunn about his unusual background, Týr decided to take charge of the conversation himself. The easiest option was to talk about work, as this was the only thing they had in common and it would lessen the chances of them straying on to personal matters. ‘What information did they give you?’ he asked. ‘Is it possible we could be looking at an accident?’

‘I assume I was told the same as you: several members of the household have been found dead inside the farmhouse, and the man who made the discovery is claiming they were murdered. I haven’t a clue if he’s right. Perhaps it’s a case of carbon monoxide poisoning and the injuries the man thought he saw were simply the result of decomposition.’

Týr nodded. Since Idunn was a pathologist, she presumably knew what she was talking about. His criminology studies had only touched on the examination of bodies, and he had no regrets about not having learnt more. As far as he was concerned, other people could take care of that side of the job. Yet, even so, he doubted the witness would have failed to discern the signs of decomposition, especially since he was a farmer. He must be used to seeing the carcases of animals, at least.

‘Pretty grim, however it happened.’ Idunn exhaled heavily, and the sound reminded Týr of the countless times he’d done the same. It was unavoidable in his chosen profession. An involuntary reaction, as if his body was trying to expel the bad impressions of its own accord. It never worked.

Out of the corner of his eye, Týr saw that Idunn had turned her head and was studying his profile. He threw her a quick smile to take the edge off the discomfort it was causing him. He wanted her to know that he knew she was staring. 

‘I have to ask you something,’ she said. ‘I hope you won’t find it rude.’

Týr told her to fire away. He guessed what her question was going to be: it was the one he got asked more than any other. And he was right.

‘How did you get that scar on your forehead?’

‘Not by doing anything exciting, I’m afraid. I just fell off my tricycle when I was a kid. I was peddling along full tilt without looking where I was going. The front wheel hit a hole in the pavement and I was thrown over the handlebars. I split my forehead open. Bad luck – but it could have been much worse.’

‘You could wear a fringe, then no one could see it.’

Týr had tried that. All the photos of him as a boy showed him with a long, thick fringe down to his eyebrows, but at the age of twelve he’d realised how naff it made him look, and ever since then he’d worn his hair short. ‘I just put up with people seeing it. It doesn’t matter. Sometimes it can even be a useful icebreaker.’

‘I wasn’t asking as an icebreaker. I just have a special interest in wounds. That’s why I wondered. Wounds are a big part of my job, though not usually healed ones like yours.’

Týr only just stopped himself from raising his eyebrows at this. 

Idunn seemed to realise how odd her comment must have sounded. She added: ‘Do you get asked about it a lot?’

That was easy to answer. ‘Yes. So I’m used to it. It’s not a touchy subject.’

‘Ugh, tell me about it! When I meet people for the first time, they always ask me the same question too, so I can save you the bother and tell you the answer now: I specialised in forensic pathology because I find it a fascinating field. More interesting than conventional medicine. I’m not that keen on people – living ones, I mean.’

‘I see. I wasn’t actually going to ask, but that’s good to know.’ This wasn’t entirely honest. Týr had in fact been wondering and would no doubt have raised the subject at some point. On the drive home, probably.

He couldn’t think of anything else to say and they lapsed into silence again.

The snowfall appeared to be easing off at last. Týr found he could make out more in the beam of the headlights than just the short stretch of road immediately in front of the car and the nearest marker post.

‘What a criminal way to treat animals,’ Idunn muttered suddenly, and Týr peered through the side window, following her gaze. He glimpsed what looked like a herd of horses huddled together for the scant warmth afforded by each other’s bodies. There was no sign of any shelter in the field, but perhaps it was obscured by the falling snow.

Týr returned his attention to the road. ‘I expect the horses can cope or they wouldn’t be out here. Their owner must care about them. And they’re tough beasts.’

‘You reckon?’ Idunn sounded sceptical. ‘Know a lot about horses, do you?’

‘Me? No.’ Týr laughed for the first time since he’d answered this call-out. The thought of him choosing riding as a hobby struck him as so absurd that he couldn’t help himself. ‘What about you? Are you into horses?’

‘No.’ The answer was curt and didn’t seem to invite any follow-up. Though perhaps Týr was missing his chance to throw the conversational ball into the air again. Well, if so, that was tough.

The further they got from the main road, the worse the driving conditions became. Týr passed a sign saying Minna-Hvarf and knew that this meant they were getting close. He’d been warned not to turn in there but to keep going. Shortly afterwards, they reached the correct turn-off. A signpost bearing the name Hvarf showed that they were unmistakably on the right track. The farm was well named – hvarf meaning ‘out of sight’ – as it was situated in a small valley, hidden from the road.

The access road hadn’t been ploughed and Týr was grateful that he’d been allocated one of the big police four-by-fours with elevated suspension. He did his best to follow in the wheel ruts made by the cars that had gone ahead but didn’t always succeed. He and Idunn were flung from side to side as the vehicle yawed as if they were navigating a rough sea. Idunn clung to the handle on the roof, using her other hand to prevent her big camera from being thrown off her lap. Týr merely tightened his grip on the wheel.

The farmyard turned out to be large, so there was no shortage of parking spaces, despite the crowd of vehicles already
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‘Engaging, fresh and exciting’
JAMES PATTERSON

‘A magnificent writer’
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