
		
			[image: Cover for Cold Fear]
		

	
		
		
			Praise for
Cold Fear

			
				“A blockbuster! Cold Fear grabs you on the first page and never lets go. A brilliant blend of procedural mystery and geopolitical thriller, this book offers up truly rich and compelling characters, nonstop plotting, and surprises every few chapters. This is, hands down, one of the best crime novels of the year. And on top of that, I now know Reykjavík like a natural born resident!”

				—Jeffery Deaver, New York Times bestselling author of Hunting Time

				“John David Mann and Brandon Webb, award-winning author and combat-decorated SEAL, take a second deep dive with Finn in a thriller set against the typically peaceful backdrop of cold, dark Iceland. From the moment a real-life little mermaid is found drowned beneath the ice, the pages turn fast enough to fly, contemporary issues of systemic corruption play out, and the hunt for true justice is on.”

				—Jenny Milchman, Mary Higgins Clark Award–winning author of Cover of Snow and The Second Mother

				“Cold Fear is a hugely satisfying novel and the best kind of thriller: propulsive action, a twisty and smart mystery, emotionally resonant characters, and top-notch writing that brings to life a rich, layered setting. Highly recommend.”

				—Lou Berney, author of November Road

				“As they did in Steel Fear…the authors combine genuine talent for old-school adventure…with a full-bodied portrait of an introspective, good-hearted yet deeply troubled hero.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Superlative…The balance of action and characterization is perfect, and Jack Reacher fans will find much to like in Finn. This complex, suspenseful thriller proves that the authors’ collaborative fiction debut was no fluke.”

				—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			

			Praise for Steel Fear

			Named One of the Best Books of the Year by Publishers Weekly

			
				“Sensationally good—an instant classic, maybe an instant legend. Steel Fear takes all the strengths of a traditional thriller and makes them as modern as tomorrow.”

				—#1 New York Times bestselling author Lee Child

				“An absolutely amazing thriller! Steel Fear comes in hot and never slows down. Exciting, action-packed, and twisty from stem to stern. This will be one of the hottest books of the summer!”

				—#1 New York Times bestselling author Brad Thor

				“Steel Fear is deadly good, a five-star scorcher from first page to last. The enigmatic and mysterious Finn is the next big thriller superstar.”

				—#1 New York Times bestselling author Robert Crais

				“An edge-of-your-seat thriller with an original and engaging premise…Like speeding down a slalom course, once you get going there’s no stopping. This one is not to be missed.”

				—New York Times bestselling author Steve Berry

				“The serial killer thriller takes to the high seas in Steel Fear as an elusive murderer stalks his prey through the steel corridors of a U.S. Navy Nimitz-class aircraft carrier. Lovers of both serial-killer thrillers and military novels will be turning pages late into the night, as former Navy SEAL Brandon Webb and award-winning author John David Mann draw us deeper and deeper into this unique, suspenseful, and authentically detailed game of cat and mouse.”

				—Michael Ledwidge, co-author of fourteen bestselling James Patterson novels

				“[A] highly original update on a classical mystery trope…The authors effectively integrate former Navy SEAL Webb’s military experience into the plot, making every detail ring true.”

				—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

				“Former SEAL Webb and coauthor Mann…hit all the right notes in their fiction debut, which blends the high-tech trappings of a military thriller with the crushing claustrophobia of a locked-room mystery (if that locked room was home to more than 5,000 people, along with 90 aircraft and a handful of nuclear reactors). Like Lee Child in his Jack Reacher novels, the authors can do more than power a pulse-racing narrative…. For readers who can’t resist a bureaucracy-battling action hero, there’s a new kid on the block (or boat).”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Tom Clancy meets Agatha Christie in this electrifying tale…. The combo of a military thriller and a serial killer narrative is genius, and the story sings with compelling authenticity. Readers of either genre will find much to savor in this page-turning novel.”

				—Library Journal

				“Utterly compelling—a pitch-perfect, totally immersive thriller. Brilliant, brilliant, brilliant!”

				—Philippa East, award-winning author of Little White Lies

				“A welcome addition to the world of military thrillers…Steel Fear is an excellent beginning.”

				—New York Journal of Books

				“A propulsive read…Webb and Mann expertly weave a complex and twisted narrative that is thoroughly authentic and chilling.”

				—Mystery & Suspense

				“Steel Fear is a tour de force, and utterly unique. A crucible of character fueled by a breathtaking thriller onboard an aircraft carrier that authors Webb and Mann bring to life with a poetry of meticulous detail.”

				—Daniel Pyne, screenwriter and author

				“Steel Fear twists and speeds through its murderous plot with all the intrigue and intensity you’d expect from a Navy SEAL.”

				—Carey D. Lohrenz, the U.S. Navy’s first female F-14 Tomcat fighter pilot and bestselling author of Fearless Leadership
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				Prologue

				A deserted city street. The distant ruckus of drunken revelers, laughter, Christmas carol fragments. Under the faint glow of streetlights a flurry of snowflakes drifts to the frigid cobblestone surface, then swirls aside as a girl sprints past.

				Bare feet. No coat. Mid-twenties.

				She darts through an intersection. Then another. Street names she can’t pronounce. On a wild guess she takes a left at the next corner and runs another block before stopping, bent over, hands on knees, breathing like a trapped animal.

				There’s nothing but the silence of the snow and her own rapid panting. She looks around, frantic.

				Has she gone too far?

				Takes off running again. Squinting at the street signs, pleading for them to make sense. Fighting back the urge to stop and scan the darkness behind her.

				The sound of her feet slapping the slick street surface drums against her ears…images explode through her mind—

				the mines…the Englishman…the lake house—

				She pushes them away. Her feet are bleeding, but she has to keep going. She has to—

				Wait.

				Was that a glimpse of someone passing on the far side of the street?

				She slows long enough to peer back through the murk. No one there.

				She spat out the last pill, but the drugs are still too strong. She can’t tell what is hallucination and what is real.

				Keep going.

				Her feet slapping the cobblestones…the mines…the Englishman…

				She won’t make it. It was a crazy idea. Should have known it was pointless to try. She reaches the next corner—

				And there it is. Spread out before her like a banquet.

				She stops again, hands on knees, gasping, the Arctic air searing her lungs. Squints into the dark and feels a rush of bitter relief. Not a hallucination. Really there.

				A patch of open water.

				The driver told her about this the day she arrived. In December the pond is covered in ice, he said, ice so thick they hold hockey matches on it. Except right here, at this spot. The city keeps this northeast corner heated year-round. “For the ducks!” he chortled.

				And sure enough, through the gloom she can see their little bodies, tucked into themselves for warmth, still and silent. Living, breathing ducks, asleep on the water.

				How do they survive the winters here?

				How does anyone survive the winters here?

				She whips her head around, suddenly alert, eyes and ears straining in the dark. There’s no one behind her. The only sounds she hears are her own hard breath and the faint splish-splash as she steps into the shallow.

				From her pocket she pulls a stick of lipstick, blood-red.

				Stares at it, her heart pounding.

				She isn’t supposed to know.

				Isn’t supposed to know about any of it.

				But she does.

				Hands trembling from the cold, she twists the lipstick open, pulls up her shirt with one hand and with the other scrawls a single word upside-down across her abdomen.

				Then lets the lipstick fall from her fingers.

				She strips out of her clothes, tossing each item behind her. Stark naked, she takes a few more steps into the water. Another flurry of snowflakes falls around her, the air a blast freezer on her skin. Teeth chattering, she kneels. Places her palms down against the shallow pond floor. Slides down onto her stomach and pushes herself away from the edge with her feet, propelling with her arms, each stroke drawing her further toward the pond’s center. After a moment her outstretched fingers find the lip of the ice sheet.

				She slips underneath the ice, then twists around so that her back is to the pond floor, her face to the ice above. Stretches out her arms as wide as she can.

				And pushes farther in.
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			1

			Gunnar slipped out of his family’s townhouse and closed the front door, soft as a spy. He wasn’t supposed to be out there on his own, but his parents wouldn’t notice. And anyway, he’d be back inside in just a few minutes. Quick as a flash.

			It was past ten in the morning but still dark out. The sun wouldn’t come up for another hour. He looked around at their street. It snowed in the night! Only a little dusting, but snow was snow. It looked just like the powdered sugar on the Christmas cookies his Danish au pair made the day before, on Christmas Eve.

			Gunnar descended the steps and trudged around the corner, scooted across the street and out onto the ice. He knew it was safe. In fact, he’d be out there later that day with his parents to watch the college kids play hockey. Right now, though, there was no one on the pond, no cars on the streets. Christmas Day. Everyone was at home eating oatmeal and staying warm, or still in bed (“sleeping it off”) like his parents.

			He ventured farther out onto the ice, halfway to the middle of the pond, then lay down on his back, gazing up at the gray clouds against the violet morning sky, imagining bears and dragons and brave men with swords chasing them. He made snow angels. Laughed at the fresh tickle of snowflakes on his face.

			After a few minutes of this glorious fun, Gunnar rolled himself over to get up on his feet. Gotta be home before they noticed him gone. He slipped on the ice and fell flat on his front side. Good one, klaufi! That takes talent! That’s what his big brother would say if he saw that clumsy move.

			Taking it slow and careful now, Gunnar got back up onto his hands and knees—and stopped.

			This couldn’t be real. Could it?

			He was looking down at the ice, and someone underneath was looking back up at him.

			He stared into the ice.

			Into her eyes.

			“The Little Mermaid” was Gunnar’s favorite story. His au pair had read him all the Hans Christian Andersen stories, and that was the one he fell in love with. He’d seen the Disney movie, too, but that was different. It felt fake. He liked having the story read to him better. Closing his eyes and hearing the words, in her voice, it all came alive. He never admitted this to his big brother, or to anyone, not even his au pair, but in his heart of hearts Gunnar believed that mermaids were real.

			And there was one staring up at him right now from under the ice!

			His palms were starting to hurt from the cold, but he couldn’t move a muscle. It was like he was as frozen as the ice.

			He wanted this to be real.

			He wanted so badly for this to be proof that he was right all along, that his brother and his parents and teachers were all wrong, that there really were mermaids, and that Gunnar—not his brother, not his parents, but Gunnar himself—had found one!

			But there was this cold feeling in his tummy, a bad feeling, really bad, bubbling up like Geysir.

			He was terrified.

			Gunnar knew this was not a mermaid.

			He knew this, because the lady in the duck pond wasn’t moving.

			Not at all.

			Then Gunnar heard a horrible sound, like the shriek of a hockey referee’s whistle, but he didn’t stop to wonder what it was or where it was coming from, didn’t even think to realize it was coming from himself.

			Didn’t think at all.

			He was too busy running.
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			Krista Kristjánsdóttir stood over the vague form in the ice and cursed a blue streak.

			She pulled her phone from her vest and tapped the screen to life. “Surface too opaque to see limbs and torso clearly.” She held the phone close and spoke low and quiet, enunciating each word. “Only the face visible.”

			She paused, aware of how inadequate the word sounded. Visible. How about indelible. Haunting.

			The police had arrived within minutes of the boy’s first screams, but not before some citizen showed up with his phone and snapped photos, then trotted off to sell them to the city’s daily newspaper. Terrific. By the time the cops had the scene locked down, the dead girl’s face was staring out through iPad screens in households across the country, over the headline Litla Hafmeyjan á Ís!

			The little mermaid on ice!

			Krista’s partner, Einar, plodded over, texting as he walked, and relayed a brief from one of the officers on the scene.

			No ID in the woman’s clothing. A lipstick that might be hers, might give up prints, might not. No other clues to her identity. A team of divers was slipping in under the ice sheet right now to see if it was possible to pull her free without damaging the body. Otherwise they’d need to cut her out.

			They waited in silence, puffing clouds of icy breath.

			Moments later the lead diver emerged, looked over at Krista, and shook his head. They’d have to cut out a section of the ice, secure it with a tarp, and transport her to pathology that way. “Like a fly in amber,” murmured Einar, his nimble fat thumbs tap-dancing over his phone again.

			Krista glanced at the crowd along the duck pond’s edge, pushing up against the barriers they’d hastily put in place, craning to catch a glimpse.

			And cursed again.

			Media.

			She looked at Einar and nodded in the direction of the little throng of reporters. He stopped texting and grinned. No problem, he mouthed. He turned and trundled over toward the pack to give a statement that would say nothing at all, but say it in the most polite and interesting terms.

			Krista hated this part, talking to the press. Always made her feel like a politician. Einar had no problem with it. Which Krista had never understood. It seemed to her that cops and reporters should be natural enemies. Or at least opposites. A detective’s toughest job was getting people to talk. The hardest thing about reporters was getting them to stop talking.

			She watched as an officer brought over a blue vinyl tarp and set it down next to her. Another officer with a portable saw kneeled at the foot of the young woman’s frozen crypt and lowered the spinning blade to the ice.

			Like a bone saw at an autopsy, its metal edge let out a scream that sliced through the brittle morning air.

			Krista winced.
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			At the back of the crowd, a squarish face with oversize eyes watched from under its hooded parka as the little knot of police officers instinctively took a step backward from the scream of the saw. Their elongated shadows stretching out over the duck pond’s frozen surface reminded the hooded man of the strange statues of Easter Island. Silent sentinels, watching over their people, keeping them from harm.

			Too late, for the woman they were cutting out of the ice.

			He looked around at the city’s storybook architecture, everything illuminated by the liquid amber light. Eleven fifteen, and the sun was just now coming up, struggling to breach the horizon by a few degrees before falling again and plunging the city back into darkness barely four hours later.

			Iceland, the “land of fire and ice,” at the darkest time of year.

			He’d been here before. Visited briefly, years earlier, just before they withdrew all American forces from the nearby air base. A lifetime ago. Before he made chief.

			Back then he was plain Finn, a freshly minted Navy SEAL sniper, on his way to help train a Coalition team in Norway. It was summer then, balmy, sunny. Iceland’s famous temperate summers. Herds of tourists—Americans, Canadians, Brits, Malaysians, French, Germans—there to experience the daylight that stretched clear around the clock, to see the glaciers and geysers, the lava fields and lunar landscapes, the milky Blue Lagoon, the ooh and the ahh.

			Not now. Now the tourists were mostly gone. This was the island community in deep winter, when the sun showed its sallow face for no more than a few hours a day. The bitter Arctic climate that forged this people’s national character for a thousand years. No midnight sun, no balmy lava-field tours, no ooh, no ahh. This was not the Iceland of the travel brochures and vacation websites. This was the Iceland outsiders seldom saw. Right now, the land of fire and ice was mostly ice and darkness.

			And death.

			The night before, after being dropped off a few blocks from his destination, Finn had walked the streets of the city. It was an eerie mix of old and new, a mash-up of Heidelberg or Prague or some other quaint European burg with a futuristic scene out of Final Fantasy. Rows of wood-and-corrugated-iron houses brightly painted in pastels and primary colors, a medieval village on an LSD trip. Even as he walked the paved streets of the city, images of the gouts of steam he’d seen geysering up out of the treeless landscape on his ride from the airport were a constant reminder that this was a land carved on the face of a volcanic crack in the earth.

			When he’d gotten safely into his bolt-hole and turned on the tap, the water that poured out was near the boiling point and gave off the unmistakable smell of sulfur.

			All the amenities of hell.

			On the ride into the city his driver had asked what he was doing here in Reykjavík. “Research,” Finn told him. “Crime writer.” As good a lie as any.

			The driver snorted. “Then you will have a boring time here, my friend. We’ve got no crime in Iceland worth writing about. We have husbands who beat up their wives and idiots who drink too much and beat up their friends. And this, my friend, is all she wrote.”

			Finn looked back at the pond, the milling crowd pointing at the saw-cut hole in the ice, conversing in whispers as one would in church.

			All she wrote.

			He slipped away and melted into the city, winding through the back streets of Parliament Hill until he arrived at an old townhouse on a quiet block. He mounted the steps and produced a makeshift house key, which he slid into the lock along with a slim torsion tool.

			Finn felt the lock put up mild resistance for a moment, then gently give way. He turned the knob and the door clicked open a crack—

			“Halló!”

			He glanced over at the townhouse next door. An old woman’s face poked out at him, its features twisted into a suspicious scowl.

			Finn nodded. “Halló.” The torsion tool salted away in a pocket.

			Her face darkened. “Ert þú vinur Ragnars?”

			You a friend of Ragnar’s?

			Finn nodded again. “Já.”

			The crone took a step out onto her stoop and eyed him up and down a few times, her scowl deepening.

			“He said nothing about any friend,” she grunted in Icelandic.

			Finn shrugged. “Ragnar,” he said, rolling both R’s hard, like machine-gun fire. He sighed and shook his head as if to say, What a dick, am I right?

			The scowl relaxed by half a degree. The woman looked out across the street, gazing in the direction Finn had just come from.

			“Terrible, what happened,” she murmured, still in her native tongue. The Icelandic words reminded Finn of someone gargling.

			“Já,” he murmured.

			Her scowl went harsh again, her voice low and guttural, like a dark priest casting a curse. “Some drunk partier got a little too friendly. Like poor Birna in 2017.”

			“Já,” Finn agreed.

			“Too many foreigners,” she added, spitting the words: “Pólverjar. Finnar. Rússar.”

			Poles. Finns. Russians.

			Finn looked back toward the pond, too.

			“Fuckers,” he said.

			She looked at him in surprise and barked a laugh. “Já,” she said. “Fokking fokk.” She turned her gaze out toward the pond again.

			“Greyið,” she said softly. To Finn it sounded almost like the word “crying,” and the look in her eyes conveyed much the same thing.

			Poor thing. What a terrible shame. Crying.

			“Greyið,” Finn echoed.

			The old woman raised one finger in a wave.

			Finn waved a finger back.

			They both retreated into their respective houses.

			Finn closed the door behind him and strode silently through a narrow hallway, coming out into a small dining room. The place was spotless, meticulous, tiny. Polished hardwood floors, disappearing black acoustic-tile ceilings, soft recessed lighting. Old made modern, like an Upper West Side apartment. Walls hung in good art—except for one that lay bare, cleared of its artwork, the framed pieces neatly stacked against a far wall.

			Prep, for the task ahead.

			Finn slung his backpack off his shoulder, dropped it on the dining room table, which was empty save for three large sketch pads and a dozen charcoal pencils, purchased on an earlier swing through the neighborhood. He began unloading the results of his resupply run.

			Two gaudy, traditional Icelandic wool sweaters, the kind only tourists wore. Two ratty pullovers. A second, scruffier parka and an oversize pair of cargo pants. Expensive suit jacket, dress shirt, and tie. Half a dozen cheap, preloaded phones. Two disposable cameras, ball of twine, small screwdriver, wire stripper, a foot of insulated wire, a few small screws. He didn’t expect to need the hardware, but better to have it on hand.

			As he unpacked his gear he thought about what the old woman had said.

			Or at least, what he guessed she’d said.

			Finn neither spoke nor understood a word of Icelandic. Other than “Já.”

			He knew the accent usually fell on the first syllable; knew how to put that assault-rifle roll in his R’s with the tip of his tongue; knew that if he aped a Norwegian accent he wouldn’t be far off. Although he didn’t know any Norwegian, either.

			Not that it mattered much.

			Even in English, most people were a mystery to him.

			Still, he was pretty sure he understood the old woman’s final comment. More or less.

			“Greyið,” he murmured in her voice.

			He took a breath, held it to the count of five, then let it out again.

			This wasn’t why Finn was here.

			He had a quarry to hunt, and scarce time to do it in before the noose tightened.

			No distractions.

			Not his problem.

			He opened one of the sketch pads, selected a charcoal pencil, and began sketching a layout of what he’d seen of the city so far.

		

	
		
		
			4

			Ten blocks to the east, Krista and Einar sat in their cramped office at the Reykjavík metro police station. The ice-encased, vinyl-wrapped body was making its short trip to the University pathology lab. The pathologist had been called at home and was on his way in, grumbling, to perform an immediate autopsy. Christmas or no Christmas, they needed to get in front of this.

			Krista was especially keen on seeing the results of the tox screen. Drugs. Had to be. What else could explain a girl stripping naked in the middle of the night, in late December, and sliding herself under the ice? “Like a letter through a mail slot,” she murmured.

			“A dead letter,” her partner added with a fat grin.

			In her mind, Krista sighed. That vintage Einar humor: driving her nuts for the past twenty-six years.

			An officer poked his head in the door and handed her the surveillance photos she’d asked for. Good. Take her mind off the scene she’d just left.

			“I’ll leave you to it, then,” said Einar, as he hauled himself out of his chair and lumbered off to hunt down a pastry and hot coffee.

			Einar thought she was wasting her time.

			He was probably right.

			Krista stared at the first grainy enlargement, a screen capture from CCTV footage taken at the airport the day before. The facial recog software at customs had flagged half a dozen travelers, Brits and Kiwis and one American, but it was just an A.I. hiccup, and after a cursory passport check by an actual human, they’d let each one pass. Now, at Krista’s request, they were running another check on the ID the American had used to enter the country. It would come back clear, she’d bet money on it. But something still felt off about him to her.

			It was the name on the passport.

			Marlin Pike.

			That seemed an obvious fake to her, but then what did she really know about American names? They all seemed fake to her; strange combinations with no logic or consistency to them. Marlin Pike. Two fish? She sighed. Real as any, she supposed.

			Krista had no love for Americans. Some half a million of them flooded her country each year—half a million too many, in her view. “Their dollars help pay your salary,” as Einar had pointed out a thousand times, to which she would reply: “I’d take a pay cut.”

			But why did this particular American bug her so? She couldn’t say. Some foreigner with an odd name enters their city and trips a cyberwire, and on the same night an unidentified girl winds up dead in the heart of downtown…No, there was no logical connection. Nothing there but a random confluence of unrelated events. The very definition of coincidence.

			And like any one of ten million other cops on the planet, Krista did not like coincidences.

			Or maybe she just had too much time on her hands.

			She tapped the screen on her phone and began voice-to-texting another memo.

			“Marlin Pike…” She stopped.

			Marlin Pike what? Looked odd? Bothered her?

			“Fuck.”

			She set the thing down.

			Krista hated her phone as much as Einar lived on his. It was only the relentless mocking from everyone else in the department that had made her finally give up her little notepad and pencil stub and follow the high-tech herd.

			She studied the photo again.

			Oversize eyes, set wide on a squarish face. Expressionless.

			God, she missed that pencil stub. Made it so much easier not to smoke.

			She switched to the second photo, shot at a distance from behind. A little blurred, but she could make out the figure. Short. Lithe. Thin wiry limbs, knobby joints.

			Now she studied the two photos side by side, the face and the frame. Awkward-looking, like a cartoon. Almost geeky. But there was something wary there. An alertness in the eyes. A strange grace in the posture.

			Who was this guy?

			An officer burst into the room. “The mermaid!” he stammered.

			Krista silently cursed and threw the man a weary look. Did her own officers have to refer to the deceased as a “mermaid”?

			“What about her? Isn’t the pathologist there yet?”

			“Já, he’s there. He just—he just went in to autopsy the girl.”

			“And?”

			“She’s gone!”

			“Of course she’s gone. She was dead when the boy found her. Probably been under the ice for hours.”

			“No, I mean…” He took a shaky breath. “Her body. It’s gone.”
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			Today the city was a ghost of itself, streets deserted, its buildings like bones of the long departed.

			“Christmas is special here,” Finn’s driver had said. “In Reykjavík, nothing bad ever happens at Christmas.”

			Special. That was one way of putting it. Finn had never experienced a city so still, so silent. It was like walking through the aftermath of a nuclear blast. The only thing that told him he was awake, that this wasn’t some post-apocalyptic nightmare, was the fresh sting of salt air and ice crystals in his nostrils.

			That, and the faint, meaty, burnt-wood smell of smoked lamb shanks. “Hangikjöt,” they called it. “Hanging meat.”

			He walked due north, threading his way past closed cafés and restaurants, homes buttoned up against the cold. If it weren’t for the scent trails of the hangikjöt, you wouldn’t have known there were people inside.

			After ten blocks he reached the lip of the harbor and stopped.

			Listened to the wind’s Arctic whispers and groans.

			A gigantic double-cube of black glass rose up in front of him. The city’s gleaming new concert hall. Next to that, a mammoth hotel, still under construction. When he last walked this path there’d been nothing but fishing piers and dusty boat sheds. Now a modern metropolis had sprung from the shores of lava and rocks. There was something geological about it, new mountain ranges bursting up from tectonic clashes, erupting volcanoes of steel and glass. Finn could practically feel the thrum of hot magma flowing underfoot.

			He hadn’t had time for a deep dive the day he learned his hunt was taking him to Iceland. But he’d absorbed what he could on the plane.

			The plan, so he’d read, had been to put up a suite of high-rise constructions right on this spot—office towers, apartment complexes, a huge car park, all flanking a colossus that would house their central bank. “Iceland’s World Trade Center,” they were calling it.

			The 2008 crash stopped all that. Iceland had soared higher than any other nation on the planet—and fallen harder. By the time the carnage was over, that bank and the country’s entire economy had collapsed into nothing but dust and indictments. This hunk of black glass and a half-built hotel were the only survivors.

			The wind sighed and whispered curses.

			He turned and looked out at the harbor.

			There it was.

			The big flat gray Coast Guard ship, docked in exactly the same spot as it had been fifteen years earlier, now huddled behind the massive glass block like a sulking teenager. It was the only thing in sight that Finn recognized.

			Last time he was here, they’d given him a VIP tour of that vessel.

			Last time he was here, Finn himself was the tip of a mighty spear, the full weight of the US military machine behind him. That was before another decade of continuous war had blunted and corroded that spear. Exhausted it. Corrupted it.

			Before Mukalla.

			Before Finn was pulled from his team, hustled onto an aircraft carrier in the Persian Gulf, and sent home in disgrace to answer for an atrocity he didn’t commit.

			At least, he didn’t think he’d committed it.

			Though even now, four months later, he couldn’t be sure of that.

			The big gray Coast Guard ship stared back at him.

			Last time, he thought. A lifetime ago.

			This time, he was on his own.

			He glanced to his left, up the coast, then to his right, taking in the measure of the territory.

			Iceland was roughly the size of Ohio. You could drive clear around the country in twenty-four hours, if you wanted to. The Ring Road, they called it. Route 1.

			Finn didn’t need to drive around the country. He was pretty sure his business was all right here in the capital city. A quarter percent of the country’s landmass, roughly ten miles by ten miles. About the size of Fort Wayne, Indiana, with less than half the population.

			Which at that moment included three Americans he was there to hunt. And, once he found them, to engage in a friendly conversation.

			Or not so friendly.

			That part would depend on them.

			He heard a faint disturbance, the slow scrape of feet through the moaning of the wind. He turned and clocked the source: a single human, wrapped in old blankets tied incongruously with a sash of electric blue silk, making his way along a sidewalk on the leeward side of a building.

			A white Mercedes van rolled up the empty street and slowed to a stop a few yards past the homeless man. Red Cross emblem on its side. Finn had seen vans like this in a number of European countries, specially equipped to deal with addicts and homeless people, providing food and medical care, sometimes even clean needles.

			Evidently they took care of their own here in Reykjavík.

			Surviving, as far as Finn could see, was the country’s principal industry. After plunging into that economic sinkhole, so he’d read, these descendants of Vikings threw their bankers in jail, let their currency collapse, took on crippling austerity measures, and had clambered up till they were back on top within a decade.

			“The Iceland Miracle,” the article’s writers called it.

			Finn had once heard a talk by a think-tank foreign policy analyst who described Iceland as “an unsinkable aircraft carrier in the middle of the North Atlantic.” Unsinkable, perhaps, but not unshakable. Sitting astride a seismic fissure between the two tectonic plates that held North America and Eurasia, the entire country was split in half along the diagonal, like a cut lunchbox sandwich, its two halves pulling apart by another inch every year. They experienced something like seventy earthquakes a day.

			No wonder they pulled together.

			Nothing like scrabbling a living from an unstable volcanic jut of rock at the edge of the Arctic Circle for a thousand years to breed a little solidarity.

			The white Mercedes van collected its charge, then rolled on, vanishing around a corner and leaving the street as spectral and desolate as before.

			The wind groaned and wailed.

			Finn turned northwest and walked along the coast for a few minutes, past the sea-angling sites and whale-watching sites, the harborside restaurants and farmer’s markets. Everything closed. Everything silent.

			In Reykjavík, nothing bad ever happens at Christmas.

			

			—

			Suddenly the air was shattered by a sonorous gong: the city’s big church bells, a dozen blocks away, tolling the half hour.

			Three thirty.

			Only mid-afternoon, and the revenant sun was already dying again, the city’s shadows returning to reclaim their territory.

			He turned back and took his reconnaissance southeast, along the coast, past the big concert hall again, then veered due south a few blocks to the city’s main strip, which ran parallel to the coastline.

			Laugavegur: “Wash Road,” so named by women of bygone ages as they lugged their dirty laundry to thermal springs a few miles off.

			Now a mile-long shopping mall.

			He followed Laugavegur east-southeast, threading his way in and out of the side streets, cataloging everything, observing the evidence of the city’s epic struggle to pull itself out of the crash. Last time he was there it had been a street of cafés, galleries, mom-n-pop shops with local flavor that went back generations. Now it was all machine-stamped storefronts hawking gaudy tourist trash. Little models of the great church and concert hall. Shot glasses and pillow cases with puffins on them, hats and shirts with volcanoes and more puffins.

			And hotels.

			He came to a stop where the road angled at Hlemmur Square. What fifteen years earlier had been a seedy, run-down bus terminal was now reborn as an upscale food court, backed by yet another luxury hotel.

			Hotels and more hotels. Everywhere Finn looked, new hotels had sprung up to fill every empty space. And he marked each one in his mind, noting especially the most upscale and expensive. Memorizing each one, its name and location.

			Mapping his grid.

			Three days, he figured. That’s how long it would take.

			Three days to locate, stalk, and strike.

			Three days to get what he came for. And get out.

			The giant church bells tolled the quarter hour, marking the sun’s slide back into oblivion.

			So many upscale hotels. Too many to cover on his own.

			He would need help.

			Normally in a situation like this he would have been through a detailed brief. Or, if left to improvise, he would liaise with local police, gain access to hotel records, airport customs logs, maybe engage local military intel resources. But right at that moment Finn had no access to any police or military intel resources.

			Right at that moment the arrayed forces of his country’s military intel were engaged in tracking him down.

			In official terms, Finn was UA, Unauthorized Absence, the US Navy’s version of the more commonly known term “AWOL.”

			In plainer terms, a wanted man.

			A fugitive.

			Hugging the shadows on the northern and western sides of the streets, he began threading his way back to his stolen bolt-hole.
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			“How is it possible, in a city the size of a handkerchief, to lose a human body?”

			The admin woman looked confused. “A handkerchief?”

			Krista sighed, then strapped on a smile as she wondered what it would feel like to strangle this woman to death right here and now. She had been on best senior-detective behavior—had not cursed once since arriving at the University Hospital. Still, her professional patience was wearing thin.

			“It’s no more than a five-minute drive from the drowning site,” she began again. “How is it—?” She stopped herself and put up one hand to signal a change in question.

			She had already grilled the few staff who were anywhere near the deserted pathology lab around the time the dead woman vanished. No one knew anything about a fresh Jóna Jónsdóttir.

			No one even knew what she meant by “a fresh Jóna Jónsdóttir.”

			“You know,” she’d said. “Like how they say ‘Jane Doe’ in America?”

			She got blank looks.

			The pathology lab’s caseload had exploded over the past few years, as this useless admin had just explained yet again. They were overloaded and overworked. And today was a Sunday, which meant a skeleton staff. Worse yet, it was Christmas. Christmas was a dead zone.

			Yes, the woman had really said all that. The head of a pathology lab. Skeleton staff. Dead zone. With a total lack of humor or self-awareness.

			“Okay,” Krista said. “So, could the body have been mistakenly sent out for cremation?”

			The woman now pursed her lips and frowned, as if giving the question serious thought, which Krista knew was bullshit because she was shaking her head at the same time. “No,” she finally concluded, “I don’t think so. Don’t think that’s possible.”

			Krista went back to her car and headed over there anyway.

			The city’s only crematory—in fact, the entire country’s only crematory—was located another five-minute drive away, at a cemetery on the south side of the city. Cremation was not big in Iceland. Krista found this ironic, given that her Viking ancestors were all sent off to Valhalla by way of flaming funeral pyres.

			But then, these days she found everything about her homeland ironic.

			No one at the crematory knew anything.

			Correction: everyone knew something, but none of it added up to anything.

			After another fruitless hour, Krista climbed back into her Volvo compact and assessed what she’d learned so far. Which was a shitload of nothing.

			The driver reported delivering the body to the pathology lab, but the pathology lab had no record of receiving it. The mortuary’s cremation records were conflicting; they’d either burned two bodies that day, or three.

			Their system was overloaded, too.

			And it was, after all, Christmas.

			“Fucking fuck,” she said to her windshield.

			You didn’t just lose a body. She’d never heard of such a thing happening. How could it? Lose a report, a piece of evidence, of course that shouldn’t happen, but sure, it did, every now and then. Fine.

			But a whole person?

			Strictly speaking, the chain of jurisdiction from scene of death to pathology to mortuary was not entirely under Krista’s watch. This wasn’t her fault. But that’s how it would land anyway.

			On her desk, like a steaming pile of caribou crap.

			She started her Volvo and addressed herself once more to the interior of the windshield.

			“Merry fucking Christmas.”

			

			—

			“So what have we got?” Even as she asked, she knew the answer.

			While Krista was out collecting blank stares, Einar had interviewed the divers who recovered the body from the duck pond, then organized and dispatched a few officers to go canvassing possible witnesses in the surrounding neighborhoods.

			So far, no one had seen anything. Everyone was inside.

			Christmas.

			No one from the public had come forward to identify the young woman from the photo in the paper. Nothing turned up in their files; facial recog software came up empty.

			Iceland’s entire national population was one-twenty-fifth the size of New York City’s. It wasn’t hard to keep track of their people. Her Jóna Jónsdóttir was not an Icelandic native, nor an Iceland resident, that much was clear.

			Which only left the rest of the planet’s twenty-something female population.

			Because there was no body, there were no dental records or any other physical evidence. The woman’s clothing, left behind at the scene, gave up no evident clues—no passport, no driver’s license, no credit cards, no ID of any kind. They would run DNA on whatever they could collect from her clothing, but unless the girl happened to be a local felon, there was no reason to expect that her genetic fingerprint would be on file.

			The lipstick found at the pond’s edge had, in fact, yielded no viable prints.

			Einar had gone through all open missing-persons files. Given its unpredictable and often brutal weather patterns, Iceland was legendary for its missing persons. No match.

			“What we have,” replied Einar, “is goose egg.”

			Krista closed her eyes.

			God in heaven, but his summary pronouncements could creep under her skin. Especially his love of the idiotic American idiom. Spill the beans. Barking up the wrong tree. Piece of cake.

			Goose egg.

			She tossed her phone on her desk and searched her pockets for the pencil stub that wasn’t there. “We should’ve…Fuck.”

			We should’ve done a more thorough forensic examination right there at the site.

			“Hey,” said Einar. “Under the circumstances?”

			Excusable. Not our fault.

			The frozen grave had been treated as a crime scene, since it was not 100 percent clear whether the death was an accident or a suicide, but in view of the difficulty of extracting the body intact, only one or two shots of the face were taken on site before they wrapped the ice-encrusted corpse in their police tarp. A more exhaustive photo and forensic documentation was to have taken place at the University’s pathology lab.

			Which, again, was only five minutes away.

			Nobody expected the body to disappear.

			So, yeah, excusable. But sloppy.

			They should have taken more photos.

			“She got drunk,” her partner continued. “Or high. Both, probably. Some tourist who thought it would be a big kick in the pants to go skinny-dipping at midnight on Christmas. So wasted she got herself trapped under the ice sheet.”

			He shrugged, which Krista found supremely irritating.

			She hoped he was right. Sorry though she was that the girl was dead, she hoped with all her heart and soul that the poor thing had been done in purely by her own recklessness. The duck pond was pretty damn shallow; it wasn’t easy to drown in there. Still, though, if she were drunk and stoned? Then, sure.

			Like drowning in your own bathtub. It happened.

			That’s what she hoped.

			What she suspected, what she feared, was that the girl was assaulted by some drunk hard-partier.

			Just like Birna.

			“Anyway,” Einar grunted as he hauled his girth out of his chair, “I’m off. Salvage what’s left of Christmas, eh?”

			He turned back as he reached the door.

			“She got drunk, Krista. She was foolish. Stumbled in and drowned. Not your fault—and not your fault the cretins at the crematory burned the body.”

			Krista gave a vague wave, something between a Thank you for the exculpatory gesture and a Get the fuck out of here.

			As Einar vacated the office Krista spotted a young officer passing in the hallway.

			“Jón!” she called out.

			He stepped in. “Halló?” Bright kid, motivated.

			“Jón, why don’t you start gathering whatever CCTV footage you can from a ten-block radius around the pond. All the shops, all the government buildings. Bring a partner.”

			“Halló?” He appeared confused. “But…it’s Christmas. I don’t think we’ll find anyone there.”

			Okay, to be honest, not especially bright. But motivated, and that counted for something.

			“Roust them. Ring them at home. Police business, Jón. Justice doesn’t take holidays.”

			As Jón sped off to recruit a partner, she thought over what Einar had said.

			She was foolish. Stumbled in and drowned.

			Was he right?

			Foolish? Possibly. Drowned? Clearly.

			Stumbled?

			Krista didn’t think so.

			So how in God’s name did she end up under the ice?

			Hopefully CCTV would turn something up. It would take hours to sort through whatever footage Jón brought back. That was fine with Krista. She wasn’t going anywhere.

			Christmas could go fuck itself.
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			Finn stopped sketching and stood back to look.

			His work now covered several pages, which he’d stuck up on the blank wall with bits of adhesive. Edge to edge, they formed a partial map of the city.

			His war room.

			His quarry could be anywhere. In theory. But simple inductive logic focused the field significantly.

			They weren’t just three Americans, they were three fellow SEALs, deployed here on some sort of covert kill/capture mission. Finn knew nothing about who their target was, cared less than nothing.

			He wasn’t here for their target.

			He was here for them.

			Finn had executed k/c missions like this himself, dozens of times. If this op were being run by him, he would probably hole up in a hostel or a cheap room in a third-rate hotel. Lower profile, less chance of discovery. But this op wasn’t being run by Finn. It was being run by three guys who saw themselves as BFDs. Big Fuckin’ Deals.

			Ergo, they’d have set up in some swanky hotel. Which was stupid. But that was the curse of smart, highly trained people: they saw themselves as incapable of doing dumb things, so they were blind to it when they did.

			Besides, these three wouldn’t have any reason to think they were being hunted themselves.

			There were twenty-five 4-star hotels in Reykjavík. They’d be at one of them.

			But which one?

			He opened a sketchpad and wrote all twenty-five names on a blank sheet, then stepped into the back bedroom to retrieve the laptop he’d discovered there, then sat down at the dining room table with the laptop and list of names and began compiling intel on each one.

			“Trendy boutique hotel offers simple, modern rooms…” Unlikely choice, not for these three.

			“Features a famous fine-dining restaurant and extensive wine cellar…” That one was a possible yes.

			“Whimsically styled…rooms on the small side but the design compensates…” A no.

			He continued on, starring some, demoting others, based on what he knew of his targets’ preferences and opinions of themselves, narrowing his list of possible locations down to a dozen candidates.

			Still too many.

			He powered up one of the half-dozen disposable phones he’d bought and punched in a number.

			“Magnús.” The voice rumbled through the phone like a bulldog being roused from a nap. Which was pretty much what the man had looked like when he drove Finn in from the airport the day before, jammed into the driver’s seat of his Yaris.

			“Magnús,” said Finn, pronouncing it precisely as the other man had. Mock-noose. “It’s Marlin Pike.”

			There was a brief silence, then the rumble again. “You mean, Marlin Pike the writer?”

			Finn made no reply.

			This was a loaded question.

			The voice yawned, then continued. “Iceland has the highest literacy rate in the world, my friend. There is no published crime writer in America named Marlin Pike. Or anywhere else in the English-speaking world.”

			Finn almost smiled. There’d been a handful of drivers at the airport curb. He’d made a good pick.

			“Ghost writer,” he clarified. “I probably should have mentioned that.”

			“Ah. Well, then.” Clearly not believing it. “You need a ride somewhere, Ghost Writer?”

			“How much to hire you for the week?”

			The big man promptly named an astronomical number. Didn’t even have to think about it.

			Finn was impressed. “Done.” Though he didn’t expect to be there anywhere near that long. But he liked a little slack in his rope. An old habit. Bake contingencies into the plan.

			“When do you want me to pick you up?”

			“No pickup. I don’t need you to drive, just be on call. And provide information.”

			A pause. “What kind of information?”

			“I’ve got some friends here in the city who may be in a jam. I need to find them.”

			Another pause. Mock-noose was thinking this over.

			“Will this be illegal?”

			“No. It’s not illegal.”

			Another pause.

			“Are you on the up and over, Ghost Writer?”

			Finn had to think about that one. Up and over.

			Oh.

			On the up and up, the man meant. Icelandic English.

			Icelish.

			Interesting that he didn’t ask why, if they were his “friends,” Finn didn’t have their phone numbers, let alone know where they were staying. The driver didn’t waste time playing footsie. Just went right to the point. Will this be legal? Are you on the up and over? Finn liked that.

			“Tell you what,” he said. “When we’re finished, if you think I wasn’t, I’ll tip you the full amount again. For the trouble to your conscience.”

			Another pause, but briefer.

			“What information do we have to go on?” the voice rumbled.

			Good. Mock-noose was in.

			“Three American males, traveling together.”

			“Description?”

			This was a challenge.

			His intel had told him that three of the six SEALs who’d gone rogue that night in Mukalla were in Reykjavík on a k/c op—but he didn’t know which three. His intel didn’t go that far. It had taken three months just to get what he had.

			Finn knew all six men, each more dangerous than a puma. But each was dangerous in a different way. Distinct strengths. Unique weaknesses. Exactly how he dealt with them would depend to some extent on exactly which three they were. Which meant he had to be prepared to adjust his tactics on the fly. SEAL training 101. All situations are fluid. There is no normal.

			But first he had to find them.

			“Late thirties,” he said. “In excellent shape.”

			“That’s it?”

			“That’s it.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.”

			After arranging their terms of payment, Finn clicked off and sent Magnús the agreed-upon sum in bitcoin, using an untraceable mobile app. Then pulled his razor-sharp CPM steel ring knife and carved a single notch on the side of the phone.

			Phone #1: the Magnús phone.

			Was using Magnús a bad idea?

			Of course.

			It was a bad idea to take a taxi in the first place. Finn could have taken the airport bus. Less risk. A cabdriver was far more likely to remember him than a bus driver, should anyone come looking. As Finn had no doubt someone would.

			Still, taxi drivers the world over were prime sources of local information.

			Establishing a HUMINT network—human intelligence—always entailed the risk of exposure. But so did all intel, one way or another. Heisenberg: observe an event, and the act of observation itself becomes part of the event. You put out feelers, they could be felt by others. Basic physics. And whenever possible, Finn preferred low-tech to high-tech.

			Walk barefoot and you could feel the lay of the cobblestones.

			Talk to real people and you got context with your information.

			So, yes, it was a bad idea.

			But it was also a good idea.

			Besides, Finn had a high tolerance for risk.

			

			—

			He spent the next few hours walking the lower circuit of the city, south and west. Ended up back at the center of town.

			At the duck pond.

			It was now full dark, the city’s street lamps offering no more than scattered puddles of light. Starlight and a waning moon threw a ghostly cast over the snow-covered city.

			For no reason he could name, he began walking the perimeter of the pond, starting at the top, modern city hall and ancient national parliament building on his right, and proceeding counterclockwise, down the western edge with its great, looming cemetery, then skirting the narrow southern edge along the bridge’s footpath and continuing up the eastern shore, past the public park and national gallery to the head of the pond—

			Where he stopped at an art installation.

			A statue.

			A statue of…well, of what, exactly?

			It was a man in business attire, carrying a briefcase, his face invisible. His whole head was invisible. In fact, his entire upper body, from mid-thorax to above where his head ought to have been, was encased in a gigantic block of what appeared to be black granite.

			A mid-level government official being eaten from above by a giant rock.

			It was like they’d put Hieronymus Bosch in charge of the municipal statuary.

			Finn remembered reading about this. They called it “Monument to the Unknown Bureaucrat.” Other countries had monuments to the “unknown soldier.” But Iceland had no army. So they made a monument to an office drone. A fallen hero in their battle to modernize, Finn supposed. Paper-pushers versus ancient gods.

			Weirdest damn thing he’d ever seen.

			He retraced his steps back to the pond’s northeast corner, where the crowd had gathered that morning, gazing at the knot of police ice-fishing for the dead.

			He looked out at the frozen pond, then turned around and gazed in the opposite direction, due east, toward Laugavegur—Wash Road—and the bus station that was only a ghost now. Wondering where the dead girl had come from.

			He had the sense of being watched.

			He stood motionless for a full minute, tuned to his peripheral vision, which his sniper training had taught him was more sensitive to movement.

			Nothing. He was alone.

			The streets were empty.

			He left the site and headed back toward his tucked-away neighborhood, making no sound as he walked. As he slipped around the first corner he glanced back—and caught sight of a face in the shadows, illuminated briefly in a flicker of moonlight. Only for an instant, and then it was gone.

			He could have sworn it was the dead girl.
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			Finn awoke at dawn, only there was no dawn.

			It was dark as a tomb when he gasped awake and thrashed up to a sitting position, panting like an ancient hound in its final hours. He waited while his breathing slowed and stilled, then rose silently and went to wash.

			He filled the tub with cold water, stepped one foot in, then the other, then lay down, fully submerged.

			Finn was lost in darkness, still in that Yemeni farmhouse in Mukalla, crouched in the suffocating heat of the little dirt-floor room, the dim space lit up at jarring intervals by brief bursts of heat lightning that revealed glimpses of the horrors that had happened there—

			children’s sightless eyes staring up at the ceiling, black blood pooling where their ears had been, courtyard outside littered with corpses…

			Not combatants in war. Farmers and their families. Elders, infants. An orgy of mass execution that would end three days later with Lieutenant Kennedy murdered and Finn himself shuttled off into exile.

			He lay still, buried deep under the water’s surface.

			The cold brought a hint of relief, but it didn’t penetrate. He hadn’t really slept for weeks, months even, not deeply enough to wash his mind clear. Fatigue had soaked into his bones; it moved through his veins like oil sludge.

			Half memories of that night flickered through his mind, single-frame images stabbing at him like shards of glass.

			There were moments when he wasn’t sure whether he was there in Iceland and dreaming about that night in Mukalla, or if he was still in Mukalla, dreaming about being in Iceland.

			After an unknown number of minutes, he surfaced and stood, toweled off, climbed into his sweats, and went back out to the dining room.

			The place had no living room, which struck him as unusual. More likely this was the living room, but the guy who lived there had skipped the usual couch-and-love-seat arrangement and set the place up as a classy little dining room instead—long polished table, upholstered hardback chairs, sideboard and hutch. Apparently his host liked to entertain.

			Finn sat on the floor, by his bedroll and backpack. He reached in and pulled out a nondescript black canvas bag, pulled open the heavy-duty zipper, and extracted a cellphone. He powered up the phone, waited for it to boot, then checked for text messages.

			Nothing.

			Opened the browser, checked in box and Drafts folder.

			Nothing.

			He powered down the phone and zippered it back into the bag.

			Thought about his quarry.

			There would be sex, which meant women to find and track. There would be drugs—X, K, coke, whatever—which meant someone to obtain the drugs from. The three SEALs would have left trails he could find and follow. Like slugs.

			He felt in his backpack among the half-dozen throwaway phones and withdrew the one with the notch. Hit redial.

			Time for a SITREP.

			The bulldog voice answered on the first ring.

			“Good morning, Ghost Writer.” A soft rumbled laugh. “Although to you it must feel like still night.”

			Among the fellow drivers he had talked with, Magnús reported, there were dozens who’d picked up American tourists at the airport over the past week fitting Finn’s description, mostly traveling in twos and fours. Trios were less common, and most of those were composed of men in their twenties. Or in their fifties. Or they included a woman in the mix.

			But three men, traveling as a unit, all in their late thirties, all in excellent shape? They’d reported exactly two such groups, each dropped off at a different hotel.

			Neither driver had names for their passengers, but it wouldn’t have mattered if they had. The SEALs wouldn’t have used their real names anyway.

			“Question,” said Finn. “If I wanted to buy some drugs, who would I talk to?”

			This was met with a long pause.

			“Illegal drugs,” the bulldog voice finally said.

			“Yes.” Drugs would be a simpler slug-trail to track than sex.

			Another pause. Then: “This is research.”

			“Yes.”

			“To do with your friends, who may be in the jam.”

			“Yes.”

			Magnús sighed. “Okay.” He gave Finn a phone number. “You send this guy a text, he answers if he trusts you.”

			Finn wondered what criteria the drug dealer used to decide whether or not he trusted you, with only a single text message as evidence. But didn’t ask.

			“Your friends,” Magnús said thoughtfully
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