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Chapter 1


Touchdown


1


Tuesday 7th June 2011


“This is not an exercise. I say again, not an exercise. Clear, Miller?”


“As crystal, sir…”


The bearded policeman in midnight blue uniform and chequered cap, semi-automatic rifle cradled in his arms, gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head. What did they think he was –stupid? Getting on for ten on a Tuesday night, with South Terminal half-empty and just him and Kenny Hall sent to maintain surveillance on a lone target? Hardly likely to be one of their bloody simulations, now was it?


“Doesn’t look like he’s spotted you…”


Inclining his head, Miller spoke softly into the shoulder mike. “I don’t think he’s even checking, sir…”


Not for a moment did his eyes stray from the angular figure, bent slightly beneath the weight of the pack slung across his shoulder, who continued with the same rituals he had been performing ever since Miller arrived. He circled the deserted area in front of carousel number one at a leisurely pace. Every so often he stopped and crouched before launching himself into a swallow dive that propelled him across the floor on his stomach. After lying prone for a few seconds, he clambered to his feet and the sequence began again.


“How long do we reckon he’s been in here now, sir?”


“Four, maybe five minutes before you and Hall turned up. So…call it twenty…”


“Couldn’t have just got the wrong one, could he…?”


“No way…”


Beyond his line of vision, ground staff in Day-Glo jackets would be performing well-oiled routines; shepherding the public to a safe distance, erecting and manning barriers. Closer at hand, Kenny would be shifting position in a dance choreographed to keep himself, Miller, and their target at the points of an imaginary equilateral triangle, as prescribed by the training manual.


“What’s he’s doing now…?”


“Reading the out of order sign…?”


“Assuming he understands English, French, German or Spanish…”


“Hang on, sir…”


He had shrugged off the backpack, leaned it against the carousel and with one athletic stride mounted the gleaming metal surface. Easing himself down until he was sitting straight- backed, he folded his legs beneath him, guru-style. Without haste, he placed his hands on his thighs, palms upward, and allowed his eyes to close. Tall and wiry, he was wearing jeans and a faded, red checked shirt. Miller studied the contours of chest and lower body. From thirty odd yards, no sign of tell-tale bulges. Not that he expected any; nothing as crude as a body-belt could have evaded both metal detectors and pat-downs. They’d have checked the bloke’s sandals, too: which just left the backpack…


“What do you make of that…?”


Miller sighed. “Search me, sir. Praying…?”


“Possibly…”


Praying. Last rites, or whatever it was they did. Maybe they had their own manual and the bloke was following instructions. If so, he’d skipped the bit about making bloody sure you didn’t attract attention.


“Couldn’t be more conspicuous if he was waving a flag, sir…”


“And playing a trombone…”


“That too, sir. Could be a decoy…”


“Don’t worry your pretty head about that, Miller…”


“I’ll try not to, sir…”


“No sign he might be, but if he is, it’s our problem. Yours is dealing with him…”


“Didn’t look round before he hopped up there. And if there’s anything in that pack he’s not bothered about keeping it handy…”


“Could have a remote…”


“True…”


“We need his hands where we can see them…”


“Soon as I can, sir…” Miller sniffed. “What do you think –give him a couple of minutes? If he hasn’t made a move by then, go in and have a word…?”


His suggestion was met by silence; he wondered how many they’d got crammed into the ops room.


“Fair enough. Hall will remain on your right flank. Take it nice and easy, okay. There’s no rush…”


Miller pursed his lips. What did they think he was going to do –run at the bloke shouting and waving his gun? The target was rocking gently to and fro, chin held high. He had a long face, fair curly hair, gingery moustache and a beard trimmed tight along a fine jaw line. Miller put him somewhere between twenty-five and thirty.


“Okay, Kenny…?”


“Yeah…”


Hall sounded bored, but then he invariably did; nothing ever seemed to faze old Kenny. That was what made him exactly the wingman you’d have picked when anything might happen.


“Right…” Miller muttered, to himself. “Let’s do this thing…”


He advanced a dozen or so paces, forefinger nestling alongside the trigger guard. Minimal pressure on that trigger was all it took to launch 5.56mm rounds from the Heckler & Koch’s stubby barrel at a velocity in excess of 3000mph. Halting in mid-stride he turned his head and listened.




“…Gátt Gátt Gátt


Gát Gát


Geit Geit


Goat Goat Goat


Good Good


God God…”







“Hear that, Kenny…?”


“Just about…”


“Hear what…?”


“Buggered if I know, sir. Singing is he…?”


“Chanting more like…” offered Hall.


“Could be. Something about ‘goat’…?”


“Goat and God…”





A hurried discussion Miller did not quite catch was taking place in the ops room.


“I want you to close in and engage, Miller…”


“Both of us…?”


“Just you. Hall stays back…”


“Right, sir…”


“Keep fanned out…”


Miller resumed his advance. The figure perched on the carousel had not altered position and his eyes remained closed.


Over the public address came a call for the three remaining passengers on Air Somalia flight 027 to Mogadishu to go immedi- ately to gate 4B, where their flight was about to close. There would not be many people scanning the screens for that one; Miller recognised a coded message letting ground staff know a partial terminal evacuation was in progress. The singsong chanting continued.




“Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur


Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur


Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur


Ó-la-fur Ei-lí-fur…





Treading lightly, Miller veered to his left to avoid positioning himself directly in front of their quarry.


“Good to go, sir…?”


“You know the form, I’ll leave it to you…”


Miller’s lips twitched; for exactly how long would they be able to resist interfering? “Thank you, sir.”


The big policeman eased down onto his haunches. According to the manual this offered a smaller target and less menacing appearance. Had they asked him, Miller could have told them it also made it a damn sight harder to move quickly if you needed to. He moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue.


“Hello…I’m speaking to the gentleman on the luggage carousel. Hello there…”


The man gave no sign of having heard.


“Louder, maybe…”


He had his answer: all of ten seconds.


“Good idea, sir…”


“All right, Miller. In your own time…”


He cleared his throat. “I’m sure you can hear me. It’s important you speak to me, sir. Right now, if you please…”


A tremor ran through the man’s body, as if he had been struck by a blast of cold air; the chanting died away and Miller found himself looking into an unusual pair of eyes; one cornflower blue, the other a translucent green. As he ran his gaze over Miller’s face, uniform and weapon the eyes grew wider and a frown furrowed his brow.


“Heill og sæll minn kæri…”


“Do you speak English…?”


His enquiry was delivered with a smile calculated to reassure without appearing overly friendly. The man glanced at Hall, giving Miller a glimpse of his profile. At his school, a nose like that would have earned the owner the nickname Beaky.


“English, sir. Do you speak it…understand it…?”


The man’s frown turned into a hopeful smile. “You are…guardians of the portal?”


“Not exactly, sir. I’m Sgt Miller of the Sussex Police armed response unit. My colleague over there is…”


The man dismissed the introductions with a shake of the head. The smile seemed uncertain whether to stay or go. “Yes, yes. But you have been sent to look after me. You are Gog and Magog, yes…?”


Miller sucked his teeth; he had been called a lot worse. “Well, yes, we’re here to look after you, in a manner of speaking…”


“The gun…” the man hurried on. “What use are guns if the dark forces try to stop me, if they wish to resist the light? Come here, sit…” he patted the metal strip at his side. “Tell your friend to come, too. Quickly…quickly. If you are not my guardians, we must invoke those who can…”


He might babble nonsense but at least it was in pretty decent English. Looking down the business end of a semi-automatic tended to make people twitchy enough; it didn’t help if they couldn’t understand a blind word you were saying.


“Please raise both hands above your head, and keep them there…”


“My hands…?” He glanced down, frowning as if he had not noticed them before.


“That’s correct. Above your head. Nice and high, please…”


With a bemused look, he did as Miller asked. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow and he wore no watch.


“Thank you, sir. I’m not sure who you think I am, but I need you to give me some information…”


“What did they say about me…?”


“They…?”


“The ones who sent you…”


“Well, not a lot, sir. I don’t think they know much. That’s why they…”


The man shook his head. “Do not know –or did not tell you…? Think, Mr Miller. If they did not know I was coming, you would not be here, would you…?”


“We need an ID, Miller. Get his name…”


“Ah, well…” Miller gave a rueful grin. “I don’t get told every- thing. They just said to have a word with you, sir…”


Even to Miller the words had an implausible ring; judging by the thoughtful nod they earned, however, the man on the carousel found reassurance in them.


“Sometimes it is the same for me. They do not always explain…”


“Let’s start with your name, sir…”


“Name…?”


“That’s right…”


The man closed his eyes and took a breath, before answering in solemn, reverential tones. “Ólafur Bárðarson…”


“O-laf-ur Bard-arson…” Miller repeated. “Did I get that right…?”


“A name of such strength and beauty, no? As you speak it, can you not feel its power, Mr Miller?” His eyes locked onto the policeman’s with a disconcerting intensity.


“It…well, it does have a ring about it…”


“A ring, exactly, yes…! A sound…a sound like no other…” He peered at Miller. “You have an ear for such things…”


“Not sure I’d say that, sir…”


“Move it along, Miller. I need port of embarkation…”


“Your flight’s not long in is it, sir? Well, obviously you’ve had to get through immigration…”


The man shrugged. “An hour…two? I do not know…”


“And where did you board…?”


“You did not recognise my language…?”


“Tell you the truth, I didn’t…”


It was superfluous to volunteer the information that his command of foreign languages was limited to ordering draught beer in halting Castilian.


“Not many people would…”


“And I’m certainly not one of them…”


“Yes, yes…” The man paused. “That was why in the war your military often used us for passing secret messages. Did you know that…?”


“I didn’t, sir, no…” Miller shook his head. “So, where did you fly from…?”


“Keflavík…”


“And…where’s that, exactly…?”


The man frowned. “It is the international airport of Reykjavík, Mr Miller.”


“Right. Got you…”


“Better brush up your bloody airports, Miller. Keep him talking, see what you can get, but don’t push it…”


“Where are you heading when you leave here, sir…?”


The man considered Miller’s question for a moment, then cocked his head. “How do I know it is safe to trust you…?”


“Trust me…?” Nonplussed, Miller stared at him. “Well, for a start there’s the uniform, isn’t there…?”


“Do you trust people who point guns at you…?”


“Fair point, but if you have a good look you’ll notice it’s not actually aimed at you, sir. That’d be against regulations, and my people are sticklers for regulations. My job’s not shooting people, you see. It’s the exact opposite, really –it’s keeping them safe…”


“You are here to protect me, then…?”


“Exactly…” Miller gave him a nod of encouragement. “If you were in danger. Which you’re not, obviously…”


“I hope you are right…” the man pursed his lips. “My arms are tired, Mr Miller, can I put them down…?”


“No, he bloody can’t…!”


“Not yet…” It was sharper than he intended but had the desired effect. Miller conjured up a smile. “I’d like you to keep them where they are for the moment, if you would. Now, there’s a couple of things I’d like to know…”


“What things, please…?”


“First off, I’m wondering what you’re actually doing over here. That equipment’s out of order, you see, it’s not working…”


“I am aware of that, Mr Miller…”


“In that case…”


“I was looking for a quiet place. Crowds make me feel uncom- fortable. So many people, all moving about, making noise…” He shrugged. “Do you work in this place all the time…?”


“Not just in reclaim, no. My unit keeps an eye on the whole place, both terminals. ”


“Then you are used to it, but I am not. It made my head hurt, Mr Miller…”


“Feeling better now, are you…?”


“In a place like this it is very difficult to hear my guides. When that happens I do not know what to do or where I should go and that is a bad feeling –it makes me very nervous. I came over here so I could be still and I hoped maybe I could connect with them again…”


He suddenly broke off. Frowning, he gazed round the hall before meeting Miller’s eyes.


“Something has happened…something is wrong…” lowering his voice he leaned towards the policeman. “It was full of people, wasn’t it? But do you see, now…there is no one. Where are they –where have they all gone…?”


“It happens…” Miller shrugged. “You’d be amazed, you really would. I’ve been in here with the place absolutely heaving, then there’s a gap between arrivals and…the next minute I was pretty much on my own.”


“But so quickly…? No, this is not normal…”


“Listen, it’s after ten and there’s a lot less night flights. It is normal actually, sir –there’s not a thing to worry about…”


The young man shook his head. “How can you be sure…? So many people disappearing like…like ghosts…?” The odd eyes grew wider. “What if something bad has happened…something very bad? Maybe the dark powers have learned where I am and they want to make sure I disappear…”


Sweat glistened on his brow and Miller noted under the checked shirt the Icelander’s chest had begun to heave.


“Nice and easy does it, calm him down. Don’t let him get excited…”


“Like I said, there’s nothing to worry about, sir. You’re safe as houses with me here. Try a few nice deep breaths, that always helps…” He paused, but the Icelander ignored his advice. “No one can take you anywhere without my say-so.”


“You don’t understand forces like those. If they wanted to, they…”


“Doesn’t matter what they bloody want,” Miller snapped. “I wouldn’t let ‘em, simple as that. And it’s not just me, is it? Don’t forget there’s my mate over there. And he’s a hard bloke. No one messes with Kenny, believe me.”


Glancing in Hall’s direction the man nodded, drawing down the corners of his mouth. “You think so…?”


“I know it. Me and Kenny go back a long time, sir…”


“We need to check that pack over now. Purely precautionary, tell him, no big deal…”


“You were explaining why you’ve come and sat down here…”


The man nodded. “Yes…?”


“Let me make sure I’ve got this straight. You don’t have any more bags, right…?”


“That is correct, Mr Miller.”


“Your pack and nothing else…?”


“Nothing else.”


“Fine. Now, you understand we’re going to have to take a look at it…?”


“I can show you…”


“I’m sure you could, but it’s all got to be done by the book, I’m afraid. We need to take it away so some of our lads can give it a thorough inspection…”


“Good job. Hall, when Miller gives the word, move in and get it.”


“Right you are, sir…”


“The explosives boys are standing by. Okay. Miller?”


“Let me tell him what’s going on…”


The Icelander stiffened abruptly, eyes wide. “Who are you talking to?”


“Well, it’s actually…”


“Who are they, what are they telling you…? Did they say I can go, or to keep me here…?


“Level with him. Can’t do any harm.”


“I’m on a radio link to my unit commander, okay? He didn’t say anything about keeping you here. He’d like you to keep your hands where they are while Kenny collects your pack. We have to make sure there’s nothing nasty in there, so the bomb squad are going to take a look. That’s all…”


The man stared him in silence for a few moments, then shook his head. “They really think I…would have something like that?”


“It’s nothing personal, sir. It’s what we have to do. If there’s a query about any luggage, the experts check it out. Simple as that.”


“Why would I have a bomb…?”


“You don’t, then?”


“No, no…”


“So there’s nothing to worry about. They’ll do their thing –doesn’t usually take long –and then we can move on, can’t we? So…” he continued, cheerfully, “Kenny’s listening in, and now I’m going to ask him to take it away. Okay?”


“If it is really necessary…”


Hall came ambling in. Dry mouthed, Miller offered a hasty prayer this would not be the moment Gatwick South terminal building was rocked by an explosion and he, Kenny, and a foreign national believed to be of Icelandic origin became headlines on the evening news bulletins. Scooping up the pack as nonchalantly as he might have taken a supermarket basket, Hall retreated to a position somewhere out of Miller’s line of sight. The pack’s owner watched his departure with a bemused expression.


“Good so far. Keep him occupied, but for Christ’s sake don’t let him start getting upset again…”


Miller moistened his lips. How the hell were you supposed to avoid upsetting someone who had made it clear their grip on reality was pretty loose at the best of times?


“Moving on, then, sir. Once they’ve got their bags most people head through customs then go off to…wherever they’re going. But you haven’t, have you? Now, if I’ve understood you, that was because you wanted to get in touch with these…guides of yours. Tell me about them –who are they, exactly…?”


“Beings who guide me…” The man shrugged. “I needed to talk to them, make sure all was well…”


“Okay. And what did they…?”


“And I felt I should salute the goddess –the lady of your land. I once changed aeroplanes here, but this is my first real visit to her country and I wanted to show proper respect. Give her greetings from our mountain gods. Oh, and ask for her help and protection…” He paused. “I thought maybe it was Védís who had sent you and your friend…”


“Did you? No, I don’t think it was her…”


“The Irish know her as Danu. I am not sure what name your people would use…if you remember her at all. It is sad, but you have forgotten so much of the ancient wisdom, haven’t you? Danu is a goddess of the land, but a water goddess, too. Lady of the lake as well as queen of the hidden beings of the earth…” The man nodded to himself.


“Okay. He can drop his hands…”


“Regular little multi-tasker, she is, then…” Miller moved his finger a few millimetres further from the trigger-guard. “You can put your hands down now if you like, sir.”


“Thank you…”


The young man flexed his shoulders, rubbing his hands together before clasping them in his lap.


“Your legs okay, sir? I’d be getting cramp by now…”


“It is not a problem, thank you.” He inclined his head. “In Bodh Gaya we meditated in the lotus position for many hours at a time…”


“In…where, sir?”


“Bodh Gaya.”


“Is that in Iceland…?”


“India, Mr Miller…”


“Many hours…?” Miller repeated, shaking his head. “Rather you than me. Mind you, you’re probably a good bit younger than me…”


“You must know how old I am…” The man smiled.


“No, just guessing. When were you born, sir?”


“At sunrise…”


“Ah. What I meant was…”


“And I am a Piscean, but you must know that, too. You say it is not so, but you know all about me, don’t you? Who I am, where I come from…even why I was sent. Nothing is hidden from people like you, is it, Mr Miller? And knowledge is power, so you must possess great power. You could keep me here if you wanted to, or make me disappear like the others…”


“That might be a bit beyond my pay grade, sir. Whatever you may think, I’m just a cog in the great wheel…”


“True, Miller…”


The sound of the man’s clap echoed eerily round the great, deserted space surrounding them. He peered at Miller as if trying to see what lay behind the policeman’s eyes.


“You are a good actor, but there is no need –you do not have to pretend…” he went on. “The one you talk to on your radio, your commander, he must know all about me, too. He tells you what you must do, he controls you, yes, of course, but do you realise there are others, much higher powers who give him his orders? You did not? Oh, it is true –there is a great hierarchy, Mr Miller. It ascends through higher and higher levels until you reach the very top, the peak, the summit. Of course, only the chosen ones are allowed to enter those realms. Lesser beings could not survive the spiritual energy, you see. At those levels the psychic charge is so great they would burn up like moths in a flame…” He snapped his fingers. “In an instant…! That is where the supreme spirits dwell, with the celestial light beings who are their guard protectors…” He paused, rubbed his hands together and chuckled. “You are wondering how do I know all this? I will tell you. Because I have been in the presence of such beings myself, can you believe that? No? Well, it is true. I have been initiated into the great mysteries, the wisdom has been revealed to me, Mr Miller. Me, Ólafur Bárðarson! Now do you understand why I know what you are doing –I know this is just a trial, a test…?”


“Hang in there. Just go along with it, agree with whatever he says…”


“There’s no fooling you, is there…?”


“They began testing me as soon as I reached the airport…”


“Did they?”


“No, no, not your airport, Mr Miller. In Keflavík…” He paused, frowning. “Just after I saw Brynja…”


“Was it…?”


“Yes, but she is not like them. They are tricksters, Mr Miller…”


“Are they? But…” Miller hesitated. “But you spotted them anyway?”


“When they asked me to take my shoes off…”


“Bit of a give-away, that…” Miller nodded. “You mean…they didn’t ask the others?”


The man grimaced and shook his head. “No, no. You do not understand. Everyone had to do it. But without letting them see what I was doing I watched very, very carefully. I saw them tell the others they must take off their shoes and put them in plastic trays…”


“Ah, I see…”


Miller wished he did see. He had strayed into Alice in Wonderland territory; nothing was what it seemed, but he must pretend otherwise. He hoped they were not expecting him to play charades much longer; it was alien to him, it made him uncomfortable and he suspected he was unconvincing in the role. Something else they could add to their bloody simulations.


“But if everyone had to do it…” Miller went on, cautiously, “why did you think it was strange they’d asked you?”


The Icelander wagged a playful finger at him. “It was the way she spoke to me, you see. This woman –a young one, younger than me and quite pretty –she looked straight into my eyes, Mr Miller. For a long time, longer than you would say is normal or natural. And then she said, ‘Shoes, please. But not in the same tray as your pack’. Of course, then I knew for sure they were testing me, trying to trick me. They hoped I would give myself away…” He gave a high, brittle laugh. “But I was too clever for them. Gave them no sign, just did what she told me. Casually, you understand, as if I had noticed nothing…”


“Very canny…”


“Canny…?” He frowned.


“Smart, sir…clever.”


“Ah…canny, yes, I think so. They knew I knew and let me through so I can carry out my work. But you understand why I must still be very, very careful…”


“Oh, yes,” Miller agreed. “I’m a great believer in careful.”


The Icelander’s smile vanished. He stared at Miller, eyes suddenly cold and hard as steel.


“If it had not gone well and they had tried to stop me, even if it was dangerous, I would have had no choice. You understand what I am saying…?”


“You would have had no choice…?”


“In my place, don’t you think you would feel the same…?”


“I might, I guess…”


“No choice but what? Find out…”


“When you say no choice, sir, what exactly would you have done if they had tried to stop you?”


“At certain times fire must be answered with fire, the sword drawn against the sword. When it is necessary for blood to be shed, so be it…” He nodded at the semi-automatic. “You carry that, you must understand how I felt…”


Miller hesitated; whatever the man was on about, he clearly expected an affirmative.


“I think I do, yes…”


“If you are facing people who are ready to use violence, you do what you have to do, no?”


“It’s all you can do…” ventured Miller.


“Even though we are not men of violence, you and me…”


“Absolutely not.”


“But we are not blind and we are not stupid. We are aware violence exists, and we know some people are violent. Just as we know that to protect ourselves –and perhaps others –we may have to resort to methods that do not come naturally to us…” He gave the slightest shrug of the shoulders. “Which is what I would have done…”


“But you’d have preferred not to.”


“Exactly…” He gave an approving nod. “It is good to talk with someone who can see my meaning…”


“I’m doing my best, sir…”


Regular workouts in the gym kept him in pretty good shape, but Miller had been down on his haunches for a long time in his bulky flak jacket, nursing a semi-automatic which, at four kilos plus, was no lightweight; his hips and knees were beginning to feel the strain.


“I’m going to stand up, sir. Didn’t want to alarm you, just making myself a bit more comfortable.”


“You are most thoughtful, Mr Miller…”


Until recently he could have risen to his feet without needing a steadying hand on the ground but, to his annoyance, it was no longer the case. Odds-on Kenny would make some smart-arse comment about it later, it would not have gone unnoticed. Which, of course, he would have done had the situations been reversed. Looking down at the man on the carousel, he took a deep breath.


“Do you think we will be here much longer, Mr Miller?”


“I’m hoping not, sir. We’re probably just hanging on for the all clear on that pack of yours, but you’ve said there’s nothing in it, so…”


“Don’t speak to me, okay. Makes him jumpy. But we need to double-check that ID he gave.”


Miller shifted feet and flexed his back. Glancing round in search of inspiration he saw only Kenny away to his right, placidly chewing gum.


“Never been to Iceland myself…” He paused. “There’s shops by that name over here…I’ve been to one of them…”


He knew trying to lighten the atmosphere would be a mistake almost as soon as he began; if he had been in any doubt the man’s blank look confirmed it.


“That name of yours, common back home, is it? I mean, take Miller.” He smiled, “There’s loads of us. Anywhere in the UK, you’ll find Millers all over the shop…”


“No. Mine is not like yours, not at all common…”


“Bard…” Miller shook his head. “Sorry, could you remind me…”


“You do not remember…?”


“Just want to make sure I’ve got it right…”


“Ólafur Bárðarson…”


“Thank you, yes. Olaf-ur Bar-dar-son,” he repeated.


“Clumsy, but you got the job done, I suppose…”


“Anyone meeting you, is there…?”


“Why…?” The man gave him a sharp glance. “Why do you want to know…?”


“It’s not important. I just thought maybe we could get a message to them, let them know you’ve arrived, but due to circumstances beyond your control you’ll be a bit delayed. That’s all…”


“No one is meeting me, Mr Miller. I know no one in your country.”


“How about accommodation? We could give them a ring so they don’t let your room go…”


“It is not necessary, thank you.”


“No problem.”


Miller bit his lip; he was running short of inspiration.


“You picked a pretty good time to come over. We’ve been having a heat wave…”


“In India I became accustomed to high temperatures…”


“I imagine you would, yes…” Miller nodded. “Holiday, that trip, was it?”


“I would call it studying…”


“And…what about now –holiday is it?”


To Miller’s surprise, the Icelander chuckled.


“Your friend in immigration pretended he did not know. When I showed him my passport he asked what I had come for…” He folded his arms. “A trick, of course…”


“You think so…”


“Yes, but so obvious, Mr Miller. They must think I am very stupid…” He tipped his head to one side. “You do not think I am stupid, do you, Mr Miller?”


“I don’t, sir, no….” Miller shook his head. “Mind you, those passport pushers aren’t the brightest buttons in the box. Anyway, you didn’t fall for it…”


“Fall for it…?”


“Let them trick you…”


“No, no. I gave him a nice, friendly smile and said, ‘I am a tourist, sir’.”


“Nice one…” Miller gave an approving nod. “And he was happy with that…waved you through, did he?”


“He put his stamp on my passport, handed it back and said ‘enjoy your stay’…”


“Well, I never…”


The Icelander gave a wry smile and shrugged.


“By now they must know there is nothing dangerous in my pack. I would like you to ask your commander if there is a problem, Mr Miller.”


“I can try…”


“Yes, please…”


“Right you are…” He cleared his throat. “Sgt. Miller to control, come in please…”


“Don’t overdo it, Miller…”


“Mr Bardarson’s getting a bit concerned about how long that pack check is taking, sir. According to him there’s nothing suspi- cious in it…”


“There isn’t. So far, anyway…”


“So—”


“There’s a laptop. They’re taking a good look at it right now…”


“And what would you like me to tell the gentleman?”


“For the moment you will carry on doing exactly what you’re doing. You will be polite, you will be sympathetic, and whatever you may think of it, you will go along with any lunatic nonsense he comes up with. Do you read me, Miller…?”


The policeman tapped his earpiece and frowned. “Didn’t quite catch the last bit, sir. What you want me to tell him…”


“You’re not going to mention it to him, but I’d say he’s in for a long night…”


“Why would that be, sir…?”


“Well, his pack may be clean, but we’ve got a couple of problems with your new best friend, Miller. Number one, he sounds as mad as a fucking hatter. Number two, there was no passenger by the name of Olafur Bardarson on any flight in from Reykjavik tonight…”
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Wednesday 8th June 2011


To even the casual observer it was obvious Charlie Simmonds was focused on the task in hand. Leaning back, head cradled in cupped hands, his eyes were tightly closed, his brow furrowed. His headphones were plugged into a battered iPod, placed neatly alongside his computer keyboard. With the exception of a phone and the computer –its screen currently blank –the only occupants of the desk were Charlie’s size ten dock shoes. Nibbling his lower lip, he revealed a set of uneven lower teeth.


“A que hora es la proxima tren para Madrid…?”


He took a deep breath and grimaced. “Jesus…all right then…” he murmured, “a que hora es el proxima tren para Madrid…?”


Touching his fingertips to his brow, he shook his head; how the hell were you supposed to know if a train was masculine or feminine? And how was it, while he still wrestled with the basics, a handful of evening classes had sufficed for Sally to be able to jabber away like a native? He opened his eyes, silenced the iPod and transferred his attention to a map of Europe pinned to the wall beside his chair.


His eyes were drawn, inevitably, to the section of the Iberian peninsular where the brown smudge marking the eastern end of the Pyrenees faded into green. There, in the foothills, a few kilometres south of the border, lay Sant Cosme. And in a rock- strewn field on the western edge of that hamlet stood the crumbling, derelict farmhouse Charlie had set his heart on trans- forming into a retirement home. Canny old Antoni stubbornly insisted the ruin wasn’t for sale, but Charlie had done his homework; in the wake of successive droughts no half-decent cash offer was going to be turned down for long.


And with only three months of his contract to see out, Charlie had time to play with. Sally had been nagging him to get into security consultancy, and he had put out a few feelers. Not as young as he once was, but he had bags of experience and a CV which was solidly impressive if not spectacular. Twenty-five years with the Met before joining Her Majesty’s Customs and Immigration, recently reincarnated as the UK Border Agency; currently with Gatwick’s ground security unit. That kind of expertise was in demand, even if blokes his age could expect no more than short-term contracts.


All that could change radically, of course, if Sally just realized the boys were perfectly capable of running their own lives without Mum fussing over them. Then you wouldn’t see her and Charlie for dust. Stack the venerable Range Rover to the gunwales and head for the Tunnel. Foot hard down along the autoroutes, follow direction Narbonne, before swinging south on the A9. Engage low gear for the last few kilometres up the dusty, bumpy dirt track into Sant Cosme.


It wasn’t like he’d be dragging Sally down there kicking and screaming, either. She’d probably moan, but she was nearly as taken with the place as he was; wouldn’t even mind living rough for a bit while he knocked the finca into shape. They had run into an ex-pat couple in the fly-blown little village bar who’d done the same thing with a ruin they picked up for half nothing. Michael, a jovial, bearded farmer-cum-builder from Wexford, had offered advice on finding cheap materials, the loan of his cement-mixer and even a hand with the heavy work. It turned out Sally and Joan shared an interest in the old Cathar stories. When they got fed up with hauling breeze blocks and whitewashing walls, they agreed they’d hop in the Range Rover and bugger off to Perpignan, leaving Charlie and Michael to get on with it.


With a sigh of resignation he reactivated the iPod, closed his eyes again and resumed his studies, failing to hear the knock on the door heralding the brisk entry of a short, overweight woman in her early forties, a green plastic file hugged to her generous bosom.


“Charlie…?”


Taking in the situation at a glance, Yvonne Nightingale frowned.


“Un billete de ida y vuelta para Barcelona, por favor…”


His visitor leaned across the desk jabbing a finger at the iPod. Its owner came upright fast, eyes wide and scowling.


“What the f…?” The scowl morphed into a weary smile. “Oh…evening, boss.”


“Morning…” she pointed out. “It’s twenty-five to one, Charlie…”


Without undue haste he lowered his feet to the floor, shed the earphones and glanced at a clock on the wall. He was a stocky, broad shouldered man with a crumpled face, shrewd eyes, and a bald patch he tried to camouflage by keeping his greying hair unfashionably long.


“So it is. What brings you here at this hour…?”


“The incident…” brushing a speck of dirt from the spot vacated by Charlie’s shoes, she parked a well-upholstered hip on his desk. “Don’t tell me you hadn’t heard…”


“Actually, I was across the other side, boss. By the time I got back it was pretty much done and dusted.” Charlie shrugged. “All I heard was a couple of shooters had collared some nutter…”


“Nothing else…?”


“Young bloke, foreign –Scandinavian, was it? Got to reclaim, then came on kind of weird, gave a false name…” Charlie scratched his head. “Yeah, that was about it…”


She stared at him in silence, eyes narrowed. “When I landed this job, I got a briefing on each of my team. Well…hardly a briefing, call it a thumbnail sketch. Interested, Charlie…?”


“I think you’re going to tell me anyway…”


“You are –or were –considered sharp, efficient, tenacious and a first class interrogator…” she sucked her teeth. “Not to mention lazy, stubborn and devious. Big problem is, you’re retiring in September, and I’m told you’ve switched off –coasting to your pension…”


“I wouldn’t say that…”


“I’ll bet you bloody wouldn’t. Oh, and there’s a whisper you’ve been running high-stakes card schools on nights when you’re technically on duty…” She raised her eyebrows. “Which, if true, might explain where you were earlier…”


“Hey, hang on…”


She cut his protestations short with a wave of her hand.


“Charlie, right this minute I don’t give a toss if you were in flagrante with an air hostess…”


“Flight attendant, boss…”


“I just thought you might be interested in the gossip. I’m not, but it did make me wonder if you might be exactly the person I needed…”


“It did…?”


“The cops didn’t know what to make of that nutter, so somehow we’ve wound up with him. Twenty-seven, Icelandic national, nothing suspicious in his pockets, bags or on his laptop. If he’s on any watch-lists, the counter-terrorist boys haven’t shared it with us –yet. If and when we manage to wake Reykjavik up we may find out if he’s got a record back home. And, yes, he was acting like a lunatic, but that could be cover –doesn’t prove a thing…”


The crimson nail varnish made her look as if she had just slashed someone’s face, and the absence of makeup hinted at a hasty exit from her bed. She cocked her head to one side, like an inquisitive owl.


“Tell me about the poker, Charlie. Are you just good, or seriously good…?”


Scanning her face for any sign she might be joking he concluded, correctly, she was not. Nor was it likely she was angling for an invitation to a late night sit-down in north terminal. “You’d have to ask other people…”


“Don’t be coy, Charlie…”


He sighed. “Well, I guess I…usually come out ahead.”


“Thought you might. Which is about more than knowing the odds, isn’t it? Winners have to be able to suss people out, read their body language, tell if they’re bluffing by watching their eyes…” A smile hovered at the corners of her mouth but did not take flight. “You do that, don’t you, Charlie…?”


“I’m flattered…”


Yvonne Nightingale’s lips tightened. “Don’t be. I don’t care whether you like me. I didn’t get where I am by trying to be everybody’s flavour of the month. But don’t ever patronise me, Charlie. Do we understand each another…?”


“Yes, boss…”


“My gut feeling is we might have a tricky sod on our hands, and it takes one to know one…”


Ignoring the challenge in her smile, he nodded. “Makes sense…”


“I’ve got to decide what to do with him, and he’s bloody high profile, what with armed coppers swooping and the terminal evacuated. God knows how many punters filmed him on their mobiles before the shooters turned up, but of course it’s all over the bloody net, too…”


“That figures…”


“Anyway, we’ll come back to him. A bit of background first, though. Bear with me, you’ll see why. About an hour ago, a junior Home Office minister called Oakley rang me at home. He’s why I’m here, when I should be getting my beauty sleep…”


“Yes, boss…”


“And reading between the lines I’d say there’s currently a vicious little turf-war raging between a couple of the depart- ments in that particular ministry…” She shrugged. “Nothing new in that, as I’m sure you know…”


“Yes boss…”


Charlie might not, but it was no surprise that she did. It was less than a month since the most recent in a series of unusually rapid promotions saw Yvonne Nightingale appointed the first woman to head the Gatwick Airport Ground Security Unit. Known as the odd squad, its remit was dealing with any individual, whether a member of the travelling public, air crew or airport employee, exhibiting within the confines of England’s second largest airport ‘behaviour which could reasonably be considered irrational, unusual, out of the ordinary or bizarre, and might represent a potential risk to self or others’.


“In the red corner, the section with responsibility for all matters pertaining to, amongst other things, immigration and border control. In the blue corner, their presumed colleagues whose portfolio includes counter-terrorism. Still with me…?”


“Yes, boss…”


She heaved a sigh and shifted position. “Charlie, I’m tired. And when I get tired I get irritable. If you say ‘yes boss’ again in that tone, I shall assume you’re taking the piss and I may slap you…”


“I would prefer to avoid that…”


“Very wise.”


It was of no great concern to him, since their paths were not fated to cross for long, but Charlie had not warmed to the unit’s first female director. On their first encounter he found her brusque and sharp-edged, attributes he did not find attractive in a woman. In addition, she was reputed to have an unhealthy respect for rules and regulations while Charlie, in common with a perhaps surprising number of ex-policemen, enjoyed a greater affinity with those of an outlaw mentality. A little grudgingly, he now found himself beginning to appreciate her style.


“But if I read junior minister Oakley correctly, the warring factions have at least one objective in common. To whit, ensuring they’re not perceived as having made any error or misjudgement regarding the twenty-seven year old Icelandic national, whose odd behaviour and strange pronouncements triggered a partial evacuation of this terminal…” She paused, eyebrows raised. “Now, the aforementioned Mr Oakley occupies the red corner, so his brief is…?”


“Border control…”


She aimed a crimson tipped finger at him. “Precisely. Hold that thought. Oakley left me in no doubt we are expected to handle this whole thing in a manner which does nothing to harm his department’s interests, and ideally may even further them…”


Charlie spread his hands. “Sorry, you’re going to have to spell it out. Whitehall wrangling goes right over my head…”


Yvonne Nightingale heaved a sigh. “You disappoint me. Oakley sees this as a chance to rack up some points and my guess is he fixed it so the cops passed the bloke to us. What he’s hoping, is we can come up with reasons why CT should have spotted him as a security risk before he ever got here. Oakley then presents it as an example of border security doing CT’s job better than they are. Result, a feather in his cap, and we earn his eternal gratitude and support. Well, for as long as it suits him, anyway, but it could work for us. Why? Because he and his buddies are the ones who sign off on our budgets…”


Charlie nodded. Yvonne Nightingale sounded as if she had as much of a taste for political game playing as the man who had roused her from her slumbers.


“And that’s what you want done…?”


“I didn’t say that. I’m telling you what Oakley would like…” she shrugged. “Which may inform our decision while not neces- sarily influencing it. Let me tell you what I do want…”


She counted the points off on the plump fingers of a left hand that was, Charlie noted, unencumbered by rings.


“The name he gave the shooters didn’t match the one in his passport…” Pulling the offending item from the file she handed it to him. “I want to know what’s going on there…”


He flicked through to the photograph; symmetrical features, high cheekbones, aquiline nose, deep-set eyes, moustache and trimmed beard, a head of tight curls.


“Do we know if this is kosher…?”


“We do. It is…”


“Okay…”


“He talked to the shooters about being on a mission, giving no clue what it was. If he is, we need to know about it. Also claimed someone –singular or plural –might want to stop him. Who, and why…?”


Charlie nodded.


“Made references to using violence. What kind, has he ever done so before? Why this time, and against whom…?”


“Got it.”


“Good, because…” She glanced at an outsized, pink plastic watch which would not have looked out of place on a twelve- year-old’s wrist. “I want a verbal report by one forty-five.”


Reaching into the file again she produced a memory stick and tossed it onto the desk. “CCTV. Make sure you’ve seen the last bit, when the lead copper talks to him. We may only have a walk- on part in this show, but what we do we are going to get right. Meaning no mistakes, Charlie.”


He turned the memory stick over in fingers that were, for a man of substantial build, surprisingly slender. A musician’s fingers, Sally called them, although Charlie could not recall having held a musical instrument since a tambourine in primary school, sixty odd years ago.


“You want me to go talk to him, then…?”


Tossing her head back, the director of the GAGSU closed her eyes. “For Christ’s sake, Charlie, what do you think I’m doing here…?”


He shrugged. “You never said…”


“I know what I said. Oh, by the way, the shooters thought he might be high; tests ruled that out. We could have anything on our hands: terrorist, homicidal maniac, paranoid schizo- phrenic…or just some loveable eccentric. I want to know which and I want to know fast. And yes,” she added, “you got the job. Assuming you’re not so demob-happy you can’t get your finger out and do it bloody well…”


“In an hour? That’s kind of tight…”


“Tighter still if you don’t get on with it…”


“One question…”


“Jesus…” She rolled her eyes. “Which is…?”


“Why isn’t he already in Maidenbloom…?”


“Quick answer, your ears only?”


“Okay…”


“Private clinics cost big bucks. Last budget review, the word –unofficially, of course –was we’re expected to make serious –underline serious –economies in psychiatric services. Got your answer?”


“Yup…”


“I am not tossing this one to the shrinks, only to find myself explaining to some committee of stuffed shirts why it cost a stack of public money to decide he’s only a bit of an odd-ball, after all…”


She stood up, grimaced, and flexed her back.


“Anything else…?” he asked.


“If you needed anything else, you’d have it.” She wagged a finger at him. “The bloke himself. What’s he’s about? Is he for real or playing games? If so, what games and why. Yes?”


“Yes…”


“If you can get more than that I won’t complain, but it’d be a bonus…”


“No pressure, then…”


“When you’re done you can go back to dreaming of sunning yourself in the land of castanets and toreadors. Oh, and buying return tickets to…Barcelona, was it?”


He cocked his head. “Speak it yourself, boss…?”


Yvonne Nightingale, exhibiting that lightness of foot commonly found in women of large build, was half way into the corridor. She stopped and leaned round the door to favour him with a grin. “You may find it hard to believe, Charlie, but I used to have a lover from Madrid…”


And she was gone. Listening to her retreating footsteps, Charlie grinned to himself. Tossing iPod and earphones into a drawer, he plugged the memory stick into a USB slot and turned the volume up on his computer.
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Charlie spent a few moments at the one-way mirror; appraising people before they saw him gave him a sense of starting on the front foot. Given more time he would have preferred using his own office; to his mind the interview rooms were bleak and cheerless, the lighting harsh and too bright, putting people on the defensive from the word go. Not that this one showed signs of being unduly bothered; lounging on one of the plastic chairs scattered round a plain wooden table, he was staring into space. Charlie exchanged nods with the duty officer who punched a code into the keypad on the wall and waved him in.


“Hi there, I’m Charlie Simmonds. I work for airport security…”


The man was on his feet before the door closed, darting forward to press his visitor’s hand in both his own. “I am Ólafur Bárðarson…” He smiled. “You have good, strong hands, Mr Simmonds…”


“Have I really?” Charlie nodded. “Now, anything you need before we get going? Food, something to drink…?”


“No, thank you. They gave me water, and…” He patted a pocket, “I always carry some seeds in case I get hungry…”


Charlie laid the blue passport on the table.


“You are strong, I think. Not just your body –as a person.” He paused, studying Charlie’s face. “And from your eyes…I would say you feel more than you let people see…”


“Would you, now…”


The man sat down, watching as Charlie took out a notebook and fountain pen, placing them beside the passport. Shrugging off his jacket he draped it across the back of a chair and positioned it on the opposite side of the table.


“Once we’ve had a chat and you’ve answered some questions, I’m going to recommend what action we take next…”


“You are a policeman…?”


“Nothing to do with them, no. Completely separate unit, handling airport security…”


“Are you an important man in this unit, Mr Simmonds…?”


Charlie hesitated. Not very, if he were honest. Never quite made it to senior management. Probably could have done, if he hadn’t kept his head down and just done the best he could. If he’d been a bit more savvy he’d have known whose ass to kiss to get up the ladder. Not his style, though, unfortunately. Tell the truth, if he hadn’t happened to be on the graveyard shift tonight, he probably wouldn’t even be here talking to the bloke.


“Important…?” Charlie donned a suitably enigmatic smile. “You could say that…but I’ve come to talk about you, sir. How about we start with…”


“But you decide what happens to me…”


“Not so. Only recommend. Someone else decides…”


As Charlie opened the passport, the Icelander sighed and stared at the floor.


“I do not understand what is happening, Mr Simmonds. It is like a dream, but a bad one, you know? Looking down as my plane landed I was so happy –I have been looking forward to this for a long time. Then everything goes—” he broke off, glancing at Charlie. “But maybe now they will be better. I asked my guides to send help and…here you are.”


“Indeed I am…” Charlie agreed, although seeing Yvonne Nightingale in the role of guide did not come easily. “Answer my questions, sir, and I’ll do what I can for you. Does that sound okay…?”


If he heard, the tall man did not respond. Folding his arms, he gazed at a point somewhere in the distance.


“I was just sitting, you see…making no trouble…hurting no one. Then Mr Miller and his friend came along, with their guns. I do not know why, but they thought maybe I had a bomb. I said no, that was crazy, but I had to go with them to this big room full of men in blue uniforms. I tried to tell them, to explain, but they were so busy taking fingerprints, photographing me, and…there was this lady in a white coat –a nurse or a doctor, I don’t know –who wanted blood from my arm…and my pee in a bottle. I said why, why are you doing this, but no one…” He took a long, deep breath. “I can tell you, my head was going round and round, it was all…crazy…”


“How’s the head now?”


“Now…? Better, thank you…”


“Good. Listen, I hate to rush you, but I’ve only got an hour for this. I need your help…”


“Yes, yes…” The man leaned forward, nodding. “Let us help each other. I will help you and you will help me, yes…?”


“Like I said, I’ll do what I can. What’s going to help is short, clear answers…”


“I will try, but it is not always…”


“Do your best, okay? You want this mess sorted out as quickly as possible, right…?”


The Icelander spread his hands. “But what have I done, Mr Simmonds…? No one has told me. What do we have to sort out…?”


Charlie hesitated. He wanted to be asking questions, not answering them. But he wasn’t going to get far without the man’s cooperation.


“How often do you fly, sir?”


“This is the first time in maybe…a year.”


“You know all about nine-eleven, don’t you…?”


“Of course.” He frowned. “It was terrible, terrible…”


“For people like me, it was a game-changer. Since then, every security man in every airport in the world has been on red alert. These days, if we spot anyone acting even a bit odd, a bit…suspi- cious, we pull them in, fast…” He raised his eyebrows. “And in my book, spending an unnecessarily extended period in reclaim, throwing yourself across the floor and then planting yourself down on a carousel and…doing whatever you were doing, that’s more than just a bit odd, you see. And it’s definitely reasonable grounds for—”


“It was broken…” he protested. “I saw a notice. Go and look for yourself. All I wanted was somewhere quiet to talk to my guides. What is so bad about that? I tried to tell Mr Miller, but he—”


“You also gave him a name that wasn’t on any passenger list. So not only were you acting in a suspicious manner, but you’ve given a false ID as well. And you’re surprised we wanted to talk to you…?”


The Icelander gave a weary shake of the head. “I kept trying to explain but…”


“Now’s your chance, sir. Explain it all to me, clear things up and with a bit of luck that could be the end of your problems…”


“Problems…?”


“Well, you’ve been detained by the police and now here you are in the middle of the night, still under questioning. Not ideal, is it? Annoying and inconvenient, I’d have thought if it was me. But you don’t see it as a problem…”


“Well…it is inconvenient, but…”


With a shake of the head he got to his feet, thrust his hands into his pockets and paced across the room. Leaning back against the mirror, he folded his arms. Looking at the moustache and beard set in hawk-like features, Charlie wondered if pirate might perhaps feature in the Icelander’s genes.


“It is as it is…I must accept it. And trust everything is unfolding as it should, and in the end all will be well. You see,” he went on, “I believe when you are doing the universe’s work, Mr Simmonds, it provides whatever you need. You talk about problems, but I say no, they are not really problems at all…”


“What would you say they are, then?”


“Tests, challenges. And finding the answers is all part of my journey, you see. Each answer is like…” He waved a hand, “like a burning torch…”


“You’ve lost me…” Charlie shook his head.


“They light the way, help me see the path to my goal…”


“Right. Which is an interesting way of looking at it, but…” Charlie tapped his watch. “Why don’t you come and sit down…?”


The Icelander shook his head.


“As you wish. Right, your name, then…” Charlie licked his finger and leafed through to the photograph page. “Let’s get that sorted out…”


“I am Ólafur Bárðarson…”


“That’s not what it says here. According to this you are Mr Haraldsson…how do I say the first name?”


“Þormóður.”


“Thank you. So, the name in your identity document is different from the one you gave Sgt Miller and now me. I need to know why…”


“It is no great mystery, Mr Simmonds…”


“I’m pleased to hear it. Go on…”


“In my country a child takes the name of its father. My father was Haraldur so I am Haraldsson, son of Harald. If I had a sister –but I do not –she would be Haraldsdóttir which means…”


“Okay, I get the picture…”


“You have a son?”


Questions were always a judgement call. Brush them aside and you risked antagonizing people; answer too many and you were inviting them to run the show.


“Two, actually. Why do you ask?”


“In Iceland, Charlie is Karl, so your sons would both be called Karlsson…”


“Right…” Charlie nodded. “Except that wasn’t really what I was getting at…”


Returning to the table, the Icelander picked up the paper cup and stood looking down at Charlie, cradling it in his hands. “No. You wanted to know why, when someone asks who I am, I do not say, ‘I am Haraldsson’. Yes…?”


“Yes…”


“Because it is not who I am –it is a name, yes, but not my identity, Mr Simmonds. And they are not the same thing, are they? Whatever we put on the collar of a dog it is not a name. I would call it only…” He shrugged, “a label. When people ask me who I am, I wish to give them the truth. Did you teach your sons to always speak the truth…?”


The quality of Charlie’s parenting, it turned out, was of insuf- ficient interest for the Icelander to wait to learn more about it.


“Haraldsson is the label round my neck,” he went on. “It may tell you who my father was, but does that matter? No, because I am not my father, am I? But Ólafur Bárðarson is different. Quite different. Try closing your eyes and letting it ring through your consciousness, like the sound of a Tibetan bowl. Do more than hear it, Mr Simmonds, feel its vibration. That will tell you every- thing about me. My history, my nature…even my spirit…” He paused, eyes shining. “Ólafur Bárðarson has an energy like no other name, you see. It is unique, as each snowflake is unique. Billions and billions of them, never two alike…did you know that?”


“I’ve heard something of the sort, sir. Let me get this straight, then. You don’t dispute what’s printed here is…I’ll call it your official name. But it so happens you prefer…Bardarson…?”


He planted his hands on slim hips and a pained look flickered across his face, the cheeks now glazed with a faint coppery stubble.


“Prefer? No. It is because my name must tell my story, Mr Simmonds. Ólafur was the first settler in my village, a little place called Ólafsvík – the bay of Ólaf. It is a name that goes back hundreds of years in our history, and is rich in meanings. The white one, and also the power of the ancestors…” He pursed his lips. “And it rhymes with Eilífur. That is harder to translate, but you could say it means…the eternal one…”


Charlie opened his mouth, but the Icelander’s eager expression told him trying to interrupt would be futile.


“…Now you understand Bárðarson is ‘son of Bárður’ yes? Bard means bright, and Bárður is a great god of the snowy mountain –people have written sagas about him. And at special moments I can feel my whole being soar just as the peaks of Bard’s mountain ascend into the heavens. And every part of me, Mr Simmonds –my heart, my mind, my spirit and my body –is like a living tuning fork, resonating with Ólaf’s village, Bárðar’s mountain, with my ancestors, the people of my country…my motherland itself…” The green and blue eyes held Charlie’s prisoner. “Now do you see? It is not a matter of prefer, I have chosen the one name –the only name –that holds my truth…”


His voice faded away; the men exchanged nods.


“I hear you…” Charlie told him.


“If that is true, I am happy…”


“Now I need you to hear me…”


“I will become the listener…”


“I do understand about the names. Which is a start, but time’s short, and we’ve got to move on…”


“Yes, yes, of course, but…” The man returned to drop back into his chair. “I have been here many hours now; the dark ones must know where I am –you realise that, don’t you? Nothing can be hidden from them for very long, Mr Simmonds –they have eyes and ears everywhere…”


“Not in my unit,” Charlie told him.


“Thinking that way is dangerous. It is not possible to recognise them –they are too clever. They want you to think you are safe, but you are not. No one is safe from them. Believe me, Mr Simmonds, if they wanted to make me disappear this moment, you could do nothing…”


The man had a haunted look in his eyes; his breathing was quick and shallow. Things were slipping away from Charlie; he sensed he had about ten seconds before they were irrevocably beyond his grasp.


“Who could, then…?”


The Icelander frowned.


“Could what…?”


“You said I couldn’t stop these dark…people. Who could, then?”


“The light workers…?” The Icelander’s eyes narrowed, then he nodded. “Yes, I think so. They are trying to raise consciousness on the planet, you see. Find ways to bring in more light…” He paused. “So the dark ones are very fearful of them. Think about it, Mr Simmonds, think what will happen as the light grows stronger and brighter. There will be no place for the darkness, no shadows where it can hide. In the end, no more darkness –it will cease to exist…”


Charlie moistened his lips.


“These guides you talk about, are they, like…light workers?”


“Of course…”


“Okay, then. As soon as you’d asked them for help, I turned up, that’s what you said, remember?” He paused, eyebrows raised. “So they must have sent me to protect you. Stands to reason, doesn’t it?”


The man’s eyes searched Charlie’s face; whatever he saw triggered a faint smile.


“It is possible. Why not…?”


“If they sent me, you can trust me, can’t you…?”


“Well…”


“And I can definitely keep you safe…” insisted Charlie, “but only if tell me everything.”


“You think so…?”


Charlie spread his hands. “We’re on the same side, aren’t we?”


“If I tell you, you may be in danger, too…”


“Listen, we’re handling high-risk situations twenty-four seven. That’s what they train, equip and pay us for. You and me, we’ll be fine, absolutely fine. All you have to do is trust me, it’s as easy as that…”


“You are sure…?”


“I don’t make promises I can’t keep…so,” Charlie went on, “this mission of yours. Start at the beginning, please. The people who sent you, tell me about them…”


The young man hesitated, took a sip of water and brushed his lips with the back of his hand. “Well…they came one night saying there was work to be done here…”


“Meaning England…?”


“By the time they returned, I had started preparing myself. The second time, they told me where to go, what to do.”


“How could you prepare, if you didn’t know where you were going or why?”


“By spending many hours studying maps, getting to know your country and its history. And making my own maps…” He grimaced. “If I had my computer, I could show you…”


“You can do that later…” Charlie folded his arms and leaned back. “And why did they pick you? I mean, did you approach them, or did they…come looking for you?”


“Approach…?” He gave a puzzled shake of the head. “You think it is possible to summon them, Mr Simmonds, order them to come…?”


“Well, maybe not…I’m just trying to get things clear in my mind, that’s all. Anyway…first meeting, no details…” He paused. “Why would that have been –didn’t they trust you…?”


“Of course, always. But that night maybe the time was not right…”


“When was that exactly, do you remember?”


“The winter solstice…”


“Remind me, please…I’m not good on the astrological stuff…”


“No…? December the twenty-first…so,” he added, “it will be half a year exactly…”


“When you say ‘it’…” enquired Charlie, “what are we talking about…?”


“The moment my work will be finished…completed.”


“Ah, yes…” breathed Charlie. “Go on…”


“My journey will be over, the divine purpose fulfilled…” He sighed. “It will be a special moment, I will feel proud to have been a part of it. It is a great honour to be chosen…whatever happens…”


“It sounds as if you don’t know…”


“How could I? Mighty energies will be unleashed, set free after such a long, long time, Mr Simmonds. It will be like…” Puffing out his cheeks, the young man shook his head, “…like water bursting from behind a great dam. Maybe those who sent me know, but not a mere human like me…All I can do is exactly what they asked me, and trust…” He placed his palms together. “As always, what will be, will be…”


Charlie picked up his pen, slowly turning it end over end in his fingers.


“These…energies. Sounds a bit…risky, dangerous. Must take courage to do something like that…”


“Cour-rage…” the Icelander seized on the word. “Rage of the heart. But if the heart tells you your action is right action, what is there to fear? Yes, maybe there is danger, but what does it matter…?”


“Well, it all depends, doesn’t it?” Charlie scratched his head with the end of his pen. “I mean, if there’s a chance you might wind up dead, for example, it might matter quite a lot…”


“You think so…?” the Icelander enquired, smiling. “But why? Don’t we live many lives?”


“Looked at that way, I suppose…” conceded Charlie.


It had happened to him occasionally; finding someone evasive and elusive to begin with, leading you round in circles, making you wonder if they were playing games. Then you said or did something and it turned out to be the key; from then on it was all plain sailing, effortless. Sure, you might still have to nudge them along, toss in the occasional cue, but the hard graft was over. From that point the trick was to avoid being too eager; keep them on track without them being aware. Trust, that wily old Met trainer had told him all those years ago; it’s all about winning their trust. That and making them feel you’re their best friend, so they can’t wait to tell you whatever it is you want.


“Mind if I call you Olaf…?”


“Please…”


“I interrupted you, didn’t I? You were saying it’ll be exactly six months from beginning to end. Which takes us to…?”


“The night of mid-summer. Do you see the beautiful shape of my journey, Mr Simmonds? If you could see it now it would be a perfect arc…” With a sweep of the hand, he drew it in the air, “Starting at moment of deepest winter…”


“The shortest day, right…?”


“People think of it as that, but look deeper, you will see more. Consider what happens at midwinter. Light begins its return to the planet and with light, warmth –two energies which support and nurture life. So, it is a time of new beginnings, of rebirth, yes, but light of a different kind also returns –the light of consciousness and awareness. That is the essence of my mission, you see. I am sure it is why they chose to visit me on that night of all nights…”


He paused, head cocked, waiting for Charlie to go on.


“Looked at like that, it makes sense, doesn’t it?”


“Perfect sense, if you accept that what happens on earth reflects the patterns of the heavenly bodies. As above, so below. All part of the cosmic dance…”


“Nicely put…” Charlie assented.


So far, so good; a firm date, clues as to timing. More than enough, he guessed, to put a smile on the face of the shadowy Oakley and maybe Yvonne Nightingale, too. Play his cards right now, he could scoop the pot. For sure they would find enough on the laptop to establish the target beyond doubt, but why deny himself the satisfaction of strolling in and telling her himself?


“A couple of weeks, then. Not long, is it…?” Charlie sucked his teeth. “And is everything set up, or do you have to, you know…put in the final touches?”


Olaf looked puzzled. “What kind of thing…?”


“No idea…” Charlie waved a hand. “Just wondering…”


“You must understand I am…” Olaf paused, resting his brow lightly on his fingertips. “What is the word for…something you must add for a chemical reaction to take place? In Icelandic we say hvati…”


“Can’t think…Anyway, you were saying…?”


“There is a word…” he insisted, frowning.


“Do you mean you’ve absolutely got to be there, or the event doesn’t happen…?”


Snapping his fingers, the young man came upright so fast Charlie recoiled.


“Catalyst!”


“Got it…” Charlie nodded. “So, come midsummer night, that’s your role –you’re the catalyst…?”


“You must understand, Mr Simmonds, I am not doing, I am being. Being fully present in that place, at that moment. And so honouring its dark history and the blocking energies, so they can be set free again…”


He rose to his feet, arms wide, his voice taking on a reverential tone. “…Attuning to and honouring the heights and the depths, the heavenly bodies above and the earth below…” He paused. “And then, my work is done…”


With a self-conscious smile he let his arms drop slowly to his sides.


“That is going to be quite something…” Charlie assented, softly.


“I know it. Something so beautiful, natural and simple…”


When you came down to it, it was all about timing, Charlie thought; picking just the right moment. And his gut told him this was it.


“So, walk me through it if you would, Olaf. On that night, when the moment comes…the climax, let’s call it…”


“Yes, that is the word…climax…”


“Where is that place –where exactly are you going to be…?”


The Icelander gave a rueful smile and slumped back into his chair. “Can’t you get me my computer, Mr Simmonds? Everything is there…”


“Later…” Charlie shrugged the idea away. “Listen, if you don’t remember the exact location, give me a rough idea…”


“I have been there once, well…in meditation. I attuned to it, felt its energy. It has been blocked for centuries, but once it is cleansed and healed again its full power will return, I am certain. Just by tuning in I could feel it…and it is so powerful. My whole body was shaking, I could not control it…” He took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “You can imagine what it will be like on midsummer night, Mr Simmonds, at the moment sun and moon move into alignment…”


Charlie pushed pen and notebook across the table.


“Show me that place, Olaf. Draw me one of your maps…”


“You need to see it, everything, or you will not understand properly. The patterns, the calculations, all my research…” He glanced at the door. “Maybe they have finished with it…”


Watching Charlie unscrew the cap, a slow smile spread across Olaf’s face. “Ah, you have a Montblanc –they are so beautiful…”


“Anniversary present from the wife. Tell you the truth, I’m a bit old-fashioned –fountain pen addict, you might say. Can’t be doing with biros and felt-tips and roller balls and that modern rubbish…” He offered it to Olaf. “Don’t mind using these, do you…?”


Olaf ran his finger the length of the fat lacquered barrel, black as a raven’s wing.


“Of course not but…it has such a fine nib…”


“Don’t worry, I dropped it once, and believe it or not it just bounced. They’re tougher than they look…” Charlie opened the notebook, smoothing the page with the flat of his hand. “Take your time…”


Head cupped in his hands, he resisted the urge to watch as Olaf began sketching with firm, precise strokes. A smile tugged at Charlie’s lips as he recalled his concern about having insuffi- cient time. Not only would he be way ahead of schedule but delivering far, far more than she could have expected. Savouring the prospect, he realised Olaf had spoken. “Sorry, I was miles away. Are you done…?”


“I said I think it is better if I make two…”


“Sure, why not…?” Charlie shrugged.


Turning the page, Olaf resumed his labours.


“It will be easier to understand…”


“Great…”


Olaf, satisfied with his efforts, finally spun the notebook round. Charlie found himself looking at a single vertical line beside which Olaf had printed three names.


“An imaginary line connecting Glastonbury in the south with Ben Macdui in the north…” Olaf indicated each one in turn with the gleaming gold nib. “You know Ben Macdui…?”


“No, I don’t…”


“It is the second highest mountain in Scotland. And here…” the nib hovered above the third name. “Scafell…”


Charlie glanced up to find Olaf beaming at him. “Okay…” Charlie nodded. “But that doesn’t really…”


“Sacred sites, Mr Simmonds, all of them. And I discovered they are in perfect alignment. Perfect…” He repeated. “Later, I will show you the measurements…”


Charlie Simmonds needed more than imaginary lines; a lot more. Hardly breathing, he stared at the page, willing what he saw to make some kind of sense. Finally, he forced a smile and kept his tone casual. “Yeah, interesting…and the other one?”


“Yes, of course…”


With a flourish worthy of a conjuror pulling a fluttering dove from his top hat, the Icelander turned the page and jabbed a finger. “Here are three islands.” He announced. “Holy islands. You see the names?”


“Anglesey, Lindisfarne…Arran…” Charlie intoned, moist- ening his lips. “Olaf, I still don’t…”


“What do they make, Mr Simmonds? Don’t you see…?”


“All I see is a triangle…”


“Look again, please –observe the angles. I have marked them for you…forty, fifty and ninety degrees…”


“Olaf, I thought you were going to…”


“The golden triangle of Pythagoras, Mr Simmonds. And look…” He pointed again. “Here…on what is mathematically the exact centre point of the base…do you see…?”


Charlie stared blankly at the neat, clear capital letters. “Yeah, I see…” He was unable to keep the frustration from his voice. “But what the hell has any of this got to do with…?”


Olaf held up both hands. “Scafell…that is what you wanted, isn’t it?


“What are you talking about…?”


“That is where I will be on mid-summer night, Mr Simmonds…” Olaf smiled. “Isn’t that amazing…?”


“Yes…” agreed Charlie Simmonds, faintly. “Bloody amazing…”


[image: ]


Image 01 Mount Scafell and the Holy Islands









Chapter 3


Maidenbloom Hospital
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Wednesday 8th June 2011


Dr. P. L. Wingfield MBChB PhD FRCPsych, Maidenbloom Hospital’s medical director, did not relish the prospect of his first two appointments of the day. Evidence to support his misgivings about them was as yet no more than circumstantial, but he suspected that both involved the risk of becoming embroiled in situations he would have preferred to avoid.


Some two hours earlier, scanning the front page of the Daily Telegraph over coffee and muesli, he guessed it was probable the ‘mystery Icelander who brought chaos to Gatwick’ would have found himself sectioned and dispatched to Wingfield’s psychi- atric unit. That in itself caused him no great concern; the airport authority’s contract had been designed to cover eventualities of precisely that nature. The source of his unease was a message relayed to his smart phone by Doris, his secretary, requesting that immediately the patient’s initial assessment had been completed, his findings should be communicated to a junior Home Office minister of whom he had never heard.


In the second case, that of Ms Chloe Spenser-Nelson, alarm bells began to sound when he noticed that Doris had attached to the cover of the patient’s file a pink post-it inscribed with the letters, ‘O.C.C.’ and, unwilling to place her trust in its inherent adhesive qualities, had reinforced them with not one but two staples. While a contract of any nature between the two organisations was beyond the realms of possibility, their geographical proximity had resulted in several former members of The Order of Cosmic Consciousness arriving on Maidenbloom’s doorstep


In the course of providing it, any illusions Wingfield might have harboured regarding the nature of this secretive cult were dispelled. Suggestive of brotherly love and universal wisdom though its title might be, its true colours were revealed to be of a more sinister hue. Eager for any opportunity to bask in the reflected glory of a well-publicised stable of celebrity devotees, the Order adopted a highly defensive stance should any disenchanted member of its congregation seek to air their grievances in public. Thus far Wingfield had successfully side stepped direct confrontation with them, but he did not doubt they possessed both the resources and the will to deploy formidable legal forces any time they might deem it necessary. His sense of unease was in no way alleviated by unsubstantiated but persistent rumours that Order converts included the wife of the CEO of USCARE, a Los Angeles based conglomerate numbering Maidenbloom Hospital among its European assets.


Sir Giles Spenser-Nelson had delivered Chloe to the hospital claiming she was in urgent need of mental health care. Reading her notes, Wingfield hoped to find some indication of how he had managed to wrest her from the notoriously determined clutches of The Order, but the report by the staff member on duty that night offered no insights. While previous experience with such patients suggested that her father’s insistence on mental health treatment was justified, it did not prevent him regarding Chloe’s case as a potential minefield, to be negotiated with circumspection.


The slight, bare-footed figure enveloped in a pale blue towelling bathrobe two sizes too large entered his consulting room without knocking. Leaving the door gaping, she padded silently across the deep pile carpet to his desk. Without sparing a glance for Wingfield, who was occupying his favoured position beside the window, she folded her legs neatly beneath her and dropped onto a leather chair, eyes averted and slim shoulders hunched, exuding defiance.


“Good morning, Chloe…”


Unhurriedly, he closed the door before returning to where he could enjoy the feeling of sunshine on his face. A small, dapper, bespectacled man in his late fifties, Wingfield had a shock of prematurely grey hair, fleshy, boyish features and a sensual fullness to his lips.
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