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The commander does not wish to impart this news. Who can tell the mood of his superior? His ultimate superior. Although the commander has announced his presence, the man with the moustache continues to sit in his chair on the far side of the desk, back to the visitor.


On the mantelpiece the clock marks the hour: three chimes. The commander notes the papers spread out upon the desk, the blotter with ink spatters on the leather, the globe beside it.


The Führer’s presence dominates the atmosphere like a thundercloud that has not yet broken. An electric current radiates from him in waves.


Waves, thinks the commander. His throat grows dryer and at once the study seems to shrink around him. The air leaves the room. The Führer does not change position as he speaks. ‘What is it then, that cannot wait?’


Stumbling over his words, the commander thinks of the fate of messengers. ‘My Führer. The news is b— not good.’ His words tumble and catch, so he gathers himself. But in this, the briefest of pauses, the man with the moustache leaps to his feet.


In one move he has spun around to face the commander, who notices his superior’s features are strangely impassive. This belies the energy building, throbbing through him, causing the room to vibrate with the increased pulse of his heart.


The supreme leader stands like a monolith.


Silence.


Faltering, the commander continues. He must get this announcement out then leave as quickly as possible. ‘The British . . .’


A muscle in the Führer’s jaw begins to flicker.


‘The British,’ the commander continues, ‘have crossed the North Atlantic. And taken Iceland.’


At first there is no reaction. Then his superior clenches one fist. With a sudden movement, he punches the globe on the desk, sending it flying across the room.


A moment of confusion then, propelled by conventional good manners, the commander rushes after it. The globe spins against the skirting board in the corner. Bending over, he sees the blow from his superior has split its surface. A fracture has opened up in Iceland, from Reykjavík to Borðeyri.


As he picks it up, the world falls apart in his hands.










Twelve Hours Earlier


The rock is like a giant’s fist pushing up through the waves. Upon it, all is quiet. Even the falcons. They flapped in after the last trawler, diving over the wake for spoils, and returned full-bellied to their black nests at the uppermost point of the cliffs.


In their bunks the islanders sleep. Exhausted, wrapped in blankets and isolation.


Dawn breaks at one minute past three. It is the change of season on the island and the beginning of long summer days and midnight sun.


In the skies above Reykjavík a Walrus seaplane circles. The pilot and his crew sweep the bay with their eyes. They have been told the enemy are everywhere and must spot any tell-tale signs of periscopes or snorkels outside the harbour. But the sun has not yet climbed over the easterly mountains and the waters below are dark and impenetrable.


Out in the North Atlantic, in the control tower of HMS Berwick, Colonel Robert Sturges awaits their verdict. The commanding officer of Operation Fork, he is responsible for the men aboard the two destroyers in this convoy, HMS Fearless and HMS Fortune, and a cruiser, HMS Glasgow. In his charge are 40 officers and 746 Royal Marines: Force Alabaster. A small intelligence detachment and a diplomatic mission are also readying to disembark. The young marines, who have not yet finished their training, hold onto their rifles tightly. Fifty of them have never fired a gun in their lives. One, full of fear, having written a farewell letter to his mother, slips underneath a tarpaulin and fires the only shot of the day.


The rare sound of an aircraft wakes some of the islanders from their slumber. Curtains are twitched. A handful of people get up and, curious, make their way to the harbour.


The Icelandic authorities are informed of warships approaching their land. They assume it is the new ambassador arriving from Great Britain.


Also alerted by the aircraft is Herr Werner Gerlach, the German Consul. A personal friend of Hermann Göring and Heinrich Himmler, he was removed from his last appointment in Basel at the request of the Swiss government, for ‘subversive political activities’. In Germany he had proved his loyalty by informing on doctors who treated Jewish patients. Since his appointment to Iceland, he has welcomed many German citizens to Reykjavík and helped them obtain good positions in a variety of Icelandic industries.


When Gerlach is told about the approaching vessels he telephones contacts across the country, then rushes to fetch secret documents and begins burning them in his bathtub. He will be apprehended in this act later and will protest the neutrality of Iceland. The arresting British officer will remind him that Denmark too had been neutral until his countrymen attacked. The flames will be subdued quickly by a standard-issue British Forces fire-extinguisher.


Meanwhile, a man in the north of the island hides stolen treasure.


At 3.40 a.m. the British ships can be sighted by the naked eye. The biplane continues to circle the city. A night watchman alerts the chief of police to the crowd of people gathering at the harbour.


Troops are trans-shipped ready for disembarkation.


At 4.36 a.m. dawn breaks over Germany. Its armies begin their assault on the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and France.


Just before 5 a.m. HMS Fearless begins sailing towards Reykjavík harbour.


In the home of the departing British Consul, five guides assembled hours ago under the pretence of holding a cocktail party to celebrate a birth. Not a drop of liquor passes anyone’s lips. The night hours have been busy with intense preparations: where might they seize houses and land to accommodate British officers and men? Who should be arrested? Now Consul Shepherd leads them to Reykjavík harbour so they may assist the troops as they arrive.


At 6.20 a.m. the marines reach harbour and disembark under the quizzical gaze of the Icelanders.


Concerned by the numbers who are gathering, Shepherd turns to a police officer.


‘Would you mind asking the crowd to stand back a bit, please?’ he asks. ‘So that the troops can get off the destroyer.’


It is a polite request but delivered by the consul of an invading force. However, the response is equanimous. ‘Certainly, sir,’ the policeman replies.


As the marines file down onto the quayside and pass along the dock, one of the Icelanders snatches a rifle from a young man and stuffs his cigarette into its muzzle. The crowd collectively holds its breath and considers the invading troops, awaiting their response. The soldiers have been briefed on establishing good relations with Icelanders – treating them with the greatest courtesy and respect – so do nothing. Remembering that he is relieved it is the British and not the Germans who have landed, the Icelander throws the rifle back. The men of the infantry division breathe out and continue on their way into the alien landscape. The next foreign beach they will tread upon will be in Normandy, if indeed they make landfall, so many of them becoming ghosts that their regiment will be disbanded.


Marines follow, handing copies of a hastily translated leaflet to the crowd at the harbourside. ‘Tilkynning’ it is headed. ‘Announcement’ in English. The Icelandic is poorly worded and, to the troops’ surprise, elicits giggles and laughter from the recipients. The military personnel take this as an odd but positive response and continue distribution with smiles on their lips.


Meeting no resistance, the British guides identify themselves and lead off five separate groups.


Consul Shepherd welcomes Major Spike, who heads up the intelligence team. They seize the German Consulate.


Others occupy the telephone exchange and the broadcasting station. They knock on the doors before breaking them down and apologise profusely to the buildings’ caretakers, promising to reimburse them for damage caused. Another group requisitions weaponry shops and the post office. Buses, lorries, trucks and taxis are commandeered or hired, used to ferry troops around the city and to the camp that is set up in a large, open space to the south of the city. Three roads leading in and out of Reykjavík are secured by sentries posted at junctions.


German citizens are dragged from their homes. Some will never return.


At 10 a.m. the Icelandic government meets.


An hour later the British contingent, headed up by the newly appointed Ambassador Smith, are ushered into the Cabinet Room. The ambassador is accompanied by the head of trade, Consul Shepherd, Colonel Sturges and Lionel Fortescue. The latter was not only responsible for the badly translated ‘announcement’ leaflet but has also been successful in establishing a ring of forty spies and contacts on the island.


Hermann Jónasson, the prime minister, vigorously protests the invasion, then insists that the Icelandic people will cooperate with the occupying force, as they believe they have come in the spirit of goodwill.


Rooms, empty houses and buildings are quickly rented. Hotels fill to capacity. The best, Hotel Borg, is requisitioned for officers.


Colonel Sturges tours the capital with the chief of police, Agnar Kofoed-Hansen. The latter is unaware that the British suspect him of pro-Nazi sympathies, knowing that he was trained in Germany. Not knowing he stayed there as a personal guest of Himmler.


By late afternoon Herr Gerlach and his staff, along with the records that have escaped incineration, are aboard the cruiser HMS Glasgow bound for England. Gerlach will later be exchanged for some of the British Embassy staff in Belgium. Much to the annoyance of the Secret Intelligence Service.


About the same time in London, Neville Chamberlain offers his resignation to the king.


At 6 p.m. Hermann Jónasson telephones London to issue a formal protest. The rest of his government are attending a relaxed meeting at Hotel Borg with Charles Howard Smith, the new British Ambassador, and a couple of bottles of good Scotch whisky he brought over with him.


Winston Churchill is sent to ‘kiss hands’ with the king and becomes prime minister.


Hermann Jónasson broadcasts a radio address to the nation, announcing the appointment of Ambassador Smith and the British occupation of the island. He reiterates that the occupiers have no intention of interfering with parliament and that their action has been taken to protect the country from German invasion. These declarations, he says, ‘are undeniably rays of sunshine in the dark days that have come upon us.’ He asks his people to respect the British soldiers as guests and to show them ‘courtesy everywhere’.


Tents are erected for the soldiers to sleep in. The school holidays have started and local children help to pitch camp, thrilled by the arrival of the British soldiers.


When the sun goes down on the streets of Reykjavík, young people, especially girls, come out and surround the troops,  keen to see what the foreigners are like.


Darkness falls across Europe.


It is 10 May 1940.


Lives, lots of them, are about to change forever.
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Tilkynning – Announcement


 


The British military force arrived today on warships and is now in the city. These measures have been taken to secure the place and be ahead of the Germans.


We Englishmen have no intentions against the Icelandic national government or the Icelandic people, but we want to protect Iceland from the fate that overtook Denmark and Norway. For this reason we ask you for a friendly reception and to help us.


While we are dealing with Germans who are in Reykjavík or elsewhere in Iceland, it will be temporarily forbidden to


(1) transmit by radio, send telegrams or get a telephone.


(2) enter the city or leave it for some hours.


It is regrettable to cause this inconvenience, we apologise and hope that this will end as soon as possible.


 


R. G. Sturges, Supreme Chief










Chapter One


Night presses down on the rooftops. Streetlights are sparse. In the centre of the city, despite the fact there is no blackout, the sky seems infinitely darker. Within it, sparkles of eerie brightness. Starlight is cold. Everything is.


She was told to expect the temperature of a crisp Christmas Day. But it is bitter here, like a bad February, gale-tossed with frosted pavements despite the fact it is not yet mid-autumn.


At this point Daphne is still alive though she knows she must be careful when she walks.


So careful.


Skidding is out of the question. One errant move and the blades concealed in her heels might click out and spark on contact with metal. Or cut through flesh. Not that there are many people in her proximity. For a capital city, the streets are rather empty. This entire island has a smaller population than Southend-on-Sea.


Daphne Devine, aka Dione-Smith, has read the troops’ briefing document. She is no longer expecting the population to be comprised of Eskimos, or to be eaten by a ferocious white bear:


 


Iceland is the second-largest island in Europe and approximately the size of Ireland. It is something of a desert. Hot springs and volcanoes exist in great numbers and the latter are why you will find the country covered with boulders and rocks that have been spewed out by their eruptions. These are covered with a variety of grasses, Arctic flowers and lichen. It is not always covered in snow, though there are thirteen glaciers. Polar bears do not, as some believe, hunt the Icelanders. Nor do the natives hunt them. The last polar bear sighted on the island arrived upon an ice floe that had broken off and floated down from the Arctic Circle.


The people are European in appearance. They do not live in igloos and eat blubber. In fact, there is a rich heritage and literary history to the island, which was settled in 874 Anno Domini. Icelanders boast the oldest parliament in the world. These natives are very cultured. A good percentage of the Reykjavík population speaks English.


 


Her Icelandic contact, she has been told, is fluent. For which she will be grateful.


Certainly, she hopes the journalist she is to liaise with here will be more affable than the prickly major she reported to yesterday. Responsible for intelligence and relations with the islanders, Major Spike was very much as his name suggested. Below a pale, domed skull, his moustache was waxed into two honed spears as if to underline his rigidity. They pointed down to his mouth, which even in repose conveyed terse disapproval.


Entering his office, she had passed a young man sitting patiently on a chair by the window. After introductions were offered between herself and the major, she gestured to the young man. It would be rude not to acknowledge his presence. Despite the onset of war some habits persist, which cannot easily be surrendered. Good manners are important.


‘Oh,’ said Major Spike. ‘My interpreter.’ He waved a hand at him. ‘Jóhannes, you may leave. I can understand this one.’


The young man rose. He did not salute but hesitated, then bowed to her before he left the room, leaving Daphne mildly amused.


‘Is English not your first language, sir?’ she asked by way of conversation.


He glowered, jowls quivering lightly. ‘The calibre of new British recruits is not what it should be. I cannot understand the dialect of the lower classes. Jóhannes is able to translate both Icelandic and peasant. That boy will go far.’


Uneasy under his scrutiny, Daphne fought an urge to curtsey, to appease this big man, and felt, for the briefest of moments, relieved she did not have to answer directly to the major. ‘I’m glad you find my accent comprehensible, sir,’ she said.


But he was not interested in any niceties she had to offer and was already speeding on, his manner that of an overburdened typist with work to get through. ‘Look, I’m not particularly happy about you waltzing round the city. A woman, unchaperoned,’ he said, rifling through papers strewn across his desk. ‘Where’s that report from Commander Fleet?’


‘I’m not aware of him, sir. My commanding superior is Hugh Devereaux.’ And in her mind she pictured the man with the white hair and charismatic voice who had recruited her.


‘Hugh!’ The major dropped his hands briefly onto the desktop and sat back a little in his chair. ‘Knew him at school. Excellent chess man. Your divisional head, is he? Not surprised. Not at all.’ And he returned to shuffling the files. ‘Excellent chess man.’


Finding the right document at last, Spike searched the text. ‘Yes, right here. It says a certain Septimus Strange will arrive to guide you in four days’ time, am I right?’


‘Yes, sir. Mr Strange will—’


‘That would suggest you are conducting initial reconnaissance. Good. I cannot recall the details of your target. Presumably of minor interest if a woman is involved in the operation. Some kind of performer, is that so?’


For a moment Daphne was not sure if he was referring to her own status or that of the man she was tasked with investigating. She plumped for the former. ‘Yes, sir. I have previously been employed in the theatre myself and so was considered suitable for this job. Our target is a—’


But the major was not interested in such fripperies. He fluttered his fingers, signalling she should shut up. ‘As long as it doesn’t interfere with my duties. All messages through me, you understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Quite. Well, dismissed then.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Look lively, girl. I’ve got work to do.’


And she was ejected.


On the one hand she was grateful that the meeting had taken so little of her time. On the other, slightly concerned: he had not asked for any details about her accommodation or the timescale for the mission. Though she did not welcome intrusion, she would feel safer in the knowledge that her presence here was at least officially registered, her address logged. So that if she disappeared, someone might notice her absence. As a woman working alone, she appreciated the freedom, but it was laced with jeopardy.


Still, she thought, perhaps Spike was already privy to the information.


She hoped so.


Less daunting was the meeting arranged for tonight, though there was still much at stake. It was vital that Daphne should earn the trust of one of their best contacts on the island, a female journalist. She would be dependent on her for cover, local insight and new intelligence.


 


The night is so cold as she click-clacks through the streets. Frost pinches her nose. Her lips are chapping. She is very aware of the lipstick in her bag, which will not offer any relief. Such a petite, dainty object, innocuously nodding to female vanity and yet, just like her, deceptive, potentially lethal. Who could have dreamed up such a thing? She has not yet fired the disguised pistol at another human being and wonders if she will be up to the task should the need arise.


Beneath her overcoat she wears a suit designed and put together by the couturier Vivien Steiner, which is chic and warm though the lapels chill her. She can feel them through the fabric of her blouse. The knives concealed within have absorbed the icy night air, as has the blade hidden in her belt. It is not just the temperature that causes her to shiver. She is a walking fortress. A death machine.


But it is better not to linger on these thoughts.


A sharp breath in to dispel them.


The air here smells sulphuric, eggy. She must have wrinkled her nose because, beside her, the landlady’s son chuckles throatily and says, ‘You will get used to it.’


She lifts her head and pitches towards him. Her walk becomes momentarily shambolic as she rights herself. The heels of her shoes are much heavier than any she has worn before – even the ones in her mother’s blocky Charleston slippers, which she was occasionally allowed to borrow on Sunday afternoons. If Carabella was feeling generously disposed towards her boisterous daughter. In that second, a mental image comes to her: she is dancing, kicking her feet around, hands swinging wildly from side to side, while her parents sit laughing in the living room. But that was before war came, before her family was scattered across the globe.


‘The water is better here,’ the man says, and she tries to gauge his expression to see if he is being antagonistic. Is this an assertion of Icelandic superiority? Should she apologise for her reaction to the distinctive odour? But his face is cast into shadow and she cannot read it; the Reykjavík sky recedes to the moon.


Björn has been volunteered as a guide by his mother, Daphne’s landlady. Hospitable to a tee, Guðrún Gunnarsdóttir has a comforting presence. She looks just the way a landlady should, with blue eyes the colour of forget-me-nots, tidy grey hair gathered into a bun on the back of her head and clad in a traditional dark frock. ‘Of course,’ Guðrún had announced with a kind and matronly smile that offset the note of command in her tone, ‘the lady must not walk through the city alone. This is no slur on your conduct, Miss Daphne. Our newspapers are full of assaults committed by occupying soldiers. Young ladies must exercise caution out there.’ Then, as a full stop to the conversation, delivered with an expression that brooked no dissent, she said, ‘Björn will accompany you. A woman needs a man.’


And Björn, Daphne’s escort, is a broad, strapping lad with pale eyes, lighter than his mother’s, and the firm jaw that she has started to notice is a feature of his countrymen. A fisherman by trade, as many others here appear to be according to her briefing:


 


Fisheries are regarded as Iceland’s chief industry. They are a major driver of the economy and employ a significant portion of the workforce.


 


Navigating past a shelter made of sandbags, he indicates that they must round the corner into a wider road.


For a moment she is stunned. It is the high street. Shops and cafés are brightly illuminated, the air filled with the competing sounds of conversations and motorcars.


People are going about their usual business, freely.


Such a stark contrast to London, whose inhabitants must grope their way past boarded-up pubs and blacked-out department-store windows, that she is suddenly overwhelmed by a surge of inconvenient feelings: dismay, vexation, envy. Though occupied by a foreign force, albeit a friendly one, the Icelanders have more liberty than her friends and family back home.


There are many more shoppers, more workers, more pedestrians here than on the outskirts. Though it appears some are unable to walk in a brisk fashion.


As they approach a group of merchant seamen, one of them steps aside, allowing her to pass. But he misjudges his footing, freewheeling off the kerb into the road, landing with a grunt on his backside. The rest of the men hoot wildly. Daphne halts, unsure whether to ignore the fallen man or lend a hand.


But Björn urges her on. ‘Black Death,’ he whispers. ‘A spirit. It damages your brain. There is nail varnish in it. Can send you crazy. Never accept a drink of Black Death. Never.’


‘Oh,’ she says, as they leave the seamen to it. ‘Thank you. I didn’t know. It wasn’t . . .’ Then she halts the easy flow of words. She was about to say in the briefing and is shocked by her own lack of discretion. He cannot know that she is not Daphne Dione-Smith, a journalist despatched by The Times newspaper to cover a local sensation. He cannot know that she is acting for the British Security Service.


If indeed she is.


Everyone has been so vague about which department she belongs to. Though she has been privy to the meetings of Section W, others have told her it doesn’t exist. But she knows.


It matters not either way. She is tasked with a mission and will do her utmost to deliver. ‘A matter of national security,’ was how Hugh Devereaux put it. ‘In Iceland.’


Of all places.


It is so different from anywhere she has visited before. The mountains that surround the city are huge and dark. They rise out of the ground like the shoulders of great blackened giants. It is not hard to see why the native mythology tells of trolls striding out from the camouflage of this otherworldly landscape. The scale of the scenery is huge. Yet the city is so small.


She is mildly surprised by the sight of a man on horseback clip-clopping down the centre of the street. No one else raises an eyebrow.


‘Here,’ says Björn. ‘Where you are to meet your friend.’


He has stopped by a small café apparently built from corrugated iron with windows overlooking the street.


‘When shall I collect you?’ Björn asks.


Collect me? Daphne thinks. As if I am a parcel! She immediately softens her reaction. Perhaps it is only a quirk of translation: she must remember to be generous to her hosts. ‘No need,’ she says. ‘I will be dropped back at your house later.’


It is a lie.


However, Björn should not be privy to her every movement. She must push back to gain independence. This is vital.


His hesitation is apparent in the lines that crease his forehead. She wonders if he is used to encountering dissent from women.


A long pause, then he shrugs. ‘As you wish.’ He bobs his head to her. ‘See you later.’


She waves and watches him walk back down the street until he has turned the corner and is out of sight.


Immediately she retraces her steps then heads for another road nearby. At last she reaches a different café whose windows have fortuitously steamed up.


She looks behind her then enters.










Chapter Two


The interior of this café is cosier than she expected from the austere, utilitarian frontage. Wooden planks line the walls. They are varnished and hung with pictures: small landscapes and embroidered verses. Windows are decorated with lace panels at the top. Lots of small tables and chairs pack the space. Not one of them is empty.


The journalist is not at the specified table by the counter.


For a moment Daphne stands in the entrance and assesses the room, removing her gloves while discreetly surveying the tables. She has been told to look for a tall woman with blonde hair. There are many of them in here, all paying no attention to her.


Now she has stopped hurrying, she finds herself hot and sticky. Sweat beads on her upper lip, but she will not shed her coat until she has found the reporter. A brief quickening of panic begins to surge through her veins. She reminds herself to hold her nerve. That’s all that panic is – a testing of resolve – and she has been selected for this mission precisely because she has demonstrated excellence in that particular field.


Someone waves to her from a corner.


The woman makes eye contact then looks purposefully at the empty chair opposite hers. It is draped with a fur coat.


Daphne makes her way across the café.


‘Anna Tómasdóttir?’ she asks, feeling a little vulnerable. What if this woman is just being friendly or has mistaken her for someone else?


‘Sit down,’ the blonde instructs, and Daphne obeys. The other woman has authority in her voice. Just like Daphne’s landlady.


Do all female Icelanders speak in such a way?


‘Best not to be so conspicuous,’ she tells Daphne. The Icelander’s wardrobe is not dissimilar to her own, though the blouse is made of thicker fabric than those manufactured back home. Perhaps rationing has not yet hit the native clothing industry. ‘This city is small,’ says the woman. ‘People notice each other. Strangers stand out.’


Daphne permits herself a wry smile. Excellent – confirmation: this is her contact. Thank goodness she has made the right call. ‘Even though’, she says, responding to Anna Tómasdóttir’s assertion, ‘the population has just been swollen by thousands of foreign troops?’


‘Even though,’ Anna repeats, her lips curving by return. The smile softens her features, which are gloriously Nordic. Her face is fine-boned, the planes of her cheeks high over a narrow chin. Full lips are painted the same shade as the lipstick that swings heavily in Daphne’s pocket: Blood Red.


‘There are some foreign nurses stationed here,’ says Anna. ‘But not many women overall.’


Daphne removes her hat, then realises she hasn’t introduced herself. Though certain formalities have gone out of the window with the onset of war, old habits persist. ‘I’m Daphne Dione-Smith.’


The reporter’s sharp eyes widen slightly. They are blue, not as bright as Daphne’s landlady’s but threaded with glacier-grey, and give an impression of steely intelligence. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I have seen your picture. They sent me a leaflet from your show.’


Daphne is quick to scan the reporter’s face to see if there is any sign of disparagement there. But it appears that Anna is unphased by Daphne’s previous life as a stage magician’s assistant. War both warps some conventions and eases others simultaneously.


‘You are a journalist now, I understand?’ Anna’s English is admirable. Her accent brightens and lengthens the vowels, contracting some of the consonants.


‘Yes. With The Times.’


‘We met at a conference in Versailles?’ Anna’s jaw does not move much as she speaks, hinting at an innate conservatism.


Behind her, Daphne hears the bell above the door tinkle to announce a new customer. Outside air blows in, lowering the temperature briefly. Anna’s eyes stray to the newcomer as Daphne replies, ‘Two years ago, before the outbreak of war, I am led to believe.’


‘Fine,’ says Anna, switching her attention back to her guest. ‘We shouldn’t have much trouble with that story.’ Daphne hears the way her ‘r’s roll on the last word. It is not unattractive.


‘The international press have visited us,’ Anna continues, eyes sweeping over the interior of the café, suggesting some of them may even be in here now, ‘to cover the invasion.’ Again, Daphne watches for signs of discomposure or resentment and finds none.


As if reading her thoughts, Anna nods and says, ‘Luckily, you’ll encounter less hostility here as a woman, British men are sometimes viewed with suspicion and jealousy.’


A diner or waitress drops a plate behind Daphne and she breaks off their conversation to turn around, realises she is being rude, so turns back to Anna who has paid the interruption no attention. ‘Oh, yes? Why is that?’


‘This invasion has been not only of soldiers but a generation of bachelors.’ The journalist smiles and tosses her head. Hair the colour of undyed satin brushes her shoulders. ‘My male compatriots now find themselves competing for the attention of the female population.’


‘Ah,’ says Daphne. She had not thought about that. There is clearly much to be learned from this woman. She will make an efficient guide in this strange land.


‘We have both British and Canadians stationed here,’ Anna continues. ‘The latter are deemed far more interesting by local girls.’


Daphne can’t help but say, ‘Well, I know how they feel.’ And for the second time Anna smiles, though it is now merely a crease of her lips. She does not probe further. However, Daphne relaxes a little: they are starting to find a feminine empathy.


Unprompted, an image of the man she left back home flits across Daphne’s mental screen: Jack, the Canadian engineer seconded to her last mission. Voice of honey, physique of Adonis no less. Currently stationed up north in Britain and not seen for two months. When will they meet again?


She stubs the thought out like a cigarette. Must focus on this meeting. Though it is hard, in these days of uncertainty, to banish any notion that brings with it a scrap of hope, however foolish that seems.


‘You’ll have coffee,’ says Anna. Is it a question or another instruction? Daphne wonders. Then the journalist continues, ‘The coffee here does not have that dreadful chicory added to it. Most of the rations, I can put up with. But not that. Or would you like Indian tea? I know you British are fond of it.’


It is important to blend in, so Daphne says, ‘Coffee is fine.’ Though it is quite late in the day for it.


Anna raises her hand to the waitress but addresses Daphne. ‘It is good that you found the place. I wondered if the directions were sufficient.’


‘Fortunately, I was escorted by my landlady’s son.’


Anna’s eyes pop. She withdraws her hand. ‘Björn Haraldsson?’


The Icelandic naming system is still a bit of a mystery to Daphne. ‘The landlady’s name is Guðrún Gunnarsdóttir,’ she begins.


‘Yes, her son.’ Anna is already on her feet. ‘Then we must leave at once.’


‘No,’ says Daphne, realising her mistake. ‘I meant he walked me to Café Hilmar. I left him there, and then came here when he was out of sight.’


But this does not reassure Anna. ‘Nobody should see us together. I have not yet laid the groundwork.’ Her eyes strain towards the front door. ‘Nor do we know if he followed you, or who might be watching.’


This confuses Daphne. ‘We’re just two journalists meeting to discuss a feature.’


‘I do not think it is wise for us to let Björn Haraldsson and his friends know where we are. I am not familiar with his circle but there are Nazi sympathisers in the capital, and I would imagine they would be very interested to learn what a civilian Englishwoman in Reykjavík is up to. And that is for us to disclose only when we are ready.’


Although she thinks Anna is over-reacting, Daphne understands the importance of establishing trust, so carefully gets to her feet. As the waitress approaches, Anna stoops, cups her hand and whispers in her ear. Taller than Daphne had supposed, now she is standing up, Anna towers at least six inches over the young girl.


The journalist bends her lean frame and picks her coat off the chair. All those pelts must be heavy though she makes light work of it. As her hair falls back and she slips the fur over her shoulders, Daphne recognises something of the Hollywood star Carole Lombard in the high-arched eyebrows that frame the Icelander’s large, expressive eyes. ‘This way, quick!’ Anna ducks round the counter and disappears into the kitchen.


Daphne follows, passing a middle-aged man and an older woman with hair wrapped up in a scarf, tending to bubbling stockpots that reek of fish. They look at her but do not comment or smile.


The rear exit leads into a small courtyard. Anna crosses it and opens a gate. ‘Out here. We’ll go to my office.’ And they zigzag through the back streets and across several unmade roads until they reach a square block of a building cast from concrete, sombre and severe.


In the unlit doorway Anna fumbles with her key. Then the door opens and they climb a narrow staircase.


The room into which she is led is warm from the stove in one corner, not still hot but not cold either. Daphne goes straight to it and warms her hands. Though they have been outside perhaps only twenty minutes, the temperature has plummeted.


Smouldering red embers in the grate are the only light source: Anna has not flicked the switch by the door. Instead, she brings down an oil lamp from a shelf and sets it by the typewriter on her desk, strikes a match. Soon the flame is dancing upon the wick. ‘I don’t want to advertise our presence. There will be other staff about. Downstairs with the printers.’


Daphne nods and unbuttons her coat, taking the chair opposite.


Already Anna is at a filing cabinet. As her fingers skip over the files she says, ‘The British government fears that there is a fifth column in our country. ‘


‘At home too,’ says Daphne, and her mind roams back to her nasty encounter there with two German agents. She wonders now, as she has done ever since, if they managed to make contact with anyone else: sleeping agents or subversives. The thought that there could be British collaborators at home, hiding in plain sight, ready to aid the enemy or destabilise the country when the balloon goes up, is eminently chilling. As someone who has spent all her working life, prior to the war, jumping out of boxes, being sawn in half or shot at, she has relied heavily on her faith in the skills and dexterity of her boss and friend, Jonty Trevelyan aka The Grand Mystique. It is the incaution of trust that she finds one of the most disturbing things about these troubled times; and she wonders how they will rebuild such bonds when this bloody war ends.


Anna has selected a file and brought it back to lay upon the desk. ‘I do not think it is as bad as the British believe.’


‘But there are some?’ asks Daphne.


‘There will always be some,’ Anna says, her emphasis asserting it as an unassailable fact.


Yes, Daphne thinks, and says: ‘You are correct, Anna. Not everyone at home agrees with Churchill. Some believe the Germans have got it right.’ She hears herself sigh. A democracy, by its very nature, must allow different views to coexist. One must fight for the right for others to disagree. But utilising this right in order to destroy democracy is unconscionable. Germany has become a monoculture characterised by the madman at its helm. ‘Am I correct in thinking,’ she says, not wishing to dwell on this thought, ‘that you believe this spiritualist we are to investigate to be one of these?’ Daphne watches her select a page from the file: a newssheet.


‘Spiritualist, clairvoyant, medium, call him what you will. Sindri Karlsson is his name,’ says Anna. She unfolds a piece of paper and hands it over.


It doesn’t answer Daphne’s question but she knows she would not be here now if there were no doubts about the man. ‘He attended university in Copenhagen, the musical academy or what you would call a conservatoire. Studying piano. As a youth he had high hopes of joining the National Orchestra but his talents were not up to scratch and he was reduced to performing in theatres.’


Heaven forbid! thinks Daphne, and watches to see if the journalist is aware of the slight she has just delivered.


But no, Anna steams ahead. ‘At some point he developed the ability to communicate with spirits and see into the future.’


Daphne deflects the impulse to feel slighted – there is no point finding offence where none was intended – and focuses on the clipping taken from Anna’s newspaper. However, when she tries to read it, she sees the text on the page is typed in the strange Icelandic alphabet, scattered with dots and accents. Though, above the column, there are photographs of Karlsson that need no explanation. One shows him onstage in a dinner jacket and wing collar, chin lifted towards the gallery, arms outstretched as if summoning energy, or perhaps basking in appreciation. The other is a close-up. His portly stature may well be ageing but she would put him only in his mid to late thirties. A large, doughy face is fringed on top by dark hair, so uniform it may be artificially coloured. Parted in the centre, it is greased back past his ears. A moustache curls over plump lips. Beneath, a pronounced double chin. However, it is the eyes that instantly draw her in. They are mesmerising, full of energy. Something about them holds the onlooker’s gaze.


Pulling her own away with some effort, she finds herself asking Anna, ‘Are you a believer?’


Is that a smirk on the reporter’s face? Suddenly, Daphne worries she sounds naïve and foolish.


But Anna’s expression softens. ‘Visitors here often ask that question. Usually with regards to the Huldufólk.’ Daphne’s blank expression has her translating the term. ‘The Hidden People.’ When Miss Dione-Smith’s eyebrows crinkle, Anna cocks her head to one side and offers, ‘Elves?’


‘Oh, I, well . . .’ Blundering through her response, Daphne has a sense that she has caused offence.


‘We are a superstitious people,’ the journalist responds. ‘Some traditions continue to exert a strong hold over the Icelandic population. Even to this day new roads cannot be built in a straight line if they intrude on a site sacred to Huldufólk – an elf church – or rocks they are known to live in.’


Thinking it a joke Daphne laughs, then notes the serious expression on Anna’s face.


‘Many Icelanders say they do not not believe in them. Just in case the elf folk really exist and cast misfortune upon them.’ Now she is openly grinning.


‘Oh,’ says Daphne again. She is not sure what to make of any of it.


‘This is a land,’ Anna continues, extending one arm towards the window, dark and opaque, ‘where the ground can tremble and the wind can blow you off your feet. Where geysers gurgle and larva surges from the earth without warning.’


‘Yes,’ says Daphne, getting her drift. ‘Unseen forces all around, I suppose.’


‘Correct,’ says Anna, clipping the consonants. ‘And anyway, the elves are just as invisible as God, aren’t they? But many believe in Him.’


It is a fair point but doesn’t really answer Daphne’s question – is Anna a woman of faith?


The journalist leans over and taps the photograph on the clipping that Daphne has spread out upon the desk. ‘He, though, I am not so sure about. Do I believe in Sindri Karlsson?’ she asks herself rhetorically. ‘He exists, this is true. Do I believe he has powers?’ She fixes her eyes on Daphne. ‘Some of his predictions have been strangely accurate.’


Daphne leans in, her attention fully commanded. ‘Like what?’


‘Some say he predicted the fall of Denmark in April. Certainly, he arrived back home from there to Reykjavík at the beginning of that month.’


Daphne nods, extrapolating Anna’s line of thinking. ‘And Germany invaded Denmark and Norway on the ninth. Though he could have seen it coming – politically.’


‘Or he might have been tipped off,’ Anna adds.


Daphne takes some time to process this. ‘Ah, I see. That, of course, is a theory, certainly. But one cannot assume everyone who returned had inside knowledge. The outbreak of war in neighbouring countries seeds widespread anxiety. Icelanders may well seek the comfort of a home that is cut off and far away from the fighting.’ She is pleased with her logic, though doubts that a return to Iceland in advance of Denmark’s occupation is the only suspicious thing Sindri Karlsson has done.


‘I agree,’ Anna says.


‘There is more?’


‘Of course there is.’ It sounds cutting, but Daphne doesn’t think that Anna is being discourteous, just pragmatic and unemotive. ‘In late summer,’ the journalist continues, ‘I attended one of Karlsson’s performances or meetings. A woman in the audience asked about the safety of her son. He is a fisherman and she was worried about attacks off the coast. She told Karlsson that the young man fished off the east, towards the Faroe Islands. His words to her were, “I see that way danger lies. Avoid it. Tell all his men to avoid that sea.” And she passed on this information. Later I learned that a British ship was laying a row of mines there, stretching across to the Orkneys.’


Daphne’s eyebrows rise.


‘To prevent the German fleet from gaining access to Iceland’s south coast,’ says Anna.


‘So he had prior knowledge of the manoeuvre?’


‘It is a possibility. Or else he genuinely has psychic powers. That particular stretch of coast was certainly dangerous at the time. He was right to warn her.’


‘And he was announcing it to the public too. Interesting,’ Daphne ruminates. ‘I think I probably need to see him for myself.’


‘I’d say so,’ says Anna. Then she runs her eyes over her guest again. ‘Have you had experience of this before – clairvoyants, mediums?’


‘A little,’ Daphne returns. The light on the lamp splutters. She sees an emotion flicker over Anna’s face but cannot read it properly. Since they have been in the office the fire has diminished to barely a smoulder. Daphne realises she is straining her eyes to study the other woman.


Anna cocks her head to one side again, which Daphne understands now is a gesture she makes when she is questioning or rather probing a source.


In response Daphne explains, ‘I have worked in the theatre, with a magician. Much of his magic is sleight of hand and illusion. Our skill lies in making the audience believe it is real. But during my time there, I have seen psychics, and fortune tellers too, and I would say much of their work is of the same ilk. Very entertaining. And most people go along to such shows in search of entertainment. Not all, I know. But many.’


‘So,’ says Anna, ‘you are not a believer? In the supernatural and such?’


Daphne considers this for a moment. ‘I think it is possible to give an impression of psychic ability. Though recent experience prompts me to state, in the name of cooperation and transparency, that I also do not not believe in it.’


‘Ah,’ says Anna. ‘Like us and the Huldufólk?’


‘Like you, yes. Not from any fear of retribution,’ Daphne adds, to be clear. ‘But because . . . I can’t really explain it. Not yet.’


This goes down well with Anna, who shrugs as if to say: Me too – I know what you mean. She stabs a finger at the clipping on her desk. ‘I see. Well, our medium is appearing at the old picture house tomorrow, so you can make your own mind up. I’ll meet you there before the show. Take this. Some bedtime reading. I have translated what you need to see.’ She slides a cream-coloured folder over the polished surface.


One last ember splutters in the stove. The light dies and the room is plunged into darkness.


Time to go.


Leave now, says a voice in Daphne’s mind.


But it is only the child in her being silly, the impulsive, fearful part that does not heed reason.


Isn’t it?










Successful Clairvoyant to Appear in Reykjavík


It is not so long since the inventor and scientist Thomas Edison announced plans to create a ‘spirit phone’, a device that he believed would be able to communicate with those no longer living. Unfortunately, death claimed Mr Edison before he was able to create such a mechanism. But now here, in Reykjavík, we are offered the opportunity to witness a man who claims to be able to do such a thing.


Sindri Karlsson reports that his unusual skill came upon him suddenly when he was working as a musician in an orchestra in Denmark. ‘I was walking home from a performance,’ he told this reporter, ‘late one evening last year, and happened to slip on a faulty pavement. The fall occasioned a bump to the head and mild concussion. Later that night, I was awoken by someone shaking me. When I came to my senses, I found I was alone.’


 


Voices


The clairvoyant said that it was the next evening, whilst he was accompanying a theatrical performance on piano, that he heard the voice ‘of a woman, whispering in my ear. She was telling me to speak to a man in the audience with a burgundy cravat. I could not hear everything but distinctly made out the words “ring” and “Bible”, which she repeated with great emphasis. After the show, I visited the theatre bar and fortuitously the man was there. It took some courage to introduce myself to him and even more to relay the curious message. When I did, the man developed a ghastly pallor. He told me his wife had passed away recently and his finances were badly hit. I offered my condolences and left. Can you imagine my surprise when, the very next night, this man greeted me as I made to step outside the stage door? He told me that he had looked in the family Bible and found his wife’s jewellery hidden in a hollow carved out of its pages. Although his grief was not assuaged, he was able to sell the gems, pay off his debts and look after his family.’


Since then the spirits of the departed have visited Mr Karlsson regularly to send messages to those left behind, and sometimes to caution them about dangers of which they appear to have a prescience which we mortals do not.


‘Returning to the home of my birth,’ said Mr Karlsson, ‘I feel it is my moral duty to offer the same assistance to my countrymen who need guidance now more than ever.’


Sindri Karlsson will be performing on the second Wednesday of every month at the Reykjavík Picture House.


Contact the box office for more details.










Chapter Three


The news feature was devoid of the scepticism that Anna had expressed during their meeting. Daphne attributed that to the objective reportage style that newspapers used to cover certain subjects and issues. Those not concerning the current war.


Amongst the paperwork were several photographs of the clairvoyant that had not been selected for print. These shots showed the man in context. One had caught Anna on the edge of the frame, notebook in one hand, pen poised in the other. Her gaze was angled down, for the medium was not as imposing as Daphne had imagined. The journalist’s frame towered above Karlsson’s. Daphne deduced he stood a few inches higher than herself, perhaps five feet six, which was several inches shorter than Anna.
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