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Аннотация
They called it the Eighth Wonder of the World. For more than two hundred years, the world marveled at the fabled Amber Room. And then came the Nazis.
Since the second World War, one of the world's most magnificent lost treasures has lain hidden, and it's up to Navy SEALs Dane Maddock and "Bones" Bonebrake to find it again. Joined by Zara Leopov, their squad must follow the trail of clues from history in a perilous, action-packed race to find a treasure and unlock a deadly secret hidden in AMBER.


David Wood, Rick Chesler
Amber


Prologue

East Prussia, 1945
Anguished cries of the dying echoed through the underground chamber. A weary contingent of German soldiers lay about the grungy space in various states of fatigue and illness-induced stupor. Major Hans Goering, their superior officer on this outing, gave a final shove with a pry bar, wrenching the lid from a wooden crate as one of the few men still able to move about staggered over to him. Goering let the tool drop to the dirt floor as he addressed his soldier.
“Private Schmidt, what is it?”
The young man quickly glanced back at the group of ailing soldiers lying on a disheveled mass of impromptu bedding before looking the major in the eyes.
“The men are saying it is the curse.” He lowered his head, no longer able to maintain eye contact with his superior.
Goering pursed his lips at his subordinate and then reached into the crate. He removed an object from it and held it in his hand while he admired its artistry. At length, he told his soldier, “There is no such thing as a curse,” without taking his eyes from the artifact.
At that moment something caught his eye and the major’s heart skipped a beat. He dropped the item as if it had bitten him and it landed on the dirt next to the crate. The soldier stared at it intently.
“Sir, what—“
Suddenly they heard loud voices and the clatter of footsteps approaching from the chamber’s sole entrance, the trammel of jackboots echoing into the subterranean cavity. The major used his foot to hastily cover the fallen object as best he could with pieces of splintered wood from the crate. He stood ramrod straight, forgetting about his newfound object as the new arrivals entered the space. His pulse quickened while at the same time his blood seemed to turn to sludge. Goering was used to being in command of his field unit, but these men would change that.
Schutzstaffel.
The word ricocheted around his skull like a kernel popping in a hot pan.
Of all the entities of the Third Reich, the SS was not to be trifled with. Their very presence demanded the utmost in attention to detail and signified that something was happening deemed to be of great import by Hitler himself. Goering didn’t recognize any of the individual men but he had no trouble identifying their uniforms. The boots, the red armbands bearing black swastikas, the… masks? That part was unusual. The SS men wore some type of gas mask.
The first of the contingent of eight SS into the room stepped up to Goering and spoke, his only preamble a cursory glance at the crate the major had just opened as well as a few more farther away from them. The major’s first impulse was to ask about the masks — he and his men did not carry them, were they safe? But he stifled that itch. It was the type of insubordination that could get him demoted or worse, and besides, he thought, as he listened to the groans of his men, clearly they were not safe. Not willing to risk unintentionally running afoul of the SS officer, he merely waited for the man to speak.
“Do not unpack these crates. They are being moved.” The voice was muffled behind the black rubber mask but still audible enough at this close range.
Goering flashed on the item now lying on the ground next to his own boots. He made a conscious effort not to look down. “Very well. I will have my men pack everything up.”
The lead SS man moved closer to the major while the other SS stood behind him, all of them staring intently around the chamber, at the crates, the walls, the slovenly men and their pitiful condition.
“We will do that. You and your men should retreat to your quarters and take these with you.” He pointed to the most ragged-looking of all the soldiers, those who wore not German but Russian uniforms.
The major’s face twisted into a mask of confusion.
“Forgive me, sir, but I do not understand.”
The SS officer’s voice rose. “It is not for you to understand. It is for you to obey.”
“Very well, sir. With your permission I will have my soldiers remove the unpacking debris to clear the area for your men to work in these cramped quarters.” He nodded at some broken pieces of wood left from opening a few of the other crates but did not reference the one at his feet.
“Be quick about it, Major!”
“Yes, sir!” He saluted the man and then spoke to his soldier who had seen him take the object from the crate. “Private Schmidt, gather the wood scraps and take them over there.” He pointed to a small alcove carved out of the earth. Schmidt followed his gaze to the area he knew was designated as the major’s private quarters, and Goering could see the questions forming on his lips.
“Private Schmidt!” He spoke sternly but at low volume. “Did you not understand my orders? I said gather the packing waste… ” Goering flicked his eyes ever so briefly to the scraps of wood covering the item at his feet. “…and remove it to that area there.” He pointed to the adjoining small chamber. At this Schmidt saluted him smartly and bent down to the ground beneath the crate, his back to the SS officer who was now talking to his fellow officers, something about how the attacks were intensifying.
Satisfied he had done everything he could, the major retreated to the rear of the chamber where he gave additional orders to those few of his men still able to carry them out, relating to moving them to their field quarters above ground. Then, with the SS still in the room, pointing to open crates, he retreated to the small antechamber that served as his private quarters while down here underground.
He lay on a cot and stared at nothing while the sounds of hammering reminded him of nails being driven into his own coffin.

Chapter 1

Joshua Tree National Park, California
The commander stood on a desert plain, surveying a vast jumble of car-sized boulders not far away from where he stood with his squad. A large tract of the vast park had been closed with the cooperation of the National Park Service for the Navy’s usage of the terrain. He raised a megaphone to his lips.
“SEALs: Sea. Air. Land. Today’s training exercise will focus on the latter part of that equation. Are you ready to begin?”
“Yes sir!” A chorus went up in unison, but one voice was perhaps a bit louder than the others.
Dane Maddock squinted into the noonday sun as he looked at his commander. He knew the desert around them was wild and unforgiving, its topography varied, making it a favorite spot in which to train. There was also a surreal beauty about the place, with its red and brown dirt and rock hues dotted with green scrub brush and the occasional strange-looking trees like something out of a Dr. Seuss book that gave the park its namesake. Maddock found he had to disregard all that in order to stay focused on his mission, instead choosing to see his surroundings only in terms of tactical awareness — potential sniper nests, foxholes, climbing routes and survival resources.
“You all right, Maddock? You look like you just walked in on your parents making the beast with two backs.” This from the fellow SEAL by Maddock’s side.
“Don’t bug me, Bonebrake. I’m thinking.”
Uriah “Bones” Bonebrake, a broad-shouldered Cherokee who stood six-and-a-half feet tall, made a face that Maddock knew signified, “Well, excuse me for living.” He also knew from prior experience that it was unlikely the boisterous Indian would stay silent, and he did not disappoint now.
“Don’t strain yourself.”
The commander’s voice interrupted them both. “On the cargo net there you will find one rucksack per man. They are all identical so there’s no advantage to first pick. Each of you gets one. It contains all equipment sanctioned for this exercise, including climbing gear, weapons and med-kit. You will be using only non-lethal rounds for this exercise. Eliminating the opposition is not required in order to achieve your objective but may prove helpful.”
Maddock leaned in close to Bones while he eyed the heap of a dozen packs along with the other ten men lined up next to them. “I need every advantage I can get. This is more your kind of country than mine.”
Bones frowned in his direction while Maddock shifted his gaze to watch a golden eagle soar overhead. “The Cherokee tribe is from the southeast, genius.”
“Yeah, but some of you relocated to the west, didn’t you?”
“Not my family. We hid in the woods and built a casino.”
Once again the commander’s voice boomed. “Look at the exercise theater. A target asset to be recovered has been hidden somewhere within these boulders.” He spread his arms wide as the SEAL team collectively groaned at the expansive rockscape spread out before them. It was thick with boulders large and small, and even a rock face towering perhaps six stories from the top of the stone heap. It was a geologist’s dream but a field operator’s nightmare.
“The twelve of you have been divided into three teams, denoted by your uniform color. None of the three colors confer a camouflage advantage over the others in this terrain.” Maddock looked around the group and saw that this was true. None of them wore desert camo or even khaki or tan. He and Maddock each wore olive drab fatigues, while some of their fellow SEALs wore black, and the third squad dressed in navy blue, all of them of little use from a tactical standpoint in this part of the arid desert.
The commander continued. “The asset itself is small enough to fit in your packs or to be carried by one able-bodied man. It does not move and does not in and of itself pose any danger to you.” He grinned devilishly at the looks of hopelessness on the soldiers’ faces. Clearly they had been hoping the target was large, perhaps a structure of some sort, not something that could be carried.
“Like finding a needle in a haystack, right?” Maddock said quietly to Bones.
“More like finding your mom in the strip club. Wait, she’s probably easy to find. She’s the one with a body like the Michelin man.”
By this point in their military careers Maddock had grown accustomed to Bones’ wisecracking at often inappropriate moments, but that didn’t mean he was okay with it. He was about to return the insult in kind when the commander’s voice rang out.
“Green Team, you have earned yourselves a three-minute handicap. That’s one hundred eighty seconds for those of you who failed grammar school mathematics.” He shot a dark look at Bones. “After the Go signal, you can park your carcasses right there until I give you the word.”
Maddock instantly became aware of the withering stares shot his way by their two other Green Team squad mates: one stood four men down to their left, a dark-skinned African-American with a clean-shaven head almost as tall and broad of shoulder as Bones, and three down to their right, a Caucasian similar in stature to Maddock.
“Sorry, Willis,” Bones said to the black man, Willis Sanders, who only narrowed his eyes in return.
“Got your back, Prof,” he offered to their other teammate, whose name was in fact Pete Chapman, but who was known as Professor due to his affinity for trivia as well as his general intelligence. He, too, had no verbal reply for Bones.
“Gear up and standby!”
“Hooyah!” The SEALs bolted for the mound of bags at their commander’s order. Maddock, Bones, Willis, and Professor each donned one of the packs along with their fellow SEAL competitors. The megaphone sounded again as the commander looked at his watch.
“All teams ready except for Green! Mission starts in three… two… one… go!”
Maddock, Bones, Willis and Professor watched dejectedly as Black Team and Blue Team fanned out and ran for the boulder field. After a few seconds Maddock knelt and began going through the contents of his pack. He noted that none of the other teams had taken the time to do this, and they had nothing better to do while they waited out the three minutes.
“Comm check,” Maddock said holding up a handheld radio he pulled from his pack. All four of them turned their units on and found them to be on different channels. They agreed on one that they would use and then Maddock set his to scan mode to search the frequencies for radio traffic so that they might hear the other teams’ comm traffic later.
Meanwhile, Bones had his firearm out of the pack, a Sig Sauer P226 pistol. “Paint rounds, dudes, ours are bright green.” He raised the weapon and traced a member of Blue Team through the sights as he reached the rocks. “Time?” he inquired as he followed the special warfare operator’s progress up into the boulders with his pistol.
“Two minutes until you may engage!” the commander answered him.
Professor and Willis both narrowed their eyes. The implications Bones had raised were clear.
Professor eyed Bones, who still sighted through the P226. “If you have a shot then they’re going to have a shot, too. They all know we’re just sitting ducks out here. We’re going to have to spread out just as soon as we can.”
“I still think I can take at least one out.” Bones didn’t look up from his gun.
Maddock, now coiling a length of rope and clipping it to his belt, looked out on the boulder field. “Professor’s right, Bones. All any of us has are pistols, so there’s no real sniper threat, but a guy on the edge of the rocks could take out all four of us pretty easy.”
“Thanks again for getting us into this mess, Bones. I always wanted to know what a fish in a barrel feels like.” Willis voiced his opinion.
“Help me out, would you Willis? I need a steady platform. Just kneel down in front of me, I’ll rest this little paint shooter on your shoulder, and it should give me steady enough aim to take this guy down.”
“You crazy?” Willis took a step closer to Bones, staring at him as he looked down his gun sights. “We need to be ready to move, man!”
“Relax. They’re probably all scrambling around looking for the asset. No one’s even opened a pack yet that I can see.” Bones continued tracing the man as the member of Blue Team ducked in and out of various nooks and crannies.
“One minute to engage!”
Maddock shouldered his pack and looked out at the rocks. “If we play our cards right, Bones can take out one or two guys and we can spread out quick.” He pointed to a central rock spire, by far the most salient feature of the playing field. It consisted of three individual monoliths, each rising perhaps six stories vertically until they touched together at the top. The base was surrounded by an intimidating array of huge rocks haphazardly arranged. “A lot of guys will assume the asset is up there,” he finished.
“It could be up there,” Professor added.
“Time-consuming climb, and easy to pick climbers off that high wall if you’re close enough,” Maddock said.
“Hopefully the other teams eliminate a few of their own with cross-fighting before we get there.” This from Professor. “Thirty seconds. What’s our plan?”
“I still got this guy.” Bones looked at Willis. “C’mon, Willis. I need support here.” The big African-American muttered a choice curse under his breath and knelt in front of Bones, facing away from him. Bones rested the barrel of the pistol on his rock steady shoulder and took aim at the soldier on the edge of the rock field. Other men were visible farther away, very difficult targets for a pistol at this distance.
Maddock shouldered his pack and addressed the team. “Two reasons taking the top of that spire is worth doing: the asset could be there, and even if it’s not, it’ll provide a bird’s eye view that could help us locate the asset.”
“And it would make the ultimate sniper’s nest up there… Speaking of which, I got this guy… ” Bones’ finger began squeezing the trigger in anticipation.
The commanders’ eyes were glued to his watch, his arm slowly rising as he looked at it.
Maddock continued, speaking rapidly. “Let’s split up in case they do try to shoot us in the open. Bones and I will meet up at the base of the tower. Professor and Willis: you two prowl the boulder field, separately. Stay in comm. Sound good?”
All three men gave one syllable answers indicating their agreement. Then the commander’s voice came over the megaphone, loud enough to be heard by the other teams in the rocks, painfully so for Green Team.
“Green Team cleared for go in three… two… one… now. Engage!”
The report from Bones’ P226 served as a starter pistol for Maddock and Professor, each of whom set out in opposite directions toward the boulder field. A shouted curse followed by the words, “I’m hit!” told them that his round had found its mark. Per the rules of engagement, the Blue Team member who had been shot placed his hands in the air and began walking back to the cargo net.
Bones’ pistol spat again, multiple rounds this time, and a member of Black Team who had been bouldering on the near perimeter of the rock field froze when struck by Bones’ paintball, and then slid to the ground. Two men now took the walk of shame across the open plain to the commander.
“Six left. Let’s find that thing.” Bones thumped Willis on the back and rolled off to his right, aware that standing now would present a higher profile to those seeking to return fire. Willis dashed straight ahead toward the boulders, keeping his considerable frame low to the ground, moving almost crab-like at times as he sought whatever low, rocky cover he could find.
A paint round splattered a squat barrel cactus next to Maddock as he took the longest, most off-center route to the rocks. He raised his radio to his lips and hit the transmitter. “Taking fire, still moving.”
“Copy that, under fire,” came the grunted reply from Willis, already on the move himself, straight toward the rocks.
Bones, meanwhile, had just holstered his pistol and taken the first few steps toward the rocks when he saw a bright blue spot bloom on the hard-packed dirt in front of him. Blue Team was shooting at him. He dropped and rolled before transitioning into a low crawl behind a mesquite bush for cover.
“I made the rocks.” Professor’s voice boomed over Green Team’s channel. Even though Maddock, Bones and Willis still needed to get there, the news buoyed their spirits. Running the gauntlet could be done. Maddock’s voice came over the comm channel in panting rasps.
“Copy. Anybody still taking fire?”
Three replies in the negative greeted Maddock’s ears.
“I made it, too.” Willis’ voice informed them over the radios.
“Me three. I’m in a small boulder cave. Nice and cozy. ” Bones sounded almost happy, like there was nothing else he’d rather be doing.
“I see a man on the tower wall,” Professor reported.
“Copy that, I see him too,” Maddock sucked in a deep breath. “I just reached the rocks, east end.”
Maddock was formulating his next sentence when they heard a shot.
“Oh! He’s down. Picked off the wall!” Willis reported.
Blue or Black, you know?” Maddock asked.
“No bino’s in this kit and I can’t see from here.”
“Only five guys in our way now, whatever color they are. Green 1, ready for tower approach?” Bones’ voice traveled through the comm system.
“Affirmative, Green 2. Contact when the base is in sight, over.”
“Copy that, dude.”
Out of sight from each other, Maddock and Bones began bouldering toward the central rock spire. The going was treacherous and demanded their full attention; turning an ankle or falling and shattering an arm would be an easy thing to do. For the outlying boulder field, neither Maddock nor Bones required the assistance of climbing gear. Both SEALs were experienced mountaineers and had bouldered this type of terrain many times. Still, the added element of active shooters in the environment introduced an additional layer of stress, a factor over which they had little control.
Maddock paused at times to listen above the rush of blood in his ears, but he detected no “enemy.” He reasoned that rather than hunker down silently, waiting and hoping for someone from an opposing team to cross your path, the odds were better at winning if you focused your energy on finding the prize.
While he traversed the uneven terrain he kept his eyes open for the asset. They weren’t told what exactly it was but so far he hadn’t seen anything that wasn’t natural. After sliding down the face of a ten-foot high stone into a dirt ravine surrounded by large rocks that became taller as he neared the center spire, Maddock heard the sound of a rattle. He froze in place, knowing all too well what the noise likely signified. His eyes scanned the dusty desert floor for signs of the rattlesnake. There it was, a couple of feet off the dirt game trail Maddock followed between the boulders, shadowed in rocks.
Maddock nimbly sidestepped the serpentine threat and wound around another boulder until he reached a break in the rocks where the rocky tower jutted skyward not fifty feet in front of him. He whispered into his radio.
“I have visual with Base. Green 2, status?” Maddock tried to stick with approved SEAL field protocol, but Bones had never been a stickler for the rules, though his reply was immediate. “I also have visual with the base, bro. Don’t see anybody up there. They must all be looking for your mom’s house. Over.”
Maddock shook his head while replying. “I don’t see anyone up there either.” Maddock couldn’t blame anyone for looking thoroughly everywhere else before attempting to scale the tower. It was an easy place to get shot down from, as they had already seen, and besides that was a difficult, arduous climb to the summit, with no guarantee the asset would be there. “Let’s meet up on the south side.”
“Last one there’s a rotten egg.”
Maddock slithered amongst the rocky piles toward the south face of the tower. As he neared the target he came to a relatively open space leading up to the vertical wall. He knelt among a clutch of rocks and waited for a minute, observing his surroundings. At first he detected nothing but then the sound of a boot slipping over loose soil reached his ears, off to his right. He swiveled his head and saw a member of Blue Team step over a dried Yucca log. Maddock raised his pistol but kept his finger still on the trigger. When the soldier crept out of sight again, obviously patrolling for the asset and not tipped off to Maddock’s presence, Maddock holstered his weapon. He could eliminate him, but it would be at the expense of giving up his own position. As long as he and Bones remained undetected, they could be well up the rock face before anyone noticed.
“Psssst. Maddock!”
Maddock looked toward the source of Bones’ hissing — to the rock tower — but saw nobody. On closer inspection he caught movement, saw Bones’ big hand waving, seeming to come directly out of the rock itself. Maddock traced the rocky spire from its apex back to the ground, noting the seams where the three massive pieces of the formation came together. Bones had found his way inside the space where they met.
Taking a last look around to ensure he had no eyes on him, Maddock shot across the small amount of open space and into the crevice in which Bones hid. It was an interesting spot. Looking up, they could see a pinpoint of blue sky as the three sections of rock narrowed until they almost but not quite touched. The area on the ground was wider and roughly circular, but with not much more room than was required for the two of them to stand in.
Bones pounded a fist on one of the smooth rock walls. “It’s like a stone teepee.”
Somewhere outside, but not too close, they heard voices, the words indistinct.
Maddock glanced upwards once before raising the radio to his lips. “Green 1 and 2 to 3 and 4, you read?”
“Copy, Green 1. Green 3 is out.” Professor could not hide the disappointment in his voice at losing Willis. “Good news is I took out the guy who got him. Blue Team is completely eliminated. Only three Black tangos remain, over.”
“Copy, Green 4. We have made target base, now we’re moving up in the world, out.”
“Copy that, moving up. I’ll give you cover fire. I just hope that damn thing is up there. No sign of it out here.”
As soon as the radio call ended Maddock and Bones heard the soft padding of footsteps just outside the cave. Very quiet, but moving quickly by the sound of them, sort of a pitter patter on the soft dirt, with an occasional click. The two men separated instantly to either side of the cave entrance, guns held in the ready position. Was one of the remaining Black squad about to enter and attempt an ambush?
There was indeed a threat just outside the cave entrance, but it was not at all what they were expecting. In trotted a dog-like animal about the size of a German shepherd. The canine ran into the cave, rocking back on its haunches when it saw the two humans. It bared its teeth and emitted a low growl, but did not advance.
“Coyote. Where there’s one, there are usually more,” Bones warned.
Maddock made a sudden, threatening move toward the animal, swiping at it with his gun. The coyote turned tail and ran, but they knew it didn’t go far. They could hear it pacing not far outside the cave, whining and yelping.
“Thing’s gonna give our position away!” Bones complained.
“We better get on with it.” Maddock looked up toward the top of the rocky spire.
Bones had his pack open, organizing his climbing gear while assessing the joins in the rock, tracing them upward with his eyes. “I guess I’ll take lead.”
He stepped over to the wall and began inserting his fingers into a crack line, testing it. He knew well from experience that rock climbing was both a mental puzzle, determining the most efficient routes and combinations of hand- and footholds, and a physical one, knowing how to orient one’s body to the rock as well as having the arm, finger and leg strength and stamina to move about over long periods of time.
“I’ll take lead,” Maddock said, placing a foot onto a small irregularity in the rock wall.
“Why are you taking lead? I should take lead.”
Maddock looked at his friend. “Why you?”
“I’m the better climber.”
Maddock rolled his eyes. Bones reached into his pocket and produced a coin, an old buffalo nickel that he carried for good luck. “Flip you for it.”
“Fine.”
“I call heads.” Bones flipped the coin up into the air. Before it landed they saw a black splotch of paint appear on the wall of their chamber, not six inches from Bones’ head.
“Heads, I’ll lead.” Bones scrambled up the rock face, leaving his nickel on the dirt. Inside the tower, the going was tougher near the bottom because the walls were slightly concave. Until the three rock walls were closer together as the tower rose, climbing inside here would be tricky. It did afford the advantage, once off the ground, that they couldn’t be fired upon unless someone was inside with them, shooting up.
By the time Bones hammered his first piton into the face, twenty feet up, they heard a man shout, “Crap, I’m hit!”
And then their radios crackled with Professor’s voice. “Took out the trash for you. Should be clean in there now. Two more guys out here somewhere, how’s it going?”
Maddock relayed that they were making their way up the inside of the tower. He clipped a line to his harness that was fastened to the metal spikes and carabineers that Bones was installing as he went higher. He followed Bones’ route up the conical formation. It was a sound assumption that if it worked for Bones it would work for him, until he reached one section where the tall man’s long reach was clearly an advantage when grabbing for the next hold. Maddock jumped, the rock flaying his fingertips as he tried to dig them into a paper-thin nick in the wall.
The face at this point was sharply concave and Bones was barely hanging on as it was. With maybe fifteen more feet until the three rocks were close enough together to be able to wedge one’s body against the opposing walls, Maddock fell from the rock face. The only thing keeping him from landing on his back about forty feet below was the safety rope Bones had hammered into the wall. Even so, Maddock faced a twenty-foot freefall at the end of which his body was jolted hard at the end of the rope before dangling there in midair.
The impact also pulled Bones from the face, although being tethered directly to the piton in the wall, he didn’t have far to fall, but just dangled there, looking down to see how Maddock had fared. The team leader hung upside down, slowly spinning, his head about four feet out from the wall. Bones was about to admit defeat-there was no way he’d be able to haul Maddock all the way back up and then resume the arduous climb — when Maddock called up to him.
“Bones… I found it!”
“Found what? A way to fly? Because that would be great right about now.”
“No, I mean I found it. The asset.”
Bones looked down and saw Maddock reaching both arms out toward a crevice in the wall from his upside down position. Bones began rappelling down the face, using his legs to bounce off the wall when needed. In a few seconds he was hanging in midair next to Maddock, face to upside down face like a couple of bats.
Maddock now cradled a white plastic box with the black letters, ASSET, stenciled on one side. A red button was visible on top of the box inside a transparent plastic door.
“What are you waiting for Batman, press it!”
“You can do the honors.”
Bones flipped up the lid and depressed the button.
Within a few seconds their radios sounded with the commander’s voice.
“SEALs, this exercise has been won! Blue Team, Black Team, report back to me. Green Team: there is a transport helicopter waiting for you a click to the south. You are to report there without delay.”

Chapter 2

Airborne aboard chopper
“Gentlemen, I’m told you were able to leverage a disadvantage into an advantage today. Nicely done.”
To Maddock, Bones, Professor and Willis, the words themselves were surprising enough without considering who they came from. But the fact that those words were uttered by none other than a high-ranking Admiral, one of the Navy’s top brass, made them all the more impactful.
“Thanks, Admiral Liptow!” Bones’ reply elicited eye rolls from his three fellow SEALs, but Admiral Jason Liptow smiled good-naturedly. His uniform cap hid the male pattern baldness they knew was there from the pictures they’d seen of him in the media throughout the years, but his eyes burned brightly as he stared at the four SEALs in turn.
“Don’t thank me yet, Bonebrake. You and your esteemed colleagues, here, are about to embark on one heck of a mission. But it won’t be stateside.” He waved toward the helicopter’s window, where below them the desert floor rushed past in a moving pastiche of dull browns and occasional reds.
The bird in which they flew, a modified CH-46 Sea Knight, had been retrofitted with a small but serviceable conference area in the forward portion of the cargo hold. Seated at a table, the admiral was flanked by two naval officers who went without introductions, while the SEAL foursome sat across from them.
The admiral turned something small over in his hands as he spoke to the team.
“We are now en route to Naval Air Station North Island.”
“San Diego. Hell, yes! I’ll trade rattlesnakes and cactus for the three B’s any day!” When no one asked him to elaborate, he added, “Beaches, bikinis, and babes. Wait, I think booty’s supposed to be in there somewhere.”
The admiral shook his head. “Sorry, Bonebrake. You won’t have time to leave the base, because as soon as we land a transport jet will be waiting to take the four of you to Russia.” He paused for emphasis, to let this sink in.
Professor shrugged and looked at Bones. “Vodka and ski bunnies?” But it was Maddock at whom Bones glanced. “We’re on pretty good terms with the Russians, right, Dane?” Maddock’s sea gray eyes took on a sparkle as he recalled an incident with a sunken space capsule and a Russian submarine.
The admiral ignored them by continuing. “The four of you have been selected for a special operations mission to recover an asset deemed to be of high-level importance to the United States government. We only have a few minutes until we arrive at North Island, so I need for me to do most of the talking and you to do the listening. Is that clear enough?”
All four SEALs nodded and then the admiral tossed the object he’d been holding onto the tabletop, where it clattered and came to rest. It was an oblong gemstone with a not-quite-golden color that was non-metallic and translucent.
“Any of you know what this is?”
Maddock reached out first and picked it up, but it was Professor who spoke. “Amber. I’m not a geologist, but I don’t think it’s really an actual rock. It’s formed from some kind of tree resin. Bugs and other crap get stuck in it and then fossilized.”
The admiral grinned and nodded. “That’s close enough, Chapman. Pass it around, feel it, look at it. I just want you to get a sense of what we’re looking for beyond what you’ll read about in the briefing materials.”
Maddock ran his thumb over the cabochon, a non-faceted jewel cut with one flat side and a smooth, domed side. “It’s light,” he said, before passing it to Bones, who held it up to his eye and tried to see through it. He turned in Maddock’s direction.
“You look better through this thing, dude. Like some weird blurry skeleton man.”
Willis snatched the organic gemstone from Bones’ hand. “Gimme that, man. You’ve gotten us into enough trouble for one day, seriously.” Bones shrugged and looked out the plane’s window while Willis examined the gem.
The admiral continued. “Long story short. In the early 1700s a famous work of art known as the Amber Room was created in Prussia. Basically four walls and a ceiling completely covered with high-grade Baltic amber, about six tons’ worth all told, but it could be crated up and moved around when needed. Later it ended up in Russia under the care of Peter the Great, and in Russia it remained all the way until World War Two, when in 1941 it was stolen by the invading German army. It was last seen in 1945, thought by many to have been destroyed in the Soviet invasion of what is now known as Kaliningrad.”
The officers flanking the admiral passed an identical folder to each SEAL while Liptow went on.
“You’ll have plenty of time to read up on the detailed background during your transcontinental flight over to Russia. For now, just understand that your official, Top Secret level mission is to locate and retrieve the Amber Room, or as many pieces of it as you can, and then turn it over to me.”
All four SEALs had looks that betrayed the question they were dying to ask. Why does the U.S. government want the Amber Room? But all of them, even Bones, knew that to question orders from such a high level of command was tantamount to insubordination. They were SEALS, tools of force. They did what they were told, no more, no less. The admiral pointed to one of the briefing folders.
“You will have additional support in the region. The Navy has ships and aircraft in the area for the annual BALTOPS-Baltic Operations — exercise, and you will be boarding the cruiser Gettysburg for use as a marine platform from which to investigate a wartime shipwreck. The details are in your briefing materials. One word of caution: latest intel has it that the Russian government is also actively searching for the lost Amber Room at this time.”
Then the pilot’s voice came over a speaker, informing them that they were about to land in San Diego.
The commander had one last thing to say. “Call in to report your status after you dive the wreck. The intel situation up high is fluid, and we’ll need to approve your go-ahead on each objective outlined in your briefing materials. Questions?” The admiral gave each of his SEALs a hard stare that somehow suggested they had better not have any questions.
At length, Bones raised his hand. When the admiral nodded Bones picked up the piece of amber which had once again found its way back to the table.
“I lost my good luck charm on the exercise. Can I have this?”

Chapter 3

Kaliningrad, Russia
The Amber City. Known for producing the world’s most valuable raw amber, a major part of its economy was based around the sought-after substance. Both mined from the Earth and recovered along the local beaches when it washed up from the Baltic Sea, the high-quality amber found here was a constant reminder of the city’s most enduring mystery, the disappearance of the Amber Room in 1945 from Königsberg Castle.
A U.S. Navy enlisted man pulled a truck to a stop at the Commercial Sea Port. Maddock, Bones, Professor and Willis exited the vehicle, each carrying a single small bag. The ship Gettysburg was docked at an immense berth in front of them, her decks full of life as sailors went about their business. Despite the general atmosphere of hustle and bustle — Navy personnel readying for a major at-sea exercise-the air about people was subdued. Bones was the first to mention it.
“You guys notice it’s like we showed up to the party uninvited with no beer?”
Indeed, a passing Russian dockworker gave them a dose of stink-eye without slowing. Even their American escort, the Navy man driving the truck, seemed none too happy to see the SEALs, remaining silent on the drive over from the military airport except when pressed for a response.
Maddock made a dismissive gesture with a hand. “Let’s just get aboard and meet the guy we’re supposed to meet and get the job done.”
This was greeted with grunts from Willis and Professor, and after being let off at the berth without a word from the driver, the four of them walked up a gangway to the deck of the huge warship. Again they were met by a man wearing a frown on his face. He wore a white sailor’s uniform and introduced himself without enthusiasm before telling the newly arrived SEALs to follow him. They walked in silence across the massive cruiser, either ignored by passing sailors or met with stony stares, even when greeted by Bones’ wassup nod. After what seemed a long trek, the travel-weary foursome arrived on the rear deck of the Gettysburg.
Lower to the water than the rest of the ship, this area made a suitable launching place for small boats, and a variety of them were lined up and suspended in cradles where they were kept ready for launch. Their escort pointed to an officer in uniform down by the boats. “That’s your contact. He’s the Underwater Operations Coordinator, an officer. Andy Metcalf. Go talk to him.”
With that, the sailor saluted, did an about face and left. The SEAL team wasted no time. They walked over to the man, who stood alone in front of a Zodiac inflatable boat, consulting a clipboard. They introduced themselves without elaborating on their mission objectives, explaining only as instructed to do that they required the use of small boats, dive gear and SEAL Delivery Vehicles (SDVs) to access an area of interest, the coordinates for which were sent ahead of time via encrypted email.
The officer, a man about the same age as the four SEALs, wearing mirrored sunglasses over a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee, slowly shook his head.
“I know you guys are just following orders, but I have to say, the timing couldn’t be any worse on this.”
Maddock and Bones exchanged glances. This was just weird. They were SEALs, elite warriors, the best of the best of the best. Usually any American or allied force was happy to see them show up. They were used to being greeted, if not with downright awe, then at least with a certain measure of respect. Not that they needed that or sought it out in any way; they could care less what people thought of them. Bred into them from Day 1 was to get the job done with a minimum of fanfare. But this type of reception was certainly unusual and definitely did not go unnoticed.
“What’s the problem?” Maddock asked. “Admiral Liptow notified you about our mission, right?”
The coordinator removed his glasses and stepped closer to Maddock. “My problem is not with you SEALs, personally, sir. It’s with your orders.”
“How much do you know about our orders, sir? Our mission is classified Top Secret.”
“I don’t know the details, but I know that your orders are to investigate the wreck of the Wilhelm Gustloff.”
“Among other Russian and German sites, that is correct.”
“You’re looking for something.” He paused as if hoping the statement would prompt additional information, but neither Maddock nor his three cohorts ventured anything forth. The officer shifted tack.
“I understand that I am duty bound to assist you in achieving your objectives. I do not intend to stand in your way. But I need you to understand that there is an extremely sensitive exercise operation underway now. Some of these Baltic nations would prefer it if we weren’t here at all, and having a bunch of cowboys kicking around on a sacred war grave isn’t going to endear us to the locals.”
The mention of a tomb struck a chord with all four SEALs. They knew the grim story of the Wilhelm Gustloff from their briefing materials. A missile from a Soviet submarine sent the German cruise ship to a watery grave on the bottom of the Baltic Sea on January 30, 1945. She was carrying about 9,000 souls, Germans evacuating in advance of the approaching Red Army, making it easily the most deadly shipwreck in history. By comparison, the wreck of the better known Titanic claimed about 1,500 lives. The ship now lay in 150 feet of water, a depth within reach for many SCUBA divers, and especially for SEALs.
“Rest assured that we’ll disturb the wreck as little as possible, hopefully not at all.” Maddock looked at his fellow SEALs who nodded solemnly.
“You’re looking for the Amber Room, aren’t you?”
Maddock put on his best poker face but there was no hiding the looks of surprise on Willis and Professor’s faces. But Maddock was nonchalant.
“Will you be diving the wreck with us, sir?”
The officer shook his head. “Negative. Two of my divers are available to provide underwater support, per your request, but I personally will not be one of them.”
“Then we can neither confirm nor deny the exact nature of the dive’s objective, sir. Our orders are to report here for logistical assistance with the dive. We will personally brief your support divers, who will be granted the necessary clearance for the information they require to assist us.”
The officer’s face reddened somewhat but he seemed to calm himself. “That’s fine. I doubt you’ll find much down there, anyway. The wreck is pretty well picked over by now, and almost all of it isn’t even intact anymore, it’s just scattered ruins.”
“Orders are orders,” Professor chimed in. “Whatever state it’s in, we’ve got to check it out. What about the SDVs — you’ve got those?”
The officer turned and pointed to a recessed section of deck with a retractable roof that was currently open. “Two SEAL Delivery Vehicles at your disposal.”
Professor nodded his approval. SDVs were basically “wet subs,” sort of like giant underwater scooters that up to three scuba divers could ride in or on, but they did not provide an enclosed and dry, air-filled environment like a traditional submarine or submersible. They were designed to enable SEAL scuba divers to travel farther and faster underwater, and with minimal exertion. Initially conceived of as a way to transport SEALs to shore from large ships, which often had to stay far from shore in deep enough water, without being seen, the vehicles allowed SEALS to conserve air consumption and energy.
“Perfect.” Professor said. “With the four of us plus two of your frogmen, we’ll have three divers on each SDV.”
Maddock turned to his fellow SEALs. “I’ll go with Bones and one of Officer Metcalf’s men. Willis and Professor, you take the other SDV with the other one of the officer’s divers.”
They nodded and Metcalf indicated for them to walk with him. They made their way to the SDVs, where a dive locker was also housed in the recessed area. Several men were working here on maintaining various pieces of equipment. Maddock looked at the officer, hoping he would get the message without having to be told. There were too many people here to brief the new divers on the mission. They needed privacy. Thankfully, Metcalf’s next words were, “Attention: I need everybody except for Jiminez and Yu to clear out of this immediate area until further notice. This is a minimum required personnel task necessitating Top Secret level clearance.”
Maddock nodded his approval and after the other sailors had left, only two besides the officer remained. One was short and thin, of Hispanic descent, while the other was a medium-built Asian man. They introduced themselves to the team as Raul Jiminez and Alex Yu, respectively. Bones asked them if they had ever dived the Wilhelm before and both shook their heads.
“You’re the first U.S. military guys we’ve heard of diving it, but we’ve been over the site topside before in a boat on patrol. We know right where it is.” Yu said. His officer and Jiminez both nodded their agreement.
“Is there a spot where we can go over the dive plan?” Maddock asked.
For the next several minutes the SEAL team reviewed their objectives with the Gettysburg sailors. Once satisfied they understood the plan, the team of six loaded the SDVs onto a small, fast boat. The SEAL team took jump-style seats while the Gettysburg men sat at the steering console. The boat was an inflatable RIB, or rigid inflatable boat, suspended above the waterline on a crane.
“We better get moving,” Yu said, signaling a crane operator on deck to lower them to the water.
“Why, you in a rush to make it back for the award-winning chow?” Bones wanted to know. “I still haven’t forgotten the stuff they fed us on these ships, or more precisely, my intestines haven’t.”
Yu shook his head without laughing. “No, radar has a storm front moving in. Doesn’t look too bad… yet. But if we can we should beat it.”
Bones nodded. He knew from experience that inclement weather at sea was nothing to mess with. But Yu still looked like he had something to say. “What else?”
“Just trying to get us out there before it gets too busy, is all.”
“Busy with what?”
“The Russians have been hanging all over the site for the last couple of days. Been secretive. They could be diving, could just be profiling from a surface sonar pinger or maybe an ROV, but whatever it is they’re doing, they’ve been ramping up their activity. More boats, even a few aircraft, and staying longer.”
The RIB splashed into the water. They double-checked that the SDVs were securely tied down, and then Jiminez gunned the twin outboards as he aimed the craft out into the Baltic.

Chapter 4

Baltic Sea
A cold, shallow sea.
Very different from the warmer waters of southern Europe, the Baltic was known as one of the best wreck diving sites on the planet, due to its low salt content which preserved wood and metal. It was a stormy sea, long known for treacherous, erratic currents and green waters both mysterious and strangely alluring.
The wind picked up almost as soon as they left port, whipping up frothy whitecaps on what had been a smooth sea only minutes earlier. The boat traveled fast, bouncing from wave crest to crest, Jiminez’ eyes darting from time to time to the GPS unit mounted on the steering console. The wreck site was off the Polish coast, not far from the Russian outpost of Kaliningrad. By the time the SEALs had settled into a bounce and salt spray induced stupor, sort of like riding a low grade, wet roller coaster that had no end, Yu was tapping Maddock on the shoulder and pointing to the eleven O’clock position off the bow. He raised his voice to be heard over the thrum of the outboards.
“See all the activity?”
Maddock nodded. Several boats were clustered over a small area perhaps a mile distant, and a helicopter circled the airspace. “Part of the BALTOPS exercise?”
“Negative! This is unsanctioned Russian naval activity. They just showed up last couple of days. Requests for clarification of intent have been sent to Russian commanders participating in the exercises, but so far no reply has been received.”
“Wonder what they’re up to?” Maddock watched the helo circle around overhead.
Yu shrugged. “Same thing you’re up to? They’re definitely on the wreck site.”
Yu and Jiminez now knew that Maddock and company were looking for the Amber Room. Even though their primary job would be to drive the SDVs while the SEAL team explored the wreck site, Maddock wanted them to know what to look for. Two extra pairs of eyes could sight something they otherwise might miss, and they did have the clearance to enlist some help, so they might as well use it. Get in, get it done, get out.
The whine of the racing outboards decreased in pitch as Jiminez slowed the boat. They were still a half a mile from the wreck site, but the SDVs would get them there from here and they wanted their diving activities to go unobserved. Jiminez cut the engines and left the wheel to help Yu prepare the SDVs for deployment. The SEAL team were already suited up in full dive kit, but they performed final safety checks on each other’s gear, including testing the communications system.
All six of the divers would be wearing full face masks with embedded microphone and speakers to permit two-way communication, meaning they would be able to talk to one another while underwater. With the equipment checks completed satisfactorily, it was Professor who gave voice to a problem that had begun to nag at Maddock’s conscience.
“After all of us are in the water and the boat’s been sitting here for a while, they’ll probably scope it out with binoculars and see that there’s no one aboard. Should we leave somebody on the boat?” He looked around at the others. By somebody, they all knew he was referring to either Yu or Jiminez.
Yu held a finger in the air and moved to a storage locker. He lifted its lid and removed from it a life-sized dummy doll, complete with fishing hat and sunglasses. He sat the figure in the pilot’s seat and took a step back. “Not as good looking as me, right, but he’ll have to do!”
This had the effect of breaking the ice a little bit as the divers eyed the SDVs now floating in the water alongside the boat, on the side facing away from the Russian activity. The mood had been somber as they all reflected on the fact that, mission duties aside, they were going to a very spooky place, a watery tomb that had been the final setting on this Earth for thousands upon thousands of people, including many children.
Even Bones had not been his usual wisecracking self, but he grinned broadly at someone else taking up that role in the face of their grim duties.
Willis strapped on his swim fins. “Let’s get to work. Even this far away, man, those Ruskies make me nervous.”
Maddock and Bones climbed onto the back of one of the SDVs. The vehicle was about the size of a rollercoaster car, with a highly tapered front end. Each SEAL occupied one of the side runners, basically hanging onto the side of the vehicle, with Jiminez in the cockpit position at the controls. Professor and Willis each rode on one side of the other undersea vehicle, which Yu piloted. Maddock felt the vibration of the battery-powered motor as Jiminez engaged the thrusters.
A light rain began to fall as Bones waved goodbye to the dummy figure in their anchored boat and they submerged toward the wreck site.
Underwater visibility was poor, a few feet at best, and reminded Maddock of the color and consistency of pea soup. Small particles, drifting plankton and innumerable tiny animals swirled around them as the SDVs plowed through the water. Even with their drysuits on, which, unlike a wetsuit, kept water from coming into contact with the skin altogether, the divers felt the chill.
Bones summed up the advantages and disadvantages of their approach. “Got to say, guys, as much as I like hitching a ride on these things, I miss actually swimming because it keeps me from freezing my ass off.”
“Heads up! Jellies!” This from Yu, whose craft was slightly ahead of the one Maddock and Bones rode. Sure enough, soon after he said it they were enveloped by thousands of gelatinous, bell-shaped jellyfish. The tentacled invertebrates bounced off of the divers’ bodies and that of the SDVs, but the exposure suits and face masks they wore protected them from contact with the venomous creatures.
Yu glanced at the SDV’s compass and made a course adjustment. “That’s the Baltic for you. It’s not really known for the exotic sea life. Mostly just wreck diving.”
“And Jellyfish.” Maddock watched as the school of jellies eventually thinned until they could actually see through the water for a few feet again. He glanced at his depth gauge, which told him they had leveled out in the middle of the water at fifty feet. Gradually they descended toward the deeper waters of the wreck site. A short while later, as Maddock was lost in thought about what they would find on the sunken ship, Jiminez’ voice stirred him from his reverie.
“Thar she blows. Behold the wreck of the Wilhelm Gustloff.”

Chapter 5

Shipwreck Wilhelm Gustloff
A rubble field. That’s all it looked like at first. Maddock shook his head as he took it in. At least the visibility had improved in the deeper water where the wreck lay. But that also allowed him to see how discouraging the view was. Even with their underwater vehicles, there was still a daunting amount of ground to cover. The former hospital ship had been over 700 feet long and eighty wide. Its immensity combined with decades of wave and current action in the stormy Baltic meant that there was now a vast debris field to comb over in addition to the bulk of the ship’s remains.
“I think I see something.” Professor’s voice cut through Maddock’s intimidating thoughts.
“What have you got?” Maddock strained to see through the gloom.
“A… light?”
“It does look like a light on a stick,” Bones added, pointing down at the bottom near the edge of the debris field.
Jimenez commented as he eased the SDV toward the seabed. “Could be that the Russians are putting markers down as they search.”
“I see another one over there.” Professor pointed to the edge of their visibility in front of them, where another pinpoint glow of light beckoned. “They could be transecting line markers, to delineate a measured search area so that they know for sure where they’ve already looked.”
“Maybe we should start looking somewhere else, then.” Bones crouched on the side-runner platform of the SDV, ready to jump off at any time.
Professor’s response was prefaced with a hissing inhalation through his scuba regulator. “Its common practice to lay out the transect lines first and then start searching, keeping track of which quadrants have been searched as you go.”
Maddock unclipped a waterproof camera from his weight belt and snapped a few pictures as they “flew” over the edge of the wreck, the lighted transect poles highlights of the frame. The shots would become intel passed on to Admiral Liptow. Maddock knew that the chances of recovering the amber from the Amber Room after so much time were next to impossible, unless it were somehow sealed within a watertight container. Amber required a dry environment to survive for so many decades. But he also knew the fact that the Russians had such a presence on the Wilhelm would in itself be of interest to Liptow and those he served, especially the details of that presence.
And what else could the wreck offer? Maddock continued to survey the rubble-strewn plain, which became denser as it neared what was left of the ship itself. Most of the massive vessel had long since been crushed flat or simply disintegrated, but there were sections that remained somewhat intact.
“Let’s look for structurally unbroken sections where we can swim inside” Maddock flipped on his dive light at the same time as Jiminez activated their SDV’s front-mounted halogen beam.
“If we’re lucky they started with the debris field because it’s easier than the penetration diving.” In the SDV ahead of Maddock’s, Professor swept the beam of his own light on a jumble of twisted metal.
“It’s crazy, but there are still ropes intact from the original ship.” Jiminez banked their craft to the right as he swooped in low over the Wilhelm Gustloff. As Maddock studied part of the deck of the sunken ship, he saw that the navy diver was correct. Twisted jags of rusted metal were intertwined with manila lines, some of which seemed to dance in the currents.
Bones pointed out masses of monofilament fishing nets that obstructed much of this part of the wreck.
“Very common to see that stuff on many of the wrecks in the Baltic,” Yu pointed out as he ascended in his SDV to follow the contour of the ship. “Diving hazard for sure.”
Maddock’s gaze roved over what was left of the open deck of the once glorious German cruise ship. He couldn’t help but imagine the terror of that fateful night during World War II when three torpedoes from a Russian sub slammed into the hull, the ship canting hard to port. Maddock had read a recounting of the sinking from one of the 1,200 survivors in his briefing materials, and although he tried to stop himself, he couldn’t help but envision the events of that long ago night now that he was staring at the real thing…
He could hear the alarms and sirens, the ship’s crew calling for order as the panicking passengers stampeded on their way up to the decks. Bottleneck points like stairwells and ladders became deathtraps as the terrified masses became increasingly desperate. Guns are brought out and used, some by crew to try and keep control, others by passengers who would rather control their own fate and that of their families. For those who do reach the deck, the steep angle combined with the layers of ice spell the end for many as they slide fast and far into the freezing sea. There are lifeboats but many of them are frozen in place on their supports; bloodied hands attempt to knock them loose in time. Of the few boats that are managed to be launched successfully, some are hit once in the water, laden with survivors, by heavy equipment falling from the ship, which slips beneath the waves, lights on and sirens still blaring as it drops from sight…
This was war at its worst.
“I see an opening!” Willis jolted Maddock from his haunting reverie. Maddock saw him pointing from the SDV ahead of his off to their left, where an intact structure of some sort rose from the chaotic ruins of the once expansive deck. A jagged, yawning aperture led into a dark space.
Maddock spoke into his transmitter. “Bones and I will enter first. Professor: you and Willis follow us inside after about a minute once we’re sure there’s somewhere to go. Raul and Alex: patrol the area in the SDVs and give us a holler if you see anything strange.”
Acknowledgments were given and then Maddock and Bones pushed away from the SDV and swam to the opening in the wreck. Maddock shined his beam into the cave-like space. Immediately it became apparent that, although cramped, a labyrinth of passageways and rooms awaited their discovery.
Twisted steel beams and unidentifiable parts of structures splayed out in all directions as Maddock and Bones played their lights around the claustrophobic area. Maddock decided not to get sidetracked by exploring the adjoining rooms that were closest to the entrance, figuring those were probably the first to have been looted. Instead, he led the way straight back down the narrow passageway, now tilted at slight angle to the left. Bones finned his way along just behind him, while Professor and Willis announced over the comm units that they had just entered the wreck.
“Who turned out the lights?” Willis commented on the relative darkness inside the wreck. Without their dive lights it would be nearly pitch black. Occasionally they would swim past a pitted section of rusting hull and see one of the transect pole lights winking at them, but other than that it was dark all around. Then Maddock came to a stairwell that unbelievably led into an even darker, more foreboding passage. He followed it down without hesitation.
Bones was large enough that he had to carefully position himself to fit into the narrow corridor, and Willis and Professor caught up to him at the entrance.
“Gonna fit, big man?” Willis asked.
“I’ll make it. Your butt might be too big.” Bones made it through and kicked off into the gloomy shadows after Dane, who cut off Willis’ retort with his transmission.
“Branches off down here. Hallways right and left. Bones, you follow me to the right, Willis and Professor, you’ve got left.”
The two teams went their separate ways into the eerie ship. The passageway was encrusted with marine growth, and a few small fish flitted about. Maddock reached an open room after about ten fin strokes and he and Bones entered it one at a time. About ten by ten, it featured a piece of equipment that looked like a stovepipe leading from a box up through the ceiling. Maddock checked it out but it didn’t seem to hold anything of interest. Bones, meanwhile, directed his light beam around the space, probing here and there but also finding nothing noteworthy.
Maddock was about to suggest they exit the room and continue down the hall to the right when they heard Professor’s voice over the comm channel.
“See something shiny back in a tight space. I can reach it but I’ll have to take my tank off.”
“Careful, Prof.” But Willis didn’t sound all that concerned. Maddock couldn’t see what they were doing, but removing a scuba tank while underwater to access a tight space wasn’t unheard of or even an especially dangerous thing to do, as long as one stayed within arm’s reach of the abandoned tank.
Professor’s voice came as labored though audible grunts. “Lemme… just… grab this… ”
A few seconds of silence elapsed. As Maddock was about to ask Prof and Willis what was happening, the wreck shook around them.

Chapter 6

Clouds of silt rained down on Maddock and Bones in the room. They heard heavy noises around them, like the metal of the ship shifting. Those were drowned out by Willis’ voice going uncharacteristically high-pitched. “Professor… Prof, talk to me!”
Maddock signaled for Bones to follow him and swam out of the room into the hallway, which now had a rupture in the ceiling where hazy light filtered through from above. They kicked fast back in the direction they had come, toward the room Willis and Professor now occupied.
En route, Maddock asked Willis what was happening a couple of times but received only terse replies of, “Hold on,” or “Working on it!” Bones and Maddock rushed more quickly than they knew was safe to reach the room as rapidly as possible. They saw a dive light stabbing the darkness in seemingly random directions and pulled themselves by the door frame into the space.
Willis was lying on the floor of the room in a far corner, reaching his hands into a low crevice of a space while his light bounced around randomly on a tether attached to his wrist. A second set of scuba gear — not the one Willis wore on his back — lay on the floor at the edge of the opening.
“Talk to me, Willis!” Maddock and Bones swam across the mostly bare room to where Willis lay.
“Prof tried but couldn’t fit through here with is tank on, so he took off his tank to fit back there to where he said it opens up into a larger space. Took a big breath and—“
“How long has he been in there?” Maddock slid alongside Willis and directed his light beam into the crevice. Bones went to Willis’ other side and did the same.
Willis eyeballed his dive watch. “Forty-five seconds.”
“I don’t see him back there.” Bones swept his light toward the back of the crevice, where it sloped up toward some natural light.
“I’m going in. Willis: stay here. Bones: swim around to the other side and see if you can access the space from where that light comes in.”
“Dane, are you sure… ” Willis began, but Maddock had already shrugged off his tank. He ripped off his mask and shimmied beneath the overhanging metal, as Professor had done before him. Carrying his dive light in one hand, he kicked into the narrow area, now without a mask on, since the full face masks with integrated comm were connected directly to the scuba tank. The only way to take off the tank was to take off the mask, too. In light of this fact, Maddock knew that Willis must have seen something that he deemed very promising in order to go through all of that potentially dangerous trouble.
Yet when the three of them had looked into the area with their lights, nothing obvious was there. But Professor had surely seen something, but now he wasn’t even in here anymore… Maddock interrupted his own thoughts as he reached what he had thought was the rear of the cramped confines. Because light streamed in from above and a wall was only a couple of feet in front of him, he had thought that the chamber ended here. But even with his blurry vision, he could see this was not the case.
He could even feel the floor drop out from under him as he reached the far wall, the skin on his face and neck reacting to the sudden decrease in temperature. Looking down, he saw a precipitous slope drop away until it passed beneath the wall of the room. Tilting his head upward to see the source of the light, he could tell that two crumpled pieces of metal met, leaving an irregular sliver through which light passed. He wasn’t sure if it was wide enough for a human to pass through. He looked around the room one more time to be sure he wasn’t missing Professor, and when he didn’t see him Maddock dove down into the new passage, if that’s what it was. For all he knew it could dead-end a few feet down. Which could be a good thing.
In that case, Professor should be here. If he’s not… Maddock shoved the grim thought from his mind and pushed his way deeper, keeping his light out in front of him so that he would hit that instead of his head if something came up suddenly. It occurred to him as he swam down that the explosion they’d heard could have opened up this gap in the flooring — that maybe Professor hadn’t meant to come down here but had the floor drop out from beneath him.
The first pang of oxygen starvation hit Maddock’s lungs. He had to find Professor and get back to their tanks, fast. And in the back of his mind, even through the predicament he now found himself in, he couldn’t help but wonder: what had caused that blast? It must be the Russians, but how? Depth charges? Mines? Semtex? Did they not care what damage they did to the wreck? Had they already recovered something of value from it relating to the Amber Room and so now had no qualms about destroying it? And did they know there were uninvited divers on the wreck, or did they just happen to be doing underwater demolitions at this very moment? Maddock doubted the latter as he swept his beam to his right.
Motion. Light. Far corner.
Maddock changed course abruptly, making a beeline for what could only be Professor. He opened his eyes even wider against the saltwater as he neared the hectic, wavy illumination. He passed over some inert objects… forms… on the bottom of the basement-like space. Maddock couldn’t be positive with his blurred vision but they looked at lot like skeletons. He hurried past without touching them. A couple of more scissor kicks and Maddock clamped a hand on the arm waving the light, temporarily blinded when it pointed right at him. He couldn’t see Professor’s face in any detail without a mask, but he knew it was him from the way he grunted, “Help.”
Maddock knew his associate must be trapped somehow or he would have been long gone back to his tank. He got right to work searching for whatever it was that was holding Professor back. His upper body was visibly free and he was able to shine the light around, so Maddock concentrated on his legs. This task was made more difficult by not being able to see clearly, but by running a hand down Professor’s drysuited leg until he encountered metal before reaching the foot, he knew he had found the problem.
With mere seconds left to solve it.
The explosion had somehow jarred two pieces metal around both of Professor’s legs at the ankles, trapping him in place. Maddock removed his dive knife from the sheath on his calf and used it like a pry bar to separate the metal sheets — flooring and wall — that pinned the SEAL’s legs. He felt the metal give way but then the knife slipped and he heard Professor groan in pain. He was trying not to move but lack of oxygen was making him nervous and cagey; he fidgeted while Maddock tried again with the knife.
He pushed the two sheets of metal apart a little more and then wrenched his colleague’s leg free, slicing through the drysuit and eliciting a bubbly scream as the thin skin covering the ankle was split open. Professor had just expelled some of what little oxygen remained in his lungs. Maddock knew he had to work extra fast now. His own lungs were starting to burn, too, and even once Professor was out, they still faced a long swim through the wreck back to the scuba tanks.
Maddock gripped Professor’s remaining trapped ankle with two hands and slid it across the opening he had created with the pry bar, which became wider toward the right. It was faster than prying again, but the speed came at a price as Professor’s other ankle was shredded in similar fashion to the first. His shriek was less this time, though, having learned not to expel any more precious air.
Maddock bear-hugged Professor and pushed off the bottom. The two SEALs ascended out of the narrow, deep space they were in, toward the floor of the crevice that led back to the tanks. But as they rose, another explosion rocked the wreck. Suddenly the passage that led back to Bones, Willis and the tanks was sealed shut in front of them. Where to turn?
Maddock made the split second decision to shoot for the light that streamed in from above. He still had no idea if the opening up there would be wide enough for them to fit through. It could be just an inches-wide seam letting in the sunlight for all he knew. But he had unfortunately gotten into one of those situations where he had run out of options. Swim for that light, hope he could get through to escape the wreck….and then what? He couldn’t let himself think any further ahead than that. To do so would be to invite panic in to sit down and hang out. One step at a time. Stay focused.
Professor’s movements were becoming more and more frenzied, verging on lack of control, but still he swam upward. Maddock noticed he was only using one arm to stroke, and figured his other must have been injured while attempt to free himself. As they ascended within the confines of the wreck, Maddock could tell they were almost to the top of the structure.
His fear ballooned as they made the last few feet to the opening — would it be wide enough? Because if not… he was pretty sure the U.S. Navy would be out two SEALs.
Maddock reached out for the jagged line of light and hooked his right hand over the lip and pulled himself up. Ironically he was able to fit through only because he wasn’t wearing a tank. He shimmied through, disregarding the scraping of rusted metal on his drysuit, gazing longingly at the hazy white light above. But he had to make sure Professor was still on track. He looked back down and was relieved to see his friend’s blurry arm protruding out of the rip in the wreck.
C’mon Professor!
Maddock reached down and gripped his fellow SEAL’s arm and began pulling him up, hoping that the contact would spur him to action, give him hope, remind him that he wasn’t the only one going through this ordeal. Maddock pulled harder and Professor slipped through the uneven seam, his head upturned toward the light.
Maddock turned his attention to their next course of action. His lungs burned badly and he estimated that nearly two minutes had elapsed since he’d last taken a breath, probably three for Professor. The surface seemed impossibly far away, 110 feet above. They would risk the bends ascending directly to it, also, although when you needed to breathe that was the least of your worries. And then a bright, stabbing beam of light caught Maddock’s attention.
He tapped Professor’s shoulder and pointed off to the left, where one of the SDV’s swooped in toward them. Maddock rejoiced at the sight of the vehicle, for it represented real hope. Not because the pilot might transport them to the surface faster, because even that might not be quick enough, but because of what the craft carried on board: air. In the form of two scuba cylinders in compartments used for buoyancy control. The SDV carried an air bladder on each side that could be inflated with compressed air from the tanks in the event that the motor died and the craft needed to ascend. As Maddock yanked on Professor’s arm and kicked toward the SDV, he had a plan. Admittedly, not a good one, but it was all they had.
The tanks. They held breathable air, but there was one major problem. Maddock thought about it as he and Professor neared the oncoming SDV, lungs searing, strange spots forming at the corners of his vision. He knew where to locate the scuba tanks in the SDV, could already visualize opening the door to the compartment that housed them, as he had done during SEAL training more times than he cared to remember. That wasn’t the problem.
The problem was that the tanks were connected to a special valve designed for the vehicle buoyancy system, not to a scuba breathing regulator with a mouthpiece. They would have to be disconnected from that system and then…
Maddock’s thoughts were obliterated by the SDV’s headlight swinging around in his direction and the pilot sounding some kind of horn-like sound device. He could only imagine the pilot’s — he couldn’t see whether it was Yu or Jiminez — horror at seeing the two divers swimming around a hundred feet down without an air supply. On par with seeing something out of a dream, surreal, nightmarish.
Then his hands were clawing at the side of the vehicle, seeking the handholds he knew were there but could not see. He found purchase with first a hand, then a foot, and pulled himself up. He glanced back just once to make certain Professor was still there — he was — and then bent to the task of accessing a scuba tank.
He had no trouble locating the hatch for the buoyancy control compartment. Unlatched it and flipped it open. Felt by rote for the aluminum cylinder he knew would be inside. Found it! He wanted the air it contained so badly that it hurt, but he still had work to do. His hands raced along the tank up to the neck until they clamped onto the valve assembly. With practiced ease now edged with panic, Maddock unscrewed the yoke from the tank valve. He pulled the scuba cylinder free and cracked the valve, releasing air into the water with a bubbly hiss. He knew that the familiar sound would get the point across to Professor as to what they had to do. This was as good as it was going to get; breathing directly from a tank valve. It was possible to do if the amount of flow was not too little nor too high.
Maddock took one pull off the tank and handed it off to the desperate Professor, who hugged it with one hand as he drank in the air. Maddock, meanwhile, lungs still craving so much air despite the single breath, hopped over to the other side of the SDV and opened the compartment there, repeating the process. He felt the SDV begin moving as he disconnected the tank. A few seconds later and he, too, was breathing from his own cylinder. It felt great but he knew their fate was still far from certain. A hundred feet down, no regulator, no mask, no way to communicate about how to structure their decompression stops.
All they could do was find a way to hold on to the tanks while gripping the SDV as the pilot ascended. Maddock knew the pilot would want to get them to the surface as quickly as possible, but the bends was a factor. Maddock had to somehow communicate with him in order to ask him to level off at twenty feet or so for a few minutes to decompress and avoid the dreaded pressure sickness.
Maddock felt around in the buoyancy compartment. He recalled his training days with the vehicles and how some of the instructors would place small spare gear items inside such as an extra pair of fins, or a knife… a mask! The SEAL’s hands instantly recognized the feel of soft rubber and smooth glass. He snatched the object up and knelt on the tank while he slipped the mask over his head. Then he cleared the mask of water, exhaling through his nose until the seawater was forced out of the mask and he could see again. Excellent! Huge advantage. Maddock felt his panic ebb a couple of notches as he picked up his tank and took a couple of deep pulls of air. Maybe there was another mask on Professor’s side?
Maddock got to an upright kneeling position on the side-runner, preparing to hop over to Professor’s side and check for him, when he happened to glance up at the pilot. Who was it, anyway, Yu or Jiminez? The man was hunched over the controls, full scuba gear on including a hood. But wait a minute… Maddock studied the pilot’s gear more carefully. Yu and Jiminez did both wear hoods, but they were all black. This hood had a dark colored stripe — perhaps red, which couldn’t be seen clearly at this depth due to the filtering of shorter wavelengths — and…
Suddenly the pilot turned around to look back at his passengers and Maddock got a look at his face through the mask. First of all it wasn’t the same type of mask, the shape was different. Same type of thing, functionality wise, but a different model. And the face itself — Maddock looked very carefully to be sure. After all, he had known Yu and Jiminez for mere hours. But no. This man was definitely neither of the two U.S. Navy SDV pilots!
Maddock turned away quickly, not wanting the pilot to see the alarm that must be registering on his face, or that he was now wearing a mask. He decided to continue with his original course of action and moved slowly but purposefully to Professor’s side of the SDV. His colleague still hunched on the seat without a facemask, one arm both wrapped around the scuba tank and gripping the edge of the wet sub’s rail. Maddock recalled how he’d been using only one arm for quite some time now and glanced at his other arm to check for injuries.
That’s when he saw it. Professor was gripping a golden object with his left hand, clutching it against his stomach, taking great care not to drop it.

Chapter 7

Maddock couldn’t let himself be distracted by whatever it was that Professor had found in the wreck. He wasted no time in searching the compartment on Professor’s side of the SDV for another mask. He was already thinking about overtaking their pilot imposter—where was he taking them, anyway— who must be one of the Russian team excavating the wreck site. That task would be much easier if Professor could see. If not, it would be Maddock fighting the good fight solo with Professor wondering what in the heck was going on, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. There was either a spare mask in this chamber or there wasn’t. Maddock’s hands swept through the space.
There wasn’t.
He came up empty. Tough break, but at least he had one mask. That alone would give a couple of SEALs a fighting chance. He had to make his move before this Russian pilot not only brought them to even more foes, but possibly gave them the bends by ascending too fast too soon. Maddock knew that the pilot would wonder why he was on the same side of the SDV as his dive partner the next time he turned around.
He tapped Professor on the shoulder and when he turned to look at him, Maddock glanced forward to make sure the pilot wasn’t looking and then in an exaggerated motion pushed both hands toward the deck of the SDV. Stay put. Professor pointed to Maddock’s mask, tapped the glass with his finger and shrugged. Where can I get one? Maddock shook his head and again signaled for him to wait here. He had no way of communicating the complexity of the situation without Professor being able to see clearly.
Maddock eyed the pilot again, as well as their depth. He no longer had a depth gauge so he couldn’t get an exact reading, but they were definitely rising. A quick look down and behind them showed the wreck barely visible in the hazy water. He hoped Bones and Willis wouldn’t wait too long before they came outside to look for them. And where was the other SDV? Maddock craned his neck around this way and that, seeking its sleek form, but it was nowhere to be seen. Had it been taken over as this one had?
There was no time to worry about it now. One piece of dive equipment Maddock still had was his knife. He removed the blade from the sheath strapped to his calf. He took a long pull from the scuba tank, closed the valve and set it on the side-runner next to Professor. Then he pulled himself forward along the SDV, careful not to let go of it because it traveled faster than he could swim and he would be left behind with no air supply.
As he reached the control cockpit the pilot glanced backward over his left shoulder. He did a double-take when he saw Maddock was no longer there on the left side-runner and whirled back around to look in the other direction.
He saw Maddock coming for him, but too late. Just a gleam of metal from a knife blade and his air hose to the regulator was severed, a torrential gush of bubbles obscuring vision for both adversaries. Maddock swiped the mask from his opponent’s face, letting the strap slip around his wrist before slicing the Russian diver deeply and casting him off the SDV to tumble in its wake. He regretted ruining the scuba outfit since they desperately needed one, but with only a breath of air in his lungs Maddock knew he was not in any position for a prolonged fight. He could eliminate the combatant and survive, so that’s what he would do. And he did manage to appropriate a mask for Professor.
The naval warrior positioned himself at the control cockpit. He leveled out the SDV and eyeballed the depth gauge on the simple instrument console: sixty feet. Good. No danger of the bends yet. Then Maddock hopped back to Professor and picked up his tank, cracked the valve and gulped some air. He pressed the mask into Professor’s hand that wasn’t holding the golden object.
What was thing, anyway? But there was still no time to examine it closely. While Professor gratefully donned his new mask and cleared it, Maddock, tank under one arm, hopped back up to the cockpit and retook the controls. Now wearing just a regular diving mask, there was no opportunity for underwater communications with Bones and Willis, or the other navy SDV pilot. With him and Professor breathing from bare tanks, the only prudent course of action was to get to the surface and back to their boat.
Maddock tilted the nose of the craft upward at a shallow angle. He checked the SDV’s console mounted compass and pointed the craft toward their boat. Or at least where they had left it. Now that they had been compromised, he had no idea if it would still be there. Either way, whatever air remained in these tanks wasn’t going to last forever, so they had to get to the surface. He ascended to a depth of twenty feet so that they could be decompressing at that shallow depth while simultaneously covering the horizontal distance back to their boat.
He glimpsed around when he could, searching for other divers or the other SDV, but by the time they had gone what he judged to be three-quarters of the distance back to the boat, he had still seen nothing. He glanced back at Professor once and saw him sitting on the side-runner, gazing at the object he cradled against his abdomen. He could hear the sounds of boat engines without being able to tell where they were coming from. Sound traveled well underwater water but it was difficult to determine its direction.
Maddock kept on course and before long the outline of their boat was limned against the light above. He cruised until the SDV was directly beneath it, twenty feet down. He consulted his dive watch, determining that sufficient time had elapsed to avoid the bends if they ascended the rest of the way to the surface slowly from this depth. After taking a last 360-degree look around as well as up and down, he activated the controls to ease the SDV up to the boat.
The first sound he heard when his head broke the surface was that of Professor taking in great lungfuls of fresh air. Maddock too was overjoyed at being able to breathe once again without having to carefully position his mouth around an open tank valve. But he knew they had no time to revel in this great relief. He sidled the SDV up to the boat and they climbed into it.
Maddock tied the SDV alongside and then glanced at his watch again. Bones and Willis must be using all of their remaining air to look for them around the wreck, but they would have no choice but to surface soon. He picked up a pair of range-finding binoculars and scanned the water over the wreck. If they didn’t hook up with the other SDV, they might not have had enough air to swim the distance to the boat underwater, which was preferable to the risk of being seen on the surface, and would have no choice but to come straight up.
He saw no sign of anyone yet, so he removed the dummy from the captain’s chair, took its place and then set the marine radio to scan the channels for traffic in case it might turn something up. While he sat there he glanced back at Professor, who sat on one of the bench seats on deck. He was turning over the golden object in his hands.
“Whatcha got there, Prof?”
“Something that I hope makes the hell we went through down there worth it.” He held the object up and faced it in Maddock’s direction.
A golden cherub.
A small figurine, perhaps a foot high. An angelic face framed by thick, wavy hair frozen in place, and a set of wings protruding from its back. Maddock was speechless as he looked at it. He knew it couldn’t be amber, which wouldn’t have survived open to the ocean for so many years.
“Is that—“
“Gold.” Professor completed the sentence for him. He hefted the cherub in appreciation of its substantial weight for so small an object before sliding into the lecture mode which had given him his nickname.
“The Amber Room, while mostly comprised of its namesake, also consisted of a fair amount of gold, both in the form of gold leaf for the wall backing and solid gold statuettes such as this little guy, here. Could be one of the many cherubs that adorned the room.”
Maddock gazed at the diminutive statue in wonderment. Could it be? An actual piece of the Amber Room? He wanted to believe it but the skeptic in him wouldn’t let him take things at face value that easily. “How do we know it was really part of the room?”
Professor turned the piece over in his hands, tracing a finger over its smooth golden surface. “This looks exactly like the ones from the archive photos in the briefing materials. It’s the right size… ” He scrutinized the recovered item some more before continuing. “Found it deep down in that crack that opened after the explosion.”
Maddock reached out his hands and Professor passed him the cherub. He examined it carefully, running his hands over it. “Sure does look and feel like gold. But it’s in pristine shape. Not much corrosion or encrustation.”
“Completely normal. Gold doesn’t corrode much in seawater, and the Baltic is quite cold, which would slow whatever degradation process there is.”
Maddock raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Shouldn’t we rinse it with fresh water or something, to preserve it now that it’s come into contact with the air?”
Professor shook his head. “Nah. You know what they say is the best way to preserve gold you bring up from the sea?”
“What’s that?” Maddock turned his attention briefly back to the water, where he did a 360-degree visual check for any activity. He saw none, except for the Baltic itself, which was fast becoming angry, a quick, biting wind whipping up spirited whitecaps.
“Keep it in a safe.”
Maddock chuckled and raised his underwater camera. He took a few snapshots of the cherub and then handed the precious metal back to Professor. “Okay, so if we go on the assumption that this angel thing is in fact a piece of the original Amber Room, then what does it mean?”
Professor shrugged. “That the Germans tried to ship the Amber Room away somewhere on the Wilhelm Gustloff?”
Maddock turned down some static on the radio before answering. “Or that someone stole a piece and tried to make off with it. Meaning, the whole room was never on the ship, just this one piece of it.” He eyed the glistening cherub.
At length, Professor nodded slowly. “It does seem unlikely that the entire room was ever on board. There’d be a lot more cherubs if it were, and we only saw one. Not to mention the hundreds of divers over the decades who’ve scoured it for artifacts.”
“But it does tell us one thing.” Maddock looked out at the water again.
“Which is?”
“If this piece still exists, it means that the entire room was not destroyed during the bombings in World War II, which is the leading theory as to its fate.”
Prof held up the statuette. “Where there’s one, there’s more, is that it?”
Maddock nodded. “We just have to find them. It’s time to get back to land and move on to our next objective. We need to check in with Admiral Liptow.”
“We should also get this thing to a Navy specialist, have them authenticate it.”
“Absolutely. Let’s find something to put it in so we don’t attract attention.”
“Don’t worry, if anyone sees it I’ll just say I won a Prussian Emmy award.” He hefted the figurine and gave a big fake grin. “I’d like to thank the Academy… ”
“And the Russians.”
“What?”
Maddock was stone-eyed as he lifted his hands slowly skyward. “Don’t make any sudden moves. They’re here.”

Chapter 8

A hard rain drummed out a staccato beat on the deck of the boat as the second SDV surfaced alongside them. Maddock was both relieved and disheartened at the sight of it. Bones and Willis rode together on one of the side-runners, so at least they were alive, but a Russian diver perched on the opposite runner aimed a snub-nosed automatic weapon at them. A second Russian at the helm of the craft pointed a similar weapon at Maddock and Professor on the boat. Neither Yu nor Jiminez were anywhere to be seen.
The Russian SDV pilot spoke to them in heavily accented English. “Do not move. We are coming aboard.”
The gun-wielding pilot had to use one hand to draw the SDV up close to the boat’s rail and hold it steady there, but Maddock was under no illusion that he would be able to try anything. The automatic weapon remained trained on him as the Russian threw one leg after the other over the boat’s rail and then dropped onto the deck. He quickly backpedaled to the stern, beyond arm’s reach for either of the two SEALs already on board. Then the other Russian interloper herded Bones and Willis onto the boat next to Professor. Finally, Maddock was directed to stand beside his fellow SEALs, making it easier for the two Russians to keep watch on them all at once.
Maddock noticed with distaste that although Professor no longer held the cherub in his hands, which were high in the air, the piece of the Amber Room lay on the deck at his feet in plain sight. This did not escape the Russians’ attention either.
The one who had piloted the SDV was about the same height as his compatriot, but heavier set. Both of them wore hoods with their drysuits, making it difficult to see what they really looked like, although their dive masks were dropped around their necks.
The heavier set man spoke directly to Professor. “You will hand the artifact to my associate. He pointed to the cherub with his gun muzzle. The other Russian quickly dashed over to the SEALs, obviously nervous about doing so but knowing he was being covered by his partner’s automatic. He scooped up the cherub and backed away. He then stood next to the heavier man, taking turns glancing at the recovered item in detail while the other covered the SEALs with his weapon. Finally the one who had piloted the SDV said something in Russian to his partner and that man placed the cherub into a waist pack.
Suddenly the radio blared with U.S. naval chatter that made the Russians extremely jittery. The rain intensified at the same time, and when the heavy-set man shouted something to Maddock he had trouble hearing it over the raindrops bombarding the deck. Apparently it had to do with the radio, however, because suddenly the thinner of the two captors pointed the business end of his weapon toward the VHF transmitter and fired a short burst at it, shattering it to pieces.
Maddock was the first to speak following the shots. “What happened to our two associates who were piloting our underwater vehicles?”
The heavier Russian responded. “They join the many souls claimed by the Wilhelm Gustloff. But it is I who will be asking the questions here today. Why did you come here seeking artifacts?”
Silence. It was clear that to extract any information from the four SEALs, although the Russians had no way of definitively knowing who they worked for, would be a time-consuming and challenging process. A crack of thunder followed by a spectacular bolt of cloud-to-sea lightning added to the discouraging factors, and the Russian who had remained silent said something to his heavyset comrade.
Quickly and without a further word, both Russians backed up to the rail of the boat while keeping their weapons trained on the four SEALs. Deciding that stealing the recovered artifact was enough for them, at least for now, they leaped on to the same SDV they had come on. The heavier man again assumed the cockpit position while his associate rode on one of the runners. As the SDV started to move away from the boat, the man on the back fired his automatic weapon at it, riddling the hull with bullet holes.
Then the Russians pulled their masks in place and descended beneath the rain-pelted waves.
Maddock immediately moved to assess the damage. He confirmed that the radio was non-functional. “Killed in action,” he said, plucking off one of the broken knobs.
“We have worse problems than that.” Bones was leaning over the rail and checking out the damage sustained from the machine gun fire. Willis also leaned over to take a look.
“Bullet holes below the waterline.”
Bones pulled his big frame back inside the boat. “Turn on the pump.”
Maddock found the switch for it on the control console and flipped it on while Professor removed a hatch cover in the deck and checked the bilge. He yelled over the sound of the rain, which somehow managed to come down even harder still.
“We’re taking on water fast. With the rain this bucket is flooding from both ends.”
“Pump’s on.” Maddock’s tone lacked any kind of conviction that this would solve their problem.
Professor voiced a plan. “Just start it, point it toward the harbor and we’ll ride her until she sinks, then we’ll hop on the SDV.” It didn’t sound good to anyone, but it was all they had.
Wordlessly, Maddock fired up the engine while Willis and Bones wrangled the SDV back inside the boat. He consulted the compass and angled the boat’s prow to the proper heading to take them back to the Gettysburg. He looked over at his fellow SEALs when all there was left to do was push the throttle up to full speed. The unspoken question ate at them all.
Were they really going to leave without Yu and Jiminez?
But what choice did they have? They did not have enough air to conduct a scuba search of the area for their bodies. Not without adding more bodies, at any rate. And they had already visually searched the surface with no sign of them swimming. The Russian had mentioned that their souls had been added to the Wilhelm. Maddock hoped that wasn’t true, but he had no way of knowing. The best thing they could do at this point, without a working radio, was to get back to the Gettysburg and let them know what happened so that a full-scale response could be mounted.
Maddock hit the throttle and the flooding boat jumped up out of the water as it tried to gain speed. Though sluggish, it still had some horsepower to offer and soon the waterlogged SEAL team was bouncing their way across the Baltic toward the harbor, rain and wind pelting their faces. Maddock flipped on the windshield wiper and hunched below the windscreen as he piloted the boat along his course heading. Meanwhile, Bones and Willis were using buckets to bail the water that now filled the aft portion of the deck, while Professor was down beneath a hatch looking at a rat’s nest of wiring that was about to be submerged.
He looked up, saw Maddock watching him as the boat slowed, and shook his head. Not going to make it much farther. Water was swamping the boat. They had gone a good distance, farther than Maddock would have guessed, given the condition of the vessel, but he could tell that the ride was about over. Keeping the craft nose into the waves was becoming more and more difficult, and when it turned broadside to a swell the wave broke over the side, drenching them all and swamping the boat even further.
Maddock pointed to the SDV, which had broken loose from the makeshift tethers they had lashed it down with. It slid across the deck with a torrent of incoming seawater, narrowly missing Professor’s knee while he bent down to try to fix some piece of equipment. “Let’s go!”
He eyeballed the compass one more time and stepped away from the wheel. With the heavy rain, the coast was not yet visible in any direction but he knew the SDV had a compass as well so he only needed the heading. He ran to the rapidly flooding deck area and helped the others to lift the underwater vehicle high enough for them to push it over the side.
“Go, go!” The SEALs abandoned ship after their impromptu lifeboat, not wanting to lose that as well in the chaotic conditions. Bones was first to put a hand on the wet sub, and he righted it and pulled it into position as best he could so that his colleagues could board. Once all four of them were in position on the SDV, Maddock shouted the compass heading up to Bones, who aimed the craft accordingly.
Without dive gear, they had no choice but to slog along on the surface through the heavy swells, but Bones occasionally took the sub on a deliberate nose dive directly through the middle of a wave rather than be slapped in the face by going over the lip of it. Maddock shook his head at hearing Bones whooping and hollering like a surfer as they sledded down the face of another crazy wave. Somehow he managed to find the fun in just about any situation.
But where was the harbor? Where was any land at all for that matter? The batteries in this thing wouldn’t last forever, Maddock was all too aware. No sooner did he have the thought than the sky split apart with a spectacular forked lightning bolt and ear-shattering thunderclap.
Very close.
“Floor this thing, man!” Willis urged Bones, who nosed into another powerhouse wave in response. But when Maddock felt the vibrations beneath his fingertips begin to lessen he knew that the inevitable was now happening.
“Batteries, Bones?”
Bones tapped one of the SDV’s gauges. “Dying fast.”
It wasn’t a fault with the systems. All four SEALs were well aware that the SDVs were designed with a range of a mile or so in mind, not to be used for long distance travel as with a boat, like they were using it now, and burdened with a full crew of four men plus gear, to boot. Maddock checked his dive watch. It was good they’d made it this far, wherever it was they had reached. He called out to Bones again, shielding his face from the wind-whipped spray with a hand.
“What’s our position?”
Bones glanced at the GPS unit a second before it blinked out with lack of power. “Two mile swim to the nearest land.”
They felt the SDV slow to a stop and bounce with the waves. It floated because of the air bladders, but no longer had power for the electric motors.
“We’re dead in the water, guys.” Bones grabbed his mask and fins and put them on. “Let’s start swimming.”
Maddock vented the air from the bladders so that the SDV would sink to the bottom instead of being found floating around or washing up somewhere. Then the SEAL foursome slipped into the water.
* * *
The rain let up as Willis trudged up onto the rocky beach and let himself drop. He lay there in an exhausted heap as his three associates followed quickly behind. Somewhere behind all the gray clouds the sun was setting. The day so far had been long, grueling, and not particularly productive. But they still had work to do, and they were SEALs and so would stick to it.
After a few minutes of lying in the sand to rest, Maddock was the first to break the silence.
“We need to get back to the Williamsburg so we can debrief with the Admiral over the secure phone line.”
Professor turned his head so that he was no longer face down in the sand. “Can’t wait to break the news to Metcalf, who didn’t want us here anyway, that we lost two of his men.”
At this all of the SEALs became somber. Unless they had been picked up by another vessel — probably Russian — there was a good chance that Alex Yu and Raul Jiminez were dead. It was a sobering thought, but one that pushed Maddock to his feet as he brushed off some of the caked-on sand. He didn’t know how long it would take to walk to somewhere they could find a ride back to the harbor, but he did know one thing.
The amber mission had just become deadly.

Chapter 9

USS Williamsburg
Maddock had to admit that he did not at all relish the thought of confronting Underwater Operations Coordinator Andy Metcalf. But men had been lost — he hoped literally — that they were in Russian custody and would be deposited back to U.S. personnel, tail between their legs, the Russians’ feathers bristling while they made noises about acts of war. But deep down Maddock knew that wouldn’t be happening. Alex Yu and Raul Jiminez had perished on that ghostly wreck at the hands of the Russians.
They had already called Metcalf by telephone as soon as they had been able to reach one, so that a search for the missing men could be launched. Now, as they were escorted up the Williamsburg’s boarding gangway by yet another stone-faced sailor, they were here to deliver that debriefing in person. Maddock wouldn’t have it any other way. But that didn’t mean he looked forward to it.
Walking through the ship, this time they were greeted with stares of outright hostility, as though it were their fault two of their sailors had not returned. And in a way, Maddock thought grimly, it was, wasn’t? He had personally briefed Yu and Jiminez, given them their orders. The ship’s walkways, stairs, bulkheads and machinery passed by in a blur as the four SEALs made their way to the fantail of the massive war machine. But no, he argued with himself, it was the Russians who were responsible. Moreover, Yu and Jiminez were well aware of the Russian presence and threat before they embarked on the mission. They were the ones who had informed Maddock about the escalating activity, after all. It wasn’t like they were completely blindsided. Had they refused or even expressed reservations about participating in the mission, Maddock would have requested someone else. They had willingly participated.
So it was that Maddock had his thoughts prepared for the debriefing with Metcalf, his various questions anticipated, but like so much in the business of war and national security, you could prepare, but there was no guarantee whatsoever things would play out the way you had thought. Metcalf was standing there with a sat-phone to his face, talking on it as he watched the SEAL visitors approach with their sailor escort, who stopped and saluted.
Metcalf said, “Yes sir, right away sir,” into the phone before clipping it back to his belt and saluting his sailor.
He glared ever so slightly at Maddock. Was that a tear in his eye? But his voice was hard as steel as he spoke. “Admiral Liptow has been informed that you have returned from your dive and that both of the sailors who accompanied you did not. That is the extent of what he has been told at this point. He requests an immediate briefing via teleconference with the four of you. We have set up a secure conference facility on board for this purpose. Ensign Peterson will escort you there. Good day, SEALs.”
Metcalf turned on a heel and strode off before any of them could say anything. What was there to say?
“This way.” The ensign pointed toward the superstructure of the ship and began walking toward a high stairwell. A few minutes later he deposited them at the doorway of a third level conference room, the door to which was open.
“The Admiral is waiting on a secure line. Just hit unmute on the closest phone to the end, there. When you’re done, hit the intercom on the wall here and someone will escort you off the ship.” With that, the ensign left them alone in the smallish room, which featured not much more than a simple table and chairs to support a bank of conference phones.
The four of them took seats and Maddock unmuted the phone. “Admiral Liptow, Dane Maddock here with fellow SEALs Uriah Bonebrake, Willis Sanders and Pete Chapman. The Navy tells us this line is secure.”
“Liptow here, Maddock. Line is secure. Proceed with your briefing. I understand things turned out less than optimal.”
Professor rolled his eyes. Dane flashed on them nearly drowning down in that gloomy wreck. Less than optimal. Understatement of the century. Maddock took the prompt.
“Yes sir. We lost—“
“Two Navy divers, Alex Yu and Raul Jiminez. I know. Give me the particulars.”
Maddock took a deep breath and then began recounting the details of their dive, with occasional input from Bones, Professor and Willis. When he finished, there was a lengthy pause on the other end of the line, at the end of which the Admiral said, “That’s a substantial loss of Navy life and property for a golden cherub that was stolen from you by the Russians.”
Maddock and the others agreed, but he pointed out the positive outcome. “I did take a few photographs of it before it was taken. We feel it indicates that the Amber Room was not completely destroyed in the war, Admiral. If this piece survived, other pieces may have, too.”
“I concur. It tells us more about the Russian angle, too. As it turns out, we have some new intel that points to a possible lead on the whereabouts of the room in an inland location not far from your current position. In addition, we have a contact we’ve been working with who we’d like you to rendezvous with in order to carry out the next phase of the operation.”
Maddock’s ears perked up. “Who would that be, Admiral?”
“Her name is Zara Leopov. She been working with—“
Bones couldn’t suppress an exclamation as he exchanged glances with Maddock. The two flashed on a harrowing situation in Russia, on a submarine locked in ice, strange creatures… It figured that they would tangle with her in Russia again.
“Is there a problem, gentlemen?” The Admiral’s voice boomed through the speaker. Maddock held up a hand in Bones’ direction. Bones was making lewd gestures at Willis and Professor while presumably describing Leopov.
“No, sir, it’s just that we already know Leopov from a previous mission, sir.”
“Problems? Any reason you can’t work well together now? Because we need her, Maddock. We need the information she can get for us. I wish we didn’t, but right now that’s the way it is.”
“We’re happy to work with her, Admiral.”
Bones grinned mischievously.
“Good. Because time is most definitely of the essence here. Now listen up… ” The admiral went on to give them details on how to meet up with Leopov, as well as a few more operational fine points as to what they were looking for next. Then he signed off and Maddock got up from the table. He walked to the door and held his hand over the intercom before turning back to his colleagues.
“Ready for Phase Two?” They all nodded and Maddock hit the button.

Chapter 10

Kaliningrad
Maddock drove down Lenin Avenue in a rented SUV, Professor riding shotgun with Bones and Willis in the back seat. He navigated a lot of roundabouts and curving intersections as opposed to the right angle street patterns prevalent in the U.S. Lots of German vehicles like VWs were mixed in with Russian and other European makes.
“Where are we going, again?” Bones gazed with a bored-looking expression out the window at an urban park-like environment with squat, concrete buildings separated by grassy, tree-lined spaces.
Professor answered while Maddock negotiated a busy merge. “The old Königsberg Castle site by way of the Dom Sovietov building, but first we have to meet up with Zara Leopov at King’s Gate.”
Bones whipped his head away from the window. “I think I understood ‘castle’. And Leopov. What’s the rest of it?”
Professor sighed and turned around to project back to Bones. “It goes like this. Near the end of the second World War, in 1945, the Amber Room was here in Kaliningrad, although back then, under German occupation, it was called Königsberg, in what was East Prussia. Still with me, Bones?”
“I’m still with your mom.”
Professor shook his head and went on. “The Amber Room was openly displayed in the town’s castle — Königsberg Castle — until Hitler himself ordered all stolen art and stuff like that moved out of Königsberg before the advancing Russian army got there and had the chance to take it back.”
“Gotta protect that fine art while you’re taking over the world, ain’t that right?” Willis’ face was grim as he made the remark.
“He was well on the way to falling by this time,” Professor continued. “Königsberg was heavily shelled and bombed by the Russians. Soon afterward the Germans fled and thereafter the city remained under Soviet control.”
“So we’re going to search the castle?” Bones looked puzzled. “Seems kind of obvious, doesn’t it? I mean, I’m sure everyone’s already looked all through it by now, right? All these years… Same as the wreck, really, but at least that’s hard to get to. Anybody and their dog can walk through a building.”
Professor responded as Maddock wrangled the SUV through another turn while glancing in the rearview mirror. “The castle is just collapsed ruins now; the standing ruins were taken down by a demolition team in 1968. The only part left today that might be able to be explored is the subterranean tunnel system beneath it. Archaeology teams still occasionally do excavations there in the hopes of finding treasures including the Amber Room. That’s where most of the expectations for finding anything on that site lie.”
Bones was still not convinced. “But it’s not like anybody can just go walking into the ruins anymore, right?”
“We’re not just anybody, Bones. We’re special warfare operators on a government sanctioned mission. But you’re right. There are alternate entrances and a lot of secrets in general surrounding the castle. That’s where our local contact comes into play.”
“Zara? She could come into play with me anytime, no doubt about it. Doesn’t make her any less annoying, though. And what’s this other place we’re meeting her at?”
“King’s Gate. It’s one of the six old German guard houses from the 1800s that fortified the city. Today it’s a tourist attraction.”
“What does it have to do with the Amber Room, though?”
“Nothing, I don’t think. It’s just a well-known place to meet at so we can find her.”
“And here it is.” Maddock’s voice brought them back to their current objective. Leopov. He slowed the vehicle as they pulled up in front of a brick building with a central tower featuring a trio of statues mounted on the facade. Bones pointed to them.
“Who are those guys?”
Professor answered. “Prussian kings.”
Willis looked not up at the statues but on the ground level. “You guys see her?”
“She’s hard to miss,” Bones began. “She’s super freakin’—“
“Hold it.” Maddock’s voice had that icy tone to it that the team knew well enough to know they better shut up and listen.
“What’s up?” This from Professor.
Maddock stared into the driver side door mirror while he responded. “I took an extra loop a while back there so that we weren’t taking such a direct course to our rendezvous point, but now I see the same black Citroen that I saw before I made the extra loop.”
Professor wrinkled his brow as he tracked the vehicle in the rear view. “Coincidence?”
“There she is!” Bones announced before Maddock could answer. Three of the four heads in the SUV turned while Maddock kept his gaze riveted to the mirror. A woman dressed in an overcoat, scarf, pants and a jacket walked around the corner and strolled down the sidewalk in front of the King’s Gate. Willis gave a catcall whistle that couldn’t be heard outside of the SUV.
“Damn. Look at that!” Then Willis shook his head and seemed to clear his mind. “I don’t see our contact, though. Where is she?” He glanced up and down the sidewalk. Bones chuckled.
“What ‘choo talkin’ about, Willis! That’s her! That’s Leopov.”
“Hey, Bonehead, I told you to stop sayin’ that. It’s low-hanging fruit, man. You gotta be better than that.” But the fire was gone from his reply as he watched Zara sashay down the street. “You’re serious — that’s really her?”
Bones already had the door open. “Be right back. Slide your big butt over and make some room.” Bones took a couple of steps toward Leopov.
“Well hello again, beautiful!” A brunette, Leopov had a vaguely Slavic look with high cheekbones and shoulder length hair with a mild wave to it.
She turned and stared at him for a moment over lowered sunglasses, then walked briskly past him. “Hurry, get in.” The words blew into Bones’ ears on a perfume scented wind, and she got into the SUV. Bones looked around very briefly but didn’t see anything that was cause for concern. Two old men stood conversing about a quarter of a block away, a few people walked the sidewalk further on past the King’s Gate. He got into the SUV and pulled the door shut, squeezing Zara in between himself and Willis in the back seat.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance again, Zara. I’m sure you remember my esteemed colleague, Dane Maddock.” He extended a long arm toward Maddock behind the wheel.
“Hi Zara. Up front with me is my associate, Pete Chapman, and the other guy back there is Willis Sander. By the way, you wouldn’t happen to know who’s in the black Citroen that just parked on the opposite side about half a block back, would you?”
“I came alone.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”
“Somebody’s a cranky boy. What’s the matter, do you miss your American fast food already?”
Professor looked back at Willis and exchanged looks. Maddock ignored the jab. “Dom Sovetov, right?”
“Correct. Are you certain you have a tail?”
“Think so. I pulled an extra loop back there and the car is still on me.”
“I know a quick enough route to Dom Sov that will be so circuitous that coincidence will not be possible. Let’s go. Pull out suddenly, without warning.”
Bones and Willis snickered in the back.
Maddock waited for a few cars to pass by and then squeezed into an opening so that he would have vehicles behind him as well as in front.
“Go ahead and merge into the left lane, when you can. Do not do so recklessly.”
“So what exactly is this Dom Sov place?” Bones wanted to know.
Leopov answered him as soon as she was satisfied with Maddock’s lane change. “In English it can be translated to House of Soviets.”
Professor craned his neck around to ask her a question. “It was meant to be an administration building, right, but now abandoned?”
Leopov nodded. “Correct. Construction was abandoned in the 1980s when the ground beneath it was deemed to be structurally unsafe to build on due to the soil shifting in the underground layers beneath the castle.” She gave Maddock a driving instruction and then Bones turned to her.
“Let me get this straight… There’s now an abandoned building on top of the castle ruins?”
“That is right.”
“And we’re going there now?”
“Right again. If your esteemed colleague can lose the tail you’ve unfortunately seemed to have acquired.”
“Who do you think those guys are?” Willis started to turn around but Leopov put a hand on his shoulder.
“Don’t look back. Just act normal. They could be KGB agents sent to keep tabs on you.”
“Why would the KGB care about the Amber Room?”
Kate narrowed her eyes at Willis. “The same reason you care about it, I suspect. Your government told you to find it.”
“What’s your involvement, Zara?” Maddock’s question was as direct as his acceleration through the yellow light that threatened to keep them hung up at an intersection with the Citroen only four vehicles back. He shot across and then slowed to normal speed, all of the cars behind him now stopped at the light.
“Simple. I was sent by the Russian government to assist the U.S. Special Forces team in locating and recovering the amber chamber or pieces thereof. There! Pull over there!”
Maddock looked over to the right at a crowded curb with a line of double-parked vehicles. “Why?”
“Taxi. Hurry. We can transfer before they catch us if we are fast. I assume this rental is under an assumed identity?”
Bones opened the rear door. “It’s under Willis’ mom’s name. No problem, I can explain it to her.”
Maddock looked at Leopov and rolled his eyes while Willis followed the Russian agent out of the SUV. “You better get your ass in that taxi before I catch up to you, Bones.”
“Let me do the talking.” Leopov ran around the front of the cab, a mini-van, and took the front passenger seat. Even before all four SEALs were inside with the doors closed, she said to the driver, an aging Russian man, “Dom Sovietov.” She then pressed a bill into his hand and said something in Russian that Maddock couldn’t understand but inferred from how the cabbie immediately merged out into traffic that she had asked him to step on it.
All of them remained silent as they were driven at a good clip through the busy streets of Kaliningrad. Though not spies by trade, with the possible exception of Leopov, Maddock suspected, even a bunch of SEALs knew better than to discuss anything tactical or to divulge anything personal about themselves in front of strangers while in the field. Maddock’s eyes narrowed every time he caught a glimpse of a black car in the cab’s rearview, but by the time the cabbie slowed in front of a boxy, concrete tower, he had not sighted the Citroen again.
“Dom Sovietov,” the driver announced, putting the cab into park. The SEALs exited quickly while Leopov gave the driver more cash and thanked him politely. Bones opened her door for her and she got out. As the cab slipped back into traffic, they eyed their destination. Bones was the first to give voice to his observations.
“Looks like a giant freakin’ robot, doesn’t it?”
The others nodded and murmured agreement. Indeed, a pair of protruding block structures gave the appearance of eyes, the whole building appearing like a robot’s head emerging from the Earth.
“The locals call it ‘the monster’ because it’s so ugly. It sits atop what used to be the castle moat, which has long since been filled in.” Leopov pointed to the west. “The actual castle sat over there, but it is rumored that a network of underground tunnels connects the Dom Sovietov to the castle.”
“And there’s nobody in there?” Bones found it hard to believe that such a large building still standing so close to the center of a city could be unoccupied.
Leopov shook her head. “It is abandoned. Come on. We need to get to the basement.”
She led the way across a lawn toward the building as the SEALs trailed behind her. Maddock took a last look back at the street to watch for their tail, and then they took off at a jog for the facade.

Chapter 11

Dom Sovietov
The five of them stood at the base of the building and gazed skyward. From this close it became apparent that it was actually constructed of two towers connected some floors up by a bridge between them. Maddock speculated that the whole thing was about twenty stories high.
“Twenty-one,” Leopov corrected. “It was supposed to be more, but construction halted when the ground became unstable, like I said, and then for good with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Since then it’s been abandoned.”
A posted sign in red Russian lettering warned against trespassing. Maddock appraised the entrance, which was nothing more than an open doorway that used to house double glass doors. Beyond it lay a bare concrete floor littered with construction debris. Graffiti covered part of the outside wall and was also visible inside.
“Willis and Professor: how about you two keep watch outside — keep an eye out for the black Citroen in particular but notify us if anyone approaches.”
He pulled a walkie-talkie from the pocket of his jacket and handed it to Professor. “Bones and I will go inside with Zara and see if we can find anything interesting. I’ll let you know if we need you to join us. In case we lose radio contact if we do make it down to the tunnel system, or if you don’t hear from us at all for more than a half an hour… Maddock checked his dive watch. “…feel free to come in after us.”
Willis grinned. “Come on, man. You three are gonna come waltzing out of this place in about an hour with a bunch of amber panels like looters in a riot. Then our Russian tour guide here can show us some real sites, like maybe some vodka bars, am I right, girl?”
Zara glared at him. “Call me ‘girl’ again and the only site you’ll be seeing is the local hospital.”
Willis raised his eyebrows and reared his head back while Bones and Professor both said “Oh!” at the same time.
“I like her,” Professor said. “I like her a lot.”
Maddock decided to get on with things before morale was irreversibly destroyed amongst his team. “Let’s go. “ He walked through the doorway into the vacant building.
“You’ve been inside here before?” he asked Leopov as she entered and then Bones behind her.
“In a manner of speaking.”
“What’s that mean?” They traversed the floor of what had been intended to be an expansive lobby of some sort, crunching over broken glass as they went.
“This is my first time inside, but I’ve had the opportunity to study the blueprints. I’m quite familiar with the place in my head. Go through that doorway there and then take a right.”
“Did your blueprints include the basement areas or only the modern building?” Maddock pressed.
“Both, although the subterranean levels are not as well documented. Some of the tunnels were destroyed deliberately, while others may have survived but had their layout changed.”
“Whoa, somebody forgot to finish the stairs.” Bones called out from out of sight around the doorway Leopov had indicated. They caught up with him and Maddock looked down a concrete stairwell that had crumbled in the middle, leaving a gaping space of perhaps ten feet, below which was a long drop to a pile of loose concrete.
Maddock turned to Leopov. “This the only way to the basement?” She nodded.
“That I know of.”
Bones removed a small backpack and took from it a coil of rope and a grappling hook. He gripped the metal railing still fixed to the wall and tested its integrity, yanking on it hard. Satisfied it would temporarily hold their weight one at a time, he snagged the hook around the rail where one of the support struts was bolted into the concrete wall.
“I take it you’re going first.” Zara looked at Bones, who grinned at her in return.
“I thought it was ladies first, but in this case I’ll make an exception.” He gripped the rope in his hands and planted his feet against the wall. Then he slowly leaned back while still on the last step before the yawning chasm.
Bones jumped out and let himself swing to the other side, bouncing off the wall once with both feet when he was halfway across. When he landed on the stairs on the other side of the gap he tossed the rope over to Zara. She went next, then Dane. When all three stood on the other side of the gap, they continued down the interrupted stairs.
At the bottom they found only a small, storm cellar-like space featuring only set of metal double doors on the far wall with a surprisingly modern alarm system. A black wire ran from a contraption on the upper portion of the door’s frame to a box with a blinking red light. Besides the electronics there was also an old fashioned chain wrapped several times through and around the two metal door handles, fixed in place with a stout, keyed padlock. A sign on the door featured only Russian lettering.
“What’s it say?” Maddock asked Leopov.
“Danger. Hazardous area off limits. No trespassing.”
Maddock stared at the blinking LED. “Who do you think the alarm notifies?”
Leopov shrugged. “Probably the police.”
“You sure it’s real?”
Bones answered him as he traced the wiring with his gaze. “It’s real.”
Leopov shot him an appraising stare. “How do you know?”
“Chalk it up to youthful exuberance.”
Maddock nodded. “Best to leave it at that.” And then, “Even without the alarm there’s still this chain to get past.”
Bones knelt on the floor and rummaged through his pack. He produced a Swiss Army knife, unfolded one of its tools, and went to work on the plastic box on top of the door. He disconnected one wire, stripped it and spliced it to another. The blinking red light changed to a steady green. “Alarm’s deactivated. Now for the chain… ”
Bones dug back into his bag of tricks and produced a lock pick. He made short work of the old padlock and the chain came off. Maddock spoke into his radio while Bones pushed the doors open.
“We’re heading down under.”
Professor’s reply was immediate. “On your way down, copy that. No action up top so far, over.”
The room behind the doors was dark. All three of the explorers flicked on flashlights and saw that they were in a utility room of sorts, a few workbenches here and there stacked with familiar tools, routine cleaning items like brooms and mops lying on the floor, folding chairs and tables leaning against one wall.
“I don’t see any amber in here.” Bones shone his light on the ceiling, an ordinary plaster affair without so much as a working light fixture.
Maddock frowned as he looked around. “It seems odd they’d have security measures for a room like this, but we don’t know what was in here before this stuff.”
Bones picked up some kind of power saw. “I don’t know. Some of this stuff has got to be worth something. Like this rug, here.” He shone his light on a dusty oriental rug. “My mom used to collect these, and this one looks like it could… ” He slid the rug aside with a foot while he was talking but then broke off mid-sentence as he caught an outline of something beneath.
“What’s wrong?” Leopov moved toward Bones and the object of interest that had been covered by the rug.
“Check it out.” Bones illuminated a square, approximately two feet on a side, set into the floor.
Maddock knelt down next to it for a closer look. “Trapdoor?”
Bones pointed to a handle that lay flat into the wood. He flipped it up with some effort, as though this hadn’t been done in some time, and then pulled. With a puff of dust, the wooden square was raised from the floor. Maddock and Leopov shined their beams down into the opening while Bones carried the door out of the way and set it on the floor.
“Nice work, Bones.” Maddock waved a hand to blow some of the dust out of the way.
“What’s down there?” Bones walked back over to the trapdoor.
“Looks like a dirt floor tunnel, short drop.” Maddock knelt and placed his hands on the edge of the open trapdoor. Then he lowered himself into the space below until his arms were fully extended and let himself drop the rest of the way to the dirt. He landed on his feet with a thud, then quickly produced his flashlight and turned it on. He aimed its beam first one direction, then the other.
“It’s a tunnel, dead ends right behind me here, goes back some distance the other way. Come on down.” Leopov descended next, and then Bones. Maddock played his light on the walls and noted that they were built from the same smooth cement of the modern building above. Leopov confirmed that they were still in part of the House of Soviets.
“The castle ruins are not directly beneath the Dom Sovietov, but lie some distance away. This tunnel seems to be leading in the right direction, if my orientation serves me.”
“What’s your orientation, Zara?” Bones shot her an infectious grin that she ignored.
They walked along, ducking in places where the ceiling dipped, but the walls remained a fixed width apart.
“This doesn’t go to the mailroom, does it?” Bones looked up at the ceiling and around at the walls before fixing his gaze once again in front of him.
“We have to go down one more flight of stairs to find out.” The tunnel sloped downward as Dane reached the end of the passageway. Rickety wooden stairs led below at a steep angle.
Bones walked over to the end of the tunnel and peered down. “Looks intact, at least.”
The drop was surprisingly high. “Gotta be three stories at least, maybe four,” Maddock observed.
“Leopov tapped Bones on the shoulder. “You first.”
“I went first down the last one. Your turn. Plus, you weigh a whole heckuva lot less than me, so if those stairs will hold up for any of us it’ll be you.”
Illuminating the stairs, they could see another dirt floor below into a narrow chamber of some sort. The walls surrounding the staircase were comprised of natural rock, not cement. Leopov pointed this out and said they were leaving the modern building behind and entering what was left of the castle ruins.
“Here goes… ” Leopov tested the first stair by placing one of her feet on it and pressing hard. It creaked, but held her weight. She descended quickly, never hesitating on a single step long enough for it to bear her full weight. Maddock followed, tip-toeing his way down rapidly, and then Bones went.
When he was about halfway down, the right-side rail separated from the wall and several steps broke away. Bones stumbled and dropped, managing to grasp the next remaining step about ten feet below him. He dangled in mid-air, glancing down.
“Bones!” He heard Maddock and Leopov calling up to him as they shielded themselves from falling debris. Seeing that it was only about a ten-foot drop, the SEAL let go and allowed himself to hit the floor, where he rolled and came up on two feet.
“Mind the gap on the way back up.” Bones dusted off his pants without looking up, but Maddock and Leopov wore big frowns as they eyed the damaged stairs.
Maddock pointed. “Nice going, Bonebrake. That little gap’s about fifteen or twenty missing steps. No way we’re getting back up.”
Bones surveyed the damage. “Sorry, guys. I’ve been meaning to start that diet… ”
Maddock picked up the walkie-talkie from his belt. “Let me see if we can make radio contact with Professor and Willis before we go any deeper inside.” He hailed them on the preset channel. About a minute went by during which Bones mentioned his grappling hook rope was not long enough to reach the top of the stairs, and then the radio erupted with static. It was Professor’s voice, but it was all but impossible to make out the words.
“Try moving around.” Bones pointed to another part of the room. Maddock walked and the reception improved slightly. “…around front… ”
“Professor. Can you hear me now?”
Bones muttered in the background.
“Affirmative. Repeat sitrep.”
“The big man busted the stairs and we’re going to need some help getting out of here. Ropes if you can find enough. Ladders won’t be high enough. Thirty feet.”
“Copy. Will rustle something up and meet you down there.”
The radio blared static once more but Maddock turned it off. The message was through for now. He turned to the others.
“Let’s see if we can check the rest of this place out without obliterating it, shall we?”
The only way to proceed was directly in front of them, where a narrow passageway continued ahead for some distance before bending out of sight. Maddock led the way, with Leopov in the middle and Bones bringing up the rear. The ceiling, floor and walls were irregularly shaped and carved entirely out of natural rock.
“This is definitely not part of the modern building,” Leopov observed. Up ahead, Maddock disappeared around the curve. Leopov and Bones heard his voice call back before they could see him.
“Dead end here.”
They found him in a tight cul-de-sac, playing his light around the walls. There was nowhere to go from here; the ceiling was low and solid. Suddenly Maddock’s light caught on an object protruding about waist high from the left-side wall.
“Found something.”
All three of them directed their lights to the protuberance, which was caked in dirt and dust but still discernible. “Well, well, well.” Bones turned to Leopov. “Look familiar, Zara?”
She shot him a quizzical glance. “Why do you ask?”
Bones appeared confused. “Isn’t this some kind of Russian national symbol?”
Maddock aimed his beam on the emblem, which was about a foot in diameter, while Leopov answered. “I would certainly recognize a Russian Imperial Eagle when I see one—“
“Russian Imperial Eagle!” Bones enthused.
Leopov shook her head. “…but the Russian Eagle is two-headed, while this one only has a single head.”
Maddock waved his light over the center of the eagle. “It has an ‘R’ carved on it, too. Is that for Russia?”
Leopov shook her head even faster. “Why don’t both of you shut up and I will explain.” Maddock and Bones looked at each other and shrugged. Leopov continued.
“This is not the Russian Imperial Eagle, which has two heads, one looking left and the other, right.” All of them gazed at the eagle on the wall again.
“Okay, I’m no expert,” Bones offered, “but this here eagle only has one head. So I concur.”
Leopov rolled her eyes and went on. “It is in fact the Prussian Eagle, from the Prussian Coat of Arms, and, as you may know, a perfect match for the eagle found in the amber chamber itself.”
They studied the emblematic bird some more, until Maddock asked, “So what’s the ‘R’ stand for?”
“Run for your life?” Bones said half-jokingly, looking around the subterranean space. No one laughed.
“Are you quite through clowning around?” She looked at Maddock and then her gaze lingered on Bones, who nodded. “I can stop now.”
Leopov shined her light on the center of the eagle. “It’s not just an ‘R’ you’re looking at, but actually a stylized ‘F’ and ‘R’, superimposed over one another. Look, do you see?”
Upon closer inspection, Maddock and Bones agreed that the letter carved into the center of the eagle’s chest was indeed actually two letters. Maddock rephrased his original question.
“Okay, so what’s R.F. stand for? Russian Federation?”
Leopov gave an exasperated sigh. “It’s F. R. It stands for Fredericus Rex. You may know him better as Frederick the Great. He was king of Prussia in the mid-1700s, when the amber chamber was commissioned.”
The eyebrows of Maddock and Bones rose toward the tunnel ceiling. Still, they had both reached their tolerance for Leopov’s lecturing. Bones stepped toward the eagle, which was carved into a stone disc set into the rock wall. Bones pushed on the wall to one side of the eagle.
“Maybe it’s actually a door. Why would someone put the Prussian emblem here for nothing?” Despite his best efforts, the wall did not budge nor give any other indication that there was anything special about it.
“Wait a minute… ” Maddock looked around the small space. “That carving couldn’t be the one from the actual Amber Room, could it?”
Leopov shook her head yet again. “Impossible. This tunnel is much too small to contain even the disassembled panels.” She stepped over to the eagle and knelt before it. “And this,” she said, reaching out a hand to brush off some of the caked-on dirt from the eagle’s surface, “is not amber or gold. It’s just ordinary old iron, and set into stone, neither of which were used in the amber chamber.”
To emphasize this she rapped her knuckle on the eagle’s chest and turned away as she rose.
They heard a sharp click as the eagle slid sideways within the stone disc. Leopov froze in place but Maddock’s eyes, wide as saucers, compelled her to turn back around.
“Oh my God.”

Chapter 12

Königsberg Castle
“Nobody move.” Maddock froze in place as he stared at a recessed panel exposed when the eagle slid aside in the stone disc. He and Bones both shined their torches on it while Leopov swept hers in the opposite direction to see if anything had been triggered there. After a minute, when nothing had happened that they could tell, Maddock and Leopov advanced slowly on the dial while Bones hung back to keep watch over the wider area.
The recessed panel contained three small dials, one on top and two on bottom, each numbered 0–9 like a combination lock. After a few seconds Maddock pulled back and explained what they were looking at to Bones.
“Great, only 729 possible combinations. This could take a while unless one of you has got a better idea.”
Leopov considered this in silence while Maddock continued to stare at the dials.
Bones said, “I remember with the old bike combo locks you could put your ear on them and hear the tumblers fall into place as you turned the dial… ”
“Let’s think about a combination before we try that.”
Leopov stared at him. “Think about numbers that were associated with the amber chamber.”
“The year it was made?” Bones suggested while pacing the tunnel.
“Three-digit numbers,” Leopov clarified.
Maddock turned each dial to 6. Nothing happened. “I’m not sure what’s supposed to happen, even if we did have the combination.” He looked around the wall. “I don’t see how this thing could open.”
Suddenly Leopov emitted a breathy gasp.
“You okay?” Maddock gripped her arm as Bones whirled around and spotlighted her with his torch.
“I'm all right. It’s just… it’s a long shot, but there were 565 candles in the amber chamber. When they were all lit they gave the room a golden glow that accentuated the natural beauty of the materials.”
“I bet Catherine really dug that mood lighting for when she brought her horse—“
“Bones, c’mon!”
“What? I’m just—“
Leopov cackled. “Believe me, growing up in Russia, he wasn’t about to say anything I haven’t heard before.”
“Let me try it.” Maddock set the top dial to 5, the lower left to 6 and then the lower right to 5.
Nothing happened.
“Hold on, maybe it’s left-to-right.” He set the lower left dial to 5 and the top — middle-dial to 6. The right-most dial was already turned to 5 from the previous attempt, completing the 5-6-5 combination, and so none of them were prepared when they heard a rumbling, grating noise as the wall itself began to swing inward.
“Jackpot!” Bones pointed his flashlight at the wall as it moved, pivoting from the right side. It moved with surprising speed and in seconds the former wall had swung all the way open to the right side, revealing a large room behind it. The trio hung back for a few seconds to ascertain whether an obvious threat awaited them in the new space, but all was quiet and the beams of their lights, without which the room would be cast in complete darkness, showed nothing sinister.
Maddock waved a hand toward the room and led the way in.
Inside were the remains of old crates. Some were in shattered pieces while others were stacked two or three high. The three of them split up and began combing the room. Before long it became apparent that all of the crates were empty. Bones saw a pile of something in one corner and moved to check it out.
Maddock watched as he slowed, bent down while he directed his flashlight, and then muttered some sort of epithet.
“What is it?” Maddock added his light to what Bones was investigating.
“Skeletons.”
Leopov dropped the piece of crate she’d been looking at and looked over at the pile of skeletons. “Bones found the bones.”
Maddock highlighted a piece of fabric still intact on part of one of the skeletons and went to it. Heavily caked with dust, he guessed the garment to be what was left of a pair of pants, an olive drab color. When he lifted it to see if there was anything underneath, it crumbled to dust.
“Got a belt buckle here,” Bones called out. Maddock and Leopov moved to join him. A worn strip of leather remained which had mostly been eaten away by rats and insects over the decades, but a dust-shrouded metal belt buckle glinted under the flashlight beams. Bones wiped away some of the dust to reveal an engraved hammer and sickle.
“These were Russian soldiers.” Leopov’s voice took on a solemn tone.
Maddock looked at Leopov. “At the end of the war the Russians invaded what was then the German city of Königsberg, right?”
“Correct. The Russians ended up winning that battle, which is why this city is now called Kaliningrad.”
Bones held up the belt buckle. “So why are there dead Russians in here but no dead Germans?”
Leopov stared down at the pile of skeletons as she answered. “My guess is that these could have been POWs — Russians held by the Germans at some point during the war.”
Dane looked around the murky space. “We are way down in an underground bunker. The Germans could have hid out down here for a long time… ” He trailed off as he surveyed the large room. Bones got up and looked around some more. “This room was big enough to have contained the Amber Room, though, wasn’t it?”
Leopov glanced at the low ceiling. “Disassembled, yes.”
Maddock eyed the wooden crates. “And these crates?”
Leopov nodded. “They appear to be of sufficient dimensions and integrity to have carried the panels, yes.”
They combed through the room some more but found nothing else of interest. Maddock summed up their thoughts. “If we assume these crates once held the Amber Room panels, then it’s safe to say that down here underground, it probably survived the bombings.”
Leopov nodded. “Tells us nothing about where they ended up, unfortunately.”
Maddock snapped some flash pictures with his camera and then moved for the exit. “Let’s get back above ground and report in.”
They left the room, passing through the open stone wall into the tunnel again. Maddock paused and looked at the eagle and its hidden dials. “I wonder if we should try to move the wall back into position again.”
“How would that work?” Bones eyed the dials dubiously while Leopov continued toward the stairs, apparently uninterested in restoring the wall to its former state.
“The dials were all set to zero before we got here. So maybe if we—“
“Maddock, Bones: I hear something!”
The two SEALs turned around to see Leopov gazing up at the broken staircase. They ran over to her and tipped their heads toward the upper floors. Maddock was reaching for the walkie-talkie on his belt when he clearly heard the sounds of a scuffle coming from above. Something heavy being slid across the floor, breaking. A grunt. He dropped the radio and just yelled up, “Professor?”
A guttural cry echoed around the walls and then a dark shape came flying over the edge. With mounting alarm Maddock recognized the form as that of a human body, and then it smashed onto the remaining portion of the wooden stairway.

Chapter 13

“Professor!” Bones yelled, looking upward to see if anyone else was about to come flying over the edge. He still heard a commotion up there but no one answered. Maddock ran to the body that now lay motionless at what used to be the foot of the stairs. Relief flooded through him as he failed to recognize the person who had landed here.
“It’s not Professor or Willis!”
“Who is it?” Bones refused to take his eyes off the space above in case there was more trouble on the way, but Leopov knelt by the fallen man’s side. Maddock placed two fingers over the victim’s carotid artery, left them there for about twenty seconds, and then shook his head.
“He didn’t make it.”
They examined the deceased man more closely. Caucasian, tall, medium build. Leopov rifled through his pockets and turned up only a folding knife and some chewing gum — no ID, no guns.
Maddock tried the radio again and received no audible response. Suddenly they heard shuffling from above and a long cord of some sort dropped into the room. Bones looked up and saw Willis’ smiling face peering down at him.
“You guys okay? Sorry to drop that trash on you, but we had no choice.”
“Where’s Professor?” Maddock called up.
“He’s okay. Doing a perimeter check now to make sure this guy doesn’t have any buddies hanging around. We know he had at least one other guy with him but he ran off.” Willis’ voice echoed throughout the chamber.
Bones, meanwhile, had moved beneath the dropped cord, which dangled within six feet of the floor. “You call this a rope? What is this crap?”
“Sorry,” Willis shouted down. “We didn’t have any real rope so I found a few extension cords and tied them together. At least they’re the heavy-duty outdoor ones.” Bones assessed the makeshift climbing gear skeptically.
Willis sensed his apprehension. “Don’t worry, it’s good to go up here, tied nice and neat. All you gotta do is use it to get your big ole butt back up here.”
“Easier said than done,” Bones muttered as he examined the nearby wall for climbing hand- and footholds.
“Can you get up there with that, Bones?” Maddock looked like he doubted it. Leopov appeared downright worried.
“That’s how we’re supposed to get out of here?”
Bones smiled. “Have no fear. I’ll climb out first and rig something a little sturdier with the one real rope I do have.”
“Please do.” She looked down at the dead man. “Before his friends come looking for him.”
Bones climbed part of the way up the still-standing portion of the stairs. He jumped and was able to grab onto the extension cord, swinging in the air, turning, while he secured his grip around the orange wire. When he stopped spinning he reached out a foot and wedged a toe into a crack in the wall where the mortar had fallen out.
He took the one rope he had and fashioned a jury-rigged harness by tying it to the extension cord such that it made a loop of several feet a person could sit in. He tested it out himself, figuring that if it would support his weight, Maddock and Leopov could take turns without problems. He sat on the rope while putting both hands on the vertical extension cord. Planting both feet against the wall, he was able to ascend by “walking” up while pulling on the cord until he reached the section of the stairway that was still intact. He hung from it with both hands while still harnessed to ensure it would hold his weight, then pulled himself up until he was sitting on the lowest step, his legs dangling into open space. From there he turned around, stood, and walked up the stairs until he let Willis’ outstretched hand pull him up onto the floor of Dom Sovietov.
“Germans!”
“Probably a bunch of David Hasselhoff fans,” Bones muttered.
Before Willis could reply, Professor came running up to them from around the corner. “Bones! You guys okay? Where’s Maddock and Zara?”
“We’re all okay but now we have to haul them up out of there. I just wanted to make sure I could do this. Be right back.”
Bones went back to the edge of the stairs and got back into his makeshift rope harness. He descended into the tunnel once again and this time carried up Leopov in his lap.
She gave him a look while she wrapped her arms around him as he climbed. “Don’t pretend you’re not enjoying this.”
“Oh I’m not. That’s a carabiner in my pocket.”
A couple of minutes later he deposited her safely on the remaining stairs. She walked up to Professor and Willis while Bones dropped the rig down to Maddock. “I know how you always want to take lead, so here’s your chance, bro.”
“Your Sherpa service is only for foxy Russian agents, is that it?”
“She’s only foxy until you listen to her talk.” Bones ignored the gesture Leopov directed his way.
They heard a grating sound from below and then Maddock appeared directly beneath the dropped climbing rig.
“What’s that noise?” Professor asked.
“It’s the wall sliding back into place. I reset the combination and it worked. I’ll explain when I get up there, but Bones and Zara know what I’m talking about.”
“Good work,” Leopov said. “Cover our tracks.”
Maddock quickly made his way up and then all five of them convened at the top of the stairs. “So what happened up here?”
Professor pointed down into the tunnel. “Willis was scouting up ahead while that guy ran up out of the basement and attacked me. He ended up on the wrong side of things, as you can see. But he tried to stab me. With this.”
He held up a German WWII SA dagger. The knife was old, with a silver German eagle inlaid into a chipped wooden handle, the blade featuring a prominent engraving reading, “Alles fur Deutschland.”
“What’s that mean?” Bones looked at Professor, much to Willis’ irritation.
“All for Germany.”
“All for killing Pete Chapman is more like it.”
Professor gave a nervous laugh. “Right.”
Maddock pointed out toward the exit in the distance. “How about all for getting out of here and letting Command know we found evidence that the Amber Room wasn’t destroyed in Königsberg Castle?”

Chapter 14

With Leopov behind the wheel of their SUV, navigating the streets of Kaliningrad became much more efficient. Maddock rode shotgun, talking on the encrypted satellite phone, while Professor, Bones and Willis occupied the back seat.
“Yes sir,” they heard him say into the phone. “We’re on our way now.” Maddock pocketed the phone and turned around.
Willis preempted him. “Mission accomplished? They know all they need to?”
“Just the opposite. Admiral Liptow is impressed with our progress, but says they still want to locate the actual pieces of the Amber Room if they still exist. And our latest findings point to the fact that it might.”
“So what’s our next move?”
“He wants us to meet with a local Amber Room expert by the name of George Wagner. He gave me an address, but not much else.” He read the address to Leopov, who said she knew where it was and then made a quick right-hand turn onto a larger avenue.
“Have you heard of him?” Maddock asked her.
“Yes. Reclusive, scholarly type, a historian. Retired university professor, if memory serves. He’s in the news from time to time whenever someone investigates Russian antiquities.”
“Where’s he live?” Bones wanted to know.
“Outskirts of Kaliningrad,” Leopov answered. “We’ll be there soon.”
* * *
The house was nothing special to look at; it didn’t stand out in any way and was much like the others surrounding it. The street ran through a quiet suburb on the outskirts of Kaliningrad, where the team saw only an elderly couple walking a dog about a block away. Leopov pulled the SUV to the curb and killed the engine.
“Try to look respectable,” Maddock told Bones, Willis and Professor as they exited the car and began walking up a brick path across a small lawn.
Leopov stepped ahead of them on the way to the door. “Perhaps we’ll seem less threatening if I go first?”
“Could be,” Bones said. “Unless he has a fear of femme fatal types, but we’ll take our chances.”
They got to the front doorstep and the SEAL team waited a few feet back but in plain sight of the peephole while Leopov stepped up to the door. She raised her hand to knock, but it opened before her fist came into contact with the wood. The door opened part way, the man who greeted them speaking through a gap limited by a security chain.
“George Wagner?”
“Yes?” he said in Russian.
Leopov answered, also in Russian, before stepping aside to introduce the four men behind her. To Maddock, she said, “I explained that you’re Americans on a sponsored expedition to locate the amber chamber.”
“I can speak English,” Wagner said. “What exactly do you want?” He kept his face back from the door, which was still open only a crack.
“We would like the pleasure of your company for a few minutes, sir, to speak about the amber chamber.”
The door slammed suddenly in Leopov’s face with a startling report. The five of them stood there in the silence that followed.
“It must be your perfume,” Bones said.
Willis was cracking up over this, Leopov turning around to tell him to shut up, when the door opened again, fully this time.
“I suppose you wouldn’t knock on my front door in the middle of the day if you were trying to kill me.” George Wagner was younger than Maddock expected, somewhere in his late thirties or early forties. A thick head of black curly hair framed a pair of reading glasses. The scholar wore jeans with a pullover sweater, and slippers.
“I assure you we are here for peaceful reasons,” Leopov pressed.
Wagner opened the door fully “I apologize for the paranoia.” He waved an arm inside. “But you must understand. You are not the first group seeking my help about the Amber Room. The first one stole my research. Please, come in… ” He stepped clear of the doorway.
Leopov crossed the threshold, followed by the four naval warriors. Wagner led them through a small entrance hall into a living room, where he indicated they should have a seat on the couch or chairs.
“I don’t make tea or have any servants to make it for me, so I hope you don’t mind if we dispense with the polite stuff and just get down to business?”
“I like your style.” Bones grinned at the historian.
Maddock saw an opening. “Tell us about how your research was stolen. Who was it? Russians?”
Wagner shook his head. “In fact, they were German. Two of them, and they were violent. One held an old Nazi-era dagger up to my throat.”
The four SEALs looked at one another. “We encountered men like that in the castle.” Maddock recounted a simplified version of events that wouldn’t compromise the security of their mission.
“Yes, yes… the whole thing makes me nervous… ” Wagner seemed to withdraw.
Leopov, seated next to him on the couch, moved closer to him. “Mr. Wagner, if you can help us we may be able to help keep you safe. The closer we get to finding the amber chamber, the more we will draw the heat off of you. We will be the ones your attackers will seek, instead of yourself.”
At length, the scholar exhaled heavily. “Very well. I suppose dying with my knowledge doesn’t do anybody any good.” He paused for a few moments while his eyes shifted in their sockets, as though accessing information. Then he said, “I have always thought it unlikely the Amber Room would have burned in Königsberg Castle, because of the incredible stench it would have created and there’s not a single historical report of that happening.”
Maddock looked him in the eyes. “So that would seem to corroborate what we found in the castle ruins today — as well as what we didn’t find — the empty crates, but also the elaborate mechanism for hiding the subterranean room they’re in.”
Wagner nodded thoughtfully. “Most promising indeed. Especially when taken together with the following piece of information.” He leaned forward on the couch to look at his guests. “Did you know that a panel from the Amber Room was recovered in 1997 and authenticated as such?”
The group shook their heads, and Wagner continued.
“One of the room’s four jeweled mosaic panels — these were a special gift from Austria- was found during a sting operation by German police. These particular panels contained five gemstones, besides amber, including lapis lazuli, agate, and opal. Together they were supposed to convey each of the human senses.”
“So which one did they find? What sense does it represent?” This from Professor.
Wagner nodded at him. “This particular one represented two senses: touch and smell.”
Maddock brought the conversation back to their objective. “But obviously that found panel never led to the discovery of the rest of the room. Did anyone ever trace back how that single panel was found?”
Wagner cleared his throat before answering. “The consensus is that it was stolen sometime during the chaos of the war. World War Two, that is.”
Professor chimed in with, “So the best we can do is to say that, combined with what we found today, it is possible that the Amber Room survived the war.”
Wagner smiled mischievously. “Perhaps we can do a little better than that.”
All of his guests looked at the historian with rapt attention. “But first I must warn you, especially if you intend to continue your endeavors to find the amber treasure.” He paused to let this sink in before continuing. “There is a curse associated with the Amber Room.”
Bones and Willis looked like they were about to crack up.
“I’m quite serious. Many individuals searching for it over the years have met with untimely ends. More than is statistically likely, I’m afraid.”
Professor took on an accepting look. “I believe it. I damn near became one of those statistics myself on that shipwreck.”
Wagner stared into his eyes for a moment and then addressed the entire group. “I’ve been holding something back.”
“What is it?” Maddock met his gaze until Wagner got up from the couch. “It’s something I’ve got to show you, but it will require some travel. Come on, I’m going with you on the next leg of your journey to find the Amber Room.”

Chapter 15

Auerswalde, East Germany
“Why have I never been here on vacation?” Bones joked at the austere surroundings, the gray, chilly sky and leafless trees. In the distance, tracts of farmland were sparsely populated with old buildings. A dense treeline lay beyond. After a flight from Kaliningrad to nearby Chemnitz, the team, now numbering six with the addition of Wagner, rode in a rental van driven by Maddock, with the historical expert occupying the shotgun seat.
“This town’s biggest claim to fame,” expounded Wagner, “is that it was home to the two largest guns ever manufactured, Dora and Gustav, both commissioned by Hitler. They ran on a railway and could fire shells weighing tons.”
“Charming.” Leopov elbowed Willis out of the way as she stared out the window.
Maddock addressed Wagner so as to prompt him to refresh the team on what was known about their current objective into Germany. “So the documents you found indicate that there was an air raid of some sort in 1945, during which a wagon train was observed fleeing the area?”
Wagner nodded, taking the bait. “Yes, in Breslau, a German city at the time, now Polish and known as Wroclaw.”
Bones stopped pretending he wasn’t staring at Leopov’s figure long enough to face forward while he talked. “I’m starting to sense that whenever a country won a war, they liked to rename all the cities.”
Wagner shrugged. “To the victor went the spoils. And that included not only the cities themselves, but whatever treasures they contained. Which may very well explain this wagon train I’m telling you about. A long procession of rail cars going from Königsberg to Auerswalde, traveling under clandestine circumstances.”
Maddock followed the road as it curved to the right. “Is there actual evidence that the trains carried the Amber Room, or pieces of it?”
Wagner held his pointer finger up in the air. “This is where things get interesting. During my years of personally funded research, I also found documents indicating that a hundred or so Russian POWs were ordered to offload numerous crates from the train cars and move them to storage in an underground complex in the forest outside of town.”
“Outside of this town — Auerswalde?” Leopov clarified.
“Hot babe wants to know.” Bones and Willis exchanged grins.
“Will you two shut up already?”
Wagner appeared uncertain how to handle the banter, so Maddock assured him it was fine. “They’re working toward an operational understanding. It’s par for the course.”
The historian raised his eyebrows but continued without comment. “At any rate, yes, Huertgenwald Forest, not far from here. Not only that, but records exist of a contingent of S.S. who were dispatched to guard the activity.”
There was a moment of silence as the group digested this. Then Maddock broke it by saying, “I read that there are lots of bunkers from the war hidden in the forest around here. It sounds like we’ve got our work cut out for us. In fact, I hardly know where to start. We don’t have the manpower — and woman power, excuse me, Leopov — to search every hole in the ground in Eastern Europe.”
Wagner agreed. “Pull over at this inn up here on the left. We need to poke around Auerswalde for a spell, try to sift out a few more facts from the sands of time, as it were.”
“And how are we going to do that?” Professor sounded as though he feared the answer, but Wagner was upbeat.
“I’ve got a few contacts and ideas worth investigating. Don’t worry. I didn’t bring us all this way for a wild goose chase. At least I hope not. It could turn out that way, but we won’t know until we run down a few leads. Listen up… ”
Wagner laid out his ideas while Maddock parked the van at the inn. They sat there in the spot for a minute while the historian finished outlining what he had in mind. Maddock turned off the engine but left the windows up.
“You heard the expert. We’re looking for a bunker, and we’ve got a lot of ground to cover. It’s time to split up.”

Chapter 16

Auerswalde
“A museum, huh?” Willis glanced at the old house that served as a local war memorial and museum.
“You don’t sound too thrilled.” Professor regarded Willis. The two had been paired for this trip to learn what they could about the surrounding area, to see if they could narrow down their field of where to search. After being dropped off by Maddock in the van, they walked up to the entrance, a simple wooden door which was open. Inside, an elderly woman sat at a table collecting “donations” for entrance, which the two SEALs paid. She welcomed them in German but quickly shifted to halting English upon realizing the guests were American.
As was their habit, both operators scanned the interior of the space for potential threats, but all they saw were a family with kids in tow looking at an exhibit, a 3D map of the town in a Plexiglas case, and an old man, hunched over with a cane, examining the minute details of an oil-on-canvas painting on the wall.
The woman indicated they were free to have a look around. Professor wanted to ask questions but was reticent to give away too much about their purpose here, and a large tourist group was walking up to the door behind them. Apparently the woman could sense they may have questions, because as they started to walk away she pointed to the elderly gentleman by the painting. “He knows many things.” She smiled a toothy grin at them and then busied herself with her new customers.
They thanked her and made their way slowly around the small room, taking in some of the exhibits, since the man looking at the painting didn’t seem to be going anywhere. An old World War II era map depicted former German installations in and around the town. They paused in front of it for a moment to take it in. Professor pointed to a forested area to the north.
“Look at this. See these symbols? These are the bunker sites.”
Willis gave a low whistle as he followed Professor’s finger. “Gotta be dozens of ‘em.”
A series of black and white framed photos hung next to the map. Some of them showed one of the bunkers in detail, and how it wasn’t just a mere hole in the ground, but a warren of tunnels that spidered off in many directions. Professor shook his head. “If each bunker is anywhere near as extensive as this one, it could take years—“
“Excuse me?” The phrase was in English.
The two SEALs turned sharply, aware they had been snuck up on, something that didn’t usually happen to them, but the everyday setting had dulled them into letting their guard down a bit. The old gentleman who had been staring at the painting now stood in front of them, smiling pleasantly. He wore a plaid beret over stringy white hair and had the red, bulbous nose that suggested he was fond of drink.
“Yes, sir?”
“If you have questions, I may be able to answer them.”
Professor and Willis exchanged knowing glances. To hesitate too long or act skittish could itself be construed as suspicious, so Professor decided to jump right into natural conversation. Most likely this was simply a bored old man, at any rate.
“Thank you, sir. Well, my partner and I — we’re on vacation from America, on a tour of Eastern Europe — were hoping to see some authentic war relics.”
Willis nodded. “Not the stuff that’s been all cleaned up and put on display… ” He waved an arm around the museum. “But, you know, the real deal.”
The old man smiled and nodded. “The ‘real deal’, as you say, is closer than you think.” He turned with halting mini-steps and lifted an arm in the direction of the museum’s back entrance, where shafts of weak afternoon light penetrated from outside.
Professor’s gaze followed the man’s pointing finger. “What sort of relics are out there?”
“Are they far?” Willis added.
“There are bunkers and old fortifications of various types scattered throughout the forest, but there is one bunker you can walk to from the museum, just a few steps away, if you want to experience the genuine history.”
The new arrivals now made their way into the museum’s main room, talking loudly amongst themselves. The old man glanced back at them and then led the two navy men to the rear exit. In the doorway he pointed past a fenced in garden to a dirt path that led directly into a lightly treed area that became denser in the distance.
“From that gate there, you are free to take the path to the forest. The first bunker is perhaps a five-minute walk from here. Much more than that for me, though, I’m afraid, so I won’t be accompanying you, but you two will be okay, yes? If not a guide could probably be arranged, if you have some time.”
Professor and Willis told the man that a guide wouldn’t be necessary, thanked him and made their way to the property gate. Signage there offered a map of the outside area with the location of the nearby bunker clearly marked. A warning read, CAUTION: THE FOREST BUNKERS ARE NOT MUSEUM PROPERTY AND ARE NOT MAINTAINED. VISIT THEM AT YOUR OWN RISK.
Professor pointed to the closest bunker on the map. “Let’s check this one out real quick. It’ll give us an idea of how extensive these things are so we can estimate what kind of manpower we’ll need to request from Command to search all of them.”
Willis nodded and the pair set off down the path, the sound of bird calls and insects buzzing becoming more prevalent as the road traffic faded with each step. They encountered no other people as they walked briskly down the path across the flat ground, and before long they reached a fork in the path. One branch led left while the other continued straight into a more heavily forested area.
Professor pointed left. “According to that map the closest bunker is this way.”
They glanced back toward the museum and, seeing no one, ventured off onto the left path. As they walked it became apparent they were entering a forest, the trees becoming denser. Soon the ground began to slope downward and they followed the path into a gulley-like depression, at the end of which a concrete framework held open the earth.
“That’s got to be it.” Professor mentally compared what was in front of them to the image on the signage at the museum.
“Man, looks dark in there. Got a flashlight?” Willis fished around in his pockets. Professor came up with a small penlight. They walked to the entrance of the bunker and let their eyes adjust to the dim light inside. Hanging ivy framed the concrete entrance and tree roots crawled around the structure.
“Let’s reconnoiter it and get this over with.” Professor turned his tiny flashlight on and the two of them walked into the bunker. A long shaft, reinforced with concrete, led deep into the earth. The sound of water dripping onto the ground followed them into the space.
“It’s big! Lotta room back here. ” Willis’ voice echoed in the shaft as they walked further into it side by side.
“Big enough to drive vehicles in and out of,” Professor agreed.
Soon the corridor branched into two smaller ones, both of which continued into to the darkness well past the weak cone of illumination thrown by Professor’s penlight.
“I think it’s safe to say that this bunker, at least, is substantial and will require full-fledged exploration.”
“Yeah, with something besides your little glow stick to light the way.”
“Let’s head back. Knowing how many of these bunkers there are in the wider area, the odds that there’s something pertaining to our objective in here aren’t all that good.” The thought was discouraging enough that the two of them walked on in silence, imagining fields of haystacks, one of them containing the proverbial needle.
“I see the light at the end of the tunnel.” Professor could tell that Willis was glad to exit the subterranean space, even though they’d only been down here for a few minutes. They passed under the concrete-framed entrance and exited the bunker.
“You mean you didn’t become a SEAL to slink around in caves?”
“Naw man, you know I’d rather be in the water, which I know is unusual for a—“
As they walked beneath the bunker entrance, a pair of boots landed on Willis’ shoulders, dropping him to the ground. Professor spun but another man fell upon him, too. Two more assailants hit the ground on either side of them.
“Four!” Willis warned Professor as he went to the ground beneath his attacker. Willis’ reaction was so lightning fast that it took the interloper by surprise, who had evidently been counting on that very element to work to his own advantage.
“Knife!” Willis saw the gleam of metal as it passed in front of his face. He wrenched his adversary’s arm in an awkward position, eliciting a cry of pain from the man, who was dressed in street clothes, as were the other three foes. There was the sound of a joint popping and then a thud as a blade hit the dirt. Willis landed an elbow in his assailant’s throat, and then looked up to see Professor about to lose his own battle. Terse Russian words were grunted as one man held Professor down while another closed in on him with a fixed blade knife. Willis felt the third man lunge on him as he launched himself at Professor’s attackers.
Willis spun and head-butted the man on his back, crushing his nose and flooding his face with blood. He jerked the man’s arm in a snapping motion, sending the weapon into the air away from them. In nearly the same motion he fell upon the flailing triple-headed monster that was Professor intertwined with his two assailants. All of them moved chaotically, flailing this way and that as they grappled with one another for any advantage.
Professor grabbed one of the Russians by the head and tried to slam his face into the skull of the other Russian, but that man moved first so that the man’s face collided harmlessly with Professors chest. Then Professor made a move of his own, kneeing one of the Russians in the groin. As the surprise attacker reared back in agony, Willis threw a hard right cross to his temple, knocking the man out cold.
The remaining Russian, sensing that it was now two-on-one, went into flight mode. He scrambled, attempting to flee, but Willis tripped him up by swinging a foot, sending the man sprawling face first into a protruding rock formation. Still, the fleeing attacker was quick to get to his feet, wiping blood from his eyes while he ran off after his two still conscious comrades as they fled into the woods.
Professor got to his feet. Willis bent down to begin searching the pockets of the fallen man to see if they could learn anything about who he was, but Professor pulled him away. “Forget it. There could be more coming. Let’s get while the getting’s good.”
Willis had no argument against this and the two SEALs jogged off down the path toward the museum.
* * *
The modest farmhouse was set well back from the two-lane, paved road, amidst a field of well-tended crops. Maddock eyed the dirt driveway from behind the wheel of the SUV, while Leopov scanned their surroundings for signs of a tail or any other suspicious activity. She pressed the button to close the sunroof, which Maddock immediately opened again.
She glared at him. “Dust is blowing in here.”
“It’s too hot without it open.”
“So put on the air conditioning.”
“I like to be able to hear what’s going on outside.” Maddock smiled despite the disagreement. These types of petty arguments reminded him of being with a wife or girlfriend going for a country drive instead of two operators with top secret objectives. He knew Leopov must feel the same way, for when he glanced over at her he saw the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
“Fine, leave your window open but the sunroof and my window stay closed.”
“Fine. Let’s just hope this gentleman is home.”
Wagner had tipped them off to a local farmer who was the son of a World War II German veteran. As they drove up to the house, he reviewed what they knew about him, which was precious little.
“George said he might know something based on what his father told him.”
Leopov gave a doubtful look. “Hopefully he hasn’t forgotten about it, if he ever did know something. He’s old — he’s got to be at least, what… ”
“Seventy-five, eighty?” Maddock parked the SUV at the end of the driveway next to a rusty tractor.
“Right. So we’ll just have to hope—“
“Hands up!” Maddock warned. “Don’t move. He’s got a gun!”
Leopov did as Maddock suggested while slowly turning her head to the right, where she could see an old man wearing brown pants, a white T-shirt with suspenders and a straw hat, pointing a double-barreled shotgun at the SUV.
“It’s okay, Sir,” Leopov said in passable German, “We’re just here to talk with you.”
Maddock spoke without moving, his hands in the air. “He can’t hear you because your window and the sunroof are down. Mine’s open but I don’t know a lick of German.”
Leopov turned in Maddock’s direction and repeated what she had said at the top of her lungs, causing Maddock to cringe, though he kept his hands up. The farmer said something in German. Leopov shouted past Maddock’s ear again, and he recognized the word “English.” Then the shotgun-wielding farmer cocked his head and replied in English himself, “Step on out, then. Slow, and keep your hands where I can see them.”
Maddock and Leopov complied, exiting the SUV and leaving the doors open while they walked a few steps away from it.
“Turn around.”
Maddock spoke as he did so. “Sir, we are not armed. We’re not here to cause any trouble.”
“We just want to talk,” Leopov reiterated.
At length the old man lowered his weapon. “You do seem like trustworthy people. Forgive me for the scare tactics. I live out here alone, so I do have to be careful.”
Maddock tried to hide the sigh of relief he breathed as he lowered his arms. He’d always thought that as a SEAL, he was more likely to be injured or killed not during a full-on military confrontation, where he would be as prepared as possible for the clash, mentally ready and with full support, planning and communication, but in some scenario like this one; an unexpected situation at some random place like a lonely country farmhouse with a crazy old man scared out of his wits and perhaps not in possession of his full faculties. “Thank you.”
“Please, come inside.” The farmer pushed his front door open, and Maddock and Leopov walked up to the porch and followed him inside. A few patterned rugs covered part of the wooden board flooring, while the ceiling featured supports made from whole logs. The homeowner extended a hand. “I am Torsten Schropp. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”
Maddock shook the host’s hand. “We are investigating the Amber Room and have it on good authority that your father, when he was in the war, may have come into contact with it at some point?”
Schropp raised an eyebrow, and then gestured to a worn, leather couch next to a coffee table made from a solid slab of wood. “Please, have a seat. Can I interest you in some coffee, biscuits?”
Maddock and Leopov politely refused. “Very well,” Schropp continued as he took a seat alongside them on the couch. He breathed a heavy sigh and then continued. “I knew that this day would come.” He pointed to a modestly framed black and white photograph on the wall. In it, a young man of perhaps thirty wore a German military uniform standing next to a train.
“That was my father, Joseph Schropp. A good man, to be sure. A man of principles… ” He trailed off, lost in thought.
Maddock and Leopov eyed one another, each wondering if this was something the elderly man did often, or if the subject was simply emotional for him. Maddock tried to bring him back to the present. “What did your father do in the war?”
“Well, he was an enlisted infantryman, from a poor family. But I think what you want to know is what he had to do with the Amber Room.”
Maddock nodded.
The old man stared at each of them in turn. “Your source, whoever it is who directed you to me, must have done their research.”
Neither Maddock nor Leopov said anything. The old man held his hands up in a gesture of supplication. Maddock noticed that they trembled.
“I don’t care who it is. I’m fairly certain it was George Wagner, but you needn’t confirm nor deny this for me.”
Maddock could not help registering a small amount of surprise at this, but said nothing. He reasoned that the community of serious Amber Room researchers was probably small and close-knit, and therefore a longtime local like Schropp would be able to deduce who it was. But it was the old man’s next words that held true surprise for Maddock and Leopov.
“You see, I haven’t even asked who you work for, what your motives are. I just don’t want you to think I’m naive, is all. You seem like good enough people, but who knows?” He smiled thinly at them before going on. “The truth of the matter is this: I am dying and I do want my father’s knowledge to be passed on to someone in a position to make use of it.”
Maddock nodded, not wanting to say anything that would prompt the man to change his mind. Apparently Leopov was of the same mind, for she, too, remained silent.
Schropp looked back to the photo of his father. “Yes, doctors tell me I will join him soon.” He held out a trembling hand for them to see. “Advanced stage cancer is quickly robbing me of my strength. I am scheduled to move to hospice next month.” He looked around the house. “I have no children and my lovely wife passed a decade ago. The farm goes up for auction next week.”
Maddock and Leopov expressed their sincere condolences, but the old farmer waved them off with shaking hands.
“It’s quite all right. I am at peace and ready for whatever is next. In fact, if you hadn’t shown up I likely would have contacted Mr. Wagner myself in the next few weeks with what I am about to tell you. My father’s duties in his wartime service were mostly mundane, that is until the year 1945, when he was asked by his commander to supervise the transportation and storage of certain crated assets, the contents of which were never specifically known to my father, but it was obvious from the manner of logistical support and secrecy with which they were treated that they must be significant… ”
For the next half an hour, Torsten Schropp told a detailed account of his father’s action during the final days of World War II. During this time Maddock and Leopov occasionally interrupted him to ask clarifying questions, but mostly just listened. Maddock even took a few notes in his field notebook.
The son of the German military man finished by saying, “This landmark will guide you to the proper place.”
* * *
George Wagner and Bones sat at a table inside the local library. Wagner had a stack of dusty tomes, newspapers and a microfilm reader in front of him that he pored over while Bones kept an eye out for suspicious activity.
“I hope you’re not getting too bored,” Wagner said, peering above his reading glasses as he flipped a page of a newspaper printed in 1946. I would have you read along with me, but all of the material is in German, I’m afraid.”
Bones feigned annoyance at being left out of the research. “I guess I’ll just have to catch up on my reading when I get back home. For now, I’ll keep an eye out. Find anything interesting so far?”
Wagner furrowed his brow and squinted at a page. “Not sure. I might have something here, give me a minute.”
Bones contented himself with watching the librarian restocking shelves while Wagner read. After a few minutes the researcher jabbed his finger into the paper and said, “Aha!”
Bones shifted his gaze to Wagner. “What is it?”
“I have here an account of a Russian POW who emerged from an underground chamber miles from town.”
“From this town?”
“From Auerswalde, yes. It says here that he was near death and not in his right mind, but he kept saying the Russian word for amber.”

Chapter 17

Huertgenwald Forest
Maddock checked to make sure the SUV was locked as the four SEALs, Leopov and Wagner stood in the parking lot at the entrance to the extensive wilderness area. A pair of backpackers at the trailhead were the only other persons in sight. They had just returned from the forest and appeared sweaty and tired. Maddock’s group of six was outfitted similarly as backpackers in order to blend in; each of them carried a small daypack with outdoor gear.
They huddled together at the trailhead once the returning hikers had moved off to their car. Maddock eyed Wagner. “Real quick, let’s refresh everybody’s minds with this landmark we’re looking for.”
Wagner nodded. “As you may know, this forest was the site of a fierce and prolonged ground battle during the latter part of 1944 between German and U.S. forces. There’s a section of tank track that liquefied into the ground after an armored vehicle of some sort was bombed there.”
Maddock stabbed a finger into a folded map. “We’ve got probably a two-hour hike ahead of us to get the vicinity of that landmark, so let’s get going.”
The group moved along the trail and into the depths of the forest.
* * *
Maddock felt a tap on his shoulder and looked up to see Wagner pointing to his right. “Landmark should be within a hundred meters or so this way.”
Maddock nodded and pointed into a thick copse of trees. “This way, people.”
Leopov put her hands on her hips while she squinted into the dense vegetation. “There’s no trail that way.”
Willis smiled as he set off into the stand of lush growth. “That’s right, doll. You’ll be going where no man’s gone before, which is more than—“
“All right!” Maddock cut him off. He was glad to see Bones slide his way off the beaten path first, creating an opening for the others to follow. The going was very slow for the first fifty yards or so but then the ground opened up a bit until they reached a small meadow, still treed but not as densely. They could see far enough to establish that they were in a valley nestled between surrounding hills.
“This way!” Wagner waved an arm as he moved at a cautious jog through trees spaced a few feet apart. Maddock followed him close behind, eyes darting to his map and back up to the landscape in front of him. “Think I see it.” He pointed off to their left, where something protruded from the earth atop a small mound. The team congregated there and examined what looked like part of an old railroad track.
Wagner slowly nodded and rubbed his chin as he inspected the find. “Looks like a World War Two era tank track to me.” He knelt and ran a hand across a rusted metal spur.
“Me too,” Bones said.
Willis scowled at him. “Bonebrake, you wouldn’t know a World War Two era anything if it bit you in the-”
“What are we looking for?” Maddock asked Wagner. “What does the landmark reference?”
“I’m looking for two trees about three meters apart, should be within visual range of this location.”
All of them looked around, taking in the many trees within sight. Some were evergreens while others were deciduous, meaning they shed their leaves in the fall. Professor pointed toward the end of the meadow. “See those two there — the pines?”
It was agreed that they could be the stated distance apart and so the group crossed the meadow, Leopov slapping bugs away as she went. As they neared the two trees, Wagner began making affirmative grunts while increasing his pace.
“Definitely about three meters apart,” Professor confirmed.
The ground sloped gently upwards beginning with the two trees, and not far away stood a rocky assemblage set into the small rise. Willis eyed Professor. “Look familiar?”
“It does look like it could be the same type of entrance we saw at the bunker we visited earlier,” he confirmed for the group. They all set off up to the rocks.
“Metal frame!” Wagner beamed. “This is our bunker.”
Maddock took a minute to survey the meadow and even the surrounding hills for any signs that they were being observed, but he detected none. Then, after palming a flashlight in preparation, he led the way into the bunker.
“Reminds me of a swamp in here.” Maddock switched on his light and played the beam around the bunker walls. He heard the squishy footfalls of the rest of the team walking up behind him over the waterlogged soil.
“Man, it feels like I might fall through this crap up to my neck at any second.” Willis extracted a muddy boot from the muck. Maddock pressed forward, sometimes using craggy sections of the bunker wall to shift some of the weight off his feet. Eventually they worked their way back through the tunnel-like chamber until they came to a bulbous cavity with five passageways running across the back wall.
“Door number one is out.” Maddock indicated the pile of rubble that seemed to have been poured out of it. Wagner moved closer to it.
“Those are skeletal remains.” He pointed in turn at a couple of bones. “Looks like a human femur, here and that might be a humerus.”
“Nothing funny about it,” Bones said. “But I hope one of these tunnels goes somewhere because I feel like I’m about to sink into some quicksand here.” The others agreed and they proceeded with their evaluation of the other four passages. After assessing them without entering, they could see that the second one featured an elaborate web of passageways within it that branched out in multiple directions, while the other three appeared to be simple dead-ends, or perhaps single-passage tunnels that wound out of sight after several meters.
Maddock shone his light into the second passage, the one next to the collapsed one. “This one looks like it offers the most possibilities of leading somewhere, but also appears like it could be unstable.”
Willis looked uneasily into the branching passageway. “Maybe we should split up? Bones, you take this one, I’ll take the one on the far end… ”
Maddock replied before they could start arguing. “I don’t think we should risk splitting up at this point. We’ve got minimal equipment with us and not all of us are SEALs.” Wagner nodded his agreement but Leopov narrowed her eyes at Maddock.
“Once again, Maddock, I guess I shall have to convince you that I’m more than capable of holding my own.”
Rather than let himself get flustered, Maddock stared into the tunnel, its various passages branching off first to the left, then, right — many of them. He counted one, two three, four, five, six… before losing sight of them in the darkness.
Bones chucked a stone far back into the tunnel, where they heard it echo in the darkened distance. “Guys, I think it’s hopeless. There’s only six of us. We need to come back with some ground penetrating radar or something.” Willis grunted his agreement.
But Maddock was still fixated on the pebble and its course of travel, lost in thought. Then he was struck by an idea, something from the briefing materials gelling in his mind as he gazed into the labyrinth. He turned back to Leopov.
“Five, six, five?”
Understanding dawned on her face. “The candles — again?”
Professor stepped forward. “Why not? Anybody have any better ideas for how to explore that cave system back there?” He eyed the multi-tunneled chamber dubiously, and no one said they did.
Wagner waved a hand into the tunnel system. “5-6-5—I get it, the number of candles in the Amber Room, okay. But how are we applying that to this labyrinth?”
Maddock spoke faster now, apparently excited at the prospect of having a possible method for exploration. “We walk in there, take the fifth passage we come to, whichever way it leads, then after that—“
“We take the sixth… ” Leopov filled in.
“Then the fifth,” Professor finished.
Wagner beamed. “And hopefully that one leads to the proverbial pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”
Bones shrugged. “Or an actual pot of gold would be good. Gold and amber.”
They ventured into the passageway, the ceiling of which was just high enough in most places to allow them to walk without stooping. In some spots it was wide enough to permit two of them to walk side by side, but in others only single file would do. The ground became more stable the farther in they trekked, and by the time they counted five passageways, the first two on the right side of the tunnel, the third on the left, and the fourth and fifth branching from the right — the dirt ground was nearly hard as rock.
“Number five, here we go.” Maddock shined his light into the twisty little passage, which quickly wound out of sight. Before stepping into it he checked for evidence of footprints but didn’t see any. He led the way along the underground footpath, counting the offshoot passageways aloud as he passed. Numbers four and five happened to be exactly across from one another, but fortunately the next branching passage stood alone.
“Number six,” Maddock presented, extending an arm to indicate their new direction of travel. If anything, this tunnel was even narrower and with a lower ceiling than the last, with the entire group forced to walk single file at a shuffling stoop. Bones noted with unease that water dripped from the ceiling in this part of the bunker system. Again they counted passageways. When they arrived at the fifth one, they halted and examined the new artery.
Maddock bounced his light along the walls. “Doesn’t look much different than the one we’re in now, but I think it slopes a little bit upward.” The team set off yet again, no longer planning on counting passages, although they didn’t come across any.
“Looks like this is a one-way street,” Wagner observed.
Maddock called back from his place at the front of the line. “Right, but there’s a bridge up ahead. Hold up.”
He paused at one end of a rickety wooden rope bridge over a deep, rocky chasm. Piles of Bones and skulls gleamed in Maddock’s light at its bottom.
“That old thing gonna hold up?” Bones looked skeptical as his beam roved across the precarious-looking structure.
In answer, Maddock gripped Bones’ arm and stepped onto the first slat of the bridge. “Hold me up if this goes, would you?” He stood there for a few seconds, even bouncing up and down a few times to test the integrity of the span. It held, and then Maddock advanced a step, two steps. He let go of Bones and made his way across.
The others crossed one at a time, which gave Maddock time to check out what was on the other side of the bridge while he waited. A dead end. Although roomy, the space in which he found himself was nothing more than a large, naturally formed cul-de-sac, with no exits leading anywhere that he could see other than the bridge. He began to play his light around the walls, floor and ceiling of the cave. By the time the others had made it across, he was standing in front of the only object in the cavern, illuminating it by holding his light over it.
“Well, if it isn’t our old friend, the Prussian Eagle!” Professor added his own light to the object while Wagner stepped closer.
“Does this one look the same as the one you found in the castle?”
Maddock nodded. “The eagle is the same size and looks like it’s the same material, and it is also set into the wall.”
“But these are different.” Leopov pointed to a series of figures inscribed into the rock wall beneath the eagle.
Maddock indicated the eagle and turned to Wagner. “On the first one, these inscriptions weren’t there. The eagle was actually a dial… ” He reached out and tried to rotate the metal disc but found it did not budge. He stepped back and shined his light onto the dial and the inscriptions below it, arranged in three columns.
I     IV     VII
II    V      VIII
III   VI     IX

It didn’t take long for Wagner to say, “Roman numerals.”
Maddock’s face brightened as he reached out to the wall. “Ah, so not ‘V’, but five… ” He pressed into the carved number and it depressed into the wall with a clicking sound. “…six… ” he said as he pushed on the ‘VI.”
“Five,” Leopov said, as Maddock pressed the ‘V’ button again. As with the last eagle, for a moment nothing happened, but then they heard a series of clicks and a section of the cave wall swung open.

Chapter 18

A spacious chamber awaited them through the new door. Once again, though, no artifacts were present. Leopov frowned as she surveyed the new surroundings, lit only by half a dozen flashlights. “It’s the perfect size for the amber chamber. It could definitely have been brought here and put together.”
Bones threw his hands up. “What if somebody just made all these combination lock doors to throw us off the trail, and we’re just going to keep finding empty room after empty room?”
Professor spoke in a calming voice. “This might have been the final stopping point for the Amber Room before someone or several someones found it later and carried it away.”
The team had a glum air about them as they looked about the room. It was a daunting task, locating such an old treasure, and not knowing whether the clues they had come across were genuine, or were in fact deliberate attempts to mislead was frustrating. Maddock paced slowly along the left-hand wall of the chamber, combing every inch of it with his torch beam. He swept away a nest of cobwebs, and then brushed off some dust beneath those.
“Everybody look at this.”
The team huddled around him while he carefully wiped away more dirt from a spot on the cave wall. It was difficult to see, but under careful scrutiny the smooth wooden planks were unmistakable.
“A wall?”
“A door?”
The group speculated on what the thing Maddock had uncovered might be, but after a minute Bones stepped up and started clearing away even more cobwebs and dirt, and Willis soon followed. “I see crossbars,” Bones said after a couple of minutes.
“Looks like a door, all boarded up,” Willis confirmed. In fact, it was clear now that the original board Maddock had uncovered was in fact in front of a recessed space where a true door was fitted. Bones and Willis kicked in the boards and tore them out of the way. A simple wooden door lay behind it, with an iron handle. Bones tried it but it was locked.
“Allow me.” Willis took a step back, raised a leg and then kicked in the door, which stove to around the lock. Bones shone a flashlight through and, detecting no immediate threats, reached a hand in and unlocked it. He shoved the door open and swept his beam in front of him.
“Clear.” He stepped into the room, then adding, “But not empty!”
Excitedly, the rest of the team entered the new chamber and quickly saw that Bones was right. This room contained numerous cots, along with many human skeletons.
“The cots are very old,” Wagner noted, kneeling next to one and scrutinizing its construction. “German military.”
Leopov examined some of the clothing that was still intact on the piles of bones and skeletons. “This is odd, but some of these uniforms are Russian, as well as German.”
The team fanned out around the room, scouring it for anything else that might be of interest. Maddock called out from his position on the far wall. “Got another room here. Smaller one. I’m going in.”
He stepped into the adjacent space and bathed it with the light from his torch. A single bed. A tiny desk. And a skeleton with its armed wrapped around an object. Maddock got closer, eyeballed it, and saw a gleam of amber-colored light.
“Mr. Wagner, Professor! Check this out!”
The rest of the team filed into the small room, but it was only large enough to allow Professor and Wagner up close to the item Maddock had found. Wagner hunched down next to it and asked Maddock to move his hands away. “Just let me get a clear look!”
He leaned in closer for just that and then the group heard him gasp with excitement. Wagner left the object in place with the skeleton but looked up. “It’s the amber clock!”
Then, with great care, Wagner extracted the item from the bony grasp in which it had been held for what looked like many decades. He held it up for the group to see with all the relish of a hockey player showing off the Stanley Cup. A small sculpture of a clock tower flanked by twin vases, the amber and gold inlay positively radiating under multiple flashlight beams in the dark chamber.
“The amber clock! This was most definitely part of the Amber Room,” Wagner exalted. “It’s proof the room was here! This piece, for some reason or another, was left behind.”
Maddock glanced quickly around the chamber. “It’s a small room, probably private since it only had one cot. Maybe a private quarters for a senior officer… ” Maddock trailed off and Leopov took up where left off.
“When the Germans came to take the amber panels away, this man — I assume he was a man- must have hidden this piece for some reason. Perhaps simply for the monetary value, or perhaps more? If the panels were being crated out there… ” She jerked a thumb at the larger cavern. “…then it might make sense that he would try to abscond with a small piece of it into his private quarters. Especially if he was an officer of some type, he could have gotten away with it unnoticed.”
“There’s something else here!” Maddock was rooting around the skeleton where the clock was. He dug around beneath the bones some more and came up holding a crumbling leather book of some type.
“Let me take a look.” Maddock handed the book to Professor, who gingerly opened its cover. Leopov shined her flashlight on the book while Wagner continued to fawn over the clock. Professor concentrated as he read the pages, which were handwritten in ink.
“It’s a journal, written in German.” He leafed through it quickly. Most of the pages contained entries of dense longhand, but there were a few illustrations as well. He stopped on a page with an artistic pencil drawing of a wolf, a large one, judging by the simple line drawing of a human male standing next to it, given for scale rather than to be part of a scene. The man’s head was even with the chest of the canine. The beast was fitted with a studded collar decorated with a swastika. Professor raised an eyebrow and then skipped to the last page, filled with more scrawled German. “We’ll probably want Mr. Wagner to translate this to be thorough, but I think I know enough to get the gist of it… ”
He read some more while tracing a finger just over the lines he concentrated on. “The last entry says something to the effect of, ‘we’ve been taken ill, infected by the devil’s amber, quarantined and left to die. To escape the sickness, the amber panels will be reassembled in a new location. I have seen the light and it has shown me the curse that the eagle holds. It must be destroyed. Not even the waters of Golden Lake can wash it clean.’”
Professor looked up from the book. “That’s where it ends.”
Leopov sighed. “I was afraid of this.”
“Afraid of what?” Wagner finally looked up from the amber clock. “The curse?”
Leopov shook her head. “No. Not the curse. Something I consider to be much worse than the curse if happens to be true, although, it is deemed to be very farfetched. It may be connected to the curse, though.”
“Do tell.” Wagner carried the clock away from the skeleton which had gripped it for so many years. Maddock and Professor walked around the rest of the small room, making sure they weren’t overlooking anything else. Willis and Bones examined the area around the long-dead military officer to see if they could find additional items near where the clock was found while Leopov spoke.
“I have heard a rumor that there might be an ancient pathogen of some sort — a disease-carrying agent — imbued in some of the amber that makes up the panels of the room.” She paused a moment to let this sink in before continuing. “Over time, as the amber deteriorated, people were exposed and some grew sick, giving rise to the rumor of the Amber room curse.”
Professor turned to Leopov from where he’d been pacing the back wall. “Nice of you to bring that up now, I must say.”
Leopov threw her hands up. “I didn’t say anything before because it seemed so implausible.”
“There are a lot of dead soldiers in here — Russian and German. What if this was like the quarantine room for those who got sick from handling the amber panels to move the room? Anyway, if the panels do hold the potential for some kind of biological threat, and they’re still out there somewhere, we need to get our hands on them before the Russians do.” Professor turned back to the wall, looking for more possible hidden door switches.
Bones carefully put the skeleton back down from where he’d lifted it to look beneath it. “It’s starting to sound to me like the whole freaking Amber Room just needs to say lost.”
Willis turned around from the skeleton. “I hope that clock ain’t infected.” The mention of the clock made them all look for Wagner, who was last holding it.
“Hey, what happened to George?” Willis called out, “Mr. Wagner?”
“The clock’s not here, either,” Leopov noted.
Bones started walking to the larger chamber. “He must’ve gone to the other room. I’ll make sure he’s okay.”
Suddenly they heard a crashing noise in the distance. Maddock took off like a shot into the other chamber, the others following. The large room was empty, so Maddock and Bones ran for the exit. They emerged into the cul-de-sac with the bridge at one end, only the bridge was no longer there. It dangled into the chasm from the opposite side. The sound of retreating footsteps running fast echoed through the chambers.
Bones shook his head in disbelief while the others caught up to him and Maddock. “Wagner’s gone with clock!”
Maddock eyed the sizeable gap between them and the other side of the chasm. “And he left us stranded.”

Chapter 19

“So we’re stuck in here?” Willis’ eyes widened. “Man, what an old curmudgeonly son of a… I can’t believe that guy would sentence us to death just to steal a clock.”
Bones stepped back from the edge of the now bridgeless chasm, where he’d been peering down into the rocky void. “It’s more than just the clock. Once he found out where the Amber Room was taken, he figured he’d make sure the secret died with us. He couldn’t take us out in a direct fight — we outnumber him five to one, plus we’re freakin’ SEALs, so he had to trap us.”
Maddock held up a hand. “We should figure a way out of here before we talk about Wagner and the clock. These flashlight batteries will only last so long, and without light it will be considerably harder to find our way out.”
“Impossible, I’d say,” Willis said with a shudder.
“So then let’s get working on it.” Maddock looked around at the team. “Any ideas?”
Bones spoke up first. “Wagner read to me an account in the library about a Russian POW who escaped a Nazi bunker and was found a few miles from Auerswalde, mumbling the word ‘amber’.”
“Then this must be that bunker,” Leopov asserted. “So there is a way out.”
Professor appeared unconvinced. “If it hasn’t been caved-in or eroded or flooded over the years.”
Bones gauged the distance across the chasm and examined his very limited climbing supplies. “There’s no way even one of us can make it across that gap with what we have. If I thought I could make it, I’d go get help and come back, but… ” He directed his flashlight to the cave ceiling many feet above and shook his head. “It’s just not doable, even for me. And especially not for Maddock.”
Dane rolled his eyes at Bones. “Then we’ve got to find another way out.” He pointed back into the two-room chamber. “Maybe there’s a way out of there that we didn’t notice because we weren’t looking for it.” The team turned around and walked back into the larger of the two rooms, where the array of beds and old bones greeted them anew.
Maddock slid a cot to the side from where it had been and examined the cave floor beneath it. “Let’s look underneath everything, see if there’s some kind of trapdoor or something.” The five of them upturned everything that moved but when they were done they had uncovered only the same cave floor as the rest of it.
Maddock exhaled heavily and stood in place, thinking. “We’re missing something. There’s got to be a way out of here.”
“At least we won’t die of thirst in here,” Bones said, cupping his hands beneath a drop of water that fell from the ceiling. Maddock shined his light up and saw a moist area on the ceiling from which the water dripped. He focused on the spot, trying to discern more detail.
“People, shine your lights up here. Check this out. You too, Bones, stop drinking it and look at the source.”
Bones stopped licking his hand and tipped his head back while aiming his light upwards. Willis, Professor and Leopov added their beams to the cave ceiling as well. With the additional illumination, Maddock could see what appeared to be loose dirt or mud caked on the cave ceiling, as well as… ”See those? Are those tree roots?”
A moment of quiet ensued while everyone contemplated this. Professor was the first to break the silence. “I think so! Trees… and dirt!”
Bones recalled aloud how there was water dripping in the tunnel earlier that sloped upwards. Leopov aimed her flashlight at the rest of the ceiling. “The rest of it’s dry. It’s just that one spot.”
Professor made eye contact with Maddock. “I’ll wager that spot must be a hole in the rock that’s been filled in with earth, but when it rains the water seeps through and drips into the cave.”
Maddock agreed, his stormy blue eyes alight with possibilities. “I don’t want to get our hopes up too much, but if we can find a way to get up there and take a look, maybe we can use something to dig around some and see if we can clear a large enough opening to fit a person through.”
Bones looked over at the cave wall. “Too bad it’s right in the center of the ceiling or I might be able to climb up to it. But I’m not Spiderman, I can’t crawl upside-down on the ceiling once I climb the wall.”
Professor’s gaze roved around the room along with his flashlight’s beam. “These cots have metal frames. I think with a little reconstruction we can create a makeshift ladder of some sort.”
No one had any better suggestions, so they set about removing what fabric remained on the cots and then gathering the metal frames in the center of the chamber. All told it was a decent amount of tubular iron bars, and together they were able to stack them in such a way that, with four of them holding them in place, they just might make for a serviceable ladder.
Willis singled out Bones. “You’re tallest. I nominate you to make the climb.”
Bones muttered something unintelligible under his breath but broke off a length of metal pole from one of the unused cots and brought it to the foot of the jury-rigged ladder. He tightened the straps on his backpack and then held the length of tubing in his mouth while putting a foot up on a cross-brace. Next he grabbed onto a couple of bars up higher and pulled himself up until he could step to a higher brace. With the others holding the assemblage of bed pieces in place, it was just stable enough for him to make an ascent.
When he reached the top of the pile of bars, he had to let go with his hands and stand. The rest of the team illuminated the soft spot in the ceiling so that he would have both hands free. Bones then took the bar from his mouth and reached up with it and began to scrape away the mud from the cave ceiling. It fell in wet globs, some of it landing on Bones’ face while still more rained down on those holding the makeshift ladder in position.
“Thanks for the mud bath, man.” Willis quickly swiped wet earth from his left eye.
“Maybe it’ll help your complexion.” Bones continued to scrape away at the ceiling, now encountering a thick web of tree roots to shove aside. He went off balance once while forcing a root back with the bar, but managed to recover enough to grab the uppermost cot bars before falling all the way back down. He got back to it, and after a few minutes, a sucking sound was heard and a thick gob of wet earth dumped from the ceiling.
Utterances of disgust from those below were drowned out by Bones yelling, “Light! I see light!”
The opening was still miniscule, no larger than a few inches, and irregularly shaped, but the glimmer of daylight galvanized him to action. Bones kept going with his makeshift pry bar, balancing precariously on the very top of the rickety cot assemblage. He broke through root knots, gouged pockets of hard-packed earth out of the way, and dodged clumps of wet debris raining down on him as he worked. Finally, he had a view of the sky, dazzlingly bright after so much time underground.
But how to reach it? The opening was just wide enough now for him to fit through, but still about four feet above his outstretched hands. Bones disentangled the thick root he’d been eyeing until it dangled down out of the hole in the ceiling. Then he tossed the pry bar into a corner of the room and readied his climbing rope. Below, the team chattered excitedly about seeing a sliver of sky.
Bones yelled down. “Hold this rig steady, I’m going to make a jump for it.”
They gripped it hard and Bones flexed his knees, and then sprung. His leading hand grasped the dangling tree root, but it was slick with wet mud and his fingers slid along its length. He grunted with the exertion of using every iota of hand and arm strength to clutch onto the end of the root before he slid off. Cries of “Bones!” reverberated up to him from below as he kicked his feet in the air over the top of the cot ladder.
With the hand not grasping the hanging root, Bones unclipped his coil of climbing rope, a small grappling hook already clipped to one end. Knowing his time at the end of the root was very limited, he got the rope ready for action immediately, letting out some slack while gazing up to eyeball his grapple target. He spotted a large cluster of roots with sufficient space between them to allow for a good hold if he could get the hook up there. Then, holding his breath, he swung his grapple arm back and forth a few times to get some momentum going, aware that this was the part that might cause him to lose his grip on the root.
Now! Bones released the rope and watched the grapple hook sail up through the hole in the cave ceiling. The sudden motion of his arm proved too much for his fragile hold on the plant part and he fell through the cave air, watching the hook as he dropped, knowing it was the only thing left to save him from what could be a debilitating, possibly even fatal, fall.
The grapple caught on the root ball Bones had aimed for, and his fall was broken before he would have made the entire trip to the ground. He dangled in space from the rope, waiting for a second to see if the hook would hold. When it did, he began climbing straight up the rope like a kid in gym class.
“C’mon, man, you got this!” Willis cheered.
Bones kept climbing, and the hook kept holding. He increased his speed as he gained confidence, and soon he was latching onto the same root structure the hook had found. Confident that the roots were securely embedded in the ground and that they would bear his full weight, Bones let go of the rope and put both hands on the roots. He pulled himself up until his feet sought and found purchase, then clambered higher until his hand felt actual dirt. He crawled out of the cave onto a foliage-covered mound and rested for a moment on his hands and knees.
“Bones, you okay?” Maddock’s voice spurred him to get up and safely crawl back toward the hole in the cave so that he could talk to them down there.
Bones shook his head a couple of times while exhaling hard. “I don’t know how that Russian guy got up here, but I hope he had an easier time of it than me. I’m outside! Hold on, let me rig something up.” He recovered his grappling hook from the root ball and then proceeded to tie the rope more securely to the lowest firm part of the roots.
“Look out below!” He dropped the free end of the rope in through the cave. Bones knew his fellow SEALs would have little trouble climbing the rope out of the cave, but worried a little about Leopov. He voiced his concern to the group.
“I don’t know what gives you the impression that I am incapable, but I will let my actions speak for me.” And with that Leopov shimmied up the rope, faster than Bones had, and before he knew it the big man was pulling the Russian out of the cave by the hand. She was sweating slightly, but other than that looked none the worse for wear. He looked her in the eyes.
“Nice work.”
She held his gaze for a moment then turned back to the cave opening to drop the rope back down. “Clear!”
Willis came next, followed by Professor, who called down to Maddock after he scrambled up out of the hole. “Make sure we didn’t leave anything down there, would you? We don’t want to have to go back in because Leopov left her purse down there or something like that.”
Willis ducked a playful swat from the Russian, who was smiling as she recovered from her exertion. Maddock made a quick sweep of both chambers and then reappeared below the ceiling aperture. “Nothing left behind that I can see. Here I come… ”
Maddock made the ascent without incident and Bones hauled up his rope. Professor and Willis had already started scouting their new surroundings, and now they reported back. “We’re in the foothills of the mountains. Vegetation is pretty thick but we think we see a footpath that goes up.”
“Let’s get out of here. Keep an eye out for Wagner. He may go on the offensive if he spots us first, since he expected us to die in there.” Maddock made for the path and the team fell into line behind him. They trekked higher into the mountains, searching for a way down that wouldn’t be too noticeable.
Now that they were free from their immediate predicament, thoughts turned once again to their objective. Professor held up the leather journal as they walked. “You think Wagner knows where the golden lake is?”
Bones shrugged. “Hell, even I know where it is. There’s only one lake associated with Nazi gold. Lake Toplitz, Austria, right?”
Leopov nodded in Bones’ direction. “I think you’re right. But do you know how many people have searched that lake? They’ve found munitions, old crates of forged British currency, other random stuff, but no treasure, and certainly not the Amber Room.”
Professor opened the journal. “But seeing as we know which lake we’re looking for, I think we’ve got something none of those searchers had. Hold up a second.” He stopped walking and stepped off the path while he leafed through some pages and then held the book open to a two-page spread. The others gathered around, eyes opening wide in surprise.
“A map.”

Chapter 20

Huertgenwald Forest
Professor pointed to the hand drawn map of a lake as the others crowded around. Just as he was about to comment on it, they heard a noise coming from farther up the hillside. A high-pitched howling. Maddock turned his head, scanning the area, but saw nothing. “Animal, not human,” he said, relieved that Wagner wasn’t stalking them unseen from the foliage.
“What kind of animal?” Leopov asked.
As if in response, the call came again, louder this time. Closer. Bones cocked an ear toward the source of the howling. “Wolf?”
At the mention of the word the others became quiet. The howling grew more constant, higher in pitch.
“Better a wolf than Wagner.” Willis glared up the slope.
“Let’s head down.” Maddock turned around, seeking a path to follow that led to lower ground. He caught movement in a clump of foliage about thirty feet further down. He raised a hand. “Hold up.”
“What is it?” Leopov halted next to him, also looking down the hill.
“Not sure yet. Something’s down there, though. Either another wolf, or … Wagner?”
The group stood stock still, Bones and Willis still staring up the hill toward the known wolf, while Maddock, Professor and Leopov had eyes down toward the new, unknown presence.
“I see it!” Bones called out. “It’s coming down!”
“Holy… it’s huge!” Willis sounded positively amazed, like a kid in a zoo seeing a rhino for the first time. “Wait a minute… That’s not a wolf; it’s a bear, right?”
Bones shook his head. “It is about the size of a bear, but it’s a wolf. Look at the head. And the body, too. It’s a huge freakin’ wolf.”
“And it’s moving this way!”
Maddock still hadn’t gotten a good look at whatever waited down below, but when he turned to see what had Bones and Willis so excited, he immediately started down the slope. “It might feel threatened by us encroaching on its territory. Maybe if we head down a ways, it’ll calm down.” But no sooner had he finished his sentence than another wolf, just as large as the one above, emerged from the clump of plants below Maddock, who skidded to a stop on the hill.
“Whoa, got another one down here. Wow, I didn’t know wolves got that big!”
“Whose awesome idea was it not to bring firearms, again?” Professor lamented.
“That would be Admiral Liptow’s.” Willis turned in a slow circle so as to monitor both beasts as well as to keep an eye out for more.
“Part of our cover to be able to use civilian transport without hitting any snags.” Professor didn’t sound too happy about it. Bones removed a fixed blade knife from the sheath he wore on his belt.
“I’ve got this.”
The other SEALs all had blades, too, although some were only small folding knives. Professor glanced around at their minimal armament. “Not sure what these would actually do versus the teeth those things must have.”
“And claws,” Leopov added.
Professor paused while watching the foliage bounce around as the creature moved unseen beneath it, not far above them. “How did these things get so big, anyway?”
“Stay put.” Maddock concentrated on the animal below them, tracking its movements carefully. Professor did so, opening the pages of the leather-bound journal and turning to the page with the hand drawn wolf.
Bones still couldn’t get over the size of the canine as he caught a glimpse of it running through a patch of brambles. “I have never seen any kind of dog that big. Ever. Even those… what are they? Newfoundlands? Not as big. And wolves? Definitely not as big. But these sure look like wolves. Just really ridiculously huge ones. I’m pretty sure my head doesn’t even come up to that thing’s neck, and I’m taller than most people.”
In the stunned silence that followed they heard the rasp of a page turning. Willis turned to Professor. “Yo Chapman, call me crazy, but maybe you can find some other time to catch up on your reading?”
Professor responded while Maddock and the others circled in place, hyper-wary of the two gigantic wolves circling them. “Looks like that wolf drawing in here was pretty accurate after all.” He glanced up at the wolf above them, its massive head protruding out of the top of bushes ten feet high before retreating back into cover. Professor eyed the book again. “The man stands chest high to the wolf.”
“Coincidence?” Maddock took a step to the left, neither up nor down, and frowned as the wolf below them tracked his movement with its own step in the same direction.
Professor shrugged as he turned a page in the book. “Well, wolves are pretty common in these types of environments,” he said, looking around at the forested hillside. “The only thing is, it looks like, according to this German soldier’s journal, that the Nazis were doing something with wolves.”
Leopov shook her head. “That doesn’t necessarily mean much. Hitler’s infamous east Prussian lair — not all that far from our present location- was nicknamed the Wolfsschanze, derived from the word wolf, no doubt an intentional metaphor. Also, it is well known that the Nazis held wolves, and dogs — especially German Shepherds — in high esteem. In fact, Hitler owned a famous shepherd named Blondi. Some say it was to foster a softer image as an animal lover, but those close to him reported that the dog really was his best friend and accompanied him everywhere, even into his bunk at night.”
Suddenly both wolves shifted from the constant howls they had been emitting to a series of lower-pitched barks and yelps. Their movements, however, did not seem to change, and they remained close by.
“Whatever happened to Hitler’s dog?” Bones asked. Willis rolled his eyes at his question, or more precisely, at his curiosity about such a thing in the face of imminent danger.
Leopov knelt in the high grass while she kept a laser-like focus on the wolf below them, as did Maddock. “Near the end, when the Red Army was closing in and Hitler began to explore suicide options in the event he was about to be taken prisoner, he tested one of his cyanide pills on Blondi, concerned it wouldn’t work and he would be captured by the Russians alive. It did work, though, and word has it that personnel in the bunker were more upset over that dog’s death than they were by that of his wife, Eva Braun.”
Even Professor was intrigued enough by the history to look away from the journal long enough to eye Leopov while nodding. “Yeah, and didn’t that dog Blondi have puppies?”
Leopov smiled and her eyes widened. “Yes, and in fact he named one Wulf.”
Professor gazed back down at the pages in his hands. “The name Adolf itself… It means… ”
“Noble wolf.” Leopov turned away from the lupine threat long enough to gauge Professor’s reaction. He was eyeballing the journal intently now, brow furrowed, finger tracing the words on the pages as he flipped them back and forth, translating the old German as best he could.
“It says here they had some kind of breeding program with wolves, or dogs, not sure… maybe between wolves and dogs, is that possible?”
Suddenly the wolf at the higher elevation descended on them, leaping to a spot only two feet away from Bones, who unbelievably held his ground while the others backed away slowly. Bones brandished his knife in one hand and stood stock still as he faced off with the oversized predator. He noted that its jowls were reddish with blood, as though it had recently fed. But it was the sheer size of the wolf that dumbfounded them all.
Bones’ head only came up to the shoulders of the beast, which crouched back in a threatening manner, growling and drooling. “Don’t make any sudden moves,” Bones said in a calm, quiet voice. “We won’t win against these two dogs in a fight. Our best bet is not to antagonize them and don’t act like prey.”
No one said anything, and so Bones asked, “What’s the other one doing?” He didn’t dare take his eyes from the dog next to him.
Maddock responded. “It backed off a bit down the hill.”
They heard that wolf cry suddenly, a sharp, piercing vocalization that put the other giant canine on edge. Bones’ hand shifted ever so slightly and his knife blade caught a gleam of sunlight, accidentally reflecting it into the wolf’s eyes. The sudden stab of light enraged the predator, which lunged for the hand that wielded the metal. He sidestepped the charging behemoth and lashed out with his knife, managing to slash a tendon on the wolf’s right foreleg. The entire attack was oddly silent, with neither the wolf nor Bones making any noise. It happened so fast that Maddock and the others still faced down toward the other animal, turning to look up only when the sound of the wolf’s blood dripping onto dry leaf litter reach their ears.
“Bones!” Maddock hissed. The Indian now tread in a circle while the gigantic dog did the same.
“Bones, be very careful.” This from Professor. “You’re a good fighter but that’s a wolf the size of a pony.”
“Don’t have much choice here, Prof.” Bones continued to do a sort of war dance with the beast, circling, stopping, and then resuming the motion.
And then the other wolf leaped into the midst of the group, seemingly from out of nowhere below them. Even though it had to jump up to reach them, it landed squarely on both Willis and Professor, narrowly missing Leopov, who skipped to the side just in time.
Professor and Willis both yelled at the same time, guttural screams of both surprise and pain. Maddock reacted swiftly, flinging himself at the attacking beast’s flank, shanking it with a small folding knife. The animal yelped and rolled hard away from Maddock, toppling over Willis who got both legs under the dog’s belly and heaved it off of him. The wolf landed on the ground next to them but quickly wriggled back to its feet. Apparently it had had enough, though, because it slinked off into the foliage where it lay whimpering and licking its wound.
Bones struck at the other dog in his circling standoff, the blade finding only air but fast and forceful enough to make the animal hesitant. Professor stepped closer to the fight, watching for the moment but prepared to step in should Bones need help. Maddock spoke to the group in a calm voice while Bones and the wolf circled.
“Listen up, people. We still need to get down off this hillside and back into town so we can regroup and continue our mission. If we make our way laterally until we reach that ravine over there… ” He pointed and everyone but Bones looked. “…we should be able to follow it down to the valley floor and from there it’s only a few clicks back to the parking area.”
“Looks like the wolf you injured is nursing its wounds down the hill and probably won’t bother us for now,” Professor said, monitoring the wounded beast’s progress as it faded into the undergrowth, “but what about the one here?”
Bones feinted with the knife and the dog growled in return. Maddock stepped closer to the human-wolf confrontation. “If all four of us charge it while it’s preoccupied with Bones, I think we can ram into its side hard enough to send it running. What do you think?”
No one said anything until Willis stepped up alongside Maddock.
“Let’s do this.” Professor reluctantly stepped into the fold. Last was Leopov, who silently walked up next to Maddock, carrying a stout length of tree limb.
“On three.” Maddock dug his feet into the earth while the big wolf snapped at Bones, narrowly missing the hand with the knife.
“One… ”
The wolf below them continued to whimper out of sight in the greenery.
“Two… ”
“Head down, shoulder squared, like you’re a linebacker,” Willis said, steeling himself.
“Three!” Maddock took off like a shot, the others along with him. The four of them impacted the wolf in its side as it circled around Bones. Maddock’s head collided with the beast a little above its underbelly and he found it to be surprisingly hard, all muscle. Still, with three other heads besides his colliding with the creature, the effect was to knock the wolf back. It didn’t fall, though, but stumbled onto two legs before prancing up again.
Bones raised a knife as he turned toward the beast but then lowered it. He had no desire to harm the animal if it wasn’t absolutely necessary, only to preserve his own life and that of his team. He kicked the wolf instead, causing it to teeter again after nearly righting itself. Willis joined him with a flying kick and the mighty canine toppled onto its side with a sharp cry.
“Now!” Maddock retreated toward the ravine he had indicated. “Let’s make our move.”
The operators made their way quickly out of the area, leaving the mega-wolves behind. Bones walked backward to make sure the predators didn’t take up chase, but the predators hung back where they were, watching but not pursuing.
Professor shook his head as they reached the ravine and headed down into it. “Could those wolves be one of Hitler’s lasting legacies?”
Maddock halted to glance about the surrounding countryside before slipping into the ravine where the view would be lost. “Let’s just hope there aren’t very many of them.”

Chapter 21

Auerswalde
George Wagner exited the thrift shop wearing his new tweed jacket, a fedora, and, more importantly, carrying his new bag. He wasn’t a fan of man-purses, but needed something large enough to fit the amber clock, and a briefcase was too slim. He’d considered duffel bags or backpacks, but decided that they looked out of place for him and would only draw attention to the fact that he was carrying something large and cumbersome.
Stopping at the store cost him time, but he couldn’t very well be seen waltzing around town carrying a lost treasure out in the open, now could he? He was tempted to call a cab, but decided against it. Phone calls and being seen by drivers would leave a bigger footprint if and when anyone came looking for him. He would walk across town to his car, and then get the hell out of the city. He had everything he needed.
He glanced across the street and then to the left before turning right and heading up the sidewalk with purpose. He passed a sidewalk cafe crowded with patrons. One of them, a man sitting by himself reading a newspaper, looked up at him and then flagged down a server. Wagner didn’t recognize the man. Is he asking for the check so he can leave to follow me? Did he recognize me?
The historian put a little more pep into his step, but not so much that he would seem suspicious, a past-his-prime man in ordinary street clothes speed-walking through town. He certainly wasn’t known for any kind of regular exercise. A half-block later he turned to look back and there was the man from the table, now standing on the sidewalk and looking in his direction. He’s following me!
Wagner nearly panicked and broke into a run, but a door opened in front of him, some kind of business on his right, and he stepped inside to whatever it might be. He was horrified to hear someone call his name.
“Afternoon, Mr. Wagner, and how are you today?”
Wagner turned to look at the proprietor of the shop, and realized he had turned right into his dry cleaners. His cheeks flushed with embarrassment at being caught so unawares. “Ah, hello, Gertrude! I’m well enough indeed, and yourself?” Wagner quickly turned away from the shopkeeper to glance out the window even though he knew there was no way the man from the cafe could have gotten here yet.
“I’m as good as an old woman can be. I wasn’t expecting you for a couple of more days, but I do believe most of your things are ready. Give me one minute, I’ll check… ” The woman doddered off into the back room of the business. Wagner cursed his bad luck. He actually had garments in here to be cleaned and now he was going to have to carry them around or appear most strange indeed.
He was debating whether he should simply leave the shop now, but thought the man from the cafe—my tail— was probably about to reach the dry cleaners, if he’d been walking this way.
“And here we are!” The dry cleaner came out from the back and hung several plastic-bagged garments from a rack on the counter. “You have six in but only these four are ready now. Next time if you let me know you need a rush… ”
“It’s quite all right, Gertrude. I’ll take these now and come back for the rest.” Wagner paid the woman and collected his clothes. This might not be so bad a way to blend in after all, he thought, draping the clean articles over his newly acquired man-bag.
He exited the shop and immediately looked left, to see if the man from the cafe was in sight. But he was nowhere to be seen. Just as he turned right to continue down the sidewalk, a black four-door sedan with tinted windows pulled up to the curb, fast. The rear door opened and a man — not the one from the cafe- got out so quickly that it stunned Wagner like a deer in headlights. The individual was tall, fit, and sported close-cropped blonde hair with black sunglasses. He wore a leather trench coat.
“Come with us, please.”
“What? No!” But although his words protested, Wagner allowed himself to be wheeled around on the sidewalk by the man from the car, and then a second man, also very large and well built, was there, pulling on him with one hand while beckoning inside the car with the other. Both men were smiling. Wagner could not help but notice, most likely for the benefit of whoever might be witnessing this abduction. Just a couple of old friends trying to convince an always busy chum to come with them for a round at the pub.
Inside the car, Wagner was sandwiched between his two kidnappers as the driver, invisible behind a dark-tinted partition, accelerated out into traffic. “What — what’s going on?” Wagner stammered.
The man on his right, the slightly larger of the two and the first one who’d jumped out of the car to accost him, replied in German that was tinged with a Russian accent, although Wagner missed this nuance due to his adrenaline-spiked fear.
“What are you carrying?”
Wagner looked down at the clothes draped over his bag. “It’s just my dry cleaning! What is the meaning of this?”
The man on his left smiled. He too wore his hair closely cropped, almost buzzed, and wore sunglasses even though it wasn’t sunny out. He reached over to Wagner, lifted the clothing and tossed it onto the floor.
“Nice purse. Open it.”
Wagner’s face was crimson. He trembled with rage. “Who are you people?”
The man on the left grabbed the bag and held it in his lap while the one on the right placed a firm grip on Wagner’s right arm. Meanwhile the car had cleared traffic and now cruised at the speed limit out of town.
“We will be asking the questions today.” The man on the left pulled the amber clock from the bag and held it out for his associate to see.
“Exquisite!” Wagner’s captor on the left tore his gaze from the clock and made eye contact with him. He withdrew a neck knife that Wagner had mistaken for a necklace.
“Now… you will tell us everything you know.”

Chapter 22

Lake Toplitz, Austria
Situated high in the Alps and surrounded by both dense forests and towering cliffs, the lake was about a ninety-minute drive from the city of Salzburg. Its beauty was unquestionable, yet its perils were just as real.
Leopov led the SEAL foursome down a trail on foot after they had parked a rental van at a nearby lot. While they walked, she filled them in on what she knew about the legend of the golden lake.
“The legend has it that a cache of Hitler’s gold was either dumped into this lake, or else hidden on land in the nearby area.” Maddock craned his neck to look up at the majestic, snow-capped mountain peaks, but remained silent. Leopov went on.
“Several treasure hunters in this region have met with misfortune in pursuit of the gold.”
Willis stepped over a small boulder. “Sounds like that good ol’ Amber Room curse again.”
Leopov shrugged. “It does seem to crop up regularly over the years.”
Bones kicked at the dirt with his shoe while he thought. “Even with a curse, how could the secret of Nazi gold stay hidden for so long? Tons of people must have looked all over this little lake for it.”
“For one thing, no one really believes the legends. The lake is usually off-limits to visitors — we’re technically on a privately owned path right now — so it hasn’t been explored to the degree you might think.” Bones looked like he was about to say something but Leopov held up a finger and continued.
“For another thing… ” She hesitated, as if wondering how to phrase what she was about to say, allowing Maddock to take the lead on the trail while she paused.
“Spit it out, girl,” Willis goaded. She glared at him long enough to get him to stop cackling at something Bones said too quietly to hear, then went on.
“It may sound a little weird, but many of the local residents haven’t completely let go of their Nazi sympathies and would prefer to hold secret-or at least not go out of their way to publicize-what they may know about any clues that could point to a treasure trove.”
They contemplated this in silence while they got back on the trail toward the lake. The trees became shorter and bushier, but also closer together the nearer they got to the lake. As Maddock rounded a winding section of path past a small outcropping of boulders, he suddenly halted and held up a hand for the group to cease their forward progress.
All of them froze in their tracks. Bones noiselessly sidled up to Maddock, who pointed out over the low view of Lake Toplitz they had from this vantage point. Near the center of the crystal blue lake were a series of floating work docks as well as a large boat. A scuba diver was climbing a boarding ladder to get back into the boat, carrying a bag of some kind. Snatches of conversation carried across the water and although neither Maddock nor Bones could understand the words, they knew what language it was.
“Russian.” Maddock eyed Bones before quickly looking back to see if the others had caught up to them yet. Almost, but not quite. Leopov was next, then Professor, with Willis bringing up the rear. Maddock leaned in closer to Bones so that he could be heard in a low voice.
“Keep this on the low-down, but I think something’s up with Zara.”
Bones’ eyebrows rose. “Because she’s Russian?”
“She’s Russian and these Russians keep showing up, like they know right where to be. Someone must be feeding them information. And she’s always so vague about who she works for, what her objectives are. I think she has some kind of agenda.”
Bones rolled his head around on his neck, stretching his muscles, staring up at the sky while he thought about this. “The Navy brass who sent us on this goose chase must know what her deal is.”
Maddock stifled a snicker. “Bones, they probably have a one-page report on her that some junior analyst filed away five years ago because he was the closest thing to an expert on the subject matter they had at the time. They gave us what they had, but they’re not going to know more than we do about her involvement with the Amber Room at this point, with our boots on the ground out here.”
They heard the loud crunch of soil under boots as Leopov rounded the outcropping. She looked like she was about to say something when Professor’s voice came from close behind her, and then he emerged around the path holding open the leather journal again.
“Guys, check this out.” He waited for everyone to gather around and then pointed to a hand drawn map, in some color, of a blue lake surrounded by mountains. “Lake Toplitz” was scrawled at the top of the page in German.
Leopov’s face brightened. “We’re right about here.” She stabbed her pointer finger onto the drawing, where a short peninsula jutted into the lake.
“But look!” Professor indicated an ‘X’ on the map. “X marks the spot!”
Willis’ mouth tugged downward at the corners. “It looks like those divers out there are right on the spot. They’re right where we need to be, man, what are we going to do? We can’t just swim out there and take all those guys!”
“Lemme see that.” Bones took a closer look at the map and then looked up at the team.
“I’m not sure how accurate this hand drawn map is, or even how good the maps were in the 1940s, but… ” He squinted as he bent closer to the map. “…what if it’s like a topo map, but without the lines?”
“Who would make a topographic map without lines? I don’t see how you could indicate altitude without the lines.” Professor asked, his tone incredulous.
Bones shrugged. “If you were already very familiar with the area you could do it. Germans making a sort of coded map in case it fell into the wrong hands? A topo map without the lines. Or maybe it was accidental; some other ink or pencil or something was used for the lines that since faded away? Or maybe they just made maps different back then, who knows?”
Maddock shrugged. “Suppose that it was a topo map. What then?”
Bones eyed the dive operation on the lake, glanced at the map again, and then looked up at the mountains that boxed in the lake. “Then it could be up there, because if you filled in the topo lines they’d be very close together to indicate the upper portion of those mountains. But without them it just looks like a flat surface, like the lake.”
The group crowded around the map again, then took turns eyeballing the snow-capped mountain peaks. Willis in particular appeared doubtful. “Long way to go just to poke around on a vague hunch.”
“Lot of climbing, too,” Professor pointed out.
“We are equipped for it now, though. “Maddock patted his pack, reminding them that they had resupplied in town after returning from their outing to the bunker. For this trip, not knowing what to expect and after coming up a little short on gear during their excursion into the bunker, they brought along real alpine climbing gear among other equipment.
Leopov made a noncommittal gesture as she stared up at one of the white peaks. “We wouldn’t have to go to the summit or anything like that. We could hike to the base, use binoculars to scout out likely areas like caves or crevasses, and then make an ascent if we see something. The lake has been explored before without success, and has been dived no doubt in secret many times, where either success or the lack thereof went unreported.” She finished by staring out at the dive barge. “But the mountain has never been searched with any kind of serious approach as far as I know.”
Willis eyeballed the map yet again. “If there is anything in that lake, we’d have to fight that Russian team for it right now. But up here,” he said, stabbing his finger at the book, “we’d be all by our lonesome. A nice, quiet search to rule out another location. Sounds okay by me.”
Maddock shouldered his pack after having double-checked its contents. “If it is a topo map as Bones suggests, then the X would probably be that peak there.” He pointed to the tallest of several mountains that ringed the lake. The others agreed and then Maddock led the team up a trail that led to the foot of the mountain.

Chapter 23

The group shrugged off their packs as they stood at the base of a towering cliff. Maddock rummaged through his bag until he came out with a pair of binoculars. He aimed them up at the rock face that stretched to the sky before them.
“Gotta be what, 2,000 feet?” Professor speculated, shading a hand against the sun as he squinted up at the daunting wall.
“Almost one thousand meters,” Leopov said.
Willis emitted a low whistle. “Something like 3,000 feet, then.”
“Looks climbable though,” Maddock said from behind the binoculars. “Lots of holds.” He shifted up to a higher portion of the cliff and began searching that though the glasses. After a few seconds, a scowl occupied his features. “Weird… ”
“What?” Bones tried to follow his line of sight from the binoculars to the cliff but he couldn’t pick anything out with his unaided eyes.
“In this area here, about halfway up, I see what look like a series of caves, but in more or less an even row.”
Leopov put a hand out for the optics. “Let me take a look.” Maddock gave them to her while pointing to the spot. She raised them to her eyes and stared at the area Maddock indicated.
“So it is true.” She continued looking through the glasses, making slight adjustments with the fine focus knob.
“What’s true?” Bones asked, eager for a look.
She handed the glasses off to him. “I’ve long heard that during the war, the Germans used the lake as a naval testing site, for torpedoes and mines in the water. In fact, occasionally unexploded ordinance is still found in the water, which is part of the reason exploring the lake is so dangerous.”
Professor nodded. “I also heard there’s a layer of submerged logs just floating way down there in the middle of the water, that make it dangerous to get down to the bottom where anything of value would have settled.”
“That is also well documented,” Leopov said. “But until now I’d only heard rumors of heavy artillery shells being used on the cliffs surrounding the lake.
“Target practice?” Bones guessed.
Leopov nodded. “Right. And just testing the impact effects of different shells. From the looks of it,” she said from behind the glasses, “they had some powerful munitions indeed.”
Willis looked at Leopov. “You’re positive there’s no way they could be natural caves? Weathering, erosion?”
She shook her head. “Look how orderly they are… all in a perfect line.”
Maddock agreed, taking the binoculars back. He focused them on the blast holes again. “I’m looking at one of these impact caves, near the middle of the row, and it looks like it has holes within holes, like the same spot was blasted multiple times. So there are caves within caverns back in there, where each shell — these were probably early bunker busters — hit.”
“So if we climbed up there we could get back into those blast caves a ways?” Professor asked.
Maddock nodded. “Looks that way.”
Bones looked up at the cliff. “Anything else up there worth taking a look at?”
Maddock scoured the cliff face some more with the binoculars, but after a while he lowered the lenses and shook his head “Maybe the summit. It looks like it’s flat, like we could walk around up there. But I don’t see anything else on the face except uninterrupted rock.”
The team looked at one another until Leopov said, “The summit maybe more accessible from the other side.”
“Other side of the whole mountain?” Willis asked. “Couldn’t that be pretty far away?”
“Once we’re in those blast caves, though,” Maddock said, “we’re more than halfway up to the summit, so it would be much faster to keep climbing the rest of the way than it would be to come down again and hike, and possibly drive, around to the other side.”
Leopov agreed with this.
“Hopefully we find something conclusive in those caves and we don’t even have to go to the summit.” Bones rummaged in his pack and began sorting through his climbing gear. The others took a cue from him and did the same. Maddock watched Leopov carefully as she readied her equipment. From past experience with her in the Russian arctic, he knew she was tough and that she had some climbing experience. But this was a serious climb, not a mere trek, but a vertical ascent for thousands of feet before they would get a real rest in the blast caves. His eyes belied his concern as Leopov caught him watching.
“Don’t worry, Maddock. Maybe I’m not a navy SEAL, but I’ll be okay. I can handle myself.” Maddock gave her a hard stare and went back to his own gear.
After performing a few stretching exercises to limber up, the team moved to the wall itself. Bones was the first to pick out a route and identify his first hand- and footholds. After some discussion about various approaches on different sections of the wall, Bones took on the most dangerous role of lead climber. He would have no safety rope until he himself pounded one into the rock. He ascended surprisingly quickly, hands and feet moving with practiced ease as he traveled vertically up the face. Luckily the wall was not a smooth featureless face, but craggy and pockmarked with irregularities, which made for excellent holds. He didn’t stop moving until he was about fifty feet up, at which point he hammered his first piton into the rock. He attached a safety rope to this, dropped it down to the others, then fastened one to his own harness and continued on with his ascent. He settled into the familiar rhythm, a kind of mental zone he dropped into when he was entirely focused, muscles operating smoothly while the brain thought two or three steps ahead.
Meanwhile, Maddock led the rest of the group up the face once they were clipped off to the safety line. By the time he reached the first piton, Bones had already hammered in a second and dropped down a new safety rope. Maddock clipped off to that one and continued up the wall. The team continued up the wall in this manner, one hold at a time, slow but steady progress. None of the SEALs had much trouble, and even Leopov advanced at a good pace.
Bones was perhaps three-quarters of the way to the blast caves when they heard the first gunshots.
Maddock heard a thwack and then saw a puff of pulverized rock spit into the air a few feet to his right. “Shot fired! They’re shooting at us!”
Bones called down to him. “Sniper somewhere down in the woods. I can make the cave faster if I free solo it, then I can pull you guys up.”
The phrase free solo sent a chill down Maddock’s spine. It meant to climb entirely unaided, using ropes neither for ascending nor for safety in case of a fall. To fall from this height meant certain death. But then again, so did a well-aimed sniper round, Maddock reflected grimly. “If you think you can do it!” he called up to his friend. But Bones was already committed and on the move, scaling the wall quickly, with confidence, having already picked out a series of holds to take him to just below one of the blast caves in the middle of the row.
They heard another report that echoed throughout the lake valley, but this one was followed by Willis’ voice saying, “Damn. I’m hit!”
Professor looked up and saw blood drops rain past him, painting the rock just above his head. “How bad?”
“Not bad. Flesh wound on my right calf, but my leg’s a little weaker.”
Maddock was midway vertically between Willis and Bones. He glanced down at Willis and saw the splotch of red on the whitish rock around his leg, which was shaking. Willis was already about twenty feet above the next lowest safety point, and Bones wouldn’t be leaving more until he reached the cave.
“Hold tight, Willis. Don’t try to climb on it. Bones is going to make the cave and drop a line down to you.”
“Okay. I’ll just hang out for a while.” Professor actually managed a laugh at this, but the next sniper round silenced him fast. It slammed into the wall a foot above his head, causing him to scramble to his left, where he nearly lost his grip on a handhold, facing a long fall before he reached the end of his safety rope. He held on, though, and then resumed his upward trajectory, faster than before.
Then they heard Bones call down to them. “I’m in! Hold on… ” The reverberations of his hammer blows echoed as he spiked a piton into the cave floor with a rock hammer. Maddock, now about twenty feet below the cave entrance, looked up but couldn’t see Bones. Good. Hopefully he was keeping a low profile, farther back into the cave where a sniper’s bullet wouldn’t be able to penetrate. They were counting on the caves to be a safe haven, after all; a place to both shelter them from the sniper (or snipers?) as well as an opportunity to rest while exploring the space for relics or clues to the Amber Room’s whereabouts. He then wondered whether they were getting shot at precisely because they were going for the caves — did the Russians know they contained something valuable? — or simply because they had been sighted and were easy pickings off this wall?
Whatever the case, the shots were coming closer together now and he knew their luck wouldn’t hold out for much longer. He stretched for the next hold above him and gripped it, feeling the skin flay from his fingertips as he locked himself into place. Then Maddock saw Bones’ head of dark hair appear low against the edge of the cave, and a rope fell towards him. Maddock let it pass him by.
“I can make it the rest of the way, Bones. Get it to Willis first. I’m worried about his leg.”
“Right.” Bones paid out more rope while Maddock ascended the remaining open rock toward the blast cave that Bones occupied. He spidered over the lip of the cave just as another round fragmented the rock wall below and to his right.
“Good thing we’re so high up, or we’d be toast,” Maddock said in greeting.
Bones merely nodded in reply, intently focused on guiding the safety rope down to Willis, who was just now attempting to grab it with an outstretched hand. He managed to snag it and rig it to his harness. Then Willis began to climb, aided by Bones hauling him up with the rope, which Maddock further secured by hammering in additional pitons to the cave floor.
They pulled Willis into the cave before more sniper fire came, and then Bones and Maddock worked feverishly to redo the safety rig so that it could be deployed again. Bones sent the line back down, to Leopov this time, who no doubt would insist on taking someone else first if she could talk to them, but she hooked into the rope and made the ascent, uttering only the word, “thanks,” as she climbed into the cave and disconnected her safety line.
Bones and Maddock repeated the process for Professor, who had the misfortune of now being the only sniper target on the rock wall. He moved fast, though, scrambling up the wall in such a manner as to elicit a “Spider-Man” comment from Bones. Even so, a sniper round came close to his right elbow as he neared the lip of the cave.
“Good thing that wind picked up,” Maddock said, referencing the forceful gust of air that no doubt made aiming from long distance that much more difficult. But although the shot had missed, it still had an effect on Professor, and not a good one. Chapman’s hand recoiled off of the hold it had been occupying. Fearing that the shooter would correct and that the next bullet would find its mark, Professor wanted only to put his body into motion, even if that movement equated to a fall.
He eyed a decent foothold about three feet to his right; damn near a small ledge, it was so substantial, and with a convenient handhold above it to boot. He wanted it. He knew he could make it. He sprung off his right foot, letting his fingertips graze across the rock face as he travelled freely across the wall until his leading, right, foot landed on the ledge and his left hand latched onto the knob of rock above it.
He steadied himself. He had done it! But then Maddock’s voice cut short his silent celebration.
“Get moving, Prof, you know they’re reloading and taking aim down there.”
Professor had to assume Maddock was right. He craned his neck to look straight up and saw the beckoning circle of darkness where the rock face was interrupted by the blast cave. The only problem was that now, because he had moved laterally, he was no longer underneath the same cave the rest of the team occupied, but a different one adjacent to it. But that made no different to him at this point. He had to break line of sight with that sniper down there and any cave would do the job.
Professor shoved off of the mini ledge he stood on and gripped onto two nice knobby handholds that allowed him to pull himself up to another chiseled foothold. From there he executed one more jump until his arms curled over the edge of the blast cavern. He hauled himself up and inside the sheltering space, where he wasted no time in wriggling deeper inside, hopefully beyond line of sight for the sniper.
They heard another round strike rock, but it was well below and to the right.
“Professor?” Maddock called out from the other cave. “Where are you? You okay?”
He cupped his hands over his mouth and responded. “I’m one cave over, to your left. I’m okay.”
In the other cave, the rest of the team exchanged concerned glances. They’d been separated by the enemy, one of their own isolated.”Now what?” Leopov asked.
Bones shouldered his pack and stepped away from the entrance, deeper inside the cave. “Time to find out what’s in here.”

Chapter 24

Maddock flicked on his flashlight as he and Bones prepared to explore the cliff caves. “Someone should stay out here in case Professor tries to communicate.”
“Or if he tries to climb over into this cave,” Bones added.
Maddock looked to Willis, who had just finished cleaning and wrapping his leg wound with the trauma kit in his pack. “You think you could keep Professor from falling if you had to?”
Willis guffawed. “Man, please!” He eyed Leopov, who stood with her hands on her hips, awaiting his response. “One good leg or not, if you don’t think I can bust more weight than this little thing… ”
Leopov shot Willis another of her trademarked intimidating stares, but remained quiet. Maddock suspected she didn’t challenge Willis only because she would rather explore the cave with him and Bones than remain out here by herself, but it didn’t much matter to him. They needed someone on the edge of the cave for Professor, and to keep watch in general. He didn’t think the Russians would bother to send a climbing kill team up after them when they could try to snipe them from the walls with little effort, but he couldn’t be one hundred percent positive about that assumption, either. Better safe than sorry.
“Okay, Willis, keep watch here and listen for Professor. Hold on… ” Maddock shrugged off his pack again and removed from it a pair of walkie-talkies. He gave one to Willis. “Channel 3. Not sure what kind of range we’ll get inside all this rock, but it’s worth a try if you need to get a hold of us.” Willis nodded and then set to work re-rigging a safety line in case it should be needed for Professor’s return.
Then Maddock, Bones and Leopov advanced deeper into the cave, all three with flashlights on. The ceiling of the cave was only about a foot or two above their heads, and perhaps fifteen feet wide, but it appeared to extend back quite a ways. They walked back until they reached a half-wall, where an irregular shelf of rock began six feet up, the lower boundary of a roughly circular opening in the cave wall.
Maddock played his light up into the new space. “It’s like a second shell blast opened up this cave back here.”
“A blast cave within a blast cave,” Bones agreed.
Leopov jumped, extending her arms over the ledge, feet finding purchase on the wall, and climbed up into the new cave. Maddock and Bones easily followed suit, and the trio paused at the entrance to the sub-cave while they shone their beams around inside it.
“Bones.” Leopov said softly.
“What?”
“No, I mean actual bones, over there.” She waved her light beam rapidly back and forth over a spot on the floor back and to the left of them. Maddock and Bones added their beams to the large pile of bones, and then they all moved to them for a closer look, knowing that the last time they found bones they belonged to German and Russian World War II soldiers. Could people have used this alpine cliff cave for a shelter, or even for strategic purposes?
But Bones’ voice put this unspoken theory to rest. “Animal bones.” He kicked a couple of the dirty white, elongated bones aside, sifting through the deep pile. “Kind of a variety, but looks like mostly birds, maybe eagles. Smaller mammals, like marmot… this one here’s not so small, probably a leg bone from a mountain goat type animal.”
Maddock looked around the cave floor. “I don’t see any signs of a campfire. So why would all those bones from different animals be piled right there, unless… ”
“Something ate them and left them there?” Maddock guessed.
Leopov appeared unconvinced. “What could get in here that’s big enough to eat animals that large?” She looked down at a two-foot long bone that Bones had kicked to the edge of the pile. None of them had an answer, and Maddock began walking to the rear of the secondary cave.
“Let’s see what else is in here. Except for the bones, so far it looks pretty barren.”
“As expected,” Leopov said, casting a sidelong glance at Bones.
“I never guaranteed anything would be up here,” he said in his defense. “We all agreed that—“
“Hey, look at this!” Maddock’s enthusiasm cut them short. Bones and Leopov met him in the far right corner of the cave, where a tunnel of sorts led upward from the cave ceiling. It was situated high in the corner, but the wall beneath it was naturally stepped, forming a kind of crude stairway that would allow them to easily reach the tunnel.
“Let’s check it out.” Maddock waited for a second, and when no one objected he began climbing up to the tunnel, flashlight still held in one hand, for it would now be pitch black without the lights. He called down to them from the tunnel, which had a rounded shape to it.
“It goes off to our right for some distance. I have to stoop, but it’s passable.”
Bones and Leopov joined him and they began to follow the tunnel as it curved off to the right. They moved along in silence, single file with Maddock in the point position, Bones at the rear. At a section where a large knob of rock protruded halfway into the tunnel, they had to shimmy sideways past it, but they all made it. Shortly after that, Maddock held an arm up, bent at the elbow, hand balled into a fist, the signal to halt.
He heard noise coming from up ahead. “Shhhh!” He hissed back to Bones and Leopov. He killed his light and the others did the same. Footsteps approached. Human, not animal, judging by the cadence. Maddock couldn’t be sure but he thought it was only one man. He drew his knife and waited, kneeling, but suddenly the footsteps stopped.
“Who’s there?” a voice called out, and Bones laughed in response.
“Professor!”
Pete Chapman stepped out into the tunnel with his light on his own face, lest there be any confusion. Friendly fire was the last thing they needed at this point. “Hey, fancy meeting you guys here! And what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”
Leopov laughed at his second comment while Maddock quickly shined his light behind Professor, just to make sure he wasn’t being forced out into the open by unseen captors so that they let their guard down. Satisfied he was alone, Maddock redirected his flashlight onto Professor himself, looking for injuries.
“You okay? You hit?” he asked, referencing the sniper fire that came so close to him right before he made it into the cave.
“None the worse for wear, but I’m afraid this outfit is done for.” He looked down and dusted off his jeans, which had several rips in the legs. His jacket was in tatters, shredded in a few spots. “How are you guys? Willis?” He shone his light around the tunnel, looking for him. His expression grew concerned when he didn’t see him.
“He’s okay,” Maddock said, realizing that Professor was worried that his gunshot wound was worse than it had initially seemed. “He’s holding down guard duty at the entrance to our cave.”
“We thought you might try to climb over to our side,” Bones added.
Professor nodded, grinning widely. “I thought about it, but decided to take a look around first and I found a larger cavern behind the first one, and that led into a tunnel… ”
“Same here!” Bones said.
“So our two adjacent caves connect,” Maddock said, eager to move things along now that the team had been reunited. “I wonder where else these tunnels lead?”
Professor’s face brightened. “There’s another tunnel in my cave, on the opposite side of this one, that leads off to the right. Maybe it goes to the next cave over, I don’t know, I didn’t check it out because I wanted to find you guys.”
Maddock appeared inspired. “We should take Willis with us and go explore that other tunnel.” They all agreed and Maddock used his walkie-talkie to call Willis while Professor, Leopov and Bones discussed what they knew about the tunnel system so far. Willis’ reply was weak, but audible, and Maddock gave him instructions so that he could find them. He arrived soon, and bear-hugged each of them briefly in turn before they set out down the tunnel single file toward Professor’s cave.
They reached it before too long and had to step down a rocky slope to get down onto the cave floor. It looked similar to the other cave, but a little smaller. Maddock pointed out a pile of bones. “There are bones in our cave, too.”
Professor scowled. “I checked them out and they don’t look human to me. But the presence of the bones leads me to believe that this tunnel may lead somewhere, because it would take a sizable predator to kill or even to drag animals of that size up or down the cliff wall into these caves.”
“Maybe some kind of mountain cat,” Bones said.
Maddock made his way over to the tunnel and shined his flashlight up into it. Like the other one, it was accessible from the cave floor. “Let’s see where it goes.” He climbed up into it and allowed his eyes to adjust to the very dim light inside while he played his beam around the confines of the passage. It looked much like the other tunnel, only this one sloped mildly up. When they others joined him he began to follow the tunnel in the only direction it led. They saw no branching paths or other options, only a single passageway that led upward at a shallow angle.
They came to a half-wall where the bottom half dead-ended but the upper half — above five feet — looked like it was the beginning of yet another tunnel. The lower half was smooth, without natural climbing holds, so they boosted Maddock up first and then he pulled up Bones, then he in turned pulled up the others. By the time all of them were up Maddock had already begun exploring down the length of the tunnel. They caught up to him at a fork in the passage, one branch leading right and the other, left.
Maddock directed his beam into the left passage. “This one leads up, while the other one… ” He swung his beam in the opposite direction, down along the other tunnel fork. “…this one leads down.”
“Probably to another one of the blast caves,” Professor guessed.
Maddock nodded. “So let’s go up.” He ventured into the left passageway and the others followed. This one was steeper than the others, and it was clear they were gaining elevation rapidly as they walked. A startling moment came when Maddock woke a group of sleeping bats, which then turned and flew out through Bones and the rest of the team, before correcting themselves and flying back past Maddock and up through the tunnel.
“This passage must lead to an opening,” Maddock observed, “or those bats wouldn’t go that way, they’d have went back to the blast caves.”
They trudged on, now realizing that they were walking over years’ worth of encrusted bat guano. Then the incline grew very steep, causing them to slip occasionally on the slick tunnel floor, but they kept on.
“Light! I see light!” Maddock exclaimed.
“We’ve traveled a long distance,” Leopov said. “I wonder if this could be… ”
“This is it!” Maddock stopped in front of a dead end, the tunnel having curved at a near right angle to point straight up where it extended about ten feet into a blue sky. Unfortunately the walls were perfectly smooth, preventing them from being able to climb without the aid of ropes, so Bones pulled out his grappling hook and went to work. He fastened a line leading up out of the tunnel stack and volunteered to make the first climb himself.
He planted the soles of his shoes on the wall, set a good grip on the rope with both hands, and then walked up toward the sky. He stepped over the lip of the vertical section of tunnel and for a moment they heard his footsteps, as if walking around up there. Maddock figured correctly that he was in a relatively open space and so was checking his surroundings for threats.
Before long Bones called down to them. “The summit! This it is it. Looks like we have it to ourselves. Come on up.” He tossed the rope back down and double-checked that the grappling hook was secured. The others climbed up and out onto the alpine summit.
“Wow!” Even Leopov was impressed by the view. They stood in the midst of a broad grassy plateau, spotted with rocks here and there, as well as a few patches of snow. Around them was a ring of even taller mountain peaks, whitecapped and shrouded in fog. Below them the plateau gradually sloped down, forming a high hillside that led deep into a valley far in the distance.
They had reached the summit.

Chapter 25

“Pretty big area, but mostly flat.” Maddock brought the binoculars to his eyes and began scanning their surroundings. “Not a lot of rocks, but the tall grass could be concealing something. Let’s take a look around.”
They fanned out and began exploring the grassy summit, Bones taking pleasure in diving into the tallest grass and rooting through it to see what he could turn up, which turned out not to be much. After a few minutes of looking around he had found nothing. No concealed tunnel entrances, no hidden treasure chests; only grassy earth.
Maddock gravitated toward the rocky clumps, checking to see if they were ruptures in the summit floor that led down into the tunnel system or caves beneath, but he, too, discovered nothing interesting.
Leopov wandered toward the downward slope to see how difficult it would be to make the return trip that way versus climbing back down the rock face. The vast distances she observed were not encouraging.
Willis and Professor, meanwhile, opted to walk about the plateau to see what they might come across. They worked at opposite ends of the summit. Professor would stop occasionally to pick up a rock and turn it over in his hands, scrutinizing it as if its very nature held clues that could tell him about the history of this rarely visited place. Willis, on the other hand, favored walking swiftly to a particular area, digging around to examine it, and then moving rapidly again to another area some distance away.
Regardless of their different methods, none of them discovered anything conclusive, or anything at all, for that matter. They converged near the middle of the summit’s plateau, trading accounts of what they had and had not seen. Maddock was relaying his account when they heard a piercing howl, and not all that far off.
Bones held a hand up, asking for silence so that he may identify the sound. A few seconds after the vocalization stopped, Bones’ eyes widened. “Wolf.”
As soon as he said it, the wolf began to howl again, and then, causing all of their heads to turn, a second animal brayed from somewhere nearby.
“Two of them!” Professor observed.
“Sounds like they’re somewhere on the summit with us, too.” Willis looked around nervously, head on a swivel.
“You don’t suppose… ” Leopov trailed off as she tried to see over a rocky outcropping.
“Suppose what?” Maddock prompted, taking a step away from the group and starting to look around carefully.
“Suppose that these wolves might be of the same variety we came across before?”
“You mean the frickin’ giant Nazi mad scientist type?” Bones turned his head to one side, listening in a particular direction, not for howls, but for footfalls. He didn’t hear any, but the howling continued, and from more dogs.
Professor eyed Maddock. “It sounds like there are at least four of them. If they are those big ones, we really ought to think about—“
“There!” Bones pointed off to their left, where an oversized wolf was charging over a grassy knoll and headed their way. Bones’ knife now rode in his right hand, but even that didn’t give him much confidence. “It’s a big one. Real big.”
“We didn’t see anything up here, so let’s head back into the tunnels.” Professor said.
“Where’s the entrance?” Leopov whirled around, confused. The rock outcroppings dotting the plateau all looked the same, and the opening into the tunnel system was in the middle of one of them. Maddock pointed at it, but as soon as he did a second massive wolf appeared perhaps fifty yards beyond it, also running towards them.
“Number three coming over there!” Professor pointed to another lupine interloper, the animal growling as it advanced, nose low to the ground, the hair on its tail standing on end.
“Hurry!” Leopov started to run, galvanizing the rest of them to action. They sprinted for the entrance to the tunnels that Maddock had pointed out. Willis stumbled on his injured leg and fell into a stand of tall grass. Bones stopped to pick him up, eyeing a wolf barreling at them, closing the distance fast.
“These things are fast, Willis, let’s move it.” He received no argument, and in seconds the two were running again across the summit, glancing left and right and seeing wolves coming at them each time they looked.
Maddock reached the tunnel entrance before the others, but he didn’t drop in first. He stood guard, small knife in one hand as he spun in circles, monitoring the advancing beasts. “Go, go, go!” he encouraged, waving them on. “Don’t look back, just run,” he aimed at Professor in particular, who couldn’t keep from looking over his shoulder every few steps.
Leopov made it to him first. The grappling hook and rope were already set up and Maddock urged her down into the tunnel. She jumped into the hole, barely touching the rope as she slid down into the tunnel. Bones was next to arrive, with Willis close behind him. Bones looked Maddock in the eye.
“Want me to hang out, just in case… ” He waved his knife. Maddock shook his head. “Just get down there, Bones. We’re not going to beat these things in a fight. We’ve got to get away from this open space.”
“See you down there.” Bones slid down the rope into the tunnel.
Then Willis stepped up to the entrance and dropped down, followed by Professor, glancing over his shoulder one last time as he hurtled himself into the pit.
The closest wolf was mere feet from Maddock now. It would be on him in seconds, but as terrifying as the creature was, Maddock couldn’t help but marvel at it. A gigantic, majestic animal with a flowing mane and bright white teeth, running through the Alps. He forced himself to shake off his wonderment and drop down into the tunnel, joining the rest of the team.
He found them huddled next to the drop zone, switching on their flashlights… He moved to join them but Bones pointed behind him. “Get my grapple, will you? We might need it.”
Maddock turned to do just that but when he looked up at the hook what he saw stopped him cold in his tracks. A colossal wolf head nearly blocked all light from entering the tunnel shaft. Maddock wiped his eyes as he felt warm saliva drop onto him from the canine’s barking mouth. The wolf barked ferociously, incessantly, putting its entire body into it, front paws sticking out over the pit while the rest of its body behind the head was not visible.
He wouldn’t be able to get the grapple back. That much was for certain. But, even as he turned around to run back to the group so that they could get out of here, that wasn’t what now nagged at his consciousness. It was the wolf, what it was doing.
If it can fit down here… And then, with a sickening realization, he flashed on the piles of bones in the cliff caves and it hit him like a sucker punch to the gut. He had no time to fully explain so he just expressed his thoughts aloud, as he was thinking them.
“Those wolves can get in here! They roam around in here and bring their kills in here… ”
“They can fit?” Professor’s voice was doubtful but also edged with worry.
Maddock opened his mouth to answer in the affirmative but the sound of nails scraping on rock behind them meant that he didn’t have to. Without saying another word, they all took off running down the tunnel as fast as they could manage.
Fortunately the passageway was long and without branches, meaning it wasn’t possible to get lost and wander aimlessly. But that same advantage was also a disadvantage when it came to being chased by angry wolves. The big canine rocketed down the straightaway, still barking, apparently not concerned about stealth, but instead preferring the intimidation factor. Figures, Maddock thought, as his feet pounded the tunnel floor. Bred by Hitler’s scientists. Instilling fear would be second nature to them.
By the time the team merged with the tunnel that led to Professor’s cave, they could hear a second wolf not far behind the first, barking, sending a message of violence as it pursued them. All five of the human prey were breathless now as they moved through the tunnel as fast as they dared, taking numerous bumps into low-hanging ceiling irregularities or protruding rock slabs. But still they kept on moving, the sound of the slavering canines steadily closing the distance between them as they progressed through the tunnels.
They dropped into Professor’s cave and Maddock started to head for the tunnel that led to the next cave over, the one they had all come to except for Professor, when he paused. Leopov was looking over the side, near the edge. “Should we climb from here instead?”
Maddock looked to Bones, who shook his head. “Already have the belay rope set up in the other cave. No time to set up a new one.” As if to emphasize this point, the first wolf emerged from the tunnel and wasted no time in leaping down into Professor’s cave. Leopov screamed, a piercing shriek that outcompeted the wolves’ barking and yelping.
Maddock grabbed her by the arm and headed for the tunnel that would lead to the first cave. Bones and Willis were already entering it, and Professor waited for Maddock and Leopov to run inside before following. “Three wolves in the cave!” he warned.
They ran as quickly as they could in the hunched over position that was dictated by the tunnel’s low ceiling. Maddock hoped against hope that the wolves would decide that it was too much trouble to pursue them into this tunnel, or that they wouldn’t even fit, but a lively howling that reverberated throughout the tubular space told him otherwise. Maddock urged them on through the space’s remaining yards. He didn’t need any of them giving up now, and in this narrow natural structure, were one of them to collapse or give up, those behind would not be able to pass.
The wolves provided all the encouragement anyone needed, however, and by the time the passageway was a noise chamber of echoing wolf cries, all five of them were pouring out into the cave through which they had come in. Bones immediately ran over to the edge, checking the safety rope setup. He was reaching down to test the integrity of the piton he’d hammered when Maddock yelled at him.
“Bones, remember the snipers!”
He was too close to the edge, offering too high of a silhouetted profile. But as the first gigantic wolf leapt into the room, they all knew that they had a choice to make: Stay here and soon be engaged in multiple direct animal attacks, or rappel down the cliff face the way they had come and be subject to possible additional sniper fire.
As the second engineered predator entered the rear of the cave, they opted for the latter. Bones waved them over to the edge. “No time to rig a harness for everybody, but I can hammer in another piton to beef it up. Just grab the rope—hold on— and get down.”
No one liked it but they liked the notion of being consumed alive by humongous wolves even less. Bones scrambled for his hammer and another piton from his pack while Leopov got first in line to descend. A third wolf dropped into the cave, the first one now making its way across the floor to them, slowing as it moved in for the kill.
“Remember, no safety harness—hold onto the rope all the way down! No room for error!” Bones shouted his parting words to Leopov over both the hammering of the backup piton and the braying of the canine predators now cornering their victims. The noise meant that he couldn’t listen for snipers, though, but there was no time to do anything about that.
Willis grabbed the safety line and began sliding down, quicker than Leopov, pushing off the wall with his feet every twenty feet or so on the way down. Bones knew that if he caught up to Leopov he would have to wait for her. He mentally kicked himself for not making her go last, but what was done was done. Hopefully she would increase her pace as she warmed to the rappel.
Professor went over the side as he cast a terrified glance over his shoulder. And then Maddock walked over to the edge. “C’mon Bones! No time. We’re both going.”
Bones looked up from the pitons, which he was fortifying to be able to handle the simultaneous weight of the entire team, when Maddock, safety line running through one of his hands, literally scooped him off the ground and fell over the edge with him. Bones watched as a kaleidoscopic mishmash of jaws, paws and bloody fur jumbled together just beyond his reach. And then they fell away, Bones not even in contact with the only available rope, but clutching Maddock’s midsection, who wrangled them into position as soon as they had dropped below the reach of the slavering beasts.
They paused on the wall about twenty feet down and carefully separated, Bones taking hold of the safety line on his own, just below Maddock, who took the opportunity to look down at the others. One… two… three, good! All still there, still moving down. He supposed enough time had elapsed that the sniper team had given up for the time being. Or perhaps they had even chosen to send a squad the long way to the summit, around the other side. Above them the wolves howled, venting their frustration into the high altitude winds. At first he feared they might be frenzied enough to jump over the edge of the cliff after them, like mindless, predatory lemmings, but they remained right at the edge.
The team descended all the way to the ground, where Maddock quickly reminded them that the sniper threat could return at any moment, that they needed to keep moving. The shaken warriors moved off down the path that led from the base of the cliff back into the lakeside woods.

Chapter 26

The team stepped off the path onto a small clearing that afforded a view of the lake, not far below them. Professor opened the journal again to the page with the map while shooting Bones a withering stare. “Nice going, man. Here we are back where we started, at the lake.”
Bones appeared indignant. “You’re the one who said, Oh great, let’s go, no Russians to fight! Besides,” he said, leaning over Professor’s shoulder to get a look at the map again, “I’ve been thinking about this map while we rappelled back down, and I’ve got an idea.”
Willis chuckled. “Another idea from you. Fantastic. Should we climb Mount Everest this time, because no one’s probably looked there, right? And the Russians won’t be there, so… ”
Bones nodded his head in a yeah, yeah, yeah gesture before pointing to the map. “Seriously, it still looks to me like the spot isn’t actually in the water, but, knowing now that it’s not supposed to be a topo map, the X could be at the water’s edge — not far from the shore. Not only that, but I don’t think it’s even an X that’s marking the spot, but it’s a cross.” Bones stared at the map yet again.
“Nice of you to figure that out now, man, after we climbed a freakin’ mountain and back.” Willis grumbled. Leopov ran with it before Bones could retort.
“A cross?” Leopov stared at the journal map again also.
“A fancy one,” Bones clarified.
Professor shrugged, looking less than impressed. “Okay, so it’s an ornate cross instead of an X, so what?”
Leopov’s face brightened as she looked at Bones. “There is an old church ruin here on the lake, but it’s on the other shore,” she finished with a frown as she looked across the lake, where the Russian divers still went about their industrious activity on the barge floating in the lake. Bones was about to reply when they heard the rustling of leaves coming from off to their left, where a path wound around the lake.
Maddock immediately spun and knelt, looking for the source of the noise. Then they heard voices. Russian.
“They’re saying, ‘They’re right over there!’” Leopov translated.
“We’ve got to move.” Maddock stood and made for the path to their right side that led the other way around the lake, but no sooner had he come to an upright position than two Russian men with automatic weapons held in the ready position came into view walking fast their way on the path. Maddock wheeled back into the clearing, where he could tell by the movement of bushes on the other side that the group from the left was about to converge on them.
Taking in their surroundings, he saw that they were hemmed in by the cliff on one side and water on the other. The only way to get anywhere was by the paths now occupied by the Russians. Looking again at the rock walls behind them, Maddock knew that wasn’t a viable option. It would take far too long to ready their climbing gear and they could easily be picked off the wall once they were on it. But looking in the other direction, towards the lake, Maddock spotted a wooden pier. A rowboat with a pair of oars was tied up to it. A motorcycle was also parked on the pier, keys in the ignition.
Bones ran toward the boat and Professor started to call him back but stopped himself. He didn’t want to yell to further give away their exact position, so he turned to the group instead. “What’s he going to do, row us out of here? Even with a couple of us SEALs rowing, they’ll chase us down in one of the smaller boats in no time if they don’t shoot us down from shore first.” He cast a nervous glance into the foliage, where they could hear boots on the ground approaching.
“Maybe he’s going to take that old trail bike.” Willis pointed at the motorcycle.
“He can take himself and maybe one of us,” Leopov said. “I guess two of us making it out of here is better than none, though… ”
Bones reached the bike, pushed up the kickstand and began wheeling it toward the end of the pier where the rowboat was docked.
“What is he doing?” Willis wondered aloud.
Bones looked up at them all and waved for them to join him at the boat. The Russians drew very close on either side of them. Maddock made for the pier. “He’s got something in mind and I don’t have any other ideas, so let’s go.” The group ran for the pier while Bones wrangled the motorcycle into the boat such that the rear wheel hung over the back into the water while the front wheel was in the boat, but up in the air. He then straddled the bike as if he were going to ride it, while turning around and yelling for the others to launch the boat.
The was no longer any reason for stealth since the first group of Russians broke out into the clearing from the path, looking for the treasure hunters who had been there only moments before. Maddock and the others dashed out onto the pier and jumped into the rowboat. Willis and Professor, being SEALs in a boat with oars, immediately cast off the line and began paddling. They didn’t know why, but Bones was trying to start the motorcycle. The engine turned over while he tried the key, coughing a couple of times before buzzing to life.
Maddock was too concerned about watching the Russians advance on shore to worry about Bones’ activity. He thought maybe he had brought it along just to use later on in case they might need it, and was testing it to see if it worked. But when Bones rocked back on the bike, causing the rear wheel to dip into the water while he revved the throttle, it all of a sudden made perfect sense.
Bones put the motorcycle into gear and the boat started to move. Really move, much faster than the combined rowing power of the two SEALs. “Motorcycle outboard!” Bones shouted, face alight with apparent glee despite the situation.
Willis was whooping with joy. “How’d you figure that out, man?”
“There’s a little MacGyver in all of us, Willis.” Bones revved the engine and the boat sped across the lake. Maddock stood next to Bones and pointed to the hive of activity in the center of the lake, the barge at its center. His meaning was clear: steer clear of it. Bones found that by leaning to one side or the other he could cause the boat to turn, but not sharply. Professor had the solution for this, however, when he stuck an oar in the water and held it in place. Being on the left side of the boat, this caused them to turn hard left. If they needed to turn right, then Willis would take the same action on his side of the craft.
Between the five people, their gear and the motorbike, the tiny vessel was beyond cramped. But it was getting them away from the Russians on shore, who fired at them to no avail. A couple of bursts streaked into the lake about fifty feet behind and to the right, and then they gave up in favor of tracking them from land, running around the path to try to follow the suddenly motorized rowboat’s course.
They steered wide right around the barge, but even so, Maddock expected and soon heard the high pitched whine of a small outboard motor as the Russians on the barge launched an inflatable boat in pursuit. “Full throttle, Bones, we need all she’s got to give!”
Bones nodded, hand rotating on the handlebar grip, coaxing the last few RPMs out of the bike’s motor. But as they skirted the barge and headed for the lake’s opposite shore, it became apparent that their makeshift motorboat was no match for the Russian’s outboard powered inflatable raft. They were gaining on them, and fast.
Maddock tapped Bones on the shoulder. “Won’t be long before we’re in firing range.”
Suddenly the motorbike sputtered and died. The small skiff lunged forward with the sudden drop in acceleration. Willis and Professor immediately took up the oars. Bones’ hands flew over the bike’s controls, and after a few heart-stopping moments the engine kicked over again and caught.
“Take cover! They’re firing on us!” Leopov knelt at the stern of the boat, facing their pursuers. She ducked so that her head was below the transom, just as a piece of wood splintered from the back of the boat. Bones reached behind him where a helmet was hung on the back seat. He swiped it up and crammed it on his head, armor since he couldn’t flatten himself on deck and still drive their impromptu outboard motor. Still, he dismounted the bike and crouched next to it, manipulating the throttle by reaching up with one hand.
Maddock pointed the way toward shore. “There’s some good cover there, lots of plants. Close enough to the other side. Land us there, Bones. We stay out on open water any longer and they’re going to smoke us.”
Willis dug his oar in the water and turned them toward the water’s edge. Bones kept up on the cycle while Maddock pointed to a spot on shore with a dense covering of vegetation only a few feet from the water.
“Grab your packs, get ready to jump and run as soon as we hit shore.” Maddock eyed Leopov as he said it, but she already had her pack on, as did Bones. The turn had thrown off the Russians somewhat, but now they closed in again, bullets strafing the lake surface as they chopped up the water in neat rows to the right of the skiff.
As soon as they felt the resistance of the boat’s hull on the lake bottom as it nosed up onto the beach, they leapt from the craft, Bones letting the motorcycle fall over as he abandoned ship, still wearing the helmet. Leopov ducked into the foliage first, followed by Maddock, Professor and Willis. Bones dared to take one last look at the Russians tailing them right before he ducked into the greenery, only to be greeted with a bullet smacking into a tree branch inches from his left arm.
Then he, too, turned and disappeared into the forested shoreline.

Chapter 27

Maddock’s group moved with a quiet speed through the lush lakeside growth. They still heard sporadic gunfire behind them, but the SEALs knew they were random potshots taken more out of frustration than because they had locked onto a target. When it was clear that even those shots were moving in the opposite direction, the team paused for a much-needed breather, hunkering down beneath a clump of wet ferns.
While they rested and shared water from a canteen, Bones asked Professor for the journal so that he could take a look at the map again. Professor produced it and together they estimated their current position based on landmarks they’d seen while out on the boat.
Bones was lost in concentration, staring alternately down at the map and up through the landscape. At length a mischievous grin took over his features and he announced, “Be right back.” He stepped off the path into the dense plant growth. Professor and the others were too absorbed either in the map or in keeping watch for the Russians to give his actions much thought.
For the next few minutes they compared their visual surroundings to the outline of the map, speculating on a definitive position for the treasure. They were still debating whether the Russian dive site could in fact be over the ‘X’ when they heard movement in the foliage and then Bones came crashing back onto the path. He was panting but grinning ear to ear. Maddock asked him if he was okay.
Bones caught his breath with his hands on his knees for a moment and then stood up. “I found it.”
Willis appeared skeptical. “Found what, your common sense? Because running around through the woods while a bunch automatic weapon toting treasure hunters are looking for us is pretty damned crazy, Bones.”
But Bones still grinned ear to ear. “C’mon, I’ll show you.” Bones moved silently through the underbrush. The others made a small amount of noise as they followed him, but nothing a human would detect from any distance away. He led them roughly parallel to shore, neither gaining nor losing altitude, until they reached an area with even thicker vegetation.
Bones showed them the tiny pathway he’d found through the wall of greenery and they threaded their way through, brushing aside cobwebs and small armies of buzzing insects. On the other side they found the remains of a stone building, surrounded by trees on all sides.
“What is it?” Willis asked.
Bones pointed to a crumbling cross on the front of the building. “It’s a church. C’mon, let’s go inside.”
Bones led them to the doorway of the old building, a simple, one-room affair but with a high ceiling now riddled with gaps. Maddock and Professor brought up the rear, heads on swivels as they monitored the area for threats. Inside the church, what was once a stone floor was now covered in dirt, with a profusion of plant life growing up through the cracks. Apparently Bones already knew where he was going, because he walked without hesitation straight back through the old house of worship to the rear, left wall.
“Check it out.”
The others gathered around and they stared down to where Bones was pointing, at a stone tile into which was carved an eagle.
Professor’s face lighted with recognition. “Looks like our old friend, the Prussian Eagle again.”
Maddock kept one ear tuned to their conversation and the other on the Russian party, clearly audible from here. They had stayed in pursuit and now seemed to be homing in on the old church. In fact, Maddock could now make out individual Russian words, although he couldn’t understand them. He watched Leopov out of the corner of his eye, also content to let the others carry on the conversation about Bones’ find, but if she was hearing anything of significance from the Russians, she was keeping it to herself.
Bones gestured to the engraved symbol. “It’s strange to see this eagle in a church, right?”
Professor agreed. “It’s not a symbol associated with any major religion or faith.”
“Not only that,” Bones continued, “but during World War Two, Austria was part of Germany, right?”
Again Professor nodded. “It was under German control, yes, which was reversed when the war ended. But during the time the Amber Room went missing, Austria was definitely under Hitler’s thumb.”
Bones looked at the tile. “So why do we have a Prussian Eagle in what was basically Germany at the time? They had their own eagle, and it doesn’t look anything like this one.”
Willis knelt next to the tile. “Enough yapping about it already. Let’s see if it does anything.” He tried pressing on the eagle, but nothing happened. Bones looked around to see if the action had set off any booby traps — heavy objects about to fall on them, spears shooting out of the crumbling walls, perhaps spikes jutting up from the ground — but all was still.
Then Willis attempted to turn the tile within its setting, but that too had no effect. “Screw this.” He stood and got purchase on the edge of the tile with his fingers before starting to pull.
“I think I feel a little movement but that sucker’s wedged in there good. We need a pry bar, anybody got something?”
Bones shrugged off his pack and dug around in it. He came up with a large fixed blade knife. “This’ll have to do.”
Willis raised an eyebrow at the blade and took it by the proffered handle. He applied it to the tile and this time they heard a low scraping sound as it moved against the surrounding stone. After a little more effort Willis was able to pry the tile loose. He set it aside to reveal an opening to a space below. A set of iron handholds led down into darkness. The team circled around the portal, Maddock producing his flashlight to aim down inside it.
Meanwhile, Leopov picked up the tile cap and examined it, turning it over, scrutinizing all facets of it including the bottom and sides. She tapped portions of it here and there, scraped various surfaces on it with a fingernail. She was turning it over one more time when she heard someone exclaim how deep the opening was and she turned to look, causing her to drop the stone tile. It landed on the floor and did not break but produced a loud, percussive sound that reverberated throughout the church.
Maddock instantly shushed everyone and listened. The Russian voices grew louder.
Maddock looked to Leopov. “What are they saying?”
“They heard the noise and they’re coming to investigate. I’m sorry.”
Willis glared at her briefly and looked like he was about to verbalize a not-so-nice sentiment, when Maddock pre-empted him. “Down we go, c’mon, before they get here!”
Bones dropped down the rungs first, followed by Willis and Professor. Leopov looked like she wanted Maddock to go next, but he would have none of it. He wouldn’t give her the chance to possibly communicate with the other Russians, if in fact she was associated with them. How much of a fight she would make about it might also be a clue.
“Ladies first,” Maddock insisted.
“It’s okay, you can go. I’m right behind you.”
Maddock picked up the tile cap. “This thing’s pretty heavy. Pulling it back into place to cover our tracks won’t be that easy. I’ll handle it. Now come on, go!”
Leopov pursed her lips and, for a fraction of a second, she looked like she was about to argue. But then she spun and put her legs on the rungs and began climbing down to the others. Maddock heard actual footfalls of the Russians now, boots crunching on soil, leaves rustling and branches snapping.
He started down the rungs, pausing to pull the tile in place over his head. It was difficult to fit it snugly into the floor from his perch beneath the opening, but after a couple of tries he got it to fall into position by letting it drop straight down from a few inches, which did make a noise but not very loud. He heard footsteps entering the church just as the tile settled into place.
He descended into the underground space.

Chapter 28

“This is wild. Look at all this stuff! It’s like a museum down here.” Bones swept his flashlight around the space, a long corridor with evenly spaced alcoves, each one like a room with only three walls. As Maddock passed the first alcove, on his right, he saw that it was indeed filled with all sorts of German World War II relics. There were piles of uniforms, swastika armbands, huge stacks of boots, boxes piled high with medals. The team chattered with all of the new finds they discovered, but it troubled Maddock as a soldier to think that these items had once been worn in the service of a nation’s military, and that they had ended up here, obviously stockpiled in a secret, hidden location. Had they been grave-robbed?
“Oh my God. Look at this. You’ve got to see this!” Professor’s voice was a strange mixture of giddiness and disgust. Maddock was almost afraid to see what he had found but curiosity got the better of him. He left the alcove he was in, passed another to his left that was full of artillery and ammunition, shell cases and the like, and found Professor in the next alcove to the left.
Fittingly, he stood in the midst of what looked like a storehouse for a library, with stacks of dusty books piled high here and there, with other interesting odds and ends scattered about including a large, old-looking globe on an ornate, golden stand. Racks of what Maddock guessed to be old scrolls, written in Latin, lined one wall.
“I don’t believe it.” Professor mumbled, staring at the open page of a book. Maddock approached him and looked on. Wordlessly, Professor flipped to the cover, where Maddock read: Mein Kampf. Beneath the title, which Maddock knew to mean, My Struggle, was the author’s name: Adolf Hitler.
“Now look.” Professor flipped the cover open to the title page, where a two-word scrawl occupied the space below the title. “He signed it. This is an autographed copy of Mein Kampf!”
Maddock had conflicted feelings about such memorabilia, as he supposed many people did. He knew the book must be worth a substantial sum, but he himself would never feel comfortable profiting from such a dark piece of human history.
“Unless it has something to do with finding the Amber Room, we should leave it be.”
Professor looked up at him in a state of bewilderment. “Leave it? Do you know how much this thing is worth?”
Maddock shrugged. “Not enough, my friend. Not nearly enough. C’mon, forget that thing, let’s go.”
“Whoa….Whoa, man!” It was Willis’ turn to pique everyone’s curiosity. Maddock and Professor met up with him in a right-side alcove at the same time as Leopov and Bones filed in. Willis knelt in front of an open wooden crate, in a room filled with stacked crates.
Immediately Leopov read the thoughts of the others. “These crates are too small to contain the main Amber Room panels.” They looked to Willis again, who stared in fascination at a piece of paper in his hand. The crate he had opened was full of similar looking paperwork.
“Whatcha got?”
Maddock stepped up to him and he rose, pointing to a raised was seal. “Not sure, but it looks important, and whatever it is… ” He pointed to the open crate and the rest of the boxes in the room. “…There are a lot of them.”
“Let me see.” Leopov took a look. “German… I’m not fluent, but I believe these are land deeds… ” Her voice dropped off as she read on.
“What?” Willis looked up at her, but she seemed distraught, unable to continue. Professor took a look at the document.
“These are land deeds. Judging from the number of them, as well as some of the other stuff I saw in here, they were confiscated from Jews.” Everyone had a moment of silence as they contemplated this.
“They still worth anything?” Bones wanted to know.
Professor shrugged. “To the heirs of the people who owned them, sure. I would think that these could prove property ownership and therefore potentially cause major problems for the German government if all of these heirs pressed their claims at once.” Professor put the deeds back in the crate and sealed the lid.
The team moved on, fanning out and searching the different alcoves. Maddock made sure to keep a sharp yet surreptitious eye on Leopov lest she discover something she didn’t want the rest of the group to know about, and to see if she attempted communication somehow, although even if she did have a radio or other device, he doubted it would be able to get a signal into or out of this underground complex.
It wasn’t long before Professor’s voice rang out in the series of chambers. “Wow. Look at this machine!” The team found him in an alcove further along and gathered there. “I think it’s a computer.” Professor ran a hand over a metal chassis festooned with knobs and buttons occupying most of the alcove’s back wall.
Maddock nodded. “So this is one of those early computers that took up a whole room but today the same processing power fits into a desktop PC.”
Professor nodded. “Exactly. And look at this! IBM. Right here!” He wiped away some dust and sure enough, the logo of the well-known computer maker was visible engraved into the metal case.
“Wow.” Even Bones was suitably impressed. “I didn’t think IBM was around that long.”
Professor continued to examine the machine while he answered. “Oh yeah. Even for them, this is an old machine, though. This thing ran on punch cards… ”
“And here they are!” Leopov had a crate opened from a stack in the corner. She leafed through a stack of manila cards, a series of neat holes punched in orderly arrays on each one of them.
“What did they use them for?” Willis asked. This was met with silence until Professor spoke in a shaky voice.
“Wow… I… I think they were used to keep track of… ”
Leopov fanned out a group of punch cards in a hand and held them up. “It started out as a census tool for the German government. But as the war progressed, it evolved into a way to identify where people of certain races were in various regions, and some say, to keep track of where Hitler’s regime was sending all the Jewish prisoners-how many open spaces they had remaining at each camp… basically a human inventory tracking system for the Nazi war machine. Technologically speaking it was highly advanced for its time.”
Maddock appeared incredulous. “And IBM — the same company that gave us the personal computer in the early 1980s — did this?”
Leopov nodded. “They did. They don’t explicitly deny it, either, but of course they keep the details under tight wraps.”
Bones had lost interest in the computer equipment and wandered off, but now called the group to the next alcove over. “We’re getting warmer.”
The team left the punch cards behind and joined Bones, who had pried the lid off a crate and was holding a thick gold bar in each hand. “Jackpot!”
Maddock looked around the space, the floor of which was covered in crates and trunks, some stacked two or three high. “You think…?”
They moved quickly to open a few more crates. Every one they opened contained some kind of precious metal; not all were gold bars, but some held coins, medallions, jewelry. Besides gold there was platinum and precious stones as well. The accumulation of wealth was dizzying. Maddock opened yet another crate brimming with gold bullion and then dropped the lid back on it. “There’s fabulous treasure in here, probably the lost Nazi gold thought to be in the lake all these years, but it’s not the Amber Room. We need to move on.”
Just as Bones started to protest, they heard the trammel of footsteps echoing farther down the passage, toward the church.
Maddock spun and made for the main passage, well aware that the alcove was a dead end, probably literally, were they to be cornered in here. “Move!”
They poured into the passageway and continued away from the church. They entered a long stretch where there were no more alcoves on either side, only a straightaway. As they followed it at a run, the first gunshots shattered the underground quiet.

Chapter 29

“The Russians from the lake must have heard us in the church and followed us down here.” Bones didn’t stop running as he panted the words.
“Not Russian.” Leopov was a step or two behind Bones. “They’re speaking German!”
They kept on until they saw muzzle flashes ahead of them. Realizing they were trapped, with gunfire on either side of them, they ducked into the first alcove to appear since they left the one with the gold.
Chips of stone peppered their upper bodies as they made the turn. Even once inside the alcove, the barrage of arms fire continued from both ends of the corridor.
Maddock, from his position low against the wall, said, “They must be shooting at each other.” They heard a howl of pain emanating from their left, then a string of what all of them except Leopov could only assume was foul language.
“”That’s Russian, coming from that side,” Leopov said, pointing to the left end of the corridor.
“Russians and Germans battling each other?” Willis looked confused.
Leopov made a noncommittal gesture. “That’s what it seems like.”
Maddock backed up from the edge of the alcove a little. “The Russians must have come from the dive site on the lake, but what about the Germans? What are they doing here?”
Before anyone could answer a hail of bullets strafed the entrance to the alcove, sending the team skittering deeper inside for cover. “Get back!” Bones led the way toward the rear. Unlike the others, this one was empty, containing no items whatsoever. Also unlike the others, however, it had a door set into its rear wall. Bones tried the handle, an ornate brass affair, while the others trooped up behind him, the sounds of the gunfight still raging out in the corridor.
Locked.
“Out of the way, Bones.” Willis backed up and turned sideways toward the door. Bones rapped on the wood. “This thing’s pretty heavy duty, Willis, I don’t—“
But the hefty African-American was already charging. When he was a few feet from the door he launched his right leg out in a flying kick, while keeping his back foot on the ground. The heel of his booted foot impacted with the door to the side of the keyhole, splintering the wood. Still, the door held.
Willis landed on his feet, staring at his handiwork. “One more time.”
“Hurry, Willis!” Professor eyed the corridor anxiously, where the fighting drew nearer. Willis backed up again and repeated the maneuver. This time the door caved next to the lock, and Bones reached in and opened it. The team rushed through without waiting to see what was on the other side, since bullets now ricocheted around the alcove. Bones went through last, closing the door behind him. He locked it and then took some of the larger wood shards and did his best to stick them in place to camouflage the fact that the door had been breached.
They were inside a small room, no more than twenty feet square, but with a high ceiling, featuring an intricately designed floor consisting of mosaic tiles laid out in a grid. Most of the team was glad just to be out of the way of immediate arms fire, but Maddock couldn’t help but stare at the floor. “Some of this looks familiar… from our briefing materials… these images, they were in the Amber Room. Look.”
He walked out onto the floor and pointed to a tile, featuring a depiction of the amber clock, and another with the Prussian Eagle; still another displayed a cherub. But it was Bones who commanded everyone’s attention when he pointed across the room and said, “Check out that door.”
A gilded, arched doorway beckoned on the opposite side of the room. Behind it, their flashlights set off flashes of orange and gold. Leopov’s mouth dropped open. Even Willis appeared slack jawed. Professor’s eyebrows scrunched up, as if he were deep in thought. Maddock’s gaze was more lingering, tracing the tiled floor into the golden room.
Could it be?
“You think… ” Professor began.
“It has to be.” Leopov sounded as sure as could be. “The amber chamber. Or at least part of it, from what I can see.”
“Let’s go.” Willis made a move to start across the floor when Maddock’s arm lashed out and barred his way.
“Hold on, cowboy.”
Willis’ eyes widened, and for a moment Maddock swore he could see golden light reflected in his irises. “If you were a Nazi, wouldn’t you put in one last booby trap to catch the uninitiated?”
Willis froze in place. “I’ll bet your right.”
Bones looked up from his place, the farthest out toward the golden entranceway. “Wouldn’t surprise me if, at one wrong step, that whole ceiling comes down on us.”
They heard muffled shouts and Leopov turned to look at the door they’d broken through to get here. “What do we do?”
Maddock examined the tile flooring. The others saw him staring at them and did the same. Soon discussion broke out about the meaning of the various imagery on the different tiles, but Maddock waved them down and extended a finger to a tile a few steps away from them.
“If you look closely, you can see that some of the tiles have the main image superimposed over a Roman numeral. Take this one here, with the crown, for example. It has a five.” All sets of eyes in the room focused on the ‘V’ that was almost invisible against the more elaborately inscribed crown image. They agreed they could see it.
“And then look.” Maddock pointed to another tile, straight across the room from the first toward the golden entrance. “Looks like a pair of crossed bugles or horns of some kind, superimposed over the Roman numeral six.” The figure ‘VI’ was visible in the tile.
Then Professor, looking ahead on the floor toward the opposite side, pointed to a third tile. “There! That one’s got a five, the one with the Roman god or whoever that is.” A ‘V’ lurked beneath the figure with a flowing beard and wavy mane of hair.
Maddock stepped up to the edge of the tiled floor, the one with the first ‘V’ about a four-foot jump away. “Five-six-five has been the key so far. Let me go first. If the place starts to fall apart at least you’ll have a chance to leave the way we came. But no sooner had he said it than they heard the rumble of multiple pairs of feet walking into the alcove outside.
“Go Dane, hurry!” Leopov pleaded. If she was acting, Maddock, thought, she was doing a convincing job.
He steadied himself and jumped onto the first tile, both feet landing firmly on the cherub and its ‘V’. His arms flailed a bit but he caught his balance and stood stock still, eyes shifting in their sockets, searching for signs that he had triggered something.
Nothing happened.
He heard clapping from someone in the team behind him but didn’t turn to look. “Keep going,” Bones urged.
Maddock lined up his next tile, the one with the trumpets. He took a deep breath, released it, and leaped. Again, he landed smoothly on his target, staring down at the “VI’ while he planted himself in place, careful not to let his feet touch any of the eight surrounding tiles.
“Last one!” Leopov called.
Maddock eyeballed his next mark, the god and his numeral ‘V’. He made the leap to it, this time teetering a bit as an intense amber glow from the next room distracted him, eliciting a gasp from someone, but he recovered quickly. “I’m okay.”
“That’s one giant leap for mankind, Maddock!” Professor congratulated.
“I’ve still got one more jump to make. Maddock eyed the series of tiles leading to the room in front of him, and as he looked up into the space he was attempting to enter he caught his already short breath. “It definitely looks like that could be the Amber Room.”
The glow from the place was nothing short of electrifying, rays of light shifting and sparkling, even if he looked down at the floor. It had a dizzying effect on him and he decided it would be wise to make his last move before he succumbed to vertigo. His right foot slipped on the takeoff but he still cleared the threshold into the golden room… into the Amber Room. He tumbled into it, tucking into a roll and coming up with arms braced over his head in case he had unleashed a booby-trap that was about to strike him.
“Yes!” Bones’ triumphant yell was heard over the sound of a gunshot striking the outer door.
Maddock got to his feet, willing himself to ignore the opulence around him. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted across the room. “The rest of you, one at a time — make the crossing. Now!”
Willis jumped first to the first tile and landed with a grace that belied his size. As soon as he made the leap to the second tile, Professor bounded onto the first. In this manner they crossed the room, with Leopov going next after Professor. By the time Bones brought up the rear and landed on the first tile, they heard a muffled argument outside the door, but as they listened it moved away, still audible but no longer right outside the door.
“They’re almost here, people, move it, but don’t fall!” Maddock encouraged.
Willis and Professor made it across. Bones made it to the second tile. Then Leopov made the leap into the Amber Room, where despite the grandiose surroundings, all four of the team faced into the small room where Bones still had one important jump left to make, and for now, the door to the outside corridor remained closed.
A noise sounded just outside it, though, something loud enough to spook Bones, who whipped his head back to look at the door, then turned around quickly to make the jump without pausing. His hastiness was a mistake, because although he cleared the tiles on his initial bound, he landed off balance just barely inside the boundary of the Amber Room, rocking back wildly. He was about to fall flat back onto the tiled floor when Willis and Professor wrapped their arms around him and scooped him into the Amber Room before he could hit the tiles.
“Crazy Indian,” Willis muttered, depositing Bones into the spectacular setting.
Bones breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks. Never thought I’d—“
They heard someone try the door.

Chapter 30

“That door won’t hold more than a few minutes at best. I patched it up where Willis broke it but… ” Bones’ eyes were open wide.
“Let’s get to work.” Maddock looked around the Amber Room. The place was spectacular, opulent beyond belief, and even in the light of only their flashlights, stunning in its radiance. He took out his camera and snapped off a hasty series of shots while continuing the discussion.
“First of all, are the dimensions right?”
Leopov nodded. “They are.”
Professor concurred. “I’d say this is it.” He walked up to one of the walls and looked at it closely. “It’s semi-translucent amber — you can see the impurities preserved in it — against a backing of gold leaf.”
Bones took in the whole room at a glance. “Pretty gaudy. Looks like it should be in a resort at Las Vegas.”
Leopov walked up to the wall next to Professor. She touched it and some of the aged, dry amber crumbled away. She jumped back, alarmed. “Don’t breathe the dust! It might be dangerous.”
Professor backed away too. “Right, the biological agent trapped inside.”
“I can’t confirm that, but better safe than—“
They heard the door to the tile room being pummeled. Maddock walked faster around the chamber. He scrutinized each mosaic as he passed until he found the one he was looking for.
“People. Right here.” The team ran to meet him beneath a mosaic depicting the Prussian Eagle. Maddock continued. “’The light shows the eagle’s curse.’ That’s what it said in the journal.”
They all stared at the raptor, which was mounted about head high in front of them.
Angry shouts emanated from the doorway, but the door remained closed.
“The stuff crumbles… ” Leopov said, looking around at the walls. “…that could be the curse. It crumbles to dust and releases a preserved pathogen that causes a horrible death.”
“That does sound like a curse,” Willis admitted.
But Maddock was still entranced by the mounted eagle. “Leopov, what if it’s only the eagle that’s dangerous? That seems to be what the journal indicates.”
She had no immediate reply but Professor walked up to the wall and shined his light on the eagle. “Look, you can see all the little bits of biological crap stuck in this stuff.”
Maddock produced a small blade and approached the mounted symbol. With great care, he pried it free, with Bones and Willis ready to catch it as soon as it came loose. Maddock pulled it from the wall and held it up, turning it over for inspection.
“It doesn’t look any different from the rest of the amber that makes up the walls.”
“But what if it is different?” Professor worried.
Bones was listening to the ruckus outside the door. “What do you say we let the men in lab coats figure that out? But let me see that thing for a second.”
Maddock handed him the eagle. Bones looked it over. “Maybe we should just send somebody topside to call the cavalry and secure the room until they arrive.”
Willis seemed to like the idea. “Yeah, maybe the hostiles will kill each other off while we kick back in here and chill.”
Leopov looked away from the door to face the group. “I’m sorry, but there won’t be any cavalry.”
They all looked at her. Maddock asked her what she meant.
“My mission is to assess the Amber Room threat and, if I think it’s dangerous, to blow the place.” She unslung her backpack and held it up.
Maddock looked at her like she was crazy. “But there’s no evidence of a threat. You can’t just blow it up.” He waved an arm at the sparkling magnificence surrounding them. “It’s the eighth wonder of the world. Bones is right. We should turn it over to the scientists and let them assess it.”
Leopov pointed to the leather book in Professor’s hands. “The journal is all the assessment I need. And the sick soldiers. The curse lies with the eagle. I’m not taking any chances. In fact, all of us might already be infected right now.”
Professor looked up from the journal to glare at Leopov. “What in the hell are you saying? Are you planning on blowing us all up, too, just to be safe?”
Bones, still examining the eagle, added his two cents before she could reply. “Hey hot chick. Before you do anything too final, you might want to take a look at this.”
She looked over at him but her eyes were devoid of any expression, as though she had already made up her mind. “What is it?”
Bones looked down at the bird of prey. “The eagle’s curse.”
He held the eagle waist high, shining his light down through it. Where the illumination struck the floor, writing appeared, writing that was not in English.
Leopov cocked her head to one side as she stared at the characters, her interest now piqued beyond her ability to pretend otherwise. “That’s not German or Russian.”
Professor thumped the leather book. “It’s Latin.” He moved closer to the projection to get a better view.
Maddock looked over his shoulder. “What does it say?”
“A curse on Catherine the Perverse. Your iniquities shall be visited upon the third and fourth generations. Cursed be the house of Romanov. Something like that, anyway.”
Leopov sighed and sank to her knees, apparently shocked. “It was a curse,” she whispered. “But a curse intended only for Catherine the Great.” She shook her head as the realization took hold and she lapsed into silence.
Maddock continued the speculation. “The German officer said the light showed him the truth. He must have shone a light through the eagle just like Bones did, and saw the curse. But his knowledge of Latin may have been limited, and he may have been under great duress in time of battle. Whatever the case, in a rush to judgment he connected the curse to the soldiers who were getting sick, associating the two things incorrectly. Which, fortunately for us, means that there is no pathogen contained within the amber.”
“But why leave a curse at all?” Bones asked. “Catherine the Great was, you know… great.”
Leopov shook her head. “Depends on your point of view. She was Prussian by birth, so a lot of people distrusted her right off the bat. She put down several uprisings, which made plenty of enemies. And then there were the rumors about her sexual appetites, which you alluded to earlier with such good humor.” She blushed and professor coughed before adding, “She also was unpopular with Catholics who felt marginalized.”
“Okay,” Maddock said, pacing in a tight circle around the eagle and its projected curse. “I think I can take a guess at what might have happened here.” They looked at him expectantly and he went on. “The Amber Room underwent major renovations while it was with Peter — and therefore Catherine-the Great, in the 1700s. So it’s not much of a stretch to assume that one of the artisans who worked on it wasn’t a fan.”
Bones cracked a smile. “And he thought it would be laugh to carve a big old screw you into the back of the Prussian eagle. That’s actually a pretty good one.”
“Maybe the curse worked, after all,” Professor said. “I mean, we know what happened with the subsequent generations of Romanovs.” He scratched his head. “Of course, I think it was five generations.”
Leopov cradled her head in her hands. “I can’t believe I was about to blow up one of the greatest treasures in the history of the world over a disgruntled worker’s curse.” She shook her head. “I’m so-”
A loud crashing sound came as the door to the adjoining room exploded open under the force of a battering ram and armed men poured through, shouting and aiming automatic rifles. One of them yelled in accented English, suggesting they’d somehow been monitoring the intruders.
“Everyone come out with your hands above your head.”
The Russians had arrived.

Chapter 31

Maddock and Bones exchanged glances. “Do we fight?” Bones asked, reaching for his pack. Maddock shook his head.
“Too many of them,” Professor said. “I see at least ten flashlights out there.”
Willis shrugged, looking around the glowing room. “I say let them have this crumbling glitterbox. I don’t think we need to die over something that’s not a national security threat.”
Maddock shook his head. “They won’t let us live to tell about it. They just want us to go down without a fight.”
The Russian called to them again. “Come out now or we throw in grenades.”
Maddock shouted back. “We both know you aren’t going to blast the Amber Room.” His voice brimmed with false confidence but he could feel the situation slipping out of control and knew they had very little time to act before they would no longer be able to. In an instant he assessed the situation and made a plan.
“Last chance,” the Russian bellowed.
Maddock responded at full voice. “All right! We’re coming out!” He turned to the others and hastily outlined his plan. When everyone was on board, he stood, placed his hands on his head, and made for the archway that led to the smaller tiled room. The rest of them fanned out as they emerged from the amber entranceway until they stood side by side, staring into the bank of flashlights trained on them. Maddock was hyper-conscious of the first row of tiles only a step in front of them.
“Very good,” the now-familiar voice said. “We are going to disarm you. Do not resist.”
Maddock wasn’t sure if the aggressors were familiar with the tile trap, or for that matter, if the tile “trap” was even real. What if they had jumped across on the 5-6-5 tiles for nothing? What if it was all in their heads and, had they fallen, no booby-trap awaited? The thought was alarming but all he could do now was hope that they had been right, that their caution had been warranted. The countdown in his head reached two and Maddock cried, “Now!”
As instructed, everyone jumped onto the tile floor at once.
The Russians froze for a moment, and then, just as they prepared to attack, their world erupted in smoke and fire. Many were thrown off their feet by a powerful initial blast, but it was what happened next that truly terrified everyone present.
A massive chunk of stone fell from the ceiling and impacted the floor, severing the legs of one fallen Russian while squarely landing on three more, ending their lives in an instant.
Through the haze of dust, smoke, raining shrapnel, cries of misery and shouted attempts at communication by both sides, Maddock singled out one objective, a singular goal that he saw as their only hope to make it out of the cauldron of destruction unscathed. He reached out and grabbed Bones by an arm slick with blood. He felt rather than saw him turn to look and Maddock gestured in the direction he thought offered a chance. Without waiting for a response he grabbed the nearest operator to his left, Willis, and showed him the way also.
The entire center of the tiled room was on fire, and a rain of debris continued to assault them from above, and from the sides as well, it seemed. It was too chaotic to figure out. But even so, the spit of weapons fire still came from the door, and Maddock knew that to try to funnel out that way was akin to being slaughtered in a gauntlet. He had no idea how many Germans and Russians remained, but at least a few of them did, and they would be out for blood, shooting at anything that came from this direction.
There was no way out through the Amber Room itself; it had probably been set up that way on purpose, to limit the number of access points it to a single, boobytrapped corridor. They had survived the initial catastrophe because they had known to get back off the tiles as soon as they triggered the explosives. And perhaps a little bit of luck. Because of that, they now had a single option that didn’t involve running headlong through a raging fire and surviving attackers.
Up.
Maddock hated to possibly give away their intention, but he had to shine his flashlight up toward the ceiling to pick out their best route. Fortunately the heavy smoke likely made it impossible for the men on the other side of the room to notice. In fact, Maddock could barely see up there himself, but he caught sight of a ledge, high up into the ceiling — or the gap where the ceiling used to be-that looked like it might lead somewhere. As far as he could tell, even with the missing chunk of ceiling they were still contained indoors, but it was hard to be sure with the smoke limiting his vision.
He led the team across the half of the room nearest to the amber chamber until they reached the left wall as they faced the door that led to the outer corridor. The walls of this room were natural rock and therefore irregular. Maddock wanted to be up off the ground before the smoke cleared and they would be easy targets for the Russians and Germans. He had confidence in himself and his fellow SEALs, and from what he’d seen of Leopov’s abilities, he thought she would be able to do it although couldn’t be certain. But it was the only choice they had. He would try to keep an eye on her if he could.
And for other reasons, too, he couldn’t help but thinking. But if she had in fact had some part in leading these military men here, she showed no signs of wanting to interact with them now. Her face was etched with genuine fear as she eyed the wall they ran toward.
They reached it as Professor grunted in pain and gripped his right arm. “I’m hit!” Maddock shone his beam on Professor’s arm but it was only a shallow flesh wound.
“You can still climb!” Maddock urged. “Up the wall, go now!”
Bones led the way, free climbing the available foot-and-handholds, demonstrating for the others how to proceed. They scaled the irregular face until they reached a narrow ledge about fifteen feet above the floor. Looking straight up, Bones could see that the ceiling was still intact, but that there was a massive hole in the center where the booby-trap piece fell out. But how to get there?
Below him, Professor, Willis and Leopov were on the wall making the trip up to the ledge, but where was Maddock? Then a swirl of smoke cleared and Bones saw him out toward the middle of the floor grappling with two Russians, both in military uniform. He watched as Maddock slammed their heads together, removed a sword from a sheath on one, and used it to dispatch a third man running at him. Then he looked into the haze, saw no one else coming and ran to the wall. The lowest footholds were now unoccupied and he started to ascend.
“Where to, Bones?” Professor scrambled up onto the ledge, the others not far below him.
Bones readied his rope and grappling hook. “This isn’t going to be easy, but I think I see a way up there.” He nodded up to the gaping hole in the middle of the ceiling. Then he took a second rope from Professor’s pack and spliced it to the first.
“Where are you going to hook it?” Professor gazed up into the opening but couldn’t make anything out in all of the billowing haze.
Bones coiled his double length rope and prepared to swing the grapple. “Into the great beyond and hope for the best. If there’s nothing up there, we’ve got nowhere to go anyway, right?”
The sentiment was so grim that Professor had no reply and instead turned to help the others up onto the ledge. Maddock was now about halfway to the ledge. Shouts still came from the direction of the door, and they could see bodies sprawled on the floor in that direction.
Bones wound up his arm, letting the rope gather momentum. After a few swings he let go of the hook, sending it soaring into the smoky aperture. He tensed, expecting to feel resistance when the grapple came into contact with… something… he wasn’t sure what, maybe the rock wall, a tree if the hole went through to the outside… he had no idea. But no contact came and he felt the rope go slack in his hands as the hook began coming back down.
He had resigned himself to the fact that he would have to take another swing at it, when the rope went still. He was braced for the weight of the hook pulling the rope downward but he never felt that force. The grapple had hung up somewhere up in the hole. Bones adjusted the rope and tugged on it, testing for resistance. It held fast.
Down on the floor he watched a soldier, sweeping an automatic rifle out in front of him, burst out of a roiling smoke ball and search for them on the floor. So far he was oblivious to what transpired above his head, but Bones knew that could only last for so long. It now or it was never.
He turned to Professor. “You’re next after me. Show the others the way as they make the ledge. Here goes… ” He flexed his knees and leaped from the ledge, clutching the hooked rope with two hands. He swung through the air while sliding his way up the rope, passing through hot smoke as he went.
When he reached the opening, much of the smoke was funneling through it and he lost visibility. He could only see for about two feet in front of him, but that was enough to make out the inside wall of the booby-trap opening from where the chunk of ceiling fell. It was ragged and full of potential handholds. Bones didn’t think he had the time to climb up and see where it went. The team members were sitting ducks down there on that ledge. If he could hang on here, then he had to relinquish the rope so that the others could join him.
They’d simply have to hope that this opening led somewhere.
Bones solidified his hold on the wall and, once he was certain he could climb unaided, he tossed the rope down in the direction of the ledge. He couldn’t see that far with all the smoke so he had to hope that Professor was keeping a sharp eye out. He watched the rope play out and was pleased to see the slack disappear from it and someone, probably Professor, pulled it taut.
Bones began to climb while Professor readied himself and the others for the same ascent. Once he grabbed a handhold and a loose chunk of rock fell away, causing him to lose his balance but he quickly found another hold and latched on. He doubted anyone would notice a small rock hitting the floor with all of the mayhem transpiring down there. Bones climbed on, looking up but still unable to discern where, if anywhere, this excavated portion of ceiling would lead. His mind wandered as he settled into another hand- and foothold combination. What if the ceiling chunk that dropped was designed to be contained beneath the true ceiling which was higher up? Then he would have gone through a lot of trouble, and the rest of the team, too, only to be met with a dead end.
But he would cross that bridge if and when he came to it. For now, he did what he was good at, which was to climb. Up he went, pausing only to make certain of his grip on the sheared-off wall. He held his flashlight in his teeth, wishing he’d had the foresight to bring a headlamp with him. No matter — he was a SEAL and would make do with what he had. As he passed a large crack in the wall his light picked up a gleam of white and he stopped to look in more detail. A human skull. Embedded deep in the rock. Nearby he spotted more bones. He kept on with his ascent and soon he heard a voice calling up to him.
“You up there?”
Maddock!
For whatever reason he’d gotten the rope and come up next after Bones.
“Yeah! Still not sure where it goes but it’s climbable so far. Even you won’t have any problem.”
“Be right with you.” Maddock tossed the rope back to the ledge, where someone grabbed it, and he began climbing into the ceiling. In another minute he heard the rasping of shoes impacting with the wall and seeking purchase. Professor had arrived.
The rope was sent back twice more, first for Leopov. Maddock reflected, when he heard her announce that she was on the wall and sending the rope back to Willis, that perhaps she was not in collusion with the Russians. If she was, wouldn’t she make it a point to be the last one out? It would be easy enough to do, unless Willis had insisted on ladies first, but given his rapport with her, Maddock doubted that very much. The thoughts kept his mind off of how long it would take for the Russians and Germans below to figure out where they’d gone, and his arms and legs moved methodically and regularly as he free climbed his way up the face.
And then, while in a kind of trance born of repetitive physicality, Bones’ voice carried down to him from… somewhere… Maddock looked up for the first time in a little while.
Light.
He saw light!
And it was golden. His first thought was that somehow they had routed around back into the Amber Room. But how? Impossible. They’d gone straight up.
“…outside!” Bones’ words were hard to make out, but the last one was unmistakable.
He’d made it out. There was a way out of here! Maddock had to curb his enthusiasm; it would be all too easy to let the surge of adrenaline that accompanied the news spur him to climb faster than was prudent. He forced himself to continue to carefully choose his holds, as Bones must have done, and in short order he was reaching out to grab the big man’s hand. Maddock called down to the others before being hauled out of the pit by Bones. He wanted to make sure they knew that there was a way out.
And then he saw the golden light all around them. Not the Amber Room.
A sunset.
He and Bones surveyed their surroundings in the fading, amber light while the others completed their ascents. They had emerged atop a high, forested hill, one with a view of the lake that was partially obscured by trees. The only human sounds they heard came from down below, through the opening into the amber chamber.
One by one the others made it through the ceiling, where Maddock and Bones hauled them the rest of the way out. When they were all assembled outside, Maddock looked them over. They were a rag-tag group, faces smeared with soot, hair streaked with ash, with numerous cuts, scrapes and bruises between them. But they had survived.
“Everyone okay?” Maddock looked each of them in the eyes, especially Leopov who held his gaze while she responded in the affirmative.
Bones rubbed his ears. “Next time we go on a mission with Leopov, remind me to wear earplugs.”

Epilogue

Naval Base San Diego, California
“Come on in, gentlemen.” Admiral Liptow welcomed Maddock, Bones, Willis and Professor into his office on the third floor of a secure building on base. “Be seated, please.” He waved to four chairs lined up in front of his large, oak desk. The four SEALs sat, Bones setting a backpack on the floor in front of him.
“First of all,” the admiral began, “let me say that I’m glad to see you back safe and sound. From what I understand, things got a little dicey.”
The SEALs nodded but said nothing. The admiral continued.
“And you gathered solid intel. I’ve seen your pictures already,” he said, nodding to an assortment of printouts laid out on his desk, shots of the Wilhelm Gustloff, and of the Amber Room. “Sad to think all this beauty is gone forever, right?” Despite his words, it didn’t look to Maddock like the admiral was all that sad.
“Not quite all of it.” Bones bent down and pulled something from his backpack. Then he lifted it and set it on the admiral’s desk.
The Prussian eagle mosaic from the Amber Room, covered in a layer of dust and sooty ash.
It had a couple of dents here and there that it incurred during Bones’ climb out of the chamber, but by and large it was none the worse for wear. Bones produced a flashlight and demonstrated the “curse” for the admiral by projecting it on his desk. Professor relayed the story about the disgruntled worker during the Amber Room renovations.
The admiral shook his head, smiling. He pointed to the dirty eagle. “So that’s it? That’s all that survived of the Amber Room?”
Maddock nodded. “Except for the legends. I doubt they’ll ever die.”
END
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