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Аннотация
After inheriting a farm on New Zealand’s South Island, Lewis Harding tries his best to keep it running. The financially strapped farmer is forced to forage his new land for implements, eliciting the help of his son, Gary. But when they go too close to the entrance of an old deserted gold mine, catastrophe strikes in more ways then one. When Gary’s older brother, Dr. Cecil Harding shows up at the farm, Nekenhalle, he discovers that his brother and father had gone missing.
A spate of livestock mutilations plague the local area, forcing Dr. Harding, a veterinarian, to call in the help of the Australian Wilderness Society. Ironically, this coincides with their current investigation of culling by poison, because, according to Harding, the New Zealand livestock are dying of snakebites. Knowing that New Zealand does not have snakes, the Wilderness Society obtains the help of Scottish explorer, David Purdue, during a legal debate.
Purdue and his associates, journalist Sam Cleave and historian Dr. Nina Gould, accompany the Wildlife Society under the pretense of making a documentary, while actually seeking the location of the Lost City. Similar poisonings in the remains of Nazi soldiers prompted Purdue’s pursuit into the Lost City’s secret, but Nekenhalle has a reputation for evil.
Inside the bowels of the farm, the expedition party finds the source of the killings, but at the same time, they venture into a forbidden place they do not know the way out from…


Preston W. Child, Tasha Danzig
Keepers of the Lost City


1 The Black Soil of Nekenhalle

Moana Region, New Zealand
Lewis and his son, Gary, labored for hours to clear the thick brush from the obscured route that led up to the peculiar entrance of the rock.
“Hurry, boy!” Lewis cried, clenching his jaw while the spear-thistles cut through his calloused hands. With great toil, the big farmer held fast to a handful of stems and thorns, waiting for his son to catch up. They were halfway up the steep hill, working their way up through the dense shrubbery that grew from arid soil and loose rocks. “Gary, move!”
“I’m trying, dad! For God’s sake, my boots are slipping with every step, man! Why do we have to do this now?” he bitched, gasping for air as his unfit lungs screamed under the labor of climbing the incline. “Maybe if we wait for a cooler day…”
“Crikey, boy, you want to wait for a cooler day round Moana? It is not the temperature that makes you suffer like this and you know it. Maybe if you had less than three plates of food and got of your lazy ass once in a while, this kind of stuff would be easier.”
“I got plenty of exercise when I was in Wellington,” Gary retorted through uncomfortable tufts as he slowly tightened the gap between him and his father.
“Oh, yes, Wellington,” his father scoffed. “That was two years ago and you played a bit of rugby. It hardly makes you Bill Best, does it?”
Gary hated it when his father started the Bill Best stuff. Apparently the legend of the annoying hero stemmed from somewhere in their family, a century before sometime. Lewis Harding raised his two sons on the premise that their grand ancestor, who was known by this name, was the benchmark by which the men in their family should be tested. Never once did he allow them any slack, using Bill Best and his mythical abilities to consolidate their ineptitudes.
“I played first team, I’ll have you know,” Gary attempted a futile comeback, but his father paid no attention to his whining. The sun was setting in an hour and he needed the path open by nightfall, so that he could move down the rusty tractor he found abandoned in the mouth of the rock face. Gary reached his father and grabbed hold of a handful of weeds for anchoring, before he brought his right arm forward and slashed the barricade of thorn bush ahead of them with a machete. Severing the hardy stems, the blow sent particles of leaf and stalk flying. They pinched their eyes shut for the sap splattering on their faces and spat out some clumps of dry dirt that assailed their lips.
“Okay, now the bigger one up there,” his father ordered. Gary bore forward, subconsciously out to prove to his father that he could impress. With the explosive power his rugby coach trained them with, he leapt up to the menacing bushes a few meters above them. It was the last obstacle between them and the gaping dark hole in the hill. Within its edges, Gary could finally discern the brick brown contraption his father had hyped about all day. Since they started surveying the small farm two months ago to find suitable agricultural terrain, the new owner and his younger son had been scouring through tough overgrowth.
From fence post to fence post, they were busy marking Lewis Harding’s property. Fertile sediment covered the floor of this mountainous area which was a few kilometers from the town of Moana. Lewis had inherited the farm called ‘Nekenhalle’ from a distant relative the year before, but what first struck him about the place was the unusual gravel. Even under the dense growths of weeds and small trees, thorn bushes and loose roots, the soil was dark — almost black. Black soil, like that which surrounded volcano turf, had been known to be immensely fruitful. Here was no different. It was not the shade cast by the bushes, it was the very color of the sand. On hot days, the sand was especially prone to absorb the sun’s heat more effectively than other types of soil. However, to the eye it was rather disheartening, reminiscent of coalmines and their torturous hue.
As the original Maori learned to modify the available soil for fern root production, they left the land ripe for the right tending. Lewis knew that, with a bit of hard work and careful planning, his new farm could yield considerable crops. Most of all, he wished he could turn his farmland into lucrative vineyards, but with his limited knowledge of agriculture in general, he thought to first start modestly.
Enhancing the ground composition by adding materials like wood ash and vegetable matter, he reckoned could take advantage of the already fertile land with little chemical interference. According to his local research, like asking other farmers, Lewis learned that the addition of gravel, fine sand, and the necessary potassium/ magnesium balance, he could be sitting on a goldmine.
“Alright, hang on!” Gary yelled with a grunt as he aimed the slated blade of the rough machete at the base of the thorn bush. Lewis closed his eyes, pursed his lips and waited for the thwack. Nothing sounded. He waited, but he heard no impact. Reluctantly the farmer slowly inched his lids apart, yet there was no clap or dusty puff to go with his son’s awkward position on the ground.
“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, annoyed at Gary’s tardiness. The young man was sprawled across the dark gravel, his ginger hair full of the brush’s debris, but his eyes were wide open, fraught with terror. “Gary, get up and chop the bloody thing free. We don’t have all day for your bullshit.” His son did not respond. It was as if young Gary wanted to make himself as flat as the ground he was lying on, but he dared not budge. “Gary!” Lewis roared. “Get up, for Christ’s sake!”
“Dad,” Gary whispered. “Dad, don’t move.”
“What?” Lewis scowled impatiently. “Give me the bloody knife. I’ll do it myself.”
“Dad, listen to me,” Gary growled under his breath as the dust swirled up under the force of his words. “Listen, for once in your life. Don’t… fucking… move.”

2 The Last Casket

After their last expedition into the Peruvian forest, the three weary explorers elected to follow up on their adventure’s finds. Billionaire inventor David Purdue was hosting Dr. Nina Gould and Sam Cleave at his historical Edinburgh mansion, Wrichtishousis, for the next week. Constant rain and cold gales were a welcome change of climate from the Amazon jungle’s choking humidity, not to mention the perilous wildlife of the beautiful Inca kingdom where they aided Spanish authorities in tracking down a missing boy.
Along with the encounters of their recent trip to South America, Purdue and Sam also discovered and recovered a grisly hoard on board a sunken Nazi vessel off the coast of Spain. Purdue had procured the necessary authorization from the Spanish Government for temporary custody of the ghastly find — a few hundred mummified Nazi crewmen — in order to investigate the source of their condition. Their condition was that he be allowed to temporarily keep one container of remains for examination, dating, and forensic sampling, provided he fully disclosed all findings resulting from his investigation.
“How long do we have to do this?” Dr. Nina Gould asked. As historian, anything they would recover in the form of documentation would be her responsibility. Along with this, she was also responsible for cataloguing the extraordinary mummies for the Historical Foundation of Barcelona. The foundation needed her recommendations and full reports before they would decide the fate of the deceased German soldiers with the German High Commission in Madrid.
“One week, starting yesterday,” Purdue informed her.
“Geez, thanks for telling me….yesterday,” she sighed.
“Aw, you were sleeping like a baby after all that drama, Nina,” Sam Cleave explained in his jesting way. “We could not bear to wake you up. You looked so content curled up on the couch, passed out from all the Tia Maria and table dancing.”
Nina looked alarmed. “I don’t recall the table dancing.”
“Of course not,” Sam grinned. “That is the charm of Tia Maria.”
Sam was present in his usual capacity as photographer and record keeper, but he was working more closely with Purdue to assure that they satisfy their own ends as far as the find was concerned. After barely escaping with their lives during the excursion in the Alboran Sea, the two men felt that it was owed to them that they could compile a more privatized report. There were things the three relic hunters omitted to the authorities, and rightly so. Purdue had funded both excursions in their entirety, with no obligation, including the trip to South America to help Sagunto Police Chief, Capt. Pedro Sanchez. The Spanish government would certainly not reimburse him for his trouble, as it was not an official request. Therefore, Purdue and his companions found it only fair that they keep what they discovered during the life-threatening pursuit they had inadvertently become involved in.
With no small amount of surprise, they had found that the entire business with the child’s abduction and attempted murder was driven by the insidious agenda of the infamous Order of the Black Sun. The latter had been a scourge to Purdue, especially, since he had declared open war on the clandestine Nazi organization that still prevailed in the seedy underbelly of the highest global consortiums.
From the dive that yielded the horrific piles of Nazi skeletons, they also retrieved an ancient Inca statue of a woman, cast in pure gold. This was one of the artifacts, along with a golden prayer stick, that was not declared to any of the government agencies involved in the Peruvian expedition. Purdue had paid both Sam and Nina a substantial amount for their services during the pursuit, and added a hefty bonus for their share of the golden treasures now beautifying a vault in his vast manor.
Now, all that was left of the terrible ordeal suffered, was solving the conundrum of the mummified remains. The three friends had been tested well beyond their capabilities without even realizing it at first, but only after they returned to Scotland did they fully appreciate the jeopardy they faced. Barely surviving drowning, sustaining various injuries by torture, enduring danger at every turn and even witnessing traumatic things like hypnotic suggestion and cannibalism, they could not wait to put the Inca episode behind them.
In the sub-level of the giant manor, Purdue had several laboratories, each serving its own purpose in exercises like carbon dating and information technology science. On the same floor, right underneath the extensive entrance hall off the front door lobby, Purdue had four large storage vaults to accommodate bigger pieces. Artifacts, paintings, and impressive containers holding heavy items like safes and airtight cages, were kept here.
The iron and steel casket, containing Purdue’s grisly treasure of bone and Swastika, was lodged on the eastern wall of the room marked Storage 4. It was situated right next to the chemical dating facilities of Lab A, where Nina previously examined some ancient scrolls for Purdue.
“Right, let’s test the samples we took from their uniforms to rule out poisoning,” Purdue told Nina and Sam. Sam was busy rolling on his camera to capture the full investigation for submission to the Spanish authorities. Nina winced. Dressed in a white overcoat and gloves, she looked the part, but she could not deny feeling properly grossed out.
“You have done this before, Nina. What is getting to you this time?” Purdue asked, perplexed by Nina’s unusually personal approach. “It’s the same as the child cadaver you inspected when we went looking for the Vault of Hercules, remember?”
With her flashing dark brown eyes she looked at him and then Sam’s lens. “It is so not the same. I hope you edit this out, Sam.”
“It’s actually a live stream. They are all watching from Madrid right now,” he replied. Purdue seemed a tad alarmed at Sam’s revelation, but noticed the journalist’s faint smirk and relaxed.
“He is pulling your leg, Nina,” he coaxed, wagging a finger at Sam. “We don’t need more hold-ups, Sam. Put away your evil for the moment.” The two men grinned as she gave them a dirty look.
“I don’t know what it is about this examination, guys,” she admitted, slowly placing the first sample into the solvent to prepare it for examination. “Something about knowing that they were someone’s son, husband, or brother, makes me feel a bit less professional than usual.”
“Sentimental?” Purdue frowned. “That is unlike you.”
“Precisely,” she shrugged. “I have seen, and handled, many corpses and mummies, as you know. My emotions never factor into my examinations. It is all about uncovering secrets of the past. Usually, it is a singe. But with these blokes, and it is not the SS marks or the death’s head hats, nothing like that…”
“Maybe it is because they died in masses?” Sam suggested, drawing from his own experience behind the borders of countries run by genocidal dictators. Investigative journalism was a front row seat to the atrocities of human sin and tyranny and he had seen more than his fair share. “I remember when I covered the slaughter in Rwanda and the secret eradications in Zimbabwe during the first years of my career. My God, those heaps of bodies! It was different than to see one or two dead people, you know? It made them faceless, void of identity, even to be classified as human.”
“Aye! That is exactly how I feel, Sam,” she exclaimed, sounding relieved that someone understood her odd repulsion at what was normally just another ‘antique appraisal’. “But, as I am being paid handsomely,” she sighed, glancing at Purdue with a quick wink, “I suppose I shall have to earn my worth in a professional manner… no matter how it fucks with my head.”
She placed the sample in the scanner to ascertain if there were any anomalous compositions present in the fabric. Sam moved slowly to where Purdue was busy checking the examination one of his forensic staff members from an affiliate academy was working on one of the cadavers.
“This is the sixth one, Mr. Purdue,” the man reported, hand in his sides. Sam panned with the camera to capture the man’s full frame, from head to toe, and softly remarked to the microphone how the scientist’s attire made him look like a Stormtrooper from Star Wars. Purdue looked at the scientist with some expectation.
“Yes, and that means?” he finally asked.
, “I cannot seem to find anything,” the man sighed and shook his head
“How do you mean, Harris?” Purdue asked the forensic expert who has freelanced for him before.
“I mean,” he tried again, his face dancing between perplexity and vexation, “I know what I am doing. I have done this for two decades, Mr. Purdue, but I have to say, this case has me baffled. You see, I cannot find a cause for these men to have been mummified. Your report indicated that most of them were found stuffed into ovens and the warmth of the boiler room.”
“That is correct, Harris. That is how we found them. In fact, Mr. Cleave here has the entire dive’s footage from the camera he was wearing on a collar at the time if you wish to see the environment in which we found them.”
“No,” Harris bowed his head and gestured with an open hand that it would not be necessary, “thank you. I fully trust what you told me. It is just that, well, that kind of heat is not close enough to representing an environment that could cause mummification, sir.”
“That is what we thought too,” Sam mentioned as he paced sideways around the two men to film from the other side of the slab. Harris looked up with hope in his eyes. To him, it was a relief to hear that Mr. Cleave concurred right when he was beginning to feel inept at his methods.
“You do? Okay, well see that makes no sense, the theory of the ovens. I venture to guess that this only happened because the crewmen and officers tried to get warm, sir, and that is all that means. As far as the amount of years they had been reportedly been cased up in the ship, the time frame could accommodate such regression. However, that is the only factor, and cannot achieve mummification without the other contributing factors. No matter how hot the kitchen and boiler rooms may have been, sir, the temperature would have to be a lot hotter and drier over this span of time to achieve what we see here.”
Purdue stared into space, trying to unravel the mystery with the limited amount of knowledge he possessed when it came to forensics. Sam zoomed in on Nina, who raised her head on the same thought that Purdue exhibited. A moment passed when all were caught up in contemplation.
“What would you suggest?” Purdue eventually asked Harris. “What, in your professional opinion, would be the closest explanation?”
The scientist’s eyes combed the entire specimen on the slab in front of him before he shook his head slowly and replied, “That is what I meant by that I cannot seem to find anything, sir. I have no explanation for their condition. Look, over half a century of being dead leaves most in a state of skeletal waste with some hair and papery skin, depending on the environment. That we know. But sir, given that these bodies were basically under the water, it is unlikely for them to have achieved this state. The humidity and cold of the ocean would certainly have caused some rudimentary decay visible as mold, for instance. There is absolutely no indication that they were in an aqueous environment at all, which just makes it…” he hesitated as his eyes jumped between the others, “creepy.”
“Now that, I can side with,” Nina mumbled from her microscope.

3 The All-Nighter

Purdue was not satisfied being left unsatisfied, so to speak. There had to be some explanation as to the desiccation of the bodies, aside from resorting to the absurdity of old mariners’ tales and man-witches.
“You do know that most legends and myths, no matter how far-fetched, have some sort of root based in reality,” Nina reminded Purdue. The tall billionaire was running his hands through his white hair, glaring intensely at the body on the slab, the sixth one that could deliver no better explanation than those before it. “Purdue, we don’t know what kind of substances were on that ship back then. I mean, Jesus, people used to use cocaine for toothache and had cupboards full of poisons. Who knows what they could have taken! It has been so many decades that all evidence to their fate has to have been destroyed anyway.”
“I get that, my dear Nina,” he replied, still in deep thought. “What I do not believe, as an avid follower of the scientific principle, is that these men could have been subjected to mass hysteria. I refuse to embrace any theory that a ship full of able officers and soldiers could fall victim to some… some spell!”
“Look, is there any way to prove that they could have starved to death anyway?” Sam asked, looking mostly at Harris. The man who looked like a Stormtrooper shrugged, “I doubt it. After so much time in that submarine environment, salt erosion and decomposition would probably not leave us any clues.”
“What about submitting the more substantial tissue to a more specialized lab?” Nina suggested. “I mean, the skin is like animal hide by now, but what if we search the intracranial areas for a bit more…”
“Meat?” Sam jested.
Nina winced. “Aye, kind of. Maybe we will find toxins or drugs in tissue that was not exposed to the outside elements during decay. Just be aware that I am talking through my ass right now,” she sighed. “I am just grasping at straws in a scenario where straws are pretty damn meager.”
Harris looked at his employer. “Could work, sir. Shall I tell Sharon that we are hitting overtime tonight?”
Purdue had new hope between the dedicated freelance forensic experts and Nina’s ass-talking. It was a viable hypothesis, he reckoned, and one worth pursuing, as a last resort. After this, if nothing came up, he would have no choice but to conclude the case and live with the mystery. Purdue could not help, even after all he had seen, but to rebuke lazy suppositions basted in the esoteric.
“Alright,” he smiled with a clasping of hands, “let’s do that then. How soon can we submit the samples?”
“If we work on gathering material through the night, I’d say…,” he sang as he measured out his time frame, “we can have it tested within the next two days. I will make sure the lads at the big lab at St. Petra make it priority.”
“Good man,” Purdue said affirmatively. He looked at Sam, and walked out of the room with his arm around the journalist’s shoulder. They spoke in hushed tones as they disappeared down the hallway toward the flight of stairs that led up to the main entrance hall. “Have we anything to send to Spain about the dive yet, Sam? Have you managed to compile footage from that collar mounted camera of yours?”
“Aye, I have edited a special edition for the world to see, omitting the small detail of, you know, us being there at all,” Sam replied with his trademark cocky charm.
“Good, good,” Purdue said, happy with the necessary deceit. “We don’t need our contribution to clash with the story we told the authorities.”
“We can trust Capt. Sanchez, boys,” Nina assured them. She had been trailing them since they left the lab downstairs.
“Good God, Nina! You’ll give me a heart attack,” Sam gasped. “I’m going to have to put a bell around your pretty neck. Just like a cat,”
Purdue and Nina cackled at Sam’s fragile fright reflex. “Oh,” he added quickly, “Purdue, I hope you don’t mind that I had Bruich brought over. I fear the neighbors had quite enough of playing babysitter by now.”
“No, it is fine. Where is the old devil?” Purdue asked.
“On his way, I hope,” Nina smiled.
“Aye, as we speak,” Sam affirmed. The petite historian had a soft spot for Sam’s large, lazy pet, aptly named Bruichladdich. The ginger feline had kept her company in her lonely historical house in Oban many a time before, and she missed his overweight body on her lap during cold nights.
“I must tell you, I am too hyper to sleep,” Purdue admitted, to no-one’s surprise.
“I am not,” Nina shrugged. “I am turning in, alright?”
“Shall I send Bruich up to your chambers, my lady?” Sam joked, but Purdue could see the bitterness in his dark eyes. He missed being Nina’s lover. Although it seemed like eons ago, Purdue lamented the same loss. She had become successfully untied from romantic notions about either of them. Even though it was generally accepted to be a thing of the past, Sam and Purdue were still, in essence, jostling for her affection. Even if they, themselves, had not noticed, the savage practice made civilized by camaraderie, would never cease.
“Aye, Sam, send him up to keep me warm, will you?” she teased, and without another word, she ascended the first lavish staircase to the first floor of the ancient manor. The two men looked at each other. Purdue curled his bottom lip in a devil-may-care way.
“Billiards?” he asked Sam.
“Single malt?” Sam checked. Purdue nodded, and the two men sauntered into the bar room with its profoundly high ceiling for a bit of inebriate ball and stick.
* * *
The next morning, Purdue woke up on the sofa in the grand old bar room. Through sandy, thick eyelids, he regarded the room in search of his drinking partner. In the hearth, the last embers of the fire still hissed. Upon sitting up with hefty labor, Purdue found Sam. Dark, wild tresses hid the journalist’s attractive features, but every drag of air that thundered in a snore lifted his hair like a flap from his face. Sprawled across the thick goat fur carpet, Sam lay flat on his back. To his side, one arm was outstretched, still clutching his tumbler. The other arm rested comfortably on his stomach, tucked in under the huge napping cat that settled on Sam’s gut during the night.
“Sir,” Purdue heard. Carefully, Harris peeked around the corner. “Sir?”
“Morning Harris,” Purdue smiled, trying in vain to compose himself enough to look civilized. It turned out that he was rather more exhausted than he had realized, and it took only half a bottle of whisky and three games of snooker to punch him in the head.
“Morning sir,” the thirty-something scientist replied, clearing his throat. “Just coming to say that we harvested as much tissue as we could find,” he paused uncomfortably, “which was actually not much in the end, sir.”
Purdue nodded. “I understand. I did not expect you to deliver a healthy spleen in a Ziploc bag, you know?”
Their chuckling shook Sam out of his slumber and his eyes sprung open. It was highly amusing to behold, how the hungover Sam Cleave tried to identify the object weighing him down. Pulling a hideous face in his hazy state of consciousness, he peered down at the source of the hot patch on his belly. “Bruich?” Sam asked, and a little smile crept onto his face. “Hey, lad! When did you get h—,” he started, but instantly changed expression. “Christ! My skull is broken.”
“And you are out 200 quid, old boy,” Purdue added insult to injury. He turned to Harris to resume the discussion. “So, did you find enough to analyze, though? I have to have these specimens back inside a week, you know?”
“I know, sir,” the tired Harris nodded obediently. “I will submit the samples to the lab for examination on my way home. They will call you directly when the results are ready.”
“Excellent,” Purdue replied. “Thank you so much for the extra effort, Harris. Where is Sharon?”
“She is in the kitchen with your cook, having some espresso,” Harris reported. “Shall I call her?”
“No, oh no, please, let Lance drive you back to the lab and take both of you home. You cannot drive like this. Go take some rest. I will remunerate you both for the overtime, of course, as soon as my assistant arrives.”
“Thank you, Mr. Purdue,” Harris said. “Good day, Mr. Cleave… and good luck!”
“Ta!” was all Sam could call out that did not assault his brain with a dull stabbing shudder when he spoke.
“Is Nina up yet?” Sam asked.
“Probably,” Purdue guessed. “It is 12:30, did you know?”
“Geez, the whole morning missing, and I can feel it,” Sam remarked, petting Bruich, who was not keen on being lifted off his master’s warm belly. He let out a loud, drawling meow to voice his discontent, but it did not serve him well to get his way. Sam carried him with when he and Purdue ventured in the same direction until they split up.
“Aren’t you getting some tea?” Purdue asked. “Nina is in the kitchen.”
“I have an unholy leak to deal with first,” Sam relayed. “Keep the pot on for me. I’ll be right there.” Bruich took off from Sam’s arms, but his tall, rugged master was too preoccupied to collect him from the floor. Besides, Sam knew that Bruich and Nina got along for one distinct reason — both were equally headstrong. He let the cat run his way and jogged for the downstairs bathroom Purdue reserved for visitors.
Behind him, he could hear Nina’s fresh tone greeting Purdue, and the forensic people leaving through the kitchen’s second door with a jovial din.

4 Padlocked Gates and Dead Roads

When Cecil Harding arrived at the gateposts of his father’s farm, his stomach churned a little. His father did not approve of his choice of vocation and he was preparing himself mentally for another verbal bout about not casting his lot with the family to continue in the livestock business — like being a veterinarian was not close enough. At just before 8pm, he pulled his rental up to where his GPS told him the farm was. Even though his father knew he would be arriving sometime between 6pm and 9pm, as discussed during their last phone call, a chain was locked around the frame.
“Typical,” he scoffed, stretching his fingers in two fans of tension on the wheel. “Jesus, I don’t believe this!” Infuriated after his long journey, he was not in the mood for any more hold-ups. He had been awake since he came by ferry over the Cook Strait, and with driving the rental from Picton on the north shore of the South Island all the way down here was five hours of hell.
Roadworks along Highway 7 had delayed him considerably, not to mention ate a lot of extra fuel. By the time he reached Ahaura, he could not stand the hunger anymore. However, upon arriving at a local bar, Cecil found that the kitchen closes at 5pm, a mere eight minutes before he arrived. Bearing onwards to hopefully make it to a hot meal at his destination, he pushed on through the meandering roads of Arnold Valley with a little less enthusiasm than before.
And now this. His cell phone delivered only a weak signal. Only the third attempt to get in touch with his father yielded a ring tone at all, but even that was left unanswered. Cecil had his father’s temper, not a man of great virtue in patience, and like his brother, he had a healthy appetite. Between his rumbling stomach and his refusal at the gates, he was stewing by 10pm, when he was still not able to gain entry to the gate of Nekenhalle Farm.
Against his better judgement, Cecil drove to the nearest gate on the small bush road, hoping that he could find out what was going on from a neighbor. It was unlike his father to have relinquished control to anyone else, but anything unforeseen could have happened while he was en route. The horizon seemed to be divided between the black tree line of the hills and the growing dark blue of the clear sky that was falling to night. Upon the road in front of him, the illumination of his car’s headlights did little to break the darkness. He could barely see more than a few meters ahead, having to go at a slow speed for the sake of wild life. The last thing he needed was to hit an animal and lose his deposit.
Dust danced in the lights, drifting eerily through the beams of his rental car. Cecil was driving in the opposite direction from where he had come, so the road was completely unfamiliar. Although he grew up on the western part of South Island, Cecil found that a lot had changed since he left to pursue his veterinary studies.
Now he was 34 years old, physically chubby, and still single. His brother was afforded pardon for the latter, for now, while he was young. But Cecil had to hear it every time he saw his family and he still had not the heart to tell them that he was gay. While he was already steaming for the inconvenience of being locked out, thinking of the inevitable conversations with his father about his future only put a worse taste in his mouth.
As he travelled along the godforsaken road, he had to really strain his eyes to find concealed entrances, often taking his eyes off the immediately road to read signs. Twice, Cecil thought he had found a neighboring farm, but realized that the signs read as distance markers and served as local demarcation beacons.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” he exclaimed aloud in the dark car. The green lights of the dashboard accentuated his deep frown as he searched the sides of the road. Listening to the radio served no point, even where there was sufficient reception. Right now, just about everything irritated him.
At once, a man appeared in his headlights, crouched over something big and white that almost stretched the width of the road. The rented Hyundai SUV Cecil drove, screamed to a halt as his feet slammed on the brakes.
“Jesus Christ!” he shouted as his heart thundered in his ears. The seatbelt cut into his chest as his neck whipped forward, clobbering the back of his skull against the headrest in recoil. “What the fuck is this?” Cecil shrieked. In his blood a mixed cocktail of rage and fright jolted him up a notch, but just as he was about to hook his fingers around the door handle, he realized that the man had disappeared. As angry as Cecil was, a rush of unknown terror seized him, and instead, he locked the doors.
In the road he could see a torn sheep, its entrails traversing the entire span of the backroad. “Fresh kill,” he murmured as he surveyed the situation. The innards of the animal were still steaming; evidence of a recent slaughter, but there was more. Behind the animal, in the shadow made my Cecil’s high beams, another sheep was lying dead and stiff.
All around the SUV the darkness closed in, and Cecil felt like a stranger in the alien landscape of his home island. A plethora of synopses from various horror films darted through his mind, unwelcome as they were at the worst times. The silence of the night terrified him most. Such absence of movement in the grasses somehow implied a lack of breath that made his lungs feel thick just considering it. It was an uncomfortable peace that he was suddenly jerked from by a loud thump against his window that made him jump.
“Oi! You!” the man from the road exclaimed angrily. “What do you know about this?”
Cecil frowned in befuddlement. “What do you mean?”
The old man, scrawny and wide-eyed, just stared at him, waiting for an answer.
“What do you mean?” Cecil repeated.
The old man shook his head under his narrow-brim leather hat. “I can’t hear a bloody word you are saying. Get out of your goddamn car, boy!”
“No fucking way!” Cecil retorted, adamant that the old man meant him harm.
“Did you do this?” the old man shouted, hammering on his doorframe with the side of his fisted hand. “Did you kill my sheep? You fucking city people. What are you? A tourist?”
“Hey, piss off, you grumpy old bastard!” Cecil growled at his window. His breath blossomed out on the glass. When it faded, he noticed the old man’s twelve gauge yawning at him. “Christ! Are you crazy?” he screeched, throwing up his hands in surrender and falling back toward the passenger seat.
“Get out!” the old man ordered.
“Why?” Cecil wailed.
“If you don’t get out, I will blow out your tires, boy!” came the answer with a series of sharp taps of iron on glass from the barrel. “You can’t go any further anyway, until my animals are out of the road.”
Cecil was not about to push his luck with the frenzied old man. “Alright, okay!” he shouted, still holding his hands in full view when he could. The door opened and Cecil dreaded the cold air that came with its liberation, but he had to deal with this now. He did not want to die hungry.
“I did not run your animals over,” he promptly told his accuser. Pointing to his grill, “Don’t you think my car would have been full of blood and shit if I had killed your sheep?”
The tiny old man, no taller than five feet and weighing less than a wet poodle, leered at the fancy stranger through sunken eyes. For a moment he was pondering on the theory, studying the front bumper and plates with his eyes.
From where Cecil stood, the old man’s face looked like a skull. His gaunt features of deep ocular cavities and protruding cheekbones aged him considerably, but in the slight light of the beams, the shadows only emphasized how underweight he was. His neck, especially, was stringy, covered in stretched skin.
‘He looks like a living mummy,’ Cecil reckoned in thought. ‘Doubt he ever eats his own sheep.’
“I suppose you are right,” he told Cecil reluctantly, lowering his gun. “Like I don’t already have just enough livestock to make the year. My God, I am losing so much money here.”
Cecil knew he was not going to get anywhere with his father’s gate and he was not going any further up the road. He figured it best to stick with the old man for now and at least get some information; maybe even something to eat.
“I tell you what,” he offered, “I can help you ate least get them out of the road.”
The old man shrugged. “What is the use? It will just clear the road for you to leave. And I’ll never know who killed my animals. I keep them inside the fence, you know, penned up. I do my best, but I am just one man tending to all my livestock and sometimes,” he sighed, “they just wander off.”
By the old man’s pitiful tone and body language, it was hard even for Cecil not to feel sorry for him. “Listen… uh, sir… I am a veterinarian by trade. Let me help you get them off the road and then I’ll have a look for you, you know, see what killed them.”
“I don’t have money, son,” the old man sighed. “Do you think I could afford a bloody vet?”
“Do you have dinner and a brandy?” Cecil asked.
Lighting up, the old man replied, “I have shepherd’s pie and beer, son.”
“Good, then you have a vet,” Cecil smiled. It was clearly great news to the old farmer, as he almost skipped forward to put his gun down before gesturing to the stranger to roll up his sleeves.
“Nigel Cockran,” the old farmer smiled as he held out his hand to introduce himself properly.
“Cecil Harding,” Cecil replied. “How do you do?”
Happy to at least get some chow from the deal, Cecil quickly got his coat off and tossed it in his rental.
“Back up your truck, Mr. Cockran,” Cecil suggested. “Then we can try to get them on the bed with as little possible interference to their injuries.”
For over 40 minutes, the two men struggled to get the dead animals on Nigel Cockran’s truck, and when they finally completed their task, Cecil was surprised to find that he had, in fact, passed the Cockran farm an hour before. Following the old roughshod Ford, Cecil realized that Cockran’s farm had no signage or visible gateposts, as he had been looking for. It was just a double-track dirt lane off the bush road that ran between their farms. With rather high growing grasses running a green stripe down the middle of it, Cecil could not help but assume that the road was not used much. Either that, or Nigel was just not bothered with landscaping to ease the overgrowth of his driveway. He relished the thought of filling his belly soon, especially after his hard work that now left the whole rental reeking of animal guts.
At the end of the road, after enduring potholes and dangerously overreaching thorn branches, Cecil was a nervous wreck. He feared for his deposit again, as the hardened stems of foliage and bristles grazed the sheeny surface of the paint job on the SUV, threatening to engrave their names in the car’s body.
As the two vehicles pulled into the gaping door of the small barn to the left of an old farmhouse, Cecil felt an overwhelming sense of fear grip him. All that kept him going was the promise of food and drink. Much as his body would enjoy nourishment, such would his heart be deprived of peace, because he could not shake the feeling that something terrible had befallen his family on the farm while he was helping to clean up a mess in the road.

5 Unexplained and Unwarranted

The night was ripe already, but with all the excitement, Cecil was far from tired. After he pulled his car in where the farmer directed, he helped old Cockran to cover the truck’s bed with tarp until the morning. Around the walls of the sturdy wooden structure, a furor of barking ate up their conversation.
“Bella! Hunter! Shut up, you fucking runts!” Cockran shouted at his dogs. Immediately, their boisterous barking fell silent.
“I’ll examine the livestock tomorrow morning,” he told the old man. “They should be fine here, unless you cannot lock the barn. We don’t want anything tearing them up before we know for sure what happened to your sheep, Nigel.”
“That’s right,” old man Cockran chuckled heartily as they secured the end of the large canvas to the sides of the truck with thin nylon rope. “Now, come on, let’s get some grub, hey?”
“Oh thank God. I am starving,” Cecil cheered as the old man gently ushered him out of the barn and locked the doors securely. The veterinarian was introduced to Cockran’s wife, Sally, who was far kinder on first encounter than her husband. She insisted that their guest have two helpings of pie, and then loaded him with custard and brandy bake for dessert.
“You are spoiling me, Sally,” the visitor smiled uncomfortably, having clearly overeaten to compensate for the ravenous hours he suffered in the early night.
“Oh, please, you,” she replied sweetly, tapping him on the arm, “you have more than worked for a bit of spoiling. Thank God you came along too,” she added, casting her husband a typically spousal glance, “or else Nige would still have been keeling next to the animals. Probably would have ended up in the same way too,” she shook her head. “Madman.”
“We cannot afford to lose livestock,” the old man explained defensively, to which she just nodded with a sigh.
“What brings you up these parts, Cecil?” Sally asked as she cleared the main course plates to make more space for the pudding utensils.
“Oh, God, yes,” the visitor exclaimed, having almost forgotten about the peculiar circumstances under which he had found his father’s gates when he arrived. “I nearly forgot to ask!”
“Ask what?” Nigel asked as he took a sip from the neck of the beer bottle, to his wife’s annoyance. She always insisted on a glass, but he never listened.
“How well do you know my father? The farm next to you, my father inherited it a few months ago and moved from our old farm to start some strong agricultural production here,” Cecil inquired. The old couple exchanged brief, uncertain glances that Cecil did not like the look of.
“What?” he urged. That old churning stomach reared its head, almost eradicating Cecil’s healthy appetite.
“Oh, nothing, nothing,” Nigel replied. “Are you talking about Nekenhalle Farm?”
“Yes, that’s it,” Cecil beamed, hoping for constructive information.
“Your father got that land?” the old man asked. “Interesting.”
“What is interesting?” Cecil persisted, trying very hard to sound less paranoid than he really was beginning to feel about their reaction.
“That land was condemned for so many years,” Nigel told him, nursing the bottle in between shards of revelation. “Tell you the truth, I had no idea there were people living there now.”
“Geez, nobody told us, otherwise we would have gone out to take a casserole or something when they moved in,” Sally lamented. Her smile was warm. At once, her face lit up. “I suppose we can do that tomorrow when you go back.”
“That would be lovely, thanks Sally,” Cecil nodded. “But, uh, on that note, I was wondering why the gate was locked when I got there. I could not get hold of my dad, you see? Now I must admit, I am a bit concerned.”
“Aw, don’t you worry, son,” old Cockran roared happily, “that drive up to the old house is so bloody far, I am sure he did not know you were even waiting at the gates. Did you honk?”
“I did, and I called, but nothing,” Cecil reported.
“That’s nothing new, hey love?” Sally chuckled, nudging her husband. Nigel grinned in agreement. “Yep, tourists hate these parts because of the shitty cell phone reception. Hardly anything gets through down here at the foot of the mountain. Not like there by Moana or the higher parts like Inchbonnie or Mount Alexander. Tomorrow we’ll climb over the gates and walk up to the house, alright?
The couple were not too fazed by the news, which did alleviate Cecil’s emotional turmoil about the matter considerably. If the people who knew the area, and Nekenhalle, so well, felt no emergency was at hand, he was satisfied for the time being.
* * *
In the morning, Cecil woke from the clanging of dishes down the corridor. Feeling a bit stiff from the sudden hard labor of the night before, he sat up in bed to wake up properly. The bright southern sun came sharply through his bare window, torturing his sensitive eyes. There were no curtains up in the guest room, because Sally was still making the new ones. She had told him this in fervent apology when she prepared the bed for him during the night.
A heap of loose material was draped carelessly over the Singer in the corner, next to the antique wardrobe that had seen better days. Next to his bed was an old paraffin lamp and a box of matches.
The smell of bacon and toast wafted through the house, the perfect incentive for Cecil to get up. After all, he had some animals to check first off, and then he had to get to his father and brother as soon as he could. Getting dressed, Cecil slipped the matches into his trouser pocket as he pondered on the trouble with his father’s farm. He hoped that the two old people hosting him were right and that he needn’t worry too much about the desolation of Nekenhalle.
“Morning, Cecil,” Sally greeted. “Come, get warm before you go out there.”
“Where is Nigel?” he asked her as he sat down.
“Gone to shower,” she answered. “Got up in the dead of morning to get a few of the sheep back in the pen. Looks like somehow the latch came loose.” Her voice was a bit strained, so Cecil elected not to ask any more about it.
“This bacon looks delicious,” he smiled as he packed on an unhealthy amount of it.
“I hope you like it,” she cried from the doorway of the kitchen as she headed for the sink to deposit her husband’s used plate in the warm soapy water. “Make sure to try my marmalade too, alright?”
“Way ahead of you,” he bragged, as he smeared the appealing orange preserve over toasted, freshly baked bread. “My God, if I stayed her any longer I would end up obese in no time. This is amazing!”
“My grandmother swore by it too,” he heard her cackle among the dishes clinking.
* * *
Thirty minutes later, when Cecil’s belly was about twice the size it was before, he limped out to the barn. He felt ashamed for eating so much, but his gluttony was not intentional. Flavor was so much more enticing than fortification, especially when food was prepared with such flair and affection. Sally was a bona fide darling and Cecil had to stop himself from prying into their personal lives by asking if they had children. Sally Cockran was simply too motherly for him to believe that she harbored no great history full of feats. He decided not to pry, no matter how curious he was.
The thick doors of the barn were slightly ajar, like a twisted grimace on the dark countenance of the structure, still blocking most of the morning sun behind it. As he walked through the wet grass, Cecil was wary of the Cockran’s’ dogs. By their barks the night before they sounded monstrous and he had never been keen on canines. In his head he could hear his father reprimanding him for being cautious, ‘They are just bloody dogs. Bill Best would never have backed off for silly pups of any sort. You flaccid little rodent! Show them who’s higher on the food chain!’
“Oh shut up,” he whispered audibly to shake the chastisement out of his thoughts. Anticipation gripped him with every step that he approached the barn with, just waiting to hear that slobber growl or even a sudden charge from some demonic large breed. “So far, so good,” he muttered as he hastened to the threshold. Then it hit him. “Oh God, please don’t let them be inside the barn!”
Cecil swiveled his head as he stepped inside, but only his vehicle stood there, next to the beat up truck that belonged to old Cockran. The barn stank of day old roadkill and wood shavings, nothing he was not used to. Under the tarp Cecil found the sheep a little tougher in the meat than before. What was bloody tissue last night, was now a rubbery bed of dry blood and blackened coagulation. Clumps of wool tangled in the twisted neck of the first animal, its spine protruding right through the tissue.
“So, got anything yet?” the farmer suddenly exclaimed behind Cecil, almost jolting his heart into a full stop. He gasped sharply as he turned to the old man, and held his breath until his eyes returned to their normal size.
“Gee-zuss, Nigel!” he wailed.
“Sorry, sorry, son,” the old man apologized with an irresistible smirk forcing its way onto his face. He was wearing his leather hat and gloves. “Anything I can do to help you with?”
“Uh, no, thanks, Nigel. You are welcome to watch. Look, I am not promising anything. By the looks of this one it was definitely a truck. Look at that force. If it was a normal car it would sustain considerable damage and would have to have been going at over 120 km per hour too.”
“There is no way you can drive that road at 120,” Nigel Cockran declared. “No bloody way.”
“You see here?” Cecil directed his attention to the neck of the sheep. “That is a broken neck, but not just a broken neck, you see. By the way the bone is embedded in the tissue, this animal was…” he looked at the desperate look on the old man’s face, waiting in anticipation for an answer, “crushed.”
“Like when a truck would hit him,” Nigel affirmed.
The veterinarian was more than a bit unsettled; that was plain. He wanted to leave it at that, so that Farmer Cockran would have a logical answer and be able to carry on with peace of mind.
“There is more, isn’t there?” Cockran asked without any prompting. Cecil did not know whether to lie it away and be done with it, or to address the interesting phenomenon. If he chose the latter he would be tied up with a time-consuming, yet far more intriguing, mystery. “Well?” the old man pressed.
Cecil sighed and nodded his head. Again, he pointed to the fracture in question. “Do you see the way the spinal cord is pushed into the skull?” Cockran nodded. “That proves that whatever killed this animal did not only break its neck, it crushed the broken bones right into the flesh. And notice this?” he continued, gesturing the old man forward to better regard the twisted stump of brittle bone he was pointing out. “That is evidence of upward dislocation.”
“What do you mean by that?” Cockran asked, looking grave.
Cecil stared at the concerned farmer with equal worry. “It means that its head was screwed off like a bottle cap.”
“Jesus Christ!” Cockran gulped.
“Only the hide and some of the subcutaneous tissue was still holding it on the body,” Cecil elucidated to the old man’s horror. Cockran was speechless, hanging his head. His feet moved, but he went nowhere, stomping in one place in bewildered indecision. Suddenly he looked up. “And the other one?”
“Will get to that one now,” Cecil said.
“There are no natural large predators here, you know,” he told Cecil. “We have no beasts that hunt and kill livestock. I mean, Christ, we don’t even have anything more hazardous than a bloody feral cat on this island. If a truck did not do it, then you tell me son, what in God’s name has the force of a truck and the propensity of breaking a sheep’s neck short of decapitation?”
Cecil was quiet. He agreed with Cockran, yet he could provide no cogent explanation.

6 Nazi Grammar

At Wrichtishousis, Nina was finalizing the cataloguing of documents. These were the very documents Purdue had held back from the authorities before deliberating the deal which discussed the way he had procured the documents. Although she reckoned that the Nazi soldiers deserved not to be returned to their country, she found some things in Purdue’s hoard quite sentimental. Wedding rings, short notes to loved ones, and monotone photographs of children gave the mummified Nazi devils some humanity.
Bruich shot in from the main corridor, but Nina did not notice him. Her nose was buried in a love letter found on one of the cadavers, one Feldwebel Dieter Manns from Wolfsburg. The scribblings represented a passionately terrifying farewell that, according to Nina’s reasoning, the soldier wrote without any hope of it ever reaching its destination. Addressing someone called Heike, the letter contained more than a sorrowful vergiss mich nicht-type of goodbye. As a matter of fact, the letter contained those very words.
“This means they knew they were going to die,” she whispered to herself. Across the room from her, some of the bodies were individually wrapped and placed in respective, makeshift coffins. Nina’s imagination fused the subject matter of this particular document with the silence in the brightly lit forensic laboratory under the hallways of Purdue’s mansion. Her German was pretty good, so her only obstacle was deciphering the man’s horrendous handwriting. Dressed in her lab coat, Nina grabbed a pen and note pad to translate the words as accurately as she could to put them in context. Even in his own tongue, some of the grammar did not prove Feldwebel Dieter Manns to be much in the way of a well-educated writer.
The first section of the letter to his Heike, Nina was able to ascertain that they were married and very much in love. However, the rest she copied down was a tedious exercise in misplaced knowledge of the planet.
“What are you talking about?” Nina moaned, a deep frown sinking into her forehead.
“My mum always said that pulling my face while the clock struck 12 would leave my face in a permanent wince,” Sam remarked.
Somewhat irate at both the dead crewman and Sam, Nina’s sat up with a jerk. Her dark, perfectly lined eyebrow lifted over her right eye. “I see you did not listen to her warning.”
“Ouch!” he cried, holding his chest in mock hurt. “What are you not understanding there, love?” He sauntered over and had a look at the page she was working from. “Geez, no wonder you don’t know what he is saying. Look at how he makes an ‘r’!”
“Sam,” she sighed in vexation.
“What? Look at it! Bloody terrible,” he teased.
“Sam,” she repeated.
“Alright, I’ll shut it. Just let me sit here with you, okay?” he pleaded.
“Daylight hammering your head?” she asked nonchalantly as she went back to her business.
“Aye,” he sniffed and wiped his eyes. “Worst hangover in a long time.”
Nina’s lack of response conveyed a subtle message for Sam to shut his mouth, while she concentrated. Slowly, as she read, her right hand crept along the note pad’s surface, forming the words one by one as she translated them. The unsettling silence of the lab produced no more than a miserable buzz from the overhead lights, and Sam quickly rebuked a momentary urge to slam his hands down on the desk to give Nina a scare. He knew better, though, and abandoned the juvenile idea to save his testicles from a hearty pummeling.
“My God, this man is uneducated. He cannot possibly have been this ignorant, especially for a German recruit in Hitler’s Kriegsmarine. No way,” she muttered.
“Why? What does it say?” Sam asked.
She shook her head without taking her eyes off the page and replied, “He is jumbling up his bloody sentence structure like a daft bastard. This is not the right way to say these things. I mean, shit, he is German, but he writes like a goddamn six-year-old. Things like this just irritate me. I can’t help it.”
“You cannot help being a grammar Nazi?” Sam jested openly, phrasing the two words to sink in with a flavor of mockery. Nina paused and then looked up. She gave Sam one of her rip-your-bollocks-off looks, waiting for him to utter another nail in his proverbial coffin. Sam laughed jovially at her reaction. He lifted his hands in surrender and sat farther back against his chair to keep his distance, just in case she struck.
“I’m sorry, I had to. It was just too good to let that one slide! Come on! That was golden!” he chuckled.
The handsome darkness of Sam’s features accompanied his comic laugh so that Nina could not possibly fault him for the remark. Without reservation, she burst out laughing with him.
“Alright, I’ll give you that one. That was pretty brilliant,” she giggled.
Something shifted around the casket area of the lab, propelling them both out of their humorous fit and straight into a frozen stare.
“Did you hear that?” she asked. “And I know this time it is not you fooling around because you are sitting right here.”
“Aye,” he whispered. “That wasn’t my doing.”
Again, it sounded as if a lid was creaking, but the two of them held strong. They were both equally curious about what was to rear its head from the neatly arranged and marked coffins.
“If you make a mummy joke, a Jesus joke, or a zombie joke, Sam, I swear I will punch you in the face,” she warned softly.
“No fucking problem,” he replied, his voice quivering slightly. “I am too busy trying not to shit my pants over here.”
“What can it be — logically?” she asked, still not moving. Her big dark eyes were glued to the collection of human remains, not that she wished to see anything that caused such a sound.
“This is a lab, so the question of rats is out,” he speculated under his breath. “The caskets are brand new from the hardware store, so it is not wood rot or old hinges.”
“You know, I would run out, but you are in my way,” she finally said, provoking a flabbergasted expression from the tall journalist. His frame was crouched somewhat, as if he was cowering. Nina knew Sam to have nerves of steel, the type of investigative journalist that would walk right into the lairs of the enemy. To see him cringing was rather unsettling for her.
“Alright, this is just too interesting,” he announced, sitting up straight. His voice was loud and clear. “I have to investigate that noise, don’t you think?”
“Go ahead,” she said a bit too quickly to stop Sam. “I’ll be over by the front door by the time you find the source. Seriously, let’s just get one of Purdue’s people to come and have a look.”
“What? And destroy my reputation as a tough guy?” he frowned playfully. “Look, if it was something dangerous, it would have gotten us by now, right? It’s not like they can wake up now, suddenly, after five days in the house.”
“This is preposterous,” she sighed. “We both know better, for God’s sake.”
Sam was halfway across the floor, maneuvering his way through the small maze of steel tables and medical cabinets on wheels that held examination instruments. The light buzzed monotonously as she watched Sam brave the confines of his courage to see what was irking them so.
From the caskets came a low moan that had Sam turn his head to look at Nina. She gawked in amazement while he was pallid from fear. His heart was beating madly, but his legs were like granite under him and he could not move an inch to bolt out of there. When he turned from Nina to find the source of his horror, something shot out from the boxes. Along the floor the swift thing squealed and scarpered right into Sam’s legs.
“Jesus!” he screamed, trying to run, but the table behind him trapped him, and he stumbled over it with a mighty crash that sent him hard to the floor. Two gurneys toppled from the force of the pushed table, clattering to the floor with an ear-splitting clamor. All Sam could do was curl up to protect his body from whatever was falling around him. The fine clanks of silver and steel tools ended off the magnificent noise with gradual decline until only the footsteps of rushing staff members echoed nearby.
Sam gathered his strength, with his hangover still in firm control of his motor skills, and got up. On his knees, he finally dared look up towards the door only to find Nina smirking, gently stroking the big old cat in her arms. Behind her a stood the butler and the housekeeper, desperately trying not to follow Dr. Gould’s suit.
“Bruichladdich, you bastard!” Sam howled, dusting off his knees. Charles, the butler, quickly rushed to assist him in correcting the damage. Nina burst out laughing with Miss Lillian, the merry housekeeper who knew her employer’s friends like her own children. The dead serious Charles, thank God, was too British to share in the silliness and spared Sam his ridicule.
“I will take care of this, Mr. Cleave,” he reassured. “No worries.”
“Ta, Charlie,” Sam wheezed from the diminishing terror and effort. He gave Nina a hard look, fraught with humor, and seized his cat from her. The big feline moaned in a meow that imitating exactly the sound that so frightened them a few minutes before. Defensively, Sam told the pretty historian, “You know, you were as frightened as I was.”
“Aye,” she smiled.
“And now you act all pompously,” he whined in his own macho way.
“Aye,” she chuckled.
Miss Lillian’s giggle stopped abruptly when Purdue appeared in the doorway. “What happened?” he asked her. Nina and Sam were engaged in a little banter over by the desk where the documents were being examined by the historian before, so Lillian delivered a concise account of the hilarious incident to catch him up.
“Hey, you would have shat yourself too, mate,” Sam told the laughing Purdue, as he gave Bruich to the jolly housekeeper. “Please lock him in the dungeon, Miss Lily. I don’t want to have to endure this again, unless it is because of a proper fucking ghost.”
“Of course, Mr. Cleave,” Lily winked at Nina, and removed the mischievous feline.
“Grown any wiser, dear Nina?” Purdue asked. His white hair was wet and his skin moist, permeating the scent of cocoa butter and aftershave. Nina was lurching over the love letter again, with Sam checking the charge on his equipment at the wall plug.
“Look at this,” she replied, and showed him the original letter. Purdue perused the piece with intense concentration, having a good command of German himself. Sam turned to face them and leaned against the wall-mounted cupboard, fiddling with his camera. Nina waited for Purdue to note what vexed her, and he did not disappoint. At last, he looked up from the letter.
“His German is way off,” he remarked, as perplexed as she.
“I told you, Sam,” she smiled at Sam, and he gave her a little salute in congratulations. “It has been bothering me too. And did you notice his knowledge of basic geography?”
“Of which there is none,” Purdue added.
“Precisely,” she said. “He is referring to his ship’s orders to sail to Argentina, where they would sail due west to find the lost city. But Peru is north of Argentina. See? El Dorado is supposed to be in Peru, where we were when we followed the priests of the Inca Prophecy, right?”
“That is correct. Although we did not find it,” Purdue reasoned. “It is common knowledge that it is reputed to be close to Machu Picchu, definitely nowhere west of Argentina.”
“I thought the men chosen for this operation had to be prime candidates from their respective disciplines,” Nina conjectured. “Call the Nazi’s what you will, but they were pedantic about picking the elite of men in all their endeavors, especially when it came to sensitive clandestine operations like the Inca treasures we found with their bodies. Why is this soldier so obviously oblivious to fundamental geography, not to mention his appalling grammar.”
Her eyes quickly darted to Sam, silently warning him not to mention the silly moniker again. He only smiled and carried on cleaning his lens caps.

7 Trouble from Down Under

Under the buzzing white light of Storage 4, Nina and Purdue deliberated on the contents of the letter and its unlikely mistakes.
“So what is west of Argentina?” Sam chipped in while the other two were talking. They halted their discussion and looked at Sam. He added, “Perhaps that lad is not as dumb as we think, hey?”
Purdue gave him his full attention. “Meaning?”
Sam shrugged. “Believe it or not, but many times I have used my cleverness to infiltrate organizations and drug rings by pretending to be stupid. That way, they would never see me as a threat. People will sooner trust an idiot because smart people usually end up dead.”
“That did not help our friend here,” Nina said nonchalantly.
“I know,” Sam replied, “but what if this German soldier knew that he was going to die, and decided to leave some kind of clue. There would be no better way than to conceal tactical information in a soppy letter to his bird, right?”
Purdue’s face lit up. “Nina, let’s look at it again. I have a notion on what the bad grammar could be about.”
“A cipher?” she asked.
“My God, I love the two of you,” Purdue grinned.
“Invoice will be mailed to you,” Sam jested.
“I don’t recognize any familiar ciphers in what he did here, Purdue,” she said. “Do you think he used something of his own?”
“That is possible,” Purdue guessed. “But at Oxford, when I was there to attend a symposium on electrical engineering a few years ago, I met a man who knew of secondary level ciphers used specifically during secret operations.”
“Great! Call him. Maybe he can shed light on this,” Nina suggested.
But Purdue shook his head. “We can’t. He was murdered shortly after we attended the 2012 Bilderberg Conference in Chantilly together. I always knew that his expertise in covert communication would make him a liability.”
“So, what are you planning to do?” Sam asked.
“Maybe I can get his widow to give me his hard drive or relevant books?” Purdue reckoned.
“Why don’t you just hack into it?” Sam suggested casually. “God knows you are the man for the job.”
“He would never have that kind of information on his computer, Sam, I can assure you,” Purdue replied. “Let me see if I can get you that book, Nina. I trust you will be able to manage without my help?”
“Of course,” she said.
“I mean, ciphers are not necessarily historical in nature, so it might be a bit out of your avenue. However, your historical skill will be invaluable to regulate any pertinent details from the message,” he explained to Nina.
“I get it, Purdue,” she smiled warmly. “Get me the book and I’ll get on it. No offence, but I would love to go home sooner than later.”
“Not me,” Sam said. “I like it here. The cooking is so much better than my microwave gourmet.”
Purdue smiled, “And the Scotch is free.”
“There you go,” Sam chuckled with Purdue.
“Please excuse me. I have some lawyers at my Old Town offices, so I will get my assistant to promptly contact Dr. Williams’ widow for the cipher, while I arrange for the bodies to be collected tomorrow,” Purdue sighed, suddenly looking a bit wan with stress.
He left the room. He heard Nina whisper, “Oh my God, I hope he is not being chased by those entitled bastards again. Do you think he is in trouble?”
Sam answered quietly. “Leave it. It is Purdue’s business. You don’t get to step on this many toes if you don’t have a myriad of business ties with entire contents of the chamber pot, you know.”
By now Purdue was out of earshot, and he asked Charles to make sure that his overnight bag was ready, just in case.
“Sir, shall I ask Lillian not to hold your dinner in the oven, then?” Charles asked, appropriately keeping his voice low.
“I think so, Charles, thank you,” Purdue answered before getting into his favorite Hummer. “I hope this case does not require me to travel and I still hope to dine here tonight.”
Soon after he left his gates, Purdue called his assistant, Jane, to get in touch with the widow of Dr. Williams to arrange for the cipher book.
He drove to the offices of Hayden & McCleod, his attorneys in Scotland, and the firm that summoned him to attend to a ‘small matter’ that came to their attention. Purdue was above worry, in the way that most men were. With his boundless financial troves and genius, he rarely had anything to fear that was born from the world of mankind. In fact, he was considered one of the highest order of the insanely rich and powerful, although he had proved himself a rogue from the first attempt at assimilating him into the New World Order.
There was just too much adventure, empathy, and passion in David Purdue’s veins, to adhere to the rules of common men such as himself, with equal or less to offer. By the sound of his lawyer’s voice on the phone earlier, the matter in question was not paramount, but important enough not to be ignored. It was usually custom between Purdue and Robert Knox, Esq. to meet at Wrichtishousis to take care of legal matters, but with Sam and Nina at the manor, Purdue thought it better to conduct his business at the lawyer’s offices.
When he arrived at the opulent office, Purdue was met by Robert at the lobby.
“Hey, old boy,” Purdue greeted him.
“David,” Knox smiled uncomfortably. In silence he gestured for his client to come with him as they walked to one of the boardrooms. As they walked through the reception area, Knox loudly requested, “Mr. Purdue, please follow me.” His voice was tense, something uncharacteristic of the barrister who could easily have the devil on his knees on a good day in court.
“What is going on, Robert?” Purdue asked, but his lawyer only cast him a look of warning.
Through a massive, broad hallway, they passed without conversation. Overhead, the golden inlays of the ceiling glimmered in the sharp lighting of grand chandeliers that lit the intricate designs of the thick carpets that stretched from wall to wall. The building was very old, renovated into something magnificent and lavish to accommodate the footsteps of the affluent and powerful. The tall billionaire looked at the seated people as he traversed the hallway, all painfully smart in dress and conduct, waiting for their appointments.
When they ascended the steps up the widening staircase, where the carpet was the hue of dry blood and the bannister of ivory looked like the ribs of a whale, Knox turned to Purdue and said, “Whatever they say, just play it cool, agree and tell them you will need two weeks to sort it out.”
“To sort what out?” Purdue inquired urgently. “Listen, Robert, what is going on here?”
“David,” the lawyer implored with a stern countenance, “just do what I tell you. Use that charm of yours to fool them into thinking that their case is important. Trust me.”
Completely bowled over by his lawyer’s words and odd behavior, Purdue heeded the man’s advice and prepared himself for the presentation that no doubt awaited. They entered the luxurious boardroom, and immediately Purdue felt the cold of what was not the air-conditioning, but the clients of the opposing party. The two people sitting at the end of the table did not even attempt to lighten their intimidating appearance, but David Purdue was not easily intimidated.
“Good afternoon,” he smiled.
The woman bore a striking resemblance to a bitch called Maria, the villainous harpy that served the Order of the Black Sun and its spoiled sons. Maria was proudly involved in the attempted murder of Purdue and Sam Cleave aboard a Spanish trawler just over a month before. It was uncanny, but Purdue tried not to show his befuddlement. The woman glared at him with no display of emotion whatsoever.
They merely nodded to acknowledge him. “Good day, Mr. Purdue,” their representative reciprocated the pleasantries. With the familiar looking woman was an older man of color, but Purdue could not place his ethnicity. It was a strange occurrence, if it was indeed Maria, to be in the company of a man like this. The Italian villainess Purdue got to know was the archetypal Nazi drone, and would never deign to keep company with a man of color. For a moment, Purdue thought of just coming out and asking the man of which nationality he was.
“So, you are the genius inventor?” the man suddenly said to Purdue, snapping him right out of his inner tug-of-war of propriety. “You are the explorer who rips the holy relics of cultures from the wombs of their graves for money? What did you invent this time to make you more money for your next pillage, Mr. Purdue?” With that accent, the man’s mysterious ethnicity was undeniable.
“Ah, you’re Aboriginal!” Purdue exclaimed without thinking. The other people in the room gawked at his response in silent horror. However, if their brainwashed morals felt the need to be offended on his behalf, the man did not share it. He responded to Purdue’s utterance by sarcastically acting out mock surprise. “A genius, hey, McKenzie?”
Ben McKenzie, the opposing counsel who was the only one cordial enough to greet Purdue earlier, rose and buttoned his blazer. He addressed Purdue, who had just sat down with Robert Knox next to him, and retrieved some documents from his narrow messenger case. At the same time, he introduced his two clearly hostile clients. “Mr. Purdue, this is Miss Louisa Palumbo, Department of Nature Conservation in Adelaide,” he gestured to the stern woman. “And this is Mr. Eddie Olden, from the Wilderness Society.”
Before Purdue, the lawyer set down two small silver containers, along with a dossier marked ‘Scorpio Majorus — lawsuit’. “The depositions are in there, along with the laboratory results from two different institutions from Brisbane and Perth.”
Scorpio Majorus was an affiliate company of Purdue’s main holdings, of which he was the CEO. The company comprised of a chain of medical facilities and forensic laboratories, as well as three drug production companies, mainly for research purposes and testing of new drugs for terminal diseases.
Knox immediately grabbed the file to check the papers filed while Purdue scrutinized the little boxes. From his expertise, he recognized them as biological samples. It was concerning, but he was not easily shaken by threats of lawsuits.
“Let’s cut to the chase,” he said. “What are these samples of and what is the nature of your complaint?”
“Mr. Purdue, let me do the talking, please,” Robert Knox requested in a professional tone, while his eyes scurried across the pages’ fine print.
“With respect, Robert, how much do you know about chemistry and biology?” Purdue asked. “Let me talk to the people myself. They are sitting right in front of me, and they are obviously upset about something chemical, otherwise I would not be handed samples, would I?”
With his own brand of firm conduct, Purdue regarded the complainants with no apprehension. He was tired of being nice, or maybe it was the appearance of the woman that automatically made him sour, but he was done being patronized. Purdue waited, switching his attention between Palumbo and Olden to assert his own intimidation. He was, after all, a very wealthy and influential man. Purdue’s status was of such a level that people like them should have felt privileged to address him directly. And he knew it.
Stammering, suddenly a bit less condescending, Eddie Olden shifted in his chair. One glance to his lawyer gave him the green light to speak freely about his complaint. “We have discovered a scourge among the wildlife in our area, Mr. Purdue. Livestock and natural predators alike are dying from poisoning, as per our biological submissions to you,” he presented, pointing to the sample boxes. “The poison was analyzed and found to be a product of Scorpio Majorus, called ‘Pancreo D’. It is apparently a chemical compound used in current experimentation for pancreatic-based testing.”
“That is correct, but it is not an isolated product… and it is not for sale. My companies use it as an ingredient only,” Purdue explained.
“Well, have a look at the documentation, Mr. Purdue,” Louisa suggested calmly. “Your company is behind a spate of illegal scrapping enterprises in Australia.”

8 Abandoned

Cecil Harding was done with examining the dead sheep of Cockran Farm, although he, and Nigel Cockran, were left confused about the results.
“Just you call on us if you need, Cecil,” Sally smiled, and shoved a lunch box with pie into the veterinarian’s hands.
“Thank you, Sally,” he grinned. “You do know this pie is not going to last the road up to my dad’s gate, right?”
“That’s what I hope,” she said. “It is not there to look at, you know.”
“Come, the day is getting late, son!” Nigel Cockran howled from his truck. He had promised to accompany the stranger to the locked gate that prevented him from meeting his father and brother the day before. “I still have to get the sheep up to the ridge before midday!”
“Alright! Thanks Sally!” the vet cried as he jogged to his rental car.
The two cars left a trail of dust so prominent that they disappeared inside it. Cecil panted from the gaining heat and it was not even summer yet. Arid and desolate, the landscape swallowed the two vehicles up under a scorching sun in the deep blue sky. When they arrived at the gates of Nekenhalle, they pulled their vehicles out of the road, onto a small slant of black sand and gravel rocks.
Outside, it was deathly quiet, save for the cicadas’ shrill announcements that the day would not be getting cooler anytime soon. The two men found the gate still padlocked tight with a chain.
“It’s not too high, but that bloody barbed wire is going to eat at our hands,” Nigel remarked. “Do you have protective gloves there in your car?”
“Nope, it’s a rental. I was only going to use hardware once I started helping my dad and my brother,” Cecil explained, while the old man was rummaging through the space behind his truck’s seat. Muffled, his voice sounded, “Never mind! Got you a pair!”
“Thanks,” Cecil smiled, pulling on the small-sized gloves. They were obviously the timid old farmer’s, so his hands could not fit comfortably, but he was not about to insult the old man with a refusal. The gate was very old, yet remarkably sturdy.
“You go first, Cecil,” the old man said. “I am not young anymore. I’ll hold us up.”
“Are you sure?” Cecil asked, about to scale the tall rusty iron. When he looked at Nigel, he could have sworn that he saw a glimpse of fear in the farmer’s face. He was not looking at the gate at all, but rather cast his eyes to the distance, up to where the turret of the house peeked over the trees and brush. “What’s the matter?” Cecil asked.
“What makes you think something is wrong?” the old man asked abruptly, pretending to fix his gloves. “Go on. I cannot waste too much time babysitting you.”
It was strange that the farmer was suddenly so terse, and Cecil could tell that he was very reluctant to cross the threshold of the entrance. “Listen, Nigel,” he finally said, “thank you for everything, but I am sure I can manage by myself from here on.”
At first, the farmer tried to keep up appearances. “No, no, I said I would come out here with you.” The look on Cecil’s face spoke volumes. “You know I am talking shit, don’t you?”
“I do. Look, Nigel, I don’t know what you have against this place, but it is obvious that you are not going to tell me. Just,” he hesitated, “just, if anything dangerous is here and something could have happened to my dad and my brother, Nigel, I need you to tell me.”
“I am sure they are fine, son,” the old man comforted him. “This place has just always had a reputation among the locals, and personally, I have never been on the other side of that gate. All I am saying is, I keep clear of places with reputations. I am not a man of courage, alright. I’m a bloody chicken shit.”
“What reputation does it have?” Cecil pried. “Seriously, tell me. I am honestly curious.”
Nigel gave a bitter chuckle, searching the ground with his eyes. He slapped the pair of gloves on his palm as he contemplated it. “I really don’t have time to tell stories, son. My sheep are waiting.”
“Okay, I understand. After all, I can always call on you and Sally for a bit of ice tea or pie, right?” he presumed.
Feeling liberated form a heavy yoke, the old man suddenly beamed, “But of course! Yes, at my house. Then we can tell you the stories from when I was young, the stuff our fathers chatted about when they thought we were not listening. Good. Good. We will get together sometime.”
“Alright, Nigel,” Cecil smiled. “You take care now!”
“You too, my boy,” the old man said plainly as he climbed into his truck. “You too.”
Although Cecil was a vet, he was dreadfully out of shape for someone who carried animals around. However, he was not a large animal veterinarian, so he was hardly capable of lifting bigger carcasses, such as his own. Scaling the gate proved to be exceedingly difficult for the chubby Cecil. As he summited the unsteady structure, straddling the jagged top beam, he hoped not to hitch his scrotum on the dangerously protruding barbs.
“Why can’t he just leave the fucking gate open?” he mumbled furiously. “Jesus Christ, I am going to break my fucking neck!”
Briefly, Cecil looked up while he prepared his footing on the rod below. Something moved in the bushes of the hillock behind the house. He could not see his father or his brother, but he could trace their movements along the ridge through the overgrowth.
“There you are,” he gasped. Shouting at the top of his lungs from his vigil on the tall gate, Cecil bellowed Gary’s name a few times. “Dad! Dad! Come unlock the gate!” he hollered with such force that his voice broke like a pubescent boy’s.
They ignored him, but by the swaying branches and tops of the thorn bushes, they were heading for a gaping crevice in the mountain rock. Fuming, the overweight brother cussed as he clumsily made his way down the other side of the gate. Hitching his shirt and ripping it did not aid in his spiraling mood either. By the time his feet touched the black sand, he was thoroughly annoyed. Thundering ahead up the winding gravel road, Cecil was mumbling profanities and threats to nobody in particular, lamenting all the unnecessary trouble he had to deal with.
Out of breath, full of rust chips and dust, he labored up the slight incline to the house. His eye stayed on the rustling branches up on the hill, but he was too exhausted to cry out anymore. Another useless annoyance hit him. “Aw fuck, I forgot the pie in the car. Oh my God, I am so sick of this shit,” he whined. The idea of the scrumptious slice of shepherd’s pie made him so hungry, not physically, but in craving. It would have been the only small pleasure right now to keep him going up toward the house.
Along the way, Cecil vigilantly kept his eye on the trees and bush flanking the road for bees or smaller vermin. Such high temperatures normally brought out the bees, and getting stung was another mild phobia Cecil harbored. As he peered through the tall, thin trunks of young beeches and rautinis, something peculiar caught his eye.
Looking completely out of place, sporadic cement markers populated the shadowy understory. Clearly, the cement was very old, reminiscent of gravestones in Scottish and Irish historical documentaries. But they were not shaped like grave stones, they looked like miniscule monoliths, standing erect and tubular in shape to about a meter in height, each.
“Hey, what is this all about?” he whispered, elected to have a closer look. After all, if his family did not show any bother in answering him or collecting him, they could wait. Off the gravel road, the cool shade was a godsend, at least. Insects buzzed around his face and Cecil pursed his lips shut to avoid them entry. Waving his hands wildly to keep them at bay, he inadvertently struck at branches and leaves, showering himself with falling leaves, spider webs and dust from the foliage that made him itch.
With much moaning and wincing, he made his way deeper into the sheltered growth to see one of the markers up close. He crouched next to the first one he reached and noticed that it was carved with native symbols.
“Maori,” he said as he traced his fingers over the indentations. He had no idea what they meant, but noticed that each post had a different motif arrangements. Some of the markers displayed a hint of paint over the symbols, as if some vandals wanted to hide the carvings or wipe them out like correcting an error with white-out. However, the paint had faded much over the years, leaving only traces of red coloring in the deeper fissures of the corroded cement.
From where he was hunched, he could see that there were at least a handful more of these strange beacons planted in a circular pattern. “Creepy, creepy shit,” he mumbled as he took solace in the birdsong above him for a bit of company.
Cecil was beginning to feel completely isolated and he was not far from wrong. Out of sight from the road and hidden from the windows of the house, he had disappeared. The movement at the top of the hill had ceased, so he figured it was time to get on to the house, assuming his kin had returned home from the hill.
With the discovery he made in the trees, Cecil had to admit that he felt a bit better. Something exciting had happened for him thus far, which calmed his demeanor considerably and gave him new zest to see his father and brother. Not that he minded Gary too much. The two had always gotten along as best as brothers could, but he rued his father’s condescending remarks.
At the end of the road, the unkempt domestic garden greeted him. It was beautiful in its wildness, but the house windows looked awfully neglected. It was unlike his father to leave the place looking like this.
“If they left without telling me, I swear to G…,” he started complaining as he rounded the house, but a crash inside the house alerted him. “Dad?” he cried, as he skipped up the steps onto the porch. “Dad, where are you? I have been hooting and calling since yesterday!”
No answer came from the house. Cecil kept talking and kept an assertive tone, because he was terrified of the prospect of what danger could be the cause of his family’s non-responsiveness. Inside him, he knew that something was very wrong, but he could not allow whoever was lurking there to know this. They would already have heard his cries from the road, so there was no use for stealth. All he could do was to play tough, take control of the situation as if he was fearless, and hoped to intimidate the stalker into leaving.
Cecil reached for his cell phone, praying to God that there would be better signal up here than in the road below. His heart was throbbing in his ears as he stole along the veranda, surreptitiously checking his phone reception to dial the local police. Only one bar was not adequate to dial out, but he kept trying. He had to. On foot, he would have no chance to flee if the shit hit the fan. The phone yielded no successful dial tone. He was on his own.

9 Closing the Door

When Purdue arrived back at Wrichtishousis, he evaded most of his staff altogether and headed up to his private study. But on his way there, his assistant, Jane, found him on the landing of the first story. Like the rest of them, she had grown fond of Sam’s big old cat, and the feline was dosing happily against her bosom.
“Mr. Purdue,” she smiled, but he was unexpectedly elusive in his reply.
“Hi Jane. Listen, please excuse me from my guests for tonight. I seem to be coming down with something,” he explained briskly, eagerly trying to pass her to get to the beckoning double doors of his study. Jane stepped in front of him, keeping her actions subordinate.
“They left, sir,” she reported.
“They what?” he frowned, clutching the valise that bore his new worries. “Why?”
“Dr. Gould felt that you would not need her before you have received the samples back from Dr. Harris, so she asked me to apologize on her behalf. She left the letter translation here for you, and asked that you call her as soon as she is needed again,” Jane elucidated.
“Fair enough,” Purdue replied.
“As for Mr. Cleave, he was called out on assignment by a friend from the Post, to advise on an important report they wish to cover…,” she paused, “concerning you.”
“Excuse me?” he asked with wide eyes. It was turning out to be a miserable day indeed.
“Apparently you made the Channel 8 news,” she sighed, looking very serious. “BBC Alba apparently asked for Mr. Cleave’s advice on a report about Scorpio Majorus’ alleged involvement in the culling of Australian wildlife?”
“Oh God, it already got out?” Purdue muttered, running his long fingers along the side of his head. “This is a set-up, you know, or else someone in our ranks are sabotaging our work to ruin my reputation.”
“Do you think… they… are involved in this, sir?” she asked with a raised eyebrow and wandering eyes. Of course, she was referring to the Order of the Black Sun. She had been Purdue’s secretary long enough to have learned of their obsession with destroying him.
“My dear, I can almost guarantee it,” he hissed. “Please tell Charles that I will be unavailable for all calls until tomorrow, would you?”
“Of course, Mr. Purdue,” she said. “Now please, go and relax. We’ll get back on the horse again tomorrow, aye?”
“Absolutely,” he smiled wryly. “Good evening!”
“Good evening, Mr. Purdue,” she answered as she descended the stairs to find Charles, while Purdue rushed to his reclusive study, where a fire was burning in the hearth already.
“Ah, Charles, you are a god amongst men,” Purdue whispered as he entered.
Once inside, he locked his door and opened his balcony doors for some fresh, cool Edinburgh air, and then proceeded to pour what bartenders did not have a name for. It was strong and it defied measurement, but it was just what Purdue needed to still the questions and subdued anger he felt after the meeting at Hayden & McCleod.
He had the samples with him and had his lawyer make a copy of all the documentation in the dossier. After drinking down a considerable amount of the cognac in his glass, he picked up the phone and dialed the cell phone number of the freelance forensic expert who was working on the mummified tissue analysis.
“Hello, Harris,” he said when the man answered the phone. “I know this is probably inconveniencing you, but I need you to run a secondary submission of samples for me. I need these results yesterday, understand? I will send Charles to bring them to you, and this test is just between you and I, please.” He took another big swig of the cognac, pulling a dreadful face as the alcohol assaulted his throat. “This analysis is priority. It is evidence in a court case, so I need you to keep this secret, alright? Nobody, and I mean nobody, at the lab is to know that you are running these tests, not even Sharon. Do you understand? I have reason to believe that some of my pharmaceutical employees are not as trustworthy as I thought. Thank you, Harris.”
Purdue always retreated to his study during those rare occasions when he felt a bit defeated by the world he ran so easily. He knew the cognac was a bad idea, but with the day he had, he needed it. Lawsuits rarely intimidated him. If the mood took him, David Purdue could buy entire countries, so he was hardly ever concerned about being sued. But what bothered him about this case, apart from Miss Palumbo’s unfortunate resemblance, was the fact that a chemical meant to be used for the betterment of medicine was being abused in his name.
Thunder rumbled gently over Edinburgh as Purdue unbuttoned his shirt. Already feeling lightheaded from the onset of his inebriation, he hastened to the shower in the en suite bathroom, to wash off the impending misery. His study darkened under the moving clouds as the night drew nearer. The hot water from the large, square aluminum showerhead soothed his skin in a cloud of steam. With eyes closed in reminiscence, he replayed the meeting at the attorney’s office several times, trying to find an explanation behind the problem.
All he could think of was that someone was being paid once more to fuck him, but he had no idea where to start.
‘Let it go,’ his inner voice recommended. ‘There is nothing you can do about any of it until you get those samples back, so you may as well just relax.’
It was good advice, he thought. Purdue hoped that Sam would know best how to delay or suspend completely, the supposed article aimed at burying his business reputation. He refused to be vilified, especially by nefarious institutions attacking innocent organizations to get to him. The Black Sun was behind it, he knew, and he knew that they would stop at nothing to force his investors and clients to turn their backs on him. They tried it by confiscating his holdings and property once, and they failed. He dried his hair, leaving the strands wet and wild before looking in the mirror.
His pale blue eyes regarded his reflection. “And they will fail again.”
* * *
Three days later, a special container truck arrived at Wrichtishousis.
“What is this?” Lily, the housekeeper, asked Charles. They both stood in the upstairs lobby window, looking down at the garden. At the massive cast iron gates of Purdue’s property, the private security were checking the paperwork.
“It is the collectors from Spain,” Charles replied dryly in his posh tone. “People from the Historical Foundation of Barcelona. They have come to pick up the collection of mummies from the boss, Lillian.”
“Oh thank God,” she sighed, rolling her eyes in relief. “I have not been able to shut me eyes at night since those things came here.”
He looked at her with a stone face. “Do not venture to imply that you are superstitious, Lillian.” She knew the stiff British butler well, and this was his professional swing at humor.
“Not superstitious. Don’t be daft,” she scoffed, looking very unconvincing. “Sleeping on the same grounds as the dead is like sleeping in a bloody cemetery. Those damned things turned this grand mansion into nothing but a glorified mausoleum, Charles. Not to mention that these are the remains of godless Nazi’s!”
He had no response, but he looked amused as he turned back to the window to see when they’d come up. “I shall go and tell Mr. Purdue that they are here.”
The rigid butler went to call on his employer to announce the arrival of the authorities with the Spanish representatives. Purdue was already dressed for the reception of the foundation’s delegates, ready to deliver to them the cooked up footage Sam had edited from their ordeal in the Alboran Sea. Purdue had mentioned nothing about any additional finds, such as the letters, logbooks, and artifacts. These items were strictly for his own ends, to serve the investigation into their cause of death that he pursued solely for his own curiosity.
“Thank you, Charles,” he told the butler. “I will meet them down in Storage 4.”
Purdue had, in the last three days, emptied the storage chamber that doubled as a document analysis laboratory. All the items not listed, everything apart from the human remains he was allowed to study for a limited time, had been removed and kept in another chamber under the ground floor. Under the pale white fluorescent lights of Storage 4 Purdue waited for his guests.
Charles led them down the sub-level staircase of cement, from where this section of the mansion was the polar opposite of the rest of the house. From lavish, large hallways and staircases, fierce high ceilings and priceless drapes, furniture and floors, the sub-level morphed into narrow mazes of arching concrete ceilings. The floors were of crude tiling to facilitate the transporting of heavy materials, if need be, and the on the left side, several doors to various laboratories and storage rooms lined the wall.
“This is very impressive,” Purdue heard a man say, as their footsteps clapped on the hard, cold stairs. He heard them come down the main corridor toward the room where he waited. At last, two men in suits appeared at the doorway. Behind them, a group of five workmen, dressed in overalls, waited.
“Señor Cruz, of the Spanish Embassy in Edinburgh,” Charles introduced, “and Dr. Martino, from the Historical Foundation of Barcelona, sir.” Charles gestured for them to enter, and then departed on Purdue’s silent order.
“Wonderful to finally meet you, Mr. Purdue,” Señor Cruz smiled as he shook hands with Purdue. “I always see the headlines and hear of the adventures on your expeditions, but although we live in the same city, I have never had the pleasure.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Señor Cruz,” Purdue replied cordially. “And you, Dr. Martino.”
The scholar from the historical foundation seemed kind, but reserved. “My English is not good, Señor Purdue. I am sorry for that,” he smiled sheepishly. “But I understand much, so you can talk.”
“Gracias, Dr. Martino,” Purdue chuckled. He turned to the neatly piled and catalogued caskets. “Well, as promised, your inventory. We have taken the liberty of placing them in separate wooden boxes and we tried to disturb their original positions as little as possible during the examination.”
Dr. Martino babbled to the men to start loading the boxes while Señor Cruz spoke to Purdue.
“Did you find anything of interest during your analysis, Mr. Purdue?” Señor Cruz asked.
Purdue vowed to keep all results secret, if any, therefore he thought it wise to assume that the investigation yielded nothing on a chemical level. Only the results Harris were working on would provide more details on that.
“Unfortunately not,” Purdue lied, thinking of the invaluable items found on two of the mummies — the love letter to Heike and the logbook of an officer they could not identify. “But I suppose it is for the better. I am sure the German government will not want their fallen soldiers exploited.”
The two Spanish men exchanged glances. Dr. Martino nodded as his colleague replied, “Of course, yes. We have to meet with the German ambassador in two days in Madrid to discuss the fate of the Nazi soldiers.”
Something in the man’s voice held a hint of uncertainty, but Purdue reckoned that it was just the looming meeting with the German ambassador that made him nervous. By the time the workmen carried out the last caskets, Purdue could not help but feel relieved when he closed the door behind the delegation. Returning the remains would hopefully close the book on the death-defying chapter that he wished to leave behind once and for all. Of all the close calls he had suffered, being keelhauled was quite enough.

10 The Fate of Miss Williams

The book arrived by means of a timid young lady in her early 20’s. At the gates of Wrichtishousis, she implored the private security detail to allow her in.
“I was told to only deliver this directly to Mr. Purdue,” she insisted, while the gale swept her hair up and the drizzle wet her face through the open car window.
“Fine, Miss, but is he expecting you?” the guard asked.
“No, he is expecting this book,” she answered. “But I have orders to give it to him personally.”
“Miss, Mr. Purdue does not normally see anyone without prior notification, or an official appointment,” the guard countered.
“Call him. Can you call him and ask?” she persisted.
“Listen, lady,” the stern guard said, “…if you have to hand deliver this book to him, you would have had his number yourself, wouldn’t you? That just proves that he does not know about you. He would have left his contact details with you.”
The young woman was not one for confrontation, but her grandmother specifically impressed upon her that she was not to give the book to anyone other than the white-haired billionaire himself. Reticently, she called their bluff.
“Alright,” she shrugged. “I will have my grandmother contact Mr. Purdue and tell him that his work is being delayed because I could not get through his gates to give him what he called for.”
“You do that, Miss,” the guard suggested indifferently.
“Looks like your cozy shifts up here on the hill are a thing of the past,” she shrugged, and put her car in reverse to leave. “Once he realizes that his security men make his decisions for him.”
“Are you threatening me, lady?” he barked.
“Good day to you,” she said as she rolled up her window, and pulled away.
In her rear view mirror, she was disappointed to see that the guards did not run after her. Actually, they looked completely unconcerned about her threat, which knocked all her courage from her.
‘Go back,’ she thought to herself. ‘Just suck it up and beg.’
“No, we don’t beg. We tell Grandmamma,” the orphaned teenager retorted aloud as the thunder crashed over Edinburgh. Her car snaked along the twists in the road going down the hill towards the city while she jousted with her wavering resolve. ‘But if we go back, both Mr. Purdue and Gran will be pissed at my ineptitude,’ her reserved inner self presented.
By the T-junction, she turned left onto the main road back to the Old Town. Above, the clouds tore and dumped a heavy shower over the county. Gusts had now become wild gales, nudging at the vehicles that traversed the roadway. This was enough to tip the scales on the young woman’s decision.
“Fuck this, I’m going home. Gran can call her friend herself and deal with this,” she decided, switching on the radio to enjoy some music in the miserable downpour that pelted her car. Not yet on the A7, and being late in the evening, the traffic towards the Old Tow was not too intense. The only annoyance she experienced was the blinding headlights from oncoming cars that was exacerbated by the wetness on her windshield. Light seemingly sent each droplet of water into a frenzy of illumination, starring outward and diminishing visibility to a dangerous extent.
She thought of pulling into the local fuel stop until the storm let up, but her grandmother, Mrs. Williams, would be very upset if she returned home late. It was bad enough that she could not complete the otherwise simple task of delivering the book, so she pressed on and made sure that she lowered speed.
Behind her, most of the cars turned off onto other roads at different intervals, apart from one. The asshole at the wheel obviously did not know that his high beams were making it difficult for her to see the road ahead. Either that, or he was just spiteful. A couple of times she found her car heading onto the shoulder of the road, her tires clipping loudly to alert her.
“Geez! My heart!” she wailed as she sat forward, clutching the wheel to make sure she steered straight. But still the maniac behind her kept a steady distance, just enough to irritate her sight. The lights did not catch up to her; they just stayed at a fixed distance, turning when she did. Her heart started pounding at the possibilities she thought up.
‘What if they are trying to run me off the road?’
‘Why do they slow down when I reduce speed? Just go past me, for fuck’s sake!’
‘He is deliberately shining those high beams into my car, the bastard!’
“Watch this, bitch,” she shouted in the dense interior, drowning her merry radio in her angry utterings. She hit the brakes hard, throwing her forward so hard that her seatbelt cut into her chest. The lights behind her drew rapidly nearer and she braced herself for the impact, but nothing happened. In the nick of time the car came to a halt, as she heard its long, loud hooter shrieking at her. The lights swerved out from behind her and the car screamed up beside her in the middle of the road where they stood stationary.
“Oi! Are you out of your fucking mind?” a man screamed furiously from the open passenger window, as the car pulled in diagonally to cut her off. “I’m talking to you!” She did not know what to do, so she elected to sit absolutely still, hoping that the pissed off driver would just take off. With her eyes closed, she waited.
A shattering clang pounded against her window and she heard the large figure outside her window threaten her. “What is your problem, you stupid bitch?”
She could not pull away without clipping his car, and since it was her grandmother’s vehicle, she dared not get a scratch on it. The young woman began to cry hysterically, keeping her eyes closed, but the mad driver suddenly started jerking at her door.
“Open this fucking door! Open it now or I’ll smash your windows in! I swear to God!” he bellowed in the din of the storm. “Okay, alright, you made your choice!” he said, and swung around to open the boot of his car.
“Oh Jesus!” she squealed helplessly. “Oh God, no!” She grabbed at her purse, looking for her cell phone to call the police, but she was too slow. Tremors in her hands prevented her from grasping the phone in the side pocket of the purse, and before she could try again, the menacing shadow was right back at her window. It terrified her to think that this man was so angry that he did not might getting drenched in the rain. Her wet eyes glanced down to his hips and, to her horror, she noticed that he had retrieved a tire iron.
Screaming like a piglet to the slaughter, the young Williams girl cowered with her arms over her head as he lifted the weapon to strike at her window. The blow she expected was delayed and she looked up to see where her attacker was. He towered, still, next to her door, but when the lightning lit up the clouds from behind him, she noticed another figure behind the maniac. It all happened in less than a second.
The figure behind the maniacal attacker moved closer to him. Strobing light from the heavens practically turned her vicinity to daylight, and without warning, her attacker’s head exploded. She screamed at the sight of the gruesome vision as his head was cleaved from behind and he fell to his knees before keeling over onto the wet tar where his own car was still idling. From behind him, the other shadow leapt at her and smashed her window.
It was a flashlight that served as weapon and the mysterious killer leaned in onto her to deal her the same fate. Screaming profited her nothing here in the mad weather of the Scottish capital, where she suffered a brutal beating at the hands of the vicious figure. Once she was bashed into unconsciousness, the stranger switched on the large, sturdy flashlight to look through her car.
Upturning everything, the attacker pointed the sharp light of the torch at the foot space of the passenger seat to locate the item they came for. Under the pressing figure that frantically rummaged through the contents of the leather case under the seat, the bleeding Williams girl groaned. She was incoherent and the burning agony of her gaping brow immobilized her from any proper movement. The latter injury was perhaps a godsend, because her incapacitation simulated death, the end of which was the intention of her second attacker.
In the hollow hell of her mind, the young woman heard the intruder fumble about madly as the rain hissed and the thunder clapped. Fortunately, her whimpers were doused by the noise, sparing her a follow-up beating and a certain demise. Between the roar of the skies and the pain, her mixed up thoughts came and went while her heavy body drifted through space. Occasionally it felt as if her body fell from a high cliff, only to correct itself again, sensations brought on by delirium and the teeter of life and death.
Finally, the weight lifted from her, making her feel cold and sore. It was quiet in the car, save for the radio and the rain outside. The fearsome figure had gone, but not before leaving her unable to speak. It felt like an eternity to her, even when she thought she was awake. Faintly, in the back of her mind she could still hear that horrid sound of the hooter, the port-end of the whole crime. Her heart wept at the shrill hooting, incessant and threatening, but she could not move. She could not even determine if she was still alive.
Relentlessly, she kept hearing the hooting and a muffled shouting. The Williams girl thought she was reliving the nightmarish incident of road rage and murder, until hastening footfalls splashed toward the car.
“Jesus Christ! This one is dead!” she heard clearly, loudly, right next to her door. “Jocky! Jocky, call the fuzz, mate! Call the fuzz! We have a right fuck-up here, mate!” The urgent appeals kept thundering through her aching head and she desperately tried to let them know that she was still alive. If she wasted any more time, she would succumb to her injuries, and she knew it. Groaning as she did before yielded no results. As the man outside kept talking to his friend, she tried to push air through her lungs to alert them, but summoned no more than a wheeze.
Warm blood trickled from the girl’s forehead, and she could taste the fleeing fluid on her lips. Her time was short, but her breath was unwilling. Voices echoed in the distance, but she knew they were really in close proximity. Again she grunted, but it was too weak. Dismayed at her impending fate, she tried once more. Somewhere in her mind she ridiculed herself for the preposterous attempt, a sound she thought would never get their attention. Still, it was the only sound she could make right now, so she gathered her breath and hissed.
Through the rush of the rain the sound crept, alien to the ear. Her eyes were closed, as if using them would diminish her ability to hiss, but she soon heard the men outside respond.
“You hear that?” one asked. “What the fuck is that, mate?”
From afar, the sound of police sirens peaked over the storm.
Again she pushed hard, and the air screamed through her teeth in a long ‘s’ that was undeniable. Suddenly she heard the men shout to one another in excited frenzy.
“She is still alive! The girl is alive!”
The sirens came closer, and in her daze, she felt the men’s hands support her head while they called out to the officers that came running. Through her thin eyelids, she could perceive the flash of blue lights and she knew — now, she could let go.

11 Contrition and Pledge

“Mr. Purdue,” Lily called with a quiver of panic in her voice. She sounded ever so careful in calling for him through the house, because she knew that he did not like a racket. The day staff had left, including Jane, so it was up to Lily to find her employer. “Mr. Purdue?” she asked around the corner of his study, but found it vacant. The adorable, plump housekeeper jogged along the first floor hallway, but saw no sign of Purdue.
“What on earth are you doing, Lillian?” Charles asked form the bottom of the stairs. With his impeccable posture and stern tidiness, he looked at her inquisitively.
“Oh, Charles, have you seen the boss?” she whined, looking very worried. “There is an urgent phone call for him on the landline, and the woman refuses to let me take a message. She insists on speaking to Mr. Purdue about a book.”
The word punched Charles in the gut. “Book?” he asked.
“Yes, she says it is extremely urgent,” Lily panted, her hand on her stomach.
“Hold on, I think I know where he is,” Charles replied. “I will tell him.”
“Thank you, love,” she sighed in relief. With the matter in the butler’s hands, she could continue with the kitchen work.
Charles found Purdue in Storage 4, scrutinizing the letter Nina had translated.
“Sir?”
“Yes, old boy?” Purdue muttered without looking up.
“There is a lady on the landline for you, about… a book?” he told Purdue, who instantly raised his head in full attention.
“Did she say what about the book?” he asked quickly, hastily standing up to join the butler. They skipped up the stairs to the nearest telephone, fixed inside a small security vault built into the wall.
“No, sir, Lillian took the call, and the lady is holding to speak to you,” Charles informed him.
“Thanks,” Purdue replied and connected the call with the device mounted inside the wall. Opening the vault with a code, he activated the device with his voice to activate the isolated conversation. “Mrs. Williams?” he said quickly. On the other side of the phone call, he could hear her sniffing before she slowly started to speak.
“Mr. Purdue, I have no idea how to convey my utter fury at you and your bedeviled pursuits. I have no words to relay my feelings without shouting the foulest profanities at you right now,” her voice shivered. Her words came out calm, but her voice was fraught with seething rage.
“Mrs. Williams, please do tell me what is the matter,” he urged with gentle concern.
“My husband was killed for that bloody book, you know? Nobody will ever admit it, but I know it. With all my heart I believe that he was killed for it, for the contents of it,” she continued, trying to compose herself in between gasps of weeping. “But now you have brought this book into the light again, you and your incessant need to scratch at the dead wounds of old things that need to be left buried!”
A long pause ensued, but Purdue had no words to press her with. In fact, by the sound of her, by the annunciation of her sentences, he could tell that something terrible had happened. There was nothing he could think of to say in response, but felt inappropriately grateful when she added more details to her admonishment.
“Now, the book has caused my granddaughter to come to great harm, Mr. Purdue,” she rambled quickly, before her crying could interrupt her. He could hear the old woman crying, but she soon recovered and took a deep breath. “She agreed to run my errand, Mr. Purdue, to bring this accursed book to you on her own expense, only to be refused entry to your property. And now? Now she is lying in Western General’s ICU, fighting for her life!”
“Oh my God, Mrs. Williams,” Purdue finally replied. “Listen, I did not turn her away. I did not even know that she was here! How bad is her prognosis?”
“She spoke a few words when I came in to see her, but they had to sedate her before her head injuries would cause her to have brain damage. All she told me was that she could not deliver the book because they would not let her in,” Mrs. Williams half whispered. “Also, since the book had mysteriously disappeared from her car after her heinous attack, I assume that it was the motive behind the assault. Again, one of my dearest family members is paying for that godforsaken thing! I don’t want it back.”
“Mrs. Williams, I will investigate this immediately. I swear to you,” Purdue attempted to lighten the blow in vain. He knew such a terrible incident could not be excused or pampered away, but he was going to take action to correct what he could. “Now, listen, I will take responsibility for all medical costs incurred during your granddaughter’s treatment. I will have my people authorize a transfer to a private institution of your choice, and arrange specialists to treat her as a priority.”
“I don’t want your pity, Purdue,” she hissed.
“It is not pity, Mrs. Williams,” he replied sternly. “I am offering what I can to make some sort of amends for the error made by my security people, since I am not in a position to heal your poor granddaughter. Now, please, accept my help and my deepest apologies, and I will do as much as I can to help her regain her health.”
Mrs. Williams was silent, but Purdue felt so sick to his stomach about it all, that he would wait until Doomsday for her to reply. Finally, she cleared her throat and said, “I will accept your help. God knows my poor grandchild needs it. And as I said, if you find that damned book, I never want to see it again.”
Purdue sighed, relieved, but feeling the brunt of recent toils beginning to weigh in, but he made a promise to fix it with a simple word.
“Done.”

12 The Mountain that Eats Men

Cecil Harding held his breath.
That same sick churning in his gut emerged again. When he followed the sound of ornaments crashing and furniture being turned over, he came to a conclusion he had not thought of before. His father had previously tried to sell their old farm, because of some gambling debts and bad financial decisions. It was quite likely that the people in the house could be sharks, collectors, or maybe bookies coming to collect or get even.
If that were the case, he figured, he was in real danger here in plain sight. These men were not the types one could negotiate with, as his father often affirmed when he came home with black eyes or knife wounds. He called them ‘final warnings’. For a short while, it was dead quiet inside the house, so Cecil held his breath.
‘That is why Dad’s not here,’ he thought to himself. ‘He saw them coming, left the gate locked and pissed off. If he was hiding somewhere here, he would have signaled me when I called out.’ A shocking reminder came back to him. ‘Holy shit! They must have heard me shouting and screaming! They know I am here. Oh God, maybe it is me they are searching for in there! They don’t know that I came in from the gate. They must think I was here all along!’
It was time to act. Cecil realized that his father and brother were not his priority right now, but to survive was. He waited until the next din, so that his flight would go undetected. He endeavored to rush back to the Cockran farm to get help. They had a home phone from where he could alert the authorities.
When he heard the next commotion in the depths of the farmhouse, Cecil bolted into the thick brush that hugged the exterior walls of the house. His heart was jumping, but he could not falter now. If they came after him, he would have no chance. The chubby veterinarian sucked in ample air, waited, and then he went full force down the driveway that turned into the gravel road. Once he reached the long snaky road leading to the gate, he dove straight for the thick bush that lined the black gravel.
Once in the shelter of the trees, he was relieved to realize that the trip to the gate was downhill. He could move faster with less effort. Cecil’s lungs wheezed as he crashed through the canopy of tree branches and thorny leaves, ignoring the bristles and barbs that licked painfully at his skin. Past the mysterious markers he charged, with little discretion or subtle movement. In record time, Cecil reached the menacing gates and scaled them remarkably well, considering how he first got over them. Clumsily he stumbled from the second last steel rod above the ground, and landed like a dead horse on the other side of the gate.
Only then did he dare to look back toward the house. Nobody was giving chase, but something alarming came to mind that only added to the odd goings on at Nekenhalle.
“Wait a minute,” he said to himself. Hardly able to breathe, he placed his hands in his sides to catch his breath. “If there are no cars parked anywhere and the gate is still locked, how the hell did they get here?”
So many confusing things came to mind that he thought it better not to think at all until he could relax and have a clear mind for the battle. Cecil paced in a tight circle in front of his car in the middle of nowhere, where only God could see him. Yet, it felt as if he was stalked by an unseen agent of something more sinister than a bookie or a loan shark. His question on how the house raiders came to travel here without evidence of any vehicle hounded him immensely. The notion of the alternative terrified him, but he was not ready to make assumptions yet, not until he was safe with people he trusted.
Cecil Harding took one last look at the deserted farm that his father inherited and jumped in his rental car to get the hell away from its insidious atmosphere and black sand. Indifferent to road safety, he raced down the road to the Cockran farm to make alarm. Time was against him. Without realizing it, he had been at his father’s house for over an hour after he started up the road from the gate. It left him with little time to get the police out to Nekenhalle before dark, but he had to try.
Finally he came to the Cockran farm entrance. His car kicked up a cloud of dust that drew his way up towards the house. Just outside the barn, he found Nigel Cockran, crouching over another dead thing.
“Oh God no,” Cecil moaned when he saw the old man’s Rottweiler lying bloodied at his feet. Nigel had his hat off in the burning sub, shaking his head helplessly. In fact, he was so distraught that he hardly acknowledged the veterinarian’s arrival. Cecil barely switched off the engine before leaping from the car to meet up with the old farmer.
“Nigel? How did this happen? Let me see. Let me see!” he said as he made haste to where the dog was lying… or what was left of it. “Gee-zus!” he exclaimed when he came closer. The dog had been dismembered and its neck snapped much in the same manner of the dead sheep.
Nigel was numb with sorrow. “If you can do something to save him, I’ll announce the Second Coming, son.” He looked at Cecil for a bit and said, “Excuse me for being a dick, but you look like shit, Cecil. What did your father say?”
The veterinarian felt utterly drained. Nigel could see the young man was in mild shock, his face flushing maroon and his breathing hard, but he kept to the duties of his vocation and gently examined the animal’s injuries.
“You see what I see?” Cecil asked him.
“Yup,” the old man replied. His voice cracked under the emotion of losing such a beloved pet. “And the other one is in the barn.”
“What?” Cecil gasped.
The old man nudged his sideways to gesture what he said. “In there, same.”
“The other dog was also killed?” Cecil asked. “Did you hear anything?”
“Did you?” the old man snapped. “Christ, Cecil, this happened last night while you were sleeping in my house! If you did not hear anything, how do you expect I did?”
“So they were already dead this morning,” Cecil concluded. “Of course. Otherwise they would have barked at me… or chased me, right?”
“Correct,” the old man concurred. “What did your father say that got you into such a mood?”
“What mood?” Cecil asked, wincing at the mangled body of the animal under his hand.
The old man chuckled coldly. “Well, you drive up here, kicking up the dust like a fucking maniac. If that kind of driving comes from a sober man, it can only be one of two moods — anger or fear. And you mentioned that you and your father did not see eye to eye on much, so I assumed it is anger that has you looking like a baboon’s asshole. No offence.”
Cecil got up from his haunches. “None taken. It was not anger that brought me here.”
The old man’s face sank into a more serious expression. “Fear? How so?”
“Nigel, I don’t know what kept you from going up there with me, but whatever you were hiding?” Cecil said with a dark tone. “There is a good reason for.”
“Why? What happened?” the old man pried with some interest.
“My father and brother are nowhere to be found. Gary’s car is in the garage and my dad’s truck stood where it always does, but they were… just gone,” he explained with a glint of horror in his eye. He leaned forward to keep his voice low, so that Sally would not overhear his suspicions. “But there was someone — something — inside the house. I could not go inside alone to look for Dad and Gary, Nigel. I was a fucking coward!”
“Hold on, hold on,” the old man whispered in the same tone to avoid his wife hearing. “You are not a coward for not wanting to go in there. Did you know who was inside or what they intended?” The vet shook his head, so the old man talked on. “Then you would have been bloody stupid to go in just like that, right? Right?”
“I suppose,” Cecil sighed. “I ran like a scared schoolgirl, Nigel, to your farm to call the police.”
“Listen, I did not even cross that goddamn gate. How do you think I should feel then? No, no, my boy. That is Nekenhalle. By local standards, what you did was a testament to very big balls, son. Trust me. Nobody would have walked up there alone like you did.”
“Why?” he asked the old man, pulling him aside into the privacy, and shade, of the barn. On the far end of the wall he noticed that Nigel had salvaged what was left of the two sheep he had lost. Their skinned and quartered carcasses were hanging from steel hooks to be brought into the house and cut up later. “Do you think something unspeakable happened to my dad and brother? Do you think,” his face darkened with distress, “they could be dead?”
The old man glanced at the back door of his house to make sure Sally was not within earshot. “I hate to be honest about this, son, but something unspeakable probably did happen to them, but I would not jump to the ‘dead card’ so quickly. Nobody knows exactly what it is about that place that keeps the natives and locals at bay, so we can never just assume that your family is dead.”
“Have you ever been up there?” Cecil asked.
“Long time ago, somewhere in 1970, I went up there with my father and a bunch of other farmers to look for some miners that went missing,” the old man recounted. “We did not see anything out of sorts. There were no invisible vandals, no beasts, no bad people or natural disasters, but I tell you, there was a darkness as black as the sand that took hold of our hearts.”
“Miners?” Cecil asked.
“You know that hill behind the house?” Nigel asked Cecil. “Did you see that hole?”
“I saw that, yes,” Cecil answered.
“That was a gold mine in the 1920’s. But it was a very dangerous mine, more dangerous than the others. Let’s just say that we did not need to have a cave-in to lose men to that goddamn hill. The natives said that the place was holy, it’s gold not to be trifled with, and that the mountain swallowed anyone who tried to take her gold.” He took a deep breath and looked up in reminiscence. “They even put up totems to mark the territory as ‘cursed’, but you know money. Money has the ability to make smart men stupid and they kept mining there. Oh, here and there, we would hear of another accident, but it was par for the course. That time in 1970, though, was the last time we bothered to look for missing miners. It had become common knowledge that most men who went into the mountain never returned.”
“You think this is what happened to Gary and my dad?” Cecil gulped.
“I hope not, but I’d be lying if I told you they were not in trouble or dead,” Nigel admitted as mildly as he could.

13 The Clash at Nekenhalle

The police arrived at the Cockran farm an hour later. They apologized for the tardiness of their response.
“I’m sorry we only get here now, Mr. Hardi… Dr. Harding,” the sergeant said, meeting the veterinarian and the farmer in front of the Cockrans’ gate entrance. He looked at his notebook to make sure that he addressed the man correctly. “It was a bit of a struggle to find the farm. No GPS works here, really.”
“I know,” Cecil sighed in agreement. “I’m just glad you are here.”
The sergeant looked like a respectable fellow, a native descendant, while his sidekick was a reserved blond constable by the name of Const. Heather Ballin. “I’m Sgt. Anaru, this is Const. Ballin. Now, you reported two men missing here?”
Cockran shook his head, standing with his arms crossed over his chest in the late afternoon sun. For once, he kept quiet and allowed the veterinarian to state his case.
“Not here. Up at Nekenhalle Farm,” Cecil corrected him eagerly. He was in a hurry to get back to his father’s house before dark, but he knew cops were reluctant to move until their precious statements had been satisfactorily filled in. “My father and brother are missing and I believe there are burglars in the house. I heard them smashing up stuff and shifting furniture.”
The sergeant took down his statement as he spoke, and then he looked up at the complainant. “Did you confront the burglars, sir?”
“No,” Cecil frowned. “What if they shoot me? That is why I called you.”
The police officer shrugged a little restlessly at the discrepancy in the man’s claim. “Alright, sir, but if you did not confront them, how do you know that it was not your father and brother inside the house?”
Cecil was caught between defeat and frustration, but he knew that letting his temper flare would be counter-productive, or even have him sleeping in the cells that night. “Because, Sergeant, I called their names over and over and shouted for them several times. If it was them in the house, surely they would answer me.”
“Maybe did not hear you, if they made so much noise in the house,” he persisted, working Cecil’s frail tolerance to its fullest.
“Sergeant, could you please just have a look? I mean, you came all this way anyway, so you may as well go back there with me. Please? Just please come back there with me.”
The sergeant gave the request some thought, and replied, “I don’t see why not. Let’s go have a look. Constable, call this in to dispatch. Mr. Har… Dr. Harding, you drive ahead and we’ll follow, alright?”
“Sure, sure,” Cecil beamed. He smiled at the old farmer, who gave him a wink.
“I’m still not going up there with you,” old Nigel told Cecil as the officers got into their 4x4 vehicle. “You are welcome to stay another night, though, if that means anything.”
“That sounds very good, Nigel, thank you,” Cecil accepted the invitation. “See you later. I hope.”
After a short ride, the police car and the SUV pulled up to the perpetually intimidating gates of Nekenhalle. When Cecil got out of his car, he found the police officers still seated in their car.
‘Oh, don’t tell me they are also refusing to go up there,’ he thought.
“Well?” he asked.
The sergeant looked at Cecil with surprise. “Aren’t you going to open the gate, mate?”
“Oh!” Cecil exclaimed. “No, you see, I don’t have the key. We have to scale the gates to get in.”
“You expect us to trespass, then,” the sergeant scoffed. He was amused, but he was not going to be made a fool of. “Come on, mister, open the gates. We have other calls to attend to, so we don’t have time for this, alright?”
“I am not playing games with you, sergeant, I swear!” Cecil genuinely assured him. “We have to climb over. My father has the key, no doubt, but since he seems to have disappeared, I have no way of opening the gate for you.”
“You climbed this gate?” he asked Cecil.
“I did, twice,” he nodded.
The sergeant laughed and nudged his subordinate with his elbow. “If he can climb it, we can, hey?”
She chuckled and gave him a nod. “Yes, we can, sir.”
Cecil did not even mind the tasteless stab at his physical appearance. He just wanted them to do what he called them for. After the three of them conquered the mighty, rusty malice they started up the driveway.
“This place has a real atmosphere, hey, Dr. Harding,” the constable remarked.
“How do you mean?” he asked, pretending to be oblivious.
“I don’t know,” she smiled dreamily as their footsteps crunched into the black soil. “Even with the beauty of the blue forget-me-not’s, it feels as if the ground is alive, somehow, like it is a magnet that is tugging at the water in our bodies or something.”
“That’s deep, Constable,” the sergeant teased her.
“I agree with you, ma’am,” Cecil answered. “You have no idea how accurately you have just summed up this whole place.”
Halfway up they all began to tire a little, and conversation was more sporadic while their footsteps seemed to sound pronounced in the desolation of the farm. The sound made Cecil feel depressed — a lonely, blunt cadence that reminded him of isolation in a parallel universe.
“It is kind of spooky,” she said as she surveyed her surroundings.
“Of course it is,” the sergeant agreed. “This is Nekenhalle.”
From that apparently insignificant and concise statement, Cecil instantly felt his skin crawl. “Why do you say that?” he asked the sergeant. The tall, strong built Maori chuckled and sized up the ignorant stranger.
“You don’t know about Nekenhalle’s reputation, Doctor?” he asked. “And you, Constable?”
They both shook their heads. The constable took a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her perspiring brow. As if the earth under them could understand, the wind died halfway up the road and the sudden silence added to the sergeant’s narration.
“Well, the place is said to be cursed. I know. I know what you think. Always curses. But this place was not a farm when my forefathers lived round here,” Sergeant Anaru shrugged. “I don’t know much of what it was before it was a gold mine, but what I do know is that people always disappeared around this place.”
He looked up at the hole in the mountain rock, his eyes as black as the sand. It was then that Cecil truly spotted the Maori in the officer. Apart from the fact that he spoke English, he resembled some ancient native storyteller to a T. His dark eyes were ablaze with knowledge and with his curly black hair brushing at his collar, there was an awesome wildness about the sergeant.
“The Maori tribes never set foot here. Why would they? We never cared about gold like the Europeans did. The chiefs always said, if you want gold from that mountain, go get it. It’s free to take, but how you get it out is your business alone. My great grandfather always called it Sin Mountain,” Sgt. Anara laughed.
“Why?” the constable asked, while the veterinarian also looked at him inquisitively.
“Because, he explained to us, the mountain was like sin,” the sergeant clarified. “It is yours to commit as much as you want, as often as you want, but in the end, the only one suffering for it, is you.”
“Ha! That is a good analogy,” Cecil exclaimed in approval. “Really, that is a good one. Makes a lot of sense, after what I heard about the mountain eating people.”
The officer looked impressed. “Oh, you know about that creepy reference! Always scared me when I was a little pisser, but I suppose that is what people dream up when they live out here in the wops, hey?”
“Um, sir?” the constable addressed her superior, stopping in her tracks. She was looking up at the mountain, and pointing to an upper window of the house. “What is that?”
The men carried on walking a few more steps, but also halted when they saw what Ballin had noticed. Up, by the blackened mouth of the mine, an old rusty Agritec tractor was slowly being dragged inside.
“Holy shit,” Cecil gasped. “What could be that strong? Look at that!”
Coolly, the sergeant replied, “I see it.”
From where they stood in the road, the old tractor moved sideways, appearing to slide deeper into the dark chasm. Its wheels had been slashed for years and its engine and gears so eroded, that there was no way for it to roll into the entrance. The thing that terrified the three onlookers most was that they could not see what it was that moved the heavy steel vehicle.
“It is sliding,” the constable speculated. She looked at the men, asking, “A mudslide, perhaps?”
Both shook their heads. “There has not been any rain for weeks up here. I know, because Nigel Cockran told me. That cannot be a mudslide, Const. Ballin. No way. Besides, that tractor has been standing there since I first got here, dead still, in its place. Why would it start sliding now?”
“I agree,” the sergeant concurred. “But I am just as worried about that, though. Heather, pull your sidearm. This is all sorts of wrong, behind that window.”
The two officers pulled their guns from their holsters and, with the weapons pointing downward, they started up the last part of the road.
“Stay here,” Sgt. Anaru told Cecil, who was happy to oblige. “Come on, Constable.”
Cecil peered up at the window where there was movement inside. The drapes impaired his ability to see what was within, but by the looks of the motion, someone was dragging the curtain with him as he moved slowly from right to left.
The police officers mounted the deck of the veranda and quietly took positions on either side of the front door. Behind the house, the tractor creaked loudly, disappearing from sight. With faces twisted in concentration, the sergeant and constable nodded at the same time, counting down their next action. Sgt. Anaru mouthed, ‘One, two, three!’
With a mighty crash they kicked in the door, splitting the lock side plank from the rest of the door under the force of their kicks. The door glass shattered on impact, dousing their identification cries from where Cecil was standing. He saw the curtain upstairs whip wildly, and then it fell back limply into its original position.
“They are coming down, officer!” Cecil screamed, keeping his eye on the mouth of the mine for good measure. If they were the accomplices of whoever hid in the mine, the terrific pandemonium of the charging officers would prompt them to confront them downstairs. “Sergeant! Hurry back out!” he warned hysterically, but it was too late. The house erupted in a mad noise of crashing glass and thumps that compelled the veterinarian to run to their aid, even though he was unarmed.
“Sergeant! Constable!” he shouted as he ran with all he could muster to get to the house, looking around hastily for anything that could pass as a weapon. On his way past the garage where Gary’s car gathered dust, he grabbed a small container containing paint thinners. Cecil picked took a broken broomstick he found in the dirt between the cans of spilled paint. Like a valiant hero, he ripped off his shirt to wrap the fabric around the stick.
Gunshots clapped inside the house among orders shouted by Sgt. Anaru. Shaking profusely in this moment of intensity, Cecil poured the thinners on the material and lit it with a match from the box he had in his trousers.
A hot lapping flame grew from the charred shirt and Cecil faced the disorderly commotion he was about to join in.
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Deciphering the letter to Heike was not an urgent matter, but Purdue had set his passion on it. Like a Pitbull locking its jaws on its target, he could not let go of something he was curious about until its mystery was solved satisfactorily. This was such an instance. It was a find he had almost died for, that Sam had literally almost died for, and that alone gave it debt. Had he simply dug it up, the letter would not merit his attention in excess of a quick examination and a bit of research. However, with all the hell Purdue and his friends had endured since these Nazi remains were found, and now a young woman he did not even know personally lying in Intensive Care, he had to gut this thing right to the core.
Sam called sometime during the night, making sure that Purdue was aware of the assignment he had been hired for.
“You know I only took this gig to make sure that all information about you would be controlled, at least on my part,” he told Purdue.
“Thank you, Sam. I appreciate the shield. Incidentally, what do they want you to tell the world about me?” he asked, watching Bruichladdich sleep under the drawing room coffee table.
“I think they want a full-blown expose to implicate you, or Scorpio Majorus as a whole, in a culling scandal that is currently being perpetrated on a large scale in Australia. So far, I have only conducted an interview with Eddie Olden from the Wildlife this-and-that, but I will screen their opinions when I edit and compile the report,” Sam informed Purdue. “First have to do the second part for them in a day or two, with that Palumbo chick.”
“So, pretty much what they discussed with me,” Purdue stated. “They think one of our pharmaceutical components are used as poison to kill animals.”
“Aye. Is it true?” Sam asked.
“No,” Purdue exclaimed, swirling the whisky in his glass. “Well, it is not supposed to be used on its own, Sam. I have never before authorized anything harmful in any of my businesses to be used for such nefarious ends. Especially animals. My God, I might not have any pets, but I would never endorse such an atrocity against animals.”
“Well, you have a pet for the foreseeable future,” Sam jested.
“Oh!” Purdue chuckled. “Yes, Bruich. I am just looking at him, napping. Lily actually took a great liking to the old thing, so he is being more than pampered, believe you me.”
“Thanks for babysitting him, Purdue,” Sam said.
“No worries,” Purdue replied. “After all, my constant expeditions are mostly the reason you leave him a temporary orphan, usually. It is the least I could do. Have you heard from Nina?”
Sam sounded exhausted. After a long yawn he answered, “She sent me a text this morning about something she found in one of those books she got with the house, remember? When she moved in, she found that small library of Third Reich occult stuff…?”
“I do remember!” Purdue agreed. “And the diaries of SS officers. What did she find?”
“She told me that she was waiting for you to get that cipher book for her and then she intended to cross reference it with some of the other diaries. Apparently, a lot of those personal accounts in that library were writing in appalling grammar.”
Purdue was suddenly reminded of the terrible thing that happened around his request for that book. “About that,” he sighed. “I seem to be lawsuit chum these days. Just closely averted another.”
He briefly told Sam about the young Williams girl and her dreadful experience. “So we have lost that book to someone who knew that I wanted it. Christ, Sam! Sometimes I think the whole world is out to get me. With the laboratories leaking poison to some imbeciles to destroy my business reputation and people getting bludgeoned and left for dead to obtain my resources, it leaves me quite uncertain, you know?”
“Look, I don’t blame you,” Sam replied. “But if I were you, I would see what the common denominator is in these problems. How could someone know about the book? I hope you did not e-mail the widow. When it comes to technology — and you of all people know this — everyone is watching from somewhere.”
“We spoke on the phone,” Purdue told him, but his statement revealed to Sam that it gave birth to a notion that could present his answer.
“Aye? And?” Sam pressed.
“Sam, I will talk to you later, old boy. Have a good one and get some sleep, alright?” Purdue concluded the call, leaving Sam to speculate on his epiphany. He frantically searched his call box, the one where he had spoken to Mrs. Williams. It was the closest to him, so he started there. “They bugged my line, the bastards. They bugged my line, my secure line!”
In a midnight frenzy, Purdue jogged down to his techno-lab to get his electrical tools. He felt miserable about his privacy being violated, especially since he was a technological genius, having invented some of the world’s tightest security systems and network surveillance material. Now he found his own house intruded upon by means of what was probably one of his own systems. This was what he did not want to share with Sam over the phone, otherwise the culprit would know that he knew.
One by one, he eviscerated the five strategically places phone boxes throughout the vast mansion. He had to find it! He had to find some — any — bugging device, because the alternative implicated his own house staff and he rued such an idea. Like a madman he fiddled, fumbled, and disassembled each box. Of course, he bore in mind that tapping his phone was not the only way of listening to his conversations, but he had to eliminate this possibility first.
If his landline was not being tapped, Purdue reckoned that a more old-fashioned approach may be at work. The thought that there could be an innumerable amount of microphones hidden brought him immense dread. God knows where throughout his abode. It would take up precious time he did not have, to seek them all out.
“Nope, not this one either,” he sighed after he had ripped the second box apart to scrutinized its contents. Purdue left them like that, electing not to reassemble them until he had gotten to the bottom of the setback and detected the spy. He constantly imagined Jane abusing her privilege as his personal assistant, but he did not want it to be true. Other than her, he could not imagine dear Lillian or the sacredly loyal Charles ever doing this.
For the next three hours, Purdue spent his time clipping wires, redirecting data and coding within his own servers. By the time the sun bled over the moody morning sky, he felt much like the crawling thunderclouds that smothered the light with regular intervals. His brain was wracked. By now he had practically reintroduced his old phone system to the circuits, but still he had not found the peace of mind he sought. Yet, he had not located a definite culprit, which still left him feeling vulnerable and it was annoying him no end.
“Good morning, sir,” Charles greeted. “Sir, may I say that you look in dire need of sleep.”
“That is because I AM in dire need of sleep, my dear Charles,” the boss sighed, leaning against the mantle with a cup of black coffee for medicine. “I think someone is eavesdropping on us and I spent the night trying to find the problem.”
The astonished butler looked around the place where a mess of wires, bolts, and motherboards lay scattered. Small steel pliers and delicate screwdrivers were all over the tables and chairs and under dirt rags. Soldering irons in various sizes lay near the respective phone boxes and the digital alphanumeric pads displayed nothing. Charles said nothing, but his mind raced. He was trying to think of a way in which such an intrusion could be facilitated, but he knew little of the genius work his employer did.
“Shall I get you some breakfast, sir?” he asked.
Purdue looked up at him, looking positively insane. He reminded Charles of the archetypical mad scientist, with his unkempt white hair bristling around his face and his bloodshot eyes staring widely at his butler. A momentary pause almost short-circuited Purdue’s mind before he recalled the initial request. “Yes! Yes, thank you, Charles. I think I need a spot of English tea before I try to conquer this day.”
“Very well, sir,” the butler nodded, heading for the kitchen.
Purdue figured a few minutes of mental vacancy would do him well. He went to sit down in the drawing room to give Bruich a bit of a cuddle.
“Come on, old boy,” he groaned, lifting the heavy feline onto his lap. “I don’t recall you being this heavy. Maybe the lack of sleep did me in more than I thought.”
Lazily, he stroked the lush ginger hair of the big cat. “My God, I think I am prone to falling asleep if you lie on my lap, Bruich. You are so warm! And in this godless cold weather it is a godsend.”
Under Purdue’s palm, he could feel the cat exude intense heat, while its body was quivering. It was odd that it could be feeling cold while it felt this hot, but then again, Purdue had never owned a cat, so he figured that it was normal.
“Good morning, sir,” Lily chimed, tray in hand.
“Morning, Miss Lilian,” Purdue greeted, but he appeared preoccupied. Of course, the evidence of his preoccupation was making a mess of the whole house, but she could see that something was puzzling him. “How well do you know cats?”
She shrugged, “I suppose, as much as the average person, sir.”
“Are they supposed to be shaking?” he asked, and he put the cat down on the other couch, between the comfortable cushions.
“Not that I know of,” she started saying, placing the tray on the small table next to his chair. Before she could elaborate, Bruich convulsed and proceeded to vomit profusely on the couch.
“Oh my God!” Lily exclaimed. “What is wrong with him?”
Purdue was speechless, feeling an inkling of panic grip him. “I don’t… know. He was shaking when I held him. What did we feed him?”
“Cat food,” she replied. “The exact type Mr. Cleave told me to get.”
“He appears to be sick. Lily, can you call a veterinarian, please? Charles!” he called the butler, asking him to take care of the mess and get Sam’s beloved pet to the local vet. He had no idea what ailed the cat, but he had bigger things to worry about. “Charles, don’t worry about the mess I made with the hardware. I shall clean it up myself.”
“Are you sure, sir?” the butler asked as he lifted the sick cat off the couch with a wince. “I can do that once I have taken care of the cat. My staff will have it cleared up in no time…”
“No!” Purdue cried. He looked stressed for a moment, before he calmed down slightly. “No, thank you. I know what was done at each station, you see, so only I know what to clear up and where to put it, understand?”
“I see, sir. Very well,” the butler replied.
Purdue took his tray of breakfast. Looking back at Charles, he added, “And please do not let Mr. Cleave know that his cat is ill.”
Purdue had now lost what he maintained of his frail appetite, so he took his breakfast upstairs to eat in his study.
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Nina was on her way to Edinburgh, about 20 minutes from Wrichtishousis, Purdue’s residence. When she bought her historical house in Oban a few years ago, she had discovered a hidden lock room of arcane books and journals in the wall of her attic. Most of the literature were banned material during World War II, but some of the journals belonged to Nazi officers and members of the High Command, including the Order of the Black Sun.
In the meantime, while the historian was waiting for Purdue to obtain the cipher book, she ploughed through the upstairs book collection to see I she could find a similar code. Sam had called her in the morning to relay a disturbing incident that took place in Old Town two nights before. To add to the atrocity of the assaulted girl, Nina learned that the cipher book was seized by someone criminal enough to be suspected of being from the Order.
If this were the case, she had her work cut out for her. They would have to decipher the letter to Heike before anyone else could somehow destroy the information. If they could locate and apprehend the rare book Purdue asked for, they could get their hands on the Heike letter and cover up its important contents.
Considering the horrible week Purdue had suffered thus far, Nina had relatively good news. Up in the attic, as she told Sam, she had discovered a few other journals written in much the same vein. Being a woman of considerable intelligence, Nina had managed to use several sources in this collection to ascertain the method used to encode in this manner. In other words, she had figured out how the cipher worked.
When she entered the gateway to Purdue’s property, she could not help but give the security people a bit of attitude. They knew her. They knew that she was part of Purdue’s inner circle and they dared not piss her off, but she made sure they bore the brunt of their dismissed colleague’s indiscretion.
“I hope next time you bother to get of your fat asses and call the house before you turn people away,” she sneered. The two men at their post held their tongues. In fact, they had to. There was no excuse for what had happened or how it was handled. The supervisor nodded to Nina. “You bet we will, Dr. Gould,” he assured her. “That is why he lost his job. Our protocol holds that unannounced callers who insist should at least be reported to Mr. Purdue’s assistant.”
“Good. I hope that whips up the rest of your people,” she said. “We don’t need sloppy security in our line of work, you know.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the two men sang as they opened the gates for Nina. She parked her car just as the downpour started. Nina cowered to the front door, where Charles had just opened it.
“Welcome back, Dr. Gould,” he recited.
“Thanks Charles,” she grunted, bearing forward to avoid the lightning.
Under her arm she clutched a leather binder, containing some journal pages and occult books from her attic. The books would fetch exuberant prices if collectors knew of their existence, but much of Purdue, Sam, and Nina’s ventures relied on secrecy. Between the three of them, they possessed millions worth of documents, information, and artifacts. But nobody could ever know. Their treasures were rarely ever for riches. The items they hoarded were objects of wisdom, power, and mystique — subjects better not entrusted to those with the financial power to purchase them.
“Where is Purdue?” she asked.
“He has gone to fetch Mr. Cleave, madam,” Charles reported. “May I suggest you wait in the dining room? I have the fire going in the fireplace.”
“Sure. Sounds great,” she huffed as she pulled off her coat and handed it to the butler. “Why not the drawing room?”
The butler looked awkward, for once, and cleared his throat. “Mr. Cleave’s cat was sick all over the couch and we are in the process of cleaning the upholstery, madam.”
Nina laughed heartily. “Oh shit, I knew this house wasn’t cat proof. Where is the sweetheart, by the way?”
Charles normally had a face of fixed expression. His countenance could usually make a wax mannequin look alive, but he seemed especially pale and rigid now. “He is in kitty hospital, Dr. Gould.”
Nina’s smile vanished, although her face betrayed that she thought he might be jesting.
“He is where?” she asked.
“We had to take him to the vet, Dr. Gould,” Charles reiterated. “It appears that he had been… poisoned.”
Nina knew he was not the kidding type, and this would be a rather silly attempt at a joke, she thought. “Wait, really?” she pressed. “He was poisoned? What, rat poison or something?”
The butler shook his head. “It is quite odd, in fact,” he explained. “The doctor asked if Mr. Cleave’s cat had been… bitten by a snake.”
Sam lost all color in his face at the butler’s testimony. Purdue was right behind him, and heard the same shocking detail. When Charles saw the two men in the kitchen doorway, he visibly jumped back, holding his hand over his mouth. Naturally, he did not hear them enter the house from the one of the back doors of the kitchen area.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Purdue,” he apologized.
Sam turned, suspiciously looking at his friend. “Why is he apologizing to you?”
Purdue shrugged. “I told him not to tell you that your cat is sick, Sam. But I swear to God it is the first I hear about the snake poison.”
Sam accepted the explanation and went to greet Nina with a hug and a kiss, as did Purdue. The three of them gathered at the bar for some medicinal bevies while Charles handed his boss the official written prognosis.
Purdue read it aloud. “The animal exhibits at least three symptoms of poisoning, including incoherent movement, twitching muscle and vomiting.” He looked up at Nina and Sam. “I have no poison in the house. The walls of the residence are lined with infrasound devices that repel insects and vermin by means of subsonic pulses.” His companions looked horrified, urging him to elaborate. “No, it is not what you think. The currents are regulated only to disturb the biology of smaller lifeforms. I designed it myself, to influence the physiology of rats, mice, and insects.”
“What about cats?” Sam asked suspiciously.
“Come now, Sam. Infrasound and snake venom are two distinctly different dynamics. I don’t have to tell you that,” Purdue defended. Sam took the veterinarian’s report and read through it. The toxicology section yielded a plethora of basic scientific jargon he knew, like oxygen, hydrogen and the like. But there was something he had never seen before.
Traces of Phospholipase A2 were detected — possibly fatal in sufficient amounts.
“That is true. There must be another explanation,” Nina concurred. “Can I have an Irish coffee, please?”
“Of course, my dear,” Purdue replied, getting behind the bar to whip one up for Nina. Charles appeared at the door.
“Then where would he get bitten by a snake? Does your system cover reptiles?” Sam asked again. This time he had a valid question. Purdue shook his head. “No.”
“Maybe you should get Wildlife in here, then?” Nina suggested. “They would have to comb this place for snakes. My God, even as I say it, it sounds preposterous.”
Charles appeared at the door, already looking exhausted from the adversely adventurous day he was having. “Mr. Purdue, Dr. Harris is here to see you, sir.”
Purdue jumped, looking excited. “Tell him I will be right there, Charles. Nina that is the tissue analyses from the Nazi remains.”
“Excellent,” she replied as he briskly walked out of the room.
“I guess telling him that I can decipher the Heike letter can wait,” she scoffed. She opened her arms to Sam. He looked devastated and lost, and he welcomed her embrace.
“I swear I’m going to have a wee cry, Nina,” he mumbled in her neck.
“So cry,” she said. “This is your roommate we are talking about, your fur family. I would be extremely emotional too.”
“I’m not extremely emotional,” he quickly denied, typical of the tough Scot in him. “I’m just worried about my cat.”
“We all are, love,” she whispered, running her hands gently through Sam’s hair. He relished the sensation. He missed it more than he would ever admit to her.
In the other room, Purdue and Harris were discussing the results and at once, a yelp from Purdue peaked Nina and Sam’s interest. They heard them approach the bar room, and promptly unlocked their arms.
Purdue came in hastily, looking sober and focused. He held up two stapled reports, one in each hand. “You are not going to believe this.”
“What is it?” Nina asked, reaching for the sheet in Purdue’s left hand. Amicably, he pulled it away from her and said, “Wait, allow me.”
Nina and Sam greeted the flustered Harris, who looked much as he did the last time they saw him after that all-nighter of examining the mummy tissue. Purdue looked serious, but at the same time relieved. “Finally there is some sort of correlation here,” he cried. “Now we have somewhere to start from to start making sense of all the shit we have been trying to figure out, people.”
“Purdue?” Sam urged.
“Okay, okay,” Purdue said. He held up his right hand. “The lab results of the mummified tissue is in my right hand.” He lifted the left. “In this hand, I have the lab results of the samples supplied to me by my esteemed opposition in the court case, Sam.”
He addressed Sam specifically, as he was involved with the same people for the expose on Purdue. “Alright, then, what is the big finish?” he asked Purdue.
“You will find the big finish, dare I say, of substantial value, Sam,” Purdue assured him. He placed both reports down on the bar counter and they all gathered around it as Purdue elucidated his sudden burst of enthusiasm. “Dr. Harris, would you please tell us what you found present in the dead Nazi sample?”
Uncomfortable with the soapbox he was offered, the reluctant scientist shared his findings. “Well, after several readjustments to the testing process to yield the most potent evaluation, I found that the men in the ship died of…,” he looked at Purdue, hesitant to sound like a fool in front of Sam and Nina. Purdue nodded to him to proceed. “They died of snakebites.”
“Jesus,” Nina responded instantly. She looked at Sam. “Bruich.”
“The day he scared the shit out of us, he was in one of the boxes, remember?” Sam declared eagerly. Glancing at Purdue, he nodded. “He must have mistaken the bones for a snack. A rotten, gross snack.”
“Ingesting the snake venom,” Nina concluded. Purdue began to smirk. He nudged at Harris like a zealous schoolboy, but his raging fervor had subsided somewhat. “Tell them about the poison I am being sued for.”
Harris obliged. “Oh yes, the chemical that is reputed to have been supplied by Scorpio Majorus Holdings to poison wildlife in Australia, is the identical strain, Phospholipase A2.”
Purdue repeated, “PLA2.”
“That is what Bruich had in his system,” Sam remarked.
“Neurotoxin,” Harris affirmed.
“Fuck me,” Sam whispered, shaking his head. “So Bruich got sick from the Nazi bodies. That is about all that makes true sense here. How could they still have venom in such deteriorated tissue?”
“That is what baffled me too, Mr. Cleave,” Harris admitted. “And to tell you the truth, it still does. It should be virtually impossible to detect such a minute amount of this compound, I think. Look, there have been exhumations of mummies as old as 700 years where poison could be detected in paleopathological and archaeological tests, but these specimens were in a completely different environment.”
“Here is the other thing,” Nina frowned. “Explain the presence of poisonous snakes on the ship.” She addressed Purdue and Sam. “Did you find any evidence of snakes on that ship?”
“None,” Purdue replied. “Although we did not exactly scour the vessel for snakeskins and cages, so we have no way of knowing.”
Harris shrugged and muttered to nobody in particular. “If only we could ask them.”

16 This is not Australia

What Cecil Harding saw inside the house was not what he had expected. He stormed in through the back door under cover of the enormous sycamore that had been uprooting that side of the veranda for years. Inside, he followed the mad din deeper into the farmhouse, and when he rounded the corner, he found his brother crouching in the corner.
“Gary?” Cecil shrieked. “Jesus, Gary! What is going on, bro?”
Gary said nothing. Upstairs gunshots rang. They could hear the sergeant barking orders at his sidekick and the whistling ricochet of bullets piercing glass and brick. Cecil crouched beside his brother.
“You okay, mate?” he whispered. “Mate!”
His brother did nothing in response. He stared into space, his lips chapped and his face covered in a week-old beard. Gary’s clear green eyes showed no clarity or even coherence. Dirty nails showed evidence of digging in the black sand and his filthy clothing smelled of sweat and old piss.
“Hey, Gary, hey. What happened, bro? Please j-j… just … tell me what happened and we’ll sort it out okay? I brought the cops to help, see?” He urged his brother while the torch in his hand threatened to char his hand. The burning fabric of his shirt had begun to peel off in embers and fell on his forearm as they parted from the broomstick, but he could break from the engagement with his brother right now. “Are you hurt? I don’t see any blood on you, mate,” Cecil kept talking.
On the second floor, the shots fired had ceased completely, and what sounded like a war zone was now reduced to the two police officers’ footsteps on the wooden floor above. “Put out that bloody fire, Dr. Harding!” the sergeant shouted as he came down the stairs. “You want to burn down the fucking place?”
“I was going to use it to help you fight them,” he explained as he doused the makeshift torch in the fireplace.
“You’d do better to burn your bloody hand off with thinners, mate,” the cop advised him. “Besides, we found nobody.”
“Then what was all the shooting about?” Cecil asked, scrutinizing his brother’s condition.
The constable looked totally frazzled. In a minor way, her demeanor almost reminded Cecil of his brother’s — shocked and frightened.
“Oh there was movement in the back room and the broken staircase up to what I think is one of the turret attics,” Sgt. Anaru said. “We just could not see them.”
Cecil stared at him in disbelief. Annoyed at his ineptitude at seizing and arresting the intruders, the sergeant snapped, “Oh, don’t look at me like that! I am not saying the bastards are invisible. They just moved really fast and we could not catch up quickly enough to plant them. When we got to the staircase they were just gone.”
“Even though the rusted padlock on the trapdoor at the top of the smashed stairs was still intact,” the constable muttered to herself. The men gawked at her confession. It was true. It was true and terrifying to think the attackers were still inside the house and knew it well enough to evacuate so smoothly.
“We have to get out of here,” Sgt. Anaru commanded. “Now, before they bring their friends. I will call back-up from the squad car and get a few extra men up here in a jiffy so we can smoke them out.”
As the police officers staggered out of the house, Cecil tried to help up his brother. “Gary, where is Dad?”
Suddenly Gary reacted for the first time. He looked at Cecil with the fear of God in his eyes. His dry lips quivered as he tried to speak for the first time in a week, but he could utter nothing but grunts. Tears drowned his eyes and trickled over his face before his face changed from terror to abject sadness. From outside the house, the sergeant yelled for the two brothers to join them.
“Come on, mate, let’s get somewhere safe. Then you can tell me all about it, alright?” Cecil reluctantly coaxed his brother. In truth, he was dying to know, right now, what had happened to their father. He wanted to know, right now, who the intruders were and what they had done to his brother. All these things had to wait, though, because the immediate threat was greater than information. With a struggle, he pulled his brother’s unwilling body up to his feet. Gary’s body felt like a sack of lead; dead weight in the arms of his desperate brother, but he made a small attempt at walking.
With every step further away from the house, Gary’s feet moved faster. His burden on his brother became less as he started to move on his own. The four of them trudged hastily downhill towards the foreboding gates of Nekenhalle, each with their own sense of misery attached to recent experiences. The sun licked at the horizon, soon to fall away and introduce the night. Over the treacherous frame of corroded iron and steel, the four people struggled to scale their way to safety.
Immediately after landing on the sand of the road, Sgt. Anaru grabbed the com device in the police vehicle and rambled off on a tangent about the urgency at Nekenhalle. Cecil and Gary, now far more animate than before, helped the lady officer from the last steel bar of the gates.
“Gary, do you have a key for this gate?” Cecil huffed.
“I had one, but Dad was wearing my jacket when we went up to clear the bush. I don’t know where his set is,” Gary answered, sounding almost normal again. Again, his brother ached to ask that simple question, but it was not the time for it.
Cecil motioned for his brother to get in his car. Before Cecil got in, he stood on the stepping and asked Sgt. Anaru, “Will you be coming back to look for my father?”
“Absolutely, mate, but we have to take a statement from your brother at the station first, alright?” the sergeant answered.
“How long until we can get back here with a small army?” Cecil inquired again.
“As soon as they get here, Doctor,” the police officer answered. “Now come down to the station with us so that we can get the formalities out of the way. The sooner we do that, the sooner we can get some men out here.”
* * *
The interior of the SUV was silent as Cecil and Gary followed the police car on the dusty road, heading toward Moana. Cecil was terribly concerned for his brother’s well-being, but he knew him too well. Voicing such concerns would just elicit some demeaning name calling from the macho younger brother, who’s slightly homophobic remarks had always irritated Cecil.
“When last did you eat?” he asked Gary. It was a good way to break the silence, he figured.
“That depends,” Gary replied. “What day is today?”
“You are fucking with me, right?” Cecil gasped.
“Nope,” his brother replied indifferently, “have no eaten since Tuesday morning, actually.”
“Crikey, Gary!” his big brother wailed. “You haven’t eaten in three days, mate?”
“It’s Friday today?” he asked sincerely. “Jesus.”
“Exactly. Here, here is some shepherd’s pie in that lunchbox,” Cecil offered, fumbling between the seats to retrieve the container Sally had given him when he left. “Good stuff, this, made by the neighbor’s wife. You know them?”
“Who?” Gary asked, ripping open the lid to have at the delicious nosh inside. “The Cockrans? We met briefly when Dad and I came to the farm with the truck, you know, with the furniture and all that.”
“Oh, good, because we are sleeping there tonight,” Cecil smiled.
His brother was stuffing his mouth with the pie, wolfing it down in less than four bites, but he did not look too happy about the accommodation arrangements.
“You don’t like them?” Cecil asked.
His brother shrugged, “I don’t know. I suppose it is better to sleep there than at Nekenhalle.”
Cecil was just happy that his brother did not kick up a storm over the arrangement. Normally Gary could be a bit headstrong, but Cecil reckoned that the trying experience he must have suffered pacified him somewhat. After all, his first meeting with old Nigel Cockran was less than pleasant as well, so he could not really fault his little brother for not liking the idea of staying over at the Cockran’s.
As they drove into Moana, Gary fell silent again. Having had some food, he felt reasonably strong, but it was painful to gobble down mash potato and meat so quickly after such a long fast. His hands locked over his gut and he winced at the discomfort. “I think I ate too fast, mate,” he told Cecil. “But Christ, I was so hungry.”
“Why didn’t you make something to eat?” Cecil finally asked. “Even in the state you were in, I am sure you could still whip up a meal, right?”
Gary gave him that same look as when he asked about their father back at the house. It was a glare of raw emotion that covered a few different hues. “I was too scared to eat anything, Cecil,” he admitted.
“Why?” his brother asked, narrowing his eyes at the sharp red brake lights of the police car in front of them.
“I was worried that it was poisoned,” Gary replied weakly, hoping that his brother would dismiss the answer if he kept it timid.
“It was what?” Cecil pushed, acting exactly as Gary had hoped he would not.
“Look, on Sunday last we found Harrington’s head lolling to the side, killed, dead, broken neck and all, you know?” Gary started explaining, referring to one of their dogs. Harrington had been with the Harding’s since they were teenagers, along with two other family dogs.
“What?” Cecil gasped. “Harrington? Oh God, no, mate.”
“True,” Gary continued. “But what we found when we put him in the ground, is that his front paw was swollen up like a cricket ball. It was a snakebite! A fucking snakebite!”
“That’s impossible, Gary. We’re not in Australia,” Cecil scoffed.
“No shit, mate!” his brother exclaimed. “Then we found Gina next day out on the cistern. Same thing. But she was not chewed up, just died of poisoning. I mean, Jesus, I know what a snakebite looks like. I spent some time in South Africa and Australia when I was in high school, Cecil, remember?”
“Yes, I remember,” his brother concurred, hoping that the conversation was not about to take a turn into rugby and how Gary excelled at it in Wellington.
“Now, she vomited her guts out before she died. Like the poison was not enough to kill her at first, but made her just sick enough to die overnight, you know? Cruel, man, cruel. We buried her with Harrington,” he recounted.
“And Sparky?” Cecil asked, fondly remembering the fox terrier they acquired right before he left for the big city life.
“No sign of Sparky, mate,” Gary answered. “I hope he is somewhere, still alive. You see, then Dad and me, we started thinking maybe the dogs were poisoned by someone who was on the farm, you know, someone who squatted there and thought the dogs would out them, see?”
“That makes a lot more sense that snakes,” Cecil agreed.
“So I was scared that, if they could poison the dogs, they probably poisoned us too,” Gary speculated. “That is why I could not eat any of the meat we had left.,” he suddenly caught his breath and grew upset at what he was hiding. “Plus, after what I saw happen to Dad, I did not have much of an appetite, and I did not want to move a goddamn inch from the spot where I collapsed on Tuesday. I think, maybe,” he looked at his brother in bewilderment. “I did not even wake up, you know, woke up like in brain function, until I heard the cops break down the door.”
“My God, Gary,” Cecil sighed. “I am so sorry I did not have the guts to come in and find you earlier. I guess Dad’s right about me not being close to Bill Best, hey?”
“You and me both, bro,” Gary chuckled dryly. “You and me both.”
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After the two brothers finalized their statements at the police station, Sgt. Anaru sent them away to get some rest. While they caught up on some sleep, he decided to get some men together, mostly from the local stations. These were people who knew the area, people who came from generations of native families and a few of them were police officers from surrounding towns. The latter were on loan from their respective authorities for the sole reason that they were intrigued by the case. Not all missing persons cases were this interesting, but this one was a gem.
“Why do you need so many men, Sergeant?” the captain of Greymouth Police Station.
“We have reason to believe that the attackers are armed and dangerous, Henry,” Sgt. Anaru explained. “And the land area we have to cover to find Mr. Harding is substantial enough to merit more than a four-man search team.”
“Alright, I can send you three men,” the captain announced. “What is this all about, Mick?”
Sgt. Anaru took a breath. “It is a missing farmer, sir. The man vanished on his own farm.”
“I do understand that, Mick, but since when do you care that much about one missing farmer?” he asked Sgt. Anaru again.
“Because this is the new owner of… Nekenhalle,” Sgt. Anaru revealed.
There was a long pause before the police captain from Greymouth spoke again. “Nekenhalle. Holy shit, mate.”
“I know. So you see why I need men to search and men to keep their eyes on those men. Buddy system. But they don’t have to know, you know?” the sergeant warned. He was exhausted, propping himself up on his elbow while holding the phone. In his other hand was a lit smoke, hanging dangerously over his cold black coffee. Under a bland ceiling light above his desk, the Maori cop struggled to stay awake, succeeding only by the mercy of his adrenaline drive and a bit of bad caffeine.
“There are some blokes coming from as far as Christchurch, so I reckon we will soon have the bloody media on our asses too,” Anaru moaned. “But we hope to get some answers as soon as we get up there. Constable Ballin and me, we chased down a big son of a bitch, but these bastards are so fast. It would be good to know that we have the manpower to pull this off, sir.”
“Nah, you’re welcome, Mick,” the captain said. “Just make sure you don’t get swallowed up by the mountain, you hear me? That ranch is rancid, mate. Something made the mountain wake up again, and now we are up to our balls in guardians.”
“Christ, Captain Waikoto, don’t you go talking like that, please,” Anaru implored. “I don’t need that kind of talk before the search.”
“Don’t worry, mate,” the captain scoffed, “that palangi and his family will never believe the stories of the hungry mountain and all the Guardians. Most they would do is laugh it off.”
“But I don’t have only palangi on my team of rescue workers. I have Samoan and Maori men too, so we need to keep the Guardian talk between us,” Sgt. Anaru insisted.
“Alright, alright, Sergeant, relax,” the captain calmed him. “I will send my boys as soon as they arrive for tomorrow’s shift. Now you take care and for God’s sake, get some sleep, Mick.”
“Thanks, Captain,” Sgt. Anaru replied.
Only the constable and two desk officers were still at the small, informal station. They were muttering under their breath as he emerged from his office. “Have the brothers left yet, Const. Ballin?” he asked, stretching his back.
“Yes, sir. They just left, about five minutes ago,” she replied, still looking like a puppy’s chew toy.
“You had best get home too, Constable,” he said firmly. “We have had one intense day and we have to be fresh on our feet tomorrow.”
“Are we going back to Nekenhalle, sir?” she asked reluctantly. He could see her eyes begging him to negate her suspicion, but he could not please her with the answer she wanted.
“Yes, we are all going back,” he said.
“Oh Jesus,” she whimpered softly.
“We have at least 11 men so far willing to go with us,” he attempted to comfort her. The desk officers looked worried for them, but grateful that they would not have to join in the excursion to the wretched patch of black soiled land. After all, small as the division was, there had to be someone manning the station. From screening the calls and taking down details, to delegating basic duties to the officers left to deal with the usual police matters on call-outs.
“Well, I’ll be off home then, sir,” she ask-told her superior.
“Good night, Constable,” he nodded and returned to his office to finish up before going home as well.
* * *
When the Harding brothers arrived at the Cockran farm, they found the barn light on and its doors ajar. It was well past 10pm, which was an odd hour for the old man to still be up. As they pulled up to the barn, Nigel’s wife, Sally, appeared in the headlights. She was carrying a mug and held something in her fist.
“Hey, Sally,” Cecil greeted. “Did Nigel tell you that I took him up on the offer to stay another night?”
She smiled. “Of course he did.”
“And… would you mind much if my brother, Gary, stayed over too?” he asked carefully. “We found him alive today, thank God.”
“Oh my God! Is he alright?” she asked in her typically mothering manner. “Where is he?”
Gary stepped out of the SUV and gave the lady a courteous wave. “Nice to officially meet you, Mrs. Cockran,” he smiled. “May I say your shepherd’s pie is fucking epic.”
“Gary!” his brother shrieked.
Gary did not even realize at first, but quickly apologized. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Cockran. I don’t mean to be such a pig, but I have not exactly been feeling very human these past few days.”
“Oh, come on, it’s alright,” she soothed. “I think when it comes to cussing we are all half pig anyway. As soon as I have given Nige his coffee, I will go and make you boys some hot chocolate and dish up some beef stew we have left over from tonight.”
She came to shake Gary’s hand, and Cecil saw what she had kept in her fist. A small, white pill changed hands as she took his brother’s hand. She gave the young man a wink and whispered, “You’ll love my beef stew, Gary. May I say that it is fucking delicious.”
Gary laughed in a loud cackle and his usually rigid brother even chuckled along as Sally led them into the barn. Nigel, on the other hand, felt no cheer whatsoever. His normally loud mouth was silent and he busied himself with wrapping up another sheep. Sally gave him a kiss on the top of his head when she gave him his coffee and painkiller. Before she walked out, she gave the Harding brothers a sorry look to warn them of Nigel’s dismay.
“Hello, Nigel,” Cecil started uncomfortably. “Please don’t tell me that that is a fresh kill.”
“Yup,” the old man replied slowly. His back was turned to them and he did not bother to face them. “I found this one a few hours ago. Just like the dogs.”
“Your dogs were poisoned too?” Gary gasped. At the sound of the alien voice behind him, the old man swung around and saw Gary standing there. He vaguely remembered briefly speaking with the young man and his father when they disturbed his sheep with their noisy furniture truck.
“I see you found your brother, Cecil,” the old man said without much amity toward the younger brother.
“Yes! I am so glad he is alright, but there is still no trace of my father,” Cecil reported to the distraught farmer. The old man looked furious and defeated. He did not really care to impress on Cecil his dislike for Gary. According to him, the boy was insignificant in the light of what was happening to his livestock.
In all this, Gary did not care what the old farmer thought of him. What he just heard was familiar and he instantly reckoned that there was some sort of corroboration. “Listen, Mr. Cockran, were your dogs poisoned?”
“What is it to you, son?” Nigel whined. “I have lost another sheep right under my fucking nose and I could not see the bastard that did this!”
Cecil caught on to what his brother was trying to get at. He jumped in too. “Nigel, we found the same thing on Nekenhalle! Our dogs have been poisoned and one of them had its head wrung like your first sheep the other day.”
Nigel took a moment to mull it all around. The Harding brothers could be onto something if they were speaking the truth. “My animals were… poisoned? Not any poison I know that can make an animal’s head fall off.” His sarcasm was potent, but well founded.
“I know it sounds preposterous, Nigel, but what if both causes of death are feasible? Maybe…” he seemed to bob slightly as he thought up a scenario to use as analogy, “the person poisons the animals and then rips them up like that.”
“Yeah, mate, that sounds like a thing,” Gary agreed, slapping his brother on the back. “Maybe they kill the dogs so that they can get to the sheep.”
“I would have found that theory plausible, my boy,” the old man said, “…if it made sense. Why would they go through the trouble of poisoning the dogs to get to the sheep and then mutilate them and just leave them there? Whoever is doing this is doing it for sport, not to steal meat. What? What? Are you suggesting we have an animal serial killer on our hands?”
He blurted out the crassest laugh that affirmed his hopelessness and intolerance towards the two young men. The Harding’s had to agree that these were senseless and cruel killings, perpetrated for no reason. They had to concur that the modus operandi left a big hole in their hypothesis.
“Alright, I tell you what,” Cecil told the old man. “We have to get to the bottom of this from the point of view we hold. The police are not skilled in forensics, are they? No, but I am. While they look for the people who took Dad from a criminal angle, I can investigate this tragedy from my perspective, hey?”
“You are going to give the dogs an autopsy?” Nigel mocked him. The farmer had a good chuckle and carried on wrapping the tarp around the latest slain animal.
To Cecil the mockery was unnecessary, but he insisted. “Nigel, I am dead serious. Don’t bury the dogs. Tomorrow, first thing, I am driving through to Christchurch to book out what I need from Henslow’s Veterinary Clinic. They know me there. I am going to lay out the two dogs and this latest sheep for a pathological examination. Then we can know, once and for all, what the bloody hell is after the animals. Whoever is doing this, is going to run out of animals soon enough.” His eyes were wide and serious. “And who do you think will be their next quarry?”
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In the bright morning sun, the two brothers left early and drove to Christchurch, on the eastern coast of South Island, where Cecil Harding planned to obtain the necessary medical materials to facilitate his rustic pathological examination. They were there by the time the doors opened, and Gary was astonished at the warm welcome his brother received from the local medical staff. For once, the plump older brother was the talkative one and Gary allowed him the limelight. After all, he was a doctor, and merited his younger brother’s respect.
Gary wandered through the facility, looking at the wall-mounted posters and paging through some of the AgriVet publications on the reception counter while he waited for Cecil to finish his business. He would never tell Cecil, but every free thought moment he had was brimming with shards of memory from the fateful day his father was taken. Gary prided himself on being a typical New Zealand bloke, a tough and masculine brute who had no time for sensitive feelings and therapy. Yet, he could not deny that those brief moments alone with his own mind was a cumbersome torture.
He could still hear Lewis screaming when he was dragged into the mountain, just like the tractor was pulled back into the darkness. Now and then, when he was not distracted, he remembered how he could briefly hear his father cry like a child, wailing hopelessly in the dark. Gary, the man’s man, could not come to terms with the level of terror that prompted him to be such a perfect coward. The way in which he dashed down that hill to escape the same fate as his father, would forever shame him.
Ringing switchboard phones and the conversations around him faded in favor of the unholy memories of how his father shouted his name, calling for his son to save him, as his voice gradually grew weaker. Thoughts of what took Lewis, of what it intended to do with him, would not allow Gary any peace. The sense of not knowing what had befallen his father after he slid over the black sand into the chasm, was the pinnacle of Gary’s despair.
Instead of proving he was as good as Bill Best, Gary did not come to his father’s aid during the attack. He simply scurried away like a cockroach, tripping over weeds and falling most of the way down. And still he rather took the hitching of the thorns to rip at his skin than to suffer similar pain and effort up by the mouth of the mountain, for the sake of his father’s life. The guilt was killing him.
“And now you want to see if they were poisoned like your dogs? My God, Cecil, I hope you can get to the bottom of this,” said Dr. Elaine Foxworth, as she accompanied Cecil out into the main reception lobby. He had relayed the entire story to her in her office and subsequently, she agreed to give him the instruments and material he needed on loan.
“We have to get to the bottom of this, Elaine,” he said. “I mean, the condition in which we find the animals, screams predator, but we all know there are no large predators in New Zealand. I mean, Christ, we have someone out there acting like a poacher, but only kills pets and livestock. I need to find out why, and only the carcasses will tell us that.”
“Well, you know the reason I am breaking the rules of the Veterinary Association to accommodate you, is because you have always taken veterinary science seriously. Now me, I am just satisfied saving pets and healing the sick puppies, while you are a true pioneer. You delve into the cellular secrets that could present solutions instead of just treating animals. Your father should be proud of you,” she rambled courteously. Gary smirked as his inner voice amused him. ‘She is clearly a fan. Wonder if she knows he is into cock.’
“This is my brother, Gary.” Without warning, Cecil suddenly introduced him to the busty, blond Elaine, catching him off guard. Gary felt stupid and unprepared, but he held his pose when he shook hands with the sexy veterinarian. “Nice to meet you,” was all he could utter at such short notice, but at least he did not stutter or say ‘fuck’ as readily as he did with Mrs. Cockran. Besides, with the tone Cecil introduced his brother with, and the accompanying leer, Gary knew he had to behave.
“You know, now that you mentioned animals getting poisoned,” Elaine told Cecil, “I believe our colleagues in Oz are having a time of it, hey?”
“How do you mean?” he asked.
“Haven’t you heard about the latest scourge over there? Apparently, some conservationist with a God-complex has now introduced poison capsules into a few dingoes, like a time bomb,” she said under her breath to maintain a professional demeanor in the public area.
“What?” he frowned.
“Some people there are ‘managing wildlife’, as they put it, in a controversial manner that has the conservation groups in uproar. To cull wild goats, they are sending in a handful of dingoes, due for extermination to do the job. Hey? How do you like that?” she pursed her lips and raised her eyebrow.
“You are shitting me,” Gary said.
“Nope, I swear, that is what they are doing. Now I am thinking, maybe that kind of poisoning is somehow involved here in New Zealand too. Maybe it is supposed to be a test. Maybe the poison was introduced by accident when one of those wildlife organizations introduced a tarnished specimen, if you know what I mean.”
“Holy shit,” Cecil gasped. “That makes a lot of sense.”
“You would have to call out the head of the wildlife association or something, mate,” Gary urged his brother in all sincerity.
Cecil was contemplating the suggestion, under the influence of all the new information he just got from Elaine. His brother was not wrong either, he realized. “That is a good idea,” Cecil said. “I’ll call Mr. Olden. He is the senior manager of the Wilderness Society. Maybe he could assist us in locating the origin of this poison.”
“Good idea,” Elaine smiled. “According to the people at the media branch of the Wildlife office, Olden has been actively battling this dingo poison thing for some time. He was looking for the suppliers of the poison, I know, so that he could launch a global legal battle on these people.”
“Great, then he will know what to do,” Cecil confirmed. “As soon as I know what is poisoning these animals I can have a bit more credence when I contact him.”
“But that still doesn’t tell us why they are mutilating the livestock,” Gary added the first genuine contribution to the relevant conversation. For a moment, he actually sounded mature.
“That is alright,” Elaine answered. “As soon as we know the strain of venom used, we will know if it corroborated with the ongoing cases in Australia.”
“Alright, then, let’s get going, bro,” Cecil told Gary. Both picked up the large boxes containing the borrowed forensic apparatus and bid the forthcoming Dr. Foxworth goodbye.
“Fuck me, but it is hot today!” Gary was heard exclaiming in the parking lot.
“Great. Just when I thought you would not embarrass me,” Cecil complained as they loaded the boxes in the SUV.
“Come on, don’t tell me this heat is not making your skin melt,” Gary defended.
Cecil sighed. “Get in the car, Gary.”
* * *
The sweltering day was no kinder on the search party that Sgt. Anaru had gathered. They arrived at the station at 7am, had a quick breakfast of sandwiches and coffee and completed the roll call from Const. Ballin’s clipboard. A heatwave had been predicted for most of South Island, but it was not due until a few days later. Then again, nature did not care for mortal predictions, and by the moaning of the men and discomfort of most living creatures it was safe to assume that it had arrived prematurely.
“Right friends, it is time to go out to Nekenhalle and see if we can find Mr. Harding!” Sgt. Anaru declared from the cement fence wall he was perched on. His brow glimmered with sweat, and under his damp black curls, his neck was drenched in perspiration that stained the top of his uniform collar. “Now this is going to be Day 1 of the search for Mr. Harding. Depending on how meticulously we comb the area around the house and mountain, we will add another day or two onto the search.”
The men were fanning themselves with rolled up newspapers and hats, most of them wearing T-shirts and jeans with good hiking boots. Although their attire was on the thick side, the boots and jeans were imperative for protection. New Zealand may have had no large predators or snakes, but it had plenty that could hurt a man up in the bush. Ticks and mosquitoes could not beat denim and hiking boots were necessary for obvious reasons.
“Now, we have a water car coming up with us, so don’t worry about getting thirsty. As you might know, this particular farm does have a small dam, but it is on the other side of the hill, through thick brush and matagouri. So don’t be stupid and wander off, else we will be looking for you tomorrow,” the charismatic officer continued. “Take your canteens to the water car before we start the search, people! We will not have time to mess around too much looking for water, so carry it with you and hydrate as you need it, alright?”
A resounding answer of ‘yes, sir’ echoed through the small cement parking area before they all dispersed to their respective vehicles. It was a relatively smooth ride up to the farm. Dispatch had contacted Sgt. Anaru to inform him that Dr. Harding would be available to join the search the following day, if need be.
“Why? Is he still in Christchurch?” he asked the dispatch officer as they traversed the snaking road toward the infamous mountain that marked Nekenhalle on the watery looking horizon.
“On their way back, sir,” dispatch replied. “His brother is going to come join the search, though, as soon as they are back.”
“Very good, thanks,” the sergeant answered. He looked at Const. Ballin. “Heather, you alright, love?”
“I’m not going to lie, Mick. I am fucking terrified, but it feels much better having all these blokes with us,” Const. Ballin admitted. He placed his large, calloused hand on hers and pressed affectionately.
“Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to my fiancé, would I?” he smiled.
Heather scoffed and smiled. “Anything almost happened to me yesterday.”
Sgt. Anaru kissed her hand and countered smoothly, “Yes, but it didn’t, did it?”
Soon after, the bonnet of the police vehicle reared its nose over the last rise of the road and the entrance to Nekenhalle became visible. Heather’s heart started beating faster as she leaned forward to look up at it. “There it is — the gates of hell.”
Sgt. Anaru agreed with her, but he did not say it. Const. Ballin did not need her fears affirmed by his concurrence. The vehicles crowded the normally barren and desolate shoulder of the road until one of the men used his bolt cutter to dislodge the heavy padlock. He unwrapped the enormous chain from the frame, but it took three men to push the gates open. The sound that erupted from the antique hinges started all those who heard it; a loud screech that sounded like a crying woman in the jaws of steel cogs, a most abhorrent welcome to Nekenhalle.
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Nina did not think that Harris was far off in his jest of asking the corpses how they had died of snakebites and if there were actually snakes present on the ship. After he excused himself and left for work, Purdue and his colleagues sat down at the dining table.
“There might be a way to ask them, you know,” she smiled, reaching into her satchel. She produced a small book that used to be covered in red canvas material, but with its age and deterioration, it was reduced to a pig-eared, ripped article with rust spotted pages.
Purdue looked intrigued. “What is that?”
“This, old boy, is from my own attic collection. I call it ‘The Grisly Tales of the Fallen Reich’, but you can just call it our saving grace,” she explained.
“Please tell me what I want to hear,” Purdue said, looking quite ready for good news. His long fingers played with the pages of the lab results while he waited for her to make his day.
“I might just,” she replied, opening the book on the table. Inside it was blue pen scribbles in German, the lettering thickened by the dissolving ink into the fiber of the page. “Look, this, whoever wrote this, was using the same insane grammar while talking bollocks in a supposed love letter to Heike.”
She flicked the book upside for Sam and Purdue, who were sitting opposite her at the table. Together they grabbed hold of the book and pulled it nearer to peruse the contents.
“This Heike must be a hot bird,” Sam muttered. “She’s been around the SS a few times, it seems.”
Purdue wanted to laugh at Sam’s remark, but he was too awestruck by the similarities in words and phrasing. “Astonishing,” Purdue raved in a whisper. “Absolutely astonishing.”
Sam scrutinized the writing, understanding some of the words, but having nowhere near the knowledge of German as his friends. As Purdue read through another piece, his concentration gradually drifted back to the Williams girl and her bloody punishment for aiding him. It only reiterated the constant blame that he bore for people involved in his ventures getting hurt or killed.
The horrible incident from the other night still haunted him quite strongly, yet he dared not share his feelings with Nina. She was weary of the trouble brought on them all too and she did not need to know that he, the mighty and powerful David Purdue, was feeling frail about their efficient relic hunting squad. Inevitably, the latter matter evolved into a more pressing notion he had been suppressing — the furtive infection of his business by the Order of the Black Sun. Had he been more on his guard about their influence and power, indirectly, the Williams girl would not have been attacked. Had he paid attention to his communications, she would still have been healthy, happy, and oblivious to the evil people would resort to in the name of greed and control.
“Purdue,” Nina yelled, snapping him back to reality.
“Sorry, yes, Nina?” he babbled.
“Where did you go, mate?” Sam asked sincerely. “Wherever it was, it doesn’t look like the kind of place I would like to go.”
Purdue shook off his inadvertent lack of focus like a wet dog, and shrugged, “Remind me to go and see Mrs. Williams once we are done here.”
“Will do,” Sam replied quickly. “Now, Nina, you were saying?”
She took a deep breath to collect her thoughts and repeated what she was saying before Purdue went into his state of daze. “What I was saying is, if I use this same method to unravel the letter in Storage 4, I think we might find out where the snakebite business comes in.” She leaned forward to make another point. “By the way, I was thinking about the poison in the samples, right? It is possible to trace poison in the remains of very old specimens, but what I want to know, is how an apparently simple compound used in medicine, can be so potent that Bruich could virtually be killed by it after so many years.”
“Aw, Bruich,” Sam lamented, being suddenly reminded of his pet’s suffering.
“That is a valid point too, my dear Nina,” Purdue agreed. “That is precisely what I have to find out, because this substance is causing everyone around me serious trouble.” He stood up and wiped back his hair. “Nina, can you start on the letter and see how much information you can unlock there? In the meantime I have to go and visit Mrs. Williams.”
“Can I tag along?” Sam asked. “I am done editing and Nina is going to be too busy to be good company. Besides, when she does research, she is a right bitch.”
She stuck out her tongue at Sam and replied, “Alright. I should have most of this figured out by tonight. I just hope whoever took that cipher book is not coming to claim the Heike letter from me. I’m too tired to fight.”
“I don’t think they will, Nina. I think they want to destroy the book to keep us from finding out what happened on the twin ships to Argentina.”
“I hope you are right,” she sighed, placing her glasses back on her nose.
Over the radio in the background, a familiar name caught Purdue’s attention. He gestured for them to hush and listen, and then he raced to turn it up.
“Edinburgh police spokesperson, Libby Helens, told Radio Highland News this afternoon, that Dr. Martino was accompanied by Mr. Cruz, of the Spanish Embassy in Edinburgh. The two Spanish delegates were on their way back to Madrid, after leaving the residence of renowned Edinburgh philanthropist and explorer, David Purdue, allegedly with a consignment of historical artifacts. Mr. Purdue had previously been in the news when he was under investigation by MI6 for espionage, relic theft, and several criminal transgressions on foreign soil.”
“Jesus Christ!” Nina howled, but Sam hushed her to listen to the rest of the report.
“The truck following the delegates’ vehicle on a secondary road off the M9 south of Stirling, could also not be saved. Both vehicles had exploded on impact and authorities are still trying to ascertain the nature of the collision. Becky Hanson for Radio Highland.”
Purdue felt yet another sledgehammer blow to the gut. Once more, his involvement had caused carnage and destruction. Deep inside, he had begun to believe that he is cursed. Sam and Nina just stared at one another after the devastating news of the Spanish delegates, speechless at the unbelievable incident.
“And so soon after leaving here with the German soldiers’ remains,” Nina remarked softly as she tried to make sense of the coincidence. “It is terrifying how close these events follow after we discovered the Heike letter.”
“Purdue!” Sam suddenly gasped. “Don’t you find it uncanny that the bodies that happened to be infused with the same poison that doubles as snake venom? Don’t you find it a little odd that the same compound you are being accused of supplying to people killing wildlife in Australia?”
This was Sam’s forte. He was gifted in connecting dots in places where most people had a blind spot for logical detection. Years as a reckless journalist who disrespected the innate fear of death had bestowed on him some sort of deeper vision than the obvious. Purdue just looked at him with blank eyes and a resting countenance that challenged his theory, but in truth, the white haired genius was mentally testing Sam’s notion.
“How right you are, Sam,” he finally said. “It is uncanny.”
“You mean to say that the car accident and the truck of mummies burning to ashes is a deliberate act of sabotage?” Nina asked, also falling into their frame of mind. Purdue nodded.
“Aye,” Sam affirmed. “And I think whoever orchestrated the destruction of the remains, also tried to kill Miss Williams to make sure we did not get that cipher book.”
“But what about the lawsuit?” Purdue pondered aloud to make sense of the conservationists’ claims.
Sam was quick to cover his question too, having thought on it before. “Who do you think is behind that cruel method of culling, Purdue?” he asked, crossing his arms. “Think about it. They are trying to destroy any chance you have of finding out what really happened to the soldiers on board those Nazi sister ships on their way to Argentina. What is the best way to arrest the full attention of a businessman while you necessitate the destruction of covert information?”
“A blindside,” Nina answered, gathering up her books from the table.
“In other words, a lawsuit threatening to wreck my business reputation and to do it on a large scale media platform like radio and television news,” Purdue added. “My God, man. They are closing in on me again, aren’t they?” A small quiver of panic disturbed Purdue’s normally astute tone, but at least he knew who to watch out for. “Sam, you spent two days with the legal team and plaintiffs for that expose. How far do you suppose they are immersed in the Black Sun organization and its affiliates?”
Sam looked relaxed when he answered, “Honestly, I am almost one hundred percent certain that they don’t have a clue of it all. I believe this Palumbo bird and Eddie Olden have no idea that they are being used as media puppets under the pretense of being guardians of justice for the wilderness.”
“You don’t think they are in on it at all?” Nina asked, clutching her books tightly to her chest.
“No, I don’t,” Sam replied with resolve. “These people are just a pair of sandals away from being totally hippie, Nina. They are really suing Purdue’s chemical company for providing the poison used in these inhumane culling management systems. As far as they are concerned, they are taking down the head of the snake, so to speak, to avoid this barbaric practice to carry on.”
“We have to convince them that I had no knowledge of the leak in my company,” Purdue told Sam. “I need to get these people away from the mainstream media before my name makes it onto global media, for Christ’s sake!”
“I will get on that as soon as we get back from the Williams widow,” Sam promised.
“Right,” Purdue sighed, “we will see you later, my dear. I hope you can crack the hidden message in the letter. The more we know about those ships, the more we know of what happened on them and why they were headed to strange bearings, the bigger our arsenal against this killer who is trying to erase all evidence on behalf of the Black Sun.”

20 Visiting Grange House

Sam was driving the Hummer, or as he called it, the Yuppie Tank. Purdue was preparing himself mentally to deal with the widow, Mrs. Williams. He was at fault. That, he owned, but it would be difficult to speak to her, especially now that his name was again associated with another unsavory incident that took several lives.
“I hope to God that she does not listen to the radio,” Purdue said.
“Doubt she watches telly though, which would be a lighter blow,” Sam remarked.
“Oh God, of course, it would have been on television,” Purdue sighed, having not even really considered that. “In any evet, I have made her this offer and she has accepted, so let her think what she will.”
They were going to visit Mrs. Williams in the house she shared with her husband for 46 years, so that Purdue could present her with documentation citing that he would carry the full medical costs for her granddaughter’s treatment. A duplicate would be given to her to sign as acceptance to make sure that she could not sue him for it later, and Sam Cleave was to be the witness.
“Have you had word from my opposition yet?” Purdue asked Sam. “Are they happy with your rendition?”
“Funny you ask that, actually,” Sam replied. “Miss Palumbo called me to ask why my report is so one-sided in your favor.”
“What did you tell her?” Purdue asked eagerly.
Sam shrugged. “I told her that, until we have irrefutable evidence that you authorized the release of those lots, I cannot compile a report that blames you for the leak of the product.” Sam chuckled and gave Purdue a wink. “I told her that if I accuse you for orchestrating the destructive activity behind the culling, you could sue the shit out of me and then I would have to sue them, and so on and so on.”
Purdue laughed with Sam, relishing the journalist’s characteristic sharp wit and his ability to spin a story in such a way that he could control the view of the audience. It was almost a criminal talent that Sam had, but it came in very handy when they had to suspend interest or distract attention from what they needed to achieve.
“You are a scoundrel for the vaults, old boy,” Purdue smiled. As the Hummer turned into the last street that lead to the lane where Mrs. Williams lived, Purdue’s lighthearted demeanor began to change into one of somber apprehension. It was not intimidation. The only intimidation came from his acknowledgement of guilt for the family’s recent misfortune.
“Jesus Christ! Is she as rich as you?” Sam exclaimed as he leaned forward on the steering wheel to regard the ancient historical house that peered over the thick trees that lined the lane and its extensive stone fence.
“Almost,” Purdue replied. “But it comes from her husband’s family, his trusts, and his assets, not hers.”
“I almost feel as if I should have brought a sacrifice to this party,” Sam jested, hinting at the stately regality of the mansion.
“This is Grange House, Sam,” Purdue introduced gallantly, “where Dr. Williams and I spent many nights charming our way into affluent organizations that could further our careers. My God, we had some times in this house. Not just parties. We held secret meetings here with historical societies to acquire… questionable… artifacts for a solid fee, if you know what I mean.”
Sam looked at Purdue and shook his head. “And still you wonder why Karma fucks you.”
Purdue responded with a wry smile that implied that he agreed with Sam’s sentiments, but could not help himself. The old house towered over them like a stern governess. “I can take so many photographs of this beauty. Fuck me! Look at the architecture! A battlemented roof, turrets, wyvern gargoyles… it is like something from a Gothic horror film!”
“I know. It is an astonishing piece of property that I even once made Williams an offer for, but he would not sell it. He said that it was his favorite mausoleum. That always unsettled me the way that he thought of his house as a tomb,” Purdue related to his gawking companion.
“Where was he buried?” Sam asked nonchalantly.
Purdue gave him a long stare that carried untold meaning. Sam immediately caught on what Purdue was projecting. “Oh Jesus! Really? He is buried here?” he scowled in mild repulsion.
“Right at the bottom of the main tower, under the library fireplace,” Purdue winced.
“Holy shit,” Sam recoiled as he parked off the main drive. “Is his wife as creepy as he is?”
“Never spoke to her much,” Purdue said, looking emotionally burdened at the thought of it. “I guess it is time to get to know her a bit better.”
“Right,” Sam said warily, “I’ll wait for you in the car.”
Purdue hesitated, but upon realizing that Sam was serious, he bucked up and stepped out of the vehicle, dossier in hand. Sam watched the tall explorer and tech genius skulk his way into an old woman’s house, grateful that he could stay behind in the palatial garden.
There were no gardeners laboring that he could see, as he expected with such a perfectly groomed property and Sam rolled down the window to revel in the sweet scents of jasmine and roses. Butterflies and birds frequented the branches and leaves of the plants and flowers that gave the place a grand coloring. Sam found the peace and beauty almost ethereal.
A darting shadow caught his eye, leading him to look left of the vehicle. It startled him so that his legs fell numb for a moment, yet Sam could not discern if the figure was real or a play of light. Quickly he jerked open his door, half of his body hanging out to see if there was any credence to his hallucination.
“That was not a hallucination. That is real, Sam,” he whispered to himself. “It has to be. I saw that plain as day, right? That was solid, not some shadow.” Keeping his body low, he lifted his legs out of the Hummer and hunched next to the open door. On the other side of the door, he heard the brisk footsteps race past again, but he remained still to locate the culprit by ear. Slowly, and as quietly as possible, Sam lifted the hem of his jeans and drew his switchblade from his ankle sheath.
With his other arm, he used his hand to press down on the ground to lower himself to road level. Sam craned his neck to look out from under the car door, but he noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Far into the roadway, he could hear the front door creak and then followed the muffled conversation between Purdue and the old widow.
All he could hear nearby was the sound of chirping birds and the hiss of the treetops in the wind, but eventually the smell of moist soil and rubber under his nose bothered him enough to raise his head from where it was almost flat on the road. No voices could be heard from the front door anymore, and Sam knew that Purdue had entered the mansion. He sat up again, perching himself on the extended side step of the large vehicle to have a fag and he retracted the knife to slip it back into the holster.
He lit up a Marlboro and breathed it in, holding it like a phantom drink of whisky before exhaling. The house seemed alive, as most old manors did, but Sam figured that it was merely because this number of windows could hold a hundred peeking eyes.
“Oh God, this is good,” he huffed as the smoke made a halo around his head, easing through his lungs and airway with gentle hazard. At once, the footsteps came from behind him, but before Sam could swing around, a strong hand with zealous fingers grasped his shoulder. He yelped as his body jerked in reaction to the sudden contact and Sam dropped his cigarette. Barely avoiding burning a hole in his jeans, he kicked his legs out to keep the hot cherry from scorching him.
He looked into the ugly face of a man who reminded him of some ugly boxer that one would find in bareknuckle fights in messy alleyways. “Are you Sam?” the oaf asked with a Scouse accent that affirmed Sam’s comparison a bit more.
“Aye,” Sam replied with attitude, reaching down to retrieve his smoke. His fingers were almost crushed under the man’s boot as he stomped down on the cigarette and twisted the ball of his foot in a half-circle.
“No smoking at Grange House, Sam,” the brute warned. Sam was not about to disagree with the ogre, the size of whom loosely measured up to the sudden shadow he had seen previously. It was interesting, thought Sam, how such a big man could move so swiftly.
“Whatever you say, pal,” Sam said, holding up his hands in mock surrender.
“Come. Mr. Purdue asked for you,” the big man requested. “He says bring your gear.”
“The HD or the feed system?” Sam asked. The man gave him an indifferent leer, one that carried a warning that promised a beating if this was to persist. “Alright, alright, I’ll bring the HD.” Sam quickly added, and proceeded to collect his HD handheld camera from the sling bag Purdue had asked him to carry along just in case. Turned out that being prepared for a story, even in the most unlikely scenario, paid off.
In the late afternoon, Sam followed the enormous man up to the main front door of Grange House. He noticed that the man was dressed in cargo pants and heavy-duty sneakers in black. Along with this, he wore a long sleeve T-shirt with the sleeves pressed up to his elbows, also all black. However, the man kept his gloves on, which mildly unsettled Sam. Many big ogres with this dress code used to grace the lens of his camera while he covered human trafficking cartels in Eastern Europe.
“So what is your name?” Sam asked cordially.
“Oleg,” the man answered. “Keep your camera off until you are told otherwise,” he said, giving the journalist a dirty look, “Sam.”
“It is off,” Sam assured him, but Oleg could not be more apathetic. In silence, he took Sam up the steps that ascended the great front façade. They ascended between twin rows of flowerpots that occupied each step up along the flanking walls that served as balustrades.
“Don’t touch the flowers,” Oleg told Sam with the same monotonous tone, as if he was programmed to recite each line. “Mrs. Williams cultivated them herself.”
“What is it, Wolfsbane?” Sam teased, a stunt he instantly regretted. Big Oleg stopped in his tracks and sighed heavily, his gaze fixed before him. His annoyance was evident, but Sam kept walking, hoping to make it to the front door before the troll could pummel him to ground bone. He tried the door, but to his horror, it was locked shut.
“Oh shit,” Sam murmured, still trying the brass knobs of the thick wooden doors.
“We don’t leave doors open anymore, Sam,” the ogre grunted right behind Sam. It gave him the creeps to know that, again, the big black clad man managed to move swiftly and silently up behind him before he even knew it. Oleg’s tobacco breath heated Sam’s hair as he explained, “Not since the business with Miss Amy. Mrs. Williams feel that the attempted murder on Miss Amy was proof that this property is not safe anymore, that someone is watching.”
“Oh, I see,” Sam said. “That is what you are here for, right, Oleg? You have been hired as a bodyguard.”
Surprisingly, the big oaf chuckled sheepishly. “No, no. I’m the gardener.”
‘What the fuck?’ Sam thought. ‘I’d hate to see the chamber maid.’

21 The Impromptu Interview

“Ah, Sam, please come in,” Purdue invited as Oleg opened the door for Sam. At the landing of the lobby staircase stood Purdue, towering over a petite older lady, even smaller in stature than Nina. “Sam Cleave, meet Mrs. Gloria Williams.”
Sam wiped his hair back to look a bit more decent before he gently shook the small lady’s hand. She was in her early 60s, by no means as old and decrepit as Sam had pictured her, and she sported short, gray hair which gave her an air of youthfulness. Like the interior of the mansion, she looked refined and wise and she moved. She spoke with sophistication that implied that she was not just the late academic’s wife, but also educated in her own right.
She led the two men into her small office off a greenhouse that filled half the length of that wing. Sam was in awe of the architecture and the antique restoration throughout the ground floor they traversed. Mrs. Williams addressed Sam directly, tearing his admiration from the carpentry detail to the matter at hand. “As you can understand, I feel immensely vulnerable of late, so I have asked Mr. Purdue to take note of what I tell you both today, just in case those demons get the better of us Williams’ women.”
Sam pressed ‘Record’ on his handheld, and they sat down in the well-lit office.
“Oh, don’t talk like that, Madam,” Purdue comforted her.
Her eyes suddenly turned to blazing coals as she scowled at Purdue. “And why shouldn’t I, David?” she hissed. “I have every reason to believe that the Black Sun is closing in on us. Look at what happened to my granddaughter. Look at what happened to the Spanish delegates who came to collect the remains of the German soldiers! It is not just about the book, David. That book is just one click on a safe dial. Just like being part of a combination lock, it is but one of several components needed to unlock one big secret held by the Order,” she preached with wide eyes full of fear. “And this time they are not trying to get at your treasures by infiltrating your expeditions, David. They are protecting a secret you accidentally discovered in the Mediterranean, and they are busy eradicating every trace of what could lead you to it.”
Purdue looked ashen. “What are you saying?”
She bit her lip, her eyes still fixed on Purdue. “I am saying that, if I were you, I would hire an army to watch Wrichtishousis as we speak.”
The thought of his own residence being under threat was not far-fetched, but still disturbing. Purdue knew that his call boxes were not the problem concerning the information about the cipher book coming out, but that did not change the fact that the source of the leak was still unsolved.
Sam, however, had the journalist’s edge. He had another angle on her statement. “Mrs. Williams, what are the other clicks in that combination lock?”
The tiny woman frowned. She had been so busy chastising Purdue about his reckless ways that Sam’s virtually whimsical question caught her completely off-guard.
“W-what?” she asked, trying to be less hostile toward the rugged handsome man with the puppy eyes.
“The cipher book is important to exposing this secret, correct?” he clarified. “And obviously the remains in the caskets were another factor, which is why they went to such lengths to destroy these calling cards, right? So, can you tell us what the other clicks in your combination lock theory would be?”
“Good one, Sam,” Purdue agreed. As Mrs. Williams had asked, he placed the dossier, containing the acceptance of liability he had Jane prepare for legal purposes, on her desk while Sam was interviewing her.
“I am not sure, Mr. Cleave,” she answered, “but my husband’s research on a particular campaign from the SS camp cost him his life. I firmly believe that his misinterpretation of the Inca prophecy was responsible for them exterminating him like some inconvenient house pest.”
“Misinterpretation of the Inca prophecy?” Sam asked. Purdue was leaning forward, immersed in the woman’s accounts.
“When I heard that you, Mr. Purdue, had assisted that Spanish police chief to find that child…” she paused, looking more emotional than before. “When I heard that you had led an expedition to recover those missing Nazi soldiers’ bodies from the ocean floor of the Alboran Sea, I knew that you had made the same mistake my husband did. You mistook two separate omens for one.”
“So, the Nazi remains and the relics recovered from that ship,” Sam deduced, taking care not to specify the relics he had kept off record, “had nothing to do with the fruition of the Inca prophecy of the 2017 solar eclipse?”
She shook her head.
“They had similar fields of command, High Command, if you catch my drift,” she continued, “but these ships were on different missions until they would meet in Argentina. From there, they would each embark on their own missions. One ship would be dispatched to fulfill the Inca prophecy with the child sacrifice to open El Dorado, while the other one would sail elsewhere.”
“Elsewhere? Where to?” Purdue chipped in.
She shrugged. “How should I know? My husband was the linguist and historian, not me. All I am telling you here are things he told me as matters transpired in his own work, based on the unmarked twin ships of the Kriegsmarine-Zwei — that is what he called it. I don’t know what that is so do not ask me,” she told the two astonished men. “Mind if I smoke?” she asked suddenly.
“No, it is your house,” Purdue smiled, scoffing amicably at her courtesy.
“Would you mind terribly if I joined you?” Sam asked her. “After all this I could do with a fag.”
“Certainly, care for a cigarillo?” she asked, holding out an immaculate looking cigar container that looked like an antique in its own right.
“Don’t mind if I do,” Sam smiled. He placed his handheld on the desk, slanting it at such an angle that Mrs. Williams’ face was perfectly framed by the lens. Purdue’s sense of propriety prevented him from slamming his hand on the desk and demanding she tell them more. While the widow Williams and Sam Cleave had a social puffing break, he was dying to know more.
“You see,” she continued through her impaired drags, “that location, those names of the covert operations? That exact information is hidden in what I suppose you got your hands on, Mr. Purdue, and can only be interpreted by means of the correct cipher.” Mrs. Williams took her time to smoke the small, brown cigarillo, while her memory and emotion ran with her to a time when her beloved husband was still alive and well.
“All I know is that my Kenneth was killed shortly after returning from the Southern Hemisphere, where he was trying to uncover the second operation that the Nazi’s were executing before the ships went under. When he left here, he told me that he could not tell me much, for fear that it would put me in danger, you see,” she explained.
“That is understandable,” Sam concurred. “I used to cut communications with my late fiancé when I went undercover to infiltrate dangerous corporations.”
“Precisely,” she said, pointing her cigarillo-pinching index finger at Sam.
Purdue still had questions. “Do you know where he went to do his research down there?”
“An old farm he bought in the late 1970’s. It was a worthless piece of ground, but he thought it would be a good place to conduct his clandestine investigations of documents by deciphering the codes of the SS.” She chuckled sweetly and added, “He said he liked it because it was abandoned, solitary and strategically placed. Oh, Kenneth, my eccentric.”
“Does the farm now belong to you, Mrs. Williams?” Sam asked.
She yelped in amusement. “God no! Ha! Kenneth knew I would never travel there, so he left it to a nephew or something in his will. If you ask me, he deserves the place. He’s had a hard life, you know?”
Sam and Purdue could not believe the treasure trove of information they were obtaining from Mrs. Williams. Between them, they were so excited they could burst. Finally, Sam asked her what he knew Purdue was aching to ask.
“And this nephew… do you have a name for us?” he asked the lady.
“Of course,” she smiled through a billow of smoke. “His name is Lewis Harding.”

22 Operation Eden

After leaving Mrs. Williams in the care of her scary gardener and a reference to one of Purdue’s private security contacts, Sam and Purdue hurried back to Wrichtishousis. It was getting dark soon, and Sam still had to set up his gear for the next morning’s meeting with the Australian Wildlife people to interview Miss Palumbo before cutting and presenting them with the minor documentary about the lawsuit and what Wildlife was planning to do once the court dates have been set.
“And this material, Sam, has to be copied and distributed to several covert media servers,” Purdue reminded his colleague. “If anything happens to us, God forbid, I don’t want them to be able to destroy the truth. There will be too many clips to locate before my automated e-mail network sends it out to the major channels.”
“Good idea,” Sam agreed. “I will first leave this footage with you, personally, while I finish the assignment your Australian friends hired me for.”
“It feels rather strange to know my ally is working for my opponents, even for a minor slot on an insignificant TV station down under,” Purdue admitted.
“Aw, don’t fret, Purdue. It is good to have a double agent at your service, don’t you think?” Sam smiled. “Especially with the level of shit you always end up in.”
“I suppose. It just shows how much I trust you,” Purdue said. “Good to know you won’t pull a Judas on me.”
“Judas was a cheap hooker. I am a high-class whore. Only the richest can afford me,” Sam jested, nudging at Purdue with his elbow.
“I’m not so sure, my friend,” Purdue laughed. “In my eyes, a whore is a whore. On that note, how uncanny did you find Miss Palumbo’s resemblance to that Maria character from our last close call?”
“You noticed that too?” Sam asked. “When I saw her at first, I thought I was suffering some sort of post trauma that made me see her in other women.”
“No, no, she is a dead ringer for her. It is actually very interesting. I wonder if they have any remote familial relation,” Purdue said.
Sam looked at him as if he was crazy. “Are you mad? Focus, Purdue. Jesus, don’t you have enough on your plate to deal with now than to go on a genealogical hunt for Palumbo’s heritage?”
“I was not going to lodge a large scale investigation into it, Sam” Purdue defended. “I just think it would do us good to know who exactly we are dealing with here. Have you noticed how the worst ambush always comes from enemies who know each other?”
“I get it,” Sam replied. “I’m just saying we should get this lawsuit business out of the way first, and secondly, we have to find out why the Black Sun is trying to destroy what we are uncovering here.”
“And we will,” Purdue assured Sam. “Let’s hope she is not related to that Nazi heifer in some way. My God, they are practically identical twins.”
“Of which one is Australian,” Sam remarked as they reached the gates of Wrichtishousis.
“They both have Italian names, they have the same face, and coincidentally she happens to be on the opposite side of my camp, Sam, antagonizing me. It is a little too close for comfort,” Purdue explained. Sam was silent while he stopped for security to check.
“Mr. Purdue,” the guard said attentively. “Welcome back.”
“Thank you,” Purdue answered. “I trust you lot are not turning away people at my gate without calling in to the house first?”
“No, sir, we send nobody away. Our training specifically dictates that we follow that protocol. That guard was definitely not one of ours,” the guard defended his company, while the other one, standing on Sam’s side of the vehicle, nodded in agreement.
“How did he get the shift then?” Purdue asked, and he quickly gave Sam a bewildered look.
“We don’t know, sir. He was on the register, and we have so many branches and personnel, I guess HR did not pick up on him until we got the police complaint from your assistant,” the guard revealed. “But all is well now, Mr. Purdue. They only use us now, your usual personnel, as before.”
“Good to know. Good to know,” Purdue smiled as Sam pulled away up the drive.
“Wonder what Nina has been able to put together,” Sam sighed. “Whatever it is, she cannot beat the plethora of details we gathered from Widow Williams today, right?”
Purdue smiled. “Bet you she could not unravel anything even remotely as juicy.”
When they entered the well-lit lobby of Purdue’s mansion, they could smell pizza.
“She’s still working,” Sam affirmed. “When Dr. Gould orders pizza, she is so invested in something that she cannot even break her concentration for a sandwich.”
“I know, right?” Purdue chuckled.
“Let’s go see what she has found,” Sam suggested. “Then I have to get home to prepare for tomorrow’s interview with Miss Palumbo.”
Purdue cringed.
“Don’t worry, Purdue, I am 100 % on your side. You know that, don’t you?” Sam asked.
“I do,” he said to Sam. “Just… lately…”
Purdue was very reluctant to share his vulnerability with someone, but Sam knew what he was trying to say. Of course he did. Sam was one of the most perceptive people Purdue had ever met. “I know the world seem to be out to get you, but we’ve had worse, right?” Sam consoled him. This was one of those times that Purdue did not have to say anything, nor did he have to feel stupid for feeling like this.
“Dr. Gould! Have you any joy with the Heike letter?” Purdue cried cheerfully as the two of them came down the steps to Storage 4. The smell of pizza was growing stronger and when they rounded the doorway and they did not know whether to laugh or panic.
With her hair tied back roughly, Nina propped up her face with her hand, leaning with her elbow on the desk. She had AC/DC playing at top volume from her iPod, and her black trousers were battered with white, powdery handprints from wiping her pizza hands. In front of her was a stack of books that were scattered, of which two were open next to the documents Purdue had retrieved from the last hoard.
“High time you two show up,” she said in a bossy jest. “How long does it take to drop off a fucking folder?”
The two men glanced happily at one another. “Oh, we lingered a bit,” Sam told her, “on account of some new found information and such. What about you?”
Over the top of her glasses, Nina ogled the gloating men and immediately read their minds. She turned down the music. “Let me guess,” she groaned in a sexy husky voice, “you think yours is bigger than mine.”
They nodded jovially.
“Think again,” she advised with cordial condescension.
“What do you have?” Purdue asked.
“No, no, by all means, you first,” she smiled, licking her bottom lip boastfully.
As swiftly as they could, Purdue and Sam shared the details of Mrs. Williams’ account, but as they bombarded Nina with the new details, she only smiled, tapping the end of her Biro against her lips.
“What?” Sam finally asked, having had enough of her delightful teasing. “What? Do you know something about this, esteemed Dr. Gould?”
“Aye,” she smiled coyly. “I have been busting my ass all day to figure out how this cipher works, boys, but once I did, this letter to Heike opened up like… well, I shall refrain from my uncle Dougal’s well-known maxim.”
“And?” Purdue pressed.
At last, Nina put on her serious face. “Well, there is a shit load of information in these pages that may, or may not, pertain to the covert assignment these soldiers were on.”
“Alright, but fire away so we can compare notes,” Purdue egged her on, while Sam was pouring them some coffee from the cappuccino machine Charles had brought in here for her.
“You said that Mrs. Williams told you that we misinterpreted the Inca prophecy and how it was actually two separate operations?” she started. “That is why they called it Kriegsmarine-Zwei. These twin ships were unregistered, although they belonged to the German Navy. They were a secret, even to the actual Kriegsmarine. In true Order of the Black Sun fashion, not even the navy knew of their own sub-fleet. The second operation was called Operation Eden.”
“Aye?” Sam urged, placing a mug of coffee in front of Nina’s work mess. “So there were two covert operations.”
“Ta,” she said. “That is true. Our soldier, Feldwebel Dieter Manns from Wolfsburg, distinctly marks here that their ship was to meet the Peruvian-based vessel in Argentina. But from there, they had two operations in effect. One was to go back up to Peru to deliver the child to the priests in Machu Picchu to exact the prophecy, while its sister ship would sail west, remember?”
“Yes, that is the part that did not make sense. The direction he jotted down,” Purdue confirmed.
“But it does make sense in the letter, because he wrote vergiss mich nicht,” she explained. “Forget me not, he says to Heike in here, but he refers to a flower blooming over their Lost City. It is not El Dorado, as we and others, may have thought. This Lost City allegedly lies under the protection of ‘guardians’.”
“What kind of guardians?” Sam asked.
She shrugged. “It does not say. Maybe I missed some detail, but that is what this part relates to, according to this method of decoding, Sam. However, it ends with him calling Heike ‘goldene Frau’, thanking her for holding his salvation in her heart.”
“The Golden Woman statue?” Purdue asked, looking as amazed as Sam at the mention of the full size statue they had salvaged from the Nazi ship along with the soldiers’ remains. Nina nodded. “I think so. What else could it mean?” she hypothesized. “We already know that something is hidden inside the chest of the statue, so he is probably referring to that.”
“Simply fascinating, my dear!” Purdue exclaimed happily. “My God, Sam, did you hear that? Our ‘golden girl’ is called Heike. It is all falling into place. No wonder these artifacts were unsuited for the Inca excursion!”
Nina smiled, as did Sam. She exhaled and threw her head back to close her eyes for a moment. “I’m exhausted.”
“You certainly should be, after all this,” Sam concurred. “I still have to meet up with Miss Palumbo in the morning for the second part of that interview. Once we have those people out of our hair, Purdue, you would probably want to go and find this “Lost City”, wouldn’t you?”
Purdue grinned mischievously. “You know me too well, old cock. Far be it from me to allow the Black Sun’s swine to successfully cover up something sinister their grandfathers had wrought and hidden. People, many innocent people, have died over this Operation Eden and its Inca counterpart. Naturally, the onus is on us to thwart the architects of these missions.”
“I like that. Cock-blocking the Nazi’s,” Sam agreed with a cheerful nod. Nina laughed at Sam’s expression as she grabbed the last, wrecked pizza slice to ravage.

23 Abandonment

Only an hour into the search for Lewis Harding, the weather took an unpredictable turn. From the sweltering heat of the midday, the area surrounding Nekenhalle suddenly came under the onslaught of gales that bent the slender trunks of young trees as if they were the stems of weeds.
“Fuck me! What is happening?” one of Sgt. Anaru’s men shouted over the howling gust.
Someone started yelling, “Must be the curse. They don’t want us here!” His words were met with a chorus of approval and agreement.
“Don’t be stupid!” the sergeant thundered over their collective speculation. “This is not the time for superstition, for Christ’s sake! Carry on searching. The longer we take, the less likely Mr. Harding is to survive.”
“What if he is dead already?” another man cried, holding on to his hat. “He has been missing on this godforsaken patch of land for over a week, mate. Not likely that he is still alive anyway!”
“Too right, mate!” another young man hollered. “We are looking for a corpse and corpses have a way of disappearing into the ground.”
Nobody, including Sgt. Anaru, wanted to admit that they were all of the same mind, but this was his job and he had to execute the search to adhere to police protocol. Inside his heart, he agreed with the volunteers and other officers, but he could not voice his opinion. Most of all, Anaru knew that Mr. Harding would never be found on the grounds of the farm. In fact, he would bet a year’s salary that the farmer was somewhere inside that mountain, inside that yawning blackness.
To justify his own minor cowardice, Anaru told himself that they were combing the open fields and mild woodlands of the farm first, to be thorough. Above them, the wind had brought a few fleece clouds together that soon clumped together to form thicker clouds.
“This is fucked up, mate,” one of the volunteers told the sergeant. “Look at that. That is not normal. This kind of weather doesn’t bloody exist on this island and you know it. I’m out.”
“Me too!” another called out.
From around the west ridge a group of men emerged, spooked by the unnatural gathering clouds, only to find that a lot of the men were busy packing up to leave. No matter how the sergeant tried to change their minds, the weather antagonized him successfully. Eventually only nine people were left of all those who joined the search party, but those leaving vowed to return once the weather was less hostile. They claimed that the black dirt was very dangerous when wet and, along with the lightning, was too perilous for them.
“Now what?” Const. Ballin asked.
The other members of the search party formed a cluster around Anaru and Ballin just as the thunder clapped.
“Orders?” asked one of the men, an old Maori from Moana. “We cannot stop now. What if the man is on the brink of death? What if he is nearby and we abandon the rescue? Tomorrow, he is dead and then we are to blame for leaving him.”
Another elder Samoan man nodded. “Tāwhirimātea is angry and he only gets angry when something is wrong in nature. We must go, Sergeant. We can come back when the wind has gone to sleep, hey? No use injuring or killing people to save one.”
Heather Ballin was quietly regarding her fiancé. He knew she desperately wanted to leave, as did he, but it was a difficult decision. “There is nothing eerie about the weather. We are suffering a heatwave. We all know what happens after a very hot day with little wind. Thunderstorms are formed.”
“Call it what you will, Sergeant, but fact is that this is dangerous for us. Mud slides and lightning on terrain none of us know well,” the old Maori man argued. He had a valid point, in Anaru’s opinion, but he felt as if he was letting down someone in need.
“What will I tell this man’s sons?” he asked the small party, all cowering with every flash of lightning. “I know what Const. Ballin and I chased through that house, even if we could not see them. We know there is real danger here, and that Mr. Harding is in dire trouble, if he is still alive.”
“What did they look like?” the old man persisted.
“Who? The people we encountered in the house?” Sgt. Anaru asked. The man dipped his head affirmatively.
“We could not see them. They ran way too fast for us to catch up,” Const. Ballin explained.
The two native men laughed dryly, looking rather worried. The one man came closer to the police officers and asked, “You say they ran very fast, but did you hear any footsteps?”

24 Flush

Sam woke up with a start. He had not slept well at all since he returned to Scotland from the death defying expedition in Spain and Peru. However, that changed since he and his colleagues had unearthed so many tangible explanations to the puzzles they had been slaves to. Looking at the clock radio, Sam realized that he had slept a solid, uninterrupted seven hours. It made him smile and gave him some well-deserved zest, for once, to leap out of bed to get some work done.
He was not half as apprehensive about meeting with Miss Palumbo as Purdue was about the whole business, but he understood that he, too, had to maintain a certain wariness as to their agenda. They could very well have been staging the lawsuit, only to get Purdue out of his safe zone, but Sam hoped that this would not be the case.
By eight o’clock sharp, normally only three hours into Sam’s usual sleep routine, he pulled up in front of the Regiment Hostel where the Australians preferred to stay while in Edinburgh. Sam found it peculiar that people with such a high profile legal team, lodging a lawsuit of paramount proportions, would choose such modest lodgings.
The drizzle was evidently too much for Miss Palumbo, whom Sam could hear complaining from outside on the porch. The walkway was in the fashion of a hallway, but the external wall was omitted, much like a veranda.
“Bring me more of that Horlicks, please Ed,” Sam heard her beg, “or I will not survive this blasted cold one more hour.”
“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Eddie Olden’s voice twanged in his lazy accent. “Nice to see a bit of rain for a change. God, I need some cooler weather. Spend too much time in the bush.”
Sam scoffed, trying to keep his childish double entendre hidden behind a professional façade. “Miss Palumbo, it’s Sam Cleave,” he called, along with two prominent knocks as if he had just arrived.
Suddenly, the conversation ceased and Sam could hear footsteps approach the door. Louisa Palumbo opened the door, looking tormented, but genuinely happy to see Sam.
“Mr. Cleave, what a pleasure to see you again,” she smiled, but Sam could see her chin quiver. He looked past her shoulder and noticed the cup of Horlicks next to a high back chair smothered in fleece blankets.
The rugged journalist stepped in closer to her, close enough to make the encounter a bit more personal. Louisa inhaled his scent — leather and musky cologne — and her eyes almost rolled back in the ecstasy of his charm. “May I offer you my coat, Miss Palumbo?” Sam asked, taking her aback. Stuttering, her eyes fluttered, but nothing coherent came from her full lips.
‘My God, she looks startlingly like Maria!’ he observed in his mind. ‘But she is so beautiful that I almost don’t hate her for it.’
He continued, to spare her the awkwardness. “It is a pure Scottish weave, made to make the wearer hot enough to resist the hostile elements of the North,” he winked.
Heaving, Miss Palumbo caught her breath in Sam’s piercing dark eyes. “Oh, I would not doubt that claim for a second,” she smiled, “that it makes the wearer hot.”
“Have you had breakfast yet, Mr. Cleave?” Eddie interrupted deliberately. “We were just about to order something from the kitchen here.”
“Yes, there is no way I am going to venture outside that door today,” Louisa affirmed while she delicately hopped back to her blankets. “I am sure you don’t mind doing the interview right here, do you, Mr. Cleave.”
“Of course not,” Sam agreed, releasing his sling bag from his shoulder. “Are you sure you want to eat from a hostel’s kitchen, though?”
“Oh, we are not a fussy lot, mate,” Eddie told Sam, sounding somewhat defensive. Louisa gave him a steely look of reprimand, wondering why he was so snappy with the world famous investigative journalist. After all, Sam Cleave was there to help them support their case with his irrefutable credibility. Once he compiled an expose against David Purdue, already deemed a reckless and greedy scoundrel by most of high society, there was no way anyone would doubt their case.
“Suit yourself,” Sam shrugged and whipped out a Marlboro. “Mind if I smoke?”
Her ‘no’ and Eddie’s ‘yes’ clashed, leaving Sam waiting with the raw fag between his lips. Once more, Louisa frowned at her colleague in confusion. “Mr. Cleave, will you excuse us for a moment, please?”
Sam nodded, and watched Louisa grab Eddie and push him into the small en suite bathroom of the otherwise vacant dormitory.
“What in God’s name are you doing, Eddie?” she hissed under her breath.
“What do you mean?” he asked innocently.
“Oh, come on, you are snapping at him like a bratty schoolgirl. What the hell is your problem?” she whined as quietly as she could.
“I am just trying to keep things level, love,” the amused Eddie sighed. “Had I not been in that room just then, you would have mounted him at the door.”
“Oh, fuck you, Eddie,” she whispered, weakly pushing him backwards. “It helps to cake the media people to get what we want. Of course, you wouldn’t know about that. All you care about is the goddamn rights and wrongs about this matter. Well, there is more to winning the cause than just threatening one of the world’s most powerful men!”
“We have a solid case, Louisa,” Eddie countered. “Look at those samples. It is a done deal!”
She grabbed Eddie by his collar and somewhere in her subconscious mind, she realized that Scotland was not so cold when one was seething with rage and frustration. “Nothing is a done deal with David fucking Purdue, mate! Do not underestimate his reach. We have nothing but a concern for a lost land of animals, while he has enough money and brains to overthrow most of the western civilization. Do you understand? We are practically up against a god here.”
“I just don’t like Cleave’s condescending way. Did you hear how he talks down about perfectly good food from the kitchen here?” Eddie ranted in a low voice. “Being Purdue’s mate must have caviar and champagne on every menu.”
“Excuse me, what?” she gasped.
“What?” Eddie asked, still pissed off.
“He knows Purdue?” she asked.
“You did not know?” Eddie panted, his mouth open at the surprise.
“No, I did not! Why do you think I would choose our opposition’s allies, you idiot? I picked Cleave because of his reputation and a relentless wolf who does not stop until he exposes everything,” she hissed furiously.
“I noticed that in the way you practically got on your knees for the bloke,” Eddie chuckled. “You sure wanted him to expose everything.”
“This is not funny, for Christ’s sake!” she growled loudly, and she did not care if Sam heard her. Louisa could not believe the turn of events. All her research had let her down. Somehow she did not realize that the award-winning journalist was a friend of David Purdue’s, undoing all her efforts in total. She was devastated. “Now we’re fucked. We’ll never get the scoop we wanted.”
“We can try Basil at CBG,” Eddie tried, but the feisty beauty was not having it.
“No, we don’t go for lesser species, Edward!” she contested. “We have to have Cleave behind the media report. Nobody else will have that credibility. Jesus, we’re fucked now!”
“Relax, Louisa, relax!” Eddie snapped. “This is not the end of the world just because you misjudged things, alright? Now, just think. Purdue is a reasonable man. If you keep charming Cleave he might put in a good word for us.”
“Pity?” she scowled. “You suggest we evoke pity because we have no ace up our sleeve anymore?”
“You were all about sweetening up the media people to sway them to our side a minute ago, love,” Eddie reminded her sternly. “Now you call it pity? Look, it don’t matter what we label it. If we don’t play nice with Cleave, Purdue will kick us in the balls and leave us in the Scottish drizzle, you make out? It is not about the money anymore. Don’t forget that we are fighting for the conservation of our wilderness, Louisa. You are losing sight…”
“I’m losing sight?” she retorted hastily, clenching her jaw. “We have already hired the most expensive attorney this side of Buckingham Palace to look genuine, and only Cleave would have sold the charade, get it?”
“I get it!” he bit back, but she was not done.
“I don’t think you do,” she said. “Without Purdue panicking and settling out of court, we will never be able to afford all this shit. On top of that, mate, we will not have taken down the man whose chemicals are causing the poison deaths in the first place!”
A knock at the bathroom door hushed them both instantly.
“Excuse me,” Sam Cleave’s muffled voice came from the other side of the door, “are you done? I’m afraid I’ve had too much coffee this morning and I need to use the head.”
The two Australians leered at one another, sobered by the snap of reality. With Sam at the door, they could no longer discuss the next plan of action, but they had to comply with his request, to save face. Opening the door, they found Sam smiling sheepishly.
“Sorry,” Eddie smiled uncomfortably. “Go ahead.”
“Thanks,” Sam smiled and closed the door behind him. He sat down on the lid of the toilet, and smiled. In his left hand was a small two-inch wire, much like an electrical cord. At both ends, it sported two flat circular pads, much like watch batteries. However, it was one of Purdue’s finest spy devices that operated much like a stethoscope when placed against any surface up to half a meter thick. The handsome, rugged journalist chuckled to himself as he flushed the toilet to make things believable. The sound reminiscent of the metaphor he was about to employ on the Australians.

25 Symbiosis

At last, Sam knew the truth and it was beautiful. Purdue would be ecstatic to know that his opposition were shooting blanks. However, he was still hired to deliver a report on the cruel wildlife ‘culling by poison’ down in Australia and he would have to do just that. When Sam exited the bathroom, Eddie and Louisa were ready to start. She was sitting in the chair, her legs covered in blankets, off screen, and Eddie was seated on her left having a cup of tea.
“Alright, everyone ready?” Sam smiled.
“Sure,” Eddie replied, but his colleague was still shocked from the news and was a bit more reserved.
“Welcome to Miss Louisa Palumbo,” Sam started, pressing the record button and setting his compact camera on its tripod, “from the Adelaide Department of Nature Conservation.”
“Thank you,” she replied, looking self-conscious.
“Now, Miss Palumbo, tell me what brings you and your colleagues to Edinburgh? You could have sued the Scorpio Majorus CEO from your own country,” Sam interrogated her with far less amity than he had before the camera started rolling. It took her by surprise and knowing now that Sam Cleave was a friend of Purdue’s only made it worse for her.
“We wanted to discuss the matter in person,” she replied tactfully, “so that we could get a better idea of the type of person who would use a prominent medical research facility as a launching deck for animal cruelty.” She was trying to antagonize Sam, and he loved it. “And we have proof that the poison is from Mr. Purdue’s lab.”
Sam was in a spiteful mood as it was, but provoking someone who is at the top of the shame game was a dreadful mistake on Louisa’s part.
“Tell me, for interest’s sake, Miss Palumbo,” Sam inquired, “which part of the department you work for subsidizes your travel and legal costs?”
Louisa’s eyes grew wider. She noticed Sam’s hard countenance, void of any geniality. She opened her mouth, but no words came. Eddie had arranged their travel expenses and liaised with the Legal Department, but she would look awfully inept if she could not answer with authority. To make her appear even more incapable, Sam kept swinging the bat. “Never mind. Let us concentrate on the apparently devious David Purdue, shall we? Tell me, Miss Palumbo, where do your respective organizations get their funding from? Church fetes? Bake sales?”
Louisa bore forward in attack, finally snapping at his patronizing smirk. “How dare you belittle our investors and generous benefactors? We have a network of businesses and private donors who help us conserve what is left of our beautiful wild, especially in this world of destruction for the sake of money! Greedy companies are destroying the environment and driving species to extinction. Companies like Scorpio Majorus, who secretly supply the poison that kills our wildlife!”
Eddie moved in behind Sam, signaling for Louisa to calm down, but Sam was having a great time drawing her out and watching her squirm. Red in the face, her chest was heaving in fury and she did not care that the camera captured her rant. Calmly, Sam mentioned, “Did you know, Miss Palumbo, that in the past four years, your organization received over 86 % of its funds from Mr. Purdue’s Global Wildlife Trust?”
She shrugged. “That would be a perfect cover to make him look like a saint, wouldn’t it?”
Sam persisted with facts Louisa was not even aware of. “Even though his profits from chemical patents are directed straight into veterinary research and conservation by his Global Wildlife Trust? So you are insinuating that Mr. Purdue is funding conservation agencies to cover the fact that he was involved in killing wildlife to obtain the land?” Sam hammered her into silence. “I don’t know what your span of logic allows you, Miss Palumbo, but my common sense dictates that if he wanted to destroy the ecology to buy off the land, Mr. Purdue could just… stop funding conservationists like you.”
She was speechless and furious, but she had to concede that the journalist was correct. It would be ludicrous to put all that effort into research and funding, only to claim what Purdue was already helping to keep from being claimed by poachers and their real estate mogul employers. Sam Cleave did not budge. He was anxiously waiting for her retort.
Suddenly Eddie’s cell phone rang, releasing Louisa from more embarrassment.
“Oh shit, sorry, mate,” Eddie told Sam.
“No worries,” Sam said, as he stopped the recording. “Miss Palumbo needs a break anyway.” He took note of her hateful glare, but he did not grant her the satisfaction of paying attention to her. Louisa knew that she was wrong and that she had no leg to stand on. In the background Eddie was pacing during his phone conversation, and while he was absent from hearing her, she elected to make right with Sam Cleave. After all, he was a powerful enemy, one she could not afford to have.
Softly she asked, “Is that true, Mr. Cleave?”
He did not look up from his equipment. “Is what true?”
“That Mr. Purdue is funding our campaigns,” she said. “Is it true or is it just something you made up to bury me with?”
Finally, Sam found something looking up for.
‘The toilet just flushed,’ he declared happily in thought. Purdue’s accusers were forced to fold with the hand they were dealt and without much effort, Sam reckoned, he had managed to get them to retract their lawsuit. “Aye, it is all true. I have the business licenses on file at your request, and I am sure Mr. Purdue will be happy to furnish you with access to his invoices and tax records for the trust he runs.”
“No, no,” she protested, still feeling like an idiot. “That will not be necessary. I honestly just… did not know…”
“Whose idea was this?” Sam asked sincerely, making use of her colleague’s babbling in the background to dig deeper off record.
“What?” she asked.
“To sue David Purdue,” Sam clarified. “Whose idea was it?”
She shrugged. “I don’t really know, Mr. Cleave. I am just a spokesperson with a bit of conservation background.”
Sam’s demeanor, to her relief, slowly returned to the nice guy who came through the door and offered her his jacket. He asked, “What background do you have?”
“Me? Oh, I used to be a ranger,” she revealed coyly. Sam much preferred her modest behavior over the accusatory bitch she switched off for the moment. He also liked the sound of her being a ranger. One of the things he loved most about Nina was how she was unafraid to get her clothes dirty and wing the outdoors. Louisa Palumbo seemed to have that same quality.
“Oh crikey, we don’t need this shit!” Eddie moaned aloud over by the end of the dorm room. “Oh, Jesus!”
“What is it, Ed?” Louisa asked, perking up, but he continued shaking his head and whining. “Edward!” she roared softly, getting his attention for a second before he sighed into the phone. “Lis-s-… hey, lis… listen, Gail, who reported this? Who reported this?”
Sam and Louisa stared at one another, both baffled. Eddie quickly whispered to them, “They are finding poisoned livestock in New Zealand now too. Christ! Now it makes even less sense.”
“What?” she shrieked, but Eddie gestured for her to keep quiet as he tried to listen to the woman on the phone.
“Yes, Gail, I’m still here. What does the report say? Who reported it and do you have a number?” he urged. He speared toward the table to get a piece of paper. Sam pulled his Biro from his pocket and handed it to Eddie.
“Thanks mate.” The Aranda man jotted down some details, reading it back to the woman on the other side of the line. “So he is a vet, alright? Dr. Cecil Harding. And he is from Wellington. You say he is calling from Moana on South Island, right? We’ll get hold of him now. Thanks Gail!” he stuttered, hardly able to speak before hanging up the call.
His black irises swam in enlarged white, giving him an ominous appearance, reminiscent of the news he had just received. Eddie Olden stood dead still for a moment, but when he snapped out of it, he was distraught.
“How can it be happening in New Zealand?” he muttered. “They don’t have dingoes.”
“Harding. Did you say Harding?” Sam asked Eddie.
“That’s right,” Eddie affirmed, looking positively disturbed with the new problem this news presented. “This Harding bloke is a vet. He made an urgent report to the New Zealand authorities and wildlife organization in Greymouth on the west coast that the livestock and some family pets have been poisoned by the same poison we are tracking in our dingoes.”
“Where?” Louisa asked. “Were the animals poisoned in the conservation areas or randomly? Where exactly does he claim this is happening?”
“He said so far it was happening on his father’s farm, a place a few miles into the hills of Arnold Valley, near Lake Brunner,” Eddie reported from his notes. “Apparently his father has been missing for a week and along with his father’s disappearance, the animals started turning up dead, mangled, with Phospholipases A2 present in their blood and tissue samples.”
“Has his father reported anything like that before, maybe?” Louisa inquired, gathering up her blankets.
“Gail says the Harding’s only moved in a few weeks before. His father, the bloke that is missing now, inherited the bloody place! Ha! That would be my luck,” Eddie chuckled dryly. “We have to get there to see what is going on.”
Louisa sighed, and gave her colleague a weary look.
“So the lawsuit is dropped, I take it,” Sam presumed, waiting for confirmation from the Australians. “You know this is not the doing of a global scale scientific business, my friends, so stop wasting time — yours and ours.”
“Well, with this new problem surfacing,” Eddie admitted, “we cannot pursue this accusation anymore. Let’s not bullshit ourselves, Louisa.”
“I agree,” she assured him. “I fully agree, but to apply for the trip to New Zealand, we will have to put in an expense request to Management in Adelaide and that will take a week or more. Plus, we will have to present them with concrete substantiation that this new case is relevant to our culling problem.”
“That sounds like a lot of trouble to go through,” Sam remarked in his wise guy way, “especially for chasing a minor report from a vet in another country. That is a bit daft. I don’t think you have the resources that could help you nip this problem in the bud.”
Eddie was not stupid, but he was reserved in these things. It was Louisa that voiced what they both thought. “Okay, Mr. Cleave, what do you suggest and what do you want in return?”
“Easy on the caking, Lou,” Eddie warned her, thinking her flirting a bit too harsh.
“I’m not caking him, for Christ’s sake, Eddie!” she barked at him and turned back to regard Sam. “With the research you did on our claim against Mr. Purdue and his company, surely you will have found out that we do not have the necessary authority to pursue this new case. What are you driving at? And what is in it for you?”
Sam was ready to make them an offer they could not turn down. “Get warm. We are going to see a man about a dingo.”

26 Heike’s Heart

Sam arrived at Wrichtishousis with his two guests. Having explained most of the meeting, including the recently rescinded lawsuit, to Purdue on the car phone, Sam was ready to call a meeting that would be mutually beneficial to all.
“You were right, Purdue,” Sam cooed happily as they walked up the stairs to meet the master of Wrichtishousis, his two guests gawking shamelessly at the breathtaking architecture of the ancient castle house they were about to enter.
“About?” the tall genius asked, his white hair forming a flapping halo around his face in the gusts of the afternoon threat of rain.
“Things do have a way of falling into place when you use the relative codes,” Sam answered.
“Mr. Purdue. Good to see you again,” Eddie Olden said, reaching out to shake Purdue’s hand. Purdue obliged, but looked at Sam in astonishment, wondering how he had managed to undo the looming legal battle so easily. The attractive, rugged journalist only winked and ushered the two Australians into the lobby.
“My God,” Purdue murmured as he closed the front door. “He slept with her. That has to be it. He slept with her.”
Nina came down the stairs, the wet ends of her hair forming crystal tears that bled onto her shirt. Purdue introduced everyone, while Sam wondered why Nina took a shower in the middle of the afternoon. A small ball of anxiety whirled in the pit of his stomach. It was the same sour pain that used to eat him from the inside, long ago, when Nina dated Purdue and he had to witness those small hints that crushed his heart.
“Hey, Sam,” Nina smiled as she walked past him to pour some tea.
“H-hey,” he stammered. “You are going to catch your death in this cold with wet hair.”
“Aw, don’t worry,” she said. “It is warm enough in here. So, how did you do it? Did you take the dashing Miss Palumbo for a quickie in the car?”
Sam could not believe what Nina insinuated, and all while she was probably guilty of the act herself. “Funny that you would take it in that direction, love,” he told her softly. “Looks like you beat me to it.”
“What the fuck are you saying?” she gasped, scowling like an attack dog. Sam shrugged and walked away, leaving her hurt and angry. It reminded her of the times they were involved before, always so passionate that both were terrified of losing the other to small indiscretions. Nina sneered at Sam as he sat down with the others to discuss the deal he had in mind.
“Look, our Australian friends here need a shortcut to stifle the current spate of livestock poisoning that had suddenly reared its head in New Zealand. This very blight categorically absolved Purdue’s company of involvement, though the toxin found in New Zealand’s animals is the same composition as your company’s PLA2, Purdue,” Sam informed Purdue.
“And this is why you will contact your attorney to retract the claim?” Purdue asked.
“Yes,” Eddie Olden affirmed. “As Mr. Cleave pointed out to us, the New Zealand killings shows in all probability, that someone else is responsible for the so-called poison culling’s. Still, it is beyond baffling, so we need to personally investigate.”
“Alright, so what does that have to do with me?” Purdue asked Sam.
The journalist explained. “Our new friends here need to find a way to get to New Zealand to follow their leads and I was thinking you might want to fund their trip.”
“I beg your pardon?” Purdue yelped. “You want me to cover their travel costs after they effectively ruined what little integrity I had left in the business world?”
“Wait, Purdue, listen,” Sam eased him. “There is more to it. If you agree to do this, I would like to impose on our friends here, to allow us to join them in their venture.”
This time it was Eddie and Louisa that gasped. “What?” Eddie asked. “Why?”
“First of all, Mr. Olden, we have to keep an eye on the expenses you incur,” Sam elucidated. “Secondly,” he continued, looking at Purdue, “the poisoned livestock and farm dogs was reported by the son of the owner of the farm, one Dr. Harding.”
Purdue looked blankly at his friend. Sam tried again. “The farm belongs to a farmer, Mr. Harding, who went missing soon after taking possession of the farm he inherited.”
“Holy shit!” Nina exclaimed suddenly, starting Purdue back against his seat. “Dr. Williams’ nephew or whatever? That farm?”
Sam winked at her. “I love a sharp girl.”
“Oh my God, Sam! Oh my God! Can it be?” Purdue panted, his eyes stretched in amazement.
“Wait, what is going on now?” Louisa inquired, looking as befuddled as her colleague.
Sam cleared his throat and addressed their guests, ready to feed them a slightly misguided line to justify their hunt for Feldwebel Dieter Manns’ precious ‘lost city’. “I would like your permission to use this excursion as an opportunity to do a story on the mysterious attacks on the animals while we are there. Full coverage and in return, we will help you get the exposure you need,” he glanced briskly at Purdue, “as long as you do not interfere with our own investigation.”
Purdue understood. A smirk on Nina’s lips confirmed that she did too.
“What say you, my friends? I will provide the necessary transport and in turn, you write off the threats until both our parties unearth the true culprit here,” Purdue beseeched them. Not that he had to. It was a solid deal Palumbo and Olden knew they would get nowhere else.
Miss Palumbo could not deny that she thought it a stellar idea. Her passion for protecting the wildlife was not a cheap endeavor and as it was, she could hardly afford running an extended investigation on the meager funds of the Department of Nature Conservation. Sam Cleave’s contact was a godsend, and Purdue’s offer was airtight to anyone with an iota of common sense.
“I’m in,” she confirmed. “When can we go, then?”
“Give me two days to prepare,” Purdue answered. “I’ll tell my assistant, Jane, to arrange one of my jets to fly us straight to New Zealand and handle any necessary documentation we might need.”
“Alright,” Sam said, “I’ll check on Bruich and then head to my apartment to pick up some gear and pack a bag. How long do you reckon we’ll be there?” he asked Purdue.
“I’d venture a guess to about a week,” the billionaire replied. “Give or take.”
“I’ll go with you to see Bruich, Sam,” Nina said. “If you don’t mind. Then we can head to your place and then drive through to Oban to stash my books and pick up some fresh clothes. What do you say?”
“Aye,” Sam agreed. “Good idea.”
Purdue assumed that Eddie Olden was game, as he said nothing, yet nodded contentedly. He looked grateful, but lacked the humility to say it. Sam offered the Australians a lift back to their shady hostel, after which he and Nina would go to the Rainfern Veterinary Hospital to check on the big old ginger feline they considered part of the family.
After they left, Purdue took on one last task, one that had been haunting his mind since Nina’s transcription mentioned it. With his guests gone, he could start work on something that had been hounding his curiosity since its discovery. He instructed his resident gardener and maintenance man to assist, moving the life-sized golden statue of an enchanting woman to his welding workroom. However, his high-end welding equipment would not do for the task at hand. “We need to remove the brass seal over the furnace, lads.”
With effort, they opened up the boarding of the old furnace under Wrichtishousis that used to be used as a forge, before later serving as kiln. It was even a crematorium at one stage.
“Blimey, Boss, this is some piece of work you have down here!” Errol, the main gardener raved. “Very impressive brazen etch work. Who made it?”
Purdue responded indifferently. “Some wealthy laird of this mansion in the 1500’s had it made as ornate dressing for this wall when he wanted to cover the oven.” Much as he was proud of the vast array of art and mineral ornaments all over Wrichtishousis, he had something quite different in mind now. All he could think of was to excavate the old furnace for a much more significant purpose than turning cadavers to ash or fixing permanent form to clay pots.
“It is very impressive, sir,” the other handyman concurred. “Let me get the large tool cart. I know this is your plate of brass, sir, but such a motif should really not be destroyed.”
“I agree,” Purdue nodded. “It is a unique, handmade etching of a horseman hunting and it was here hundreds of years before we were even born. You are right to want to preserve it, Bailey, but just please hurry. I have less than eight hours to get this furnace open and in working order. The work I need to do with it takes some time to complete and I leave in two days.”
“Aye, Mr. Purdue,” the men replied, and with that, Purdue left them to get their work done. When he was gone, the two men stood admiring the artwork, a relief and etch piece in brass and tin that depicted something more than a horseman hunting. In fact, it resembled nothing of the sort.
“Looks like the rider is part of the horse,” Bailey remarked, his fat cheeks shivering as he spoke. “You see that, Errol?” His colleague nodded his head, standing with folded arms to regard the fixtures and trying to examine possible ways to safely dislodge the sinister work of art. Errol glanced at the golden statue and back at the shuttered oven.
“Oh Christ, he is going to melt her down, mate,” he told his colleague. “Such a beautiful woman, hey? Imagine she was someone from real life?”
“Aye,” Bailey concurred. “She is too pretty to be from someone’s mind, I say. On the other hand, the boss don’t need more money. He don’t need to be melting gold, so I reckon he has a better reason to melt the girl.”
“Better reason than you think, lads,” Purdue suddenly answered, startling the two men. “Regrettably, I am not at liberty to share with anyone what my motives are in my aim. Sorry.”
The two men vehemently apologized and cited that their speculation was out of line, but Purdue only smiled. “I just need to go and get some fuel and a crucible big enough to hold Heike. Will be back in a few hours, lads. Please have it open by then.”
“Heike?” Bailey shrugged. “Now it is going to be even harder to imagine him melting her.”
“Why?” Errol asked.
Bailey shrugged, looking quite down about it. “Now she has a name and all, you know? It will be hard to know she is reduced to a pile now, right?”
Errol chuckled. “Just get the tools, you daft prick.”
* * *
Four hours later, Purdue arrived back at the manor with a small truck from Milton’s Hardware and Safety in tow, all the way from Richmond Park in Glasgow. Unloading the large crucible of clay, the fans and thermal fuels was smooth going, considering the weight of it and having to be carried down three floors to an underground place.
By the next day, everything was ready and Purdue used a device similar to that of ground penetration equipment to find Heike’s heart, as directed by Nina’s notes.
“There you are,” he smiled, whispering in the solitude of his welding room. Under clear white lights the tall genius stood in a thick protective apron, wearing large gloves and goggles, ready to steal Heike’s heart. From the reading on his scanner, it consisted of pure platinum, and therefore would survive the lady’s demise in the fire.
To his regret, Purdue wheeled the golden beauty into the furnace to facilitate a great necessity. From the other side of the door of the blazing forge, he could hear the hellish bellow of the flames consume her and Purdue stood in mourning for the statue Heike, like the devil weeping for his victim.

27 Meeting in the Barn

Cecil Harding and his brother, Gary, stood in silence under the dusty, high roof of Nigel Cockran’s barn. Before Gary could assist in the search for his father at Nekenhalle, the police came to tell them that the search had been momentarily paused because of the perilous weather. The officers mentioned nothing of the ominous utterings of the older native men who were part of the search party, but they kept it close to heart.
“We did find the missing dog you referred to, Dr. Harding,” Const. Ballin informed Cecil. “I am so sorry, but she is dead.”
The brothers looked confused. Gary shook his head. “No, Constable, Sparky is a male.”
“Oh,” she replied. “Well, it was hard to tell with the condition it was in. It was all shriveled up like a mummy.”
“What?” Cecil gasped. “The sheep and dogs here have exhibited the same deterioration after three days of death. My God, it must be something in the poison that causes an accelerated state of dehydration, like causing rapid putrefaction to an impossible level.”
“That sounds like science fiction,” Gary mumbled.
“It does sound absurd, but that is what we found to be concrete, right here,” Cecil argued. “You see these carcasses, no older than three days, looking like they are a thousand years old.”
“Too right,” Sgt. Anaru agreed, looking at the sunken head of Nigel Cockran. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Cockran. We are doing our best to get to the bottom of your livestock dying… and your poor dogs. Jesus, it is evil.”
“Not to worry,” Cecil told the sergeant. “I have elicited some help from the Australian Wildlife people. They will be here by tomorrow, they say.”
“What are they going to do?” old Cockran moaned. “Just more people up here to tell me the same bloody shit you all have. You don’t know what it is, but you are sorry. Well, fuck that, mate.”
“What else can we do, Mr. Cockran?” Sgt. Anaru snapped. He did not mean to be unprofessional, but with the stress of what they experienced in the Nekenhalle farmhouse, as well as the failed search attempt, he was as frustrated as the farmer. “And these blokes here? Hey? Their father is missing, presumed dead. How do you think they feel about this investigation yielding nothing?”
“Calm it, Mick,” Const. Ballin cautioned softly next to him. “We are all under great stress here.”
“None of this would have happened if your father did not go snooping around that bloody hill behind the house,” old Cockran whined, speaking to the two Harding brothers.
“What?” Gary snapped at the old man. Cecil knew the old man to be a grump, but even he was surprised at the clear hostility in the old man’s voice.
“You heard me, mate,” the old man retorted. “I told your father when you two first arrived here, to go back to his old farm, but no! I told your brother here the same thing, but he would rather get reasons from me than to just listen!”
“Listen to what?” Cecil asked. “I have been trying to get you to tell me about the goddamn place since you started dropping hints about how bad it is, but you refused to tell me anything! Now you want to start bitching that we cannot get anything done, Nigel, while you keep shit from us!”
“Now you listen to me, sonny-boy,” the old man sneered, steeping up to the veterinarian. “Let me make this easy for you. Blow up the entrance to the mountain and forget about your daddy. Going up there in the first place was just irrational. What are you Hardings, a bunch of fucking possums? You have to creep into holes in the ground when you see them?”
“Listen here, you old bastard,” Gary fumed, lunging at Nigel Cockran, but Sgt. Anaru and Cecil restrained him. “We needed tractor parts! There was an old tractor in the mouth of the hill, so what were we supposed to do? Go and buy new parts for an old machine we had just because of some weird fucking markers on our land?”
Amongst the scuffling and shouting in the barn, a singular, gentle voice peaked.
“When you are all done bringing Sodom and Gomorrah to the farmyard, I have some guests from out of town to announce,” said Sally, Nigel Cockran’s motherly spouse. They ceased their bickering and turned to find Sally standing in front of a small group of strangers. She continued gracefully, “This is the lovely Louisa and this is Eddie. They are from Oz. And they brought some friends from Scotland to help us with this catastrophe. God knows we need more help.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Cockran,” Louisa smiled, relishing the special attention Mrs. Cockran gave her above the pretty Nina Gould.
“Are you the people I had contacted via the main center in Adelaide?” Cecil asked, beaming with hopeful anticipation.
“If you are Dr. Harding, the veterinarian, then yes,” Louisa affirmed cordially.
Cecil went to meet the new arrivals. Almost instantaneously, his eye fell hard on Sam Cleave, the good-looking journalist that stood behind the pretty historian, Dr. Nina Gould.
“It is a pleasure to meet you,” he told Sam as he relished the strong Scot’s grip. Sam, a seasoned receiver of unsolicited affection, could tell right away that the veterinarian was looking at him in a manner that made him uncomfortable. Fortunately, Nina interrupted the tender moment by introducing herself and asking about the Hardings’ farm inheritance.
“Oh, my father inherited it from a great uncle of his a year or so ago,” Cecil answered her boastfully, trying to impress Sam.
“But you never knew him?” she asked.
“No, afraid not. I have been in Wellington for quite a few years now, you know, running a lucrative practice. May I ask, in what capacity are you and your colleagues here to assist us?” he asked Sam.
“Actually, I am here to film footage of the investigation,” Sam answered, trying to use his eyes to beg Nina not to leave him. “Miss Palumbo and Mr. Olden asked me to run a story on the poison deaths of the Australian dingoes, so when we heard of New Zealand poisonings, we thought it would be a good idea to film here as well.”
“Dr. Harding,” Nina asked, “do you also believe that these animals died of snake venom?”
“Oh, no, my dear Dr. Gould,” he replied with overconfidence, “New Zealand has no snakes. Have a look on your iPad if you don’t believe me.”
Nina raised an eyebrow, her surefire portend to a tiff. Sam grabbed her against him and broke that well-aimed death stare she usually marked her opponents with. “I also did not know that there were no snakes in New Zealand, Dr. Gould. Rather unbelievable to me as well.”
“Well, maybe not reptilian snakes, but I would not write off the possibility of a few vipers just yet,” she spat with a spiteful smile than ran Dr. Cecil Harding’s blood cold. By his expression, Sam could see that he had been thoroughly disarmed by the feisty little historian and her anti-bullshit regimen.
“Excuse us?” Sam smiled and pulled her with him to join Eddie Olden and Nigel Cockran, who were discussing the two carcasses on the bed of the old farmer’s truck.
“Oh, Jesus,” Nina cringed at the sight of the animals. “Were those your dogs?”
She kept it to herself, but she knew Sam and Purdue would also notice that the mummified animals resembled the dire fate of the SS soldiers on the shipwrecks.
“They were my dogs, before that unnecessary meddling at the mountain,” the old man bit again, but Gary said nothing in return. He was listening to Purdue. The billionaire explorer was explaining what his involvement in the excursion entailed, but he did not use the word, ‘expedition’. He called it an ‘aided investigation’ into the animal deaths. “Of course, we will also like to help look for your father while Mr. Cleave films footage for his expose to help bring the culling plight to light on an international level.”
‘My God, I am lying through my arse to these people,’ Purdue thought as he was spinning his obligatory yarn. ‘What I would resort to find the truth behind the Black Sun’s doings is becoming unprecedented.’
“Tomorrow, the weather is sure to get better,” Sgt. Anaru declared, “but unfortunately the bad juju of the past few days had chased off most of our manpower in the search.”
“All of them?” Cecil asked.
“No, we still have five men left from the original group, two of which are native elders,” he reported.
“Is that a good thing?” Nina asked.
“Why do you ask that, Ma’am?” the sergeant asked.
“Because if they merit a special mention, it means that you hold them in a different regard to the other men you mentioned,” she elucidated quite articulately. Those present had to agree that Nina had a point and all of a sudden, Sgt. Anaru found himself the center of attention.
He shrugged, “I am not a superstitious man, my friends, but what the elders told me last we were up there was a bit unsettling and I don’t want their stories to influence our search or our investigation. That is all.”
“What did they tell you?” Louisa pried.
“With respect, lady, what did I just say?” he asked Louisa. “I do not want anyone’s head filled with stories about this place. You and your colleagues are here, mainly, to find the origin of the animal poisoning, and secondly, to help us find Mr. Harding, right? So, please forgive me for not spreading old wives tales while we all have to focus on the tangible.”
“I am a historian,” Nina chimed in. “It is very much my business what the elders know about the history of this place, Sergeant. If you don’t mind, I will be picking the brains of these men tomorrow.”
“Be my guest, Dr. Gould, but I don’t want anything to influence the search for these cruel poachers or to mar the focus on Mr. Harding,” Sgt. Anaru insisted.
“No problem, Sergeant,” Purdue reassured the officer in charge. “We will pursue both interests to the fullest, as long as we have the liberty to make our own decisions.”
“Aye, I agree, sir,” Sam told the officer. “After all, we are here voluntarily to assist you with a problem your own associates refuse to. Anything we wish to know from any other source, I think, we are fully entitled to.”
Nina was impressed. No wonder Sam was such a brilliant reporter. He had a way with words that made diplomacy an art he could wield like a scepter. Watching the obviously authoritarian police officer yield to Sam’s subtle assertiveness in freedom of choice was sublime. Even Purdue gloated at his colleague’s diplomatic statement.
“Very well, then,” Sgt. Anaru conceded. “But know this. I will not be taking responsibility for your safety beyond the boundaries I have set out. You are all witnesses to my advice in this search, so if anyone gets hurt or, God forbid, killed, the Arthur’s Pass Police Service will not be accountable.”
“That is acceptable, sir,” Sam affirmed, pointing a high-def handheld straight at the officer. “And we have you on record, so no worries.”
“Good,” the sergeant sighed. “We will meet you at Nekenhalle in the morning, alright?”
The entire group answered favorably as the two officers waved them a goodbye and they all stood for a moment, watching the police officers drive off in the distance with a cloud of dust in their wake. What they did not see was the two solitary figures obscured by the billowing tuft of dirt approaching the Cockran house.

28 What Lurks in the Dust?

Sally loved having so many guests. She loved her husband, but most nights he was understandably exhausted, and on other nights he was just a plain old grump, which did not make the best of company. Now she had some interesting conversation due, if she could keep up with the cooking.
“Mrs. Cockran, we can really stay over at a holiday resort,” Purdue smiled. “There are some cabins down at Lake Brunner, you know.”
A light slap to his arm affirmed the friendly lady’s protest. “Don’t you dare rebuke my offer, Mr. Purdue. I insist! Of course, I cannot offer you the luxury accommodation I am sure you Brits are used to, but it is clean and a lot more personal.”
Nina was smiling at Purdue’s amusing body language, lurching over the small farm wife like an awkward teenager. “Oh, we don’t care for luxury,” he assured Sally. “If you had seen the places we have had to sleep before…”
“Aye,” Sam agreed. “We are the most unspoiled lot you will ever meet.”
“Even though you are all stupidly wealthy,” Miss Palumbo chipped in. Her tone was oddly cordial for such a snide remark. Sally looked a bit confused, having no idea who her guests were in the outside world. Nina lolled her head to one side and Louisa knew she was about to be confronted.
“Wealth is subjective, my darling,” Nina said. “What you see as wealth might be a burden of responsibility to someone else. Besides, if you feel uneasy among us stupidly rich lot, the barn looks rather accommodating.”
“How dare you!” Louisa gasped.
Nina smiled sarcastically. “What? If you want to think like a brainless peasant, I’ll treat you like one.”
“Nina,” Sam said softly, reading Nina’s hostility towards the conservationist as a clear sign of misdirected jealousy. In fact, it flattered him just a little.
“No, Sam, I could not give a shit about money,” she whispered harshly, shooting her address straight at Louisa. “I studied very hard for many years to attain my doctorate, only to get my ass kicked by sexist professors. I had faculty politics fuck me over, keeping me from tenure by some bullshit technicalities, until Purdue employed me as a freelance advising historian.” Nina’s dark eyes were on fire as she slowly approached Louisa. “The last thing I need is for a stranger, an ignorant hussy in a bush uniform, to pass judgement on me for making my own fucking way in the world.”
‘Ouch,’ Sam cringed in his mind.
“Nina,” Purdue fell into the mix, smiling uncomfortably as he gently seized the petite firecracker away from the terrified Louisa, who had now back into the living room corner. Sam was relieved to see Purdue twirl with Nina in an evasive dance, supposedly jesting to get her away from her target.
“Jesus Christ, what is her problem?” Louisa asked Sam, her eyes wide and stiff.
“She is defensive,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “It is true, though. Nina has been through hell, quite literally, since she became involved with us. You’re a woman. I’m sure you have been faced with sexist bullshit in your career.”
“Plenty,” she concurred. “Try being a big wildlife ranger amongst a bunch of macho assholes.”
“Exactly,” he said. “Nina barely got away with her life at times and the success she has amassed over the years, really should not be used to make assumptions.”
Louisa understood now, yet she dared not apologize to Nina before the historian had put out that inferno she held in her tongue. The even-tempered Aussie had heard about the Scottish temperament, but she never dreamed that it was this harsh. Throughout dinner, Sam found Nina unnaturally quiet, but he guessed that it was due to her brief scrap with Louisa, exacerbated by Mrs. Cockran placing Sam next to her.
After dinner, Sally denied all offers to help with the dishes. Instead, she served ice tea and beer where they congregated outside on the veranda for a bit of fresh night air. Under the thick coverage of the cloudy night, it was warm and pleasant, even though the weather was unusual for the time of year.
Purdue, of course, was interested in finding out as much about the area as possible, but all he could muster from the Cockrans was some history of gold mining and the three severe storms that sporadically devastated crops between the Arnold Valley and Greymouth.
“Tell me about the mine on the Harding farm, Gary,” Purdue requested.
“It’s dirty, old, and it ate my father,” Gary mumbled indifferently.
“You sound pretty sure that your father is in the mine,” the old farmer sneered. “Uncanny, isn’t it?”
Gary Harding ignored Nigel Cockran, and chose to address Purdue instead. “I have only been there a few weeks, Dave,” he recounted, “but I was there when my father scuttled into the mine’s entrance when the shit hit the fan.”
“Yes, about the shit hitting the fan, son,” old Cockran started, nursing a small coffee mug filled with beer. “You were about to tell me a bit about that this morning, remember, before your brother got up?”
Cecil leered at his brother. “Funny. He told me he could not remember much in the chaos. I found him practically catatonic inside the house.”
“It is true, mate,” Gary retorted. “I don’t remember much from that brief period of madness when Dad disappeared.” Gradually, the different conversations among the group of people ceased to tune into the intriguing account that Gary Harding was delivering. “I did not remember much, and what I do remember was not worth mentioning.”
“Why?” his brother asked abruptly.
Gary hesitated, but on realizing the attention was on him, felt compelled to tell the party around him. At least, with this many people about, his brother and the old farmer could not just dismiss his words as folly. It was hard for him to reach back into the hazy bedlam of that afternoon, but he had to bring it to light, no matter how crazy it sounded.
“Look, we needed parts from the Agritek tractor, so Dad made me help him clear the weeds and matagouri…”
“What the hell is matagouri?” Purdue frowned.
Collectively, the Hardings and Cockrans babbled that it was an indigenous thorny weed, usually rare, on the South Island.
Sam nudged Nina and whispered, “Agritek tractors. I once did a scoop on a wheat farmer who ran a drug cartel from his farm, so I learned a bit about farm machinery.”
“Fascinating, Sam,” Nina said, rolling her eyes while Gary was recounting how he had to struggle maintaining his footing on the loose black soil.
“It is just interesting,” Sam explained. “Those tractors were made in and imported from Argentina.”
Purdue and Nina took a moment to process the seemingly insignificant shard of information, but soon they snapped what Sam was drawing about. Of course, it was for Argentina being the Nazi sanctuary from where the twin ships would deploy the Inca operation and Operation Eden, respectively.
“I’m just saying. If they could import Argentinian farm equipment, they could have had other business ties between Argentina and New Zealand,” Sam remarked.
“That is a valid theory,” Purdue conceded, and with that recovered his attention on Gary Harding.
“We were up at the mouth, chopping through the brush, when I saw something move in the branches, making the stems of the weeds shake like this,” he described, gesturing wildly with his hands. “I thought it was someone squatting in the hill, you know, not wanting us to find him and I could not see him through the leaves. I figured he was leopard crawling towards Dad, so I froze, pissing Dad right off,” he snickered bitterly. “But the bushes started shaking like crazy, right, so I told Dad not to move. Being Dad, he did the opposite, charging at the bloke in the bushes without even knowing how big he was.”
“And they fought?” Cockran asked.
“Too right, they fought,” Gary affirmed. “Like two bloody wrestlers, I just saw them roll into the mouth of the mine. Just dust, man, everywhere. I heard Dad screaming, and I heard the other blokes screech like they got really hurt, right, and the dust choked me and burned my eyes, so I saw nothing else. But I swear to God, this part is true.” He waited, his chest heaving as the apprehension gripped him. Gary stared into space and whispered, “I swear to God I am not lying.”
“Yes, we gather that,” Cecil sighed. “Now, what is it you are not lying about?”
Gary’s countenance was laden with distress. “Under my hand I felt something slide, something massive, cool to the touch and scaly. My eyes were burning too much to open them properly, but I swear that it was a snake.”
“I thought that there were no snakes in New Zealand,” Nina said, perplexed.
Cecil nodded. “That is what makes my brother so adamant that we know he is dead serious, I suppose.”
“I am dead serious, mate,” his brother contested. “I know what I felt. I know what I saw.”
Playing the devil’s advocate, Sam asked, “Alright, what kind of snake do you think it was? It might explain the snake venom in the dead animals.”
Purdue’s face lit up at Sam’s suggestion. He could not agree more.
Gary shrugged. “An Anaconda or a Python.”
“Preposterous,” Cecil scoffed.
“Who the fuck are you to doubt me?” Gary growled at his brother.
“Um, I am a veterinarian,” Cecil bragged. To insult Gary even more, he blatantly laughed at him. “And I bet you a year’s worth of Lion Red that there is no such thing as an Anaconda on South Island, mate!”
From the pitch dark of the shadow cast by the trees around the back of the house, a voice of mature age spoke. “Then you had better start buying beer, mate.”
Nigel Cockran jumped up out of his chair, shotgun in hand and his eyes like saucers. “Who’s that? Who’s there? You come out or I’ll blow your bloody brains out!”
Everyone sat frozen, dead quiet and staring into the dark beyond the reach of the porch lights. They could hear the faint scuffle of feet, alarming them to seize whatever weapons they carried. After all, with the talk of poachers running amuck in the local area, they had every right to distrust the voices of strangers in the dark.
“Easy, mate, easy,” the voice urged calmly. “No trouble here. No trouble.”
From the shade stepped two Maori elders, hands up in the air in surrender. “We are here to help look for the Harding man. That is all. Put away the gun, Mr. Cockran.”
“Hope you don’t mind that we show up early,” the other elder man said, as Cockran lowered his barrel. “Quite a walk from our place, but we got here too early. Sgt. Anaru asked us to come back to join the search party.”
“You were here last time, when the thunderstorm came?” Sally asked. “The constable told me about only five men left after the rain started.”
“That’s us,” the one man said. “I’m Sully. This is Herman.”
“Well, come up and get some beer,” Farmer Cockran invited them. He went to look for more chairs, but found that all the chairs were already occupied.
“No worries,” Sully smiled. “I’ll perch. I’ll perch.” With a limber leap, he hopped up on the bannister and made himself comfortable. His friend, Herman, did the same.
“Are you blokes from the tribe at Brunner?” old Cockran asked.
“I am,” Herman said. “Sully is from Christchurch’s Samoan community, but he moved here few months back.”
“Ah, so you are Samoan?” Purdue asked.
“Nah,” Eddie Olden objected. “He is Maori, clearly. Right, Herman?”
“Correct,” Herman affirmed happily, to which Eddie introduced himself and Louisa Palumbo to identify with the wildlife claim the two native men made inadvertently. “By your response to Dr. Harding’s bet with his brother, I deduce that you insinuate that there are Anacondas in New Zealand?” Eddie inquired.
Both Herman and Sully nodded, evoking a buzz of negation from the group present, but among all of them, David Purdue was the only one who believed them out of hand.

29 Secret of Snakes

The two elders shook their heads at the collective protest. Purdue rose from his chair and smiled, “Come now, everyone, let us not just dismiss this claim. I, for one, prefer to play audience to explanation before I deny something.”
“Look, Mr. Purdue, as a veterinarian I can assure you that it is a ludicrous claim,” Cecil countered.
“Jesus, alright, we get it. You’re a vet,” Nina muttered, evoking a giggle from Louisa.
“Gentlemen, would you mind if my colleague, Sam Cleave here, filmed you explaining this statement for our documentary?” Purdue asked tactfully.
“No, no problem, but you don’t show our faces or mention our names,” Sully clarified.
“Yeah, we don’t need more crap from the other tribesmen for letting this get out,” Herman agreed.
“Letting what crap out?” Nina asked with no small amount of intrigue. “That there are snakes in this country or that you knew about it?”
“Lady, we all knew, but the problem was solved in 1970, when we caved in the mine. It was not until that nosy Scotsman Williams went looking for the Lost City that all hell broke loose. They came back up to the surface, the bastards!” Sully rambled. As he went along, Sam was having a time of it to try and ready his camera in time before the man divulged all the information. At the mention of Dr. Williams, Purdue and his friends stiffened up and glared at one another.
“You all knew?” Eddie asked old Cockran.
“Knew what?” the old farmer mumbled, drunk enough to be of no use, but Sally shook her head and said, “We knew about the rumors and the legends, but not about… snakes? No, not snakes.”
“Wait, now, friends,” Purdue said. He looked at Sam to confirm that the journalist was ready this time. When Sam nodded, Purdue asked, “Tell us about the Lost City.”
Louisa came to sit down next to Nina, still a bit wary of the small-framed historian with the furious powers of assertion. She was smoking a cigarette, which got Nina’s instant attention. When the dark-eyed beauty locked eyes with Louisa, she prepared herself for another attack, but instead Nina asked, “Bum me a smoke?”
Louisa grinned. “Sure!”
Herman shifted uncomfortably in front of Sam’s lens. He was a reserved man who did not enjoy cameras, but deep inside him there was a tiny inkling that his voice would be immortalized, and that sat well with him. On his head, he wore a cowboy hat much like Sully’s. Unlike Sully, though, Herman was of slight build. From under his hat his wild frizzy hair made him look like a 1960s rock star, whereas Sully’s robust build and grey braid gave him the appearance of a Cherokee chief from a modern Hollywood film.
“The so-called Lost City is a legend that came from when my grandparents came to New Zealand from Samoa in the late 1800’s. People who hear this legend think it is something from Jungle Book or something, with treasures of gold and silver…” Sully explained, while his friend smiled coyly as he enjoyed the misinformation they were debunking.
“But it is not like that,” Herman added. “It is not about the gold that lies under these mountains. The settlers thought what they always do.” He made a shrill voice to impersonate those he was referring to. “Oh, there is gold to be plundered. Let’s ignore all warnings and rape all the sacred ground to make ourselves rich. Well, at Nekenhalle they got their comeuppance, not once, not twice, but continuously.”
“The Lost City is said to be the home of the Cosmic Snake, you know, the one that will destroy the earth at the end of days. There are many such beliefs in different cultures, of course, but the markers tell us that it is here at Nekenhalle,” Sully explained. “Why do you think the place is called Nekenhalle?”
“I was actually still going to ask about that,” Sam acknowledged. “The etymology is a bit unclear.”
“When Germany occupied Western Samoa in the 1800’s, some Samoa-born Germans came to New Zealand during the migration,” Sully elucidated. “Nekenhalle belonged to one of those families, a Prussian family called Wilhelm, my grandma told me. The Wilhelm’s were the first men to disappear looking for gold under those hills, mate.”
“My turn,” the more jovial Herman told his friend. “They named the farm Nekenhalle, because ‘neke’ is Maori for ‘snake’.”
“Hall of Snakes,” Nina announced. “That’s what the name means.”
“Christ,” Eddie Olden grunted. “How did our colleagues here not know this, Louisa?”
She shrugged, “Maybe they knew, Ed. Maybe this is New Zealand’s best kept secret. It would make sense, you know, to protect the place from a gold rush?”
“Good point!” Nina gasped. “Like guardians, guardians of the Lost City.”
“Fuck me,” Sam muttered in awe. Sally looked terrified, even upset. She collected some glasses and went for the kitchen, while her husband stared into space. “It makes perfect sense. Keep the secret of snakes, and make it look like mining accidents when someone goes snooping,” Sam said, putting it all together.
The two elders looked satisfied with his presumption.
“And that is what is poisoning the livestock,” Louisa concluded, looking at Eddie with horror in her eyes. “We have to get a specimen, Eddie.”
“God no!” Cecil cried in protest.
“Crikey, Lou, if you are serious, you are certifiable. For Christ’s sake, don’t expect me to accompany you!” he shrieked in revolt. “In fact, I will be happy to consider this case closed and keep this little secret myself! There is no goddamn way I am going to go up there and harvest another bloody predator to infest Australia with, love! And if you have any regard for the indigenous wildlife back home you will know better than to take one of those demons back!”
“That is the right word, mate,” Herman told Eddie. “See, these things aren’t normal serpents. That bloke over there said they were Anacondas, but tell me, Dr. Veterinarian,” he beseeched, addressing Cecil, “how many venomous Anacondas do you know of?”
Cecil gulped. It was a horrifying notion. “None. They are essentially boa constrictors.”
“Not these, mate,” Herman said, looking amused. Purdue watched Herman intently, sharpening his pale blue eyes on the native elder from his chair at the end of the table. From behind his hand he spoke, leaning to his right in a relaxed posture. “You almost sound like you admire these creatures.”
The old Maori pinned Purdue with his glare and replied, “Tell me you do not find some admiration in terrible gods, my friend. There is something about the cruel and powerful beasts of this earth that reminds us of our insignificance and I think we need that kind of humility thrust on us every now and then, don’t you?”
Purdue nodded. “There is much weight in that attitude, my good man. Much.”
“Good to see a man not blinded by money,” Eddie remarked. His statement amazed Purdue and his friends. It was an unexpected affirmation coming from someone who vilified the billionaire for so long, but it was welcome. Eddie lifted his glass to Purdue, who returned the gesture, and the two former rivals exchanged smiles.
“This bit of exposition was very helpful, gentlemen,” Sam said, “but I’ll have you know, by tomorrow I hope you both have a good laugh at our gullibility and admit that you played a joke on us.”
“I agree, Sam,” Nina sighed, finishing her beer, “because if this shit is real, I did not bring enough underwear or alcohol to deal with it.”
“I hate to break it to you, love,” Sully told Nina, “but you are about to be sorely disappointed.”
“What kind of weapons will we need for the search tomorrow?” Eddie asked the elders. They looked at one another, seeming quite worried themselves. Herman tilted his head and shrugged, “Wish I knew, mate, wish I knew. We have never seen these things ourselves. We just heard all the stories from our dads and mums, grandparents, and so on.”
“But from what Dr. Harding said he found in the animals,” Sully joined in, “these things are real. Poison and crushed bones, as well as moving rapidly through the grass…”
“And the house!” Herman reminded him. “The cops said they chased assailants they could not see, that moved too fast, right?”
“Right!” Sully nodded.
“I’d say the young Mr. Harding over there is due a year’s beers, mate,” Eddie smiled at Gary.
“Can’t say this is a bet I am glad to have won,” the young man admitted. “I was hoping that what I saw was just two blokes moving fast. Knowing that they could have been something we have never had to worry about just gives me the creeps, honestly. Now I am sure my father’s is dead. I heard him scream. Now I know why. My dad was terrified of snakes, even the small, harmless ones.”
“That’s true. We could not even watch snake movies with him when we were ankle-biters,” Cecil agreed with his brother. His smile of reminiscence waned when another thought came up. He looked at Gary. “You said they screamed, these things?”
“Well, sort of. They shrieked, screeched like those spiders in the horror films, you know,” he told Cecil.
“Christ,” Nina said. “I wonder, since we are on the understanding that they are already hybrids, if they could be more of just a mix of two serpent species. After all, what they supposedly are already, could very well be just part of the mix.” She looked at Herman and Sully. “Gentlemen, do you have any idea where they come from? Have they always been here, just subterranean?” She quickly cast a look to Sam and Purdue. “Or were they brought here from somewhere else, perhaps?”
Herman cleared his throat, puffing on his pipe in between sentences. “All we know is what we heard, according to very old legends. But, you know, legends are usually exaggerations of the truth. They could have come here with settlers, tourists, who knows.”
Sully added, “You must remember, Dr. Gould, we have not personally seen these creatures. For all we know these are just stories, but it is possible, by the incident across the years, that they are really here… and as you say, maybe they are worse than we think.”
“That is going to help me sleep a wee bit better,” Sam jested.
“Speaking of sleep,” Purdue announced, “from the sound of things we have a heavy day ahead tomorrow, my friends.” He looked at Sam and Nina specifically, knowing they were as eager to pry into the lost city mythos branched from the writings in the Heike letter. The threesome dared not admit that they were not there for the sake of conservation or to help look for Lewis Harding. They would keep secret that they all thought that Lewis Harding was dead already, if only to use the time for their own pursuit.
Normally such a mission would appear disrespectful, but if the Lost City of New Zealand’s South Island held a threat to the world, a threat so immense that the Order of the Black Sun covered it up, it was worth uncovering.

30 Nekenhalle Receives Her Guests

Just before dawn, the entire house was shaken by a shattering clap of thunder. Several yelps of panic reverberated throughout the Cockran farmhouse, followed by a light going on in the living room, where some of the men were sleeping.
“Jesus! Did you hear that?” Sam wailed, sitting up on the couch while wiping his eyes like a scared schoolboy. “Is that a thunderstorm?”
Sally came wandering into the living room, causing yet another fright to her guests.
“Oh, I’m sorry, boys,” she apologized sweetly. “I have a tendency to walk in the dark. Sorry I scared you. But yes, dear Sam, I saw the flash like rapid daylight outside our bedroom window just before the shot.”
Nina and Louisa came stumbling into the room, clutching at one another in fear.
“That was insane!” Nina shrieked. “Do you have many storms like that here, Sally?”
The lady of the house shook her head. “Not really, darling. Never like this. To tell you the truth, Nigel and me are as surprised as you are.” Her face pulsed in blue strobe light that cut through the window just before another ungodly whip of thunder. By reflex, everyone cowered, and in its wake came the rattle of the windows.
“My God, this is going to cause more catastrophe,” Nigel moaned as he came from the same dark corridor his wife had emerged from. The old, moody man pulled a shirt over his skinny torso and headed for the kitchen, where Sally had put the kettle on.
“What is the time, mate?” Cecil asked Sam.
Sam’s cock-eyed attempt at reading his watch took a while, before he replied, “It’s just past 5am.”
“That’s right, mate!” old Cockran shouted from the kitchen. “Time to rise and get your asses in gear for that long day!”
Slowly, everyone started to fold up their blankets. Some went to the two available bathrooms while others elected to hit the kitchen for Sally’s strong black strength first. Outside, the weather was more like Scotland than the southern islands, apart from the wind. There was not much of a gale, but the light rain permeated through the roots and soil. Above the entire Arnold Valley and Lake Brunner region, the clouds sagged in dark grey cotton wool tassels, an unusual turn of climate.
“This weather is going to make our search extra difficult,” Cecil remarked as he sipped some coffee. Gary stood next to his chubby brother, having a slice of toast from Sally’s first batch. “Last time a little bit of this rain chased of handfuls of supposed men,” Gary complained. “Let’s hope it doesn’t happen with this group.”
“I cannot speak for everyone,” Purdue reassured him, “but between Dr. Gould, Mr. Cleave, and I, you have solid companions up at Nekenhalle today.”
“Thank you, Mr. Purdue,” Gary said. “Will the cops be coming?”
Herman and Sully stood by the backdoor, opening it a scratch to survey the intensity of the weather. Sully looked at Gary. “I don’t know about the rest of the party, but I know Anaru will show up. That boy has been curious and passionate about that farm since he was a little brat.”
As he spoke, two headlights blossomed over the kitchen window glass. It was the police vehicle of Sgt. Mick Anaru, stopping under the protection of the dense tree line where the elders had come through the night before.
“Are you coming with us, Nigel?” Cecil asked. “After all, it is your livestock suffering from whatever is up there.”
“I’m coming with you, boy,” Cockran affirmed through a mouthful of porridge. “I’ll leave my truck here, because I don’t need it to get stuck in the wet muck at Nekenhalle.”
“Fair enough,” Cecil agreed, lifting his coffee mug. “I can take Herman, Sully, my brother… and Sam.”
Nina scoffed next to Sam, hiding her face as she chuckled by herself. Sam exhaled long and heavily. Purdue called to take Louisa and Nina with him in Sgt. Anaru’s 4x4. Inside the next hour, poor Sally was left alone in a house full of dishes and flickering lights pummeled by the iffy electrical boxes through the valley. In her hands, she wrung a dishcloth as she evaluated the damage. With a shrug she said, “Not bad for a group of foreigners. At least they folded their bloody blankets and put the toilet seat down.”
* * *
When Sgt. Anaru’s truck and Cecil’s SUV pulled up at the Nekenhalle gates, the grey morning did not have to influence the melancholy foreboding the black winding dirt road presented. Purdue made small talk while the think streaks of lightning elicited gasps among the occupants of the car. “So, Sergeant, has Constable Ballin taken the day off?”
“I gave her the day off, yes,” Sgt. Anaru answered.
During the brief moment of gear changes before entering the gates, Nina peered through the wet, diamond-riddled windows at the meandering pathway up to the ugly hill.
“Look at it,” she said plainly. “Even the road looks like a Black Mamba.”
“Thank you, Nina,” Purdue cringed, making her and Louisa smile. Purdue smiled and looked in the same direction as Nina, wondering how poor Sam was doing with his admirer in the car behind them. At once, he saw what Sgt. Anaru hoped he would not. “What are those?”
The police officer ignored the question, hoping the Scottish tourist would let it slide as something insignificant. However, David Purdue was not the type of explorer who just dismissed arcane symbols on a mysterious patch of land. “Nina, look,” Purdue said, pointing into the trees. “Do you see that? Anything you have seen before?”
Nina’s dark eyes grew wide as her fascination peaked. Fortunately, the vehicle moved slowly to navigate the deeper dents and potholes in the road, allowing her to use her phone to zoom in on the strange markers.
“Clever girl,” Purdue said. “I did not think of that.”
“Of course you didn’t,” she replied, narrowing her gaze to get a good aim while the sergeant’s driving became a bit more reckless to impair Nina’s photographic flair. Louisa leaned over to see what the others were talking about. She looked less surprised than Nina, remarking, “That one is Maori in nature, but it has some Aboriginal symbols on the other side. Go figure.”
Sgt. Anaru scowled at the Australian through his rear view mirror, but he said nothing. Nina took a series of pictures as they passed the different slender markers among the trees. Purdue could see the officer’s dissatisfaction.
“What is the matter, Sergeant? Are we not allowed to take pictures?” he pried.
“You know that is ridiculous,” the short response came from the sergeant. “Of course you can take pictures. I just don’t like it when people pry too much in native affairs.”
“Not prying, Sgt. Anaru,” Louisa reassured him. “I just recognized the sigils because I work closely with some Aboriginal tribal leaders, especially in and around Adelaide and Alice Springs. The Outback has been suffering poaching too lately, so I have met with what tourists would call shamans.”
“My, that sounds interesting,” Purdue smiled. He twisted his long lean body to face her where she sat behind him. “Anything you can translate on these beacons?”
The sergeant could take no more of the exclusion. With a heavy sigh, he said, “It means that we should not mess with this land. That is what it means. As you can see, many people have no bloody respect for those markers. See the chips of red paint here and there?”
“Aye,” Nina replied. “They painted over the symbols.”
“Precisely, Dr. Gould,” the sergeant sneered. “Bloody tourists interfering with holy things.” His eyes cut into the women in the backseat just as the two cars rounded the muddy mess of the open area outside the back of the farmhouse. Both vehicles stopped as the drizzle formed sheets of ghostly veils that gave the house, as well as the gaping mouth of the looming hill, a supernatural appearance. Black in silhouette and boasting its silent towers, the house of Nekenhalle reminded Sam of a ghost ship casually emerging from the fog.
“Shall we all first head for the house?” Purdue asked the sergeant.
“Yes, sir,” Sgt. Anaru confirmed.
Thunder rumbled in the distance, reminding all that it was still crawling along the land. Both cars vacated, the group gathered on the veranda of the house. Sgt. Anaru, Cecil Harding and his brother Gary still remembered their last scrap with the farmhouse, all looking a bit apprehensive about what could still be lurking inside.
“Alright people, thank you for aiding us in the search for Lewis Harding. As Gary had told us in his statement, there is a good chance that Mr. Harding would be in the vicinity of the mine entrance, where he initially vanished from,” the stern and captivating Sgt. Anaru proclaimed. “However, as you are all volunteers, I implore you to use the buddy system, alright? Also, you can choose where you search, but do take note that the police service does not take responsibility for your safety. Wandering off is a very unwise idea.”
“I’ll look through the house,” Nina cried immediately. “Sam needs to film the interior of the house for when he does coverage for the expose on Mr. Harding’s disappearance, right?”
“Aye!” Sam chipped in quickly. “We’ll get footage inside and if we do not discover clues as to Mr. Harding’s possible whereabouts, we will join up with the exterior comb of the place.”
He looked at Nina and surreptitiously whispered. “Ta.”
“I am going up to the mine,” Louisa announced. “Who is with me?”
“You are a brave lady, Louisa,” Purdue smiled. “I shall join you and the Harding brothers at the mine’s mouth.” Purdue was wearing a technologically loaded utility vest, and on his hip he wore a sidearm, as did Sam, both for which the two Scots had presented licenses for, at Anaru’s request.
Louisa nodded amicably. Her hair was in a ponytail under a baseball cap and she carried a compact hard case over her shoulder. Attached to her belt, an extending baton hanged down the top half of her cargo pants.
Nina and Sam were dressed in jeans and flannels, similar to the Harding brothers and the elders, Herman and Sully. They trusted in their Caterpillars and combat boots to tread through the rough terrain. The native elders had Winchester rifles slung over their backs by leather holsters and they also elected to head through the brush and trees that surrounded the entrance of the mine, working their way in towards the gaping hole.
Just before Purdue left with the others, he pulled Sam and Nina aside.
“You two, be careful, please. I don’t want us to end up as statistics, which is what this farm does to people, it seems. Williams knew this place was too wicked to leave to his wife,” Purdue whispered.
“What exactly are we looking for? Coordinates? Treasure?” Sam asked under his breath.
“The Lost City is here, according to all sources, Sam,” Purdue explained. “Only Williams would have known where it was precisely from here. Find hidden documents or some sort of beacon to the city’s location. Look, we are essentially looking for an answer to the mystery of Operation Eden.”
“So we are not looking for an actual El Dorado rip-off, right?” Nina made sure. “Because I have a feeling Operation Eden did not come from some beautiful garden city hung in fruitful harvests and flowing springs over golden temples. I think it derives its name from a place where deception was wrought by a serpent, if you catch my drift.”
“Aye, that makes perfect sense. After all, when one things of Eden, the first thing that comes to mind is a woman and a snake,” Sam conceded. “Purdue, watch your back with those Aussies. If anything happens to you, you’ll be facing another lawsuit when we get home.” Sam’s jest brought a smile to Purdue’s face and Nina laid her hand on his arm to reinforce her protectiveness over her friend.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Purdue gasped, fumbling in his backpack. “Nina, I want you to take this, just for protection. You never know where the monsters can rear their heads.”
He placed the small device in her hand, explaining briefly what Sam already knew from their previous use of the Taser-type gadget in Spain. “That is a powerful jolter, Nina,” Sam supported Purdue’s gift. “That jolt will being back Elvis, I swear.”
Nina glared at the small weapon with cynicism, but accepted Purdue’s generous grant of power. “Thanks Purdue,” she smiled. “If Sam gives me any shit, I’ll turn him into a crisp.”
As if the gods heard her words, lightning flared up the dark and gloomy doorway of the farmhouse, summoning them to their diligent task.

31 Snake Eat Snake

Grange House — Edinburgh
After visiting hours at Hazelwood Private Clinic, where Miss Williams was under the best care and supervision in Europe, her grandmother returned to Grange House by taxi. It was still early, the sky virtually illuminated with cloud cover that reflected its light over Edinburgh, when the elderly lady entered her lavish home. As usual, her staff had gone home and she sat down in front of the fireplace for a sweet sherry.
Outside the window, the wind was gently moving the trees, a sign of the serenity her granddaughter exhibited when she visited her. The small-framed heiress reveled in the warmth of the sherry, like the generous fire that warmed her legs. From the other room the sound of Tchaikovsky permeated like a sweet scent. Aptly, it was Op. 76 — The Storm overture in E minor, a beautiful and terrible composition Mrs. Williams enjoyed listening to on solemn nights.
After she emptied her copita, she set the glass down on her mantle and locked the door of the study. On her way through the late Dr. Williams’ office, she grabbed the crystal decanter with his favorite cognac and two of the set’s shot glasses. With an expression of determination and a hint of anticipation, she opened the hidden compartment door in the wooden panel next to the tall window, and disappeared into the darkness beyond. Her sure fingers flicked the switch to her right, illuminating the long decline of steps that led down to her husband’s sarcophagus under the fireplace.
“I am coming, my love,” she sang cheerfully as her small feet skipped along the cold stone floor. Down here, the outside world became irrelevant and nothing above the ground floor mattered. Her mature voice reverberated in the compact grave chamber and she came to sit down next to the commemorative plaque her husband’s name was engraved upon.
“You did not think I would forget about you, did you, my darling Kenneth?” she smiled as she poured a generous helping of cognac into the small glasses. “It is our anniversary after all. Let me see, how long has it been? Do you know?”
She took a glass in each hand and left the decanter at the plaque, strolling over to the rock wall on the opposite side of the sarcophagus. With elegance, she used her elbow to press on one of the stones, which promptly moved under her pressure. Sliding out like a drawer it presented Mrs. Williams with a human skull of some age.
“Ich vermisse dich, Schatz,” she said, and raised her glass to her husband’s skull. “But you know I had to do it. I could not have you cheating on me down there in that primitive place, not with such a lesser woman. You knew I would not allow that, didn’t you? But that is all behind us now, sweetheart. Let’s drink to our anniversary — five years since I reminded you that I am the only woman you would ever be with — and see, here you are, still with me.”
Mrs. Williams poured the cognac from one glass over the skull and took a swig of the other glass. Her eyes glimmered as she watched the wetness brighten the bone around the absent part of the back of the skull, where she had crushed Dr. Williams’ head with the same rock he was now buried in. The alcohol was stronger than she remembered it to be last year, when she celebrated their anniversary in the same way.
“Ooh! I must be getting old, darling. I cannot seem to handle my drink that well anymore,” she cooed.
“It’s not the alcohol that is affecting you, Mrs. Williams,” a voice suddenly said behind her. The widow swung around and shrieked at the sight of the giant Oleg, sitting at the sarcophagus of Dr. Williams with the decanter in his hand. He gave the amber fluid a sniff and pulled a hideous face.
“Oleg, what in God’s name are you doing in here?” she screamed furiously, throwing the glass at his face. “How dare you?” Oleg dodged the weapon of the timid little woman and laughed.
“You know, we waited for you to screw up before we took these final steps to eradicate your entire accursed bloodline, Mrs. Williams… or shall I call you Frau Wilhelm?” he asked. “When the Order of the Black Sun gave your husband this mansion to hold their secret ceremonies we could never infiltrate well enough to find out which property was given to him. When he secured Nekenhalle in New Zealand, we knew you were up to some nasty double crossing, typical of your kind.”
“Who the hell are you?” she growled as her insides began to burn from gullet to gut.
“Oleg, remember?” he snickered.
“Don’t play games with me!” she tried to scream, but the special strain of acid had already begun to eat at her vocal chords. Her eye caught the fizzy tuft of vapor that was digesting the bone of Dr. Williams’ skull bone where she had poured the drink.
“Only when our security systems in Wrichtishousis picked up your conversation with David Purdue, did we get a lock on your location. Sorry about your granddaughter. We had to use her to get you to rear your ugly head.”
“You attacked my granddaughter, you son of a bitch?” she hissed, quivering in rage.
“No, I don’t attack young girls, madam. I am not a coward. We gave that job to our operative at Purdue’s laboratory to complete. In fact,” he looked at his watch, “our insider at Hazelwood Private Clinic just finished what she started. Sharon is a very proficient agent for the Brigade Apostate and its affiliates.”
“Brigade Apostate?” the old woman seethed. “The nemesis of the Order? Made up of former Black Sun members?”
“Aye, that one,” he said casually. “As you well know, we will always short circuit the work of the Order as far as we can, so when Dr. Wilhelm almost caused the demise of the world as we know it down in New Zealand, we had to put a lid on it in 1970, but he escaped us.” Oleg smiled cheerfully as he pointed to the disintegrating skull. “Delighted to see you did it for us.”
The old woman fell to her knees as her tongue and lips began to bleed, but Oleg did not budge, nor did he offer any alleviation by putting her out of her misery. “We had to plug this shit once more, having to kill innocent delegates and blow up storage facilities just to destroy the remains from the Kriegsmarine-Zwei. And after David Purdue offers to cover all your granddaughter’s medical costs and give her the best care, you send him to his doom in the Lost City? You know, even for a member of the Order of the Black Sun that is pretty low.”
“He was Renatus and he betrayed the Order,” she mouthed, but her words came as little more than grunts and squeals. “After years of grooming him for leadership without his knowledge, he deceived us! He was to be the next Hitler, the fool!”
“Nevertheless, you used his trust in your husband to fuck him over. You offered him the cipher book that would lead them straight to the Lost City, Gloria, where you knew they would discover the Dire Serpent,” Oleg roared, now devoid of his charming smile. “You sent Purdue and his expedition team in there to die, sparing you the killing effort, but you also knew the measure of expertise and resilience these three people possess. Obviously you reckoned that, should they survive by some miracle, they would discover the Dire Serpent and inadvertently let it loose on the world — what your husband failed to do.”
The dying widow wailed in pain, her cries echoing through her husband’s tomb, never to reach a sympathetic ear. Oleg seemed to scrutinize her body’s reaction to the acid. “It is rather poetic you go out this way, by means of a strain your husband devised along with the very poison currently wreaking havoc through his pets down south. Whatever becomes of Purdue, my organization will make sure the Dire Serpent does not survive. We will once more bury it under the earth and prevail as the guardians of the lost city.”
Mrs. Williams smiled. It was unclear whether her grin came from the acid consuming her lips and cheeks, baring her teeth, or from actual pleasure. Inside her body, the deadly substance gradually liquefied her innards, but she had one more thing to say. “Purdue will die or he will unleash the Dire Serpent, Oleg. Either way… we win.”

32 Unearthing the Truth

Nekenhalle, South Island
On their way through the trees toward the higher cascades of the mine hill, Purdue asked Herman about the markings that Sgt. Anaru was so defensive about. With the police officer heading into the mouth of the mind with his weapon drawn, he could not keep Purdue from getting the information he wished to obtain.
“Why red paint, though?” he asked as they sauntered past the markers. The elders exchanged glances. After a brief pause, Sully answered the Scottish explorer’s question.
“Nazi’s.”
Purdue did a double take to make sure the Samoan leader was not laughing. His face was straight and serious, prompting Purdue to react in the same way as most people.
“Excuse me?” he frowned.
“The red paint,” Herman explained, “is what is left of the symbols the Nazis painted over the guardian etchings of the tribes. We never knew if it was to claim the land as theirs or if they thought their little sun would counter the ancient sigils of this land. Idiots.”
“Sun? They painted a sun?” Purdue asked, playing dumb.
“A sun, mate, a sun with lightning rays. Every one of these markers were painted in red and black back then. After the fall of the Third Reich the locals scraped that shit off,” Herman recounted. “Williams probably did not feel like bitching about it, because he did not repaint it or anything.”
“Why would he?” Purdue wondered aloud, but his inquiry was deemed unimportant. The elders ignored him and instead pointed out to thick thorns or slide soil to avoid. Near the top of the ridge is where the steep hill started. Up at the top the gaping mouth of the entrance looked like a screaming monster, but it was Purdue’s curiosity that drove him onward to join the others at the cavern. “Aren’t you coming?” he asked Herman and Sully.
“No ways,” Herman shrugged. “If you want to die, you go ahead. We came to look for Mr. Harding, so we will check this whole farm… except that part.” He pointed to the mine entrance.
“Why would you come to search for a dead man?” Purdue whispered, having made up his mind that Lewis Harding could not possibly be alive.
“He could just be lost,” Herman answered. “That is where this city gets its name, mate. It is a city of the lost, not some grand golden ruin of diamonds and gems. That is what makes this place hellish, its ability to make you lost.”
Sully gave Purdue a long warning stare. “David, the gold in those ores… you know that is not the legendary Lost City, the City of Gold, right? That city is not worth losing your life over, mate. Stay out here with us.”
They could see right through him. Both men arrested Purdue’s attention with their old, wrinkled brown faces and sharp, black eyes. It made him uncomfortable, but something about these good men radiated magic — old magic.
“If the legends are true, David, there are monstrous snakes in there, unable to breed, thank God, but still practically sure to kill men where they stand,” Herman preached. “To look for a bad fate…,” he whistled and shook his head, “is madness.”
“Don’t go in there, mate,” Sully advised.
“You know that I have to know what is in there. I came all this way after going through hell to find the clues that led me here. I cannot let a bunch of reptiles deter me. To know what it holds,” Purdue admitted to them, “I would have to defeat the guardians of the Lost City.”
“Them’s not the guardians, mate,” Herman laughed resentfully. “We are!”
Purdue’s face froze in reverence and awe. Sully stepped closer and laid his hand on the explorer’s shoulder. “The guardians of the Lost City are everywhere, David. From tribal chiefs to housewives. Everywhere, from Iceland to Oz, there are people who know about the Lost City — this Lost City. It is not made of gold, because the treasure it holds is not a precious metal or riches.”
Herman tapped on his temple with the tip of his index finger. “It’s knowledge, terrible knowledge. Before you get a hard-on, genius, you have to understand that this is not the knowledge you want.”
Sully agreed with a silent “Uh-uh. And its name has deceived men for ages, mate. All for the wicked treasure of knowledge.”
Herman’s face was fraught with desperation. “Please, David, this is the kind of knowledge mankind does not need. It is bad knowledge that will destroy the world, because man does not know what to do with power.”
Purdue light blue eyes penetrated Herman’s as he took in the man’s words. “Like the knowledge given to Eve in Eden.”
“That is an accurate view of it, yes,” Herman affirmed. “For once, let mankind turn away from that apple, David. We know why you came here, Relic Hunter. Your mind is powerful and you need to feed it with information, but that genius of yours is nothing without the wisdom to know when to refuse the apple.”
Purdue was at a crossroads, mentally, but as always, his need to pursue the unknown soon overrode his common sense. He glanced at the collection of ancient markers that warned in silence of the evil black soiled mine, and proceeded up the hill.
* * *
Inside the farmhouse, it took Nina and Sam all of 10 minutes to find a small office adjacent to the master bedroom.
“Are you filming?” she asked Sam.
“No, just keeping the scene framed so that I can hit record as soon as we find something worth filming,” he answered, aiming down on Nina’s jeans. “However, that arse might be well worth filming.”
Nina slapped his upper arm so hard that he lost his balance for a moment. “Do your bloody job, Cleave,” she smiled. “Can I use one of your voice recorders to dictate what I find?”
Sam handed her a small tape recorder that looked like it fell out of a time machine.
“Look, Mr. Harding was using this office space as a walk-in closet,” he remarked as Nina pulled down on the thin string of the light switch. All about them clothing and shoes were strewn. They navigated over the small piles of laundry, enclosed by walls lined with old, peeling wallpaper that smelled like a tomb. Mold and cobwebs sat in the corners where the walls met the ceiling. Wincing, the two explorers traversed the small room to the desk against the opposing wall to inspect papers scattered across its surface.
Nina dusted off the chair and sat down, while Sam filmed the dreadful structural decay of the room. “Jesus, this room is creepy,” he mumbled as he panned across the skirting of the room.
“Aye,” she agreed, scanning the various documents. “If these bills did not kill him, the mold and rot in this house would.”
Sam turned to look at Nina through his lens. “Lots of debt?”
“Aye, by the looks of this, Mr. Harding inherited this farm just in time. The bank was about to foreclose on his own farm within weeks from when he inherited this one from Dr. Williams,” she reported as she took up several papers and dropped them again. “Even his wife’s funeral was done on account. He had no policies or insurance at all. Poor man. I venture to guess that he did not go up to the mine for a tractor, Sam.”
“He was looking for the Lost City, thinking it was an El Dorado deal,” Sam added onto her speculation. “Everyone knows there is gold up there, but he probably thought he could tap the ores with only Gary helping him.”
“That’s the epitome of desperation,” she said in an empathetic tone. With care not to disturb too much of the dust and spores no doubt accumulated in the fabric and furniture, she opened the only drawer on the desk. “Bingo.”
Sam swerved the lens to the drawer. “Are you filming?” she asked.
“Nope.”
“You should,” she suggested. “Look at this. It is the deed to Nekenhalle. Attached to it is an envelope with a blueprint of the house, as well as contour lines noted on a basic map of the place.”
“Alright, so why do I need to film this?” Sam asked. Nina grinned and lifted the blueprint up to him.
“Zoom in,” she said. He did and instantly noticed what she was referring to.
“Holy shit,” Sam gasped. “Is that an alternative entrance to the Lost City, lying under this little room?”
“Looks like it,” she affirmed. Nina took a deep breath, her pretty features twisted in grave concern. “But if you cross reference the map of the exterior of this house, Sam, the mine is completely separated from the Lost City lying under us!”
Sensing his friend’s panic, Sam tried to ascertain what she was trying to impress on him. Nina could see that Sam did not quite fathom her anxiety. “Sam,” she gulped, “the mine is a decoy, luring men in after the promise of gold. It is in no form part of the Lost City, and only someone who understands the discrepancy in the geology of the notes left by Dr. Williams will be able to put this together. I don’t think Mr. Harding had any clue what this information meant!”
“So, the mine is a trap for greedy men to take them to task? Is that what you are saying?” Sam frowned, filming every word the dark eyed historian revealed.
“So to speak,” she panted. “Sam, you have to go and get Purdue the fuck out of there right now! The mine is nothing but a snake pit!”
Without a response, Sam turned and bolted through the old deserted house to rescue Purdue. Stumbling over loose floorboards and slamming into corners he could not turn at the speed he was rushing, Sam eventually made it out of the house and into the merciless weather outside. Sully and Herman were in the woods, looking for the lost farmer among the markers.
“Purdue!” Sam shouted in sheer panic as he slipped and slid along the muddy black gravel. “Purdue! Get out of there right now! It is not the Lost City! Get out!”
The Harding brothers and Eddie Olden peeked from the darkness to see what the commotion was about. All they could see through the deafening thunder and veil of rain, was the Scottish journalist waving his arms madly.
From the woods, the elders came out to Sam, who was trying to get up the hill.
“Leave it, mate! He made his choice,” Sully told Sam. “They all did.”
“Are you daft? I have to warn him! Why didn’t you warn him? Why?” he screamed at the two native men.
“We did!” Herman defended. “We told him to stay away from the mine, a few times over, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“You could not just have told him that the mine is not the way to the Lost City? That would have kept him out!” Sam seethed, his clenched teeth gleaming white between his wet, open lips. His black hair was drenched and clung to his wet face. Under his shirt, he kept the compact HD running.
“What do you mean; it is not the entrance to the Lost City?” Herman scowled. “This has been the site of the Lost City for centuries, mate.”
“Yes, the site of it, but not the entrance!” Sam explained, realizing at once that the elders knew as little as he did about the deceit. “The Lost City lies under the house, under the entire farm! It stretches the entire width and length of Nekenhalle, but it does not exceed the surface of the house’s ground floor.” Sam pointed to the flat ground where the vehicles stood, way below the slant of the hill. “Everything higher than that ground level is fake! This is just a decoy!”
Purdue had emerged from the black chasm as Sam was elucidating the facts, standing alongside the dumbstruck Olden, Anaru, and the Hardings. Sam saw his tall friend step out, Purdue’s white crown drawing his attention through the pouring rain. “Purdue! Get the fuck out of the mouth of the mine!”
“Yes, I heard. I heard,” Purdue replied casually. Sam was relieved that he got to them on time, having no idea that Louisa was still inside, trying to find the monstrous specimen she was hired to retrieve for the Order of the Black Sun.

33 Bitter

Nina knew better than to descend into the Lost City by herself, but she searched the floor for the trapdoor marked on the blueprint annexure, for when Purdue and Sam joined her. With a lot of groaning and grimacing, she evacuated the loose boots and dirty clothing from the room and proceeded to tear the carpet from the skirting.
“God, I hope Purdue has not gone in too far already,” she muttered as she labored. She switched on the digital recorder and slipped it into her back pocket in order to have her hands free. A sigh of relief escaped her as she heard Sam return along the hallway outside the master bedroom. “Did you get him out in time, Sam?” she cried, ripping the old carpet from where it had been fixed for decades.
Cussing at the horrid clouds of dust and matter flurrying up into her face, she tossed the ear of the carpet aside to reveal the trapdoor. “I’ve got it, Sam!” she smiled, looking back at the doorway. She could hear his footsteps approach rapidly, but only when she stood up and looked out the window did Nina realize that Sam was outside in the driving rain. “Oh my God!”
Nina swung around and received a devastating blow to the face that took her clean off her feet. As soon as she hit the floor, she rolled to avoid another clout from the broomstick. She could not believe her eyes. “Jesus Christ! Sally?”
The small wife of Nigel Cockran sneered like a wild animal, wildly waving the broomstick at Nina. “You stay away from Ken’s kingdom, you nosey bitch!” Sally hissed at Nina.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Nina screamed, holding up her hands from her prone position.
“Women were his bane, my darling Ken!” the old woman growled. “Bitches like you, who thought they were special! I was the only one who understood what he was trying to accomplish down here. Not his wife. Me!”
Nina slowly reached for the weapon Purdue gave her as she kept the frantic Sally talking. “What kingdom? What does all this have to do with you?”
Sally cackled wickedly. “It has everything to do with me! I was his lover, his friend, his assistant, and his miserable wife killed him for it! I know because he would have returned to me. We made history, Ken and me. Here at Nekenhalle he furthered the work started in World War II, by his predecessors — a genius idea to eradicate Allied stations and camps without any German casualties.”
“Snakes,” Nina answered.
“Oh, not just snakes, my dear. They had four Amazon Anacondas captured in Peru for the first test of Operation Eden,” Sally explained, pressing the stick down hard onto Nina’s throat. “That ship carried the reptiles to Spain, where Kenneth used some clever genetics to engineer a hybrid species with the size and strength of a constrictor, but the venom of a viper. Imagine that.”
“The Kriegsmarine-Zwei,” Nina grunted under the force of the stranglehold. “But the Spanish route went sour.”
“That is true,” Sally affirmed. “They got loose en route to Argentina and wreaked havoc on the ship. But the mayday came through to Black Sun headquarters in Málaga, who sent a cargo trawler to the rescue.”
“That was not a rescue,” Nina argued. “Every single soldier on that ship perished.”
Sally pushed the stick deeper into Nina’s skin. “The rescue was not for the soldiers, you imbecile! It was for the specimens. My darling Ken’s creations. Then they sank the ship to eradicate the evidence, but you and your boyfriend Purdue are just too goddamn nosy to leave alone what does not concern you!”
“So how did they get here?” Nina asked.
“Two pregnant females were brought here, courtesy of Adelaide’s Department of Nature Conservation, along with a consignment of mountain goats, just to make it look legitimate,” Sally boasted. “As a failed geneticist from my young days at Halford University in Oz, I instantly found Kenneth Wilhelm fascinating, and soon we were inseparable. Of course, Nigel had no idea. Still don’t. Ken died before he could devise an anti-venom, so I have been keeping an eye on his babies.” Sally shook her head hopelessly. “Unfortunately, the Hardings’ moving has been keeping me off the farm, so I could not keep the pit secret anymore.”
Nina could not breathe anymore and Sam was nowhere to be found to save her. Realizing that someone like Sally was the enemy, and that she meant to kill Nina, the historian tapped into her innate fighting spirit. Without a second’s hesitation, Nina swung her right leg across, sweeping the old woman off her feet with a work of hefty velocity. As she fell, Nina crawled over the trapdoor and jerked at the handle with all her might.
“No, you don’t!” she heard Sally sneer, as she leapt onto Nina’s back, but Nina flung her off, sending her sprawling across the floor. She straddled Mrs. Cockran to pin her down, and punched her in the face three times before grabbing her by the ears and slamming her head don on the wooden floor. Momentarily out cold, Sally’s limp and bloody body rolled away as Nina kicked her aside to climb down the trapdoor.
“This is fucking suicide,” Nina moaned to herself as she closed the door above her head. “I hope Sam and Purdue find me before I meet an ugly fate. God, I am really in deep shit now.” She sank her hand into her front jeans pocket to find her Zippo. “And I really don’t want to see what is around me.”

34 Lost in the City

While Nina moved into the unknown darkness, Sam was asking the Hardings to reconsider.
“We cannot leave out father in there, Sam,” Cecil said, being genuine for once and not trying to impress Sam. “That is where he disappeared. Even if he is dead, which I am not deluding myself with, we still need to retrieve his body.”
“I understand that,” Sam said. “But wait for the authorities…”
Anaru sighed in frustration. “Mr. Cleave, I represent the authorities. Until you release that documentary you are shooting, nobody will give a shit about this rescue mission.”
Purdue came to stand close to Sam. “What do you suggest, old boy?”
“I don’t know,” Sam shrugged. “We need weapons against these things, if they are what we think.”
At the same time, the men heard two female screams coming from two different direction. Eyes stretched in astonishment and disbelief, as the men listened as it happened again.
“Jaysus,” Olden said. “That is Louisa.”
Sam looked towards the house and then to Purdue. “That is Nina!”
Purdue and Sam raced to Nina’s aid, slipping along the mud to get into the house. Purdue followed Sam’s lead into the narrow hallway that led to the main bedroom and into the grotesque little office. Stopping in his tracks, Sam tried to figure out what had happened, but another blood-curdling scream from Nina prompted both men to lift the trapdoor lid and falter their way down into the shaft.
“Nina!” they cried as Purdue pulled a portable search light from his vest pocket. With a click, the device lit up the interior of the ghastly maze they had stepped into. “Nina!” Sam yelled.
They were standing in a wet tunnel of sandstone-hosted ore, too silvery in color to be any derivative of gold. As Sam filmed the dripping walls, his high-definition lens picked up the minute carvings in the stone, similar to that of the Maori and Samoan sigils outside on the markers. Their boots kept getting tangled in old rusted barbwire and rotten rope.
“Nina! Where are you?” Sam called out in the damp vein of rock.
“Sam, do you know what this is?” Purdue gawked, running his long fingers along the rock. “My God, it is pitchblende.” Sam’s quizzical expression prompted an explanation. “Pitchblende is a type of uranium. That is why the Nazi’s kept the Lost City under wraps for their own gain. Concentrated uranium ore! All the plutonium their scientists could brew was down here.”
“Then what is that?” Sam asked, panning his camera across the floor and walls to capture the thick crescents of uranium deposits around a drop a few meters away. He used a flare to illuminate the deep chasm and found something peculiar against the opposing wall. It was a depiction of an enormous snake, worshiped by stick men. “Is that a cave drawing?”
Sam called out to Nina again. Sounds of movement directed them onward. They approached the edge along a lower barrel vault and found words etched in German at the foot of the colossal snake depiction.
“What does it say?” Sam asked, filming it from top to bottom.
Purdue looked at the etching, then at Sam. “It says ‘The Dire Serpent’, but I have no idea what it is made from.”
“Look!” Sam nudged Purdue, dropping his angle to zoom in on the maze below. “Fuck me! All those bodies are from different eras, just like the soldiers on the ship!”
“Oh my God,” Purdue gasped, as he laid eyes on endlessly winding streets and lanes inside the vast city under the eye of the strange German drawing. “More Nazi soldiers, miners, even older cadavers. Sam, they are all mummified. They are all mummified like the men killed on that ship, by genetically altered venom.”
“We have to get out of here now! Nina! Where are you?” Sam shouted into the darkness.
“I’m here!” her voice suddenly came back, but it sounded subdued. “I–I… oh, Christ, please… she’s got me!” Nina stammered through a choking throat. The two men abandoned the threatening piece of art that overlooked the Lost City below.
“Who has you?” Purdue bellowed, lunging forward into the pitch-blackness with Sam’s lens right next to him. “Keep filming, Sam.”
“Don’t you think helping you save Nina is a bit more important than filming?” Sam retorted. Deadly serious, Purdue’s head swung to face Sam. His eyes glimmered with controlled lunacy. “What am I paying you for, Sam? Keep filming. This is what you and I almost died for in Spain.”
“Unbe-fucking-lievable,” Sam cursed as he pointed the camera to where a violent scuffle directed him. “Go get her, Purdue. I’m right behind you.”
They could hear Nina’s throat rattle as she gasped for air. Over the wet floor, something enormous was shifting. Sam whispered to Purdue, “It has been a while since I have been this petrified.”
“I am with you on that one,” Purdue replied softly, his flaring light exploring the marked walls that glinted in the illumination. “Whatever it is, it must weigh a ton. Do you hear that?”
“Aye,” Sam panted, setting his camera down on the floor to aim down the corridor. He pulled his gun and proceeded with Purdue. He did not care of he got the shot or not. He cared about rescuing Nina.
“Holy shit!” Purdue bellowed at the sight of the thing they were pursuing. “Oh my God, Sam, are you getting this?”
Before them reared the rubbery muscle of a giant snake, coiled around the small frame of Nina Gould and choking the life from her. Unable to make a sound, she was trying to reach the Taser-like device Purdue had given her, but the snake wrapped around her arm to keep it away from her body.
From behind Purdue, he heard Sam say, “Cover your ears!” As he did so, a thunderous shot tore through the tunnel, drowning Nina’s scream. Sam’s bullets ripped through the snake’s mouth and eyes, forcing it to drop Nina. Struggling for air, she stumbled toward Purdue, who kept the place lit up for Sam’s assault. The snake had vanished into the darkness after Sam stopped shooting, but as Nina reached Purdue’s outstretched hand, the inevitable happened.
Appearing from the shadows, the massive grey serpent darted out, seizing Nina’s shoulder between its jaws. She let out a screeching wail of pain and terror as the thing planted its fangs into her flesh and injected her with venom.
“Oh my God!” Sally Cockran exclaimed from the crevice in which she had been cowering in since she came after Nina. “Ken left one of them in here?”
Nina fell to her knees and Sam quickly scooped her up in his arms. “S-s-am,” Nina stuttered. “Sally is going to kill us. Sally is… tell Purdue. She is bad news.”
“Sally?” Sam asked, unable to believe it. He heard a loud altercation just ahead, and another deafening gunshot rang. “Purdue?” Sam shouted. “Jesus, Purdue, Nina has been bitten!”
Nothing came from the darkness apart from Purdue’s groans. Shuffling ensued between where Sam was cradling a dying Nina and the vicinity of the snake. “Sally?” Sam called, still not too clear if Nina really meant what she said.
“Yes, dear Sam,” Sally answered reluctantly, sounding terrified.
“Keep still, alright?” he advised. “That thing seems to react to movement.”
“Sam. S-am,” Purdue whimpered.
“Aye?” Sam answered his friend. “Where is the light, Purdue?”
Again, Sam heard a shuffling in the hollow belly of the cavernous maze. Thinking it was the serpent, he pulled himself into a fold of rock to keep Nina out of harm’s way.
“Sa—,” Purdue cried one more time before another shot rang out, silencing him.
“Purdue? Did you get him?” Sam screamed.
Nina whispered in his ear, “I think that was Sally… shooting Purdue. Not Purdue shooting the snake. Jesus, Sam, I am in agony.”
“Hold on, love,” Sam consoled her, trying to sniff quietly to prevent her from hearing him weep. Purdue was silent, and, as long as Sam kept quiet, Sally would not locate him and Nina. Unfortunately, their stealth was costing both Sam’s friends their lives, each of their breaths like another grain of sand, falling through an hourglass.

35 Feasting & Fire

Louisa’s yelps disappeared deeper into the mouth of the mine as the Harding brothers, Olden, and Sgt. Anaru rushed after her. Olden found her baton in the fork of the tunnel and picked it up.
“Take the right hole, Eddie… and you, Gary!” Sgt. Anaru delegated. “I’ll take the left with Cecil! Let’s go before she is dead!”
Both parties could hear the conservationist squealing, begging and crying. For all their calls and shouts, Louisa did not answer. From her bag, she kept dropping glass sample flasks to alert the men, but she could not make a sound. With two strong flashlights, Eddie Olden and Gary Harding followed the sound of broken glass. As they rounded the second protrusion of rock, they ran right into the slimy scoots of a giant anaconda that screamed like a banshee.
“Crikey Moses! That is the screaming we heard?” Olden gasped.
Louisa was crawling away behind it; having lured the men in to distract the snake from her while, she collected one of its offspring as a specimen. Eddie Olden did not stand a chance against the lightning fast lunge of the snake, which coiled itself around his body in seconds. Gary screamed in horror as he watched the Australian’s bones snap and spear through his skin, killing him instantly. Using the feeding time of the snake, Gary ran screaming to the entrance of the cave, diving out over the ledge and rolling down the cold, black mud.
Gunshots clapped incessantly from up in the mine as Gary dared look back up. He could see Herman and Sully run in with the bag they brought with them. “Don’t go in there!” he shouted, but they ignored him. Gary cried like a child, relishing the cold rain and the fresh air. “I’m sorry, Dad. I guess I am not like Bill Best, but I will not let that happen to me. I will not!”
Moments later, Sgt. Anaru, Cecil, and the elders came racing out, falling and rolling over one another down the hillside. “Heads down! Cover your ears!” the elders bellowed before the mountain erupted in a splitting explosion that sent dangerous debris and rock flying. The car alarms wailed sharply under the rumble of thunder and the aftermath of the blast. Muffled cries of pain came from the sand and weeds as the men were pelted with matter, but nobody suffered serious injuries.
Gradually they sat up, looking at the destruction around them. The mouth of the mine had collapsed, leaving its support poles like skew teeth in the rubble. “My God,” Gary sobbed. “Now we’ll never find Dad.”
His brother leaned in and embraced him. “We both know he would not have survived those screaming monsters, Gary,” Cecil admitted. “I think we did our duty, but I don’t think either of us ever really believed that Dad is alive.”
“Louisa?” Sgt. Anaru asked no one in particular.
“She was trying to get a baby snake to take back to Oz, the crazy bitch,” Gary hissed. “And used her own colleague as a diversion.”
Cecil shook his head. “That is insane, to let those mutants loose on the Outback, or anywhere else.”
“Well, that problem is taken care of, right?” Sully wheezed, slapping his wet hat on his hand.
“In essence, we killed a woman,” Cecil tried to shed some morality, but his words were not supported by any of the men present.
“In essence, she killed Eddie Olden,” Sgt. Anaru reevaluated the statement. “God knows how many people would have died if Herman and Sully did not put a lid on this mine for good.”
A moment of silence ad relief fell over the group, bringing immense and well-deserved respite. Herman looked around suddenly, and asked, “Wonder if they got to Dr. Gould in time.”
* * *
Sam took Nina’s advice and decided that Sally was bad news. Time was running out and he had no light. As quietly as he could, he propped Nina’s quivering body against the inside of the niche in the wall. Sam dared not flick a lighter or light his way, as it would surely betray his location to all the females trying to kill him down here.
Slowly, his hands searched the soaking wet tunnel floor for his camera. Through his desperate fumbling, the tough journalist cried softly. If he was unsuccessful, he would lose both his best friends from this accursed episode in their careers. In his mind he condemned his involvement in the Spanish diving expedition that uncovered all this hell.
Sam jolted in fright as his fingers found something in the dark, but he realized that it was the soft material of his camera microphone. Lying on his belly in the shallow mud and water, Sam closed his eyes to better explore his camera’s buttons with his fingertips, looking for the infrared function. Listening intently for any movement, Sam flicked on his infrared screen to better navigate their way around deadly obstacles, but what he saw as he flicked the switch, was a sight he would never get over.
Purdue was unconscious from his gunshot wound, slowly being swallowed by the grotesque scaled monster. “Oh, Jesus! No! Oh my God! No!” Sam screamed inadvertently. Sally began to shoot blindly in his direction, but he did not care. He clenched the compact camera between his jaw and his shoulder and used his right hand to draw his weapon. Even if he could just interrupt the serpent’s feast, he would be helping. Sam tried to aim through his tears, but in the end, he just aimed lower than the bumps Purdue’s legs made in the snake’s skin, and fired.
In his viewfinder he could see clumps of flesh explode where the bullets hit, tearing through the perfect pattern of scales.
“Don’t you dare shoot at Ken’s creations, you son of a bitch!” Sally screeched in the dark, shooting at Sam, but he kept shooting off round after round, taking care not to hit Purdue. He had had enough of the Black Sun’s disciples. He was fed-up with Williams and his crooked sense of science. “We will never be as brilliant as he was!” she growled in the darkness.
Sam swung around, his night vision perfectly revealing Sally’s frame.
“Oh, don’t fret, Sally. You’ll be as dead as he is,” Sam shouted. With one well-placed bullet through her eye, he ended her. Using the running camera, he navigated his way to Purdue. The gunshots did nothing to the armor of the snake’s scales, so Sam had to find a way to cut Purdue out.
“Sam!” Purdue suddenly hollered in horror. “Sam, get me out!”
“Listen, you have to relax!” Sam told him. “The more you wiggle, the sooner she will crush you. I have a plan. Just try to be quiet. Just Zen, alright?”
“Zen? Jesus, Sam!” Purdue shrieked.
“Anacondas’ teeth point backwards toward their throats, Purdue,” Sam explained hastily. “I cannot pull you out, because its teeth are designed to act like hooks to avoid you from falling out.”
Sam ran back through the slippery blood and water to where Nina was shaking uncontrollably. “Will be just a second, love,” he panted heavily as he retrieved some of the old barbwire. With the snake busy, it did not care for Sam’s movement. The journalist tied the barbwire around a protruding rock formation on the other side of the snake and jumped over the huge body to the other side. Like a two man crosscut saw, Sam used the wire to cut through the gigantic serpent’s flesh. It worked. The thing began to screech and keen as Sam’s force and movement split its body open. “Hang on, Purdue!” he shouted, feeling victorious while sobbing like a little boy. Sam’s roughshod efforts played havoc on his already calloused hands and his own skin suffered the cuts of the wire, but if he did not finish the task he would lose the only people still precious to him.
“Nina!” he screamed. “Nina! Are you still with me?”
He heard nothing from her, exacerbating his despair tenfold, but it only spurred Sam on to use his loss as rage against the oversized demoness from the Lost City. Evading the lashes of the serpent’s tail thrashing about, Sam severed the spine. It was dead, but its kept writhing and screaming in a defiant reflex, until its contractions finally decreased.
“Hold on, Nina!” Sam kept roaring, hoping that Nina was still alive to hear him.
“Sam, listen,” Purdue said. “It is going to take me a while to wedge free my hands, and Nina does not have much time. “Reach into my pocket here,” he motioned with his head, “there is a platinum vial in there containing antivenin. Take the small med kit. It has hypodermics for each of us, just in case. Hurry up!”
Sam winced as he got hold of the canteen. “How did you get this?”
Purdue smiled a little. “Heike gave us her heart. That is why she was on the Nazi ship, you see? When I melted the gold down, the platinum flask survived the heat. It contains a compound that neutralizes PLA2 and its neurotoxic potency.”
Sam could not believe it. “This… this is why you are the boss!” Sam shouted cheerfully. He leaned forward and planted a smack of a kiss on Purdue’s brow before racing to give Nina the antidote, hoping that she was still alive. Her heartbeat was faint, but he managed to plunge the needle into her vein and feel her weak pulse grow a little stronger.
“You’ll be better in no time, love,” Sam whispered and kissed Nina’s temple.

36 Kaitiaki

A cracking sound echoed through the infinite lanes of the corpse-laden city, frightening Sam and Purdue into silence. They froze, suspended in terror, waiting.
“Anybody down here still alive?” Sully shouted, followed by the voices of the search party clumping along behind him.
“Sully! Help us! Oh, thank God you are here!” Purdue hollered.
The men of the Harding search party came to their aid, but not before they cracked some of Sgt. Anaru’s flares.
“Good God, look at this place!” Cecil gasped.
The others were in similar awe at the ancient necropolis of lost miners, travelers and soldiers, all fallen victim to the primitive maze built by some unknown civilization before the natives began to pass down their legends.
“Nobody must ever find this place,” Gary declared. “No ways, mate. No ways.”
“It is too precious to destroy,” Herman said, “but the young man is right. Nobody can come down here. Louisa Palumbo found offspring up at the pit. Who knows how many have been born down here since Williams brought them here and experimented on them?”
“Too right,” Sgt. Anaru agreed. “And that atrocity must be washed off.” He pointed at the Dire Serpent. “It is Nazi shit desecrating this sacred place just for their sick means to subdue the world.”
“Then we’ll do that ourselves, all of us here,” Cecil Harding suggested. “And none of us present ever tell a soul about this place. Let it stay a legend, hey?”
“I’ll buy it from you,” the injured and exhausted Purdue offered.
“We’ll talk,” Gary chuckled with his brother at the billionaire’s resilience.
“You’re actually going to buy this place?” Sam reprimanded Purdue quietly. “You are incorrigible!”
Purdue smiled. “I have no use for uranium, and it is better away from the world, Sam. I am purchasing Nekenhalle and donating it to Herman, for the Maori Council to use the land. Know what I am saying?”
“Ah! I get it,” Sam replied. “I like that idea.”
“Sam, did you get all the footage of the Dire Serpent? Even if they wash it off, I would like to have that footage, please,” Purdue beseeched.
“Of course, old boy,” Sam winked. “It is, after all, what you pay me for.”
Purdue tried to laugh, but his wounds prevented him from doing it properly. Knowing that his beloved Nina was going to be alright was a great solace, but what cheered him the most was what he saw on the wall in the Lost City. The Dire Serpent was not a picture, but an intricate sequence of numbers and symbols, put together by some German physics giant to look like a snake. It was a cleverly hidden equation he could not wait to scrutinize as soon as he arrived back home.
David Purdue’s genius once more urged him to know more. Without realizing it, he had played right into the hand of the late Mrs. Gloria Williams, whose ashes were smoldering in the newly gutted debris of Grange House.
END
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