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Аннотация
When sheriff Tom Garcia finds the body of a man savaged in a home for the elderly, he calls Olivia Newton, a journalist caught in a bender after losing her lover. Working with an expedition team put together by billionaire Frank Williams, and boosted by the friendship of professor of German history, Peter Williams, Olivia faces the demon of her drinking habit and regains her confidence. They follow the trail of the crumbs from a box left by the dead man from Florida to Chile, and from there across the Russian plains, reliving the horrors of Hitler and his Third Reich. What is supposed to be a routine investigation — and an opportunity for Olivia Newton to get some air — quickly turns into an adventure in the windy, gelid Antarctica. Will Olivia find Hitler’s Lab? Will the group make it alive out of the frigid Waters of the Antarctica?
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Part 1


1

Counting had never helped. At least, it has never brought sleep to him as often advertised.
He wondered if it ever worked, counting numbers to fall asleep, or any such thing people say you could do to fall asleep. What seemed truer than any of those counting suggestions was that if you can’t fall asleep, then you can’t.
It is what it is.
He folded his thick hands on the rise of his chest. Counting never worked, concluded Tom Garcia, sheriff of the small community of Baker County. He had been through a rough day at the office that day, true. A rough day which included proofreading the typed reports by 60-year-old Elma, his secretary. And then making a run down to the magistrate court a total of six times to take those he arrested — four misdemeanor offenders and one miscreant who now languishes in cell 2 down at the station, the other four being held in the other cells in the basement.
Garcia commenced counting again.
He never got past five. Betty always chose that central and epochal moment in his counting to mouth something, all the way from dreamland. Betty was Garcia’s wife of 28 years.
Betty always fell asleep after reading two paragraphs from her paperback books. Gone with the Wind, a book by some little known writer, was spread out on her chest. Her breasts rose and fell gently with every breath. Her mouth was open about half of an inch. She had just mumbled something about keeping the molasses off the countertop.
Garcia had no idea where that could have come from.
He started counting again.
This time it wasn’t his wife’s mumble that stopped him. It was the bedside phone.
Rrrrrrrrriiiiiinnng!!
“Oh, Jesus Christ!!”
He reached over and grabbed the telephone off the cradle. Silence followed.
“Hello.”
“Sheriff? Are you up?”
“Yeah, what’s the problem? It’s 1 am, am I supposed to be up?”
Betty turned in the bed, mumbled something, and went on slumbering.
Sheriff Tom Garcia listened for a moment.
“Alright, alright, Sue. I’ll come to check it out.”
He returned the phone then cursed. Tom rubbed his eyes. He looked at his wife once, before rolling his bulk off the bed.
“Who was that, Tom?”
Betty was up on her elbows.
“That was Sue,” Tom said, walking into the bathroom.
“Who?”
“Sue.” He turned on the tap. “Sue at the Baker Home.”
“Oh, has there been a fire again?”
“Go back to sleep, Betty. It’s probably nothing to worry about.”
Tom splashed cool water on his face.
Five minutes later, he was driving up the hill towards the Baker Home for the Elderly.
* * *
The idea for the Baker Home for the Elderly was conceived in ’53 by the selectmen. The site used to be one huge tract of woodlands. The first time the city came, they took a chunk of it to let Highway 11 through. What’s left of the construction crew's presence has since turned into a trailer park. Then the selectmen came and thought, what the hell, let’s take some more. The digging of the foundations began not long after.
It was completed in the fall of ’57, after constant stops and starts on account of funds, generally, and will specifically. The first spade that struck the soft silt earth of the site on the dry and windy June of '54, almost thirteen months after the thought occurred to those old selectmen, was that which was held by the geriatric hands of Edward Baker. His name was apparently chosen for the building for other reasons Tom isn’t now privy of, decades after.
Tom Garcia drove his Ford into the half-lit parking lot. He swept searching eyes across the area and back the way he had come. There was no one in sight.
He palmed his holster. Be ready old friend, he thought.
Sue, the night nurse on duty, had called earlier to report the presence of an intruder. The four-story building looked as magnificent as a war-beaten and senile senior. The home has had one or two break-ins in the past three years. Never something serious. Petty thieves mostly.
Tom sauntered his big body through the double glass doors and found Sue Jackson standing by her desk. She had been something of a secretary there for most of ten years. She took ill once or twice, went on vacation only one time. Sue was black. Tonight she looked grey with sheer fright.
Tom guided her back to her desk where there was a mess of papers, pens, and an assortment of lady things like hairpins, and a particularly huge comb.
“I need the tape for this evening.”
Visibly shaken, Sue’s hands trembled as she punched the tape to life. It made a whirring sound as it rewound. She pressed a button again and it stopped. The footage was clear enough. It showed a long lighted hallway, the floor sparkled white.
As Tom watched, a figure moved into the hall. From the angle, he looked about six feet. He wore what seemed like a soldier’s ensemble. It could also have been a cleaner’s uniform. He walked steadily, not looking back until he went out of sight.
“Okay.” Tom exhaled. “And you said he never came back that way or any other way?”
“No.”
“And he couldn’t be one of your guys, maybe a janitor, or some visitor who stayed after visiting time?”
The nurse looked at the empty hallway on the screen. She pursed her lips. Shaking her head she said, “No. I’d know him. I know everyone on the staff, Tom.”
Sheriff Garcia agreed that this was true. Sue was old, but not enough to not know a regular from a stranger. And this was a stranger.
Lost in thought, she added, “I think he’s still up there somewhere.”
“Right, I have to see that hallway.” Tom peered through the glass of the main entrance. “Come show me.”
Sue was enormous in her white gown dotted with red. She quickly waddled ahead of Tom Garcia, talking rapidly as she went.
“I was having me a cup of tea and watching me my TV show, you know the Ferry Boat show with Jerry Levine from the School Band? Yes, there I was and—”
“Sue, will you just tell me what you saw, exactly?”
They went up a step. Sue panted, supporting her knees with her hands. “I never go up that often, Tom.”
“I know.”
“So I saw the man walking on the third floor. He was tall. I didn’t see his face but he walked straight enough to be strong and young if you know what I mean.”
On the landing, Sue stopped. Her voice dropped to a whisper. Her face clouded, bulging eyes glanced at Sheriff Tom Garcia.
“He went that way.” Sue waved at a lit hallway that stretched for about thirty feet. The floor was white linoleum. Tom thought that the floor was inappropriate since this wasn’t a hospital. From where he stood behind Sue, he could see most of the doors locked. Beyond the last door, the floor seemed to plunge down a flight of stairs. It was dark there, he couldn’t see much.
“There are stairs at the end of this hallway, right?”
“Yes, Sheriff. Up to the administrative offices and the roof.”
Tom pulled the nurse gently. “Now I want you to go back down to your station. Get on the surveillance TV and watch. If you see anything, squawk into the PA, you got it?”
The old nurse nodded vigorously, gave Tom a thumbs-up, and wiggled off.
* * *
Sheriff Tom Garcia made sure Nurse Sue was out of sight before he plucked his talkie from a strap on his belt. He looked around once more. It was so quiet that if he dropped a pin it would make a crash. Still, Tom Garcia wondered if Sue was mistaken. The casual air of the man on the tape was difficult to ignore.
He would check around before calling for backup.
He put his right hand on his holster and strolled along the hall. He checked three doors as he went by. He turned the knobs, two didn’t open. The third opened into a semi-lit room of old and snoring people. Someone was singing in their sleep about a certain Lorraine.
Tom closed the door gently and continued ahead.
He almost went past a fourth door. He had, in fact, taken two steps past it when he heard the muffling sound.
He pulled his gun instantly and pointed it back the way he came.
There was no one behind him. On his left, doors stood numb in the walls and on the right, the white balcony and the night sky.
He listened, willing his auditory senses in the direction of the third door, the room where he had just seen residents sleeping.
The choking sound came again, this time more clearly.
The gun now pointed at the fourth room he had missed a while ago, he got on his talkie.
In a firm but hushed tone, he said, “This is Sheriff Tom Garcia. I need backup at the Baker Home, two units. There’s a possible 245 going on!”
The choking had gotten louder as he was talking. Tom cursed. “Shit.”
He tucked his talkie away and threw his right leg at the door. It swung in easily. Cool air hit his face as he lunged into the dark room.
“Police, freeze!” he snapped.
His heart was pounding. Blood pumped in his temples. The room seemed bare, at least, on the floor. He stumbled around, squinting his eyes in the dark, his gun aimed at the dull and eerie walls. He saw that there was a patio, and curtains billowed like restless waves.
He aimed his weapon at the patio. There was no one there, of course. But whoever was in there could be behind the walls of the patio, waiting to strike.
“Police, come out with your hands in the air where I can see 'em.”
He pulled his safety on, and then off. It made a soft click, for the benefit of the intruder.
Tom busted onto the patio, rapidly turning with his weapon in both directions, right and left. There was no one there. There was only a twenty-foot drop onto the edge of the parking lot, grasses shiny with moisture, the woods beyond that and the trailer park beside Highway 11.
He went back in. He found a switch.
Tom Garcia’s shoulders sagged at the sight when the light in the ceiling came on.
He brought his talkie to his lips. He felt enormous exhaustion suddenly hit him.
“This is Sheriff Tom Garcia,” he mumbled at the prone body on a chair. “Make that a 10–52, we have a dead body here.”
Tom went back to the patio and gazed into the woods on the left side of the hill. It was too dark out there for him alone. He glanced back at the man on the chair. A pool of blood gathered around his unclad feet. His head was bent at an odd angle. The pale face looked mashed up and one of the hands also appeared broken.
Someone had made an opening in his throat, from ear to ear.
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It was 8:45 am. And she’s been drunk now for two hours. She’s also been playing chess with her cat, Smokey.
She moved a pawn. “Rook to E8, Smokey.”
The cat followed her moves with keen brown eyes. He looked like a furry sphinx.
Olivia Newton scratched her face, behind her ears. She hoped she wasn’t catching an infection there. How could he not get a bug? she asked the querulous voice in her head, the one that she called her Moral Bitch.
“Hello, Moral Bitch. I’ve been drinking since 3:00 am. What’d you think about that?”
That voice was silent this morning. It was odd.
Smokey meowed.
Olivia wiped the hair out of her face. The act hurt in places around her breasts and back. She groaned. She had taken a fall the day before. She had been talking with the Moral Bitch when she slipped and tumbled down. She woke with the pain and a shattered bottle of good whiskey.
She smelled of it now, the whiskey that is. She smelled of problems as well.
She heard a commotion in the street below. Someone was howling and the voice was familiar.
Whiskey in one hand, her hip in the other, and an accompanying groan of pain, she went to the window. She pulled the curtain to the side. The early morning sun stung her eyes.
Some big guy in a black jacket and a fedora was yelling at another guy who was in his car. The details of the quarrel were not so obvious from up here. Olivia didn’t care much. But the white fedora.
There’s only one person Olivia Newton knew who had that fedora. The big guy looked up just in time to see her peeping from the window.
“Hey, Olivia.” He waved.
“Shit.”
Olivia pulled the curtain back. She loitered across the house into the kitchen, kicking things like the vacuum cleaner she hasn’t used in weeks as she went. The kitchen smelled. She spat into the soiled sink.
A work crew of red and fat cockroaches spilled out of the dishes in shock.
She ignored the creatures.
She fetched a pack of cornflakes from the cupboard. More cockroaches had taken tenancy. Back in the living room she poured whiskey on the flakes.
There was a knock at the door.
“I’m not home,” she whined at the door. “Go 'way.”
The knob worked, clockwise and anti-clockwise. She watched it in amused sadness as she poured the rest of the whiskey all over the cornflakes. Olivia was left with only one man in the entire universe who would come all the way up there to see her. That man would twist that doorknob until it fell out of the door.
She didn’t really want that. Yet, she was mad at him. Olivia was mad at the world. She closed her eyes, tightly, an act that usually called up hot tears in the recent past. Lately, her tear ducts had ran out of water. Nowadays, that simple act only produced hotness and tingling, and a consummate other realization: that she was mad at herself too.
And that was the worst of all the various ways she felt.
Olivia scooped more cereal into her mouth; it tasted metallic.
Her apartment had the appearance of a dumpsite. It reeked of bad food, body odor, and frustrated anger.
She went to get the door.
Tom Garcia was there with the expression of a disappointed dad.
He glanced over her shoulder. “Shit.”
* * *
Tom Garcia stood in the middle of the room, looking around.
He refused the urge to cover his nose on account of the reek.
“Olivia, what happened here?”
She had already flopped back onto her couch and resumed her whiskey and cornflake meal. Smokey was on the chessboard, contemplating the crown of the Queen.
“Life happened, Tom,” she mumbled through a full mouth.
“Is that—?”
Tom took his nose closer to perceive the smell of whiskey in the bowl of cereal. He took off his fedora and wrinkled it in his hands. He hung his hat on a rack and opened the curtains. Harsh daylight cast itself across the room, over the table. Olivia winced.
Copies of the Daily Mail littered the floor. Clothes piled on the floor, everywhere, and on her reading table where there were more newspapers, sheets of papers with scribblings, and the dead face of a Dell laptop.
Tom pulled up a chair and sat in it.
“The stairs were good for me. Look at my gut, remember what I used to look like? Me, with the six-packs?” he laughed.
Smokey, now tired of the chess game, walked into the kitchen, tail up. Olivia finished her cereal and belched.
“Excuse me.” She attempted a smile.
“Uhuh.”
“Let's not talk about me, Tom. What’d you want?”
“Can we talk about your neighbors downstairs parking like they own the street?” Tom said quietly.
“Leave my neighbors alone.”
“How are you, Olivia?” Tom asked, taking off his jacket. “Been a while.”
“I’m good.”
“You’re drunk.”
She raised one eyebrow. “Obviously.”
Through half-closed eyes, she stared at the doubling image of Tom. Sheriff Tom Garcia, friend and confidant. She smirked, recalling a few nights when the sheriff had extracted her from bars around town. She had gone down the bottom of whiskey bottles to kill the pain that tore through her like cancer, and to probably kill herself in the process.
Tom had been there to remind her that there was life after John Williams died.
She glanced around her place and thought, This is life after John Williams.
Tom had a life, a job, a wife. But she didn’t. She had her cat — John got him for her birthday last year — and whiskey.
Tom hadn’t been to see her for two months. She felt some resentment for that. She staggered over to the fridge by the kitchen door.
“What’s happening at the office?” she finally asked, reaching for a bottle of Jack Daniels.
Tom sighed. “There was a murder at the Baker Home last night.”
Her hand froze.
* * *
Tom Garcia told Olivia everything.
“Harald Kruger, his name. He was 97,” Tom ended.
“Any families?”
“None. At least, none have turned up in our search. No friends either.”
Olivia had done some columns in the past on the Baker Home, three years ago. It was a two-passport photo-sized editorial detailing the persistent problem of funds and understaffing. Olivia was especially mad about the graffiti-ridden walls. John Williams had taken the photos that she used. Olivia still kept those photos in her purse.
Her face tightened at the memory of it.
“Baker Home isn’t front page, I know, but I want you to check it out,” Tom was saying. His eyes were shot and there black dots of hair on his face.
“You know I can’t, Tom,” Olivia said tiredly. “I can’t have my desk back until, you know.” She spread her hands, gesturing at the environment of her place.
“And you should fix yourself, Olivia. It’s been long enough—”
“Don’t!” She raised a stiff forefinger.
Tom came to her. He shoved his hands down the pocket of his trousers and contemplated his long-time friend. There was a rumble in the kitchen. The cat, Smokey, whined.
Tom regarded Olivia with a drawn face, most of the vicarious empathy he felt was in that one gaze.
“It hurts to see you this way, Olivia. Now you have to get yourself together before you lose everything—”
“Everything,” she scoffed.
She reached for the bottle of whiskey. Tom intercepted her hands. He got a whiff of her breath and his stomach heaved.
Olivia slouched and closed her eyes. Tom shook his head slowly. Olivia looked like what anguish would look like if it were human.
“I really need you on this case. It’ll help you get out some more, get some air.”
Olivia kept her eyes shut. There was a silence in which she listened to herself breathe and to Smokey walk stealthily around the house. The sound of the door as it clicked shut. She opened her eyes and sighed. Her lips trembled.
Was it fair, hurting those who remained, just because she was hurt?
Smokey bounded onto the table. He curled across the chessboard and yawned. Olivia jumped and went to the window.
“Tom!” she called down to the street.
Sheriff Tom Garcia looked up. Now Olivia saw his bulging midriff. He looked funny, like a rook. She laughed, and oh how good it felt.
“Wait for me!”
The sheriff beamed.
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“Where do we begin?” Tom asked Olivia as he put the car in gear. Olivia asked him what the earlier ruckus in the street was about.
“I should have slapped that guy a ticket,” Tom complained. “He was parked wrong.”
“You do that all the time, Tom,” Olivia said. She fished a bottle out of her jacket.
“Seriously? Olivia, it’s too early.”
“Never too early to live.”
She drank. She burped.
She caught Tom shaking his head in the periphery of her vision. She felt a prick, a movement, in that shelf of emotions people call conscience. Her face darkened in diffidence.
They stopped at a light. She was surprised that the sheriff did. Downtown Miami was getting rowdy with tourists. The whole of Fifth Avenue was colorful with bikinis and flower-spotted shorts, pale skin, and surfboards. The very last time she felt sand between her feet, she was walking on the beach and holding hands with John.
She tore her eyes off the street and took another sip.
“You know Olivia, maybe you should consider therapy or something,” Tom volunteered after a moment.
“Thanks. I’ll put that under consideration.”
They took a shortcut around Melrose and drove up the hills. The ocean now on the left, the sun on it, bright and warm. Tom’s body blocked most of the warmth.
They drove into the parking lot of the Baker Home, shortly after.
“We are here.”
But Olivia was already out of the car.
* * *
Olivia Newton’s keen eyes scanned the grounds and the surroundings. The horn of a truck drifted in from Highway 11. Spruce trees blocked the trailer park from where she stood. And the home blocked all else — three stories of depressing architecture and peeling paint. It used to be white, but it was now grey.
Tom joined her.
“What’d you think?”
Olivia shrugged. “The home needs a paint job. Badly.”
They found Sue in her usual place at her desk, caring for her nails.
“Morning, Sheriff. Morning, Olivia.” She smiled.
“Morning, Sue—”
Sue pointed her nail file at Olivia. “You don’t look right, Olivia. Now I know it ain’t been easy since John but you ought to put yourself together—”
Olivia leaned over the cluttered desk. “I’ll be alright, Sue. Put that tape from the night of the murder together will you? I want to watch it.”
Sue glanced at Tom Garcia. The sheriff nodded.
“Dreadful business, that was,” she said as she struggled out from behind her desk. “First of its kind here at the Baker Home.”
She took a bunch of keys off the rack on the pale wall behind her. Folds of flesh on her arm jiggled as she did.
“Come,” she invited.
They started towards an adjacent hallway. Here the floor was still wet from being mopped but the cleaner was out of sight. They passed open doors. Olivia noted the age ranges there. It was the men’s wing. Some of these men, she noted, looked as old as 90.
Tom started making small talk about the place with Sue.
Olivia counted the doors. Eight doors, eight rooms. She recalled from her research for the editorial that each room was occupied by two men. In two of the rooms they passed she had seen only one in each. One of the men waved at her with scrawny fingers. He had a big head, bearded face. He looked like a lion.
Up ahead, the hallway broke left. There was a man in a wheelchair all by himself. He wore brown khaki shorts and a Miami Beach shirt. Something about the way he avoided Olivia’s eyes caught her attention. He was bald, with big red ears and deep-set eyes the color of piss. He was reading a book.
Sue stopped at the door.
“And here we are.” She glanced at Olivia. “Have you been drinking, lady?”
Olivia almost told her to mind her fucking business.
“Last time you was here, you was dressed better. Now you look like one of them hobos sitting around the bandstand out on Dallas Mall,” Sue scoffed.
Keys dangled, locks clicked, and the black woman pushed the door open into a dark room. Tom and Olivia walked in.
Sue flicked a switch and as she shut the door said, “The police made copies of the tape. I hope they catch the asshole soon. But in here we keep all the originals.”
The room was a regular-sized one. Two shelves on the wall contained case files. A third one and more spacious was on the far side of the wall. There were tapes on it. Each one was labeled: day, month, and year. Then a serial number that Olivia figured only Sue probably understood.
Sue picked the tape from last night and put it in the slot of the VCR. Tom pulled a chair out for Olivia to sit in.
The door opened, Sue was there. “I’m gonna let you two do your thing.”
Olivia’s eyes were glued to the screen.
* * *
They were back outside the door five minutes later.
“Nothing there, Tom.”
The sheriff said he knew. “It was a professional job. And that’s what worries me.”
“Yeah.”
Olivia looked up and down the hall. The old man who was in a wheelchair had moved away. Her eyes screwed in deep thought.
The intruder from last night had made sure his face was bowed all the time. And he walked like a robot. His stride would be difficult to match. It was indeed a professional job.
Which begged a lot of questions.
She looked at Tom. “Why would anyone want to murder an old man in Baker Home, and also have a professional do it?”
“The boys are still running a match as we speak.”
“They are not gonna find anything, Tom.”
“It's worth a try, though.”
Olivia looked across the hall again. She got her bottle out and sipped. She caught the pain in the sheriff’s eyes again. She sighed. It was like a hole inside her. A gaping chasm that never filled, but kept demanding more.
How could she explain how much she wanted to quit drinking to Tom?
“There was a man…”
Olivia started off the way they had come.
“What man?” Tom hurried after her.
“The man in a wheelchair, he was here.”
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Sue stopped Olivia and Tom Garcia in the lobby. She was carrying a huge collection of files in her underarm. She gave Olivia the rundown again.
“I hope you found something new—” she started saying.
“Did Harald have friends here?” Olivia asked.
Sue looked at Tom before answering. Tom was getting tired of having to give her permission to speak all the time so he said, “Sue, we are both trying to catch Harald's killer. Just tell Olivia whatever she wants to know.”
She frowned. “These old people don’t exactly have favorites among themselves. Any one of them could as soon latch on to you for asking about the weather. You know, that sort of way.”
Olivia stared at the woman for a long time.
Sue was about to glance at Tom again but she went on. “Harald Kruger was a recluse. He didn’t make friends well.”
“He wasn’t one to latch on to a stranger, then how about a neighbor?” Olivia prodded.
“Then you’d wanna talk to Stitch.”
“Stitch who?” asked Tom Garcia.
Sue started walking again, making an effort to gesture with her hands, and hold on to her files. They followed her.
She walked out the door and took a sidewalk that went ahead and around the corner of the building. From here they got a full view of the woods. Olivia noted how dark it was in there even in the day. Anyone could be watching from there now.
“They call him Stitch on account of his injuries,” Sue was waddling ahead and saying. “He served in Nam, I been told. Got an early discharge when he stepped on a mine that miraculously didn’t take off his legs. But he sure got the most amount of cuts I’d seen on a being.”
They went through a large entrance without a door. It led to a large hall like a mess. Olivia and Tom were presented with old age in almost all its guise.
Olivia quickly scanned the place for the man in a wheelchair but half of the population here was sorted in one.
Sue pointed at a corner of the hall. There was a thin man licking ice cream and staring at a 50-inch TV on the wall. A baseball game was on.
Olivia didn’t care much about baseball. She wasn’t sure Tom was into it either. There was a rumble in the room as someone made a home run.
Olivia said to Sue, “Thank you, Sue. We’ll take it from here.”
Sue glanced at the men in the hall once and left.
* * *
“Huh?”
The man they called Stitch hovered between 70 or 75. His open face was covered in liver spots and his mouth was open even before Olivia began questioning him.
“I ain’t done nothing.” His voice rang with a Texas twang.
Olivia chuckled. She crouched beside Stitch. Tom wandered off.
“Easy pops, I just want to ask you about another friend,” she said mildly. “Your friend Harald Kruger was knifed in his room last night, you heard about it?”
Stitch's face remained cool, his eyes held the little light in it with such tenacity Olivia thought they might go out if she took the ice cream cone away.
Stitch had fine, curly brown hair, a well-trimmed beard, and he smelled nice enough. Olivia counted six stitches on his forehead alone. He must have dabbed aftershave on himself, thought Olivia.
“Harald had no friends. He loved it by his own lonesome,” Stitch said.
“Go on, pops.”
“Sue says Harald was your friend.”
“Sue knows nothing about anything but nail files. That woman could file your sins away, I swear to Jesus.”
“That’s her vice, right. Each man to his own.”
“What’s your vice, ma’am?” Stitch gazed into her eyes. Olivia realized, too late, that her breath may have given her away.
“Was Harald afraid of anything? Did he talk about family?”
“We are all the family he got.”
“And yet he had no friends?”
Stitch's blue eyes faltered. Tom was weaving his way back through the old men. There was another uproar. On the TV, a player slid through a cloud of dust.
Stitch glanced at Tom.
He pointed his cone. “I know you. You the sheriff, right?”
“Yes that’s me, papa.”
Olivia Rose from her crouch. She checked out the place again for that man in khakis and his book. She mentioned it to Tom. “Brown khaki shorts, he was in a wheelchair, reading.”
Tom spread his hands at the place. “Well, half the old people here have books open on their laps. I even saw a couple of comic books, Archie and Tintin.”
Olivia cursed under her breath and fingered the outline of her bottle in her jacket.
“Brown khakis?”
Olivia and Tom turned to face Stitch.
“Yes,” she said, stepping back to a crouch, her face inches from Stitch's own.
“Oh I know that one, weird but nice guy, those military types who still think they’re out there in Afghanistan or someplace where they’d done a lot of killing. He’s been here as long as anyone, long as Harald himself,” Stitch piped.
Pink tongue snaked out of his mouth and licked cream.
“Where can we find him?”
“He’s out by the woods this time of day,” said Stitch. “Kowalski, that’s his name. Eddie Kowalski.”

5

They rounded the corner of the hall where they left Stitch and the other seniors. Better not have to answer curious questions from Sue again, thought Olivia.
The walkway was a short winding one that went up a small hill behind the main building of Baker Home. It had shaped into a bright day already, a good one for exercise. But Olivia was already gasping before they reached the top.
Tom wasn’t doing well himself.
“We both need lifestyle changes, Tom,” she puffed, eyes peeled for Kowalski.
“You, more than me, love.”
Olivia chuckled. She missed this. And she craved a drink badly. Between Tom’s contempt and the Jack Daniels in her pocket, she chose the former.
“There’s Kowalski.”
Tom gestured at a man in a wheelchair, seated by the stump of a tree. His back was turned to them, his face raised up as though he contemplated something in the trees. Vehicles sped by on the highway nearby. An occasional honk caused birds in the street to scatter in the air.
The chair had stainless steel handles and wheels like the ones on bicycles. His legs were crossed in front of him. The book on his thin lap was Great Expectations by Charles Dickens.
“Hello, Mr. Kowalski?”
Tom stood in front of the man. His steely brown eyes left the trees and found Tom’s own.
“Who’re you?” he asked in an incongruous, soft voice.
“I’m Sheriff Tom Garcia.”
Olivia joined Tom.
“And this here is my assistant, Olivia Newton.”
Olivia smiled weakly. Hey there pops, she thought.
“We’d like to have a word with you about Harald Kruger, your neighbor.”
* * *
“You like coming here a lot?” Olivia inquired.
Kowalski raised his head and looked around. There were more wrinkles on his neck than on the entire clan of oldies in the Baker Home.
“No law against it Sheriff, is there?”
“None whatsoever,” said Tom. “Did you see or hear anything unusual last night?”
“Nope.”
Olivia stepped in. “Mr. Kowalski, we are trying to catch the man who murdered Harald. We have tried but found no trace, no prints, nothing. And he escaped through these woods last night—”
“Yes. He did.”
“—the cameras didn’t catch his face, maybe you could—”
“Harald knew they were gonna come for him soon. He knew,” Kowalski said quietly.
Olivia felt her pulse race. Beside her, Tom stiffened in anticipation. Perhaps he was going to get a quick break on this one after all. He allowed himself a little smile. Olivia was tenacious, she was good.
Olivia touched Kowalski on the shoulder gently. Her voice dropped to a low compassionate whisper.
“Were you close?” she asked.
Kowalski nodded. His eyes shone with age.
“Then help us catch his killer.”
After a moment of thinking, in which Kowalski’s eyes glazed over and Olivia thought they had lost the old man to probable amnesia, he spoke again.
“He had a secret, Harald did. A big one,” he confided, looking from Olivia to Tom and back. “Roll me down to the facility, I’ll show you.”
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Eddie Kowalski’s room was a bare one beside Harald’s own. It was obvious that he lived alone, as did Harald. Olivia noted that there was only one bed in it. The walls had things written all over them, an intaglio of meaningless scribble from the depths of an enfeebled mind.
Tom had asked Olivia how she had gotten onto the man in the first place.
“He was reading the book upside down in the hallway,” she had whispered.
“So?”
“He wanted us to come to him, he wanted to talk?”
Kowalski rolled over to his bed. He pulled it away from the wall. He glanced at the two visitors. Olivia watched with interest as Kowalski pulled himself out of his chair and got on the bed.
Olivia thought the man was going to sleep but Kowalski started rubbing at a spot on the wall.
As they watched he pulled off a paper tape. Olivia held her breath. She could have sworn that place on the wall was clean.
Kowalski pulled the brick out of the wall to reveal a groove. He reached in. His hand went in up to the elbow before it stopped. When he retrieved his hand it came back out with a black box.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Tom breathed.
Kowalski turned the box around in his hands, as though weighing the thing. He looked at Olivia and Tom.
“Harald kept this with me the year he came here. Said I should keep it and show it to nobody.” His voice trembled. “But I figured when he died he’d want me to turn it over to the cops.”
“Why?” Olivia asked.
The man gazed at the box again. “My guess is, the contents of this box here got Harald killed.”
Olivia was sweating already. Her heart was beating fast. The implications of mementos left by the dead were huge; there was a great story here. Olivia resisted the urge to reach out and grab the black box.
“Contents? Have you opened it before, Mr. Kowalski?” she asked, her eyes not leaving the man’s face.
“Yes. But it’s all a collection of stuff I don’t understand,” he confessed. He shoved the box at Olivia. “Here, maybe you could make something of it.”
Olivia took the box from Kowalski.
“Keep it,” he said.
* * *
It occurred to Olivia that if the box was so innocuous to Kowalski, she couldn’t trust it to give her much to go on. She needed a background and it was this man who could provide it.
Olivia handed the box to Tom.
She came closer to Kowalski. “You knew Harald. He must have said something about himself, something that this box could never tell us—”
“I get what you mean,” Kowalski interrupted.
“Mind if I sit?”
“No, I don’t. I could use the company.”
Olivia nodded at Tom. He stepped outside and leaned against the wall there with the box in his hand. Olivia quickly extracted her bottle and opened it.
Kowalski smiled knowingly. “It takes a toll, huh, the life.”
“You would know, pops.”
Olivia invited him.
“I’ll pass, that bottle is why I wound up in Baker Home. Sue would ground me if she even so much as sniffed alcohol a mile from me.”
“Okay, pops, hit me.”
“Too early to drink, lady. You should quit.”
A pained look crossed her features. If this man only knew how much she wanted to. If only anyone knew how deep the pain of her loss went. The booze kept her afloat, she always told herself. Now she wasn’t sure if she believed that anymore. Just this morning, just a few minutes ago, she came alive in ways that the booze hadn’t helped. Maybe Tom was right, after all.
Kowalski began talking without preamble.
* * *
“Harald told me a lot of stuff. You know, at lunch when we ate, or just when we are out there watching the trees dance and the birds sing. Sometimes we just miss our former lives, our grandkids, and the closest we can get is hearing the birds sing and that highway…”
His eyes became dreamy.
Tom had opened the box. He was out of earshot. He had brought out what looked like a map, folded into place. Tom was staring at the contents now, his mouth opened.
“I think some of the things in that box, he got from the labs during the war.”
“What lab?”
“Harald, he did some stuff for the military in World War Two. Science experiments—”
“He was a scientist?”
“Yes, a very smart one.” Kowalski glanced at Tom too.
Tom had opened the map. Hard lines had formed in the map like a mesh from staying folded for so long. Tom was peering at, and frowning.
“Harald always looked at that map every chance he gets. He pored over that map so much I thought he’d go crazy, or blind,” said Kowalski.
“What exactly did Harald do in the labs?”
“Weapons. It’s a lab he called Peenemunde. But that’s all he would say, that’s all. Saying more could get him killed.” He shrugged.
Then Kowalski suddenly started coughing furiously. A nurse appeared. She was a middle-aged hag with hair dyed black. Her face was a smear of mascara. She glared at Olivia.
“Enough already, lady. The reporters have been all over the home.”
To Kowalski she said, “Alright, Eddie, time for your meds.”
Olivia went to Tom.
“This is not right, Tom.”
“What’s not right?”
She glanced at Kowalski. The nurse was administering medication to him now.
“We should give the box back.”
“What’d you mean—”
“It must mean a lot to him.” Olivia took the box from him. She went into the room, ignoring the nurse’s new protest. Olivia knelt by Kowalski.
“We can’t take the box, Eddie.”
“What…”
Kowalski’s eyes were starting to glaze over from the drugs. Olivia touched his arm gently and some alertness came back in his features.
“The box, the items in the box must be worth a fortune if you sold it to collectors. We can’t take it. We’d like to give it back—”
“No, lady. I can’t. Whoever killed Harald is gonna be looking for that box. You think they’d spare me?”
Kowalski shook his head and slipped away into sleep.
Olivia figured that the man was right. The contents of the box were as dangerous as what Harald knew.
The ugly nurse led her out of the room and shut the door.
“Looks like we are stuck with it.” Olivia handed the box back to Tom.
Tom pushed the box back. “No, you keep it. See what you can find.”
“I need a drink.”
“Of course.”
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Smokey was waiting when Olivia entered her apartment an hour after leaving the Baker Home.
The cat took a look at her and scampered under the table.
“What, you’ve seen me drunk many times, Smokes,” she drawled drunkenly.
She took off her coat and slid the door closed with her heel. She drove the lock in and swept her eyes around her dump. The box from Kowalski was in her hand. She took a look at it again.
Some of the energy she felt as they walked up the hill to meet Kowalski coursed through her again.
Smokey jumped onto the table. The chessboard was opened on it, like a battlefield, soldiers alert and prepared for an unfinished war.
“No, man. No chess tonight. I’m working again.”
The cat stared at her and Olivia could have sworn there was surprise on that feline face.
It was dark outside and a little chilly. She drew the curtains together and shut the windows.
Ten minutes later she came out of a hot bath, dripping and bright-eyed. She fed her cat, insisted on no chess games again, and of course, no booze.
Hallelujah, she thought.
Laptop up and running, a bag of potato chips on standby, and she was searching for the things Hitler and his scientists did in World War Two.
* * *
Olivia ran a search on Peenemunde.
It turned up quite interesting articles about the Third Reich and the quest for weapons supremacy. There were laboratories, as she was told by Kowalski. She had gone through the contents of the box again with Tom Garcia.
There was a piece of paper, yellowed with age and worn from so much thumbing. On both sides there was scribbling of various sorts; mathematical formulas, theorems, drawings of strange looking organisms. There were also rocket diagrams.
On one very soiled piece of paper there were the following numbers:
778460007, 1666759949
7525097660071389
75251S00714W
7515059S04283W
751535S0417W

Tom had joked about the numbers. “They could be lottery numbers.”
Her search hit a snag when she found the present site of the labs in Peenemunde was now occupied by residential buildings. She felt a finger of disappointment.
What did she expect? Was she hoping to make a trip down there? How could she finance such a trip?
And the other objects in the box.
There were two objects. One that she understood well and another that befuddled her. The first one was what she was sure used to be an insignia on a ring, the swastika wrought in gold and red.
The other object was the size of an infant's fist. It was lighter than it looked, made from aluminum and rough around the edges. It was shaped like a cross and had a ragged hole in the middle.
Olivia took photos of the object with her mobile phone.
Her eyes stung. She rubbed them. She pushed the thought of a drink aside but it wouldn’t go away. She went into the bathroom to pour water on her face.
There, in the bathroom, she got a load of what she had become in the past months.
Lines, on the corners of her eyes, were deeper.
The flesh around her mouth sagged. She was staring at a tired, nervous woman who’s running from her reality. That familiar lump rose from below and lodged itself in her throat.
“No.” She shut her eyes. She would not cry. She was strong.
She dropped into her bed, face down, minutes after.
* * *
The phone woke her. It was the sheriff. His voice was dry and raspy. Olivia concluded that he hadn’t slept well too. She had cruised from layers of wakefulness to sleepy, intermittently.
“What have you got?”
“A bunch of things,” she said, sitting up in bed. Early morning brightness washed through the closed windows. She wanted that glow now.
“Harald Kruger was an important guy, considering where he worked in the war, a science lab in Peenemunde. According to sources, that lab was the only one of them that the small tramp visited—”
“Small tramp?”
“That was what the press here called Hitler.”
“And those little things in the box?”
“I hit a snag there, Tom.” She reached over for her note on the table close by. “The lab is not there anymore. And as far as the web is concerned, Antarctica is just a patch of ice and glaciers, no hidden labs or underground stations.”
“Of course, if there is anything there it couldn’t be so obvious, right.”
“I know that,” agreed Olivia.
Governments were covering up things all the time. She wondered if the CIA might know something about a hidden station underneath the ice.
“And the lottery numbers?”
Olivia snickered. “Not on your life, Tom. As far as I know they are just numbers. You could run them through your contacts in Washington DC.”
Tom groaned, “No, not now. I’d like for us to put this under wraps for now. Best not to jeopardize this investigation early, especially if it’s something big. And I think it is.”
Tom said he wanted to get to the station and see what else the boys there have dug up about Harald “John Doe” Kruger. Olivia, on her part, promised to keep digging.
* * *
It was Smokey who reminded her that she needed to do something about John’s funeral anniversary. Not that she didn’t remember, she did.
The death of a loved one was a complicated thing to deal with; you were afraid that now that they were gone, you just might lose them totally, even from your memory. And you didn’t want this to happen.
Secondly, you hope that you’d just as soon forget them so you can move on in life. This is the hardest part. Some deal with the painful intricacies of this shove and pull by working harder. Others leave the place they shared with the loved.
For Olivia, she took alcohol to forget.
* * *
In honor of John, her lover, she did house cleaning. She took all the empty bottles and trashed them. She vacuumed, put away used clothes, and did the dishes. She aired the kitchen, where cockroaches had taken over the tenancy.
Olivia even washed her hair.
Then she went down to the grocery store and got more booze, and some milk for Smokey.
Incidentally, to get to the cemetery she had to drive about a quarter of a mile on Highway 11. That gave her a brief view of the Baker Home. That created a diversion as well, for as she passed by, the thought of Mr. Kowalski crossed her mind.
Some intuition told her that the numbers that Harald Kruger wrote on the paper were key to solving the case.
* * *
Olivia was still tumbling the numbers around her mind when she drove through the iron gates of the cemetery not very far from the trailer park towards the east.
The air was fresh with the redolence of newly cut grass. She parked her Volkswagen Jetta under a large maple. The breeze tugged at her hair and the hem of her skirt. Mortuary monuments spread before her.
There was no one in sight. No one who had lost someone on this day, she reasoned.
Perhaps none that feel guiltily responsible for the death of the most important person in their life?
She picked the flowers she had gotten and walked into the early morning sun.
She thanked the caretaker inwardly for cutting the grasses.
She was kneeling before a white tombstone that declared:
Here Lies John Rueben Williams Who Died.
She choked.
She always had to read his epitaph. She always had to relive every moment that led to his death, from the moment she heard the gunshot — slide by slide it played in her head— till the devastating, soul-wrenching instant his head exploded, right before her eyes.
And then her eyes welled up with tears.
The convulsing act of crying shook her shoulders, violently.
“Oh John, I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I am so sorry, John. It was all my fault, I should never have…”
She fell on her knees and wept, gripping the flowers so hard they were ruined. She bent over and heaved.
She heard the sound of a car approaching but she did not turn around to see. Maybe she wasn’t the only one hurting today, after all.
But soon she heard footsteps and it seemed as if they were coming her way, behind her. When she turned around, it was Sheriff Tom Garcia.
* * *
Tom Garcia was one of the first people to come to her aid, and was the last to let her off when the time came. Healing was a longer process than she thought and that morning was proof.
Tom held her tight and let her cry.
“Betty couldn’t make it, she went in for an appointment with her doctor.” He soothed her. “She sends her condolences.”
Olivia sniffed.
“I miss him so much,” she whined in a thin, broken voice. “I just want him back, Tom. I can’t deal anymore.”
“Yes you can, you have. And you will, Olivia. You’re a strong woman.”
“I killed him, Tom. It was my fault.”
Tom held her closer. “Come now, don’t say that. You know the people who are responsible for John’s death, and they are in prison. You put them there.”
“I need a drink.” She sniffed.
Sheriff Tom Garcia exhaled. He herded her back to his car. He told her he didn’t think Olivia was in a condition to drive. She protested. Tom insisted.
“I’m taking you home. Betty won’t be long, she’ll make some food. You need hot coffee, not a drink.”
“You’re kidnapping me, Tom.”
They both smiled.
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Some law enforcement officers keep their job locked up in their offices when they close for the day. Sheriff Tom Garcia brought his home in newspapers and watched the rest on BBC.
Betty was still at the gynecologist. Tom brewed a nearly decent coffee.
The news was about the worsening relations of the United States and Russia. Putin was threatening Japan because the US was doing the same to South Korea.
Tom was on the phone with the guys from Forensics. When he finished, he came back into the cool and spacious living room. He sat in the opposite chair and watched TV.
“Feeling better?”
“Uhuh.” Olivia sipped coffee. She eyes Tom. “I could use some whiskey in this coffee, though.”
“No whiskey today.”
A professor of historical something in something, came on. Olivia didn’t catch the bald-headed, bespectacled man’s field before the screen changed to a military scene in Russia.
“Frisky ruskies,” said Tom to the TV.
But Olivia was listening to the historian who was giving the public a rundown through the history of the political tension between the US and Russia. He sounded convincing to Olivia, even though much of what was being said sounded Greek to her. And she understood a little Greek.
Olivia dropped her cup of coffee on the table. She rummaged in her bag and found a pen and her jotter. The name of the historian came on again as she had predicted. And he taught European Politics at New York University.
She wrote: Professor Hans Rutherford.
Tom stared at her. She threw her coffee back and got up. “I have to go check something out.”
“But Betty promised—”
Olivia bent and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Tom. But I can’t wait. Give Betty my love.”
Disappointed, Tom Garcia shook his head. He pointed. “You stay off whiskey.”
“Wine?”
“Olivia, I’m serious.”
“Can I borrow your car?”
“Sure.” Tom rolled his eyes. “Don’t crash it.”
Tom came to the door, he patted her on the back. He gave her a smile that said Olivia was doing great.
“I’ll have the boys bring your car home later,” he called after her.
Olivia waved and drove off.
* * *
Sheriff Tom Garcia’s car was unmarked. It was ideal for breaking a few traffic laws.
Olivia found an illegal spot by a pay phone on Rurale Boulevard. She jumped right in and quickly flipped through the yellow pages. She found Hans Rutherford's name was listed.
The phone rang a long time before someone picked it up.
“Hello?” asked a thin voice.
“Professor Hans Rutherford?”
“Yes, please. How may I help you?”
“I’m Olivia Newton, a journalist with the Miami Daily newspaper.” Former journalist, she thought.
“I’d like to ask you a few questions about a subject I’m working on,” she added.
The man on the other end seemed to hesitate. His breath came in hard and receded again, as though there was someone with him.
“Is this a good time, Professor?”
“Ah, very thoughtful of you. How about you come right round to my office and talk tomorrow—”
“I’m afraid I can’t.”
“Then this is utterly difficult for me.” His voice receded again. Olivia was getting irritated.
“I’m in the middle of an important meeting and—”
Olivia cut in, “Can I talk to you by email then?”
“That’d be peachy.”
Olivia got her jotter and took down the address. She thanked the professor and hung up.
Peachy, she mused.
* * *
Her car was parked in front of the building when she arrived.
She checked to see if she would find a bottle. There was none. She bit down the irritation that always preceded her thirst.
Shortly after, she sent off an email with a description of the contents of the box that Harald Kruger left with Kowalski. Everything except the numbers.
She supposed that Tom Garcia would not approve of her actions now, and giving away the numbers would make him even less approving.
Olivia waited for a reply.
Smokey purred under the chair, rubbed her body against her feet.
She looked between her legs. “Hey boy, some chow?”
Her laptop sounded, ping!
The mail was a long but deflating one from Professor Hans Rutherford. It said:
“Hello, Olivia Newton.
“It was nice to hear from you. I found your questions very interesting.
“Especially the ones about the German secret labs. I must assure you that you are not the first to puzzle about Hitler’s Third Reich and the laboratories. And yes, there were laboratories. Notable among the scientists that worked there were Werner Von Braun and Werner Heisenberg. Of this man you asked about, Harald Kruger, there is no record. If there was, I would know.”
“The contents of that box, as you mentioned, may just be nothing but memorabilia. There are countless numbers of them all over Europe. I have some. And please, there is nothing in Antarctica but a lot of snow.”
“I hope this answers your questions. If you wish for more answers, contact Professor Peter Williams. He teaches at the University of Florida. He specializes in the Second World War.”
“Best regards, Hans Rutherford.”
Well, that didn’t yield much fruit, did it? She took the cat into the kitchen and fed him. She read the mail again when she came back. The name of the professor that Hans recommended jumped at her. It wasn’t all lost then.
Olivia did a quick query with Google and found Peter Williams.
He was strikingly good looking, young, and smiling in his photo. The university was a ten mile drive that she looked forward to the next day.
* * *
Olivia called Tom on the phone but it was Betty that answered. She expressed sadness at not been around for John’s remembrance. Tom was out running, she said.
“Tell him to call my cell as soon as he comes in,” Olivia said.
“Kepler has been asking about you, Olivia.”
“Kepler who?”
The name didn’t ring a bell.
“The guy from the art gallery, remember him from last Christmas? He was nice to you at the party—”
“Oh, yes, that Kepler.” Olivia feigned surprise. No wonder she didn’t remember him. She wasn’t open to dates yet. Kepler was a douchebag. A rich douchebag, but contemptible all the same.
“Will you call him? He seems really genuine, Olivia.”
“I’ll call him when I get the chance, Betty. Tell Tom to call me, okay.”
“Will do.”
They hung up. Olivia exhaled. Talking to Betty was getting tiring lately and her visits weren’t ones she looked forward to. Betty was Olivia’s appointed matchmaker.
Her Volkswagen was hurtling towards Gainesville some minutes later.
* * *
At about 1:00 pm, Olivia caught sight of the Century Tower poking at the sky in the center of the university. Its white top shone brightly and beautifully. Olivia had visited the school several times before. The last time she did, the carillon in the tower was playing.
She drove past it and found parking space in between a tow truck and a black Porsche — which happened to belong to Peter Williams. She had called the professor in advance and he had given directions to the Faculty of Humanities.
Olivia walked into the square grey-colored building with some apprehension. The professor was a young man, at least from the sound of his voice. She was wary of young, dateable young men.
She was checking up on the office doors, looking for his name, when the professor bounded up the steps into the cool shade of the hallway.
“Olivia Newton?”
“Yes, that’s me,” she said, sizing the man up.
Professor Peter Williams was of average height, brown-haired with dark blotches, intense blue slanting eyes. He had the angular face of an actor. His jaws reminded Olivia of Brad Pitt. He wore biker clothes; black leather jacket and brown denim. His black boots had mud stains on them.
He gave Olivia a look, up and down. There was a slight hesitation in his eyes when Olivia wouldn’t shake his hand. He put it back in his pocket. He smiled instead, foiled.
“Did you have trouble finding us?”
“I live in Miami, Professor,” she countered quickly.
“I’m sorry, but most people never come here if they aren’t trying to study something.”
“I am a journalist.”
They walked a few steps and stopped at the door with his nameplate on it. He produced a key.
“And here we are—”
“Er, can we go somewhere less sequestered?”
The professor's hands lingered on the door handle. He glanced at Olivia, considered the suggestion for a second. He smiled again.
“It will be okay here, Miss Newton.”
Olivia grabbed her bag tighter.
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Everything about Peter Williams' office was huge.
His desk filled the office, so did his shelves and the books in them. His photo was hung on the white wall behind him. Next to that was a floor-to-ceiling window through which she could see the blue clouds and trees.
He sat opposite her and folded his hands, waiting. His eyes ran over her again. She was aware that she hadn’t been especially careful about her clothes. She didn’t care that much. She hoped too that the smell of whiskey wasn’t too hard. She’d had a few drinks on the way here.
“I have here some things I have written.” She got her jotter. “Let me see…”
She opened pages.
“Right, Professor Hans Rutherford assured me that you are in the best position to know these things—” She paused.
“What did they make at Peenemunde?” she blurted.
Cooper’s brows went up.
“Why don’t you start from the beginning, I can assure you whatever you say here, remains here, between us,” he promised.
He seemed nice enough. Cocky, but nice, Olivia thought.
“A man named Harald Kruger was killed two days ago in a Miami nursing home. He left a box behind. I think he may have known something, information that someone somewhere is trying to cover up. Contents from the box suggest he was a scientist who worked in the labs of Peenemunde in the Second World War. My guess is Harald was in the home, running from someone that hunted, and eventually killed him. What is it they did in those labs in Peenemunde, Professor?”
“Call me Peter, please.”
He rubbed the side of his jaw in deep thought.
“This is intriguing,” he said, getting out of his chair. He went to the shelf and pulled a large volume with a black cover and gold rims.
He opened it, flipped the pages fast, and stopped. He read for a few seconds before coming back to his seat. He pushed the big book, still open, across the table.
“Read that, it might help.”
Olivia frowned. Seriously? her face declared. She didn’t come here to study, or be impressed by how big his library was. He could just tell her what she needed to know. Exasperated, she tried to read the place Peter Williams had shown her. The letterings were the size she detested, too small.
Finally, she closed the book.
“Peter, do you drink?”
“What?”
“I need a drink to listen to you tell me what I need to know. Let’s find a bar around here.”
Peter stared at her, mildly surprised.
“Shall we?” Olivia invited.
* * *
It was a student bar. They served water mostly. And soda. The closest to alcohol here was a watery substance called Crud. Book-tired students were there. Olivia saw a few sharp ones, boys and girls.
They found stools at the bar.
“The German labs in Peenemunde were more significant than you know. The ideas for space travel were born in those labs,” Peter Williams began.
Olivia watched him over the rim of her glass. Her eyes said, Go on. Peter was a professor, she could listen to him without taking notes.
“Wernher Von Braun oversaw the designing of the first rockets in Peenemunde. The Vergeltungswaffe.” He paused again. “The revenge weapon. That was Himmler's idea, the name that is. They made two types, the v1 and v2. You have to remember that many of these scientists were not sympathetic to the Nazi cause. They did what they did to stay alive. If given a second chance, they’d be doing humanity a greater good teaching in some university—”
“Just like you.”
“Just like me.” Peter sipped distilled water from a glass. “In 1945, the war ended and all the scientists walked up to the Allies. I’m sure you read about all this already.”
Peter was staring at the wide eyes of Olivia. The knowledge in them was dancing about in there, unchained. There was charm somewhere in those eyes, the soft shoulders and her straight back. There was also a pillar, deliberately set in place. She was annoying, without trying.
She set her beer on the table. Her clear brown eyes not quite clear anymore.
“Here, I have all the items photographed, maps and notes, and memorabilia as Hans Rutherford called them.” She produced a photocopied sample.
Peter grimaced as he perused the paper.
“Where did this come from?” he asked, not looking up.
“From a dead man.”
“He must be trying to tell us something,” he said, awed. “These are the earliest German designs, none I have seen before. None like the ones in the archives.”
Olivia searched her bag again. “How about these?”
She handed over a fold of old papers.
“They were from the box belonging to Harald Kruger.” A part of her was enjoying this. She smiled when Peter’s mouth dropped open.
“My God,” he breathed. “These documents, damn, German documents, secret formulas and design protocols. This is definitely gold.”
“You know German?”
“Yes, I do.”
“All I want to know is what is in those documents that would make someone kill Harald Kruger.”
“Let's go back to my office,” Peter said sharply.
Olivia knocked the rest of her beer back into her throat.
“Let’s.”
* * *
Olivia knew that eventually she was going to have to let a third party — in this case, fifth party — in on the existence of the numbers. By this time she had memorized them. The feeling that they were a key to all of this was a nagging awareness.
They were back in the professor's office. Peter was behind his desk, tapping away at a keyboard. He rubbed his face every time and said, “Shit.”
Olivia rubbed the body of a whiskey bottle in her bag, wondering what Peter’s reaction would be if she drank. She was thirsty.
Finally, she let go of the bottle.
She fidgeted.
“All of these are meaningless without…” Peter rubbed his face, glanced at Olivia. “Peenemunde was sacked after the war. The factory is a hull filled with scraps of rockets and documents — useless data and old — there’s nothing there to suggest that these documents are from there or whether they are true.”
He shut his laptop down and continued rubbing his chin.
“I have read these documents and notes. They assert some of the greatest plans and weapons exist, but where? They are not in Peenemunde. There is nothing in that place but a beautiful beach. I’ve been there myself. Two times,” he concluded.
After a moment Olivia said, “I’d like a drink now.”
“We just had some,” Peter said, with a tone.
Olivia produced her bottle of whiskey. Peter watched the drink, curiously. There was a clock on the wall behind Olivia. Peter glanced at it.
“Too early?” Olivia asked when she had finished.
Peter Williams shrugged.
“Take a look at this.” Olivia placed the small sheet of paper with the numbers on it before the professor. “I found the numbers in the box.”
“Numbers…”
“Yeah, Kowalski didn’t know what they meant either. Harald didn’t say. And my friend Tom Garcia thinks they are lottery numbers.”
Peter stared at the paper. “They must mean something, a part of this puzzle, or he wouldn’t have kept them. I need to see the original.”
“Why?”
“If it’s written in his hand, I’ll know.”
“What difference does it make?”
“At least it can’t be lottery numbers; that I know for sure,” Peter assured her.
“The original, you do have it?” he asked.
“Yes. In Miami.”
“Good, you will fax it to me. I need to see it.”
“Okay, boss,” Olivia said and sipped from her bottle.
Professor Peter Williams excused himself.
* * *
That night, after debating the notion with Tom Garcia on the phone and getting drunk, Olivia faxed a copy of the numbers to Peter Williams, together with a return telephone number.
Five minutes later her phone was ringing off the hook.
“They are coordinates, Olivia.” Peter’s voice was tight with suppressed excitement. “The numbers are coordinates and guess where they are—”
“You are kidding?”
“No, I’m not. When can you get back here?”
“I don’t know.” She tried to conceal the buzz in her voice too. “I’m going to have to check my schedule—”
“And Olivia?”
“Yup?”
“There’s a surviving scientist from Peenemunde, he lives in Houston. You should visit him if you can. I’m faxing his address and photo to you as we speak.”
This was a game-changer. Meeting someone who worked in the same lab with Harald Kruger was the closest she could get to knowing who Harald was and what got him killed. She was ecstatic.
When she finished talking with Professor Peter Williams, Olivia called Sheriff Tom Garcia to inquire about the search on Harald Kruger and Kowalski. Tom had decided that it was necessary to have his contact in the FBI help him with this.
“But I’ll know something tomorrow morning,” he said.
“I need you to add one more name, Tom.”
“Give it.”
“Robert Lehmann,” Olivia added. “He is a surviving scientist from Peenemunde laboratory. Peter says he lives out in Houston. I’m going to see him tomorrow.”
“You take care out there.”
“I will.”
* * *
Her first disappointment the next morning was the news from the FBI guys at the Pentagon.
She had woken up early, fought the urge to hit the bottle early, and did some calisthenics instead. Her lungs had burned with the fire of irregular exercise when Tom called with the news.
“So far, those guys have stayed off the grid. They don’t exist—”
Olivia was angry. “The FBI doesn’t think that’s strange?”
“If someone doesn’t want to be bothered, maybe it was because they got nothing to bother others about too. It’s good peace for all,” said Tom and Olivia could feel him chuckle.
“And Lehmann?”
“Blank mostly. Nothing on record ties him to Harald Kruger, or Peenemunde for that matter. Just a simple address in Houston where he lives with his children.”
Olivia sat down hard on the bed. She hated that she had to go to Houston with so little to go on. Old men who lived with their children were supposed to be nice, right? She sincerely hoped so.
“You can handle this?”
She reasoned that she could. “I’ll be fine, thank you Tom.”
She was glad though for how deep the investigation had gone. She was making progress. She thanked Tom and hung up. She eyed the bottle in the kitchen on her way out and decided against it.
* * *
The flight into Houston took almost three hours. It was enough time to look out the window, see what the world looked like when you aren’t in it in person. Short but quality enough to take stock of her life.
It’s been two years since the day her lover, John, died. In that time she had progressed a lot. She had become an alcoholic, had almost gotten fired from a job that brought her so much satisfaction. She sighed.
Bulbous clouds drifted below the wings of the airplane. The sky beyond the clouds was blue and very beautiful — everything that her life had been opposite of in the past two years. All because of a deal gone bad. She closed her eyes and tried not remember.
As a distraction she opened her personal computer and checked her mail. She glanced through old emails. There were those from the office, co-workers wishing her well. Two from her boss seeking information about the support group he recommended.
Olivia pouted at the emails. Resentment followed the feeling of anger she felt for Rob Cohen, her boss.
There was one from Professor Peter Williams.
“Olivia, I’m setting up a meeting with the faculty here. Harald’s box is Pandora and we are opening it. We should have an expedition up and running around Antarctica. What do you think?”
A shiver of excitement tingled the tips of her fingers.
Expedition? Antarctica? All of that crunchy ice under her feet, white all around?
Things were progressing fast.
If there was a secret lab under the ice there, then someone must want it to stay concealed. Underneath the elation, she felt apprehension.
* * *
The taxi drove her through Texas State Highway 249. The road stretched unknown in front of her, like most of her future.
Soon they came into the fairly large town of Willowbrook. Quaint houses set off the road, long and narrow streets with trees and liberal looking people on the streets. It was a perfect place for a German scientist to hide out.
The taxi stopped in from of a semi-urban house with a short driveway that ended at a garage beside it. Olivia steeled herself and wished she had a couple of drinks before coming here.
She gazed up and down the street. A man walked his dog down the road. He wore earbuds and sunglasses. He passed Olivia without so much as a glance.
Olivia walked up toward the house.
The house had what appeared to be an attic at the top. Flower pots hung from the ledge in front of the house. There were aloe plants in pots by the patio. The house had just been painted white recently, she could tell. There was no one about but she heard playful cries behind the house.
She decided to ring the bell instead of going around.
She rang twice before she heard the sound of flip-flops inside the house.
Olivia stepped back to let the screen door swing out a centimeter. A very pretty lady appeared. She wore almost a thousand hairpins in her auburn hair. Her face was bare of makeup. She wore a red shirt over blue denim. Slanting eyes questioned her.
“Hi?”
Olivia tried a smile on. “Is this where Mr. Robert Lehmann lives?”
Hesitation. She stepped back just an inch. “Who are you?”
“My name is Olivia Newton, I’m a journalist with the Miami Daily. I’d like to have a word with Mr. Robert Lehmann.”
The lady — she looked like a wife to Olivia — hesitated, took in Olivia’s appearance and then backed into the house like a cat. She reminded Olivia of Smokey. Only difference being, Smokey was a dude.
Olivia checked her appearance in the screen door glass. Her denim jacket had yellow paint stains on it from the last time she painted her apartment. And her hair, well, it was everywhere on her head. She breathed into her palm and grimaced.
Damn whiskey.
“Hello there.”
She turned around and there was a man, definitely in his nineties, but well used and looking younger, standing with one booted leg on the small steps.
“Mr. Lehmann?”
“Yes, I understand you are a reporter.”
“A journalist, actually.”
“Same difference,” he growled.
He had a full head of white hair, bushy black eyebrows, and a nose so thin it was almost invisible on his long face. His eyes were piercing grey. He had a mouth that looked ready to smile any second. Somehow, this man had learned to speak without a trace of his German accent.
Olivia liked him instantly.
“Welcome to Willowbrook.”
Olivia took his hand and shook it. It was soft, and warm with health. He climbed the steps and joined Olivia on the porch.
“What is this about?”
“Harald Kruger,” she said. “That name ring a bell?”
“Should it?”
Olivia considered her next words, but the old man was smiling already. “Now that you mention it, it does ring a bell. I saw a small report about it in the papers.”
He opened the door. “Come in, please. Have some coffee.”
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The house was bare except for two paintings on opposite walls, and a set of chairs that matched the married colored walls. A small hall led off to what must be a kitchen and left it broke into what should be rooms.
The pictures on empty shelves showed that the lady that answered the door was Lehmann's daughter-in-law. The husband had Lehmann’s nose and full hair. His eyes were colder, almost sinister.
The lady, her name according to Lehmann, was Kendall, from Mississippi, brought a proper coffee. Olivia gave her a thumbs-up. She smiled shyly and quickly herded two snooping boys out the back door.
“Now, can I call you Olivia?”
“Yes.”
“And if you don’t mind, I have some vodka too.”
Olivia beamed at him. “You are my kind of granddaddy, Mr. Lehmann.”
Lehmann leaned in, lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I have a full bottle of vodka stashed somewhere in my room. My son, Gary, forbids me.”
“Then you should listen to him, sir.”
Lehmann grinned; his face radiated with it.
“Now, tell me what you want to hear,” he said.
Olivia let the confusing sentence pass. “I have here some documents from a box left by the deceased, Harald Kruger. He was a scientist in Peenemunde back when you worked there during the war. Do you by any chance know him?”
“No, I didn’t.”
Olivia checked the eyes. Basic psychology, the pupils remained dilated. She lingered on Lehmann’s face. No change.
She gave the man the documents.
“Please, I need your opinion of those documents.” She handed them over.
Lehmann riffled through them. His forehead creased in concentration, his face colored. He sighed.
“Such a long time. The past is one son of a bitch that doesn’t stay dead.” He looked at Olivia. “These are authentic German documents. I feel nostalgic right now.”
Olivia nodded in sympathy. Another day, she would grill this pops about life as a scientist in embattled Germany. But not today.
Finally, Lehmann said, “They are most definitely authentic.”
He handed the documents back. Olivia removed the box from her bag. She watched Lehmann’s reaction as she did. There was only mellow curiosity.
She spread the contents on the table. Curiosity was replaced on Lehmann’s face with indifference.
“Any of these look familiar, Mr. Lehmann?”
He came closer. He picked each object one after the other and put it back. He examined the object — that was the size of a fist — longer.
“This could be a part of a machine, you know.”
“What sort of machine, do you suppose?”
“Could be part of a wheel, or a rocket…” said Lehmann. “Did you know we made the first rockets? We made the first moon landing possible.”
Olivia said she was aware. Lehman put the object down and shook his thick head. “I’m sorry, I can’t help with these objects. When we left the laboratories in '45, many just picked stuff for keepsakes.”
“Do you have anything from that time?”
Lehmann pointed to a painting on the wall behind Olivia. She turned to look at it. It was framed in glass but the painting was obviously very old. It was the picture of a girl on a bombed street. There was a crumbling church behind her, the spires of which still stood, pointing at a blue sky. The girl wore a black bodice and a white scarf.
Lehmann was lost in thought when she turned back. His eyes had misted.
“I took that off the wall in Von Braun’s office. I had been there to make a report. Then he had gotten a call from Berlin and he practically stumbled over me as he left in a hurry. I heard the siren then. The Allied forces were coming. The planes were dropping bombs in the East and soon, Peenemunde would be flattened. I ripped the painting off the wall and folded it into the pocket of my overalls.”
A film of sweat was on his forehead when he finished talking.
Olivia’s cellphone started ringing.
“Hello.” She listened and as she did her countenance fell. “Shit. H…h…how the hell did that happen!?” she stammered.
She concluded the call by saying, “I’ll be on my way back as soon as I can.”
Olivia was sweating even though the house was rather cool. She gathered the objects into the box and stowed it. She finished her coffee, mostly out of respect for the hospitality.
“The offer of the vodka is still open,” Lehmann said, rising when Olivia did.
“Oh I’ll pass.” Olivia smiled. “I appreciate your time.”
“I’m glad I could help. And I hope that call bodes well,” Lehmann probed but Olivia ignored him.
The aroma of barbecue wafted through the back door when Lehmann’s daughter-in-law came in. The laughter of the kids followed her too.
Olivia waved her goodbye. Her bright eyes looked from Lehmann to Olivia.
Olivia wanted to ask about her husband, Lehmann’s son, but she only looked at the picture of the couple on the desk.
“You have a beautiful home,” she said.
The lady smiled genuinely. “I thank you very much.”
Olivia left shortly after.
* * *
A curtain moved up in the attic. A face appeared there. It was Gary Lehmann and attached to the side of his face was a telephone. He watched as Olivia flagged a taxi.
“She’s with the box, yes…and the documents…yes.”
He put the telephone in its cradle gently and looked out the window again. He stood there and stared at the taxi as it rolled down the lane, his eyes the color of metal.
* * *
She had purchased a return ticket so she was back in the air again within the hour. But Olivia was annoyed.
All the ways that the investigation could be dangerous was now becoming clearer to her. The fact that her life could be in jeopardy made her shiver. And she was so vulnerable. On the plane Olivia checked the faces for someone that might strike her as sinister.
Professor Peter Williams had called to tell her the copies of documents he had made had been stolen from his office.
People got blown out of the sky sometimes. She supposed that this investigation was going to hurt someone somewhere. If they could kill an old scientist, who seemed harmless, then they could do more to her.
Olivia was a threat. This thought both comforted and frightened her.
She kept her bag close to her body. She checked to see that the box was still inside it every time. The guy who sat beside her looked frayed. He wore earbuds and read from a paperback novel. The skin of his fingers looked tight and pulled over his knuckles. He wore what looked like army clothes. Wispy brown hair covered much of his face.
On the other side there sat a passive-faced man, clean-shaven, and too neat. He wore a white t-shirt and dark chinos trousers. He stayed very still.
He looks like an assassin, thought Olivia.
She started praying.
* * *
Tom Garcia was waiting at the airport by her car. He had been dropped off by Betty who had gone to the gyno again.
“Are you two trying to have a baby?” she asked in irritation.
“Yes, I need progeny,” Tom replied as he got behind the wheel. “Peter Williams is waiting in my office.”
She glanced at him.
“You met the professor.”
They joined the moving traffic of holiday people. Almost all the vehicles in front of them had a boat or a surfboard strapped to its top.
“What do you think of him?” Olivia asked.
“You wanna know if he would make a good mate—?”
“No, Tom, come off it,” she interrupted. “Do you think he could be trusted?”
Tom laughed. He made a left turn onto Kent Street. It was a longer cut, but better than being in the traffic in front of them. Olivia agreed.
“He was worked up about something, wouldn’t say when I asked.”
Olivia sat deeper in her seat. “He lost the documents.”
Tom glanced at her sideways, open-mouthed. Perhaps he realized too what the enormity of the whole thing was. She told him what she had found in Texas. They drove the rest of the way in silence.
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Peter Williams was waiting when they arrived at Tom’s office.
His coffee was left untouched on Tom’s desk. He stood up when he saw Olivia. There was determination on his face, not fear. Olivia tried to imagine how this discovery should make her feel better.
“Please, sit, Professor.” Tom went around his desk.
Nothing had changed in the office. It had been a while since Olivia entered it. The nameplate that announced his title was still there on the black leather, his cache of files beside it. A black shelf on his right, the trashcan by his chair, and the flag by the window. The walls needed painting, though.
Olivia pushed a stack of papers on the table away so she could perch there. Tom looked at her disapprovingly. There was a chair against the wall. Olivia always complained of how it hurt her back.
Peter stared from Tom to Olivia.
“What’s up?” he asked.
Olivia shrugged. “Lehmann is in support; the documents are old German papers, authentic. He had never seen the objects before, though.”
Olivia recounted her discussion with Lehmann to the men. She left out the part about the painting on Lehmann’s wall though. Besides, it was his son's place, not Lehmann’s.
Peter nodded and reached for his cup of coffee. He tasted it, wrinkled his mouth, and put it back.
“Sorry, Tom makes the most horrible coffee.”
Tom raised his hand. “Not me, it’s what the city can afford.”
Peter ignored him.
“I’m convening a meeting with the faculty biggies tomorrow to get an approval for funds. I’d like for you to be on the expedition team, Olivia. We are on to something. I want to know what it is.”
Tom tapped the table. “Er, let’s not forget this is still a murder case.”
“Shush, Tom.” Olivia smiled. To Peter she said, “It's going to cost a fortune to get an expedition team into Antarctica. How are you going to convince them? We have just the documents and the words of two old men to go on—”
“Yes, but one of the old men you speak of was a scientist in Peenemunde, and he says the documents are not bogus,” Peter countered.
Silence followed.
There was a certain fear as well, felt mostly by Olivia and Peter Williams. The danger seemed to flow over Tom. Peter rose to go.
“I just wanted to make sure you had a safe trip. I have to go now, to prepare for the hearing tomorrow. Be ready to move when the time comes,” Peter said with so much certainty.
Olivia saw him out.
When she came back in, Tom offered to take her home but she declined.
Ten minutes after, Olivia drove home, bothered very much about the future of her career.
* * *
The Miami Daily was on the topmost floor of a six-story building in the busiest part of Fulham Street, downtown. Fulham Street wasn’t anything like Wall Street, but it had the wide lanes, traffic lights, and the civility that made the city bearable.
Olivia did three years in New York City before getting transferred out here on merited promotion. It had been a breath of fresh air. She had been in the International News section of the New York Times. It had been fun, but it cost her two loves and almost one of her kidneys. Caffeine isn’t as good as the health promoters would want the public to believe.
Parked for a moment on the street, she reasoned that if she went upstairs without fear she could accomplish two things: get her dignity back and her desk.
A tall order, she thought. Simple but mathematically impossible given the circumstances of her ejection.
She had been found drunk in the same elevator she would now take. She had puked all over herself and fouled that whole sixth floor with her mess. Embarrassed beyond description, Rob Cohen had almost fired her.
She was too good to lose, he said. So he placed her on compulsory furlough.
But now Olivia was onto something big, she could feel it in every fiber of her being. She wanted to tell Cohen about it. She needed her desk back.
* * *
After making sure that her face was alright in the rearview mirror, she stepped into the street. She had decided against dark shades. There was no need to make the department suspicious of another spell.
Up in the elevator she went, out into the hall she came.
The murmur of the hub hit her. It was an emotional moment. She missed the energy here. The adrenaline of being able to do to the public what only a journalist can: make them feel whatever emotions they could.
Furtive glances in the cubicles from co-workers. She walked straight towards Rob Cohen’s office. The door was open as usual. Cohen’s face was on his computer.
He was a handsome man. Almost bald, but attractive. Baby-faced, he never aged. He had greyed around his ears, though.
He raised his face and saw Olivia coming. He smiled.
Olivia walked into the spacious office.
“Shut the door, please,” he ordered.
Olivia did. “Good morning.”
Cohen pushed his computer out of the way; a steaming cup of coffee appeared in its place.
“Good morning, Olivia.” He stood up to look at her. He nodded. “Have a seat.”
Olivia sat. Her temples pulsated with nervousness. Outwardly she was calm. She equaled Rob Cohen’s stare.
“How have you been, Olivia, how’re you holding up?”
“You never even called, Rob,” she snapped.
Rob Cohen frowned. He spread his hands. “I sent you an email, and I got no reply, Olivia. Look Olivia, I know — we know — you have been through so much. Enough to make anyone else cave in, but not you. You are strong, you are fierce, and you are the best I know in this line of work. But corporate was hounding me in account of your, you know—”
“Drinking habits,” Olivia supplied.
He leaned forward. “I couldn’t bear to watch you do what you were doing to yourself, Olivia—”
“So you let me go.”
“—what happened to John wasn’t your fault but you took it hard. Too hard.”
Olivia glared at Cohen.
“Now you blame me for letting you go,” he added.
“I needed help, Rob. I needed someone to help me get through that time. My job was important to me—”
Rob Cohen opened a drawer near him and brought out a newspaper. He tossed it across the table at her.
“What is this?”
She picked it up.
“Page six,” Cohen whispered.
She found the page. It was mostly paid announcements, an obituary, and somewhere below there was a small column. It was titled:
“Ace Journalist Took a Plunge After Lover’s Death.”
The column began with the words, “Renowned journalist-turned-alcoholic may have her recent behavior blamed on the death of her lover in a failed drug bust…”
All the fight left Olivia. A new hole opened up inside her and she felt her heart fall through it. Weak and disgusted with the paper first, then herself second, she folded it slowly and put it on the table.
“I stopped it from going on the stands, it was close. Marybeth Norton wrote it, she failed to run it by me before sending it down to print. She claimed it was a small column. You know Marybeth, she got into Gossip shortly before the bust?”
Olivia nodded. She remembered the fast-talking girl, big assed and pretty, with a closed mind and very open legs. Olivia had heard that even Cohen had been between those long legs. No wonder she could run a column without letting her boss know of it.
“Where is she now?” Olivia asked.
Cohen pointed at the glass. Olivia turned and saw Marybeth, bustling about, giving orders. She wore a dark plaid suit and skirt. The skirt was short. Olivia imagined, all the better so she could easily lift it up for Cohen’s dick.
“Okay,” Olivia said. “Thanks, Rob.”
“You’re welcome.”
“When can I come back, Rob?”
“I'll have to consult with them in corporate. I’ll let you know what’s up.”
Olivia said, “Please do, thank you.”
And she walked out of the building.
* * *
There was nothing Peter Williams could have done about Ted Cooper’s presence. If a body can be wished away into nothingness, Peter would do it as he walked towards the conference room of the facility.
First, Ted Cooper had singlehandedly moved the meeting venue from the spacious conference room up top to the smaller ones in the basement. The conference room in the basement was for students, and for all things non-academic.
Second, the man had taken the presentation that Peter had hurriedly put together the previous day and distorted the contents.
Peter Williams almost did not get his wish to have a meeting.
Ted Cooper was making Peter know what he thought of his request before even attending the meeting. It was Ted’s style.
Peter took the stairs. Ted could be in the elevator this moment. Better to avoid the asshole before the asshole holed you. Such random meaningless thoughts on a day such as this.
He was sweating when he opened the conference room door.
The lighting down here was poor and the air was dank. Three faculty heavies were seated already. Dean of the faculty, Barry Dutch, sat at the head of the table, his face glued to the screen of his cellphone.
There was Silva Goodall at the table too, a relative of the Kennedys. He looked bored already, his tie loosened, his face shiny with sweat. He wasn’t wearing his glasses. That’s a bad sign, thought Peter. Beside him was Craig Bozeman. The only black guy on the team of influencers. Craig was talking on his phone and smiling, and at the same time looking like he’d rather be in bed with whoever was on the other side of the phone.
Ted Cooper was missing.
Peter was not sure if he should be relieved or not.
“Hey, Peter,” Barry said
Peter pulled out a seat and filled it.
“Where’s Ted?” he asked the room.
Craig kept on talking on the phone. The rest looked at each other. Barry volunteered, “He should be here any minute. Said he’d be late.”
Peter checked his watch, 7:12 pm. He undid his tie and tried on a poker face.
Craig finished talking on the phone and beamed at Peter. His face was very black and his teeth very white. He wore a grey-colored suit.
“What’s up, Peter.” Craig spread his arms. “What’s this about, you wanna go to Antarctica, looking for Hitler’s body?”
“Not Hitler’s body, Craig,” Silva Goodall corrected.
Barry Dutch snickered. He placed his phone on the table and rubbed his square chin. He stared at Peter.
Just then Ted Cooper breezed in.
“Hey y’all, what’d I miss?” he hollered.
Peter said, “We were waiting for you, Ted.”
“Oh, really?”
Barry Dutch folded his hands on the table. He looked at Peter.
“Peter, you wanted to discuss something of utmost importance to this faculty with us. Come on, let’s hear it,” he said.
Peter brought out a folder from inside his coat. “Well, yes. I’m sure you all have read the presentation I sent to your offices. I’m privy to information that shows that the Germans of World War Two left something for us to find—”
He glanced at the faces, for effect. “—right under the ice in Antarctica.”
Ted Cooper started drumming his thick fingers on the table then. It made an annoying thrumming that exacerbated the heat and discomfort in the room. Peter watched him.
“Now I have here”—he passed a piece of print to Craig who was closest to him—“documents written in German, and what I believe are coordinates, leading to the belief that we may be looking at one of the most important discoveries of science, yet.”
He waited for the file to go around. When it got to Ted Cooper it stopped. Barry Dutch waited his turn but Ted was taking his time with it.
Seconds later Ted passed the paper to Barry Dutch. The dean wet his lips.
Ted cast a dubious stare at Peter.
“Let's say for a minute that we believe this, what do I call it, this claim is true. Just how much cost are we looking at?” Ted asked.
“It is not just a claim, Ted,” Peter said.
Barry Dutch raised a hand; he had finished reading. “Let's not get ahead of ourselves here. Before we talk about cost, we should consider the veracity of these claims—”
“My point, exactly,” Ted added.
“There should at least be a preliminary study of the claim, have someone go check it out.” Craig Bozeman pointed.
Ted Cooper rolled his eyes. “Preliminary what? I think that’s like going around the subject. I mean the documents could be forged, anyone with average proficiency in German could do it. This could be another Hansel Chip.”
Cooper looked around at them. “You all remember the Hansel Chip case, five years ago?”
Each of the men — except Peter, of course — nodded his agreement. The Hansel Chip case could never leave their memory in a hurry.
Peter recalled it too. It had happened in his doctorate year. A certain professor Milton Michael had stumbled upon information about a superchip on the surface of the 100 dollar bill. At the time, a quaint notion, Michael Milton had dragged the faculty into his pursuit of the superchip case. Thousands of dollars wasted in research and time wasted chasing a spurious chip. It turned out to be an authentic hoax and a monumental disgrace to the entire university. The papers had called the professor Hansel in its report.
But Peter Williams suspected that this time, Cooper was more eager to prove Peter wrong than show why the faculty must avoid another Hansel case.
Silence followed. It was Silva Goodall who broke it. A quiet man by nature and a stooge for Cooper.
“No, we don’t want another Hansel,” he said tightly, rubbing off sweat from his forehead, “but that doesn’t mean we can’t look into this. Perhaps we have one of us follow closely every detail of Peter’s research in this new case.”
Ted Cooper glared at Goodall.
But the rest seemed to be in support of Goodall’s recommendation. Peter breathed a sigh. Ted colored fiercely.
“This is a huge risk.” Cooper shrugged. “I mean, guys, consider it. Peter Williams here had never made a real contribution to the academics of this school—”
“And this is my chance to!” Peter said.
“—and him being a ladies’ man, his antecedents aren’t very sterling if they were anything to go by. What are we going to have the papers saying, 'Philandering Professor Discovers Hitler’s Secret Laboratory in the Snow'?”
Peter Williams made a fist under the table. Someone snickered again. It was Barry Dutch. Peter had dated two of his students, the university had found out. But the girls had turned out to be consenting adults. And his romps had been in hotels outside the university. Folks like Ted Cooper had turned it to mud, and had also made sure it stuck to Peter.
“Besides, we don’t have the sort of money required for such an expedition. And I sincerely believe we’d be throwing such monies away.” Ted pointed at Peter. “You don’t have the reputation for supporting such a noble thing — if it were to be called that.”
Peter Williams felt the dam of his anger bust open. It was blistering.
“You supercilious prick, you’d rather die than see someone else get past you, Ted,” Peter snapped.
The dean, aware of his duty for once, raised his hand. “Oh come on, Peter, no need for that language.”
“You’d screw your students too if you had the chance. I know you, Ted,” Peter raged on. “And in fact, you won’t let one of your students go right now 'cos she won’t sleep with you, you dumb fuck!”
This piece of information Peter got from Goodall who now buried his head on the table.
Ted had turned crimson but since the lighting in the room was bad, he could smile weakly and get away with it. But he was shaking.
Trembling a little, Ted spat, “You don’t know what you’re doing, Peter, you’re losing it. This is all hogwash. A laboratory in Antarctica? Come on, what are you getting high on these days? There can’t be anything out there but products of your own imagination. Is that what you want this institution to spend money on?”
Peter rose. “You don’t own this faculty, Ted, and you don’t own me or anyone else for that matter. All you got is your ego, your small dick, and that shitty car of yours you bought with faculty money—”
Barry Dutch’s mouth dropped open.
“You’re making allegations now, man.”
“Oh yeah, I am. I sure am. And if you want you can take it anywhere you want to. I’ll come with you, lying son of a bitch!”
“This meeting is over!” Barry Dutch declared.
Peter stormed out of the place.
“It’s hot in here anyway,” he shouted as he left. “Fuck you Ted.”
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Olivia Newton called three times that night and four more times in the morning. Peter sat in the gloom of his room, a bottle of Bud Light attached to his hands. Four empty ones spread on the floor. The only clothing on him were white shorts and blacks socks on his feet.
He hadn’t had much sleep either. Goodall called a few minutes ago, right after Olivia. He left a message.
“Hey, man. Er, that was something last night. Have never seen you so off the hook.” He laughed; it sounded like scraping against a rough surface. Peter imagined Goodall rubbing his forehead in embarrassment. Goodall was always the all conscience kind of guy.
“You shouldn’t have let Ted get to you. You know him, man. And that bit about him sleeping with a girl for grades, that was low, man. You stepped out of line, you know how much weight Ted pulls with the guys up in establishment. Well, um, I hope you’re doing okay…call me, man.”
Click.
It was 8:00 am. He ought to be attending to a couple of theses and students. They’d come to his office, find it locked, and loiter around the place. Ted Cooper, that rat — no, Ted is worse than a rat, he thought— would stalk the floors of the facility to see if Peter made it through the night, and if he did, whether he was functional enough to attend to his students.
Ted would find adrift students around his office. He will be elated. He had won.
Peter swallowed the last ounce of beer and dropped the bottle. His eyelids felt like pins and sand were under them. He belched. The phone started ringing again. Peter made no effort to rise from his couch.
It stopped ringing; the recording followed.
“Hey Professor, this is Olivia Newton, you know, the journalist from Miami Daily. I called last night. How did your conference go? I hope we are going to get the funding. Are you drinking? Hahaha, just messing with you. Call me. Please.”
Peter raised his head up and closed his eyes.
Of all the people on Earth, God had to put Ted Cooper in his life. That scum. And old mistakes never stay gone, they always had a way of sneaking up on you from behind. Dating his students had been a mistake. But people like Ted Cooper had to remind you of that every time.
Peter managed to drag himself into the bathroom.
He ran hot water into the tub and sank into it up to his neck.
The shrill sound of the phone ringing interrupted the quietness again.
* * *
Olivia paced Tom’s office.
“Calm down, Olivia,” Tom Garcia said.
But Tom was enjoying this new Olivia. It was one he had always known, who brought her energy to everything she does. But it was also an Olivia Newton he had never seen before. This was an Olivia that had been through a tough time, was recovering, and getting back to routine.
He had never seen Olivia getting back to work before. It was interesting to behold.
“The professor probably had a late night—”
Olivia glanced at him sharply.
“Come on, you know what I mean. Don’t those guys have all those books they have to read all the time, and research?” Tom explained.
Olivia dropped into the chair opposite Tom. The sheriff tapped his fingers on the table.
“I’m gonna call him again,” said Olivia, “then I’m gonna go over to his office.”
“Maybe they are not going to give him the funding…” Tom shrugged. “I mean, who knows, he feels so bad about it and doesn’t know how to tell you.”
Olivia pouted.
“Think about it—”
Olivia’s cellphone started ringing in her bag. She looked at Tom. She started rummaging in her bag.
“Hello.”
“Olivia, it is me, Peter.”
“Yeah, I called last night. Are you alright? How did it go?”
“Let's meet,” Peter said and hung up.
Olivia looked at Tom.
“This is not good.”
* * *
The name of the diner was Dina’s Diner. Peter picked it because somehow the alliterative name quelled the turmoil inside of him. And there were plants in the windows.
It wasn’t crowded either.
He bought two coffees. Olivia had rolls with hers.
Peter was even more depressed about the afternoon when he went by his office. There was a letter waiting for him. It had been left with his secretary. Funding was being denied, it said simply.
Nothing more.
Peter pushed the letter across the table towards her. Olivia read it twice.
“It doesn’t say why,” she said.
“Usually, it doesn’t. And it doesn’t have to.”
Peter was looking out the glass into the street. It had quickly turned into a sunshiny day. The world flowed out there like he didn’t exist.
“What happened?” Olivia asked, some earnestness in her voice.
“I guess not many people share your convictions.”
“My convictions? I thought you—”
“No, Olivia. That’s not what I’m saying. I really believe this could work, don’t get me wrong, okay. But we are talking about a lot of money and manpower. There’s just not enough traction with the committee, I guess.”
Olivia sipped her coffee. She eyed the professor suspiciously.
“You don’t have enough traction with the committee,” she said. “They have something on you.”
It was a statement, not a question.
Peter gazed at her across the table. After a moment he said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Okay.” She finished her coffee and her rolls. She wiped her mouth with a white napkin. “What do we do now?”
“I could try again next session.”
“Next session? You are kidding, right? We may not have a next session. The people who killed Harald are out there. They stole the copies of the documents from your office. They could be anyone, could be anywhere, even people in your university, who knows?”
Peter sighed. Red, prickly eyes stared at Olivia. He didn’t exactly like this journalist. Her kind put him in a bad light in the past. Yet, he wanted to come clean. At least, to tell someone the truth.
“I blew it.”
Olivia was preparing to leave. “What?”
“Last night was my fault,” he explained. “Ted Cooper, he pushed me, and I said some things…”
“What things?”
“Unsavory things.”
“Oh.”
Olivia ordered more coffee. And rolls. They continued in the diner for more minutes, but in silence, each with their own introspection. Lingering apprehension caused Olivia to watch the door every time it opened, making a thin noise on its hinges. She would practically jump, check the face — especially if it was male. She wondered if the man who killed Harald Kruger was watching her now, if he was in this diner. But most of the people here wore suits and ties, briefcases extended from their hands, and they drank coffee and ate rolls.
Didn’t assassins eat bolts and pins for breakfast?
A tall man in a red checkered long-sleeved shirt walked in. He looked around and his eyes landed directly on Olivia’s face. He had very dark hair and a dough-like face. He was either Mexican or Spanish. He ordered steaming rolls. He pulled his sleeves up and ate. He joked with the girl who waited on him.
No, he couldn’t be the man on the tape.
Peter caught the wary stare on her face and turned around to see.
“Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m just thinking, this is what they want. They’d like to keep this a secret. I’m afraid Harald Kruger died for nothing.”
Peter turned around again. “Do you think we are being followed?” he whispered.
Olivia nodded, eyes on the double doors. Peter said they have the documents now, and they probably know about his failure to get funding for an expedition. Then he began to reason that he couldn’t trust his people in the faculty too.
Olivia packed her bag.
“I have to go now, Peter.”
The professor rose too, half his coffee untouched.
“You’ll let me know if something comes up, won’t you?”
“You can count on it.”
They parted on the street. Peter got in his car and drove off. Olivia hailed a cab, after.
* * *
There was a disheveled looking man across the street under a sign that said Oslo Car Wash. The sign was painted red and yellow, the letterings being yellow, the background red.
The man wore a red jumpsuit. He carried a toolbox and he looked in place. He blended well, and he knew he would. It was why he chose that spot in the street. He was a professional. The man he worked for required the skill of a chameleon.
There was a manhole with its cover up where he stood, hence passersby could glance at him, notice the manhole but not his pitted face, and then go on their jolly way.
His interest was not in the gaping hole in the street, but the two people drinking coffee and eating rolls in the diner across the road. The woman ate rolls, actually. The man ate his worries.
By the time their little social meeting ended, the woman had contacted some of the man’s worries. Yet, when she got in the taxi, there had been a curious light in her eyes.
She didn’t matter, though. At least, not yet.
It was the man, the professor, that he was after. So he followed the man’s car on a Ducati bike parked in a nearby alley.
* * *
What the strange man saw on Olivia’s face was the afterglow of an idea.
The said idea was to go back to Tom Garcia. She had to see that tape again. Criminals often stalked the cops who investigated them. In this case, Olivia could be attracting such interest. She would simply watch that tape a couple more times, memorize the way he walked, his appearance, and then let him fall into the description when she caught sight of him.
There was a further idea, a natural progeny of the first idea; as long as those professors have refused to be sensible, she was entitled to a few drinks that afternoon.
First, she called Tom Garcia. He said he was on his way out of the office but he’d wait a few minutes for her to arrive.
“Aw, shit,” she cussed.
“What?”
She wanted to get her drink along the way. She said instead, “Nothing serious, I’ve been talking with Peter. Plans for the expedition aren’t looking good.”
“My suspicions too.”
“And I need a drink—”
“Olivia, don’t.”
“Okay. Give me ten minutes.”
“Five.”
“Seven.”
“Okay then.”
* * *
The University of Florida.
Peter Williams drove onto the campus about noon, twenty minutes after drinking half a cup of coffee downtown with Olivia Newton. Behind his black Porsche followed a Ducati bike.
The rider kept about half a mile distance so the professor didn’t notice he’d been followed from the diner. And when the biker came in through the iron-wrought gates of the institution, security assumed he was a repairman.
Indeed he was a repairman, sort of.
He parked his bike at the edge of the lot, away from the professor. He watched him walk up the steps into the Faculty of Humanities. The man counted to ten before bringing a cellphone to his ear.
“Sir, he is in now.”
The voice on the other side growled, “Watch him, I want to know who else he sees, where he goes. Just stay on him.”
“Right sir.” The man hesitated a bit. “He is clean, sir.”
There was silence on the other side.
“Squeaky clean, sir,” the repairman said, waiting for his master.
“I know. I just need to be sure.”
The man flipped his cellphone closed and quickly pocketed it. A burly security guy was approaching.
“Hey, may I know what you’re doing here?” the security guy asked, his hand on the butt of the stick attached to his hip.
“I’m a repairman.”
“Oh, what do you repair?”
Habits, he almost said, but he raised his toolbox and spread uneven teeth. On it was written Telephone Lines.
The security guy walked away.
* * *
Sheriff Tom Garcia pulled Olivia into his office and shut the door. A few heads turned in the pool. Policemen were busy people, first by profession and generally by nature. Tom had waited for Olivia for one hour.
He was livid.
“What took you so long?!”
“Hey, cool out, Tom.” She gestured at the officers out there. “They are gonna think their sheriff is molesting a citizen.”
Tom sniffed the air around her. Satisfied that Olivia hadn’t been drinking, he calmed down. But he watched her suspiciously.
“How long are you going to be?” he asked.
Olivia saw that the sheriff had already set up the rig in the corner of his office. There was a VCR and a monitor on a small table and nothing else.
“Maybe fifteen minutes,” Olivia said as she sat down.
“The tape is only two minutes, why do you need that long?”
She turned to him. “Have you ever had a feeling someone was watching you, following you?”
Before Tom could respond, Olivia continued, “Of course you have, you’re a cop. I think I’m being followed. I’ve seen no one in particular but I’d like to know what they look like—”
“You think Harald’s killer may be coming after you?”
“I don’t know, Tom.”
Tom Garcia sighed. He went back to his chair. Olivia frowned. “Did I say something?”
The sheriff regarded her with tired eyes. His face was rough with bristles of hair, days old. He pulled his tie, unhooked his collar.
“Betty needs a kidney transplant.”
On the monitor, the killer was walking down a lighted hall, but Olivia wasn’t looking anymore.
“I’m sorry, Tom. Oh Betty.”
“We need six thousand dollars that I don’t have.” Tom added, “I was going to go see Internal Affairs. I need a loan.”
Olivia clicked off the tape. She had seen enough.
“Will you get it?”
“I don’t know, but I want to try.”
Her thirst for a drink had been severe but now she suddenly lost all desire for it. In the past few days she’s been realizing that the world was a big fucked up place. She had troubles of her own, but so did others. Yet, people went about their days as though they didn’t need a loan, a kidney, or even to catch a killer.
She wanted to ask how the investigation was going on Harald’s case. She had been so engrossed in her angle of the case that she had forgotten that Tom had responsibilities to the city and to his family.
“I hope you get it, Tom. How’s Betty holding up?”
“She’s in a daze. We just can’t just believe it.”
Olivia breathed deeply. The past months had been like a dream for her too. She could relate.
To change the mood, Tom asked, “What about the professor, any news?”
“We are stuck.”
“I guess stuck is something going around now.”
Olivia nodded, thinking about her own predicaments. Maybe she should not get that drink after all.
* * *
Three days had passed since his botched presentation to the Dean of the Faculty and his cohorts. If Barry Dutch was having second thoughts about Peter’s request, he wasn’t showing it. He’d been genial at the quarterly meeting the previous day, even making blithe allusions to Peter’s accusations of Ted’s indiscretions.
“You sure got the man reaching for his balls,” the dean had laughed.
What that meant hadn’t been clear to Peter and he didn’t care one way or the other.
Ted Cooper had been there too. Ted was anywhere he could make an impression. They had been polite to each other. Then they met again at the school staff club last night. Ted had not been his usual imperious and contemptible self.
Craig Bozeman had pulled Peter aside in the faculty room earlier, congratulated him for doing what he had always wanted to do, which was, “shit on Ted.”
He had then bludgeoned him into coming to the club. They had taken a seat far from Ted and his friends, a couple of guys who smelled of plenty of money. Ted had said hi, with the corner of his mouth, and went back to drinking water.
“I’m looking for someone to fill in for me, Peter. For a couple of days.”
“Why? Are you dying?”
Craig laughed. “No, man. I’m not. I’m getting married next month.”
Peter was drinking a Bud Light, which was the only alcohol allowed on the campus. He twirled the green bottle at Craig. “Why would you do that to yourself, Craig?”
“Growth, Peter, adulthood.”
“I love singlehood, stay single and live forever, man.”
Some shabby-looking guy walked into the bar. Something about him caught Peter’s attention. Craig was recounting how his wedding preparations were coming, how he’d love Peter to either be his best man or take over his workload for the week.
Peter thought the guy looked familiar. He wore what looked like work clothes. He had a face that may have gone through some sort of grinder, it was riddled in crevices.
“Peter?”
“Huh?” Peter took his eyes off the pitted face.
“I’m talking to you, man.” Craig touched his shoulder. “I need help with Anglo-German Relations?”
Peter said something in reply. Craig said, “You’re the best.”
The stranger leaned in to talk in Ted Cooper’s ear. The conversation at Ted’s table stopped for the exchange. Then the man left without looking his way.
Peter’s interest in the man was short-lived. The anger he harbored against Ted resurrected. He managed another thread of conversation with Craig.
* * *
Peter parked his car in the garage beside a U-Haul van. Further down the row there was the Ducati bike. But the rider was nowhere near.
As he went up the stairs, two grey eyes watched him from behind a pillar. The man from the club, who had talked with Ted Cooper, brought his phone to his ear.
“He’s in, sir.”
“The professor?”
“Yes, him.”
“Alright, enough for now. Cut him loose.”
The man heaved a sigh of relief. He pocketed his phone and jumped on his bike. He hated this part of his job. In the past, he killed people but now his financier wanted him to make sure people stayed out of harm's way. It was a new experience for him, this bodyguard job. And the people he protects often didn’t know they had a personal angel.
He sped in the direction of downtown to find a whore for the night.
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Peter heard the sound of the bike leaving the parking lot below. He went to the window, pulled the curtains to see, but he was too late. He knew almost everyone on his block. None had a bike, certainly not a Ducati.
He had ridden in his undergrad days. He knew a little of bikes and their various sounds.
As a matter of habit, and on account of his promise to help Craig Bozeman with his courses, he booted his laptop. He was in the shower, singing Phil Collins’ “I Don’t Care Anymore,” off-key, when his laptop readied and received an email.
When he came out of the bathroom he saw it.
It said,
Good day to you Professor,
It is our hope that your day went well and your night begins with much satisfaction.
You are hereby invited to a ball by the University of Florida. This is a ball in honor of our esteemed benefactors to be held at the Baughman Center. Time is 7:00 pm, prompt.
Please, dress formal. This invitation admits you and a companion.
Best regards.
The President

Edward Dyer was the president, and his signature was below, like a chicken's scratch.
“What the…”
He rubbed his towel around his shoulder, slowly assimilating the short email from the office of the president. Peter had never attended any of those balls before. He’d only heard of them. They were a big thing among select professors and other teaching staff, but boring big things all the same.
He read the email again. He looked at his cellphone beside his computer and almost called Craig or maybe the dean Barry Dutch himself. Well, maybe he was getting the recognition he deserved after all this time.
Peter slept better that night.
* * *
Peter Williams wore a dark pin-striped suit, black brogues polished to a blinding shine, and he was alone.
He had his hair cut to a crew cut. He agreed that he was handsome and needed a girl to come with him to the ball. But the invitation came on short notice. Besides, who was there to take to such a party, one of the girls from his class?
He smiled ruefully at the skirmishes from his past.
There was Olivia, he thought as he nosed his car into the parking lot, but she wasn’t his type. It was 7:05 pm. He was late but these functions always started late anyway.
Baughman Center was lit up. It stood gigantic with its Victorian-style windows and stuccos. The surrounding field reflected the yellow glare.
Peter scanned the parking lot to tell what to expect in there. Well, opulence, for one thing. And then he saw Ted Cooper’s car, a yellow Camaro he drove on occasion.
He walked up the stairs, got a pamphlet with an outline of the night's procession on it from a round and short valet. He was ushered in by another one who wore a bow tie and tailcoats.
The familiar fragrance of champagne filled his nose. Bass guitar music, the sort from Saturday matinees, filled his ears. The hall was already crowded. Peter didn’t know half the people. The ones he knew definitely didn’t expect to see him.
Barry Dutch patted him on the back.
“Look who we have here,” he hollered.
Barry’s breath smelled of alcohol. They shook hands. Peter looked around to see if Ted would show up on the heels of the dean. He didn’t. Barry Dutch wore a waistcoat under his jacket. And a bow tie. Peter hated ties now.
“So you got invited too. Me, I was surprised that I was,” Barry confided, a little drunkenly.
Peter picked up a glass off the tray a waiter carried past.
“I could not resist, I had to crash this one,” Peter lied.
Barry looked at him dubiously.
Peter scanned the crowd. “Where’s everyone?”
“What’d you mean, we are all here. Have you seen Ted and Silva Goodall, oh those guys looked like they were cut from Vogue magazines,” Barry blared.
Peter sipped his drink. He smiled genuinely for the first time. A man who looked like a businessman put his arm around Barry’s shoulder and pulled him away in a bray of laughter and introductions.
It was going on all over the place: introductions.
He checked his pamphlet. In ten minutes' time there will be an introduction of guests. Peter walked off to the side of the hall where he saw Silva Goodall standing by himself. The man didn’t look anything like a celebrity.
“Peter.”
“Silva.” Peter raised his glass. “Cheers. How come you are alone here?”
“Look around you, all these people know is high living and making money. I’m just a professor.”
Peter shook his head in mock agreement. “The pollution.”
“Tell me about it.” Silva put his empty glass on a tray that hovered past. “Say, rotten luck with your expedition. Sorry I couldn’t give you support.”
Peter shrugged. It was typical of Goodall to be open with his faults. Peter liked that about the man. Yet, he thought Goodall was a sissy.
“All you had to do was raise your hand up, you know, and vote for the academics.”
Goodall hissed, “You know how it is with Ted Cooper. He hated being crossed.”
Peter shrugged again. The MC went up the stage where the band was playing. He took a wireless microphone and coughed into it. He opened white teeth and showed them to all. Peter didn’t know him. The man looked English. He called for silence.
“Good evening all…”
* * *
Ted Cooper finally sauntered onto the red carpet with a girl twice as young as him. The girl hung from his elbow like a handbag. She was pretty, probably twenty-three.
He nodded at Peter Williams, eyed his clothes and shoes, decided Peter passed his test, then he gave him his hand to shake.
Peter took it with a smile.
“Looking good, Ted.” Peter looked at the girl. “And who’s the lady, Ted?”
Upon closer inspection, the girl looked like a bulimic. Her clothing hid most of the indication. Black hair, bone-white skin, and eyes the color of a fish belly. Peter wanted to ask if Ted could descend lower.
“This is Carolyn,” Ted said.
“Hello, Carolyn, do you have a surname?”
“Nice to meet you, Professor,” she said through clenched teeth. “Are you having a good time?”
“I sure am.”
Pleased with the girl's performance, Ted smiled and nodded at Peter. He dragged his girl away. Peter cussed Ted. “Prick.”
Someone patted him on the back. When Peter turned around he was looking at the bearded, tanned face of one of the men who had been honored tonight. Peter could not recall his name.
“Professor Peter Williams?”
“Yes, I am.”
They shook hands. The man had straight brown hair that was oiled and combed back. His beard was well trimmed; it bordered his thin lips making him look like Doctor Strange. His eyes were brown and soft, like a grandfather’s.
“Can we get some air, Professor?”
Peter nodded. Of course they could.
* * *
It was airy on the small, private balcony on the topmost floor of Baughman Center. Stars spangled the black skies, lights sparkled across the city. The balcony was only wide enough for about four people at once.
They had come up a flight of stairs, had seen Barry Dutch on their way up. The dean had raised his brows when he saw Peter’s companion and had given him a thumbs-up.
Peter couldn’t have been more confused.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” asked the man.
Not sure what he meant, the heavens or the city below, Peter said, “Sure is.”
“My name is Frank Miller.”
Peter glanced at the man sharply. “The billionaire?”
“Yes, that one.”
Miller smiled. He rubbed his beard. “I decided to change my look, to confuse the journalists a little bit. They hound me.”
Peter shook his head in wonder. Frank Miller had appeared on the front page of Forbes five times now. He was excessively rich, and elusive. He did everything he could to stay out of the news. The tan was perhaps part of the disguise. He had been given three awards by the university tonight alone.
Peter snickered. “You are really going to donate 100 billion to the school?”
He looked at Peter. “Yes, why not?”
There was an accent but Peter couldn’t place it. Miller suppressed it somehow.
The man continued. “I’m all for great causes, Professor. For example, I would like to support and finance your expedition.”
It was like being punched in the gut. Peter turned his face sharply. The man’s brown eyes held his. His lips formed a determined line on his face.
“How did you know about that?” Peter whispered.
“I understand that the committee in charge denied you the funds. Well, I find the case interesting. Harald Kruger was indeed a patient fellow, God bless his soul. I am making sure that the Baker Home gets more funding too. In fact”—he made a fist—“I have placed all the seniors on a weekly allowance, those there presently and those to come.”
Peter sighed, his thoughts wild with possibilities.
“I know what must be known, Professor Williams. I know you have documents — ones I understand were taken from your office not long ago — and I assure you that is not me. I don’t steal what isn’t mine. Everything I have I worked for. But I can help. Let me help. Olivia Newton and the sheriff, Tom Garcia, would agree.”
First, he felt relief — then anger at the man beside him.
“You’ve been following me? You’ve been following us? How do I know you didn’t kill Harald Kruger? You can’t just go about following people around!”
He raised his hand again.
“Please, be calm. I mean no harm. I’m a powerful man and if I want you harmed I have better ways of achieving it. As I have said, none of those was my doing. I simply want to help—”
“Why?”
Frank Miller was quiet for a moment, but his eyes never left Peter’s face and they remained mild. Though Peter thought he saw something else in them that he could not name at the time.
“Let’s just say I have my reasons, professor Williams. And I’m willing to make the expedition comfortable for you in any way.” Miller leaned closer. “If my information serves me right, you don’t have much time left.”
Peter started. “What are you talking about?”
Miller hesitated before saying, “You are not the only one who knows Harald Kruger’s secret, Professor Williams.”
Flushed with hot anger anew, Peter gazed out towards the city. He was supposed to be happy but he wasn’t. Maybe Olivia could come up with something about Frank Miller’s motive.
Motive was everything. It drove him crazy now that this wealthy man knew so much, had the money to knock him and Olivia off the trail. Feelings of insecurity roused in Peter.
Finally, Peter said, “Alright, I’ll have to think about it.”
“Here.” Miller showed Peter a small card. “Call the number on the card tomorrow. That’s my direct line. And Professor, time is of the essence.”
Frank Miller smiled for the first time. He showed a crooked tooth. He left Peter on the balcony.
* * *
Peter Williams left the ball early. He ran into Barry Dutch once more as he walked down the stairs. The dean was with a few fat men in expensive suits. Two of them were Asians, wealthy and imperious men.
Barry was doing what he had to do. The faculty needed money, the dean could convince millions out of the pockets of these men.
The dean pulled his hand as he went past the group.
“Hey, Peter, what’s going on? You know who that is, right?”
Peter said he did. “I have to go, Barry.”
“Yeah, what did Miller want? Did he say anything about the Lamar Project? Did you tell him?”
“Yeah,” Peter lied.
“Good boy. You just might get your expedition next time, you know.”
Peter gave the man a sour look. Barry quickly reverted to his group of prospective investors.
* * *
He called Olivia’s phone. It rang continuously for almost a minute before her hoarse voice came on.
“Olivia, hey.”
“It’s late, Professor. Humans have to sleep.”
“We got the expedition.”
Peter felt Olivia’s exciting movement. Her voice became clearer. “Say again!”
“We are back on track, Olivia. But I have to—”
“How did that happen?”
“It’s a long story, I’d like to tell you about it over lunch tomorrow—”
“A date?”
“What? I’m—”
“Deal.”
Peter shook his head in wonder. He said, “I have to get more information from our financier tomorrow before seeing you, okay.”
Olivia was up now, bright-eyed, he imagined. And she was barely holding back from the array of questions that were on her lips.
Peter said, “Tomorrow.” And hung up.
* * *
The white business card had a border of gold and green. On one side the name Frank Miller was written in gold. Below that was a telephone number.
Peter dialed it.
There were no pleasantries.
Frank Miller’s voice was as fresh as the night before.
“A car will be in the street to pick you up in ten minutes,” he said.
There was a click.
He knows my place, Peter mused. He tapped the business card on the table.
So he was going to Antarctica after all.
* * *
A black Mercedes was waiting for him when he went down. A dark-suited guy in black sunglasses opened the back door. Peter nodded at the guy who looked more like a CIA agent than a chauffeur.
“Well, this is very subtle,” Peter said to him.
The car joined the traffic on its way towards Miami's financial district.
* * *
Frank Miller’s office was large enough for three medium-sized families to live in comfortably.
Miller was on the phone at a smaller desk, in an outer office. He raised a finger at Peter. He finished his conversation, looked at Peter briefly before inviting him into his big office.
The carpet was so thick, Peter dug his shoes in it, just to make sure it was real Oriental. Everything in there was made of mahogany, it seemed. Miller’s desk was the size of four billiard tables, shiny with polish.
He looked like a king behind it when he sat in his high-backed chair.
“Please sit, Professor Williams.”
He flicked his wrist to dismiss the chauffeur.
“You have come to a decision?”
“Yes, I have. And I have a condition.”
“Tell me, what is it?” Miller placed the tips of his hands together on the table.
“Olivia Newton comes with me.”
Miller shrugged. He stared at Peter, waiting.
“That’s all,” Peter said.
“Good, I have conditions of mine, Professor. I will do all I have promised, and more, if you let me chose members of the team that will go with you. Of course, the journalist comes with you. What do you say?”
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, I don’t kid, Professor Williams.”
Peter’s suspicion that this man had something to hide nagged at him. He had yet to meet a really altruistic billionaire. They didn’t get to have all that wealth by giving it away. It infuriated him more that Frank Miller had some hidden agenda.
If Peter refused this new clause in the proposition, he risked losing his expedition and, of course, his own academic advancement. He pictured himself in the papers, the man who discovered Hitler’s secret lab. There was no telling what this expedition would do to his entire career. Any chance to shit on Ted Cooper and the rest of them who thought he wasn’t worth his onions.
“It’s just a simple request, Professor,” Miller persuaded.
“Okay, as long as Olivia Newton is on the team.”
Miller smacked the top of the table. “Deal.”
He rose and went around the table. “We must begin preparations then. I will put together the team right away.”
At the door, Frank Miller called him. “Professor?”
Peter turned around, some anger still in his eyes.
“I’d prefer if we keep this matter private. Of course, you would want to let Ms. Olivia Newton know about our discussion. You understand?”
“Crystal.”

Part 2
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She was the only journalist in the group, and the only one who had been bereaved. They stared at her as though she was a rare species. The initial embarrassment of being gawked at this way had worn off after the first session in the Pundit Alcoholics Anonymous that was held in the basement of the psychology department at the University of Florida.
It had two sessions per week. They had a register and Olivia must sign in every time she came down here.
It was one of the conditions of her reengagement with the Miami Daily. Rob Cohen had emphatically told her this was all she could get.
“Well, everyone, it is sad to let you all know that Ms. Olivia is sitting here for the very last time,” said Phil, an Italian and an albino.
“Ms. Olivia is going away on vacation and won’t be back with us, hopefully, for a long time. Let’s give her a round of applause.”
A spattering of clapping rang in the basement. It was a big place. The wall was fading green and riddled with the subterranean plumbing of the building. Sometimes it smelled of the detritus from up there, at other times the place simply smelled of the members.
Today it smelled of sewer.
The circle of embattled men and women dealing with alcoholism stared at Olivia.
“Do you wanna say something to us, Olivia?”
She brushed the hair out of her face, smiled shyly, and said she’d like to in a voice as tiny as the confidence she had in AA meetings. The pretense had become so tiring and torturous.
“Yes, um, I’ve done a lot of thinking over the past two weeks since I’ve been coming here…”
And on she droned.
Ten minutes later she was in the parking lot, shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare and waiting for Tom Garcia. Tom’s Jeep rolled in. It was dusty from the ride in.
“Hop in, we don’t have much time,” Tom said.
Olivia opened a small flask and drank from it.
“How’s the healing process coming?”
Olivia raised the flask. “We are healing fast and efficiently, sir.”
Tom laughed.
“Come on, the professor is waiting. We have thirty minutes to get to the airport.”
Olivia looked in the back seat. “You got my stuff?”
“Yeah, got your stuff. Seatbelt, please.”
Olivia strapped in.
* * *
Peter Williams was waiting at the Fort Lauderdale airport. It was windy. The sun was high and the brightness was blinding. But Olivia felt good to be rid of the company-imposed AA meetings and going on, what felt like, a vacation.
Tom helped her carry her small luggage from the back of the car.
She stopped in her tracks. “What the hell is that?”
“It’s a jet, Olivia.”
“Holy Christ, I never flew in one of those before.”
Peter Williams's grinning face appeared at the door of the aircraft. He waved Olivia over. Tom ran ahead of her.
“Hey, Sheriff,” Peter greeted pleasantly.
Tom smiled. “You take care of her, okay.”
“I can take care of myself,” Olivia yelled over the howl of the wind.
The men shared amused glances.
The engines screamed to life as she went in. A guy in chauffeur clothes appeared from inside the aircraft and pulled the door shut.
Seated and belted in, Olivia breathed. “Chile, here we come.”
Olivia waved at Tom through the window.
Tom watched the aircraft take off before he got into his car and rode back to the city.
Olivia, on her part, looked out the window. She wondered what awaited them in Antarctica. All those ice and frozen packs floating on the sea. She had been reading up on the terrain.
She particularly wanted to see the animals, the polar bears, and the seals. She hoped they’d find what they were searching for and get back soon. She had sent off another email to Rob Cohen that morning, thanking him for giving her another chance.
Rob hadn’t replied. Rob wanted exclusive direction over her work out there. But she didn’t come out of everything she’d been through to lick ass again.
She was going to get her own exclusive. Whether Miami Daily wants it or not. When the story busts, she imagined she would be in the market for the highest bidder. Olivia smiled at her approaching fortune.
* * *
Hours later, Santiago pulled up before her. Through her window she could see the everlasting blue of the Pacific Ocean, the humps of the Andes hemming the city all around.
She looked at Peter. “You sure they have an airport down there?”
Peter laughed. “My thoughts too when I first saw it.”
“So you’ve been here before?”
“Yeah, once anyway,” he demurred. “It was for a South American summit on culture and textiles. The connection between what we wear and everything else about us, you know.”
Olivia didn’t know. She just wanted some of the beaches she saw from up there.
* * *
A small contingent of black-suited men were waiting at the airport when they landed. They took Olivia and Peter’s baggage without a word, and put them in the back of a waiting limousine.
Olivia made a face at Peter. The professor shrugged his ignorance.
“This Miller guy, you trust him?”
“No.”
“Good. Cos I don’t.”
* * *
The limousine drove through narrow streets filled with shops and a babble of Spanish that Olivia found exotic. Soon they were driving through a more urban district; palm-lined plazas, neoclassical cathedrals, and deep blue rivers with yachts.
“Where are we going now?” Olivia asked Peter.
“We are meeting the crew, I guess.”
“I hope it’s a hotel. I hope we don’t leave immediately too,” she said, smiling.
Peter leaned close to her. “You are not planning to hit the bottle in Chile, are you?”
Olivia’s jaw tightened.
“You must take no offense, Olivia. I did a search on you. Assume that Frank Miller did the same thing. If we are going to get along with the crew and not let our guards down we must be sober at all times.”
Peter went back to watching the road ahead. They were on a long lonely road cutting through tall, craggy hills. The sky above was grey with sharply contrasting white clouds. Olivia was quiet for the rest of the ride.
She suspected that Peter was the one she needed to watch out for. His sanctimonious face annoyed her.
* * *
They arrived at an estate upon a brown hill. It looked like a different country. All the beautiful seaside and architecture was gone. It was replaced by dreary walls and colorless flowers.
Frank Miller was waiting in what looked like a warehouse. With him was a hard-faced man. Peter Williams quickly recognized the rough-faced man from the staff club. He wore army fatigues. Other men busied about the place. There were scraps of machinery, black and oily metal lumps lying around being attended to by men in jumpsuits.
“Welcome, Professor Williams,” Miller called from the back of the hall.
He bowed slightly. “Ms. Newton. Welcome to Punta Arenas.”
Miller was clean-shaven. He looked youthful and less menacing than in the pictures she’d seen.
“Thank you, Mr. Miller.”
“Oh, it’s Frank.” He gestured at beach chairs. “Please sit and make yourselves comfortable.”
Olivia noted the faces of the men standing around. She profiled and memorized them all. They all look like men from some military outfit: muscular and brusque in manner.
“Where’s the crew?” Pete asked.
“Come with me,” Miller invited.
They walked up a hill. The hill topped out into level ground. There was an airplane waiting on the windy grass.
“What the hell is that?” Peter called.
“That’s a Russian aircraft, a multipurpose strategic airlifter. The first of its kind was made in 1976, planned to be a passenger craft, but the military has better uses for them these days.”
Peter grunted his agreement. “Must cost a fortune on the black market.”
Miller glanced at Peter to see if he had him. He said, “I had this made for me. I travel to rough places a lot.”
The hatch behind the aircraft was open and three men were seated on crates of equipment.
Miller said, “Professor Williams, here is your crew.”
“Here is marine biologist Anabia Nassif,” Miller gestured at a white-haired, hawk-nosed man. The small-framed man nodded. He had expectant eyes.
“And here is Liam Murphy, he’s an expert in polar and ice terrains. We need him to guide us through the hazards of the Antarctic.”
Liam waved. “Hi, pleased to meet you two.” He wore a black armless windbreaker on a red flannel shirt and jeans. He had a boyish look about him. He had a crop of brown beard on his chin.
“And this is Victor Borodin, also an expert in all things Antarctica.” Miller tapped the tall Russian's shoulder. “He’ll be leading this expedition.”
There was a murmur of greetings.
“And oh, let me introduce my personal bodyguard.” He looked at the man with the pitted face.
“His name is Itay Friedman. He is former Israeli military.”
Frank Miller checked his watch. He walked over to Peter Williams and Olivia. Olivia stopped speaking into her Dictaphone. Miller gave the device a bored look. To Peter he said, “Any questions before we leave, Professor?”
“I saw that guy in the university the other day.” Peter pointed at Friedman.
Miller smiled. “He is also my emissary, Professor Williams. Don’t worry he’s harmless, when he needs to be.”
He told the crew to be ready in ten minutes and left.
* * *
Ted Cooper had been in the cockpit all along. He walked out of there like a burly ghost. Peter was talking with the marine biologist, Anabia Nassif. The scientist had been querying about the expedition.
Ted Cooper wore a baseball cap with the NYC logo on it. He was pulling up the zipper on his red windbreaker. He waved at Peter.
“Hello there, Peter.”
Miller had come back from wherever he went and was asking everyone to board. He saw the surprise on Peter’s face. Olivia looked lost.
“And that’s Professor Ted Cooper, I believe you know each other, yes,” Miller said with a broad smile.
“What is he doing here?” Peter hissed.
“Get on the plane, Professor,” Miller whispered. “We are going to Russia.”
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Thousands of feet in the air, Frank Miller strolled over to Peter Williams. He sat beside him on a crate of equipment. The others were seated similarly. Olivia was caught in an animated discussion with Liam Murphy, the Polar expert.
Ted Cooper sat by himself on a beach chair he had brought along, reading a National Geographic. He shot Peter blank stares every minute or so.
“I understand your anger, Professor Williams,” Miller said quietly, a little above the drone of the plane. “But this expedition is more than each of our feelings.”
“These guys, do they know exactly what we’re after?” Peter asked, changing the subject.
Miller looked around the holding area. “No, they don’t. The only ones who know are you and Ms. Olivia, me and Ted Cooper. The rest of the crew think we are looking for signs of global warming in the Antarctic.”
“Global warming? These are scientists, you could have done better.”
“It’s the best I can come up with, given the circumstances. But I made sure the lie looks good enough.” He tapped the crate they sat on. “We have all equipment and tools for the research, and Liam there has some experience in geology. He’d be doing most of the fronting. He still doesn’t know, though.”
“That leaves you, Mr. Miller.” Peter glanced at the man. “I know why the cock sucker Ted Cooper is here. He likes to reap where he hasn’t sown. But you, what do you really get out of this?”
Frank Miller matched his stare. “What do you get out of this?”
Peter thought for a moment but no ready response came to him. None that would sound altruistic, that is. Just then he realized how every man was selfish in the final analysis, some more so than others.
Miller looked away. He nodded slowly.
“When I first got the news about the laboratories, and what may be down there, I knew I had to make a move. I talked to Ted Cooper then. But somehow it was you whom the lady called—”
“It was supposed to be him?”
Cooper was still engrossed in his magazine. Peter felt some of his anger towards his colleague chip.
“Yes, Professor,” said Miller without looking. “I didn’t factor in the journalistic instinct of your lady friend. I was hoping she’d go on right up to your faculty and meet with Ted Cooper, but she went on the Internet and found a certain Hans Rutherford. You know him?”
“Sure, an old acquaintance.”
Miller pursed his lips. He slipped into deep thought for a moment. Olivia laughed with Liam Murphy. It drew the attention of the crew except for Ted Cooper who stared at Peter Williams, and then at the billionaire.
Ted averted his eyes again as Peter focused on him.
“What do you think we’ll find, Mr. Miller?”
“I think it is time you called me Frank, most of my partners call me Frank.”
Peter said it was okay to “call me Peter.”
Miller shook his head. “No one knows exactly. No one except the ones who have been there.”
“Robert Lehmann?”
“Yes, when word reached me that Harald Kruger had been killed, I had known I had to protect Lehmann. I assigned bodyguards to his home. Although, he knows nothing of it.” Miller glanced at Peter then, “I wasn’t sure you’d want to work with me, that you’d think I had Harald killed.”
“Then who did?”
Miller ignored the question. He said, “It is not in my favor to have Harald Kruger killed. He would have made a better guide than any of these men. And Lehmann I didn’t want to take away from his family.”
After a moment, Miller looked at Peter. It wasn’t an apparent change in Miller’s features but Peter thought he saw fear, uncertainty.
“There are powerful people, more ruthless people who want what is buried under the snow where we are headed. They’d do anything”—his voice dropped an octave—“and I mean anything, to stop us. You must be prepared.”
“They killed Harald Kruger. They stole the documents from my office—”
Miller turned sharply. “What are you talking about?”
“You didn’t know that one, huh.”
Peter told him how he had locked copies of the documents from Harald Kruger’s box in his file cabinet in his office. Someone had broken in, opened his cabinet, and took the documents.
“I take it you didn’t go to the police?”
“I wouldn’t be here now if I did, would I?”
“I guess not,” Miller concurred. “I hope we would find more answers in Maud Land.”
“What’s down there?”
“Novolazarevskaya,” Miller mouthed rapidly. “It’s a Russian Antarctic expedition base. I have permission to use the facility. You’ll see when we land.”
Peter repeated the name in his head; he got only as far as the fourth syllable and stopped. He thought about Frank Miller’s warning again and he forgot that long place name entirely.
He felt a chill around his back. The air in the plane was cool. Yet, sweat broke out on his neck. He searched the faces of the crew members. Who would he trust when the time comes?
Peter felt a sudden urge to protect Olivia Newton. Something about the whole show told Peter that Olivia was the star act, the character without whom the show was nothing.
Getting up from beside Peter, the billionaire said, “Trust no one.”
Miller patted Peter’s leg and stumbled off.
The pilot’s voice broke through the speakers: “Hold on to something, people. We are about to do a rough landing.”
* * *
Schirmacher Oasis, Queen Maud Land was 75 kilometers from the Antarctic’s west coast. There, it is separated from the Lazarev ice shelf, a 90 kilometers-long fringe of ice.
The runway stretched below like a shiny blue piece of rope. It became shorter and wider as they got closer.
The crew readied. Peter was close to a window, he turned to look.
He said to Miller, who had come back to sit beside him, “That runway looks so small, you think—”
“It is 3,299 meters long, Professor. It is the surface I always worry about,” Miller said as he shut his eyes.
Peter looked outside again. “What’s wrong with the surface?”
“It is ice.”
“Oh shit!”
Olivia’s eyes had grown bigger. She gripped her harness and swallowed. She had taken a seat opposite Peter, and beside Liam Murphy.
Ted Cooper had disappeared again into the cockpit. This knowledge worried Peter Williams beyond measure.
Olivia grinned at him. “Hey, Peter, don’t puke.”
“Screw you, ma’am.”
Olivia smirked.
Fifteen minutes passed and the airplane rolled to a shuddering stop in front of the Russian Antarctic Research Station. A simple establishment, it consisted of a long aluminum padded structure like a construction storehouse with a single step running half its length. A single entrance was located close to the edge. Beside it was another structure. It looked like a generator house. And nothing else could be seen but black earth where the ice had been scraped off.
Two snowmobiles plumed spurted ice in the distance as they sled towards the station.
“Poachers?” someone asked.
“Station keepers,” Miller said as he put on his gloves.
Ted Cooper whirled around and sneered, “What’s there to poach?”
The crew followed Miller’s example, each one doubling their attire. Miller had a supply of down jackets shared among the crew. Olivia was wearing a red one with a yellow hood. Peter slipped on rubber boots and dark shades.
The two snowmobiles skidded to a stop where the ice ended about three meters away.
Two men jumped off the vehicles. One with long yellow hair and a beard like a magician wore a black sweatshirt and blue denim. The other wore a blue short sleeved t-shirt and combat shorts and he took the lead. When he smiled he had such huge incisors.
“Hey, people,” he said in passable English. “Welcome to our station.”
Miller went forward and spoke with them in perfect Russian. The one with the big front teeth raised his hands. “Oh yes, yes, you Mr. Miller, the rich American. Colonel Ivanov sent word about you. Please come in, come in very much.”
Olivia whispered to Peter as they went up the metal stairs into the station, “Miller speaks Russian, fluently.”
It wasn’t a question, neither was it an observation. When Peter looked at her, he saw that Olivia was making a statement. Peter nodded in agreement, to whatever she meant.
* * *
Olivia got permission from the Russian with the big teeth to take a look at the lab, take pictures, and get an interview, if there was time. His name was Nicolai and the other was called Jude.
“Are you Jewish?” Olivia asked Jude.
The man pumped his hands. “Since birth, yes.”
The station was split into two. The half where the expedition crew was being entertained served as living quarters for the keepers. The other half was the laboratory and research hub.
There was a screen door and a glass door behind that.
Olivia walked towards it with her portable camera. Jude jumped in front of her.
“No, Mama. You no go inside.”
His teeth were better, but his eyes were suddenly cold.
“I just need to take pictures, for the magazine,” Olivia explained. “The magazine, in America.”
Olivia made to take a photo of the man. Jude posed, spreading his teeth, two fingers in the air. Olivia took the photos of him and his companion. But they wouldn’t let her in the labs.
Sitting by Peter Williams later, and the rest of the crew talking, Olivia saw Miller and Ted Cooper walk into the lab. Irked, she gestured at the Russian with the big teeth. “You discriminate against me? I have rights.”
“They are friends,” said Nicolai. “You are not.”
Olivia said to Peter, “Something about your colleague, and the billionaire, Peter.”
They watched them disappear behind the door. Whatever those two were up to, he was going to find out.
“Stay sharp,” he said.
* * *
Frustrated by the Russians, Olivia resigned herself to making recordings about the living quarters. Speaking into her Dictaphone, she went through the bookshelves. There was mostly Russian literature, a few German. She found a Mark Twain book, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. It was severely thumbed.
Olivia noted drawers on the shelf. On second thought she opened one of them and found stacks of dust-covered photos. The Russians were now distracted; a chess game had begun between the Russians and the expedition crew. Ted Cooper and Frank Miller were still absent.
Olivia began searching through the photos. Old black and white army photos, blurry with age, and a few that were taken recently. Most of it, group photos that had been taken in front of the building they were in.
“What the…”
In one of the newer group photos she saw, there were four men in street clothes and one in military fatigue. Frank Miller had his hand around the shoulders of the army man.
And one of the men in street clothes was Harald Kruger.
* * *
Three hovercrafts left the Russian Research Station in Novolavarevskaya on a 400-kilometer ride across slippery ice. The Russian named Jude rode one of the hovercrafts. It was loaded with the disassembled parts of a control station for the crew. The other three crafts bore the weight of the members of the crew.
Olivia and Peter rode on the same hovercraft. Ted Cooper kept on a dry monologue about the next location. He sat behind Peter.
“The Germans' first expedition was in early '39. They named the place New Schwabenland, after their ship. And you know what they were searching for?” he asked no one in particular.
Olivia rolled her eyes. Peter shrugged. “What?”
“Fat,” Ted said. “They were looking for whale fat. They stuck poles with German swastikas along the coast. Those sons of bitches came here looking for goddamn fat. How about that, huh?”
Frank Miller’s hovercraft was in the lead. Olivia watched the man as he gave directions from a map that the wind tried to tear out of his hands. She itched to tell Peter what she found in the Russian station. But she didn’t quite trust Ted Cooper.
“I saw you taking pictures, Ms. Olivia.”
“Yeah.”
“They don’t like it.” Ted gestured at Nicolai on the far left. “That station contains top-secret material. Just like where we are going. I hope you bear that in mind.”
“Sure.”
Olivia got her camera out. “Smile, Professor.”
“What?”
She snapped the protesting face of Ted Cooper.
And that was when the crew had its first drawback.
As they made a turn around a hill that flanked them, blocking the sun and much of the harsh wind, Frank Miller’s hovercraft suddenly started jerking. The rider, Liam Murphy, tried to compensate for the lag. He pumped the engine, the vehicle lurched.
Within seconds Liam Murphy was thrown off the craft. Frank Miller fell sideways, together with his bodyguard Itay Friedman.
* * *
Anabia Nassif, the marine biologist, sprained his elbow when he hit the ice and skidded for about a meter and a half. Ted Cooper attended to the injury using medicine from a first aid box.
Victor Borodin said, looking up in the grey skies, “We should camp somewhere at this time.”
Miller rose from the hovercraft. It turned out that he was an expert in craft repairs. He looked around. “We still have enough daylight time.”
“It may appear so,” agreed the expedition leader, “but a storm is on the way, and it’s coming fast. We should camp.”
“Where?” asked Miller with some urgency.
Itay Friedman stepped aside. “I’ll go look around.”
The crew started spreading out. Olivia took pictures and talked in her Dictaphone. Peter Williams, bored and stiff in his knees, followed behind her. When he was close enough, Olivia said, “What if your billionaire isn’t who he claims to be?”
Peter pointed at the Dictaphone. “You have it on record?”
Olivia looked at the device. She shook her head. “What if it gets in the wrong hands?”
“What if you lose it?” Peter said evenly.
“Hey.”
The two turned around. Victor Borodin waved them over. “We are going to higher ground. The ice is thin out here. Watch where you step.”
* * *
By the time Itay Friedman found a suitable spot at the leeward side of a mountain about half a mile from where the crash had happened, it was almost evening.
The breeze that was now soughing through the expanse stung and scraped at their skin. Miller’s hovercraft had crashed because of a defective mechanism in the air propeller. The metal valve had been twisted, Miller found, with uneasy surprise.
He mentioned it to no one.
Slowly, the crew traveled to the spot behind the hill. When they arrived, Victor Borodin spread his arms. “What the hell is this place!?”
Friedman shrugged. “Let's call it home.”
Miller asked what the problem was.
“We are going to get all the heat when the storm comes,” the Russian said and stumbled off.
Nicolai commenced setting up a camp house. It was semi-circular structure, sturdy enough all by itself on account of the galvanized material. All the men, except Frank Miller and Ted Cooper, joined him in the work. Meanwhile, Olivia taped the effort.
Frank Miller busied with his map. Ted Cooper was nowhere to be seen.
“Where’s Ted?” Peter asked Itay Friedman, his first conversation with the Israeli guard.
“Ted who?”
Itay ignored him.
* * *
Ten thousand miles into the South Pacific Ocean an interesting event was happening. The Argentine Navy, Armada De La Republica Argentina, was in the middle of a Readiness Test, hurriedly scheduled and highly unusual.
The last time the country itself engaged in any sort of warfare was the small stint that installed Jean Bertrand Aristide in Haiti. And it was a collaboration with the Americans and the Polish, a colorful yet amusing combination.
Admiral Anton Huebner, lean from constant drills that he made all his men go through with him, stood grim-faced at starboard. Beside him was his executive officer, Ramirez Vasquez, a young and ambitious hull head.
“Everything going fine?” Huebner asked.
“Yes sir, it is.”
The young executive would follow Huebner down with the ship if it comes to it. Huebner was aware of this fact. It was for this and other reasons that he made the switch. Huebner's former officer was a plant by the Navy.
Since his son died a shameful death all the way in America, Huebner’s career had taken a plunge and had refused to come above water. Two years ago he hatched a plan — not to set his career back on track, he was beyond that remedy now — but to punish his detractors.
Then the Navy had suddenly announced this exercise and his time had come to hatch his plan. It had required a few underhanded doings here and there but it would be worth it.
Halfway through an exercise that included all four destroyers and five warships, Admiral Huebner called his exec.
The young man also knew something was off, something was coming. The admiral was oddly quiet. They had made two errors in strikes within the past one hour.
Admiral Anton Huebner hardly ever made such errors.
Huebner brought his field glasses to his face. The exec noted that the admiral's attention wasn’t on the ocean before them, where ships were now coming back into formation.
The admiral was looking at the island of ice on the left, Antarctica.
The exec played his hand. “Something wrong, Admiral, sir?”
A smile had crept into the weather-beaten face. Dark, Spanish, and Machiavellian eyes that have seen so much battle gazed into that shelf of old ice, calculating. His hands grabbed the metal railing that stopped him from toppling off into the broiling water almost a hundred feet below.
“Everything is fine, Vasquez, everything is just fine,” said the admiral.
* * *
Summer night fell with the half-light of a dead sun. They could not see it, the sun was too far away on account of the earth’s tilt. The only member of the crew who wasn’t troubled by sleep was Nicolai, he being a resident of the continent all year round.
Olivia yawned, as did the others, in obedience to their body clocks. Peter’s neon wristwatch said the time was after 8 pm. Outside the tent the winds howled. A storm was coming indeed.
“A shit storm if I ever saw one, but we can always move in it,” said Liam Murphy.
“How many have you seen?” Victor Borodin asked him.
“Quite a number.”
Borodin shook his head and smiled. When it finally came, there was no doubt in any of the crew member’s minds that they were going to be holing up in the tent for a while.
Treacherous winds rocked the reinforced scandium tubes, threatened to pull the tent off the ice foundation. The crew ate concentrates for dinner, sardines and canned beans boiled in fat.
The noise outside made conversation inside almost impossible without yelling so crew members went to sleep.
Olivia could not make any recordings. And when she lay down, sleep came down upon her like a shroud, the seams inlayed with an old nightmare.
* * *
She was in the junkyard with John Williams. It was always in a junkyard in the dreams. And John was always there too, holding her hands and pulling her down behind rows of tires and scraps from torn motor parts. The air was always hazy, like looking through pouring rain.
And there was always the sound of gunfire; semiautomatic weapons, shotguns, and police issues. And this time, unlike the other dreams, she heard the voice of Tom Garcia.
Rob Cohen was behind her in this dream as well. Rob asked him what she’ll do now if the deal fell through.
“Hit the bottle, eh, Olivia? Are you gonna ruin everything else with your self-pity? I have a business to run here!”
Then one of the drug dealers, a handsome young boy with Spanish eyes and black beautiful hair, appears from nowhere. He begins to spatter the spot where her head had just been with lead from his semiautomatic.
John pulled him down.
“Watch it, Olivia!” he screams, then whispers to her, “Keep your head down, I can’t lose you.”
But it was he who raised his head up, at the wrong time. In the dream, it was wrong timing. That was the gift her dreams always gave her: the excuse that John had died of wrong timing.
His full head went up one minute and the next time Olivia looked, the head had mushroomed into a claret of brain matter and mashed bones.
She screamed in the dream. She screamed on and on. Her lungs sucked in air and expunged a terrifying shriek that went on and on—
* * *
A hand was slapping her face gently.
“Olivia, wake up, come on, easy. Wake up!”
Her eyes opened. Peter’s face was on top of hers. She caught the last, drawn syllable of scream leaving her lungs along with a vestige of the nightmare in her head.
She got up on her elbows and looked around. The sound of the wind outside confused her. When she saw the other people sleeping she recalled where she was.
“You were dreaming,” Peter explained.
“Was I?”
“And you screamed too.” Peter’s face was etched with concern. “You called a name, John.”
Her heart broke then, with it, the dam of tears.
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Catharsis was not only achieved when we cry, but also when we share. As she poured her story out to Peter Williams, some of her emptiness filled.
Olivia cried into Peter’s shoulder for some time.
Then when she had settled down she told him. “I was working a case of arms smuggling from the US army stockpile into south America and Africa…” she began in a tight, small voice.
“John and I had been working on tips from an informant. The tips were good and credible. We went as buyers. The sale was on until something happened. One of the smugglers got itchy hands and started shooting. All hell broke loose and there was gunfire everywhere. The FBI agents took some hits.”
“John took my hands and we were escaping and then…” She broke off.
It was the part of the nightmare that was always hard to remember, harder to retell. She swallowed. Her eyes itched from dehydration. She looked at Peter. She touched the side of her face.
“Here, the bullet went in, here and…” She bit her lower lip and shook her head.
“I’m sorry, Olivia.”
She wrung her hands. “You know, it’s been so long now and I ought to have moved on but I can’t. I don’t know how. So I drank to forget, but the more I drank the more the dreams come. And it’s a vicious cycle of pain and I’m caught in the middle of my own shit storm. Every night.”
Her head fell on Peter’s shoulder again.
There they stayed, for the rest of the storm.
* * *
The wind let up five hours after.
Frank Miller had Itay Friedman and Nicolai erect a map stand on the wall of the tent. Nicolai also provided Olivia with a small gas stove on which she cooked for the crew.
Victor Borodin groaned, “Oh finally, some real food.”
It wasn’t much. Beaten eggs, vegetables, and oats. Miller had a small collection of white wine that went around too. The billionaire watched the crew eat. Itay Friedman finished setting up a comprehensive map of Antarctica.
“May I have your attention please?” He tapped the map with a stick.
“Class in session,” Olivia whispered to Peter. Her voice was still sore from crying.
Peter chuckled at the joke. It felt like a century ago that they left Miami. He missed his office, his students. He was going to miss Craig’s wedding too. And he sure was going to renege on his promise to handle Craig’s classes for the week. It wasn’t even clear how much longer before they found what they were after.
“This is a map of the continent. We are here”—Miller tapped at a corner of the white mass that was the Antarctic—“and here is where I believe we are headed.”
He tapped a spot on the map where there was a big red spot.
“Somewhere not far from here is Hitler’s secret laboratory,” Miller added.
“The what?” Liam Murphy said, half yelling.
Frank Miller’s eyes scanned the crew. The expressions varied from mild surprise to shock, wonder, and amused confusion. After the silence came murmuring.
Anabia Nassif rose from one of the improvised benches from Novolavarevskaya. “We were told that this was a scientific research expedition into the effects of global warming on the Antarctic, I mean. What’s this, what’s going on?”
Victor Borodin dropped his glass of wine.
He wiped his hands on the spill stain on his trousers. “Shit,” he cussed. Then the arguments started again. Everyone talking all at once. Peter, Olivia, and Ted Cooper were the only members least surprised.
Liam Murphy looked at Olivia. “Hey, you knew about this all along?”
“Ya’ll better listen to what moneybags has to say.” Olivia pointed.
Ted Cooper smiled at her.
* * *
The shock wore off.
Liam Murphy dropped on his bench. He threw his hands up. “Hitler lives after all.”
Unruffled, Frank Miller said, “Now I know most of us will find this subject impossible to believe. It was why I chose the road of non-disclosure when recruiting some of you, except for the two professors and the journalist, I mean Ms. Olivia Newton.
“For reasons that will become obvious to you all soon, I have decided to come clean. This project may have inherent hazards and it would be fair to give more information, to tell you all the truth as this is important for our continued cooperation.
“There is indeed a laboratory on this continent. It was a well-guarded secret for a time, until one of its protectors was killed recently by unknown people with their own interests.”
“In July 1938, the German government entrusted Captain Alfred Ritscher with the command of an Antarctic expedition. Within the space of a few months, an expedition was assembled and equipped, with the official objectives of obtaining topographical knowledge for the German whaling fleet, simultaneously carrying out a scientific program along the coast with respect to biology, meteorology, oceanography, and the earth’s magnetic field and exploring the unknown interior with a series of mapping flights. Since he only had a half year to get ready, Ritscher had to fall back on available ships and aircraft owned by German Lufthansa Airways that until then had been deployed on the Atlantic service. After some hurried modifications to the vessel ‘Schwabenland’ and to Boreas and Passat, the two Dornier ‘Whale’ flying boats, the expedition departed Hamburg in December 1938. Because the preparations were done in secret, the public had no prior inkling of the expedition.”
Olivia nudged Peter and whispered, “Your colleague was right.”
“Still don’t change the fact.”
“What fact?”
“That he’s an asshole.”
Miller went on.
“On flights made in January and February 1939, an area of about 350,000 km² was surveyed photographically using serial imaging cameras. In their course, they discovered hitherto completely unknown mountainous regions free of ice in the coastal hinterlands.”
“At the pivot points on the polygonal flight patterns, metal arrows bearing the national insignia were dropped in order to assert German territorial claims.”
“In the course of special added flights that Ritscher also took part in, they filmed and took color photos of areas of official interest. Biological investigations were carried out onboard the ‘Schwabenland’ and on the ocean ice along the coast. The expedition’s leadership named the surveyed and flown-over area between 10° W und 15° E ‘New Schwabenland.”
“From Captain Ritscher we have it that he was preparing another expedition with improved, lighter aircraft on skis, which, it has been assumed until now, never took place because of the start of the Second World War.”
“But, what if—?” Miller argued.
Liam Murphy chuckled. “What? What if it was just that, folks going about their whaling business?”
Frank Miller gave Liam the look a teacher would give a headstrong student. He went on.
“During the years 1940 to 1943, the German Reich carries out additional, this time secret, military operations in New Schwabenland and, in 1942/1943, it begins expanding an ice station into a German fortress. As the hostile armies gather on Germany’s borders, feverish attempts to evacuate material, high technology, secret documents, and important individuals to the base commence.
“More than three months after the German Reich capitulated in 1945, on the other side of the world the German submarine U-530 entered the Argentinian port of Mar del Plata. Its commander, described in the local newspapers as tall and blond, identified himself as Otto Wermuth. Neither he nor most of the crew could produce identification papers. Only one month later, the U-977 submarine, commanded by Heinz Schaeffer, reached the same port. Coincidence? There was a suspicion, floated by the Soviets, that Adolf Hitler, Eva Braun, and their closest aides had been on board and had been landed.
“In the winter of 1946/1947, the US Navy conducted what was advertised as a purely scientific expedition to the Antarctic. Taking part in this operation, codenamed “Operation High Jump,” were an aircraft carrier, destroyers, icebreakers, a submarine for a total of 13 warships, 15 heavy transport aircraft and long-range reconnaissance planes, and almost 5,000 men.
“Does that sound to you like a scientific expedition?” Miller asked the camp.
“The expedition was slated to last six months. But three weeks into it, Admiral Byrd already ordered an end to it, because of the loss of several airplanes. Pilots had gone missing. It was such a hasty retreat that nine airplanes were left behind on the permanent ice.”
Miller handed his stick to Itay Friedman, crossed his hands on his chest, and stared at the crew.
“As I already said, this is quite a lot to digest. I myself would not believe it at first. I thought all of it was someone’s imagination. Some mad attempt at conspiracy.”
“How do you know all of this?” Anabia Nassif pushed his glasses up his nose.
“It is not important how I know, but we are here now. And I don’t suppose anyone here would think me mad enough to go on a wild goose chase. If the credibility of facts is what worries anyone here, I can assure you that we are on track.
“My suspicions were confirmed when my associates came upon a map which has been in the possession of a scientist who had worked in Hitler’s secret laboratory. Now we have the location, coordinates and all.”
Quiet, as solemn as the documents in Olivia’s computer in her apartment, settled on the camp. Miller glanced at Friedman and nodded. The bodyguard gave Miller another map.
“A scientist? Are you kidding me?” Anabia Nassif said.
“I don’t kid,” Miller answered softly. “The scientist’s name was Harald Kruger and he had all the evidence that has led us here.”
The biologist Anabia Nassif turned to look at Peter and Ted Cooper. He met deadpan gazes. Olivia watched the billionaire with some unease.
“Now you all have the rare opportunity as some of the very few people alive to see for themselves, for the first time after years-old mystery, the site of the laboratory here on this continent.” Miller hung Harald Kruger’s map over the former one.
“We found coordinates in Harald Kruger’s notes. These coordinates pin right here.”
He touched a spot on the map.
Then he declared:
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is a historic moment! You are the first people since the end of the Second World War to see not only the location of the German station on this map, but also its exact layout. I expect to have located the entrance to it tomorrow afternoon.”
No one made a sound. The wind outside had tapered off in the middle of Miller’s speech. All eyes were on the map.
During the night, Ted Cooper had regained some of his spirits, if he lost them at some point before, that was. He started clapping. It sounded dry as his hands were stamping together. Perhaps on account of the dry air, it did sound like knocking two stones together.
“Bravo, bravo, splendid,” he sang.
No one joined him.
Frank Miller invited the camp to rest until the storm subsided. He glanced at Olivia and Peter, he nodded at Ted Cooper. Itay Friedman unhooked the maps and rolled them up.
Ted Cooper asked Peter Williams, “Did you give Miller that map?”
Olivia said she did.
“Against the wishes of a dead man,” Cooper sneered.
Olivia frowned, “Miller is worth several billion dollars, Professor Cooper. I could have given it to you if you were so much as a good friend when Peter needed you.”
“Whoa.” Cooper shrunk back. “Easy Ms. Olivia, mind your words.”
When they raised their heads again, Miller had vanished. Ted Cooper left the camp shortly too, letting in a draft so strong it shook the tent. Some snow blew in too.
“You shouldn’t have said that, Olivia,” Peter said.
Olivia ignored him; she watched Itay Friedman. The bodyguard had finished packing the map stand and was putting away the case containing the maps.
Olivia shot a look at Peter. “Why did Miller not tell the crew Harald was dead?”
“He needs us.”
“Sure.”
Olivia started recording.
Itay Friedman watched her from the corner of his eye.
* * *
The Combat Exercise Protocol required a segmented conclusion. The ship with the lowest ranking officer took the lead, followed by the next in line. Each ship would lead approximately five nautical miles.
That was almost ten thousand miles between one ship and another. And that puts him in the rear.
It was enough for Admiral Anton Huebner.
“Set course to twenty knots,” Admiral Huebner commanded.
His exec transmitted the order. The ship dropped to half its former speed. Soon the officers ahead will wonder why the admiral had dropped speed. They’d call in to inquire if there was a problem.
His was a plan with crucial stages and this was just the beginning. His exec beside him observed with grim attention. The ship hummed with half power, the crew went about in wonder. Should he provide an explanation? Will they still follow him? The officers were trained patriots; like their admiral, they would go down with the flag.
But today, what he did, he did for himself and his name, not country.
“Vasquez?” the admiral barked.
The man rarely called his officers by their names. He was an officer first, human second. But for the first time since he could recall, the exec heard the man call his name. Instinctively, the young man knew his admiral was about to ask him to do something out of the ordinary.
“Yes sir.”
“New course,” Huebner said.
The exec did what he was trained to do — receive an order and relay it down the line.
Admiral Anton Huebner dipped his hand in his pocket. When he removed it a piece of paper followed it. With set jaws like concrete and eyes like black hot coals, he gave the order that would change his life forever, and those of his officers.
“Set course to 55569– 09257, 653478– 973–539.”
Vasquez made the call with shaking hands and a steady voice.
“All coms down, make a hard turn, left port. Now!”
It had begun, and no one was asking where they were headed.
* * *
Sunlight streamed in through a small patch in the window. The tent was covered with a heavy layer of snow, making the ordinarily 24.5 weigh more than 30 kilos. Now that everyone shared a common objective, noted Olivia, a better disposition had descended on the camp.
Frank Miller had come in sometime in the night. Olivia had fallen asleep waiting to note his arrival. Now she felt that there was a gap in her chronicle. Frank Miller was a principal character in her narrative.
In the middle of it all, Olivia had battled her urge for alcohol all night, waking up several times, dry-mouthed and jittery. Like a junkie in need of a fix. She had eyed Nicolai's flask stuck in his hand while he snored. Olivia had only managed then to catch a little sleep.
A male voice sang a raucous rendition of a Russian folk song. The noise filtered into the tent through the open door. Olivia awoke to find Peter’s face inches from his. She roused him.
Cold, dry air hit her face outside. They were standing in a meter of snow. When she turned back the only sign that there was a tent there was when someone opened the door. The tent was covered in snow.
“Guys,” someone called from behind the tent. “Guys, come on. You all need to see this.”
It was Anabia Nassif. Olivia followed the rest of the men around the tent. Nassif was standing before a satellite dish half-buried in the snow. Only the dish wasn’t its spherical shape anymore. Now it was a mangled cauliflower.
“Aw shit,” said Liam Murphy.
The singing voice approached the group. It was Nicolai. He carried two boxes with him. “What is the matter?” he asked as he joined the ponderous group.
Victor Borodin pointed at the banged satellite. “Communication is shot down.”
Frank Miller pushed by Olivia and stopped short. His mouth opened slowly but no words came.
“Do you think the storm..?” Liam Murphy suggested.
“We can’t say,” Miller answered, “but it seems…”
He bent down to examine the device, turning it around. He shook his head. When he rose up again there was a distant look in his eyes that Olivia couldn’t read. He gazed out over the group at the surrounding snow. The hill behind the camp was almost invisible as it was covered as well.
“We have to move now,” the billionaire said finally.
* * *
Within an hour, the tent had collapsed into foldable components behind Nicolai. Miller’s hovercraft took the lead. The coast lay on the right and sprawled in front of the expedition was endless whiteness.
“Don’t be deceived by the snow,” Miller hollered. “We are much closer to the site than it seems. The whiteness is the snow's optical illusion, like it is in the desert.”
On they forged, the crafts making deep furrows in the snow, leaving behind luminous ice below.
A quarter of a mile later, Miller spread Harald Kruger’s map before him. It flapped as the wind tried to snatch it. Itay Friedman checked his compass, slowly raised his hand.
“Here!” Friedman yelled.
Frank Miller yelled, “Halt! Halt!”
The hovercrafts all screeched to a stop. Right in front of the group was a flat terrain of ice. With Friedman’s compass before him and a magnetic device he had picked up from the station in Novolazarevskaya, Miller stumbled out ahead. Steam and vapor spurt from his mouth as he puffed on. His heart beat fast, expectant eyes followed his progress.
He stopped suddenly.
He turned around slowly. Pointing at the spot where he stood he said, “Here, there’s something here.”
Itay Friedman jumped off the hovercraft with a snow spade. “Come on, everyone. Get a spade if you can, let’s dig that spot. Now, now, now!”
* * *
“With all due respect, sir. Either you tell us what is going on, or we—”
“Or what!?” Vasquez spat.
He knew this would happen. Someone would grow balls and ask questions, and that person was the first lieutenant, a sharp Sicilian soldier from a navy family. His name was Juelz. A few officers had already gathered behind him.
“We have radioed command, Vasquez,” he said. “The admiral is mad.”
“Yes, I am.”
Vasquez turned to see Admiral Anton Huebner behind him. He had changed his uniform to dress grey. He had a pistol in his hand.
“My exec here has tried to speak for me. I shall do the talking by myself. As of this moment this ship is on a mission. My mission.” Huebner’s eyes sparked. “If any officer is not in support, you have three options: jump off the side of this ship, take a bullet, or just do your job.”
Uncertain eyes wavered from the admiral to the exec and back. Juelz trembled.
“What do you say, Juelz?”
“Nothing,” he said. “Sir.”
“Good. Now, arm yourselves. We are going for a little walk on the ice soon.” To Vasquez the admiral said, “We are not going to be alone, I have friends in the army joining us.”
On the gangway, as they made their way back up to their stations, Vasquez asked, “Where are we going, Admiral?”
“To stop World War Three.”
* * *
Olivia’s breath was coming out of her in gusts of excitement. She couldn’t believe her eyes. She was talking rapidly into her recorder, kicking snow off what appeared to be concrete underneath the thin layer of ice.
The others were doing the same. Men with small spades walking about the perimeter that has now been marked with yellow tape like a crime scene.
“And in a sense, it was a crime scene of sorts,” said Olivia into her recorder.
“Come on, let’s find the entrance,” Miller said to Friedman. “There’s got to be a way in around here.”
Friedman started digging in a spot some meters away from Olivia. The other men joined them. Olivia took photos of them. She discovered after taking the photo that Ted Cooper was not in it.
Ted was at the other angle of the square. He was on his knees, scraping with his hands, his spade lying beside him on the snow. Ted had rolled his sleeves up, his hairy hands working furiously.
Olivia took pictures of him. He heard the click and looked her way.
He waved her over.
Olivia walked over to him on shaking legs. She could not believe much of what was going on.
“Here, this place, I think we could go in through here,” he puffed. “Come on, take photos of me digging.”
Olivia shook her head. “Seriously?”
“Come on, this is my moment.”
After a moment, when Olivia thought the man was a man in a boy's body, she took the photos. Ted Cooper opened up a hole in the snow. He picked his spade and started using the pointed edge to chip at the ice.
Beneath the ice Olivia could make the outline of what appeared to be, not concrete like what the others have found, but the head of a hatch. If the ice could be broken, the hatch could be opened and then from there they could gain entrance.
In order to be sure, she held Ted’s digging hand. “Wait, do you know what that is?”
“No, what?”
Olivia brought her face closer. She saw clearer when Ted’s shadow blocked the sun.
“It’s what I thought.” She got up, dusted snow from her trousers. “It’s a hatch.”
“I know.”
Ted started cutting with his spade.
“Guys, Ted’s found something!” Olivia called out.
* * *
They marked out what amounted to two times the size of a regular football pitch.
Peter Williams and Anabia Nassif dug the left long side of the perimeter, while Victor Borodin and Liam Murphy continued on the right side where they had been digging.
Itay Friedman and Frank Miller set up sensors in the measured distance in the middle of the perimeter, to discern depth and material.
Ted Cooper had now broken thought the ice and was working the lock on the hatch. It was rusty with age, oxidation, and stiff from lack of use.
Olivia Newton got her notes and wrote drafts of her paper. She took relevant photos as the men worked. Nicolai had commenced his singing of home in mother Russia. He drank vodka from a clear bottle.
Olivia asked him about the song he was singing. And then she eyed the bottle of vodka.
Glassy-eyed, the Russian said it was a song from the war. Russians in the concentration camps Oswiecim, as the Germans called the place in Poland, sang it in memory of the news of who got taken.
“It is an old song from wartime,” Nicolai explained. “They call it the ‘Juden Song.’”
Olivia wrote the words:
“Long may you live, O Juden
Though death your hand has taken,
And love the world’s forsaken,
Still long may you live, O Juden.”
That was when it happened.
Ted Cooper got the turning cap of the hatch to move only about a quarter of an inch and it stopped. He reasoned that since the metal was crusty up here, it may also be flaky underneath.
He decided perhaps the smart thing to do was weaken the joint by forcing friction on it. He climbed on the hatch and began jumping up and down on it. It made a muffled sound that ended in choked echoes down under.
The others glanced up from their digging, gave the professor a hasty glance, and went back to work.
Nicolai had started singing another song, eyes closed, his mouth twisted in a doleful serenade. Olivia watched Peter. Slowly, she started walking towards the man.
“Stop,” he said.
Ted Cooper was sweating though the temperature had dropped below -40 °C since they arrived at the site. He jumped higher every time and he tried to double his force with every thump.
“Ted?”
Olivia dropped her notebook, her hands reaching out as if to grab the professor. The echoing sound had deepened but the man didn’t notice it. Olivia could, though she could not understand how she knew, that any second now, Ted Cooper was going to cave in with it.
“Ted, stop!”
Ted Cooper’s eyes bulged in surprise as the hatch caved in under his feet. His mouth froze in disbelief as the ice broke under him in a circle of about two meters wide. He turned his head just in time to see Olivia flying through the air, her hands seeking his flailing arm.
Their hands grasped each other in the air and they fell.
The ice around Ted Cooper’s feet fell away. His feet dangled over a dark hole. Falling debris and ice made flat, distant sounds at the bottom where they shattered.
“Oh shit! Oh shit!” Ted screamed.
Olivia cried out too. “Help!!”
Someone grabbed her by the waist as she felt herself slip off the ice towards the gaping hole, pulled by Ted’s weight. It was Nicolai. He too called for help. The others quickly grabbed hold and a human rope was formed.
Ted and Olivia were dragged to safety.
“Oh Jesus.” Ted trembled.
* * *
Somewhere on the west coast of the ice shelf of Antarctica, another expedition had arrived.
Ten snowmobiles painted green and brown, the color of elite Argentine special forces. At two miles from their target the leading snowmobile stopped. Special visors went on the masked face of one of the soldiers, he being the leader.
“Target is two miles, sir,” he spoke in Spanish into a talkie.
A voice squawked in clear English, “This mission is a go, approach at your own discretion. Stop trespassers on contact. Detain until advised otherwise.”
“Copy that, Admiral.”
The soldier twirled his right index finger in the air. The regiment moved again.
* * *
Admiral Anton Huebner made sure there was no one in sight before receiving the call. He discharged his exec and went down to his quarters around the same time that Ted Cooper’s feet were flailing over the open mouth of the hole he had created in the ice.
Everything was timed.
There was a knock on his door.
“Come in.”
The door opened and the exec was there. “Admiral, we have a radio communication from OttoII, sir. They request an explanation for our delay, sir.”
Huebner tucked his talkie away and directed the exec to move. In the coms room the officers there stared at the admiral in confusion.
“Turn off all coms,” he ordered. “We are going radio silent.”
Then he turned to the exec.
“We are watching these waters for a while.”
The exec saluted. The admiral looked at the four officers in the communication room. They understood what was expected of them and they saluted. But when Vasquez went down to the ship's quarters there was trouble.
A mutiny was underway, led by lieutenant Juelz.
* * *
It ended in blood, as quietly as it began.
Admiral Huebner was ready for it. He shot Juelz himself and his supporters laid their weapons aside.
“This is for country and humanity,” said Huebner.
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The cave-in spot was part of the roof of the main laboratory that was weak from rust and the weight of the ice on it. Ted’s stumbling had made it weaker, thus the collapse.
Ted recovered fast from his accident. Olivia took more photos of the hole in the ice.
Miller ordered that tarpaulin be cut and spread on the edge of the hole. It was so dark down there that even the sun’s rays could not penetrate. However, a little way down, it became clear that this was a spherical hole, and there were metal rungs on the side.
“How are we going to get down there?”
Liam Murphy said, “I guess that’s why I’m here.”
Liam proceeded to prepare harness and hooks, such that mountaineers use. He made points in the ice around the hole and drove huge, long pins into the points. Then he tied ship ropes on them.
“Who wants to go first?” he asked.
Frightened faces stared back at him. He shrugged. “I guess I’ll just show you all how it’s done.”
He hooked both hands around ropes and lowered himself on one of the rungs. He tested its stability.
“Careful there,” Miller said.
All eyes were on Liam Murphy. He looked up at the group again. “Let me go down three rungs then the next person can join. Just take the harness and strap it to your body, like I did, and you’ll be okay.”
Then his brown hair disappeared into the darkness below. He called a few minutes after. “Next? It’s perfectly okay down here, it’s just the smell. Fucking awful!”
Then he was gone out of sight.
Hung up faces checked each other. Frank Miller took a harness and started down. When he was out of sight, Ted Cooper took a harness too. He looked around the faces, glanced at Olivia, and said, “Let's do this for the lady.”
He stretched the harness over the hole at her.
“Come on, can’t leave you out here with these men.” He smiled. “Your turn.”
Olivia’s mouth dropped open. She bent her head, puzzled.
Peter Williams took the harness. “Give it to me you son of a—”
“Peter?” Olivia gave him a look. Then she reached for the harness again. “I’d really like to go now.”
She threw Ted Cooper a severe look as her feet caught the first rung.
* * *
Olivia’s Dictaphone went to her lips. “It is 1536 and I’m descending down a hatch. Below me is Frank Miller, Liam Murphy, and darkness, and who knows what else. It smells like old damp clothes. It smells like…” She hesitated.
There was a smell like damp clothes. A homely one, that which you get when clothes are left in the bin for too long when you take them out of the laundromat.
There was another smell, underneath the wet one. It was almost indistinguishable in the dark, rising warmth of the place below. She inhaled, just to see if some memory would come flying from somewhere to identify it.
There was only that sourness.
Ambient light all around her rose from the gloom, or maybe her eyes just got used to the dark. She felt a touch when she had gone after what seemed like a long time.
It was Frank Miller.
Olivia looked around her; they were two frightened frozen orbs in her face. She walked past Miller as the man called for the next person.
Into her recorder she spoke, “One after the other we are climbing down with ropes, like mountaineers. Only this time, we are descending, not ascending. What will we find down here?”
She kept the recorder away and touched cool concrete wall. She heard scratching sounds ahead of her. She hoped it was Liam Murphy.
It was. She saw the light of his torch zigzagging on the walls. They were in a long hallway. It stretched on for about ten yards before it broke left into darkness. Liam vanished in that direction.
Behind she heard more feet fall as others joined.
“Olivia?”
“Yeah,” she answered in a measured tone.
“Wait up,” said Peter’s voice.
She didn’t.
* * *
“What’s that smell?”
Anabia Nassif coughed repeatedly, doubled over. He retched, covering his nose with a napkin that had gone from white to brown. Victor Borodin slapped him on the back.
“Keep up,” he said.
“Smells like a taxidermist shop down here.”
They clustered in an enclosure that Liam Murphy found at the end of the long hallway. There was a metal door in front of them. Liam had tried it but it wouldn't budge, stiff with rust.
Itay Friedman threw himself against it. Dust fell in showers from the edges. The door stood.
“There’s something in there,” said Olivia.
Ted Cooper asked her how she knew that. The others looked at her.
Borodin said, “She’s right.”
Miller shone his torch at the door. There was a slight incline, a dent where Friedman’s shoulder had collided with it. The door looked so thick and it filled the frame such that it was not certain where the hinges were — if the useless handle wasn’t there, that was.
The billionaire tried the handle again. It too won’t move. Not even an inch.
“There is no echo,” Borodin said. He looked at Olivia, who nodded. “I think we are at the back of the complex. That makes this room something like a store or something. It’s probably filled with things, hence, no echoes when you hit it.”
“Except…” someone said.
They all turned at the voice. It was Nicolai. At his feet were two cases. He shrugged.
In broken English he said, “Except it is room for machines or weapons.”
Ted sneered, “It is a laboratory, for God’s sake. You don’t think they made guns and shells.”
“There’s only one way to find out.” Nicolai opened one of the cases at his feet. “We blow it and hope it doesn’t blow us back.”
“Are you crazy?” Ted capered. He laughed, glancing at the others.
“I don’t see that we have another choice,” Miller said.
The rest of the crew — except Ted — seemed to agree. They moved back down the way they had come. Nicolai went about setting up small explosives.
“Wait.”
Peter shined his torch at the ceiling. He ran the light across it, back to where the crew was standing away from the door. There were cracks in the concrete.
“How about that, we’d be buried down here for sure,” said Peter. “Look at those cracks.”
Nicolai groaned. “Shit.”
He looked at Frank Miller. “What do we do?”
“We hack it down then,” Miller said.
“Or we go back, there’s gotta be another way,” Friedman suggested.
“No, it’s going to take longer.” There was an urgency in Miller’s voice that wasn’t there before, and wariness in his eyes too.
Olivia noted it. She felt her hands around the walls again. Then she looked up at the concrete over them.
“It won’t fall,” she said in a small voice.
They turned to her. In Miller’s eyes there was a new light. He looked at her appreciatively.
“How do you know this?” Miller approached her.
“These walls are as old as the ceiling, right?”
“Yes,” Miller agreed.
She contracted her shoulders. “Well then the roof will hold. Those are reinforced concrete, the lines are stress cracks. They are all over the story buildings in the city.”
Miller turned to Nicolai. “Blow it!”
* * *
The soldiers felt the explosion, more than heard it.
They just ditched their snowmobiles behind a hill not far away and were making their progress on foot when the ground vibrated.
ThooM!
It was a single sound but the trained ears of the shoulders could tell that a bomb had just gone off. And it wasn’t hard to know where it happened. The leader flipped his goggles up to his forehead. He raised his fist. His men stopped.
They waited.
He scanned the horizon to see a blast, a mushroom of fire or smoke. None came. He brought his talkie to his mouth again.
“They are in, sir,” he transmitted.
There was a pause on the other side. The harsh voice came back.
“Stop them now!”
“Copy, sir.”
He waved his men forward. This time they marched low, but faster.
* * *
“Admiral, we have a problem, sir.”
Huebner was back in his quarters, alone, considering his options. The call from the soldiers was expected. The rich American was a resourceful man. He had come prepared. But the admiral did not expect that he would be dumb enough to try explosives, although now that he considered the man’s choice, he rather liked if that place caved in and killed them all.
He was waiting to hear such news when his exec called in on the only line that now worked in the ship.
“What is it?” His voice grated like metal.
“We have company, two ships just turned back,” the exec reported. “I think they are coming to find us.”
“Let them come.”
His plan was bigger than Vasquez thought.
* * *
The explosion blew the door into the room beyond. As predicted by Olivia, the roof held. Covered in dust, coughing — Anabia Nassif vomited on Nicolai’s cases — they stumbled through the doorway into what turned out to be an engine room. Nicolai got halogen lights out of his case. The brilliance turned the room into day.
“I need water,” Nassif choked. “Somebody help me.”
Peter reached around the man where he crouched on the floor. “Come on, what you need is clean air.”
He dragged the biologist into the engine room where the rest of the crew now were.
“Find a door, or anything that might be important,” Miller said.
There was a humongous engine in the middle of the room. It was old, the steel components thick with stale oil, cobwebbed and laden with thick dust. The walls were lined with odd-looking, humongous pipes than ran the length of the walls. These were stainless steel. Itay Friedman ran his hand over the metals. He confided in Miller who happened beside him, “Such gold, imagine how much this would be worth.”
Miller nodded but it was obvious metals weren’t his interest now.
They found another door at the back. It wasn’t locked. Double doors that swing on whining hinges.
Borodin stood in front of it and waited for the rest.
Ted Cooper joined him.
“What do you think, Professor?” Borodin asked. His voice trembled.
Cooper whispered that he didn’t know.
“Do you wish you hadn’t come along?” Borodin said.
“I wish this place wasn’t here in the first place.”
The rest met them there. Somehow everyone dreaded what awaited them behind that door. If this was the engine room, pondered Olivia, then the next place would be what?
Miller pushed the door slowly.
Cooper whispered, “Here we go.”
* * *
The sour smell hit them; this time it was stronger.
The scene before them was like that out of a horror movie. What they found was a high ceilinged room. It looked like a mess hall. The place looked neat, the walls were painted a light green and the chairs and tables arranged properly.
It looked like the former occupants only just stepped out and should be expected back in a moment. Along the walls, close to the ceiling, there were what used to be windows but now dark with earth and ice. There was another double door at the far end, beyond that was darkness.
Olivia rubbed her arms. They felt clammy with cold and goosebumps. No member of the crew moved.
“It feels like we are violating, trespassing.” A shudder racked her body.
“Well…” Ted said.
Miller took a step forward. “We are here, let’s explore.”
They walked around the tables slowly, consciously taking care not to let their bodies touch anything. As though, if they did, the last occupants who sat in those chairs may just appear and… “What happened here?” Olivia asked the dank air.
“They just up and left,” answered Nicolai.
“Doesn’t feel like it,” Olivia disagreed. “If they left in a hurry, how come this place looks like they are still here?”
They all turned around to look at her. It was a spooky place, the whole of the complex. Faces white with fear and terror. The place conjured nightmares and Olivia hoped that they would not have to spend the night inside it.
“Maybe they are still here.”
It was Anabia Nassif. He was standing in the far right of the hall, looking at a blackboard hung on the wall. He stood so still that Miller had to call his name.
“Nassif?”
But the biologist wouldn’t respond. His eyes were glued to the blackboard. Olivia went to the man. From behind him she gawked. Her breath escaped her throat in hoarse exhalation.
“My God,” she muttered. “It looks so fresh, the chalk.”
They all gathered before the board but no one would touch it.
“Can we get out of here, please, before I lose my mind?” said Liam Murphy.
The man was shaken. Olivia brought her Dictaphone to her mouth and recorded.
* * *
They got the hell out, and then were looking down the throat of a long tunnel that disappeared into the darkness.
Someone moaned, “Aw what the hell.”
The crew stared in shock. The tunnel dipped into the ground at a steep degree. And it went out of sight. With a pained look on the face of the marine biologist he moaned, “Who designed these things?”
Frank Miller stepped forward, hoping not to slip and fall down the tunnel. He didn’t. He looked back at the rest. He smirked. “Haha, not that bad, huh.”
He then put on his torch. The glare was too dim to light the tunnel all the way. He shook the torchlight. No improvement. “Batteries.” He breathed.
“Guys let’s all put on our torches,” he said.
They all did but everyone’s batteries seem to be going out.
“But what’s down there?” Peter Williams worried. “We can’t just go down there if we can’t see.”
“It’s called an expedition for a reason, Nassif,” Ted scorned and joined Miller, his hands spread to steady himself. “Do what I do, you’ll be fine. Ms. Olivia, are you getting this? Photos, please.”
Eventually they all started down. Touching the walls Olivia noticed that the surface was gritty, as though the builders had sprinkled sand on mucilage. She couldn’t record their progress here, afraid that she might stumble without her hands spread out to hold on to the wall.
Halfway down Miller called out, “There’s a door.”
The procession slowed down. Each member shined his torch down the shaft at a steel door. Thankfully it was unlocked. Miller pushed it open and they entered a large hall. It was dark, empty, and that smell was here as well, very rancid.
The crew wandered around the empty hall. There was no indication whatsoever of what might have been the function of the place. Miller pointed his torch at the ceiling. Nothing but peeling white paint with brown stains in it stared down. The walls were smooth to the touch.
Olivia recorded; her opinion was that this was some assembly area since there were no chairs, nor tables or boards on the wall for meetings. The floor was hard, smooth concrete as well. It was dusty, and that’s all. No pieces of paper or any sign that people used this place.
German efficiency must have required that the scientists or workers mustered here, got accounted for, before ascending up the shaft to the mess hall for meals.
Peter loitered by her side. He said, “And why would they want them spending energy up that shaft to meals?”
Olivia shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe, to get them as hungry as possible—”
“And exhausted?”
She agreed. “Yeah, and that too.”
She noted that every time you studied the Nazi, you could not help but notice elements of cruelty in whatever they did.
Peter went off to the far wall. He chuckled. “Ho, ho, ho, guys, I found something on the wall here. It’s a…”
He went closer to examine a metal box the size of a regular switchboard. Hanging down from its side was a handle. The box looked very old too. Some paint still hung from it, like the peeling flesh of a burn victim. Written on it was the word Stromversorgung.
“It’s a switch, a power switch,” Peter announced. “It says 'electrical power supply'.”
He touched the handle. Frank Miller started telling him not to touch it but Peter was already throwing the switch up. And when he did the whole facility trembled. There was a tremendous hum that shook the ground. The walls came alive and the crew screamed in terror, hurdling together.
Then the noise stopped. Birth vibration remained, a low humming in the walls.
“What the hell was that?” asked someone.
Nicolai spoke. “I think generators.”
“Diesel generators,” Borodin added. “The complex is coming to life. We should —”
Lights began coming on in the shaft behind them. Then the large hall illuminated suddenly with very bright fluorescent lights in the ceiling. Suddenly, the hall was bigger than it had appeared to them. And what they thought was dust in the wall was some white material. The walls were dark with blotches of soot, as though there had been a fire in there.
Victor Borodin crouched on the white material. He touched and smelt it.
“Some sort of dousing substance, I suppose,” he explained. “Maybe there was a fire accident.”
“Or they tried to burn the place down?” Olivia proposed.
“Or maybe that.”
Miller called, “Guys, there’s a vault door here.”
On the opposite wall, there was a giant spherical metal door, like the type in banks. They hadn’t seen it all this time on account of the soot and peeling paint. There was a recess in the middle of the metal door. It looked almost like a cross enclosed in a square. Each point of the cross touched its side of the square so that it looked like there were four smaller squares in the recess, and each square was moveable. Beside it was a box with a small screen and numbers. Miller touched the groove on the wall.
“Wow.”
“How do we open that?” Ted Cooper asked.
“I don’t know.”
* * *
Olivia went to the vault. She touched the symbol on the door. The cross evoked an image in her head. She wasn’t sure but during her research she had seen something that looked a lot like this. The men watched her, having learned that she was about the smartest of them all.
“It is not a cross,” she said.
She quickly searched in her bag and found her notebook. She opened the pages urgently. She stopped turning and started comparing a crude drawing she made of the cross in the swastika and the one on the metal door.
The similarity was striking.
The men crowded around her. They saw it too.
“Okay, it’s the goddamn swastika,” said Ted Cooper. “Now what, how does that open it, how do we open it?”
“Shut up, Ted,” Miller scolded.
He took a look at the picture in Olivia’s notebook and concluded that it was the same, bearing the crude way Olivia had done her work. Miller glanced at Peter Williams.
“What do you think, Professor?”
Peter had seen it too, the resemblance. But there was nothing in his repertoire of German artifacts that came to mind, for he surmised that this was a lock.
“A lock needs a key,” he muttered.
“You’re saying this is a lock?” Miller puzzled.
“I believe it is.”
Olivia said, “Yes it is.”
She started back into her bag again. She had Kruger’s stuff in a waterproof paper bag. Keeping the box had been too cumbersome. She opened the bag. She looked at Peter.
“If Kruger was planning a trip here someday, he definitely would have figured a way to open this vault. Hell, it’s a vault—”
“And vaults keep secrets,” Peter cut in.
“That’s right. I have unexplained objects from Kruger’s box here, maybe we could find something.”
Olivia spread the objects on the floor. There in the middle of the clutter was the object shaped like a cross. Like the cross on the swastika.
“Bingo!” exclaimed Peter.
He took it and rushed to the wall. An expectant silence fell on the group, a holding of breaths. Peter tried the cross on but it didn’t fit. He turned it around, same thing. It just won’t fit.
“Come on, man,” he grumbled, manipulating the cross in different permutations.
“Give it up, Peter,” said Ted. “It ain’t gonna work, you can’t make it work if it won’t.”
“Shut up, you son of a bitch!” Peter screamed at Ted.
Spittle flew in the air. Peter glared at Ted, his chest heaved. The lines on his face deeper and his eyes shut. He gripped the star in a hand that was now a fist.
Ted Cooper reeled on his foot. Even though he packed more pounds around his shoulders, and pound for pound, toe to toe, he’d probably knock Peter down. He recovered quick. Ted reverted to his contemptible self.
“Oh there you go again,” he taunted. “See, this is why I’m here, Peter. To check your fickle spirit. You don’t have the guts for this. You are here because I wanted you to be, and because your alcoholic lady friend here happens to be half as smart as my grad students. So bring it on, I’ll break you down!”
Olivia’s face was white wax. She felt her knees give under her. Peter looked at her and saw the folly of what he had just done. He had let the circumstances get the best of him. He looked at the star in his hands and then at the embarrassed faces in front of him.
“I’m sorry, guys,” he murmured.
Nicolai took the object from his hand and patted Peter on the shoulder with a smile.
Frank Miller said, “Lets rest, folks. I think we need it.”
* * *
Olivia distracted herself with work. She knelt before the objects and started sorting them. She opened the notes from Kruger’s box that she read through over and over. Words that were both German and a little English. Terms and numbers jumped at her. In her emotional turmoil it was all a random combination.
Yet, she was certain that there was a pattern to all the chaos. If only she could quiet the scream in her head, the words that Ted said, the ones the papers published, and the hardest of them all, John’s blood, half-blown face every time someone accused her of drinking.
Finally she gave up and sat down hard. Peter came to her.
“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “It was my fault.”
“No, not yours to bare. It was my fault, I shouldn’t have come here. I’m not ready—”
“What’re you talking about? You can do this. You are one of the smartest women I have ever met.”
Olivia glanced at him. Peter nodded.
“You have practically brought us here, all of us. You can do this, Olivia. Come on, let me help.”
Olivia sighed. “Tell me what you see.”
“Numbers?”
“No, not those,” she said. “Those are the coordinates. We have used up that lead.”
Olivia looked up at the console by the vault. She had believed they needed some code for that console the moment she saw it. Not just the cross-shaped object.
“The vault won’t open unless we put a code in that machine,” she pointed out, “and then the cross. Either way, we need both to work.”
Peter nodded. The crew gathered around, brainstorming. Ted, a little reluctantly.
“German royalty used double mechanisms on safes, so she’s right. It’s not just the cross, that’s why it didn’t fit,” Ted said.
Olivia nodded.
“So one of these numbers, there are four pages written on in Harald’s notebook. That is, four pages where he had made direct references to this place. And he numbers his book, with his own hand.” She flipped the pages in the small book. “This page, 4, then here again, pages 8, 9, 45, and the last one is odd, it says page 4 again. It should say 18.”
She looked up at the group. “Harald is one crazy Nazi bastard, huh,” said Liam Murphy.
“Not all Germans were Nazi,” Peter snapped.
“We don’t know if Harald was one, I mean, we should never have found this place if he hadn’t kept these clues and the map,” Liam insisted.
“Yes, and we don’t know why he left the clues.”
Miller touched Peter’s arm. “Let's all calm down now. Peter, you and Ms. Olivia do your thing, figure this out. Meanwhile, me and Friedman will go back the way we came and see if there’s another way around this place. We need to find the labs.”
Ted raised his hand. “Frank, I suggest we all stay here.”
“Why?”
“There’s nothing out there, trust me.”
Miller gave the man a dubious look. He turned to Friedman and nodded. The bodyguard withdrew from the room.
“Right, I’ll stay.”
* * *
Olivia and Peter wrote out the numbers 8, 9, 45, 4. The group crouched on the floor and stared at these numbers, each one thinking his thoughts. Except Ted Cooper, who watched from where he stood. He frowned and came over.
“Let me see this.” He picked the paper off the floor.
His brows furrowed in thought. He turned to Peter Williams. At first, hesitant to talk with his colleague — mostly because Peter wouldn’t meet his gaze. Something contemptible came to his head and he was about to drop it when he caught Miller’s accusatory stare.
“It’s a date,” he said.
Peter looked at him then, “What’d you mean?”
Ted Cooper explained, “It’s clear to me now. Reports differ, but the most acceptable of them is that the scientists left this place and surrendered to the Allies on 6 September, 1945, days before Wilhelm Keitel signed the Instrument of Surrender, right—"
The crew grunted, nodded their understanding.
“But we were wrong.” Ted waved the paper. “This says we were wrong all this time—”
“But how’d you know that? Historians don’t even know Kruger, we can’t find him in any documents from that time,” Peter countered.
“We could change that now. We are here now, and we just might find some documentation or a logbook with his name on it. You never know.”
Ted showed the paper again.
“You still don’t get it, Peter—8, 9, 45, 4, it’s a date. September 8, 1945, four guys, maybe including Kruger, left these labs behind and met the Allies—”
“That agrees with other reports,” Frank Miller interjected. “Not all the guys here left at the same time. There was a revolt, and a subsequent clampdown. Now we may have an explanation for what appears to have been a fire outbreak here.”
Once again their attention was drawn to the dismal walls, the bizarre order in the mess room. It was all falling into place.
Ted Cooper gave the paperback to Peter Williams. Together they went to the console by the door. Still uncertain if their conjecture was accurate, on shaky feet, Peter started punching the numbers.
Upon entering the last digit, the console's background screen lit up with a dull green light. The vault hissed around its edges. They heard a low, continuous droning as the vault came alive.
Peter stumbled away from the console; he dropped the paper. The door stopped vibrating and now they heard it make a constant tone, like a counter.
Peter turned to Ted. “What now, it’s not opening, man. It’s not—”
“The cross!” Olivia yelled. “The cross! It needs the cross!”
She sprinted forward with the object, jammed it into the niche, and this time the cross slipped in easily. It made a clicking sound as it fit in place. The vault started another round of vibrating. The hissing sound got louder, smoke emitted from the sides of the door.
They heard clanking sounds, like metal fittings, working, grinding against each other, and dislodging. Then a final pop.
The door opened. The crew jumped back in fear. Then forward again in jubilant exaltation, applauding their success.
The passage beyond the door was brightly lit all around. White light shone from the ceiling, walls, and floor. Frank Miller pulled the metal door open wider; it swung easily on hinges that could just have been oiled.
Immediately, Miller crossed the threshold. They heard a click and the door started swinging close.
“Whoa, whoa, what’s happening now!?” Liam Murphy shouted.
Itay Friedman was fast. As though he expected this to happen, he quickly reacted. Nicolai’s box of tools was opened on the floor. Friedman picked a huge wrench from it and hooked it in the door.
It held and the door remained opened.
Still in shock and doubtful, the crew watched the door.
“Come on, guys. It’s okay now,” Miller encouraged from inside the white passage.
Borodin took the next tentative steps and was inside. Then the rest started rushing through.
“Everybody freeze!”
They turned around and behind them were soldiers, guns pointed at them.

5

Admiral Anton Huebner was not a brave man. He was also a thinking man. The fleet would descend on the Antarctic if his ship went missing there. And if they found the troops he had sent ahead, his objective and the point of it all, will be lost. Besides, he had on his ship all the witnesses and proof against him.
So he waited, in fact, in order to demonstrate his sanity. He moved out of the range of the Antarctic to meet up with the approaching scouting ships. It turned out that there wasn’t just one, but three of the other destroyers. And they were almost in range.
He rushed up to his station and began dishing out orders.
“New course!” he barked.
“Sir?” his surprised exec asked.
“You heard me, Vasquez. New course. We are meeting up with the scouts.” Huebner looked at his exec.
The young lad got the message. His admiral would never abandon a mission, except if he had made provisions for backup. Whatever the admiral was up to, he had it under control.
“New course…” Vasquez called the coordinates.
* * *
“Who the hell are you people?” a stunned Frank Miller blundered from behind the door.
About fifteen guns were pointed at the crew. Grim faces and hands ready to pull the triggers.
“This facility is now officially under the jurisdiction and authority of the Argentine government. Please step out of there now,” said the soldier taking the lead.
He gave the sign with his hand, and his men started marching around the crew. They went into the vault and made those inside come out.
“You can’t stop us, this place is not claimed yet—”
“It is now,” said the soldier.
“—we discovered it. We just want to look around, purely for research purposes.”
Something in the soldier's eyes shifted. He made another gesture with his hands and his men relaxed, taking their aim off Miller’s expedition. The lead soldier pulled his mask down to reveal quite a young, childish face with a thin line of hair on his lip. Black eyes that would have been shy ones stared at the expedition crew.
“What are you people?” He pointed.
Miller turned to look at the faces of his crew, as if the question somehow changed what he knew. He chuckled.
“We are scientists,” he said, “biologists, ice experts and historians.”
Miller pointed at Olivia Newton. “And a journalist to help us organize our finds, for the books and conferences that would follow our discoveries.”
Miller prayed silently that he was convincing enough. Some of what he said was true. If the soldier believed him, his dark Spanish eyes didn’t show. He sized up the crew. His eyes landed on Olivia’s face and something in them seemed to make him mellow.
“What are those?” the soldier pointed at Nicolai’s boxes.
“Tools, for research,” the Russian answered promptly.
“Open them.”
The soldier gestured two of his men to search the boxes. They did with practiced and professional motions, with the muzzle of their guns. Satisfied, they nodded at their superior.
He tapped his gun, an M16. “Alright, you can stay for now, until my superiors say you can’t anymore. Anything you do will be under my supervision. My men will escort you around.”
Miller nodded. “That’s fair.”
Olivia watched Ted Cooper. He didn’t seem surprised by the armed intrusion.
* * *
They passed through the lighted way in the vault and found another room, a much bigger one. Four soldiers followed them, led by the major who ranked the detail.
The room was lighted too. In the middle of it, there was a raised platform and on it there were the remains of what looked like a rocket. It was about thirteen feet long and almost a meter in width. Time had done little to change much in the room.
On the walls there were various sorts of charts, diagrams, and schematics. An awed Anabia Nassif put on his reading glasses and gawked at the ones in the middle of the wall. There were molecular diagrams and charts on it.
“This is not…” he mumbled. “This is confusing.”
Miller went to him, quickly followed by a soldier. “What is?”
“These charts, the diagrams,” he stammered. “They are microbial and human genomes altered in their rawest state, except—”
Nassif turned around. He stumbled towards the platform where the rocket-like contraption was.
“What is this thing, Miller, is this a rocket?” He pointed.
A soldier grabbed him as he tried to get on the platform. Several other soldiers set up a barricade around the platform. The major said the platform, and the thing on it is “Out of bounds. You can look around elsewhere.”
Nassif insisted at Miller, “But do you know what that is?”
“An ICBM under construction,” Miller said. “Abandoned, unfinished.”
“Exactly what I thought too, I just needed to be sure.” Nassif rushed back to the wall of diagrams. He pointed to one of them. “This is a formula for a nerve-destroying chemical substance.”
This drew the attention of the whole crew. The soldiers observed the man’s tirade, unmoved.
“I think that thing there, on the platform, they were going to make it carry these chemicals in tubes and detonate in the air. Millions would die upon inhalation.”
Nassif snapped his finger. “Death in seconds.”
Everyone turned to the ICBM. The major shifted on his feet, perhaps being in the way, and feeling now that he shared the attention with the machine of death behind him. He dismissed the scientists. “Okay, okay, go on, there’s other rooms, other places to check. Go.”
Reluctantly, the expedition team moved through another doorway into a nearby laboratory. Anabia Nassif took the lead, followed by Miller and then Olivia who was on her Dictaphone again, dictating details concerning the rocket.
Behind them they heard the major talking on a talkie. And then he was giving his men more orders.
“Wow.” Nassif was standing before another chart. This one, like the charts in the rocket assembly room, was riddled with calculations and formulas.
“What now?” Peter asked him.
Olivia joined the small group clustering around Nassif now. After shrugging at each other, four of the soldiers, except one, moved closer to share in the amazing moment the crew was experiencing.
Nassif spread his hand and shook his head. “Alas, we see we were wrong all along,” he declared, with some emotion. “Given more time, they could have killed us all. See this guys…this right here was a formula — that I think — is one example of the 'super soldier’ compound. We have only heard about it, now I see it.”
With bright eyes, Frank Miller asked the biologist, “Would it have worked?”
“Nope,” Nassif said emphatically. He pointed at a spot in the intricate lines on the board, of compounds and components. “That compound with the ETH, is a polymer. It was wrongly believed that it could bond with the human genome. But it didn’t.”
Liam Murphy asked, “What did it do then?”
“It mutated it, it morphed it into whatever it wants at every exposure. There was no single track for its pathway. It was indeed super, but not the kind of super that we want.”
The crew stared in quiet respect for the biologist.
They heard a crash and when they turned around. A test tube had fallen off a rack on a nearby table. On the white linoleum floor was the broken glass, and a small puddle of smoking, clear liquid.
The soldier that had refused to join the discussion at the board was standing by the puddle, gazing at it dumbly. He looked up at his comrades and shrugged.
Nassif stammered, “Oh God, get away from there, you!”
He advanced on the soldier but Olivia pulled him back in time before the other soldiers used their gun butts on his face.
“You need to get away from that thing, it may not be safe for you,” Nassif shouted.
“Or us,” Olivia whispered.
* * *
Anabia Nassif suggested they left that laboratory, as there was no way of telling what the substance in the test tube had been.
Ted Cooper observed, “Well, he looks okay.”
The crew glanced back at the soldier who had mistakenly toppled the test tube with his gun. He was talking fast in Spanish with his companion. The major had ordered the expedition crew to bed down in a nearby sleeping quarters that they had found.
They in turn would stay in the room with the rocket.
The soldier was still laughing when he and his comrade sauntered away, babbling in Spanish, their boots making thick thumping sounds on the tile floor.
The room was of regular size. Four bunks, two on each side, and a table and chair. A light bulb hung from the ceiling. The wall was painted grey so that when the light was turned off, the room was plunged in darkness.
Miller gave Olivia the topmost bunk on the right, away from the door. Peter would sleep directly below her. The others took the rest. Ted Cooper pulled a blackened bed from under one of the bunks and put it on the floor.
“I don’t do bunks,” he said.
Olivia prepared some food — dried beans and frozen veggies — talking with Nicolai as she did. Miller instructed the Russian who loved singing while eating, that there would be no singing. The circumstances were different now.
After the small dinner the crew settled down to sleep. Olivia could not fall asleep. With the aid of a pen torch Nicolai had given her, she made notes and wrote. She looked over the bunk and saw a long bed on the floor. No Ted Cooper.
“It seemed that Ted Cooper could go and come as he wished…” she said.
She heard a clink and looked over her bunk again. Nicolai’s face was below. He stretched a metal flask at her. “Vodka,” he whispered. “To make you sleep.”
The suppressed urge awoke with a howl, like a wolf that was lost, far away from her pack. She looked at the flask with longing. She shook her head and smiled at the Russian.
“Thank you, Nicolai.”
The man pursed his lips, a hurt expression that looked rather blithe on his face.
“Anytime,” he said finally and slinked away.
Olivia listened to the men as they snored. She wished for that. To fall into a deep, dreamless slumber.
But when she closed her eyes and sleep came, it did with a nightmare.
Minutes later when she awoke gasping for breath and sweating, Nicolai was there with his flask again.
“You need a drink?”
Olivia snatched the flask from the Russian. She gulped half of it and collapsed back into sleep.
* * *
Meanwhile, elsewhere in the facility.
The soldiers have slipped into the barrack routine. Four played cards on the floor of the rocket room. It was a tag form of card game. A tag consisted of two persons. Two of the soldiers were leading the other two.
Of all the convenient places in the broad room that any human could lounge, the major had gone to stretch himself on the skeleton of the rocket. It wasn’t quite a risky thing to do. The rocket wasn’t armed.
Somehow, though, the sight of the major lying prone on the rocket seemed to have some weird effect on one of the soldiers.
His protestations began with the sudden gesture of scratching the back of his neck where a red patch had materialized earlier in the evening. The patch had the same appearance as common eczema. It was an inflammation, however, that had nothing in common with the other skin disease.
The soldier's name was Luigi, his rank being an equivalent of a cadet in the US military. He was about the tallest of the soldiers in detail. And the most intelligent, his score in IQ tests reveal.
He scratched his itching neck, propped his gun against the wall with his other hand and walked around the four who were engrossed in their game. Then he walked past another group who had fallen asleep on the floor all around the base of the platform.
He jumped onto the platform with one bound and was instantly beside the major happily sleeping on the rocket. He was dimly aware of his increased strength. And of his better vision too. Objects appeared longer, the room, like a tunnel. And the rocket looked like it was moving.
He needed to warn the major. Wake him up.
Only problem was, even the major now looked like a serpent.
Luigi grabbed the major on the neck about the same moment he started foaming from the side of his mouth.
* * *
It was Peter who heard the noise first. He reached down from his bed and tapped the metal. Frank Miller jumped to his elbows. “Oh Christ, what the hell!”
Peter told him to listen. “Something’s not right.”
Miller listened. The others were rousing too. Cooper sat up and so did Nicolai, who hadn’t really been sleeping deep. He had heard the noise and chalked it up to soldiers been stupid. He hit the light switch.
“Soldiers are stupid people, you know,” he said drunkenly.
The crew ignored him. Peter quickly checked Olivia where she lay. Her chest rose and fell gently.
The noise stopped presently.
Miller said, “Maybe it’s nothing.”
He checked his watch. It was three in the morning. In about three more hours their expedition would continue.
“Go back to sleep,” Miller said. “We’ll know what happened in the morning.”
* * *
Anabia Nassif made it clear that on no account should they go back in the laboratory where the puddle from the test tube had by then dried into crystal flakes.
“It is too risky,” he affirmed. “We do not have the equipment to test it.”
So they told the soldiers they’d like to move to another lab. The soldiers agreed. The soldier with the itch was back in detail. His actions attributed to isolation and low temperature, his condition to allergies. And the allergies in turn were thought to have been caused by the molds in the airtight facility. His comrades administered aspirin. He slept and when he woke up most of his symptoms had disappeared.
Except for the red patch that was steadily spreading on the back of his neck. And itching him so badly.
* * *
Their perambulation brought the crew to a circular chamber with stone walls and spiral steps that wound down into the darkness below. There was only one florescent here. The temperature there was lower than the rest of the facility. In fact, the coolness seemed to reach up the steps at them.
Expedition expert Victor Borodin stepped forward. He breathed the air.
“Water,” he said. “There is water down there, or very close.”
Itay Friedman joined him close to the landing on the step. He looked at Miller and nodded. “I agree.”
“Then let’s get down and see. For all we know we just might find a ship or a boat,” Ted chirped, being in good spirits.
Olivia noted this fact in her notes, along with other Ted irregularities. She stood back. Peter noticed and asked her, “A phobia for water?”
“No, for heights,” she said. “I can’t go down there if it’s dark.”
“You must fear the dark too,” Nicolai pointed out.
Victor Borodin took the lead. As he went down he found another switch on the wall. He turned it on and the chamber became awash with bright light, all the way down to the bottom where they could see stone floors and nothing more.
“You think it’s safe?” Olivia asked, still uncertain.
Peter gave her his hand. “Come on, take my hand.”
Slowly they went, round and round, until they hit the bottom. The draught became stronger.
It was a subterranean cavern hewn out of the ground. Olivia looked up from where they descended and estimated that it should be at least fifty meters into the ground. Stonework covered both the walls and ceiling of the place.
There was a chasm in the middle; the sides fell down into black water. Metal railings stopped anyone from falling over. The crew gathered around it and wondered at the sight of what looked like a ship below. It was suspended from props and bars over the black water under it.
“Is that a submarine?” asked Olivia.
“It’s a U-boat,” Borodin explained. “The German version of the regular submarine.”
Liam Murphy queried, “What’s the difference?”
Miller said submarines are designed to travel underwater but U-boats are designed to travel on the surface. “Yet they have the capability to travel underwater,” he said.
“They had great success in the early parts of the First World War. And in World War Two, they almost turned the direction of the war too, until the US joined. These things bled the English navy. This is smaller, being an earlier version, compared to certain versions, though,” Miller said.
Olivia took photos of the boat.
The boat was shaped like a regular ship in the hull. Top side, it looked like a camo with a cab on it. Olivia made sketches of it. She showed it to Peter, who made some adjustments in the hull.
Frank Miller went round. He found a small gate with a step at the end of it. The step went down onto the pier by the boat. Here the air was fresher.
“Hey, you can’t go down there!” called one of the soldiers.
He came running towards Miller, his gun raised up. Another one joined him. He glared at Miller and prodded him with the muzzle of his gun.
“What, your major said we could explore everywhere except the rocket room!”
“No, go back!”
“I’m gonna have a word with your superior, this is unacceptable,” Miller fumed.
The crew grumbled all the way back up, amusing the soldiers who enjoyed their little vacation outside their base. Miller requested that they let his crew get some air outside the facility.
“It smells awful in here.”
“No, you can’t leave,” the major snapped. “I have orders to keep you here until I’m instructed otherwise.”
Ted Cooper yelled, “Are you fucking shitting me!? You can’t hold us against our wish, we are American citizens!”
The soldier’s face was deadpan, suddenly like an automaton. The crew grumbled. Nicolai started singing, his voice deliberately and annoyingly off-key. Although it grated on Frank Miller’s nerves and the others, Miller ignored him. Liam Murphy asked the major if he could take a dump on the ice outside.
The major said that it would be impossible in the circumstances.
Liam said he would do it right where he stood. The major shrugged and invited him to be his guest.
“Is anyone interested in shitting?” the major announced.
Red-faced Ted cussed.
The soldiers laughed at the joke.
* * *
But they could continue to explore up top, as directed by the major.
The three soldiers, now assigned to them, wondered at the sudden compliance, and the apparent good spirits of the expedition crew.
“Good show, Ted,” Miller murmured.
“Yeah, thanks.”
Miller asked Friedman for Kruger’s map. Huddled together, the group ascertained the extent of their present discoveries and how much ground they have covered.
The map indicated that there was still a lot of ground to cover. While the men devised a way around the rest of the facility, Olivia pondered over the noise from the previous night.
“How about a picture?” she said, showing them her portable camera.
“Anyone?”
The soldiers looked at each other. A small discussion in Spanish. Faces relaxed. Gun butts took seats on the floor. One managed a pandering smile. They arranged themselves in a tight row of three. Snap.
“Thank you.” Olivia grinned at the men. “This goes in the paper, how about that? You’d like to see yourselves in the papers someday, right? Heroes.”
“Yes, CNN?” asked the ranking officer.
“I work for the Miami Daily. CNN is big. News like this one would probably break on CNN, yeah.”
Olivia leaned against the wall. Behind the men, there was a doorway. It led back to the U-boat pen. Another door on the opposite side went off to the rocket room and labs. Olivia reckoned that the major couldn’t hear them here.
“Was there trouble last night?” she asked.
“Yes, one of us took ill but is okay now.”
“Oh. I heard the noise.”
“He’s possessed by the place,” the soldier said.
“What’d you mean, what place?”
“Here.”
The soldier looked at his comrades. They nod in agreement. Olivia was about to ask them to describe what happened when Miller called.
“Ms. Olivia?”
She weighed the situation, and decided it might be the only opportunity she will have to get some background into what happened in the facility. Certainly, this guy must know something.
She turned to the soldier. “Can you describe the symptoms?”
The soldier touched the corner of his mouth. “Foaming and screaming, tried to strangle the major.”
“Where is he now?”
“He’s okay. He is on guard duty.”
Olivia thanked the soldier. She rummaged in her bag and found four bars of Krackel chocolates.
“Chocolates?”
She offered three bars to them, then peeled one and chewed it. The soldiers talked among them for a moment. The lead officer asked her what her name was.
“Olivia Newton. But you can call me Olivia.”
The soldiers beamed stained chocolate teeth. “Gracias.”
“You’re welcome.”
* * *
“The word is 'De nada,’” Peter told her.
“De nada what?”
“That’s how you say you’re welcome.” Peter asked her, “What did you find?”
“Not much, only that the noise last night was one of the soldiers being sick. But I don’t understand it yet. They said something about the facility made him ill.” She looked at Peter. “Do you get what that means?”
“Nope.”
They had found another lab. This was smaller. Located along a narrow hallway lighted by large bulbs that flickered and hummed on the walls, a fire extinguisher every quarter of the way, and really low ceilings, it was difficult not to be surprised by the lab as they entered it.
There were shelves filled with jars of clear liquid. Some of them held live animals in them. Anabia Nassif gazed at one with a large cobra in it. It looked so alive. Corporeal.
Small animals, bloated frogs, gelatinous insects, skinned birds; open-mouthed, frozen in an eternal scream. In the middle of the room was a long table that stretched the length of the lab. Taps, four of them, each like a hook of sorts, were arranged along the length. Papers strewed the floor. Olivia picked one of the papers.
It was unreadable.
“German,” she hissed.
Olivia asked the marine biologist what he thought of the lab.
“I don’t know really,” he said, not taking his eyes off the jar of snake. “One minute I want to just stay and learn as much as I want to. The next I have my head spinning with the madness that was laid here, like some kind of spawn.”
The man shook his head.
He gestured with his chin at the jar on the shelf, his hands stuck in his pockets. “Just look at this. I wouldn’t even touch it, be infected with the poison of that lunacy from long ago. The madness that had the world in its grip. No, I’m not gonna touch it.”
Olivia gave the man a sideways glance and frowned. She stepped back a little and brought her camera up. The flare made Nassif turn his head. He sighed and went back to scrutinizing the jar.
The door they had come in through burst open.
One of the soldiers that Olivia had spoken with marched in. His eyes settled on Olivia.
“We need your help.”
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Olivia Newton shot past Cooper, who was just coming in through the door. The others came after her. The soldier who had come to call for help was saying something as he marched ahead of the crew.
It took Olivia a few seconds to realize that the young man’s querulous yammering was in Spanish. He was throwing his hand up over his head, spittle flew from his mouth.
Behind Olivia, Miller was asking what the hell was happening.
They were escorted into the rocket room. The major, his face was all eyes. His sleeves had been pulled up to the elbows, his fine black hair was a tussle under his black beret. The soldiers had formed a circle. There was someone on the floor.
“Who’s a doctor among you?” He barged into the crew.
All heads turned to Anabia Nassif. The man’s shoulder went up; he stammered.
“I’m a marine biologist, I’m not a doctor,” he protested.
“Come.” The major pulled his hand.
The soldier on the floor was thrashing and writhing. His face was busting with veins, eyes popped, swollen tongue held in place by his teeth. His feet twisted and his hands were clawing at his neck. Bright red marks bled there.
His comrades restrained him with no luck.
Nassif slipped gloves he got from Nicolai’s box on. He asked the soldiers to hold the sick man tighter. He pulled the soldier's lower lids down. The biologist shook his head.
Then he touched the soldier's forehead with the back of his hand. Anabia withdrew his hand.
“He is burning up,” he said. “We need to bring his temperature down. Let’s get him submerged in cool water.”
The major shifted orders to get cold water running. They went to work. The soldiers pulled a bathtub from some bathrooms in the facility. Filled with water, they carried it into the rocket room. They stripped the thrashing guy and forced his body in.
The soldier thrashed about the tub. Nassif slinked back, helpless. He hadn’t seen anything like it.
The major grabbed him. Scared shitless himself.
“Help him!” he screamed.
“I can’t, we have no medicine!”
Nassif rubbed his hair. Frustrated, he walked back from the jerking soldier. His comrades held on, scared eyes seeking the major’s. Finally, Nassif pointed at an adjoining room that the soldiers had kept the crew from exploring. “Lock him in there!”
“Why?” the major yelled in his face.
“So we can observe him. I have to observe him!”
The major staggered over to the tub. He barked orders in Spanish. The ailing soldier's eyes were turning up, the whites streaked with tiny red capillaries as the soldiers bundled him and dragged him into the room.
They threw him in and shut the door, just before he sprang towards the door, barging into it with superhuman strength. He was becoming rabid, teeth-baring, eyes like a wild animal.
His comrades watched him jump at the hard glass.
The crew and soldier watched in dismay as the lad hunkered down behind the glass.
* * *
“You ever watched a zombie film?”
Dazed, Olivia crouched in a corner. Peter joined her, but she hardly was aware of the others. It was all like a dream, the events of the past few minutes. And the soldiers coming and going about, her crew members huddled in the middle of the room. It was like watching a movie. In slow motion.
“Huh?”
“I saw one last summer,” Peter went on. “Zombieland. I was visiting friends in Alberta. It was shitty, a burlesque parody of the other classic zombie films. Nothing like this—”
“Is he gonna make it?” Olivia asked suddenly.
“Don’t even know what he’s got yet.”
Nicolai strolled over with his flask of vodka. He drank from it and gave it to Peter who pushed it away. Olivia took the flask and drank. The hotness traced fire down her throat.
Frank Miller’s parka was torn in the arm. His hair was wet from the tub episode. He looked lost. He glanced briefly at the carcass of the rocket on the platform.
He looked at Olivia.
“Are you okay?”
She nodded. “I guess.”
His tired eyes appeared to take stock of the mess. At the mad soldier behind the glass.
“We should wrap this up,” Miller said. “We've had enough.”
“You think the major would let us go now?” Olivia asked.
“Not very likely,” Peter said. He looked at the glass. “Not when we have that guy trying to kill himself.”
The sick soldier had begun another outburst against the glass. He looked paler and madder. He hit the glass with a bone-creaking bang. He was now bleeding from the places on his face where he’d banged his skull on the glass.
Those watching shivered in terror.
* * *
Still in shock from how events had quickly switched from a lively exploration to a freak show, and yet trying to ignore the fact that this could be a major outbreak, Olivia took pictures of the sick soldier. She made notes, and got dragged out of the rocket room by Peter.
They had to settle down and decide what to do.
Miller once again appealed to the major about leaving but he insisted on getting such others from his superior.
“Can you get on the phone then?” Frank Miller said. “We really have to wrap up and leave.”
The major walked away scratching a red spot on his forearm. Miller had seen another soldier scratching his face. But he wouldn’t make the connection. Olivia Newton would.
Olivia distracted herself again by taking photos. She followed the crew around, she followed the soldiers, questioned anyone who would give answers. Mostly, her camera was attached to her face.
She was back in the rocket room, having questioned almost all the soldiers except the major himself, who had been grumpy lately.
Grumpy was what they all did, yes.
Yet. There was something. Olivia’s mouth opened in dawning realization. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, her skin crawled as she brought her camera down from her face. At first, what she saw through the lens was normal, until she looked at it with her own eyes.
Five of the soldiers had a case of the itches.
Five all at once. Her first urge was to flee immediately. But that would definitely draw attention. Then she took more photos. This time she made sure to capture all five in one shot.
“Oh my God,” she whispered.
* * *
“I think there is an outbreak here, Peter.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Shush, keep it down!” Olivia gripped his hand tighter. “I have seen it. A red patch on their bodies. They scratch it. I saw five soldiers with the same symptoms. It couldn’t be a coincidence now, could it?”
Miller and Victor Borodin were making plans for a possible breakout in the event that things get out of hand with the sick soldier, or the crew gets detained for longer than necessary. The two men conferred with each other. Nicolai was already putting his boxes together and it seems the crew may have to make a run for it soon.
“We have to let others know,” Peter hissed.
“Yes, but what are we gonna tell them? Besides, the major may shoot us all, thinking we are all carrying whatever disease this thing is.”
Peter shivered. Since they arrived at the facility, everyone had changed in some way. The billionaire had lost his perfect gentleman touch, his trimmed beard now bushy. Peter’s face was gaunt, his eyes haunted.
Olivia had caught her own reflection in the glass as she left the rocket room. She hadn’t recognized the terrified face that looked back at her. She had quickly checked in a corner, felt around her body for any unusual lesions, bruises, or patches. She had even felt around her breasts for lumps. You never know with these things.
“Come on, we have to warn the others.”
Peter pulled her up.
* * *
A solemn quiet descended on the group.
Olivia looked at Nicolai and thought ruefully that now was a good time to sing a dirge. The Russian, however, was preoccupied with the present predicament, as was everyone.
Frank Miller brushed his hair with his hands. He looked tired and haggard. Olivia’s stomach rumbled. They hadn’t eaten for most of the day.
“We have to go on now as though the soldiers are all infected—” Miller was saying.
“If only I could get in the laboratory,” said Anabia Nassif, “maybe I could find an antidote or make one.”
“Could you make one in the short time?” Olivia asked him.
The man looked straight at her. “We will never know if I never even try.”
They were in their sleeping quarters. The only sound was the scream of the bedsprings. Olivia wished for even a drop of whiskey. A game of chess with her cat Smokey. And the feel of her sofa with the sound of the street coming up to her room. She missed her life as it was.
Frank Miller paced the middle of the room. He bit his lower lip in deep thinking. Liam Murphy said maybe they could just wait for night, “then take their guns — the soldiers’, that is — and run. Their transport must be somewhere around.”
“And risk running into another ambush?” Ted Cooper countered. “No thanks, genius.”
“Then why don’t you come up with a smarter idea, Ted, since you seem to know everything.”
Miller called for calm. “Let's not make it harder on ourselves than it already is. Whoever the major takes orders from is coming. We wait for them and see where we go from there.”
“I’m afraid that’s not a very smart idea either,” Ted spoke up. “Whoever they are, what if they just wanna shoot us? What if they get here and decide we are all infected and try to clean the place?”
“It is unlikely,” Miller said.
“You know something we don’t?”
“Do you?”
The two eyed each other for many seconds.
Now there is something there, thought Olivia.
* * *
For all they knew, this disease was highly contagious. It was in the air. Or it could be communicable by mere touch. Or it could have come from any of the rooms in the facility. But at any rate, Nassif argued, the only way to find out was to go back to the lab that the major had shut them out of.
The major shook his head. “No, I have orders to not allow you in there.”
He scratched his arm by rubbing it gently. Nassif held himself from peeking at the man’s eyes. Detection was always in the eyes.
Nassif joined his group five minutes later. He threw his hands up.
“He is adamant.”
The group sighed.
* * *
His real name was Juan Santiago. Major Juan was sick. He knew it. He could feel the monster that had taken over Luigi inside him already. Squirming. He felt feverish, and very thirsty.
And that itch on his arm. It had suddenly shown up without cause. Four of his men had it too. He sat on a table in the laboratory. The one that the admiral ordered to not let the Americans stay in. The admiral said this lab was very important to him.
Juan pulled his sleeve up. The red patch had gotten redder. And more irritable.
In his other hand he held his talkie. He was going crazy with a personal dilemma.
Should he disobey a direct order and let the scientists in here so they can figure out an antidote, or wait for the admiral to arrive?
Besides, Admiral Huebner was taking longer than expected.
He pressed a button on the talkie. “Hello.”
“Everything going according to plan?” Huebner asked.
“No, sir,” Juan said. “My men are sick—”
“What’d you mean sick? What happened in there?!”
Major Juan Santiago told him.
* * *
It has to be that or nothing the major said made sense. That facility could not come to life except by human design.
Admiral Huebner had just told Major Juan Santiago that the American scientists were responsible for the disaster. They blew the disease in the air.
“You can’t trust them to provide an antidote for a disease they created, they want what’s in the lab!” he had told him. “but I know where the antidote is in the lab. You wait for me, you hear me? Don’t let them out! You understand?”
Major Juan Santiago said he understood.
The admiral threw the talkie in a corner. The Americans were on the ice. The ice was enough of a prison. People didn’t just up and enter where they hadn’t been invited and then hoped to leave the same way. No. Here, he was king.
His exec stared with anxious eyes at the ocean line. “Sir, two hundred miles and closing.”
“Let them come.”
“They are going to think we’ve been jacked, sir.”
The admiral laughed. He turned the notion over on its side, it did look like it. The implication was that he would be boarded. Forcefully.
And if that happened, he could lose his head, for he couldn’t explain away his dropping off the exit and refusing to communicate. Still smiling, he said, “I thought you had the stomach for this, Vasquez?”
Vasquez looked from the admiral and back to the Spanish retribution coming. He adjusted his posture. “Er, I am ready sir.”
The exec didn’t sound convincing.
It wasn’t a problem though. Huebner had a plan. His plan was to divert what was supposed to be his punishment for disobeying the Americans and achieve his own purpose.
“Relax, Vasquez. Relax.”
* * *
Ted Cooper was not relaxed.
No one relaxes with the sort of thoughts in his mind. He sat by himself. He followed the debate by the crew with as much interest as he could muster. Which is little. He had been talking with Admiral Anton Huebner, secretly. His suspicions have always been that their little expedition would meet an obstacle like this.
Frank Miller and his infantile notions. Here on the Antarctic, even all his money could not buy him passage. Not with Admiral Huebner.
Huebner was vengeful. A filibuster. Olivia was going to get a rude awakening when the admiral gets here. Meanwhile, Ted Cooper schemed.
Olivia’s eyes met his. He shrugged.
“What do you think, Professor?” she asked.
Ted hadn’t listened to the last couple of words spoken so he shrugged again. But the journalist was a persistent bitch. Her eyes wouldn’t leave his.
“I think our objective now should be how to get them on our side,” Ted said.
“Get who on our side?” She frowned.
He gestured at the door. “The ones here, the soldiers, of course.”
The crew all murmured their agreement. Yeah, it was a good suggestion. Miller and Liam Murphy and Peter Williams, they all agreed. Olivia was still frowning. There was something in his eyes.
She wrote something in her notebook.
Ted got up and said he needed to get some air. Olivia wrote again. This time she wrote, Get some air? Where?
Beside that question was the previous one: Ted said we should get the ones here on our side.
She showed it to Peter Williams. At first he frowned too, not quite comprehending. Then his eyes brightened.
“Shit.”
Olivia nodded. “Exactly what I thought. Ted knows something. I bet he ruined the satellite back at the campsite during the storm—”
“I thought Miller did that to himself.”
“Me too.”
Olivia said more urgently, “Something big is about to happen here, Peter. And Ted is the instrument. We can’t trust him. He leaves at odd hours and comes back anytime he wants to. He moves freely, but the rest of us can’t—”
“I have seen too,” Nicolai said in her face. He looked ragged. Half his former self.
Olivia and Peter shared a look.
“What have you seen?” Olivia asked.
“All the soldiers are sick, they turn to zombie.” Nicolai grabbed Peter’s hand. “But we can leave before it spreads to us. We can leave, now!”
Spittle hung in the corners of the Russian's cracked lips. His eyes looked like they would fall out any minute. Olivia shivered.
“What do you have in mind?”
Nicolai swallowed some from his flask. That flask never dries, thought Olivia. He glanced back at the rest of the crew, walking about the room. Frank Miller was lying down on his bunk. Anabia Nassif had found a pen and paper and was scribbling furiously.
Nicolai looked at Olivia and Peter. “The U-boat,” he whispered. “That is how we get out.”
“Nicolai, that boat is unfinished.” Peter shook his head. “We don’t even know if it even works.”
The Russian gritted his teeth. “I know it can work, I have seen the mechanics. I can make it work!”
“Even if you could, Nicolai, we could never get to it.” Olivia touched the Russian. “The soldiers are going to make sure we don’t get near that boat. And now that they are sick, they could just shoot us all.”
Nicolai was not giving up. He grabbed Peter’s hand. “I know you can make Mr. Miller agree. If you tell him I can do it. Tell him, Peter.”
Peter looked at the prone Miller on the bed. He sighed.
Ted Cooper strolled in then.
* * *
Ten minutes before:
“Even you are coming down with it, Major. If I have any sense at all I should be out of here, kayaking in the Andes or something. I mean, I could get infected just talking with you.”
“What do you want?”
Ted Cooper moved back a step. “Cooperation.”
“Why should I trust you? You are worse than a house rat, Professor.”
“I'm not a rat, Major,” Ted said, rubbing his palms together. “I am what you call an industrialist. You see, Miller, he is a rat, he and his little crew of scientists. Rats move with rats. And rats only want the food for the day. They don’t store, or save for the rainy day.”
He licked his lips. The rabid guy in the locked room behind the glass was at it again. He banged his head on the glass. The major winced. It made a sickening sound. Blood spattered the glass and ran down it.
“I want the big meat, Major Santiago. That’s why I’m here. I want to help you get well and you help me get to the motherload.”
Juan Santiago watched Ted from under red eyes. The itch in his hand was getting worse. But he was in a place now where he could not afford to be vulnerable. This American was negotiating.
Americans always fucked you in negotiations.
“There is no motherload.”
“Oh yes there is, and Admiral Anton Huebner is on his way to claim it. But what about you, huh, don’t you want something? Everybody wants something!”
Santiago gave up then. He pulled the sleeve of his fatigues and his nails went to work. When he was done, the sight wasn’t pretty.
“Aw, now that is not how a man should live,” Ted whispered.
The major moaned in pain. He cracked his neck. He felt a little better. That had been working, relieving the pain in the spine and head. The other infected soldiers were doing it too.
“Now here’s a proposal, Major. You let me in there, in that lab with all the documents and important formulas and stuff, you know. I get the doctor in my crew to create an antidote—”
“You are a cheap liar too.” Santiago shook his head. He spat on the floor.
It was sputum, a yellow glob.
“Okay, I was saying, I get the doctor to make you an antidote and I return. You let me in there before the admiral gets here. He’ll never know I took anything. Simple.”
“Your billionaire could make a better deal—”
“Miller?” Ted scoffed. “You don’t understand, Major. Miller isn’t going to make it. I don’t think so.”
Santiago’s yellowing eyes wavered. He rose slowly from the table he had been sitting on. Two of his men sat against the wall like a torpedoed ship.
He sighed.
“I will fuck you up, if you don’t deliver.”
“I will,” Ted said, walking away.
* * *
Frank Miller reasoned that if they stayed longer they also would come down with the disease that’s in the facility. Therefore, two things were needed.
“One, we need weapons,” he said, counting off on his fingers. “Two, we need to understand this disease—”
“An antidote,” Anabia Nassif put in.
“Yes.”
“And how about why we are here?” Ted asked. “The research in that lab?”
“This disease is the research, Professor Cooper,” Nassif pointed out. “If we find an antidote while here, we have achieved something. Hell, who knows if one of us or several is already infected?”
“Now that, that’s some scary shit to say,” Liam Murphy mumbled.
That silence that called up horrific imaginations came upon the group. To distract herself, Olivia had her notes. She wrote in longhand and made copious side notes. She’d love a couple of glasses of whiskey too, if that were possible, and if she didn’t suppose that at this time, even she needed her head working right.
She wished, though, that the Russian would invite her to drink.
“Alright, I’m all up for an antidote and all.” Ted joined Miller in the middle of the room. “But whatever we are gonna do, we gotta get on with, fast.”
Olivia took a sheet off her notebook. She wrote on it and passed it to Peter. He read it and nodded.
Nicolai got up and went to his boxes.
He looked around the room. “I need a hand. Who wants to join me?”
Olivia jumped up. “I will.”
“I think I can make something simple for a weapon.”
“What? A Molotov cocktail?” asked Ted Cooper.
“Yes, if that is what it takes to get out of here.”
Olivia joined the Russian. The rest of the crew watched as Ted Cooper made his exit again. When he was gone, Olivia rushed to get her camera. Peter held her hand on her way through the door.
“Be careful,” he told her.
The crew all nodded. Olivia slipped out after Miller quietly.
* * *
She saw Cooper go straight past the rocket room where the soldiers were. She heard the boom of the quarantined soldier as he attacked the glass windows. The professor went on without looking that way.
Cooper went past without so much as a hoot from the two sentries at the door of the rocket room.
The sentries appeared well, healthy. She stopped about two meters from them. Miller went out of sight into a door that the major hadn’t allowed the crew to go near.
Disappointed, Olivia stood flattened against the wall. She had hoped to follow Miller, out to wherever he was off to. To take photos of him betraying the crew. She hadn’t factored in the sentries.
She started back to the others.
* * *
When Olivia was back with the crew she told them what she saw.
“Ted Cooper went out without permission, I think.”
“What does that prove?” Itay Friedman said.
Olivia glared at him. “That he is one of them!”
Guided by her notes, she outlined her theory. She argued that the professor meant to see them out, either to the soldiers in the facility now, or to some third party.
Ted was, in fact, meeting that third party right now.
“We have to make him feel like he’s winning,” she concluded. “That’s how we beat him.”
The men said it made sense.
Disgruntled with the direction his expedition had taken, and in his friend, Frank Miller requested that the crew be split in two. One half would work on arming the crew, and the other must find a way to get into the main laboratory under the watchful eyes of the soldiers.
Miller, Itay Friedman, and Victor Borodin would get into the laboratory.
“And what if we can’t find anything there to help us?” Borodin asked.
Miller said, “We will.”
Friedman spread Kruger’s map and blueprints on the floor after they shut the door and drove the lock in. It would be no use if Professor Cooper found them on the floor, scheming.
“We need a way around the guards. Ms. Olivia said there are two sentries on watch duty. Here is the rocket room, and here is the laboratory.” Miller tapped on a spot on the map.
“And this is where we are, this room.”
With shaking hands he traced the lines — the walls — surrounding the room in which they were. The block stretched down in one rectangular shape from the rocket room, all the way past their room and two rooms after. They had not gotten to those ones yet, and no one knows what treasures lurked in those places.
However, to their left there was another room, larger than this one. After it was the hall that led to the U-boat pen. But between that room and the rocket room, there was the hallway.
“If we could get from here, across the hallway and into this room,” Miller mused.
He tapped a space right beside the laboratory, directly behind the enclosure where the ailing soldiers were imprisoned.
“But how do we get there?” Miller said, half to himself.
He looked at the light bulb burning low and yellow. The rest did too.
“The vents.”
* * *
Now there was a further problem of going into the vents without drawing Ted Cooper’s attention.
There they hit a snag.
“Restrain him?” Olivia proposed.
Peter shook his head. “Ted is a big man.”
Nicolai said, “Drug him then.”
Peter smiled. “Yes.”
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That night, while the soldier who hadn’t taken on the advanced stage of the disease settled in, Victor Borodin, Liam Murphy, and a reluctant Anabia Nassif forced him into the mission because he was the only one in the group who would know what to look for.
Ted Cooper snored under a heavy dose of a queer mixture of morphine and a certain other substance that Anabia had concocted.
Olivia prayed. The words tasted bland but she did anyway.
* * *
At that same moment major Juan Santiago’s talkie squeaked to life. His itch had let up. It had been replaced with a headache. He had slept fitfully and he’d dreamt bad dreams earlier on.
When his body finally won — momentarily— against the virus that was roaming and multiplying inside of him, he dropped down to a dark chasm below and knew nothing.
Until his damn talkie started talking.
Disoriented at first, looking up at the white ceiling above, it took him approximately fifteen seconds to realize he wasn’t in a home in Sao Paulo.
He thought his trained ears heard rumbling. He looked from the top of the rocket where he lay and saw that all his men were asleep. The ones who snored sang, the ones who didn’t just slept on.
There was a booted foot sprawled at the door. Santiago couldn’t see the rest of the soldier, but he knew those two had fallen asleep.
The talkie squawked again.
“Santiago!!”
“I’m here, sir.”
“I have been calling you, estupido!” the admiral barked. “Where are we with the Americans?”
“I’m keeping them locked down sir.”
“Good, are your men still alive?”
Santiago wasn’t sure about the one that was locked in the small observation room. He jumped down from the platform, groaned from the pain in his muscles. “Shit.”
He stepped forward slowly, a precaution to not agitate the mad soldier. But he was not in sight. Santiago moved closer.
BANG!
The sick soldier jumped at the glass and Santiago swore he should have shattered the glass. But it held.
“Jesus Christ!” he yelped.
“What is it, Santiago?” There was concern in the admiral’s voice. “What is the matter with you?!”
“It's not me, Admiral. It’s the sick soldier.”
“Good, stay put. I have to deal with the fleet here.”
He clicked the talkie off.
“Luigi?”
Luigi banged the glass again. His nose flared. He huffed.
The major gave up and went back to his bed of rocket. He was fast asleep even before his head hit the makeshift pillow comprising of his backpack and briefs.
That rumble again, as sleep dragged him down.
* * *
The rumble that Major Juan Santiago heard was in fact the movements of men prospecting their way through the ventilator.
Armed with pen torches and the blueprint of the facility, they made it past the hallway that led out to the U-boat pen, and that separated the crew's bunk room and the area where the rocket room was.
Victor Borodin stopped suddenly. In the air vent there was little room for sideways mobility, so the Russian stopped shuffling. Liam’s chin brushed against his boots.
Someone was talking to themselves, or so it appeared. The sound of the voice was so close that Borodin sweated even though the air in the vent was cool. The talking stopped. There was a bang, a snarl.
That must be the sick soldier, he thought.
Then he concluded that the other voice must be the major since his men hardly talked.
They shuffled on when he was certain that the quietness that came after was going to be a long one.
* * *
The game had begun. In order to meet with the fleet that has come to make sure the destroyer and her crew was well and fine, the admiral would have to follow a protocol of speed and to meet the coming destroyers at a prescribed distance.
The admiral was stalling. Leaving his present position was a predicament; one, he would have to forfeit deploying unto the Antarctic and finish his job there. And two, meeting with the fleet makes the fruition of his plan a future endeavor.
But he didn’t have the luxury of time. A lot was riding in his delay. The soldiers he sent were sick with something he didn’t understand.
And in just a few hours, things could change. The Americans could overpower the soldiers if their sickness persists. Then the admiral would have lost. Everything.
On the bright side, he could tell the fleet what was going on and let them do his job for him. It was a gamble but he was willing to play it.
So when the transmission came in asking for status, Admiral Anton Huebner replied, “Crew is well but would maintain vigilant status on account of foreign intruders on Antarctica.”
When the admiral in one of the other ships received the message, he was more confused than when he received orders to go back for Huebner’s ship.
“What’s on Antarctica?” he asked no one in particular.
* * *
Victor Borodin missed his way twice. The first time when they were almost over the edge of the target laboratory and when they were coming back.
Victor had taken a look at the blueprint and at the fork in the vent, and just lost his bearing.
Their heads were now covered with a mass of cobwebs and they were swallowing dust by morsels. Victor prayed that no one sneezed. That was exactly when the biologist Anabia Nassif got the urge.
Victor heard him sniffle and waited.
“What’s the waiting about?” Liam Murphy whispered.
“Nassif, he wants to sneeze,” he answered.
Confused, Nassif said he didn’t want to sneeze.
Borodin checked the print again and gambled. His gamble paid off. In minutes they were looking through a mesh down into the main laboratory.
But Borodin's heart sank because yes, this was the lab. And down there were test tubes, odd-looking microscopes, charts on the wall with formulas on them, cabinets full of documents.
There was also the major standing in the middle of the lab.
* * *
“What is he doing?” Nassif asked Liam Murphy.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Victor, what’s going on?”
Victor Borodin turned his head as best as he could and whispered, “There's someone down there.”
Shocked silence followed. Raw fear and uncertainty. Nassif was shaking behind Liam Murphy.
Murphy asked Borodin, “What are we going to do?”
Borodin didn’t have the answer. His eyes peered at the soldier standing in the middle of the lab. The major hadn’t moved since they arrived. Five minutes ago. Nassif's sniffling increased. It was loud, in fact, in the vents. Borodin assumed the flowing air would carry the sniffling all across the network of the ventilator.
“He’s just standing there,” Victor Borodin whispered. “He’s not moving, I don’t think he’s well.”
“Describe what you see to me,” Nassif said.
“His eyes are half-closed, he’s wavering as if he’s drunk…”
Nassif thought about this and decided that they could actually step into the lab.
“He’s sleepwalking,” Nassif said. “He can’t hear us or even see us if we are quiet.”
“Are you sure?” Borodin asked.
“One hundred percent.”
* * *
Each man stepped down from the vents onto a table with two racks of test tubes. The tubes jiggled against each other slightly and made music of glass. Nassif almost toppled the table as he dropped on it but Borodin was fast. He held the tipping table before the tubes fell and crashed.
Nassif tiptoed to the major, waved a hand in front of the half-shut eyes, and shook his head. The man’s forehead sweated. The flesh around his eyes was raw and pink. His lips were an arid piece of flesh, cracked. His nose flared. Nassif was sure if he brought the back of his hand close he would feel a hot draught. His throat gargled with saliva and mucus from the sound of it.
“He’s far gone.”
“Come on, Nassif!” Borodin hissed.
Liam Murphy went to the door. There was no one in the corridor; no soldiers, nor sentries. He half expected to see Ted Cooper sauntering down the hallway.
“Hurry!” he whispered.
Nassif glanced at the major every five seconds.
Borodin found a small plastic bag in what he figured must be a storeroom. He picked one medium-sized microscope and a rack of test tubes, some labeled vials containing clear liquids. Nassif went to the file cabinet and began rummaging as quietly as he could.
Meanwhile, the major slept on, on his feet. Delirious.
Getting back up into the vents hadn’t come up in the plan. The three men stared at the vent in the ceiling in dismay. One man could push the other up into it. But how would the last man get in there without knocking the table of vials over?
Borodin had begun going back up, quite unsteadily, without much thought about the consequences before Nassif pulled his hand.
The table shook.
The major mumbled in his sleep.
They held their breath.
* * *
They were in the hallway minutes later, tiptoeing, merchandise in plastic bags, hearts in their hands.
The hall there was vacant of any other souls. Anabia Nassif held his cache against his chest. The tubes were making those annoying clinking sounds. Liam Murphy had carried a wrench he took from Nicolai’s toolbox. He brandished it now like a sword. Victor Borodin was leading again.
As they approached the spot where Olivia has reported seeing sentries they paused and listened.
It seemed someone was coming.
* * *
The disease, which had attacked the soldiers and had turned one of them into a zombie, was still in its incomplete stage when the scientists abandoned the project years ago.
Upon inhalation, a human heart ought to stop beating in approximately ten seconds. First the human would show the signs that the soldiers now exhibit in the first five seconds; painful aggression, blinding headaches because the blood vessels are dilating so much, and then death. A precursor to bleeding from the ears and eyes would be a zombie-like disposition.
However, any infected person now would not be so lucky, as it now was for the soldiers. The human body sometimes takes liberty at doing with a foreign, incomplete compound and made with the lemon it found, lemonade.
The soldier's immunity simply bonded with the virus, and adopted what was convenient for each body. For the first soldier, a full-blown zombie.
For the major, before he advanced to a full-blown zombie, he sleepwalked.
Major Santiago had risen like an undead in the middle of the night. Prompted perhaps, by a marker in his gene, an inherited habit of sleepwalking that he had outgrown.
He wandered off. When he got to the lab, he stopped and continued sleeping. He even dreamed. The contents of his dream no one can accurately state.
But his talkie didn’t quite sleep for the admiral’s voice spoke through it, seeking his attention.
One of the sentries, not infected yet but very hungry and tired from long hours of sentry duty, had woken up. He found the talkie on the rocket where the major left.
He searched for the major in the rocket room.
He was coming after him in the laboratory, talkie in hand, and nothing else.
* * *
The sentry walked into the three men.
Both parties, shocked and confused — especially the sentry — took a couple of seconds for their brains to register what was happening.
The soldier recovered faster. The voice on the talkie had clicked off in annoyance. The soldier, recognizing the ambush, threw the talkie at the man with the plastic bag against his chest. He missed.
In the throwing process, he brought his body closer to Victor Borodin. The Russian brought the wrench down on the relatively shorter man’s head. It connected with his temple. He yelled.
The soldier grabbed Borodin’s hand, and blocking further attack, he brought his knee against the Russian’s solar plexus. Borodin doubled in pain. His weapon fell in a loud clang.
As Victor Borodin went down, Liam Murphy jumped on the soldier. He wrapped his hands around his neck and started choking him. Anabia Nassif, scared out of his wits, ran back towards the lab.
Borodin staggered against the wall, regaining his composure. He searched around for the wrench but couldn’t see it. Liam and the soldier were on top of it, struggling. Borodin joined in.
He had learned martial arts in college for a while, stopping at an intermediate stage. He grabbed hold of the soldier’s head and he applied pressure to his temple, while Liam strangled the air out of the soldier.
The soldier stopped struggling minutes later, unconscious.
The two men rushed back to the lab but Anabia Nassif had vanished. They found the major still slumbering on his feet and the air vent cover dangling innocently.
Nassif had gone back through the vents.

8

Dr. Nassif dropped down the vents. Liam and Borodin came in through the door, confusing the rest of the crew so much.
And Nassif was carrying much more than he had taken the first time.
“I took the liberty of the major's somnolence,” he explained. “There is so much in that lab, we should go back.”
“Shush!” Olivia put her hand over the doctor's mouth.
Ted Cooper was rousing. The professor’s eyelids fluttered as if in a dream. He mumbled. His hands grabbed the air as if there was something invisible there. Then they flopped back beside him.
“Keep your voices down,” Miller said. “Come on, let’s begin.”
Nassif sat down at a makeshift desk that comprised the lowest bed and Nicolai’s boxes as a chair. He started sifting through the papers they took from the lab. With the microscope set up on the floor, he commenced testing the fluids in the tubes.
Meanwhile, a further idea had occurred to Professor Peter Williams.
“The U-boat, we can get to the U-boat too,” he said, looking at Miller. “We may never get the chance again.”
The billionaire agreed.
“Nicolai?”
“Yes I’m ready.”
Itay Friedman said he’d go with the Russian.
“No, Itay. You stay here.” Miller glanced at the sleeping Miller. “Protect the doctor.”
The bodyguard nodded. When he pulled up his parka two guns stuck out from his belt. Liam Murphy’s mouth dropped open.
“You’ve had those guns all this time? Come on, man, we almost got killed,” Liam said.
Friedman said the guns had no silencers. “Only for desperate moments,” he added.
Nicolai took a bar, two wrenches, and a couple of bolts and nuts. He and Borodin went out the door.
Ted Cooper grumbled in his sleep again.
* * *
The sentry that tried to stop the laboratory theft was still lying on the floor when they went by. The side of his head where Borodin’s wrench had hit him was now a purplish bruise. He was sprawled on the floor, shaped like the cross on the swastika.
When they went past the laboratory again the major was not in sight. The two Russians froze at the door.
But when they listened they heard his chest rumble on the floor where he had collapsed, fast asleep.
Good, Borodin thought.
On the one hand, the disease had its advantages.
They went down the spiral steps, gusts of cool air rose and blew their hair. The U-boat sat like an alien ship. Ancient and yet not nearly antiquated.
Taking care not to make too much noise, they opened the hatch they found close to the bow and went down a dark tunnel. The engine room smelled like old oil left in somebody’s garage. Nicolai had never been in a U-boat before. The closest he’d been was in a Russian submarine during his physicals in the Navy Academy.
Borodin asked him where they were going to begin.
“I don’t know how to drive a U-boat,” Nicolai said.
“Well, how about looking for the steering wheel or something?”
“Submarines don’t have steering wheels.”
Borodin shrugged. “Since this is not a submarine, maybe a U-boat has a steering wheel.”
And it did have one.
* * *
The documents were shared in two places.
Olivia took a bunch, Anabia Nassif and Liam Murphy piled the rest before them and searched. Peter Williams assisted with translation.
Surprisingly, some of the documents were written in English. But the most significant ones were scribbled in German.
Frank Miller watched Ted Cooper.
In most of the notes they found the chemical combination for a particular virus. They surmised then that this virus was what was making the soldiers sick.
“See here,” Peter said, translating from German, “partial combination with the immune system, virus caused death, superhuman strength and aggression, headaches, seizures.”
“The vial,” Miller said, “the broken vial, that’s how the soldier got it—”
“Yes, primary exposure often causes pronounced reactions in subjects,” Nassif agreed. “Subsequent infected persons are only carriers, they degenerate slowly. And that’s what we see in the major, and the others now infected.”
“Are you saying we could all be infected as well?” asked Olivia.
Nassif nodded.
An ominous silence descended on them.
* * *
Major Juan Santiago was probably dead now, the admiral reasoned. And his men too. If that was so then it would be best to keep the scientists further on the facility. Better still, not to let them out again.
What would happen if they were to be allowed to go back to the city?
No, he had to make sure they never get out. This serves his revenge still.
Huebner’s ship was boarded minutes later. Two ships floated beside his ship. The Lea ship was commanded by Admiral Tomas Benjamin, a veteran from the cold war years and a contemporary with Huebner in war college.
It was past midnight already. A starry heaven looked beautiful. The admiral was, however, occupied with wriggling his way out of a much more complicated situation.
He received Admiral Tomas Benjamin in the small board room attached to his quarters.
“Hello, Tomas.”
“Hello, Anton.”
Pleasantries were quickly dispensed. They sat to cups of coffee. Tomas sipped and gave Huebner a look that said, what foolery are you up to now?
Tomas sat on the committee that demoted Huebner when his son John Huebner was implicated in drug-related offenses in the US. And he also signed the petition against him. That petition took away Huebner’s chance at the office of Defense Minister.
Huebner begrudged Tomas.
“What’s this you are doing out here? I hear you have trouble with something on Antarctica?”
“And who told you…of this trouble?” Huebner sipped his coffee.
“I want to hear your side of this new story.”
“I have business on the ice, but it is my business,” Huebner growled. The bridge of his hook nose wrinkled in irritation.
“Yes, Huebner. But this is the armada’s ship. Not yours to take, nor use at will,” Tomas countered.
The two men stared at each other over their cups of coffee. A match of authority, of emotions, and of grudges. What Tomas had against Huebner was simply a matter of who was the better commander. But Huebner would shoot Tomas right there in his boardroom and hide his body in the engine room.
He contemplated the act. He smiled at the public reaction.
A long time ago, Huebner decided he had nothing to live for, nothing to lose.
If Tomas went on the ice continent to investigate what he was about to tell him, then good riddance.
“An American expedition team found a secret Nazi lab in the Antarctic,” he said. “I have secured the lab. The Americans are there now, scientists. If you want to confirm, be my guest.”
Tomas Benjamin started laughing. It began with a chuckle. Then his lips exposed uneven, yellow teeth. He was shaking with amusement. Tomas was a relatively small man. But a strong small man. His frame shook in the chair.
“Huebner, please,” he begged. “Make some sense this time, it will do you real good.”
Many in the Navy believed Huebner perjured in court in the case of his son. He had tried to explain away the boy's involvement in the weapons trafficking allegations. Huebner had told the Navy court that his son was studying in economics at Harvard.
Huebner shrugged. He twisted his lips. “If you want, I can provide transportation for you. Go on and see for yourself. You’ll see a certain American billionaire leading the crew.”
“A billionaire…” Tomas said, with an incredulous stare.
“Oh yes.”
Tomas waited for a name. Huebner baited him with suspense.
Tomas Benjamin rose. His coffee was unfinished and he was a perceived winner in the game of authority.
“The fleet is worried about you, Huebner,” he said. “You have to let go of the past. What’s done is done. Nothing you do now will bring John back.”
Tomas walked out of the room.
Huebner swept his cup of coffee off the table, sending it crashing against the wall, and wept.
* * *
Olivia and Peter further shared the search load.
She took a portion of the documents out that were mostly done in English. Some of them were logs for purchase of compounds, experiments, logs for experiments, and letters requesting permission for human tests and for “healthy soldiers.”
One letter contained a terse request for injured men from the front, especially men of Spanish descent. The letter was addressed to Reinhardt Himmler.
Piqued, Olivia jumped the rest of the ramble to the bottom where the name of the writer was signed.
Under the sprawl, the name said, Dr. Fritz Huebner.
She turned the document over but it was blank on the other side. She searched through the pile and found another. This one was addressed to Goebbels. Same request, same signature.
“Odd.”
“What’s odd?” Peter Williams asked.
Olivia showed him the name. “Looks familiar.”
She took her notebook and wrote the name in it.
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The scientists of Hitler’s secret labs didn’t have the time to create an antidote. It was wartime. Countries were in the business of slaughtering, not saving. The biggest killer won the war, the most benevolent.
Dawn crept outside the facility. Body clocks sparked off wakefulness. The scientist Anabia Nassif worked all night, mixing compounds, examining them under the microscope, and then placing the tubes of fluids in racks. And that was where it all ended.
There were no animal tests, no certainties of efficacies.
The documents and notes contained no formulas for an antidote. Tired, the crew hoped that what he did would be enough. Soon the crew will have to face the soldiers. Nicolai and Borodin were still in the U-boat pen. Major Juan and his men should be rousing.
Miller carried the rack of supposed antidotes and pushed it under the bed.
Olivia perused the notes she had taken. She played back her Dictaphone. Together with Peter and Liam Murphy, she made additions and subtractions.
“God, I feel like I’ve been in an accident.”
Ted raised himself on weak elbows. Spittle had dried at the corners of his mouth. He looked like he’d been binge drinking. Olivia had covered the man up in the night with her own parka.
“What's going on?” he asked.
“You’ve been out all night, Ted,” Miller remarked.
He rubbed the side of his head. He shut his eyes tight. “I have a headache.”
Anabia Nassif cast guilty eyes at the others. Perhaps he had overshot the morphine dose.
“Where are the others?”
Miller said Nicolai and Borodin were fixing the soldiers’ snowmobiles. Ted Cooper threw his feet off the bed, suddenly alert. He eyed Miller. Then his eyes settled on the biologist. Nassif looked away.
Cooper looked at the makeshift lab across the room, the papers, the microscope, and Nassif sitting on that chair like he would if he was performing experiments. And most suspiciously, someone had forgotten to replace the mesh in the ceiling.
The ventilator cover was open.
Ted Cooper was a smart man. He sighed, cleared his throat, and started putting on his boots. Olivia had also taken that earlier.
“What time is it?” he asked.
Miller checked his watch, “8:43…am.”
Ted rubbed his hands on his knees. He smiled. Like everyone else in the facility, Ted was showing signs of degradation; dark shadows around his eyes, his pallid skin and hairline that seemed to have receded a kilometer up his forehead since.
“Great day today, huh.”
“Yeah, great day,” Olivia answered.
As Ted left, he pulled the door closed behind him.
* * *
Dr. Nassif said, “We need to administer the antidote, to see if it might work.”
“Administer? Are you crazy?” Liam Murphy opposed. “We can’t just go and inject someone with it. What if they die?”
Helpless, Nassif pushed, “What are we supposed to do? Just keep it? For all we know it may work—”
“And for all we know it may kill whoever you inject with it.”
Liam Murphy glanced at Miller as if for support.
“Why don’t we just keep it till the right time?” Olivia suggested. “Or we could ask for permission from the major for animal testing in the lab.”
“I don’t think so,” Miller countered. “Those tubes under that bed are our leverage out of here.”
The others agreed.
* * *
There was a mirthless smile on Ted Cooper’s face.
He had been played, he knew. Something had been done to him. But whatever it was, he had slept through it. Now he had them.
Cooper had been standing behind the door all the time that members of his crew discussed. He heard it all.
He started towards the rocket room.
The world was his for the taking.
* * *
Admiral Huebner called the major again.
When Major Juan Santiago’s voice came on, the admiral knew instantly that he will not be setting his foot in that facility after all.
“Juan, are you alright?”
Santiago babbled incoherently. He sounded like he had swallowed his tongue. He repeated himself several times. Frustrated, Huebner slammed his talkie on the table.
Exec Ramirez Vasquez winced internally. The silence was golden with the admiral at times like these so he kept his mouth shut and waited.
Huebner started pacing. His motives had been in two parts: to get hold of the documents and weapons in the facility and sell it to the highest bidder. And second, to destroy the place once he has taken possession of sensitive material.
But now, it was suicide to even go near the facility.
“Vasquez, I have an assignment for you.”
Vasquez rose to attention. “What is it, sir?”
“You are going to Antarctica.”
The exec nodded.
* * *
Ted Cooper grabbed the talkie from the rambling major. He was burning up with fever.
“Admiral!!” Ted yelled.
There was no response. He tried again. He dropped the talkie on the floor and looked around. Two of the soldiers were still able to stand on their feet. He went back to major Santiago. He slapped his face.
The major snapped out of his hallucination. “Huh?”
“Come on, Major, wake up!”
Ted called two soldiers. “Hey, get the major some water.”
Minutes after, a clear-eyed major Juan was reaching for the talkie. He looked around and saw that only two of his men stood, and even those two rubbed continuously at spots on their arms and legs. His own forearm bled a long time from so much scratching.
Ted Cooper stood before him.
“They have a cure.”
The major put the talkie to his mouth. “Admiral? Admiral!”
Ted touched his shoulder, then he pushed the talkie from his mouth slowly. “Major, they have a cure. I can get you the cure, an antidote.”
“How?” He frowned. “It's not possible!”
“They made one last night.”
“How did they—”
“Doesn’t matter. What matters now is getting you cured, and your men too.”
The major pulled himself up, groaning in severe pain as he did. He limped over to the glass windows behind, where the first infected officer was. Dried blood and body tissue smeared the glass. The soldier lay on the ground, twisted, and breathing slowly.
“We have to try it on him, first,” Ted Cooper said.
“When can you get it?”
“Tonight.”
* * *
The last person to fall asleep that night was Olivia. From where he lay in pretense, Ted Cooper peeked at Olivia.
She wrote into her little book long into the late hours. Then she talked slowly into her midget recorder. It was all Ted could do to keep himself from falling asleep as well. Some of whatever he was pumped with last time still ran free in his body.
Drowsiness tugged at her eyes several times. In time, Olivia laid down but Ted wasn’t sure she had slept, for her back was turned.
The crew had been formal with him every time he went out and came back. They stopped talking when he walked in, and resumed murmured conferences when he had gone far down the hall. They left the door wide open for this purpose, he guessed. And the two Russians, Nicolai and Borodin, hadn’t come back from where they went.
Ted knew the two men were in the facility. Likely in the U-boat pen, copying designs probably. That wasn’t a serious offense yet.
Ted Cooper waited longer. He counted from one to a hundred, three times.
He listened for breathing. The men seem deep in sleep. But Olivia never snored and she almost never turned when she slept.
When the professor was satisfied that Olivia was fast asleep, Ted sat up in his bed. He waited again. No movements.
Then he slid down on to the floor and crept over to Miller’s bed. He slipped under it and picked up one test tube from the rack.
He rose up and left the room quietly.
* * *
Major Santiago was waiting.
He looked better, though his breathing was bad. That gurgling sound when the man drew breath was worrisome. There were two soldiers with him. There was one with a purple mark on his temple. He was delirious too.
“What’s wrong with him?”
Santiago glanced at the soldier and scoffed, “He said he was attacked.”
“By whom?”
“The scientists,” said the major. “Don’t worry about him. Even I found myself in the lab and I hardly remember going there by myself.”
“Here.” Ted handed him the tube.
Santiago asked how they were going to put the fluid in the soldier. Ted Cooper said, “You get syringes from the lab, I think I can inject him myself.”
The major found a rack of syringes. They looked huge compared to the ones in the hospitals. The needles were longer and thicker. He plucked one from there and brought it to Cooper. Ted wrapped a handkerchief over his nose.
They opened the locked door discreetly and went in.
The room smelled of human corruption; the soldier had shat himself many times over. The crotch of his trousers was dark with the wetness of his urine. There was also a puddle of it on the floor where he lay unconscious. He looked emaciated, pale, and wild.
The soldier's eyes fluttered but they remained closed.
Ted knelt beside the sick man, grimacing at the stench that his face cover did little to hinder. He stabbed the soldier through his uniform with the needle and pressed the cap. Clear fluid passed off into the arm.
The soldier gasped. His eyes opened, halfway. He turned his head and looked in Ted’s eyes. A flicker of human recognition passed in the bloodless orbs. Then the soldier went back to being unconscious.
They backed out of the room when the prone man’s body shook in spasms. They quickly shut the door and decided to lock it.
From behind the glass they watched.
The soldier twitched and writhed. He stopped and began again.
Santiago stared with sheer hope in his eyes.
“Come on,” he whispered.
He asked Ted, “Is he okay now?”
“Can't say. We have to give the antidote time to work.”
“Give me a shot,” Santiago ordered.
Ted looked at the major long and hard. He calculated the value of losing the major early in this debacle. He figured the admiral was probably not going to show up anymore. He had taken too long, perhaps held up by another storm.
“You don’t want to do that, Major,” he finally said. “Why don’t you wait and see if it works. There were no tests at all. Relax.”
You’ll die anyway, he thought.
* * *
Two miles out, a different set of soldiers were speeding towards the facility on three snowmobiles. Vasquez, one ensign, and a lieutenant. They were armed with short guns and an M16 rifle.
They have been given clear instructions by Admiral Huebner:
Find the vault door, seal off the facility, no one leaves.
* * *
The injected soldier didn’t seem to be breathing when Santiago went back to check him a few minutes after. Ted Cooper had gone back to the sleeping quarters.
The major gazed through the glass. He couldn’t see much on account of all the blood on the glass, and also how the soldier’s head and chest was twisted away from view. He knocked at the glass. No movement.
He opened the door slowly and went in, as cautiously as he could. He knew the soldier was dead even as he knelt to feel his pulse.
Ten minutes ago Santiago would not even touch the soldier.
They were all infected now. Certain death was coming for him too.
He sighed.
The two soldiers who had previously shown the least signs of infection now convulsed on the floor by the door where they had been on sentry duty.
Santiago pulled an armchair out of the room where the dead soldier was.
He had to think.
* * *
Exec Vasquez found the hatch in the ice. He and his men went down it with torches. It was dark in the hatch but they managed to go down it without making much noise. They were men who climbed up and down hatch ladders for a living.
Vasquez quickly believed that the odd smell down there was that of the putrefying bodies of the expedition crew that the admiral had mentioned.
Really, there was no use trying to save them. It didn’t take long for him to find the vault. He and his men approached it carefully.
The foul smell was stronger as they approached the vault. Vasquez peeked at the lighted hallway, wondering if anyone might still be alive.
If anyone was, he reasoned, they’d have left this awful place.
The lieutenant and the ensign went to work: blow torches and metals to seal the vault so no one would ever come out.
He prayed that they were all dead as the torch spurt blue flames.
* * *
Major Santiago sat up straight when he heard the sound. It came from afar but the metallic clang was unmistakable. He listened again and he heard the long fricative of metal grinding together.
He frowned. The vault.
Santiago grabbed a rifle and limped out of the room.
* * *
Limping forward, gun aimed at the huge metal door, the major shouted, “Who’s there?”
No response from the other side. But there was someone, or people, there alright.
“Show yourself!” he called again.
Then he heard the hum, the continuous crackling sound like fireworks. His grimace got deeper. His heartbeat raced at the picture his mind conjured. He limped forward faster.
“No, no, no! Hey!” He banged on the metal door.
He stepped back and pumped three rounds into the metal. Ineffectual sparks were all he got for the door was too thick. He screamed, he cried, and banged on the door. The crackling hum of welding continued.
He banged on the door until the side of his fist hurt, then bled. He started kicking it with his good leg. Then he kicked it with his bad leg as well.
He tired out soon and fell down in a pitiful heap.
The noise back there soon ceased and all was quiet. And lost.
* * *
The ensign and the lieutenant looked at each other. They stopped working, pushed off their goggles, and turned to the exec.
“Sir, there is someone on the other side.”
“What?”
“Someone is trying to get out.”
Vasquez jumped on his feet and came to the door. He put his ears to the metal.
He stepped away in dismay.
“There is nothing we can do,” he said. “Keep working.”
The two men looked at each other confused. The lieutenant said they could melt the joints off and let the person go.
“The admiral said they are all infected. He said in no account should we allow anyone out of here. Work.”
So the workers worked.
* * *
The expedition crew heard the gunshots.
Yet they would not leave their quarters.
Nassif trembled. He went to the door and put his back to it.
“We can’t go out,” he yammered. “They are all turned into zombies now and are killing each other.”
Ted Cooper shook his head. “You don’t strike me, doctor, as an American with the Hollywood engineered complex of the twenty-first century. Surely you don’t believe that zombies exist?”
“What about the soldier that has refused to die?”
“He hasn’t refused to die.” Ted glanced at Miller and Peter. “We are missing our Russians, Nicolai and Borodin.”
“Yes we are,” Miller said, “but they are safe.”
They heard footsteps in the hall. And more gunshots.
* * *
Major Santiago dragged himself back to the rocket room. His talkie was bleating. He picked it and growled into it.
“You son of a bitch!”
“Santiago, this is for the best, for the protection of the human race—”
“You tricked me, you spineless, stupid—”
“And all your men, all of them infected with the virus, who’s going to treat them?”
Fuming, breathing through his open mouth, his eyes watering from the new wave of pain and nausea that was creeping up his body through knee caps that have turned to cartilages, the major screamed, “You said you were bringing an antidote!”
“There is no antidote, Santiago.”
“You lied! You lied to me! I trusted you!”
“Let us say that is your own little contribution to the course of peace. Even if I had the antidote, I couldn’t risk my own life to bring it to you. But I want you to know this was the best I could do in the circumstances. You have done your part, Major. You are a hero, your name is going to be remembered for good. I’m going to make sure of that.”
Santiago was not listening anymore. He was looking at his men on the floor, the ones conscious enough to feel pain. Two were lolling on their backs, vomit coming out of their noses. The others were sprawled out, bummed out. The rancid smell of death and degradation filled his nose, fueled his terror and rage. He flung the talkie across the room.
It careened through the air and crashed into the side of the ICBM. The admiral’s voice quenched.
Santiago staggered over to the wall where his rifle was propped. He checked the rounds; it would be enough for them all.
Head shots. So they’ll not know what hit them. It was the best he could offer too. Freedom in death was better than pain in existence.
He went to the vomiting duo. He popped them first before moving forward.
Dry-eyed and grim-looking, Santiago became his own angel of death.
* * *
The shots ceased, followed by a deathly silence. In it, there was only the thump of her heart. Olivia steeled herself from the urge to scream or collapse in a faint. Even though she wasn’t new to gunfights, she had never imagined being holed up in a German secret facility thousands of miles from civilization, on a continent of ice and rocks, surrounded by ancient death and the smell of fear.
The others sat without talking too. Together she supposed they must mirror what it was like for holocaust sufferers of Hitler’s Germany. Huddled together on cold nights, hungry and out of anger, waiting for their turn to be filled out on the edge of a pit dug by their relatives, to be shot, and subsequently buried by the ones who they would have died for. Their relatives.
They were humble thoughts and Olivia resigned herself to take this last piece of knowledge to her grave without documenting it for the world to read.
The door opened slowly.
The major was standing there, his hands over his head. One of his legs bent to the side as if he had had a bad fall. His eyes were red and his lips had bloody splits in them. He wavered on his feet. Olivia thought he might collapse at any time.
“I have been tricked,” he said clearly enough, “just as you have been. There is nothing here but death.”
The crew looked at each other. Olivia saw color return to Peter and Miller’s faces. She saw color leaving Anabia Nassif’s own. The biologist was shrinking against the back of his bunk, not from the soldier himself, but from what he carried in him. Anabia was mumbling something, and pointing at the major.
Olivia reached for her Dictaphone. She had just been granted another day to breathe. She was going to take it.
“All my men are dead,” the major continued. “I killed them. There was no other way, no cure, no antidote—”
Anabia Nassif jumped from his bunk and dove under the bed where Miller sat. The biologist pulled the rack with the antidotes he had created.
“We made one! We can cure you!” he shouted.
“No, it killed him!”
“Killed who?”
The major turned to Ted Cooper. The professor’s face turned paper-white. His jaw tightened. He stared at the major from half-closed lids. His lips were a thin line on his murderous face.
“He injected one of my soldiers with it. It killed him.” Santiago pointed at Cooper.
Anabia Nassif said, “What is he talking about, Professor?”
Cooper sneered. “I was trying to help, since you guys were trying to sell the shit you made. I gave it to someone who needs it. How was I supposed to know that your little shitty experiment wasn’t going to work? Ain’t like you put a label on it that says, 'caution, deadly antidote, may not work on the sick.’”
Miller rose up. “Ted, you are one hell of a stupid guy, you know. We know what you’ve been doing, selling us out—”
“And we know you destroyed the satellite dish back at the camp,” Peter Williams added.
“And you have been talking with someone outside the facility, trying to make a deal,” Olivia said.
“He told me he’d steal it,” the major said.
All eyes turned to Ted Cooper. He threw his hands up. “I give up, okay. Satisfied? Now can we get out of here already? I have students to teach and women to bang back in Miami.”
Ted looked at the major.
“Amigos, you know Miami? You wanna come along, infect the whole city?”
“No, I just want to get home to my family.”
“Fair enough.”
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They were endangered in many ways. One, the major was infected. If he joined the crew, they might as well stay back in the underground facility. Two, the team was not sure if the major had acted by killing his men under the influence of the virus, for he was infected too. He deserved the same death as his men.
He seemed lucid enough to understand the implications.
"But I could save him," Nassif insisted, shortly after the major had been sedated.
"But he is a travel risk for us all," Peter Williams said. "You heard him, there's an admiral out there who wants us to perish down here. He'll be waiting."
"Not if we could get the U-boat to work." Miller pointed.
"What's an old U-boat got on a destroyer?" said Ted Cooper. "We could never outrun him."
"But we can try," Miller responded.
The team split in two. Olivia Newton, Peter Williams, and doctor Anabia Nassif would get more files and documents from the laboratory. And the rest of the crew would get down to the U-boat pen to join Victor Borodin and Nicolai.
* * *
They passed by the rocket room, and Olivia wanted to take pictures. She went in against Peter Williams's disapproval. Grudgingly, the two men let her inside the place.
Rigor Mortis had set in; the bodies were stiffening. They found out that the major had piled them together in a corner, where a pool of caked blood had gathered at the base.
Nassif dashed out of the room and got sick in the hallway.
Olivia felt her stomach roil as she took some pictures. Steeling herself, she climbed up the platform. The ICBM lay on metal stilts like a huge, black ballpoint pen. She took photos of the uncompleted rocket, and as she was stepping off, she saw the remains of the major's talkie where it had hit the wall and shattered into pieces.
"Come on." Peter took Olivia's hands. "We've got to get out of here."
At the door, Olivia pulled free and went back to the heap of bodies. She pulled a talkie from the pocket of a dead soldier.
"We may need this."
She put it in her backpack.
* * *
Borodin stuck his head out of the hatch and said, "This boat can move, but I don't think we have enough diesel to take us out to high sea."
Frank Miller, Liam Murphy, and Ted Cooper all went down the hatch. It was warm inside the boat. It was hollow and quite cramped. They bowed their heads as they went from one compartment to the other.
"We have searched the boat, everywhere, no diesel," said Victor Borodin. His hands were grimy with black oil. Nicolai poked his head from the small hole in the floor. Below him was the engine room.
"I think we are ready, but we don't have a reserve."
Ted Cooper suggested draining the snowmobiles that the soldiers rode in.
"They run on gas," Nicolai said.
Ted threw his hands up in resignation. "Can we get a break, God?"
Miller looked around as Olivia and the other men breezed in from the laboratory with a bundle of documents. Nassif had another rack with him. He was sweating with the burden of it.
He explained, "I have been thinking, I know we are about to abandon the major here. But I could help him if I only have more time."
He grabbed a sheaf of papers from Olivia.
"Look, here we have more to go on. The scientists who worked here must have left some clue for an antidote." He held Miller's hand. "You know what they call reverse engineering?"
"I have heard of it."
"I can apply this shortly. I can come up with a solution that can stop the virus from multiplying in the major. And something like a vaccine, for us all."
Miller gave Nassif's recommendation deep thought. Nassif explained that being exhausted, the crew was even more in danger of incubating and spawning the virus.
"We need a vaccine, and we need it before we leave this place," he finished.
Miller nodded. "Do it."
"Good." The doctor smiled. "Now we need a place in the boat, a little quarantine for the major, and anyone who may come down with symptoms."
* * *
Admiral Huebner watched Tomas Benjamin's ship bob in the waves not more than half a mile away. The other ships were close by too. They hemmed him.
Huebner finally got proof for Tomas. The exec came back with news of possible survivors. Huebner knew that Major Santiago was alive. And if that was true, it is not impossible the Americans were breathing too.
Huebner was convinced that he couldn't possibly green-light his way from the vicinity of Antarctica without making sure the infected people do not follow. Guided with that reality, he sent a message to Tomas and the other ships, outlining his reasons.
Tomas sent back four words: "We'll wait with you."
* * *
Sleep and drugs helped him achieve some clarity. Though his condition seemed to have improved, major Juan Santiago still felt as though he was dying. The expedition crew had probably left him behind. He couldn't hear a thing.
Santiago got up on weak legs. He looked around to find that he had been put in one of the storerooms of the rocket room. His head swam as he walked, but he was steadier than he had been since he got infected with the virus.
Recollection flooded the major’s head. He had come here with some men, to stop the Americans who were now trying to save him. Or leave him.
He saw the heap of dead bodies and stopped in his tracks. Confused at first, he looked around, half expecting to be gunned down too. Then he remembered what he had done.
Santiago started searching the pockets of the dead soldiers. He found a talkie. He reasoned that he couldn't go in blind.
He started running as best as he could towards the U-boat pen.
* * *
Nassif held the narrow tube to the light.
He twirled the liquid around the tube as fast as he could.
"Why do you shake the tube so?" Borodin asked him.
"I need to separate the two substances in the tube as best as I can," he said as he twirled.
Meanwhile, Nicolai has gotten the electricity on in the U-boat. He and Itay Friedman almost plunged the facility into darkness when they took some parts and wires from the engine room.
As Nassif set his vaccine down, and a different tube containing a supposed antidote, outside lights on the U-boat flickered on, illuminating the dark cavern.
Just then, Major Santiago appeared at the entrance.
* * *
Garbed in makeshift protective clothing, gloves, and a facemask made out of personal clothing, doctor Anabia Nassif treated the major in the small holding bay of the U-boat.
Nassif paused with the syringe, and his facemask muffled his voice.
"I have to tell you Major, that if this works, you would be my first experiment at making an antidote."
"Will it work?"
"I added something that wasn't in the first antidote."
The doctor smiled under his mask. What use was it if the major knew what he'd added to the drug? None of the expedition members had made such an inquiry.
"Cadmium sulfate," Nassif said. "That's what I added to it. It inhibits chemical reactions in the right amount. It is not the best in the market, but it is what I could find here."
He stared at the major’s quivering face. It was shiny with sweat. The soft flesh around his lower eyelids quaked.
"Here we go, Major. It's going to hurt, very much."
"Hit me."
Nassif injected the major's arm.
The veins in the major’s head were popping when Nassif shut the metal doors as he left.
* * *
Borodin and Nicolai could not read the German labels on the machines. Though the parts looked just like the ones on most submarines that Nicolai had worked on, he could not be sure with a U-boat.
Peter Williams and Ted Cooper went down to assist in translation. Ten minutes after, the diesel engines cranked as Borodin hotwired it to life. The boat shuddered, rusting metal props around the body groaned under the weight.
An excited Nicolai announced that their voyage was about to begin. Next, Nicolai opened the flooding hatch in the pen.
A burst of cold air hit his face. Nicolai quickly jumped back on the boat as seawater busted into the open enclosure. Within minutes, the U-boat was buffered.
The crew hurdled together into the pilot room. The ship was not moving because the two Russians who made it work couldn't navigate it. Perplexed, Borodin stared at the console, the sonar panel, and all the many levers and buttons.
Doctor Anabia Nassif tapped Borodin's shoulder. "Hey, I have done deep-sea diving with underwater vessels many times. I know sonar."
* * *
The surge in the pen had automatically opened a gate under the facility. The U-boat submerged and went through the entrance into the ice-cold water. Olivia Newton gazed through one of the portholes, her camera ready to take photos.
Misty waves surrounded the boat, and tiny water life floated by. Olivia saw two seals swim past the ship.
She took pictures. Then she began making more notes.
* * *
Nassif stared at the dials, glancing in Peter's direction. Peter had taken a seat beside him while the others explored the boat.
"What is it?" Peter asked him.
"Oxygen depletion."
Nassif took a piece off a German jotter left by the former occupants on the console. He copied numbers off the small green screen above the dial with the tag OXYGEN. Nassif made computations.
"We have enough oxygen for just about 200 meters, Professor," said Nassif grimly.
"Shit."
"The crew will panic if they know this," Nassif said.
Peter said he understood.
* * *
They hit a pocket of air-filled space under the sea. The U-boat rocked as they went by. The sound of it was like metals scraping together.
"What the hell was that?" someone asked.
Nassif stopped the boat on Miller's suggestion. They needed to find out what had hit the boat and if any damage had been done.
Nicolai found a water suit. He went out a diving hatch, on the tail of the boat. Five minutes later, dripping with water, he hollered, "U-boats, plenty of them—"
"Where?" Miller asked.
They were all looking at another porthole in minutes.
Below, on the seabed, U-boats were piled on each other, scores of them. Nicolai looked at Borodin; he said, "They never sailed, but they must have all their fuels still."
They had barely twenty minutes more on the oxygen supply, but they needed all the diesel they can get. Nicolai and Borodin dived with a pipe to the nearest boat, they hooked it up with the pump in their ship and sucked two drums from the dead U-boats’ tanks.
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This time Major Juan Santiago did not dream. He woke with a start, disoriented, but feeling a lot better. Then he heaved, retched, and vomited bile. He grimaced at the orchestra in his head. It was a blinding headache that pulsated in his left eye.
He saw white and red dots floating across his vision.
When he looked down at his hands, there were red blotches like hives on his skin. He sighed.
"It didn't work, Doctor," a voice screamed in his head.
He pulled the talkie out of his pocket. He got the admiral with one tap.
"Santiago?"
Yeah, be shocked, you cocksucker. Out loud, the major said, "We are coming."
"What?" the admiral snarled. "Who's we?"
"The Americans are coming in a U-boat."
"No!"
* * *
Santiago was still sick. He sounded sick.
The major sounded half himself, his voice was hollow and distant. Admiral Huebner called his exec.
"We have an emergency. Get the crew ready for attack."
"Who are we attacking, sir?"
"The Nazis."
* * *
At fifty meters, they were still in the deep dark end of the ocean, under the secret facility.
The first to notice the oxygen drop when they had gone a hundred and thirty meters was Olivia. She was at the porthole photographing a porpoise that had joined the U-boat travel for the past two minutes. The creature was magnificent. Its underbelly was white and the rest of it blue. The porpoises’ beady eyes watched Olivia, and it seemed to grin at her.
Olivia started coughing. Behind her, Ted Cooper dozed on a crate of tools. So Olivia thought she was probably dehydrated. She went back to watching her new companion. Soon Olivia felt tightness in her throat.
"Guys, I can't hold breath…"
Then Cooper jumped up. "Oh my God, she's infected! We've got to quarantine her."
Peter and Nassif looked at each other. Frank Miller poked his head through the cabin. He had changed his clothes into a red jumpsuit. He asked Nassif to attend to Olivia.
"Don't touch her!" Ted Cooper yelled. "She's sick."
"Shut up, Ted," Peter snapped.
Nassif held Olivia and made her sit with her back against the wall. He asked her to breathe slowly and relax.
"Take just enough gulp of air at a time," he soothed.
Olivia nodded. Her head had begun to swim. She heard Miller's voice, saw his face appear before her. It was blurry.
As if from a distance, she heard Nassif talking to Miller, Ted Cooper still yelling.
"It's the oxygen level," Nassif said. "She's not sick."
"What're you talking about?"
"We have just enough oxygen for the next few minutes," Nassif explained. "If we don't get on the surface, we'll all die."
Olivia continued to suck as much as she could. Her chest pumped.
She heard Cooper say, "She's taking more than everyone else doing that."
* * *
Santiago found that he could open the metal door from his side.
He stepped into the cylinder-shaped corridor. It was deserted. He heard a commotion coming from the cockpit area. Then he started feeling dizzy too. He turned left and started down a short corridor with portholes on the side. He took a glance at the blue water. They were still under. Awesome.
Santiago followed the sound of the hum down to the engine room. It was hot, the odor of diesel fuel filled his lungs, decreasing further the short supply of oxygen in his blood. He reached out and pulled a random wire loose.
The major quickly stumbled out of there.
* * *
"Five minutes more," Nassif announced.
"We have to go up now," Peter said. He coughed.
The biologist, Anabia, was already sweating, and lolling at the console. The others have all taken their seats on the floor, waiting. Even Ted had lost his brash bravado. The oxygen counter was almost gone of green color; it was near red.
"Just pull up, Nassif, please."
Olivia started dragging herself across the floor. "John…" she called.
Peter saw her through a mesh of haziness. Quickly, he dropped on the floor and held her hand; Olivia grabbed him with the last of her strength. She was sobbing with her eyes closed, gasping for air.
"John, I failed you…" she cried. "I'm sorry, John."
"No, you didn't fail me, Olivia. You have to be strong, Olivia. Hold on just a little longer. You are almost home."
Olivia smiled then; she turned over on her back, hands still attached to Peter's. She saw clouds and stars on a bright day. The clouds floated past; they were beautiful. John rode on the clouds; his face was shining because it was the sun itself.
She heard the cry of the porpoise outside the boat. She turned her head towards the shriek. Lights were pouring through the porthole.
Olivia reached for the light hovering over her; it was a glorious white light, and she was not gasping for breath anymore. She could take as many gulps as she wanted in this new and beautiful place with all the views and porpoises that talked.
"Wake up, Olivia." Someone slapped her face softly. "We are safe now, wake up."
Peter's face was there, not John. She breathed and sat up. Daylight streamed through the porthole; it filled the cabin. She wasn't dead or dreaming.
"Where are we?" she asked.
"On Earth."
She smiled at Peter Williams.
* * *
The first chills hit Peter not long after they surfaced. He pulled his jacket closer even though it was considerably warmer in the cabin of the old boat. Nassif asked if he was feeling alright.
Peter said he was.
* * *
When the engines suddenly sputtered to death, Nassif concluded they had run out of fuel. Nicolai and Borodin raced down to the engine room. They checked the tanks and found they had only used up half of the supply.
They began an investigation. Borodin found the wire that supplied one of the valves with water, like a car's carburetor. It had been pulled clean out of the pipe. He replaced it and then restarted the engine.
It roared back to life, and the boat rocked again as it moved forward. The two Russians congratulated each other.
Borodin looked down and saw what looked like vomit. And footprints.
* * *
"Someone pulled the valves in the engines," Borodin confided to Miller.
"Watch the professor."
"Which one?"
"The stupid one."
Borodin nodded.
* * *
The question of extraction was raised by Ted Cooper. He griped about having a plan B all the time and how not having one is going to screw the team eventually. Miller said it wasn't a problem.
He brought out a satellite phone from his pocket. It was a small one, advanced and tactical.
"What, you had that all this time!?" Ted said.
"Come on, man. Miller, we could have called for help with that," Peter said.
A frustrated argument followed the discovery of the phone. Miller raised his hand for quiet.
"I'm sorry I kept this from you all," he said. "This was plan B. Besides, I couldn't let it be stolen or broken after what happened to the first one. I have a watercraft nearby that I will contact. We are covered."
They shared a sigh of relief.
* * *
Major Santiago was on his talkie too.
"Sir, they have a ship nearby waiting to extract them."
"Location?"
"Miller didn't say."
"Good job."
Santiago clicked off.
He made his way towards the engine room.
* * *
The admiral called Tomas Benjamin on the coms. He told the man about the ship. It must be somewhere around the shores of Antarctica or on the high sea.
In minutes one of the ships moved off.
Admiral Huebner smiled contentedly.
Meanwhile, the U-boat had broken water. He went down to the sonar room to find it. They found the beeping marker of the boat due east on the coast of the ice shelves. The admiral directed the exec forward.
"Full speed!" he hissed.
"Aye, aye, sir."
* * *
Peter Williams was shaking more visibly as they approached the open sea and a brewing storm to the west. Nassif did not ask this time. He now knew the signs of the disease. He touched the professor's hand furtively. It was clammy. But he knew the man was burning up inside.
"You are sick," he whispered.
Peter's face tightened. He looked out to sea.
Nassif wasn't the only one watching. Ted Cooper got up slowly from his place on the box of tools. He frowned.
"He's infected!"
Olivia looked up from her notes, her face drained of color. She stood up. Miller and Itay Friedman turned to look at Peter too.
"Look at him; he's got the chills as the soldiers had. His color is leaving him!" Ted shouted.
"Shut up, Ted. We have all lost weight and color," Miller said without much strength.
He asked Peter Williams, "How are you feeling, Professor?"
Peter sighed. "I don't know. Just tired and hungry."
"Oh no, you lying fuck, you feel way worse than that," Ted said.
Friedman removed one of his guns, cocked it, and pointed it. Miller looked at him and shook his head. "We have to be sure, Itay."
Miller glanced at Doctor Anabia Nassif.
"We are not savages, you have to test him. Give him some drugs, whatever."
Nassif pulled out his rack of tubes. He stared at the collection for a while, then pushed it back under the console. Something had happened to the virus since they left the underground facility.
He said, "Guys, have you wondered why the major isn't dead yet? The first soldier to get infected went berserk and just died. The others got sick and progressed a lot more slower. Then the major just won't die."
They stared at him. Borodin's eyes went wide. "And he's been busy pulling wires."
"What I'm saying is, this virus infects everyone, but each one reacts to it differently; some die instantly, just as the Nazi scientists wanted it to. But it was their first, and they were bound to make mistakes in measurements, calibrations, they didn't even have centrifuges. Peter is not going to die. As of this moment, his immune system is fighting the virus. We are all fighting it, we are all infected. We will all show symptoms with time."
There was shocked silence.
Miller said finally, "Keep the professor under observation."
Olivia was beside him. She squeezed Peter's hand.
Everyone smiled at Peter. He returned it with a weak one.
* * *
Admiral Tomas Benjamin found Frank Miller's ship, a luxurious cruise watercraft. It was waiting by an uninhabited atoll ten miles out as if waiting for some signal.
The admiral radioed back to Huebner. "Send the ship away," he ordered. "Shoot it if it resists."
"Isn't that too extreme?"
"No, this is national security, Tomas. Whose side are you on?"
"You need to calm down, Huebner."
Huebner hung up.
Prick.
Huebner checked the horizon through his glasses again and saw the U-boat floating along carelessly. A wicked grin smothered his face.
"Got you."
He called his exec.
"Target in sight. Advance on it!"
The admiral saw the dense black cloud west. The wind was changing, and drops of water pelted the windshields. Waves crashed as the winds blew.
"Two hundred meters, and gaining," the exec announced.
"Fire at will, at fifty meters."
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Second officer Julio Hernandez approached the exec in his office. He was with two other officers. He was a cautious young man with a birthmark on the side of his face.
He asked permission to see the admiral. He held his logbook and a piece of the official document.
"I have to make a report of these activities on international waters."
The exec's eyes shifted from the officer to the other two who accompanied him. He asked the officer to come with him.
"Alone," he added.
When they entered the coms room where the admiral was waiting, the exec told the admiral what the two officers requested.
"Let me have the form, I'll deal with it, Officer."
"Sir, I have to do it myself," the slight man retorted.
Admiral Huebner signaled the exec to leave.
When the door was shut, Admiral Huebner stretched out his hand. "Let me have the form, Officer. I'm taking the burden from you."
"No, sir." He spread his feet apart. "Whatever these people did to you, it does not matter. These are international waters. I have to report it."
"No one will ever find out if you don't report it," Huebner argued. "It is for the sake of the international laws that you so adore that Tomas Benjamin and I are doing this."
"I beg to disagree, sir."
"Then, I'm sorry that I have to insist." Huebner stepped forward. "Hand it over, Officer. I will not ask again."
The officer retreated, his back to the door.
A gun materialized in Huebner's hand. He squeezed off two rounds, it hit the officer center mass. The officer slid down the door, coughing blood and spraying his white uniform. He left a streak of crimson on the door.
Huebner picked up the form from beside the dying man as he watched the blood pool on the officer's chest. He called the exec, who cleaned up the blood.
The exec flung the body over the side of the ship.
* * *
The wind howled outside, it rocked the U-boat from side to side. Miller tried to reach his ship. He got static.
Nassif was having difficulties finding the ship on the sonar. But he saw another blip on the sonar, and it was closing in on them fast. He called the crew.
"Are we expecting company?" Nassif asked Miller.
“No, why?"
They stared at the black screen. There was the blip that was the U-boat and another that was moving faster than they were.
"And it's coming from behind." Miller frowned.
"The major," Itay Friedman said.
Miller instructed the bodyguard to find the Argentine major.
Meanwhile, it had begun raining violently outside. Dark clouds hung so low they could row their boats into them. Nicolai and Borodin went up the hatch and saw the destroyer gaining on the U-boat.
* * *
It had gotten so dark, and the sea tumultuous, that shooting was almost impossible. The waves tossed the ship up and down. Admiral Huebner ordered that flares be fired.
And then the long guns be fired at the U-boat.
Hesitant at first, the exec would not give the order. He remembered the body of the second officer now being torn by the waves and fishes. He gave the order.
* * *
The U-boat was getting rocked on the waves. Each member of the team held on to something.
Peter Williams's symptoms were fading. He had nearly reached self-composure, but the color was leaving the faces of the others as they held on to life.
Nassif called out, "We are locked! We are locked!"
"What!?" Ted shouted.
"Missiles."
Before the missiles, there were shots. A few hit the water beside the vessel. Two glanced off the prow.
"We need to dive! We are diving, hold on to something!"
The boat plunged almost vertically. Olivia screamed as she fell through the air and landed on Peter, where he crouched.
Soon the U-boat leveled up.
More shots pelted the water around the boat.
* * *
Itay Friedman didn't find the major in the storeroom where he had been quarantined. Friedman went down to the engine room. He aimed his gun as he went. Upon submerging, dark had descended on the boat again. It was especially most ominous in the engine room. There were two portholes on both sides, but they were nothing but dark eyes.
Leveraging on the noise of the engines, Itay bent his knees, looked for an ambush, and hid behind the diesel tank. He waited.
The major had heard him coming. He had taken a wrench that Nicolai had left behind during the repairs. He nodded his time. He was not within hearing distance of the click of Friedman's gun as the bodyguard took the safety off.
Santiago stepped out of hiding. He bent forward too, two military men.
Friedman's gun prodded his forehead in the dark. Santiago parried and lashed out.
* * *
The U-boat disappeared from the sonar of the destroyer. The admiral ordered depth charges to be dropped in the water.
"Aye, aye, sir."
"And make it four."
"Sir?" The exec thought it extreme.
"Drop them now!"
Four charges were dropped. When they exploded, the U-boat rocked and blipped back onto the sonar.
"Now, give me two missiles," the admiral said.
* * *
Miller hustled to Nassif.
"We have torpedoes! Torpedoes! Don't we?"
Awakened, Nassif checked the chart. There were four torpedoes on the log. But were they in the docks? There was only one way to find out.
She locked on the approaching destroyer. He screamed, "Fire in the hole!"
Miller said, "You didn't have to, it isn't a battle—"
The ship rocked suddenly, throwing everyone off balance. It balked, the engines pulled, and the ship dropped speed.
They heard a whoosh, like when a bottle loses its cork.
"Fire away." Nassif staggered up to see the two torpedoes leaving the ship. Two hadn't made it.
The team joined him at the sonar to see the progress of the projectiles. Two blips moved towards the advancing ship. Olivia's heart pounded in her chest. She gripped Peter's hand tightly.
It was a silent collision on the U-boat’s sonar, but a crashing encounter on the sea. One of the torpedoes missed the ship by a mile off. The other found a home in the hull not far from the engine room but close to the tanks.
The explosion rocked the ship. It shuddered.
Admiral Huebner held on to the railing around his post. A cruel sneer on his face, he screamed in anger.
"Control, report status!"
The exec read off an instantly prepared report. "Extensive damage to the hull: two pumps are totally ruined, there's a deep gash in tank 5, and we may lose engine room in a short time."
"Shit."
He fumed. "And the missiles?"
"Intact, sir."
"Good, cos we are going in full throttle."
"Sir, we are taking in water—"
"This is war, do what you have to do!"
"Yes, sir."
* * *
The storm blew away, but the members of the crew of the U-boat were underwater and unaware of their good fortune. Miller happened to try the long-distance phone again, and he got a clear transmission.
"Lock on to us now," he said to whoever was on the other side. "And watch out for a renegade Argentine Admiral."
"How are we doing, Nassif?"
Nassif said things were not as bad for the U-boat as it was for the destroyer. On the sonar, the image of the battleship had dropped far behind. And a new image had appeared on the screen.
"Mr. Miller?" Nassif stammered. "We have more company."
Olivia moaned. Will their troubles ever end? She rummaged through the deck and found a plastic bag. It was not like any she had ever seen. Nazi plastic bag, she thought.
Olivia put her notes and camera in the bag and tied it with twine from her hair. She wrapped the bag in a parka she found on the ship too.
"Getting prepared for the end?" Ted Cooper asked her.
"You should too."
"No, ma'am, this is ending the same way for us all."
Olivia glanced at the man, some of her loathing for Ted Cooper in it.
"Yeah, we are in the middle of the Pacific. The closest land is where we just left. And there is nothing back there but death."
Olivia ignored the man and went over to Peter.
* * *
Itay Friedman took five punches in the face, blinding him momentarily. His gun was knocked off just as he was bringing the butt down on the major’s head.
He dropped to a crouch and drove his shoulder into Santiago, throwing them both off the ground and landing on the oil-stained metal floor. The major locked Friedman in a chokehold. They rolled on the slippery floor and stopped the hot, humming engines again.
Friedman picked the major up by his feet and pushed him against the engines; a massive fan belt cut the major’s back, and he yelled in pain. His hands slackened around Friedman's neck, and the bodyguard threw a left hook into the major's throat.
Santiago let go and fell forward. Friedman landed one more on the jaw that knocked the major out.
He then restrained the man.
As Itay Friedman left the engine room, he noticed that the vessel had decreased in speed. He went to the diesel tank and saw to his dismay that the fuel was just about exhausted.
He came back to the restrained major, who was now recovering. With the help of the ambient lighting, Friedman found his gun where it had fallen.
"What now, hm?" Santiago asked the bodyguard.
"We have run out of fuel."
"And space. Admiral is a mad man, he's coming to get you people."
"Yeah."
Itay Friedman shot Santiago in the head.
* * *
The first U-boats that the Nazis made experienced fluctuating capacities as they surfaced and submerged. It was the case that when submerged, they expended more energy capacity. Consequently, they consumed more fuel. At the time, the threshold for the weight of each U-boat did not allow them to carry more than half a ton of liters of diesel at a time.
The U-boat that the expedition traveled in carried far below its capacity, and had submerged more times than the available fuel could sustain.
Nassif watched as the indicator went from green to red in a short time — the engine was now running on reserve. He reasoned that if the boat did not go back to the surface soon, they would lose power, go down, and perish.
"We have to go up now," he declared to the crew.
They murmured. The destroyer was closer now. Whereas on the sonar, the other ship, which Miller was now confident would rescue them, was still far off. Worse, it may likely not make it in time before the destroyer fires at the U-boat again.
Nassif appealed, "If we don't, we will drown."
"Do it," Miller said.
With the last drops of fuel, Nassif coerced the vessel upward; the engine sputtered, then it picked up again, and up the boat surged. The team held their breath as the surface of the ocean came into view. Olivia thought it was so beautiful. She opened the plastic bag and brought out her camera.
Through the lens, she saw schools of fish scatter about as the boat came through the choppy waves, and how they looked like the ones she has seen in works of art.
Then the picture seemed to be moving out of focus. Confused, she dropped her camera. The boat was not going to make it. The U-boat was falling back into the water, its engine whining to a halt.
Olivia sat down hard.
Nassif to the team, "Looks like today, we won't make it."
Itay Friedman stepped into the cabin, gun cocked.
* * *
Admiral Huebner spread a map of half of the earth on a drawing board. The half of the earth with the Antarctic on it, that is.
The U-boat had not come up again. Indeed, this was an evasive tactic, and they were trying to make a run for it. If that was the case, they must be trying to reach the closest landmass.
But the closest island was at least five thousand miles away to the South. He surmised that going that far was not practical for the U-boat. He considered that they might have depleted their fuel supply too, just as he was taking water and losing speed.
He saw an atoll, back in the direction that the luxury ship had come from. Tomas Benjamin was supposed to have stopped that vessel. Tomas was a pussy.
Perhaps the luxury ship was a distraction, and the U-boat was docking at the atoll even at that moment.
A fit of cold anger gripped his stomach, and he cursed Tomas Benjamin.
* * *
To give the crew some air time before the end, Nassif killed the engine. He turned the swivel chair and faced the crew. They all stared at each other. Then Cooper managed a smile.
"Well, folks, it has been a pleasure coming with you on this expedition," he eulogized. "I should say my German vocabulary has since expanded…"
None of the crew members seemed to find his little speech amusing. Miller was trying to reach his ship again, but the lower the U-boat dropped, the worse the reception got. Olivia took her camera and brought it to her face slowly.
"I'd like to take our pictures," she said in an even voice, surprising herself. "If they find our remains, we will not be some faceless John Does and a Jane Doe. They'll, of course, find our research. But with our pictures, they'll know who we truly are. Say cheers—"
"Wait."
It was Friedman. He had been standing at the door of the cabin, his guns dangling from his side. Miller asked him if he found the major.
"I killed him."
"What?!" Cooper jumped where he sat.
"And I'll kill you all if you don't do as I say," Friedman said coolly. "I'm hijacking this ship."
Miller's face distorted in pain and anger. He came towards his bodyguard. Itay Friedman pointed his gun at Miller's head.
"I won't hesitate to shoot you. Sir."
"Itay? What the hell got into you?"
"Everyone, I need you all to form a line and walk down to the engine room, now, people. I killed the major, I will kill you all if you don't do as I say." He pushed Cooper, who dragged his feet.
"Don't try to be brave, Cooper. I don't like you. So be careful," he said to the professor.
* * *
Friedman had already opened the compartment where the engineers of the U-boat had kept a life raft. It was wide enough for seven adults to squeeze into. And the engineers were ingenious enough to put a booster in it.
Friedman ordered Miller to pull it down. Liam Murphy was big, and he could take Itay Friedman down if he tried. He looked at Borodin, but the Russian was frowning in deep thought.
They filed into the raft. Friedman shut the hatch over his companions. Olivia was crying, "Friedman, no, please."
Miller tried one last time. "Itay, what are you doing?"
Friedman punched the red button on the wall beside the hatch. Then he pulled down a lever. There was a popping sound behind the metal wall of the boat. Friedman stepped back onto a platform where the sucking mechanism that will eject the life raft could not get to him.
The raft moved about a meter in a treadmill. The hatch came down, and the last thing Friedman saw was the weeping journalist, waving at him, saying goodbye.
She was a good woman, he thought with some sadness.
Yes, she was.
* * *
Olivia took a picture of her escape from the deep twice. First, when they almost made it, and the second time when Itay Friedman gave his life so they could make it out alive. Though at the time billionaire Frank Miller could not understand why his bodyguard could sacrifice himself for the team.
Olivia kept taking the shots until they hit the surface.
* * *
Itay Friedman coughed into his hand. He looked at the blood in his hand, then he opened his shirt. The handle of a small knife was stuck to his abdomen. Santiago had stabbed him with it during his struggle with the major. The long blade had punctured his left kidney; the major had expertly twisted the hilt so that the object had gone up to his left lung.
He was dying. There was no use trying to save himself, for there was no way he would have survived.
Friedman staggered back to the engine room, blood dripping down his left leg and leaving a long trail behind him.
"You still got some juice in you, I know."
And this way, he discussed with the engine, cajoled it until the last minute when the machine woke up. It belched steamy white smoke.
"That's my lady," Friedman yelled.
The propellers started turning urgently, as though they suddenly possessed their own spirit, and they understood the stakes.
Friedman took the steps with the last of his strength, two at a time. He took the seat that Nassif had been sitting in some minutes before.
He fired the engine for the last time, and the boat slanted, then it shot forward.
"Here I come, you bastards!"
* * *
The life raft broke the surface of the water just as Admiral Huebner was about to give the order to change course for the atoll not far away.
"Oh, there you are."
The exec had joined him. His spirit fell when he saw the raft.
"Give me the 350-millimeter caliber," the admiral shouted. "I want that raft out of the water in one shot."
The exec, blank-faced, shrugged; he gave the word, but nothing happened.
"Where is my gun? Why is that damn raft still on the water!?" Admiral Huebner shrieked.
The exec said, "The crew won't do it, sir."
"Then make them do it!"
"I can't, Admiral."
The crew had armed themselves, and they were waiting for the admiral when he came down to the officers. They begrudged the admiral for their slain comrade.
Huebner, crazy with rage, picked up his gun and began to stumble off his station. The exec called, "Sir, we have company moving in fast."
Huebner charged back to the sonar screen. It was the U-boat.
"Who's driving it?" he gasped.
"Must be the devil himself, sir." The exec was trembling. "Contact is off the port side, 30 meters and closing. Advise what to do, Admiral."
The U-boat was coming with the highest speed they had seen it do. Desperate and scared, Huebner shouted off orders.
"Evade, evade!” Huebner yelled, feebly.
The destroyer was too late. The U-boat crashed into the ship through the hole where her torpedo had done damage. Metal crunched against metal, the prow went through that hole, hitting the fuel tanks. Combustion followed instantly. In his last moment alive, Itay Friedman had one of the rarest grins on his face.
Admiral Huebner, his crew, and the ship disintegrated in the ensuing explosion.
* * *
Frank Miller's ship finally sailed alongside the raft.
Ladders were lowered from the ship, and the crew went up one after the other. The captain of the ship was a white-haired man who spoke with an English accent. He wore a bowler hat and tailcoats. He addressed Olivia formally, calling her ma'am.
As they watched the destroyer burn down, life rafts appeared in the water. Survivors swam away from the destruction.
From behind them, they saw a helicopter hover past. It flew low over the wreckage as the ship began to sink. A rescue team dropped ropes in the water to take the sailors to safety.
Olivia got her camera out and took pictures of the rescue. She sighed.
"Thank you, Itay Friedman," she whispered.
* * *
The news reported the incident.
But like any event that the military took an interest in, there usually were elements of a cover-up. Olivia expected it. She was lounging in her room after eating dinner with the rest of the team.
Peter had recovered from his symptoms, but Anabia Nassif was still observing him. And they had drinks afterward in the opulent bar on the ship. Frank Miller had promptly gone out of sight, only to reappear with a small folder which he gave to Olivia.
"For your interest," he said cryptically.
Olivia had dropped the folder on the dresser when she came into her room. She had another bath. And a few drinks which Peter Williams had allowed, "giving the circumstances."
She had also made a long-distance call on Miller's phone. Tom had sounded ecstatic. His voice was so close as though he was beside her.
"Hey, you know, we all miss you down here. Rob Cohen had been hounding me," Tom said. "Could you maybe give him a call first thing when you get a chance? I want him off my case."
Olivia laughed; she had then sent an email to her boss, one to which Cohen had replied immediately.
"Resume tomorrow."
"I'll think about it," she had replied.
The reporter on the news was saying that late in the evening, the Argentine coast guard went to work, eleven sailors were rescued out of a crew of twenty-one. And the body of the admiral — Anton Huebner had been his name. Olivia cocked her head.
"That name again," she mumbled. "And the time of rescue? This evening?"
The helicopter that came to rescue the sailors earlier wasn't the Argentine Navy?
She ambled to pick the plastic bag containing her notes when she saw the folder Miller had given her earlier. She opened it and saw two pieces of faxed documents.
One was the picture of a man, Admiral Anton Huebner, high forehead, straight nose, and pale blue eyes. The accompanying document explained that Anton Huebner was the father of John Huebner, the arms dealer.
The Huebner of the Nazi secret lab is the father of the admiral?
"Wow."
Back on the news, the reporter said they have not found the remains of the admiral yet.
Olivia looked at the picture again. "Where are you hiding now, Anton Huebner?" she murmured.
End Of Book 1
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