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EVERY MAN’S END
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It was because of the fog that Luca Wolf and Emma Reich were the first to see the ship in the tulip field. The fog and the fact that they were riding their bikes to school. Later, Luca would wonder how many cars had already passed it by, their drivers blissfully unaware how close they had come to meeting their doom on their morning commute. ‘The lucky ones’, Luca would call them during his questioning. There would be a strong bitterness in his voice, because at thirteen and inspired by the Netflix shows he watched, Luca had quite a penchant for drama. Then he would burst into tears and wish that he and Emma had been as lucky.


Had it been up to Luca, they wouldn’t even have taken their bikes that day. Looking out his bedroom window that morning, still drowsy with sleep, the world outside was only shapes and suggestions of shapes. A halo of thick mist enveloped the lamp at the far end of the backyard and frost covered the gutter and roof tiles.


He sprawled back onto his bed, opened Snapchat, took a selfie that reflected his ultimate weltschmerz, and texted, Take the bus?, adding a kiss emoji.


Drama queen, Emma texted back. Her own selfie was dressed and ready to go, looking stunning with her radiant red hair. Got hockey practice, she added, meaning she had to take her bike. Two pink hearts to make up for it, but Luca knew they were only friendship hearts.


Granted, in Luca Wolf’s humble opinion, Emma Reich always looked stunning. They had known each other since kindergarten, and even though there had been a brief (and rather childish) fling between them in third grade, Luca had got friend-zoned a long time ago. He wasn’t boyfriend material anyway. Once they started going to junior high, girls only had eyes for upperclassmen. It was the cruel fate of every thirteen-year-old boy, but Luca had accepted it . . . until recently, when he realized she had started living in his head rent-free.


Drama queen, Emma certainly would have said.


His mom insisted that he put on his parka and mittens, which made him look ridiculous—‘Dead ringer for the Michelin Man,’ she said, laughing—but as soon as Luca jumped on his Cannondale and raced down Park Lane, he was thankful he had them. The cold bit into his cheeks, instantly numbing them. Sure, it was your typical Dutch December, only a couple degrees sub-zero, but autumn had been unusually mild, and Luca wasn’t acclimatized to the change. He tightened his hood and pedaled more vigorously to stop the shivering.


It was still dark at dawn, and in the fog everything looked strange. Trees and parked cars were unidentifiable shapes until you got really close, and the dull streetlights hovered uncannily among them. The way things emerged from the mist was eerie, Luca thought.


Emma was waiting at the square in front of the summer gelato bar on an oversized Gazelle bike. When she saw him, she put away her phone. ‘Hey, Luca!’


‘Seriously, screw hockey. I’m freezing to death.’


‘Let’s go then, you’ll warm up soon enough. Nice parka, by the way.’


‘Ha ha.’


‘No, I mean it.’


Luca could see that she did. Her big, almond-shaped eyes radiated only kindness, and he instantly felt his face flush. In her long, beige coat, woolen scarf, leather gloves and knitted cap, Emma looked anything but ridiculous. Her bike was a hand-me-down from her older sister and completed the picture: she looked grown up. Luca felt embarrassed, first about his own lack of sophistication, then about the effect she was having on him. Around Emma’s innate confidence, his brain turned to soup. Every damn time.


The bike ride from their hometown of Katwijk to Northgo High in Noordwijk took thirty minutes, and when the weather was good, they would ride along the boulevard and straight through the dunes. This morning, the lighthouse loomed out of the mist like a ghost, and the invisible, cold presence of the sea seemed somewhat threatening, so they instinctively opted for the inland route. This took them through the town center, across the canal, then along the lee of the dunes. Once there, a sense of elation came over Luca that he couldn’t quite put into words. They were alone, but it wasn’t just that. The mist locked them into this cold, gray-white morning, along with the impassive silence of the reserve. Its invisible boundary muffled their voices and created an intimate isolation, as if they were sharing a secret.


They discussed the shows they were watching—he The Witcher, she Sex Education, season two—each trying to convince the other that their choice was superior.


‘I don’t know,’ Emma said. ‘I only watched the beginning of The Witcher, but—’


‘Epic! That mega-spider’s face, ha ha!’


‘But it doesn’t make sense. The swamp is totally quiet. The deer’s just grazing on the bank. And then suddenly, this spider leaps out of the water with the Witcher hanging onto its leg, in the middle of some big fight? Where’s the credibility?’


‘Who cares? That battle slapped!’


‘Yeah, but the beginning was just a cheap jump scare. I don’t know. I’ll finish the books first and maybe then give it a try. But I don’t think I’ll like it.’


Luca, who hadn’t read the Witcher books at all and watched the show mainly for the monsters (okay, and the women in medieval combats), had to admit she had a point. Was he superficial for not having noticed it too? But then, watching a chick-flick like Sex Education would be over-compensating (although the title had secretly piqued his curiosity).


‘Yeah, well, I dunno,’ he said, his face deadpan. ‘I read the Sex Education books, but I think the show lacks their depth. It’s just not credible, y’know?’


Emma’s face burst into a smile as she tried to shove him. Luca swerved and pedaled ahead of her (allowing him to wipe his runny nose unseen), but inside, he was aglow.


Past the Space Expo, the mist covering the dunes to their left created the impression of a hidden wilderness where you could get lost for days. Maybe forever. His mom called this place Every Man’s End, a name that always fired Luca’s imagination. There were ample places around here with good names—Thunder Dune, Siren’s Hill—and even though the reserve was relatively small and crisscrossed with trails, these names gave the dunes a sense of power.


Finally, they turned away from the dunes and reached the road through the tulip fields to Noordwijk. Emma started discussing their grammar assignment, which was why Luca’s attention strayed. A thin layer of ice covered the ditch to the left of the road. Tall, dead grass hung motionlessly over the bank. Usually, you could hear the sound of farming machinery carried from afar. Today, there was absolutely nothing. The silence increased his sense of isolation, but Luca didn’t feel elated anymore. Instead, he felt goosebumps all over his back.


He saw something in the mist.


‘Whoa,’ he said, slowing down.


‘What?’


Luca didn’t reply but gazed off to the left, and Emma followed his eyes. Day had almost entirely broken and the mist assumed the pale gray hue of a dead fish belly. And in that pale light, a shape loomed.


Dark.


Enormous.
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‘Let’s talk about the boy,’ Diana said. That’s how she had introduced herself. No last name. No employer. No recognizable uniform. Just an expensive, tailored suit that looked as anonymous as the blacked-out nine-seater which had brought them to The Hague, or the bland interrogation room where they were served mugs of coffee—no print on those either. ‘Luca Wolf. When did you first see him?’


‘When I got to Every Man’s End this morning,’ Wim Hopman said, as if he were explaining something glaringly obvious to a toddler. ‘The bulbs are in the ground, so there isn’t much work to do on the land. Must have been quarter to nine or thereabouts when I passed by, because I had an appointment with my bean counter in Noordwijk. Give or take ten minutes, but ask Ineke if you want to be sure.’


‘It was quarter to nine,’ Ineke confirmed. ‘And I should know. I’ve been running the place for twenty-seven years.’


‘Praise the Lord for a good marriage,’ said Van Driel. That’s how he had introduced himself. No first name. Broad-shouldered, goatee, smooth skull. Standing behind the interview table with his shirtsleeves rolled up, it was abundantly clear he wanted you to see his muscled, ink-clad forearms before you looked up into his humorless eyes. If Diana looked like the CEO of an investment company, Van Driel looked like an ex-marine. Or maybe a hitman.


Ineke might run the house, the kids, and the calendar, but Wim ran the tulip nursery and owned the land that—according to his son Yuri’s texts—was now entirely cordoned off with black tarpaulin fences, and was being featured on all the online news feeds. He hadn’t had the chance to check the footage for himself, because before he knew it, their driver had held out a container where they were told to deposit their phones—SOP at secured locations, apparently. They had complied without giving it a second thought. That had been a mistake.


‘So that’s why you drove past the field?’ Diana asked.


‘Yep. Except you couldn’t see a horse’s ass with all the fog. Halfway up the road there’s a dam crossing the ditch, and that’s where I saw the car. Tail lights first, engine still running. It’s so damn narrow that it blocked the entire road. Probably an accident, I said to myself, because there were four bikes on the shoulder, all on their sides. That would have been a bad one; if he’d hit four of ’em, I mean. It’s mostly kids biking to school in the morning. But there was no one there. Not a single soul. And that’s when I thought, what the hell is going on?’


‘And? What the hell was going on?’ Van Driel asked, crossing his arms over his chest.


‘Biggest pile of shit on God’s green earth, that’s what. I didn’t ask to be here. Or for you to seize my goddam land.’


Diana ignored this. ‘When did you see the boy?’


‘I heard him before I saw him,’ Wim said. ‘The second I got out of the car, I heard moaning. I ran toward it, but it was hard to tell where it was coming from in the mist. Sounds are funny when it’s foggy. Li’l scary too, not afraid to admit that. And I heard something else.’


‘What?’


Wim glanced at his wife, suddenly uncomfortable. Ineke, clearly unsettled, squeezed his hand and turned to their questioners. ‘Do you know how that area got its name? Wim’s father used to have a copper ship’s bell at the front door, which he’d ring to call in the farmhands. He inherited it from his father, who’d got it from his father. Many generations ago, some Hopman sailed on a merchant ship. Right, Wim?’


‘Right. Mother always rang the bell for us when dinner was ready. She’d swing this thick braided rope on the clapper, with fringes and a tassel and the lot. The old sailors used to call it an “every man’s end”. It would chime so fiercely that you could hear it across the dunes. The name stuck in these parts. But here’s the thing: the bell’s been gone for forty years, but that’s the sound I heard in the mist this morning.’


‘So what did you do?’


‘Stood and listened, of course.’ This time Wim Hopman didn’t want to admit he had gotten more than a little scared. Because what Wim had heard didn’t just sound like his childhood bell, it was that bell. There was no doubt in his mind. Hearing it ring so eerily half a lifetime later had not been a pleasant sensation, not at all. His parents were long gone, the bell with them. How could a sound that had ceased forty years ago suddenly echo again on a cold winter morning . . . and feel so wrong?


He cleared his throat. ‘Only later did I realize what must have made that sound.’


Van Driel looked at him impassively.


‘And then you saw Luca Wolf,’ Diana stated.


‘That’s right. The kid stumbled into me as if the mist just spat him out. Shook the hell out of me.’


‘Was he alone?’


‘Yep.’


Van Driel put his hands on the table and leaned in, the veins and tendons in his forearms tightening. ‘You positive?’


‘If Wim says he didn’t see anyone else, he didn’t see anyone else,’ Ineke said. ‘Don’t treat us like we’ve done something wrong.’ The fear was back in her voice. Wim wasn’t sure whether they could hear it, but he certainly did.


‘Of course,’ Diana said. ‘We just want to get a clear picture.’


But Wim noticed that Van Driel’s eyes were no longer just humorless. They now held a merciless appraisal that was much more menacing.


‘Later, other people came,’ Wim continued, searching for Ineke’s hand under the table. She was fidgeting. ‘Just a bunch, as I told you before. But when I got there, he was the only one on the scene.’


Van Driel relaxed a bit, and Wim Hopman suddenly understood what this was all about: they needed to know if there were other witnesses. They intended to sweep this whole fucking mess under the carpet.


‘How would you describe the state the boy was in?’


‘Oh, he was hysterical. What did you expect?’
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‘Holy shit,’ Luca said.


There was a ship in the field.


Luca immediately recognized the ginormous shape rising in the mist as the bow, even with the vessel lying on its side. He recognized it . . . but what he saw was so out of place that it simply took a while to register.


‘Whoa . . . how did that get here?’ Emma asked, sounding as perplexed as he felt. When he didn’t answer, she added, ‘Do you see that?’


‘Duh.’


It hadn’t been there yesterday. They had taken the same route, and it hadn’t been foggy. No way you would miss a thing like that.


They left their bikes at the entrance to the field and continued on foot. This was Flower Country, and in April the area would bloom with magnificent rows of colors, swarming with tulip tourists. Now the fields lay gray and barren. The soil beneath the frozen top layer was soft, making each step feel as if you might sink through the cracked membrane. The silence was oppressive, the mist damp. At first, Emma complained they were going to be late if they dawdled too long, but soon she seemed to have completely forgotten about school.


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ she said. ‘It looks like it’s been washed ashore. But how did it end up on this side of the dunes?’


‘Beats me.’


‘It looks like something from Pirates of the Caribbean . . .’


Luca had been thinking of the Amsterdam replica anchored in front of the National Maritime Museum, but Emma’s suggestion was better. The Amsterdam was a fake. This felt old, and real. What would you call a ship like this? A galleon? A clipper? Whatever the case, the long bowsprit pierced the mist above them like a sword. Three long masts leaned into the ground from the tipped-over deck; the foremost right at their feet, the rearmost at least forty yards away where the narrow deck converged into the aftercastle, no more than a silhouette. Curving gunwales framed a massive, clog-shaped hull. Peeling paint exposed weather-beaten, blackened wood, but the structure seemed too intact to be considered a wreck. The ship seemed to have simply run aground. Like on a beach. Except it was here, in old MacDonald’s flower field, far from any body of open water.


A sound startled Luca. The taut, webbed rigging was softly creaking. One of the torn, raggedy sails flapped in a sudden breeze.


‘Look,’ Emma said. She walked up to the bow and crouched underneath it. ‘See how deep in the ground it is? Must be heavy as hell. The ground is soft, but do you see any drag marks?’


No . . . and that was weird. There weren’t any traces of people, or lorries, or remnants of a construction site. The ship lay as if it had fallen from the skies.


Luca wet his lips. ‘Some time ago I saw a meme of a grand piano that just appeared on a rock in the ocean. Right by the coast, with the waves splashing all over it. No one knew how it got there. Turned out it was some conceptual art project they wanted to go viral. Someone had lowered the piano with a chopper overnight. It was like a symbol for something.’


‘For what?’


‘Dunno, it was art. But this looks like the same kind of thing. We’re supposed to guess how it got here and what it means.’


But Emma shook her head. ‘This is no art project, Luca. You can lower a piano from the sky. Not this.’ She frowned, and Luca thought her prettier than ever.


‘Maybe it was blown here by a storm?’


Emma looked at him incredulously. ‘A storm.’


He shivered and buried himself deeper inside his parka. There was a storm here, he thought. I just don’t know what kind of storm. Or what it spewed out.


Emma stood up and disappeared behind the bow.


‘Emma, wait!’


He ran after her but cracked through a thin layer of ice covering an old tire track. Cold water seeped into his sneaker. Luca cursed and quickly jerked his foot out. When he looked up, he saw Emma watching from behind the bow curve. She had taken off her leather glove and had her hand on the hull.


‘Feel this.’


He walked up to her, took off a mitten and copied her . . . but then quickly pulled his hand away. The hull was covered with barnacles, making the surface precariously sharp. Carefully, he reached out again and knocked on a patch of bare wood—one, two, three times.


Three is a magical number, he thought. People always knock on doors three times without knowing what they are awakening on the other side.


To be sure, he knocked once more, just to disturb the balance.


The sound wasn’t hollow or melodious, as he had expected, but dull, like the ship had absorbed the sound into its massive hull. There was something awful about it, something almost conscious.


‘And look,’ Emma said. ‘No marks on this side either.’


She was right.


They started to walk around the ship.


At the stern they discovered a giant coat of arms in faded red. The image on the woodwork was hard to distinguish, but the engraved letters clearly read: ORACLE.


Circling the masts, Luca suddenly felt uneasy. He again noticed that he couldn’t hear any of the usual farming equipment, and no sound from the N206 either. Not even the roar of a truck or the growl of a car accelerating. Just the irregular flapping of the sails in the field. And there was something else. Back in the dunes, the mist had held the fresh, pleasant smell of a winter morning. Here, the air was different. Luca associated the oppressive, briny odor with trash cans in fish markets or the smell of the beach on stormy autumn Sundays, when the wind and spume would lash his face, tasting like dead things from the surf.


The ship had brought this smell.


‘We’ve got to report this,’ Emma said. ‘Who do you call for something like this? The police?’


‘Lost and found,’ Luca said, making Emma laugh. She seemed not in the least unsettled by their discovery. It only kindled her excitement, which Luca envied. Granted, he got scared—a little. Not something you wanted the girl you liked to know.


Taking the risk she would think of him as a geek, he turned it up a notch. ‘Maybe Every Man’s End is one of those places where maelstroms spew out. Like in the old seamen’s tales where entire ships get sucked in.’


‘Yeah! Davy Jones’ Locker, where Johnny Depp goes mad and thinks he’s pulling his ship over the salt plains. That was so funny. Did you see that movie?’


‘Sure, but whirlpools are real, you know. People have seen them in the Bermuda Triangle. Get stuck in one, and you’ll never get out. Or maybe it’s . . .’


. . . a ghost ship, he wanted to say, but didn’t. They had circled the vessel and were now back at the stern, where Luca stopped dead in his tracks.


On the forecastle, right behind the mast, there was a wooden hatch.


It was open.


Emma produced a stifled sound and turned to him, her mouth a grin of disbelief. ‘Was that there before?’


‘Maybe I shouldn’t have knocked.’ Luca chuckled nervously, but his voice fell flat in the mist, so he stopped.


‘It must have been there,’ she said, walking past him. ‘I wasn’t paying attention.’


Luca got the impression she was trying to convince herself more than him. Trying to rationalize something that she couldn’t. Because they hadn’t seen a hatch. Not an open hatch, in any case. He was sure of it.


‘Come on, let’s check it out,’ Emma said.


She walked to the lower edge of the deck, which hung about five feet above the ground. A solid wooden rail framed the superstructure, and if you stood on it, you could easily reach the hatch and peek in. Of course, he didn’t want to peek in, not now, not ever, but he wanted even less for Emma to think he was chicken. So he followed her.


With grace and ease, Emma climbed onto the rail, making sure not to get her feet entangled in the rigging. Then, step by step, she shuffled closer and peered through the hatch’s opening, her fingers loosely gripping the edge.


‘Whoa. You can’t see a thing in there.’


Even from below, Luca could hear the ship absorbing the sound of her voice. He took off his mittens and reluctantly tried to hoist himself up onto the wet, weathered rail. He cursed his clumsiness, especially when Emma reached out to hoist him up. He ignored her at first but eventually had to grab her hand to keep his balance.


‘Thanks,’ he muttered, leaning against the deck and shaking the wetness off his cold hands. His fingers were dark and dirty, with algae, maybe. ‘You’re taller than me, you know . . .’


Again, he received a blazing smile, as if she hadn’t noticed his awkwardness. It gave Luca the courage to shuffle up to her to see what was on the other side of the hatch.


The inside of the Oracle’s hull wasn’t just dark, it was pitch black. The Amsterdam had taught him that the interior of these kinds of ships consisted of cramped, low spaces divided over several levels where adults nowadays would have to duck to fit. But there were no visible outlines of anything. Just black.


‘Hello?’ Emma called.


No answer, no echo. Only a dull resonance. Luca saw puffs of Emma’s breath drift inside and disappear.


The damp smell of old wood was overwhelming, but the nasty, briny stench was more pungent here than around the ship. He was just about to mention it when Emma used both hands to hoist herself up to the edge of the opening and swung her leg inside.


‘Emma, what the hell . . .?’


‘I want to see. Aren’t you curious?’


Bewildered, he watched as she elegantly swept her other leg over the edge and lowered herself down the other side. Her feet must have found a footing in the dark because Luca heard a muffled clunk. Now she was leaning out of the ship in a perfect mirror image of herself from ten seconds earlier.


‘Emma, I don’t think that’s a good idea.’


‘Oh, come on, you’re not afraid, are you?’ she coaxed. ‘Our little secret?’


That clinched it. Luca started following her example, but then Emma took a step back into the hold and let go of the hatch’s edge.


And he saw her face change.


Somewhere within the mist, a bell began to toll.


‘Wait, come back!’ he shouted, suddenly alarmed. ‘Emma, get out of there!’


Later, Luca would tell his interviewers that he believed she had stopped hearing him as soon as she entered the Oracle and the bell started to toll.


Emma was just inches away, but her expression had gone completely blank. White breath fell out of her drooping mouth as she looked past him. Through him.


That look, that mouth: they would haunt him forever.


‘Wait,’ she muttered. ‘I think somewhere in here there must be . . .’ She turned around and disappeared into the dark.


‘Emma, come back!’


His lips were trembling. His gaze fixed on the opening. Although he couldn’t see her anymore, he could still hear her. Up ahead, to the left of the entrance, the muffled thump of footsteps on wood. They seemed to be moving away from him. Why was she going that way?


The sound of stumbling, as if she’d bumped into something, a stifled curse. ‘You can’t see shit in here.’


‘Emma?’


Nothing. Luca listened tensely. When her voice sounded again, it was coming from further away, deeper inside the ship. ‘Luca? Hey, Luca, give me a shout. I can’t find my way out.’


‘Here!’ he shouted. ‘I’m here! Just follow my voice!’ Did something just move inside? Could have been his imagination. Why wasn’t she coming out? He tried to swallow but there was a lump in his throat. He looked around. The sails on the ground hadn’t moved. The webbed rigging stretched under him like fishing net. Further away, the aftercastle, most of it invisible in the mist. The ship’s bell tolled and tolled, its haunting sound filling his head.


A ghost ship, he thought again, trying to snap out of it.


‘Emma, can you hear me?’ He pounded the deck a couple of times. ‘Emma!’


When he heard her again, the sound came from way to the left, where logic dictated the hold dead-ended into the bow. Yet he could hear Emma advancing through the dark in a place that seemed to be outside the ship, still looking for an exit. This induced a sickening sense of disorientation in Luca’s guts. His feet started to slip off the rail. He grasped the edge of the hatch, knees shaking, his jeans soaked from leaning against the deck.


One more time, her voice came, faint and far away, and what she said chilled him.


‘Wait, is someone else here?’ It was the first time he heard a hint of anxiety in her voice. ‘Luca, is that you?’


Then it went quiet.


And stayed quiet.


‘Emma!’


The bell stopped tolling.


From behind Luca, a voice shouted, ‘Hooo-ly mackerel! What have we here?’


4


‘Did you understand what the boy was trying to tell you?’ Diana asked. ‘Must have been quite a story.’


‘I couldn’t make head or tail of it,’ Wim Hopman said, shrugging. ‘But then I saw that damn boat and stopped paying attention to what he was saying.’


Van Driel nodded. ‘When was the last time you visited your fields before this shit-show started?’


‘Last night.’


‘What time?’


‘Must have been around nine-ish, when I was walking Sheep. Sheep is our German shepherd.’


‘And you call him Sheep?’


‘Got a problem with that?’


‘No sir. Your dog. The ship wasn’t there then?’


‘You think I wouldn’t have called someone if I’d found the Flying Dutchman stranded on my land?’


‘It was dark. Maybe you couldn’t see well.’


Wim snorted. ‘Not that dark. Greenhouse lights pollute the night skies with orange clouds.’


‘How about you?’


Ineke shook her head. ‘I didn’t leave the house last night. I only realized something was wrong when Wim called me this morning from the field.’


‘Your sons are all grown up and live elsewhere, correct?’


That was Diana again, and under the table, Wim could feel Ineke’s hand stiffen. They had mentioned their children, not their sons. He was absolutely sure of it. And their ages hadn’t been mentioned at all. ‘How do you know that?’


‘Professional intuition.’ Diana showed a cheery smile of pearly white teeth. Wim imagined the grin of a shark.


‘And neither of you saw or heard anything out of the ordinary,’ Van Driel stated—not a question.


‘Listen. Our house is smack in the middle of Every Man’s End. That ship appeared less than two hundred yards from our bedroom window, and the entrance to that field is right in front of our yard. If anyone had been fucking around with heavy machinery last night, we would have heard it. But you know that, right?’


‘And why’s that?’ Van Driel’s raised eyebrow showed obvious contempt. It irritated the hell out of Wim Hopman.


‘You’re asking us if we heard anything that can explain how a ship weighing, let’s say eighty tons, shows up on my property. But we didn’t. There was no one on my land. If there was, they would have left traces, but there aren’t any. Truth is, you people are as stumped as I am. Because you don’t have an explanation, am I right? Unless the ship has literally fallen out of the sky.’


‘Mr. Hopman—’


‘But what about my rights? I can kiss my harvest goodbye with that circus you’ve put up there, so maybe answer some of my questions, why don’t you? Who are you people anyway?’


‘We gather intelligence for the Ministry of Defense,’ Diana said. ‘And don’t worry about your finances. We have emergency funds that will compensate you.’


Were they AIVD?1 No, the AIVD were based twenty miles away in Zoetermeer. Right now, they were in an inconspicuous building in The Hague, although that didn’t rule out anything. In the underground parking lot had they encountered barriers, but Wim hadn’t seen any signs or markings. If the Ministry of Defense was on the case, what in the world had he and his wife gotten involved in?


‘I want to speak to a lawyer.’


‘That won’t be necessary. You’re not under arrest.’


‘Then my wife and I choose to leave, thank you very much. I want to go home and see what’s happening on my property.’


‘We’ll take you back as soon as—’


‘Now, please.’


There was a quiet but palpable tension in the room, and it seemed like no one wanted to be the first to speak. Eventually, Ineke did. ‘Wim, just tell them what they want to hear. The sooner you do that, the sooner this will all be over.’


‘Wise words, Mrs. Hopman,’ Van Driel remarked.


‘Then I want my phone. I want to call Yuri. Whom you know is my son.’


‘Not just yet.’


‘If I’m not under arrest, you have no right to—’


‘For Chrissakes, shut your trap.’ Van Driel shot forward so fast that the table teetered and Wim and Ineke shrank back. ‘You are not our guest. You are here to serve the interests of national security. Stop asking questions and start answering some. And stop trying my patience. Am I clear?’


Wim Hopman stared at the man in wide-eyed bewilderment. For the first time, he wondered whether their captors would return them home at all. Technically, they hadn’t been arrested, but their participation wasn’t entirely a case of free will either. This morning, when the guy in the suit had verified Wim was the landowner, he had simply requested they step into their van. The crowd of police around them had been too intimidating to refuse.


‘Listen,’ Diana said, her fingers briefly tugging Van Driel’s belt, causing him to retreat. Wim imagined a Rottweiler and its master. ‘We want to understand what’s going on as much as you do. And we want to find those missing people. You can help them by answering our questions.’


Wim exchanged glances with Ineke, who nodded skittishly. He grunted—tantamount to a concession in Wim’s book—and gestured for her to continue.


‘When did you realize something was wrong?’


‘When the police arrived. The first team, I mean.’ Okay, that was a bit of a sneer, Wim had to admit.


‘Why did that indicate trouble? I get it, but I need you to say it for the record.’


‘Because of the kid. He wouldn’t stop sobbing, but when the police came, he started to scream. Seriously scream. Throwing a tantrum, really.’


‘What did he say?’


‘It was hard to make out. It took a while before I even realized he was screaming words. “The hatch, the hatch”, that’s one thing I heard. And then he kept repeating: “Don’t go in there!” ’


‘You hadn’t seen anyone go in at that point?’


‘No.’


But he would, moments later. Wim had seen enough people go in. He just hadn’t seen anyone come out.


‘And what did you think?’


‘That they should have listened to the kid, dammit.’
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Luca Wolf flinched and nearly fell off the rail upon hearing the sudden voice below him, but when he looked around, he felt hope flare. It was Ibby Alaoui and Casper Molhuizen, jocks two grades his senior: sort of friends from Saturday matches at Quick Boys and summer beach soccer.


‘Help!’ Luca jumped off the rail, tripped over dangling ropes and ran to them across the brackish soil. ‘Emma’s in there. Emma’s in there, and she’s not coming out!’


‘Emma Reich?’ Ibby asked, like there were other Emmas Luca had recently been seen with in town. They stayed put and gaped at the ship.


‘Yes, Emma Reich. She went in through the hatch. I think she’s lost, I can’t see her anymore!’


‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, relax, man,’ Casper said. ‘Did somebody lose their boat?’


‘Fuck if I know. It was just there. But Emma—’


‘That’s some spacey shit right there.’ The expression on Casper’s face was one of amused disbelief and the kind of misplaced bravado boys his age seemed to trademark. He held up his phone and snapped a picture. ‘And Emma’s in there? Why didn’t you go after her?’


‘Because I . . .’


He didn’t know what to say as Casper put his hands in his armpits. ‘Chickened out?’


Luca knew he should be the one to go after Emma. If she was lost in there, this was his chance to show her not only that he was brave, but also that he loved her . . . but he had chickened out. Something had felt wrong. He couldn’t wipe the image of Emma’s last look from his mind. Those blank eyes. Her drooping mouth.


‘I’m not wearing my contacts,’ he said. ‘It’s fucking dark in there. I’d fall flat on my face.’


‘Emma’s hot,’ Ibby commented, and something dark descended on Luca. ‘Let’s check it out.’


The boys walked past him on either side, Casper bumping his shoulder: the jock-way of telling him they owned him. They slid their backpacks off before climbing onto the rail. Maybe it was because of that last comment about Emma that Luca, who had never worn contacts, didn’t warn them. Instead, he took out his phone and called her. It didn’t go through. Didn’t even ring. No voicemail either . . . just a recorded message telling him the number was no longer in service.


He tried again. Same shit. Something tingled behind his temples.


Casper leaned into the hatch and called out, ‘Yo, Emma?’ Then, he mumbled, ‘Fucking dark in here, no joke.’


‘Can you see her?’ Luca asked, hoping against hope.


‘I can see your mom.’ Casper made an obscene gesture with his hips, cracking up Ibby.


One after the other, they climbed inside. As soon as Casper disappeared through the opening, the bell began to toll. Until then, Luca hadn’t had a second thought about sending them in, because of course the ship wasn’t really dangerous. Emma must be stumbling around somewhere in the low-ceilinged spaces of the ship’s bowels, feeling her way around in the dark for—


(Wait, is someone else here? Luca, is that you?)


—the exit. Of course she was still there. Where else could she be? But then that wicked bell began to toll again, and suddenly he got really scared.


‘Ibby!’


A pale face turned to look at him from inside the hatch, maybe because Ibby was alarmed by something in his voice, or maybe because he had sensed something else. But then his feet apparently found footing and he let go of the opening. His hands were the last part of him that Luca saw.


But he could still hear them. He heard their footsteps. Two pairs, walking away from each other.


‘Yo, Casper, where are you?’ Ibby called, muffled and off to the right. Then, sharper, ‘Casper?’


Casper spoke, but it was hard to make out as it came from further away and somehow deeper within the ship. Luca could only distinguish the words ‘echo chamber’. Cheerful hollering followed it, a brief silence, then more hollering. But the whole time, not a single echo could be heard.


An instant later, Ibby and Casper spoke at the same time—not to each other, that much was clear—and Luca couldn’t hear what either of them were saying.


Then further silence.


Luca stood rigid, staring up at the ship, at the black square of the hatch. When he heard a voice again, it was Casper’s and this time it came from right beyond the opening. ‘Ibby, this isn’t cool, man. Make some noise!’


‘Casper!’ Luca shouted. ‘Casper, I’m right here. Get outta there!’


Something was growing in his chest, something oppressive, swelling up like a balloon and closing off his windpipe. His hands tightened. He couldn’t see inside the ship from his worm’s-eye view on the ground, but Casper must be close, judging by the sound of his voice. If Luca climbed up onto the rail, he would probably be able to see him. But what if he didn’t? What if he looked inside and found only darkness?


The creaking of taut rope. The soft, raggedy flapping of the sails in the dirt. The constant tolling of the bell. It all seemed alive.


‘Casper!’


‘. . . a little seasick, I think,’ a voice mumbled, now much further away to the left, and how was that even possible? How could Casper have moved such a distance in just a heartbeat? And anyway, was it even Casper? The voice sounded strange, not at all like Casper’s, though it must have been, because then he heard him say, ‘Ibby sank into the cod hold . . .’


That was the last Luca heard from them. The ship’s bell tolled for a while, then fell silent. Whatever happened, it’s over now. The thought festered in Luca’s brain like a fungus, inducing panic. He yelled their names, and when no answer came, he tried to call Emma again, and when he still couldn’t get through, he started whimpering, stumbling back and forth between the ship and the road for help. Each time he drew away, the Oracle seemed to disappear into the mist, and he ran back, afraid to lose sight of it with Emma still inside.


Emma’s gone. The bell stopped tolling and Emma’s gone. The bell stopped tolling and . . .


Eventually, Luca did what any boy in trouble would do: he called his dad.
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The story Alexander Wolf heard on the phone that morning was rambling at best, but he knew his son well enough to understand by his tone that it was serious. Bad, even. The two things he managed to deduce were that Luca was in the Noordwijk flower fields and that Emma had vanished . . . and that most certainly sounded bad. So that’s why, exactly thirteen minutes later, his Nissan Qashqai screeched to a halt at Every Man’s End, barely avoiding the four bikes at the side of the road. Out jumped not only Alexander, wearing a soccer cap over his uncombed mop of hair, but also Emma’s dad, Martin Reich.


The two men ran through the field, each calling out their child’s name. Only when Alexander saw the ship loom out of the mist did his son’s story start to make sense. He got no time to reflect on it, because that’s when they found Luca, who clung to his dad and wouldn’t let go.


‘Is that where Emma went?’ Martin asked. ‘Did she go inside?’


‘Yes, but you can’t go in there, she hasn’t come back out, no one has, Casper and Ibby were here too, and—’


Too late, as Martin Reich ran off calling his daughter’s name. He climbed nimbly onto the forecastle and disappeared through the hatch without a second thought.


He didn’t come back out.


They heard him scream, three times with short intervals. They also heard the bell toll. Confronted with an overload of information, Alexander Wolf followed his instinct: to rush to the rescue. But the moment he let go of his son and ran toward the ship, Luca started to scream too, and in his screams, Alexander heard panic. It alarmed him, but not enough to abort mission. He was halfway up the rail (which, like father like son, proved considerably more difficult for the Wolfs than for the Reichs) when Luca grabbed him by his foot and pulled him down.


He grazed his shin and landed painfully on his ankle but scrambled back to his feet. Luca clutched his coat and tried to pull him away, whimpering incoherently. Finally, Alexander did something he had never done before: he slapped him (gently), silencing him at once.


‘Luca,’ he said, holding his son’s face between his hands. ‘You need to calm down. Martin’s in there and needs help. I’m going to look. Why don’t you call—’


‘No-no-no-no-no . . .’ Tears streamed down Luca’s cheeks, but Alexander tightened his grip.


‘Hush, Luca. I’m just going to have a look. Maybe they’re stuck, or maybe they fell. You call 112 and ask for the police.’ He glanced briefly at the ship—what was it doing here, and who was ringing that damn bell?—then added, ‘Tell them to send firemen, too.’


‘But Dad, you don’t understand! If you go in there, you won’t come out . . .’


Alexander Wolf stared at his son for a second or two, then tore himself loose. He couldn’t be blamed for justifying what he had witnessed with logic alone—Martin Reich had gone inside, ergo he must be inside—and Luca couldn’t be blamed for not expressing himself more clearly, given the state he was in. As Luca resumed sobbing, Alexander climbed onto the rail and shone his cell phone inside. ‘Martin! Emma! Do you need help?’


There was no one there. Seeing how dark it was, the possibility of them having fallen seemed plausible. Alexander would have less trouble finding his way using the light on his phone, but he knew he wasn’t superman and would gladly welcome help. So when Luca appeared next to him on the rail, crying, ‘Wait, wait, wait . . .’ and started to frantically undo a coil of manila rope dangling from a bolt on the mast, he reckoned it wasn’t such a bad idea. He reached out to take the end, but instead, the boy wound it around his waist, tied it off with two knots and threw the rest onto the ground.


‘Now you can find your way back,’ Luca said, in a small, teary voice. The mortal fear Alexander saw in his son’s eyes almost made him stop and wait for the storm troopers to arrive. But they had yet to be called, and there were people in need.


‘Aye aye, captain,’ Alexander said, tapping his son’s forehead.


Luca jumped off the rail and clasped the rope with both hands. Once his dad had wormed his way through the opening and disappeared, he didn’t pay out. He just let it slide through his hands.


It kept going. And going.


Sometimes it would stop briefly. Sometimes Luca could feel light jerks on the other end. Sometimes he yanked on the rope, not daring to let it go slack, and felt resistance. Then it would go through his hands again.


With just over half of the coil gone, it stopped altogether. So did the bell.


Luca stood alone in the mist, the rope loosely in his hands. He didn’t dare pull on it, haunted by a single thought: Where do people go when the ship makes them disappear?


Just before hysteria claimed his last coherent thoughts, he had a mental image of a colossal ship cresting restless waves under a starless night and racing clouds. Spume spattered high against the ORACLE inscription on the stern. His dad, Emma, her dad, Casper, and Ibby stood on the deck amidships. One by one they fell overboard. Emma and his dad were the last to go. When she went, the tips of her beige coat flapped. When he went, Luca glimpsed his face turn purple, saw death-patterns crawl up his neck and seal his lips, before he too plunged into the waves and sank into the deep dark . . .


Click—hysteria kicked in. Luca started yanking the rope in, hand over hand. It came out easily, the resistance gone, piling up around his feet. Gravity pulled out the last few yards and the end came through the opening, slid over the rail, and fell at his feet with a thud.


The waist-size loop was still there.


But no trace of his dad.
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By the time the cops arrived, the fog had started to thin and a handful of onlookers had gathered. Some took pictures and posted them online. One was making a video call. Someone tweeted and tagged the local news. And tulip grower Wim Hopman was trying in vain to get everyone the hell off his land.


The police—the first team to arrive, as Wim would later testify—came two strong. They were the sixth and seventh to disappear.


Number eight was Bart Dijkstra, who ran the indoor tennis center down the road and got car-blocked on his way to work. He and his girlfriend, Isa Stam, got out to see what was wrong. With no cops emerging, Isa urged Bart to go and see if they needed help. He climbed onto the forecastle and peered inside. Wim Hopman ran up and said, ‘You better not, Bart. There’s something fishy going on.’


Dijkstra—athletic type, just shy of thirty—shrugged and said, ‘I better had. There are people inside. My mother raised me right.’


And with that, he was gone too.


Wim didn’t go in. It was the bell that stopped him. The bell his father had rung to call in the farmhands and his mother had run to announce suppertime forty years ago. It was tolling again. That’s why, instead of following the tennis coach, Wim followed the ship’s gunwale on the outside, ducking his head under the rigging, to see where it was coming from.


He wouldn’t find it, of course. Every time he thought he had singled out its origin—the main mast, the door to the captain’s quarters—it seemed to move elsewhere. It was disorienting. And as Isa started to call Bart’s name, then scream it, Wim was the second person that morning to think of the words ghost ship.


The second police team was a genuine squad with three cars and eight cops. Moreover, they came armed. They forced the onlookers back, with which Wim eagerly assisted, then forced him back, at which Wim fiercely protested. Still shouting warnings, he had to watch as the first three officers went through the hatch and into the ship, guns drawn. No one would know whether their weapons had been effective against whatever was hiding in the dark, because no one came back to tell the tale.


The fourth officer was Yvonne Schrootman, who hesitated. She would later attest that it was something about the expression of the cop in front of her. It was her panic, her flailing, her authority that temporarily halted the procession of people disappearing into the ship that morning.


Not much later, the fog would burn off entirely, providing residents of the Noordwijk rim a few acres away with a clear view of the Oracle, lying there so curiously in the field by the dunes. Shortly after that, the reporters would come. And following them, nose-to-tail unmarked vans . . . that kept coming. With growing concern, Wim Hopman would observe the handful of witnesses being taken away in those vans, and then he and his wife were taken away too.


But before all that, there were the cries for help.


The tolling of the bell.


Yvonne Schrootman screaming into the hatch, ‘Boys! Where are you?’


And Luca Wolf, pale-faced and alone in the field, was briefly startled out of the delirium. He stared into the mist and thought, In the cod hold.
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By daybreak the next morning, a huge festival tent, aglow with internal floodlights, had been set up around the Oracle. At the same time, almost four thousand miles west, an obsidian Dodge Durango stopped in front of the Lily Arcade Residence in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Here, on the US east coast, it was still 11:20 p.m. the previous evening.


The woman in the woolen trench coat who stepped from the passenger seat was no older than her mid-thirties but possessed an air of authority. She wasn’t a local, judging from the disdainful look she cast upon her surroundings. Maybe she had googled ‘Is Atlantic City nice?’ and now personally saw the first Yelp review confirmed: Nah, still shabby. But that seemed improbable as well. She didn’t give the impression she got her information from Yelp. She gave the impression she got her information in a briefing.


A massive man emerged from the back, bulging out of his service uniform, sporting an anonymous face. Without a word, he followed the woman across the plaza.


They entered the lobby and walked to the elevator. Not the public elevator, but the one opposite the marble front desk that went straight to the top floor. The red carpet leading up to it muffled the click-clack of the woman’s heels. The baffled concierge stared at the visitors as if he wanted to say something but decided against it. Probably a wise decision.


The giant waved a card at the sensor and the doors opened.


‘Welcome home, Mr. Al-Nawiri,’ the elevator crooned in a mellifluous female voice. Neither of them looked Arabic, but they stepped inside. The doors shut behind them, and the car ascended.


With an equally mellifluous dong, it reached the executive floor. They walked into a pleasantly lit hallway hung with drapes, water features and potted plants, displaying the sterile perfection of a luxury retreat on Instagram. You would only notice the eyes of the CCTV system if you knew they were there. They passed three doors set a considerable distance apart and stopped in front of the fourth. No nameplate, just a number: 1404.


The woman pressed the bell.


The man who opened the door (without removing the chain) might have once commanded an air of authority himself but had clearly seen better days. Unshaven, he wore a gray bathrobe and horn-rimmed glasses. Tufts of gray hair outlined an otherwise bald scalp. He exuded the unmistakable smell of peat whisky. The professional smile the woman had just begun to form faded, and she instead pressed her lips together.


‘Yes?’


‘You’re drinking.’


The man stared at her. ‘I wasn’t told the Big Intervention was on the agenda today. I’m sorry, but who are you?’ He squinted past her. ‘And who gave you access to this floor?’


Pity. If there is one thing he cherishes more than his cynicism toward the world, his file had warned her, it is his blatant disrespect for authority. A pity, indeed. Ten years of well-paid retirement and this is what had become of him. But reputation was paramount, so the woman in the trench coat decisively extended her hand.


‘Glennis Sopamena, United States Military Academy Intelligence at West Point. I need you to come with us. There’s an urgent matter we need to discuss.’ She gazed down at his robe and the bare, hairy calves beneath it. He was wearing bunny slippers. ‘I hope this isn’t an inconvenient time.’


The man gazed at her hand through the crack in the door, apparently calculating the consequences of refusal, and judged they weren’t good. He was right on the money. Glennis Sopamena had a firm  handshake, and he theatrically rubbed his hand and wrist as soon as she let go. But she noticed a twitch in his right eye, and that was good. Very good.


‘The Point, huh? Veldheimer and Cox used to be their apostles. Where are Veldheimer and Cox?’


‘Retired and dead. I’m overseeing the file now.’


‘Cox, dead? Gee, that breaks my poor old heart. Do you need my name on a Hallmark card?’


The woman laughed, a remarkably merry sound, but her face betrayed no emotion whatsoever.


‘I don’t know why you’re here. They always called if they needed anything. The last time was four or five years ago.’


‘Excellent. Well?’


‘Well what?’


‘Are you going to let us in? I believe you still need to get dressed, and I advise you to pack a duffle bag with essentials for three or four days. The clock is ticking, and I’d rather not wait in the hallway.’


‘Yeah, well, you know, I’m busy . . .’


She was quiet for a moment. ‘Busy?’


‘Yeah, that’s right. Lots to do.’


‘Like what?’


‘Well, dinner’s on. I need to take the laundry out of the tumbler . . . Oh, and I was reading . . .’


‘Reading.’


‘Most definitely. The Duke and I by Julia Quinn. Know it? It’s from that Bridgerton series. Very good.’


Silence. Then, ‘You smell of alcohol.’


His mouth gaped before he said, ‘O . . . kay . . .’ Then he produced the polite smile of a kindly gramps who has decided not to buy any Girl Scout Cookies this year after all. ‘Well, it was lovely to meet you.’ He started to shut the door. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m going to—’


In a flash, the uniformed gorilla, who had until now been standing quietly behind the woman, lunged forward and slapped his hands around the edge of the door. The chain yanked tight and was nearly pulled out of the doorpost. The man in the bathrobe staggered back, shocked, but the woman didn’t bat an eyelid. Instead, her face broke into the radiant smile she had intended to show from the get-go. It was a smile that could freeze water. ‘Let me remind you that we provided you with this residence. My predecessors are grateful for your past services, but one phone call and I can end our arrangement. You are no longer a free man. You are a recruit, and recruits don’t drink. So I won’t ask again. Are you going to let us in, or will Bob be obliged to break down this door? I promise you’ll regret that.’


The man behind the door looked at the gorilla and nearly choked. ‘Seriously, Bob?’


Neither Bob nor Glennis reacted.


Then he raised his eyebrows, smiled, and with an overly courteous gesture, unchained the door. ‘Well, well, well, Sunshine and Honey Pie, I don’t believe I have a choice, do I?’


‘No,’ Glennis Sopamena said, as she walked past him and into the condo. ‘You don’t, Mr. Grim.’
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All afternoon, Barbara Wolf had felt they had treated her well. Especially Diana. Barbara had no idea how she would have survived the first desperate hours after her husband’s disappearance without Diana’s calm, unwavering sympathy. She had been professional and comforting, and Barbara had allowed her to be a guiding light. Now she realized that very professionalism had only enabled the woman to take advantage of her despair and put Barbara in the palm of her hand. But by the time she understood that, it was too late.


Alexander wouldn’t have let himself be manipulated, she thought. A piercing, heartsick pain expanded inside her. Alexander would . . .


She cut off the thought. With quick, shaky motions, she rinsed the plates she and Jenna had just used for their Vietnamese takeout. Luca’s meal was untouched in its foam container on the counter. Just before the food delivery and after their big fight, he had slipped into a steaming bath to oust the cold from his bones. Afterwards, a diazepam had knocked him out in one of the bungalow’s two bedrooms. Good for him. He needed rest more than anything. Food could wait.


Barbara put the dishes on the rack and dried her hands with a cloth. They were trembling. That was new; her hands had never trembled. Steadying herself on the counter, she stared out the window, concentrating on her breathing. It was dark now. Beyond her reflection, only the arching marram grass on the nearest dune was visible in the glimmer of the porch light. The bungalow stood in the lee of several parallel dunes, the ground between them alternating between sand and stretches of rust-colored, wind-blown saltmarsh grass, pointing everywhere. When they had arrived, it had been impossible to determine east from west. But ninety minutes ago, the blue-gray light had broken into the sickly pale, orange-yellow glow of sunset behind the house. Found it: the sea.


The glow had also revealed the chain-link fence circling the compound, at least ten feet high, topped with rolls of razor wire and security cameras peering inward.


Following her meditation app’s instructions, Barbara exhaled for four seconds. Her hands stopped trembling. She was a nervous wreck, but Jenna was sketching at the coffee table in the den, and Barbara had to be strong for her daughter.


‘What are you drawing, honey?’ she asked, kneeling beside her.


‘It’s the funny man who picked me up from school today.’ Jenna showed her the crayon drawing. It was a black car. The man behind the wheel was a giant next to a stick figure with wiry hair—Jenna’s usual depiction of herself. He had a big, open mouth and huge square teeth, making Barbara’s skin crawl.


‘It’s pretty, sweetheart.’


‘I want my own crayons. They’re much better.’


‘It’s still pretty.’


But she understood what Jenna at only six intuitively sensed, and wished she could tell her she felt the same. The bungalow—the safehouse, as that Judas-bitch had called it—was stylish and fully equipped, but it wasn’t their home. It possessed the impersonal quality of a photo in an interior design magazine. The books on the shelves meant nothing to her, the laptop wasn’t hers, and despite having a Wi-Fi connection, she couldn’t access her email or social media accounts (neither could Luca). But the biggest joke was the phone by the door, the only phone in the house, since they hadn’t returned either hers or Luca’s. No matter what number you dialed on that phone, you always got Diana.


Next time I talk to her, I’m going to scream. And next time I see her, I’ll claw her eyes out.


The food delivery guy had brought them a roller case as well as the takeaway, and when Barbara saw what was inside, her stomach turned. Clothes for all three of them. Their own clothes. These people had broken into their home.


The discovery of enough food supplies for at least a week only perpetuated that sickening feeling. How long were they planning on detaining them here? And what legal loophole even allowed them to do so? One thing was sure; Barbara would lose her mind if forced to stay here longer than a day. But what if they hadn’t found Alexander by tomorrow?


Jenna interrupted her thoughts. ‘After this, I’m going to draw the house,’ she said. ‘And after that, the dunes. And when Daddy comes back, I’m going to give him all my drawings.’


That brought the pain back full circle. Oh, how she longed for her phone. She wanted to call Alexander, even if it was turned off. She wanted to text him, tell him that she loved him and wanted him to come home.


But all she had left was a hole inside her and the awful realization that they were caged like rats in a Skinner Box.
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Luca Wolf didn’t sleep. He lay in the dark, staring up at the ceiling, and heard Emma’s voice whisper in the corners of the room, Wait, is someone else there? Luca, is that you?


That triggered the image of that last blank stare. White puffs of breath like the mist itself rolling from her slack mouth as she looked right through him and he screamed her name.


He sat bolt upright and stared around the room as if expecting an intruder. Nothing. Just him and the king-sized bed, a giant compared to his own semi-double that now stood empty in his room in Katwijk. The comforter tangled below his waist. Emma’s voice had been a figment of his tormented mind, but that last scream still resonated in his ears. Had he screamed? Probably not. His mom would have been in the room by now if he had.


It was seven-thirty according to the digits on the clock on the nightstand. Outside, the wind picked up, rustling through the beach grasses. Luca shivered and pulled the comforter over his shoulders. The cold was trapped in his body; the bath had done little to alleviate it. The events of that morning had acquired a distant quality after endlessly recounting them to their stupid committee, but alone in the dark, they started to resurface . . . like a disgusting organism on the seabed awaking from its slumber to rise unseen.


Just to be sure, and because at thirteen he was still a child (no matter how hard he tried to hide it from Emma), he lay on the edge of the bed and checked underneath it. Only a sneaker. The same sneaker that had cracked through the thin layer of ice on the tire-track that morning in Every Man’s End, submerging his foot in freezing water.


He was about to get back up when he heard the ship’s bell toll a single chime.


Luca nearly toppled over. Clawing the comforter, he shifted his weight back onto the bed, then looked around again. His heart throbbing in his throat, he turned on the bedside lamp. The room was still empty. Only, it didn’t feel empty. The sound of the bell was still reverberating in his ears, thin and coppery, as if it had penetrated the bungalow walls, causing the stagnant air to tremble.


He put on his hoody, went to the bathroom and, despite his constant shivering, splashed cold water onto his face. Then he sat on the toilet lid and stared at the floor through his fingers. The lid slowly warmed up under his thighs. He considered going to the den to get a snack, but he didn’t want to face his mom. Not yet anyway. They’d had a massive fight, and he had yelled a bunch of nasty things at her. He was ashamed, but also hurt that she hadn’t believed him. That was the heart of the matter.


The story they had tried to sell to his mom was total BS. They were lying. All four of them. The woman named Diana, who seemed nice but was only there to sugarcoat everything. The younger woman they dialed in on the video screen, who had said absolutely nothing through a smile as icy as the crust on the tire-track. Their stupid Dr. Phil with his textbook blah blah. And the woman in charge, the one with the weird French name. She was the worst.


She had barged in halfway through their interview wearing a bright red maxicoat. Her entrance alone was enough to silence everyone and suck all the oxygen from the room. Luca took one look at her penetrating, sea-gray eyes and felt like a rabbit in the crosshairs of a hawk. Duck and run, under the table or into a burrow.


‘We don’t know where the ship came from,’ she announced, getting straight to business after introducing herself as Eleanor Delveaux, general intelligence, whatever the hell that meant. ‘We also don’t know where your husband and the other missing people are, but we do know they are no longer in the ship.’


‘But how?’ Luca blurted out.


Her expression was probably meant to express sympathy but failed miserably. ‘Because we’ve combed it, of course.’


‘You went inside?’


‘Of course, Luca. What did you expect? You said that’s where you last saw them, so that’s where we started looking.’


He couldn’t hide his incredulity. ‘But that’s impossible . . . everyone who went inside disappeared! Emma, Dad, the cops . . . no one came back!’


‘Police officers did indeed go inside, but they aren’t missing. We’ve sent in an array of search teams. Police, firefighters, tracker dogs; they found nothing dangerous inside.’


‘But I saw it myself . . .’


‘Luca, calm down.’ That was his mom, and her soothing tone infuriated him. ‘Try to listen to what the lady has to say.’


The woman with the French name smiled a pitying smile. ‘I understand your confusion. You saw them go in, but the place was flooded with people. Locals, police, not to mention all the press. You didn’t see them come out, so you jumped to the same conclusion as you did earlier this morning: what you thought you’d seen happen to your friends and your father.’


‘But what happened to Alexander?’ His mom’s voice sounded shrill and tense. Luca knew she was trying to remain calm for his sake, but he could see the fear in her red-rimmed eyes. ‘I mean, where is he?’


‘We don’t know. But none of the missing are inside the ship. We have no reason to doubt your son’s words, so we assume that they did indeed go inside. Perhaps, they became disoriented and crawled out at the other end. The ship is huge. In this morning’s fog, you couldn’t see from stem to stern. It’s possible they wandered off. Why they haven’t made their whereabouts known and what happened to them after that, we don’t know, but forensics are sweeping the dunes as we speak. They will most certainly uncover traces of the missing. Make no mistake: as worrisome as it may sound, five people disappearing in the same place at the same time is, in fact, hopeful. It means they’re likely to be together.’


Luca opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His head was spinning. The woman’s twisted logic dismissed his entire statement and sounded convincing enough to be true. Could he have imagined it? But why, then, did Emma’s last expression still haunt him? The way her face was drained of its humanity the moment she went into the ship and the bell had started to toll . . .


‘Traumatized children often seek infantile interpretations in stressful situations,’ the wannabe Dr. Phil suddenly remarked, and Luca, who didn’t know the exact meaning of ‘infantile’ but got the gist, wanted to scream, I’m right here!


Diana and the woman on the screen hadn’t spoken at all. They had only looked at him with sweet, comforting smiles—an ice-queen smile, in the Zoom lady’s case—and that’s when it had dawned on Luca. They’ve won over Mom and think it’s only a matter of time before they get me too.


Never, he now thought.


Luca got off the toilet seat and trudged back to the bedroom that wasn’t his, but where the ghosts were still roaming freely. Lost and lonely, they rattled the window in its grooves. It was the wind. No, it was his dad, who had tapped his head with two fingers and said Aye aye, captain after Luca had tied the rope around his waist.


The rope that should have ensured that he found his way back.


Why hadn’t Luca tried harder to stop him? The image of his dad disappearing through the hatch was preying on Luca’s mind. He had been wearing his AC Milan cap. The black one with the red lining that said ACM—1899. His dad wasn’t a fan like Luca, but had bought two after visiting the San Siro stadium in Italy last summer. On the drive back to the campsite where Mom and Jenna had gone swimming in the lake, Luca had asked why his dad had wanted one too, when he didn’t even like soccer.


‘But you like it,’ he had said. ‘And I like doing things you like. One day you’ll do the same for your own kid.’


‘So will you put on Jenna’s tutu if she wants you to, or is that Mom’s job?’ Luca had asked, and his dad had thrown him a quick, almost invisible wink.


‘I think I’d look great in a tutu.’


That had been nice. Père et fils.


Luca dropped back onto the pillow, wishing he had his cap now. He cupped his hands over his eyes and started crying. He longed for his home, for normality, and felt deeply, intensely guilty. He cried for Emma too, but even though a thirteen-year-old’s love burned unbridled, he cried mostly for his dad. He hadn’t been able to stop him, and now he was gone.


He must have cried himself to sleep because he jerked awake with a rush of adrenaline when he heard his mom call, ‘Luca! Oh God, Luca come here!’


Luca dashed through the bungalow to see what was happening.


The news had broken.
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Some 40,000 feet over the Atlantic Ocean, at quarter to four in the morning; somewhere Robert Grim absolutely didn’t want to be.


He watched indignantly as Ms. Mega Bitch talked into her built-in screen console at the front of the Falcon 7X executive jet’s cabin, in a language that sounded . . . Scandinavian? Not German, in any case. The ease with which she switched languages surprised Grim. Her American accent was flawless, and Glennis Sopamena looked about as Scandinavian as a piña colada.


Across the aisle, Bob the handler (if Bob really was his name) bulged from his white-leathered seat like a hefty barbecue sausage tightly wrapped in cellophane. Maybe he was dozing, but Grim couldn’t tell since he was wearing sunglasses.


Grim himself was wide awake. He hadn’t touched the elaborate meal they had put in front of him after take-off, and he instead longed for a drink. Preying on his mind was the realization that his life as he had known it was, like Atlantic City, in the rear-view.


Just four hours earlier, and with similar indignation, he had watched Glennis open the curtains across the panoramic windows that covered the eastern wall of the penthouse. His penthouse. Soundproof. Neighbor-proof. A self-imposed no-visitor rule, and for good reason.


‘It’s a shame to keep the curtains drawn with a view like this,’ she said, looking out over the boardwalk and the beach, the sparkle of the Ferris wheel on the pier and the distant lights of the supertankers on the Atlantic. Then she threw off her coat and slumped into a recliner, as if she were Her Majesty The Queen herself. Grim shut his eyes and, with a huge amount of willpower, conjured up a new image, a sublime image: Robert Grim saw her immured behind eight inches of brick and drying plaster.


‘Let’s say, ten minutes to get dressed and pack?’ Glennis cheerfully said. ‘We have a long journey ahead of us, and like I said, the clock is ticking.’


‘You mind telling me what the hell is going on? And where you plan on taking me?’


‘We’ll explain on the way. I have no doubt it’ll float your boat. It’s right up your alley, so to speak.’


He didn’t like the sound of that. Not at all. Her passing remark that he was a recruit wasn’t lost on him either, and was more than a little worrying. But for now, it was important to . . . well, stay put. Or something. He didn’t really know what to do and that disturbed him.


Meanwhile, Bob blocked the only way out of the main room, like a boulder in front of a cave.


‘Say,’ Grim said. ‘Sunshine over there. Does he speak?’


‘He certainly does, but believe me when I say it’s in your best interests that he does not.’ She was still smiling, but no longer sounded cheerful. ‘And you, Mr. Grim, talk too much. You can make this easy or hard on yourself.’


Grim considered a duck-and-run into the hallway, but quashed the thought. He had had a few too many to pull off such a feat. Instead, he offered them a drink. The Blue Label was a hundred and eighty a bottle, but it was their dime, which was in a sense ironic. Keep him flying. As long as he doesn’t start spilling the beans. It was obvious they had expected him to be done. Hell, he had expected him to be done—done and dusted. But the fact that they had come to fetch him from his condo (draft him, more like it) had shaken him badly. This wasn’t an invitation. It was a mission briefing. And that scared him . . . because he knew what single expertise he had to offer.


With a barely perceptible shake of his head, Bob turned down the drink. Glennis snapped that she didn’t indulge in libations. As he broke cubes into his own tumbler, she looked at him like a weasel with a bone stuck in its throat. Well, it was a free country. He poured himself a double.


Grim never drank in his old life. There had been too many responsibilities. In his new life, he had none. And there were other reasons. There were always reasons.


After that, he had packed his bag and gone with them. What choice did he have? But there had been no en-route briefing. Instead, they had taken him to Atlantic City Airport. Not the commercial terminal but a remote tarmac, where a private jet stood in solitary splendor in the yellow glow of the floodlights.


‘I’m not going in there, if that’s what you expect,’ Grim said, viewing the plane the way one might look at something left behind in a toilet.


‘Your file says this is your first time in a plane, and you’re getting the VIP treatment instead of Spirit Airlines. People would kill for this.’


Grim, was visualizing Glennis wearing cement shoes and sinking to the bottom of an adequately deep lake, remained silent. Their file was correct; he hadn’t flown before. In his old life, it had been impossible. In his new life, he had never felt the urge. He was rational enough to not let the idea of flying upset him, but the possibility of where they might take him did.


They would fly him into Stewart International in Newburgh, New York. A car would be waiting to take him south on Route 9W past New Windsor and Cornwall-on-Hudson, and from there into the Black Rock Forest along the Storm King Highway to . . .


Oh God. Black Rock Forest. There’s something wrong in the hills.


But no. Airborne, the Falcon had immediately headed over the Atlantic Ocean and, according to the monitor on the bulkhead, they were now somewhere south of Nova Scotia, flying in a steady easterly direction.


So Europe. But why?


Glennis came over and sat opposite him. ‘Welcome onboard, Mr. Grim. I haven’t had the chance to tell you that with the rush earlier. I bear you no ill will for your stubbornness before. But have you come to terms with the fact that you’re still in our service, according to the agreement you signed with my predecessors?’


‘I’m in no one’s service. This isn’t a draft, it’s a kidnapping. And I want to know why.’ He hesitated. ‘And why me.’


‘All will become clear to you shortly. Eleanor Delveaux is in charge of November-6, a special unit within the Dutch secret service agency AIVD. She will brief you over our Dreambox.’


Dutch. Close enough. ‘Is that where we’re heading? To the Netherlands? Why am I going to the Netherlands?’


‘That doesn’t matter now. What matters is how you will conduct yourself toward Ms. Delveaux. She thrives on a forthrightness that might feel unorthodox to you. Your feelings are, however, of no importance. Ms. Delveaux has little patience for trivial details, so you will curb your usual cynicism. When she asks a question, you answer. When she gives you an order, you obey. When she—’


‘—says roll over, I’ll roll over. So you’re sucking up to some Dutch lady, huh? That’s not very American.’


‘The Dutch are our allies.’


America doesn’t give a damn about its allies unless there are rewards, Grim thought. You either owe her, or you want something from her.


‘Tell me, Glennis. You said you’re running The Point’s watch on those woods. Cox and Veldheimer used to call it the “Open Your Eyes” program as a homage to a kid who might have actually opened our eyes, had we not been so willfully blind. Talk about cynicism.’


Glennis looked at him impassively. On her face, careful assessment and nothing more.


Grim’s mouth had gone dry and his hands were trembling. ‘What’s the deal up there?’


‘I’m not at liberty to say. You know that.’


‘So you expect me to kiss your ring, but can’t give me anything in return? Pretty lame if you ask me.’


‘I don’t need to remind you that the information you’re asking for is classified. Sharing it with third parties is a criminal act.’


‘I’m not a third party,’ he snapped.


‘But you are, Mr. Grim.’


He made a scoffing sound. ‘Then I want a drink.’


‘Impossible. Protocol forbids me to—’


‘Fuck your protocol. You said this was the VIP treatment. You can take me to hell and back for all I care, but without a drink, I’m not doing or saying jack-shit.’


She wavered, not with hesitation but calculation, then nodded to Bob, who immediately disappeared into the galley. Not dozing after all. Grim realized he had engaged in a rash negotiation and quietly cursed himself. The whole thing had caught him off guard, and allowing his aggravation to guide him would be the worst mistake he could make.


Glennis directed him to her seat at the console screen and keyed the touchpad. Bob came back with Grim’s whisky, its aroma betraying their knowledge of his favorite Blue Label.


His mouth watered, but that was nothing new. That he suddenly felt wrong about it was.


‘Here we go. Remember everything I told you, Grim.’


The screen established a connection and then she popped up. One glance was enough to see that, as far as Eleanor Delveaux was concerned, Glennis hadn’t exaggerated. The woman sitting straight up behind her desk wore an expression that would make a wolf slink away with its tail between its legs. She also wore an expensive-looking red suit that framed her thin shoulders, and a large faceted ruby ring. Behind her stood a uniformed chrome dome who was in many ways an exact photocopy of Bob. Naval vet, watchdog, all of the above.


‘Hello Ms. Delveaux. Allow me to introduce Robert Grim,’ Glennis said. ‘Grim, Eleanor Delveaux, Dutch General Intelligence, November-6.’


Delveaux didn’t beat around the bush. ‘My time is precious, Mr. Grim, so please listen very carefully.’


‘Sir, yes sir!’ Grim said and saluted with his glass. Ice cubes tinkled in the glimmer of amber at the bottom. Glennis put a hand to her brow, but Delveaux was unmoved.


‘Excellent. The precarious nature of your former mission in Black Spring has familiarized you with the operating tactics of secret service agencies like November-6. We are essentially not much different from the West Point division you used to report to. You are acquainted with the application of secrecy in the interest of homeland security. In addition, Ms. Sopamena has led me to believe that you have a unique expertise. Unique in the world, perhaps. And that’s why you’re here.’


‘I don’t think I want to know where this is going.’


‘I need your help, Grim.’ Eleanor Delveaux had likely meant to project a humble or at least respectful tone, but her words sounded snappish, revealing a faintly European accent to her otherwise flawless English. ‘There is a lot at stake.’


‘Okay.’ He planted his glass on the table a bit too forcefully. ‘What wormhole did you morons open this time?’


‘Yesterday morning, an incident occurred near the Dutch coastal town of Noordwijk. Some children found what seemed to be a replica of a fluyt, a type of seventeenth-century sailing vessel, called the Oracle, in a tulip field near the dunes. We presumed it was a replica, because as far as we’ve been able to establish, the original Oracle sank in the North Sea in 1716. However, initial tests indicate that the wood samples are several hundred years old. The Netherlands is proud of its maritime history, Mr. Grim. We keep a replica of the Dutch East India Company’s Amsterdam in our National Maritime Museum, and a similar replica of the Batavia in the port of Lelystad. Our expert says that compared to the Oracle, both look like Lego models.’


‘And of course, you know of no plans for such a replica,’ Grim said, intrigued despite himself.


‘Correct.’


‘Then the obvious conclusion is that it isn’t.’


‘We’re considering that. The remains of the Oracle have never been found. The documentation on the ship’s sinking could be wrong. It could also be a later vessel named after the original Oracle. But it doesn’t stop there.’


‘Because you have no idea how it got there.’


‘That’s right. We don’t.’


‘And there are no tracks.’


‘I have to admit your deductions are astonishingly accurate.’


‘I put out similar fires every day for over thirty years. Nine years in La La Land don’t brain-bleach that. So you got a magic fucking ship popping up in a tulip field. As miracles go, could you be any more Dutch?’


‘This is no laughing matter, Mr. Grim. Some of the children entered the ship through a hatch on its deck. They have vanished. Two of their fathers also went in. They too have vanished.’


‘O . . . kay . . . Did anyone go in and look for them?’


‘Yes. A civilian and five police officers. They all disappeared. Only then did someone finally stop anyone else from going near it.’


‘Oops.’


‘None of the people who went in have come back out. They’ve all disappeared without a trace.’


‘Phones?’


‘Dead. We sent in cameras and drones. Everything disappears. Even the electronic signal dies in there. We have no explanation for it.’


‘When you can’t point to a logical explanation for something, it usually means that you haven’t found it yet. There’s always one eventually.’


‘True, until you hit the exception to the rule. Which, as I understand, was the case with you in Black Spring.’


A photo of the ship popped up on the split screen, looking like something out of Peter Pan or Treasure Island, but tipped over and embedded in ploughed farmland. The image made Grim’s stomach tighten.


‘There’s something else,’ she continued. ‘The moment something goes through the Oracle’s hatch, a bell tolls. A ship’s bell, we assume, though we haven’t been able to analyze it yet, probably because it’s coming from inside the ship—even if that may be a bit of a philosophical construct in this case. I was present when we sent in one of the K9s. An expensive animal, same breed as the dog that found Al-Baghdadi.’ Delveaux paused and shot a meaningful look at the camera. ‘We all heard it bark. At first, at least. Then we heard it howl. It was hard to pinpoint where it originated, because it seemed to be coming from everywhere. Then it stopped, and so did the bell.’


Grim had gone pale. It always started with dogs barking. Dogs disappearing. He had to clear his throat to continue. ‘What do the media say? Sounds too big to cover it up.’


‘We were lucky, if you can apply such a term to these circumstances. There was a heavy fog, a literal smoke screen, and only a handful of witnesses. A few photos popped up on social media, but there was also a press release about an upcoming open-air expo of ancient sea vessels, Mysteries of the Dutch Seaborne Empire. The press release was ours.’


‘A publicity stunt!’ Grim laughed, clapping his hands. ‘That’s straight out of my book. I should sue you for plagiarism.’


‘Your expertise might be unique in its kind, but your methodology proved efficient. It set a precedent.’


New photos appeared on the split screen: news clippings from Dutch websites about the so-called viral campaign with snapshots of the ship. Planted in a field like it had been stranded there, and in this context, it did look like a fake. ‘Mysteries of the Dutch Seaborne Empire’ was clever, because why else would you pull off such a stunt in this weather? The snapshots were spectacular. So spectacular that they must have captivated the Dutch public’s attention for at least seven seconds before they scrolled to the next headline. Long live the noise of the information age. It drowned out everything the secret services didn’t want you to know.


‘People are zombies,’ Grim said. ‘Put up a smokescreen that ballsy and in-your-face, and they’ll eat it up with a spoon. I bet that exhibition of yours is supposed to open in June? And whaddya know, some last-minute bankruptcy will call the whole thing off?’



OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Oracle



  



  



			Cover



			Also by Thomas Olde Heuvelt



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			1 EVERY MAN’S END



			INTERMEZZO - MAMMOTH



			2 LIMBO



			INTERMEZZO - FISH



			3 PANDEMONIUM



			INTERMEZZO - LOG



			4 ORACLE



			INTERMEZZO - OMENS



			5 TEMPEST



			EPILOGUE - GRIM



			A FEW WORDS



			BookDrop











  




OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
‘Totally, brilliantly original’ ‘Creepy and gripping’
Stephen King on HEX George R.R. Martin on HEX

THOMAS
OLDE HEUVELT

ORACLE







OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_0421fd5f.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON








