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  London — May 1528

  The Reign of King Henry VIII

  The French Ambassador to the English court, Du Bellai, contemplated his young aide. The lad was barely seventeen, but he would grow older before this day was out . . . if any of them lived so long.

  “Tell me again,” Du Bellai demanded. “And stop babbling. Speak clearly.”

  The boy took a deep breath, then looked around with frightened eyes, as if that simple act might condemn him.

  “One of the filles de chambre of Mlle Boleyn was taken ill. She was laid low very quickly. Mlle Boleyn called for her physician, who examined the girl and then spoke quickly to my lady. They both immediately left the chamber. I overheard the physician say he feared it was the Sweat.”

  Du Bellai felt a cold hand squeeze his heart. It had been a dozen years since the last outbreak of the dreaded disease. Some called it the “Affliction of the Henrys,” for it first appeared at the start of the reign of Henry VII in 1485. It had caused great mortality and become known by its special symptom as the “sweating sickness.” Distinct from the plague, it was noted for its even more rapid and fatal course.

  He had read the treatise, written in Latin, by Thomas Forestier concerning the 1485 epidemic, which included the description: “ . . . the exterior is calm in this fever, the interior excited . . . the heat in the pestilent fever many times does not appear excessive to the doctor, nor the heat of the sweat itself particularly high . . . But it is on account of the ill-natured, fetid, corrupt, putrid, and loathsome vapors close to the region of the heart and of the lungs whereby the panting of the breath magnifies and increases and restricts itself . . .”

  The young aide shook with fear, desperate to get away from this awful place. “The king and Mlle Boleyn have fled the city. All of my lady’s attendants have disappeared as well. The afflicted woman is dead. There is no one to remove her body.”

  “You and I will remove the body,” said the ambassador.

  The boy was horrified. “It will be a death sentence. I cannot.”

  “Listen to me. You have already been exposed. Either you will get the sickness or you will not. But the body must be removed and burned at once.”

  He grabbed the boy by the arm and dragged him back into Mlle Boleyn’s deserted apartments, pausing long enough to prepare face masks and to place garlic around both of their necks. When they reached the bedroom, the body of the young lady in waiting lay contorted on drenched bedding. Her face was white, characteristic of the terrible illness, and there were no outbreaks on her fair skin.

  “Tear down those drapes,” he ordered the aide, who moved forward as if in a dream.

  Together, they wrapped the body in the drapes, trying not to touch any bare skin that showed. They carried it and the remaining bedding out into the nearest courtyard, where they dumped it unceremoniously. They piled what wood they could find on top of it, saturated everything with lamp oil and set it ablaze.

  As Du Bellai stood back, so as not to breathe in the vapors and smoke, his young aide scampered away, leaving him alone. It no longer mattered, and the ambassador could hardly blame him. He wanted to run as well, but believed it would do no good. He had read the history of the first outbreaks. It was thought that the Sweat might have been brought to England at the end of the Wars of the Roses by the French mercenaries Henry VII used to gain the English throne. Those mercenaries had seemed immune to the disease. He wondered if, by some miracle, his nationality might also save him.

  As the woman’s body was consumed, he considered whether he ought to set fire to the entire palace . . .


  2

  London was in chaos. Tens of thousands lay dead from the outbreak of the Sweat. Anyone in the city who could afford to do so fled to the outlying towns, spreading the scourge even farther in the process. The first to flee—like rats leaving a sinking ship—were the royal family and its retainers. The common people were well aware that they had been abandoned to their fates. There was nothing new about this and they were resigned to it.

  Those who had homes remained inside, appearing as necessary at their doors to thrust their dead into the streets, where they were picked up in carts by the lowliest workers in the city. Those who lived in the streets—and there were thousands of them—got drunk and roamed the cobbled byways in search of carnal pleasures to help wile away their final hours. Despair was absolute. There was no treatment, no safe haven, no one to turn to for succor. The bodies piled ever higher.

  A dozen miles outside the city, King Henry VIII sat in his tent in a farmer’s field next to a peaceful stream. Servants bustled about the clearing, raising more tents, building an enclosure for animals and posting guards to keep any of the sick or just plain curious, away. Henry’s wife Catherine had been out of the city when the great affliction broke out. Though he was king, his lot was cast with those who cared for him. He could not exist without the retainers he was so used to having around him. If any of them were already infected, then he would be too.

  This included Anne Boleyn. It was a risk to be with her, for it was her chambermaid who had become ill. But Henry was infatuated by Anne. Nothing could keep them apart.

  With uncommon foresight for one so young, Anne kept that fervor alive by refusing to submit to Henry until he divorced Catherine and agreed to marry her.

  Now she sat beside him, stroking his forehead. “Do not fear, my Lord. The Sweat would not dare infect the King of England.”

  “We know you are right, Anne. Still, we will stay here in the country until we hear that the danger is past.” He put his arms around her. “There is something else we have ordered.”

  “My Lord?”

  “It is a secret we wish to tell you—to show our love. Before the scourge fell upon us, we ordered a part of our treasures to be hidden. We have long believed this to be a worthy idea in the event of some terrible catastrophe as has recently visited our people. The city will soon be in riot, and there is no one to protect the king’s treasury.”

  “Surely the people will be too sick to take advantage of such a situation—and they will fear your retribution.”

  “That they should!” Henry’s fist pounded the arm of his chair. “But the safety of the royal fortune has long worried us. There are those in the court, foreigners and Frenchmen who would not hesitate to steal from us.”

  She sighed. “I fear it may be true. But what can be done?”

  He looked at her slyly. “We are not king for nothing, my lovely Anne. Only in recent weeks did our navy take possession of one of the richest Spanish galleons ever captured at sea. We have had this treasure hidden, along with other valuables from our personal collection. If the treasury is looted, there will be enough left to replenish our fortune.”

  “What of the men who undertook this task for the king? In the chaos of the sickness, will they not seek to enrich themselves?”

  “The men involved have been dealt with. And there is this to tell you, Anne. We intend to leave this treasure well and truly buried even after the pestilence passes, as a security for the realm.”

  He pulled her close and whispered the location of the treasure. Her eyes gleamed at the confidence. She was privy to the most important secret of the realm. Placing her hands on Henry’s florid cheeks, she stared into his eyes. “You are a great king, Henry, and one day I will be your wife and have fine sons for you. Your people are fortunate to have a leader who looks to their future welfare.” She kissed him. “Pray, tell me, what does the future hold for me?”

  “You have a beautiful head on your shoulders, Anne. It will have a role all its own in the future of our country.”
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  London — Present Day

  Knees cramped against the dashboard, Inspector Sherwood Peets massaged his aching calves and eyed his driver’s relaxed slouch. He was supposed to have his new patrol car by now, but as usual there had been a delay. One of the perks of his recent promotion to inspector would be the added leg space of a larger vehicle.

  He stared bleakly out the window as they passed the Coram’s Fields football grounds, the game otherwise known as soccer in the United States. He’d virtually grown up on the grounds and for a while thought he might make a stab at being a professional player. He had been that good. But then he kept growing, all the way through college. His long, lanky body had simply outgrown his athletic ability. He still felt the disappointment keenly.

  They passed down Guilford Street and circled Russell Square. A late September frost lay like confetti on the grass. The benches were white and stark. A couple of teenagers with backpacks sprawled out, looking huddled and miserable. Then the British Museum loomed, wrought iron gates glistening with moisture. It had been an unusually damp and gloomy month.

  Down Great Russell Street to Tottenham Court Road, Charing Cross and then Shaftsbury Avenue. Past the Palace Theater, the Gielgud and the Apollo.

  “Stop the car!”

  Sherwood uncoiled his long body from the cramped seat and watched as Harry Forsyth, his stocky young sergeant, scrambled out and came round to stand beside him.

  “What are we doing?” he sniffed, annoyed at the prospect of walking. “We’re still two blocks from the subway entrance.”

  “I need to stretch my legs,” said Sherwood. “They were getting twitchy. Plus it’ll give us a chance to go over what we know.”

  Harry looked put out. It took two of his own strides to match one of his boss’s. He hated walking anywhere with Sherwood. He hated walking period. “We don’t know dick,” he said. “Some workers down in the Piccadilly Line found a couple of stiffs.”

  “Not bodies,” Sherwood corrected. “Body parts. Skulls, skeletonized remains. Had to have been dead for years. Maybe decades, for all we know.”

  “So? Coupl’a derelicts, sleeping it off on the tracks, get clipped by a train. It’s happened before.”

  “From what I understand, they weren’t near the trains at all, they were in some sort of maintenance tunnel well above the tracks.”

  Harry grunted. “Could be someone left over from the war. Plenty of blokes went missing, were burned or buried alive during the Blitz. Lot of the damaged places were just plowed under. They didn’t have the time or resources to do extensive searches.” He searched his own thinning, brown hair with one hand, located the itch that was annoying him and proceeded to scratch at length, even as he danced a stutter step to keep up.

  Sherwood said nothing, ducking under a low street sign. He always kept a watchful eye when walking the street. He’d banged his head more times than he could count. His ex-wife claimed it had addled his brain.

  He thought briefly about Adria. Their marriage had been a train wreck, due mostly to her clinical depression. For a long time, he had managed to help her, talk her down, so to speak, when she got really bad. But she refused to take her medicine, and inevitably things grew worse. Finally, he felt her neediness sucking him into his own dark place and knew it was time to leave. Surprisingly, she seemed to be doing better on her own.

  They neared the Piccadilly entrance. He glanced down Glasshouse Street to the low budget Regent Palace Hotel. Harry had lived there for a while in a tiny room, subsidized by the department. Then he got married, and the closest place to central London he and his wife could afford was a forty-five minute commute from New Scotland Yard. The sergeant spent a lot of time on the tube. He deeply resented the daily hour and a half it took away from time with his family.

  Sherwood started to turn in but Harry grabbed his arm and steered him away. “Next block,” he said. “Service entrance used for maintenance.”

  A uniformed constable stood by the tube entrance, head down against the early morning cold. Sherwood nodded to him.

  “Disposal crews already down there, sir,” said the man, saluting casually. He pulled up an overhead door and pointed the way to a set of gritty steps.

  “Sheesh! Don’t we get to ride the lift?” asked Harry.

  “It’s a 150 feet down to the tracks,” the man said. “But the remains were in a maintenance tunnel not more than twenty feet below ground.”

  Sherwood eyed the large lift as they descended the steps. He wasn’t unhappy to avoid it. Riding London’s tube lifts always felt like a thirty-second fall from grace. The ancient machines issued forth a continuous series of ominous sounds, inevitably coming to a halt with a loud clank, as though Lucifer himself were rattling his chains in anticipation of their arrival.

  They stepped into a dingy corridor at the bottom of the stairs, lit by a row of forty-watt lightbulbs. The gloom was heavy and ominous.

  “Jeez,” Harry said. “You’d think they’d need more light to work down in this pit.”

  They proceeded along the hall toward a distant light and the grinding sound of a portable generator. Heavy cords snaked into the opening, and they could see an area a hundred yards farther bathed in bright work lights. A clutch of dark figures appeared to be working on something.

  A pock-marked face looked up as they approached. “Bloody time you showed up. They’re ready to take this lot out.” It was the medical examiner. His job was to make an initial examination, secure the location and oversee the removal of bodies to the morgue.

  Sherwood shook his limp hand, looking around. “Where are they?” he asked.

  The examiner pointed to a crumbling opening in the side of the tunnel.

  Harry peered into the hole. “How in bloody hell did someone stumble across them down there?”

  The man shrugged. “Apparently one of the archaeologists working at the Coram’s Fields site was poking around and found them.”

  Sherwood stepped over the crumbling bricks and picked his way down into what appeared to be a sub-tunnel. He could see lights and two men preparing to bag up the bones. Harry joined him, grumbling, and they stood staring at the pitiful remains.

  “Not much left of these poor blokes,” said one of the men.

  There were two gray skulls, glistening with dampness, and an assortment of other bones, hardly enough to make up two bodies.

  “That’s all there is?” Sherwood asked.

  “Yes, sir, that’s it. Only way we knew for sure there was two is ’cause of the skulls.”

  “Well where’s the bloody rest of them?” asked Harry.

  “They’ve been chewed on some, prob’ly by rats,” the man said. “Soon as we get this lot bagged, we’ll search some more. But the critters coulda spread ’em around pretty good.”

  Sherwood eased his long legs into the tight space and squatted. “Any clothing?” he asked.

  “Nah. It’s damp down here. What was there prob’ly disintegrated.”

  “Bag lady stuff,” Harry sniffed. “Mostly it disintegrates while they’re still wearing it.”

  Sherwood couldn’t imagine how any sort of derelict, much less a bag lady, could get down here. It was more like someone had deliberately tried to hide the bodies. He stared at the opening.

  “Any other way into this place?”

  One of the men shook his head. “See how those bricks crumbled away? I bet no one even knew this sub-tunnel was here. Once they’re bricked over like that and a hundred years go by, people forget about ’em.”

  Sherwood started to get up when something shiny caught his eye. He took a pen out of his pocket and gently rolled one of the skulls over. What he had seen shining through the eye socket appeared to be an earring. He picked it up. It was filthy and very crude.

  “Anyone see this?”

  The men shook their heads.

  “All right, I’ll keep it.” He slipped it into a plastic bag. “You can finish up the rest. Harry, let’s look around.”

  Sherwood produced a torch and they began to walk down the sub-tunnel. The ground was uneven and wet. They could have been two thousand feet underground in a coal mine.

  “I just remembered why I like being a copper,” said Harry. “The superior work conditions.” He swore as he stepped into a puddle and went down into six inches of slime.

  Sherwood spun the torch as he heard something. There was a lightning-fast scurry of movement, just detectable, but nothing clearly visible.

  “What was that?” asked Harry.

  “Rats.” But Sherwood looked curiously at a small drain that emptied at chest height. He pointed the light into it. It was about a foot in diameter and stretched back until it angled off at the edge of the light’s range.

  “I hate rats,” Harry said, helpfully. “Like to plug every one of the nasties.”

  “Shhh . . . listen.”

  They could hear something coming from the pipe, the sound of something moving. There was a strange sucking sound.

  “What the hell . . . ?” Harry backed away from the drain.

  Sherwood pulled the light back as well. “That doesn’t sound like rats to me,” he said. It was hard to pin down the location of the noise. They listened as it grew fainter and then stopped altogether.

  Sherwood poked the light back into the drain and peered inside. Then he stuck his long arm in as far as he could reach.

  “Jesus! I wouldn’t put my hand in there for all the tea in China,” said Harry.

  “I think I can reach it,” Sherwood said.

  Harry moved in closer. “Reach what?”

  “I can almost touch it,” Then, suddenly, Sherwood’s arm jolted into the hole up to his shoulder. “It’s got me, Harry!” he cried.

  “Holy Christ!” Harry grabbed Sherwood around the waist. “I got you. I got you, boss! What is it?”

  Then Sherwood collapsed into laughter and drew his arm out, still holding the light. “Let go, Harry, before the boys decide we’ve got a thing for each other.”

  Harry stared at him with wide eyes, then let go of him like he was a hot poker.

  “Asshole!” he said, turning away. “No wonder they made you an inspector.”

  Still smiling, Sherwood said, “Let’s follow this tunnel a ways.” He headed off, not waiting for Harry, who he knew would sulk for at least thirty seconds.

  The tunnel began to slope more steeply, a trickle of water running down the middle. The top of the space was barely high enough for Sherwood to walk without stooping and he could touch both walls if he stretched out his arms.

  “Pretty strange maintenance tunnel,” said Harry. “Too small to get any serious equipment in here. And what the hell would they be maintaining anyway?”

  Sherwood nodded, then realized Harry couldn’t see him behind the torch. “I have to agree with you, Officer Forsyth. There’s no evidence anyone’s been in here for a long time. No tools left behind, not even any footprints I can see.”

  He stopped and examined the walls of the tunnel. They were crudely constructed. Most of London rested on dense clay. There was very little rock, which had made construction of the tube system an engineering tour de force.

  “You know, this doesn’t look like modern construction at all. See the way the wall has these sorts of scallop-shaped cuts in it, like they were made by someone swinging a pickaxe or some kind of hand tool. They haven’t cut tunnels by hand down here at least since the early 20th century.”

  Again they heard the sound of something heavy moving, almost dragging or scrabbling over the ground. This time, a sort of singsong murmuring sound accompanied it. Sherwood looked at Harry, whose eyes were round as saucers.

  “It’s coming from farther down the tunnel,” Sherwood said. “Come on.” He led the way into the gloom, splashing now through wetness and mud.

  “It’s just rats,” Harry said. “What are we going to do? Interview them? Who the hell cares?”

  “When was the last time you heard a rat sing?”

  There was definitely a detectable humming sound coming from the tunnel. They proceeded another thirty feet when Sherwood stopped abruptly and they both stared at something that came shuffling toward them out of the dark.

  “What the bloody hell!” said Harry, taking a step back.

  “Wait,” said Sherwood.

  The apparition slowly approached until they could see that it was human—more or less. It appeared larger than a normal person. Then they saw that it was a woman, dressed in multiple layers of clothing. She had a blue stocking cap on her head and a worn pair of army boots on her feet. Long, stringy blonde hair hung down over her shoulders. As she came up to them, they could hear her humming and alternately talking to herself. Sherwood stared, incredulous, at a young woman, probably not more than twenty years old. He eased the light out of her face, pointing it at her feet.

  “Uh . . . hello miss. Could you tell us what you’re doing down here?”

  Her face was almost cherubic with smudged red cheeks and a pug nose. She might have been pretty, if she weren’t so filthy. Her smell was indescribable. She stared at the two men, then looked away and began to talk—babble really.

  “She’s not right in the head,” said Harry. “You won’t get anything out of her.”

  Sherwood eased closer to the woman, put out a hand and gently touched her shoulder. She stopped talking, then leaned her cheek down into his hand, almost purring. The humming began again. Then she stopped abruptly and said, “Don’t go down there. Lila says. They’re down there. Waiting.”

  She grabbed Sherwood’s hand with both of her own and stroked it like a favorite pet.

  “What’s down there?” Sherwood asked softly.

  “A secret place,” she said. “Where they hide secret things. Precious things.”

  “Can you show me?”

  Her eyes took on a cautious slant. “I’m the only one they let inside.”

  “But I’m their friend too,” said Sherwood, glancing at Harry, who rolled his eyes.

  “What time is it?” the girl asked.

  “Early morning,” said Sherwood.

  “They mostly come at night.” She glanced furtively behind her. “You want to see?” A sly look came from beneath the stringy, golden hair.

  Sherwood nodded, though Harry didn’t look like he wanted to see anything, except the way out.

  They followed the girl back the way she had come, trying to stay a few feet behind her odor.

  “This is too weird,” Harry said in a low voice. “How the hell did she get down here?”

  “Well, she sure didn’t come from our direction. All the officers and lights . . . they would have seen her. She must have already been here.”

  “How could she be down here? It’s pitch black. She doesn’t have a torch. What? You think she just wandered in here by accident? How likely is that?”

  Sherwood just shook his head, concentrating on keeping the light pointed on the floor of the tunnel in front of the girl.

  They walked for nearly twenty minutes, the tunnel continuing its gradual downward slope. Water dripped from the ceiling now, but they didn’t see any more evidence of rats. In fact, there was nothing at all in the tunnel. They might have been the first humans to ever walk through it, except the girl definitely seemed to know where she was going.

  Finally, she stopped, glanced back at them, then stepped to one side out of the light and disappeared.

  “What the . . . ?” Sherwood spun the light in every direction.

  The girl had vanished.

  “I think I see something,” Harry said. “Bring the torch over here.”

  There was a boulder that jutted out of the wall. Behind it, as Sherwood played the light, was a tiny opening. They could hear the girl doing her singsong somewhere within. It was a tight squeeze for the two men, but they managed to force their way through.

  They were in yet another tunnel, even more crudely built than the one they had just passed through. Ahead, they could see the girl. She looked back at them, then laughed suddenly and continued on. Harry and Sherwood kept after her, feeling more every minute like they were following Alice down the rabbit hole. A very dirty Alice.

  After several more turns, the tunnel walls began to widen and then they were in a crude room carved from the heavy clay.

  Harry exclaimed,” Holy shit!” and stumbled backwards bumping into Sherwood, who dropped the torch. In the moment it took to find it again, they could hear the girl laughing, her voice seeming far away, fading. When Sherwood spun the light around finally, she was nowhere to be seen.

  But the room held another surprise, the one that had made Harry cry out. The space was filled with coffins. A few boxes had been broken open and human skulls lay amid bits and pieces of clothing.

  “Mother of God,” said Harry. “What is this? Some sort of burial ground?”

  “Looks like we’ve got more work for the boys upstairs,” said Sherwood. “Let’s get them down here. We’ll need better light to examine this lot. And I want to find our little friend. She couldn’t have gone far. She needs to answer some questions.”

  “That girl’s as loony as a two-pronged fork,” said Harry. “She’s not going to tell you anything that makes any sense.”

  Sherwood shrugged. Nothing was making any sense. Why should the girl be any different?
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  London — August 30, 1944

  Norwegian born RAF Flight Commander Gunnar Hansen turned his head as the air raid sirens started to go off. He’d heard them so many times that this was the only reaction they still engendered.

  He’d been cooling his heels in a small room of the Ministry of Defense between Whitehall and Horse Guards Avenue for over an hour. It was the usual bullshit. He’d been ordered to make himself “available,” then been picked up by special car from his air base on the Cornwall coast and driven here, arriving shortly before dusk. His driver could tell him nothing, but it wasn’t the first time he’d been called in on a special assignment.

  In April, 1940, as the Nazis marched into his homeland, Gunnar had become separated from his unit. Forced into hiding, he’d begun to work with the first resistance groups. Then, shortly after Norway surrendered on June 10, he managed to sneak onto his air base and fly his Norwegian Air Force plane to England, where he offered his services to the RAF. There was no way he was going to allow himself to be sidelined by the occupation, or worse, put in a concentration camp. His was not the only such decision. The entire elected social democratic cabinet of Johan Nygaardsvold also sought exile in London.

  Since then, he’d undertaken a series of reconnaissance flights over his homeland, taken aerial photographs, participated in the sinking of a German battleship and air-dropped dozens of agents behind enemy lines. He was practically a one-man espionage transport system.

  An army officer, probably a major, stepped out of a door and crooked his finger. Gunnar still had trouble identifying English insignia, though he found it a convenient excuse for ignoring brass when he felt like it. He got up and followed the man down a series of long corridors.

  Blackout shrouds covered all the windows. Most of the staffers in the building had already begun to make their way to the shelters.

  “Where are we going?” Gunnar asked.

  “The underground war room,” said the major without breaking stride. “But you’ll see Mr. Sandys first.”

  They passed down several flights of stairs and then down more corridors. All of London seemed to be connected underground these days. Finally they came to a heavy door. A guard checked their credentials and let them through. Now they were in a dark warren of rooms, each busy with secretaries and military personnel going about the business of a nation at war.

  He heard the distant booms of the first bombs falling as the major opened one final door, leaned in and said, “Commander Hansen, sir.”

  A balding, middle-aged man sitting at a desk studying aerial reconnaissance photos under a dim lamp looked up.

  So this was Duncan Sandys, thought Gunnar. He’d heard about him, of course. Churchill’s son-in-law, though no one seemed to know quite what he did.

  Sandys threw the photo he’d been looking at to one side, stood and came around the desk with his hand out. “Hansen! It’s an honor to meet you. Every one of you flyboys who’ve come over to fight makes a real difference in this bloody war.”

  “Thank you, sir.”

  “Here, have a chair. You’re probably wondering what the bloody hell this is all about. You’ll talk to the prime minister shortly, but my job is to brief you first.”

  Sandys watched him settle into the chair, then retreated behind his desk again. He leaned back, stared at the ceiling and tapped a pencil on the desk. “I head a committee called Crossbow. You won’t have heard of it. It’s top secret. We’ve been investigating the German rocket program at Peenemunde.”

  “Sir?”

  “Hitler has staked the outcome of the war on his ability to develop a flying bomb. If he is successful, London will be at his mercy. Peenemunde is a village on the island of Usedom, just off the German coast in the Baltic Sea. The Nazis converted it to a rocket research site in 1937. Over 4000 skilled workers live there now. The program is headed by Werner von Braun.”

  Gunnar found Sandys’s manner disorienting. His eyes seemed to dart everywhere except at him.

  “It was slow going at first,” he continued, staring at his shoes. “Many spectacular failures. The Third Reich was losing billions of marks. Hitler lost interest and diverted funds elsewhere. That was our good fortune. The führer expected to win the war quickly, before the rocket program was likely to offer anything substantial. Now, with the outcome of the war more in doubt every week, they have begun to build the program back up. About a year ago, in an operation codenamed Hydra, the RAF sent 500 heavy bombers to attack Peenemunde.”

  “I heard there was a big raid on at the time,” said Gunnar. “But no one knew where.”

  “Even the pilots didn’t know what we were after,” Sandys went on. “They weren’t told their targets until after takeoff. The attack was successful, to a point. Many of the installations and scientists were killed, including one of von Braun’s leading assistants, Dr. Walter Thiel, head of engine development. But the flying rocket, the experimental V-1, escaped relatively unscathed. We’ve learned that the Germans have since moved part of the program to Poland, beyond the range of our heavy bombers.”

  “Do you really believe the threat is serious?” asked Gunnar. “Things are not going well for the Germans almost everywhere. The war may be over before much comes of this.”

  “Wishful thinking. We have intelligence that suggests the Germans have begun to work on a new, even more advanced rocket. It’s called the V-2, the ‘Vengeance Weapon.’”

  “Colorful,” said Gunnar.

  “We believe this new rocket can hold up to one ton of high explosives and will be a serious threat. It has a greater range, can be launched by a mobile ramp, reaches an altitude of fifty miles and then falls straight down on its target at speeds up to 3000 miles per hour. There is no way to defend against such a weapon.”

  Gunnar whistled softly. “I’m beginning to get the picture.”

  Sandys shook his head. “You’re not even close yet, commander. While the V-2 is a terrible weapon and would doubtless cause great carnage in London, it would not, in our opinion, alter the outcome of the war. However . . .”

  He stood and walked over to a map of Europe. “We have reason to believe the Germans are also working on another program. In Norway. A unit of the rocket research team there has begun to test a new weapon. One so potentially dangerous that they chose to locate it at the end of a fjord on the remote northern Norwegian coast.”

  “But surely that would place the rockets out of range for any part of England,” said Gunnar.

  “If the research is successful, they will relocate the rockets back to Belgium for launch.”

  “I’m afraid I’m not following this, sir. Why would they choose to go all the way to Norway for the research? What’s so dangerous?”

  “Hitler appears to have decided that the individual rockets would have a bad psychological effect but not do much damage to the British war effort. He is counting on this new program for something more potent.”

  “Potent?”

  “The research being done in Norway is to determine the effectiveness of delivering, via rocket, a biological weapon.”

  Gunnar felt a cold hand grip his stomach. “They intend to send some . . . sickness . . . to England by rocket?”

  “What they plan to introduce isn’t known. But it must be pretty bad if they only dare test it as far from the Fatherland as they can get.”

  Gunnar stared at Sandys’s desk. “I’m just a simple pilot, sir. But it would seem to me highly improbable that any sort of infectious agent could survive the fiery explosion caused by a rocket.”

  “Our first thought as well,” Sandys replied. “But the consequences would be so dire, we cannot afford to dismiss them. The Nazis have shown how inventive their scientists can be. Perhaps they have figured out a way to deliver a V-2 payload without any sort of explosion. A simple delivery system straight into the heart of London.”

  “I think I’m beginning to see what you want with me,” said Gunnar.

  “Good. We intend you to fly a team of commandos into that base, where you will find out what it is they plan to do, bring back the agent—if it can be done so safely—or destroy it on site if it cannot. If you can manage to bring us back one of the V-2 rockets for study, that would be helpful too.”

  Twenty minutes later, his mind still reeling, Gunnar sat alone in a tiny room waiting to meet Churchill. A young woman entered and nodded to him.

  “This way, please,” she said.

  He followed her down a long, dark hallway, then she opened a door and ushered him into a room filled with steam and cigar smoke. He stood rooted to the floor and stared at the prime minister of England sitting in his bathtub, looking like a large, pink, hairless bulldog.

  “Ah, Commander Hansen, come in, come in. Don’t let all this,” Churchill waved a hand to encompass the room, “throw you. There is so much to do these days that I must make use of every spare moment. So you must see your leader in a very spare moment indeed.”

  Gunnar moved forward. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. Under any circumstances. I confess I had heard that the war room amenities were quite unique.”

  Churchill removed his cigar and placed it on a side table. He pulled a large sponge out of the water and began to splash his arms. “Uniquely cold and drafty, but one must keep clean. We can’t allow the Hun to disrupt our daily routines. You’ve been briefed about the V-2 rockets?”

  “Yes sir.”

  “Rockets we can deal with. By God, the spirit of the British people impresses me more each day. But Hitler and his Nazis,” he pronounced it Naaazis, “will stoop to anything, including the murder of innocents by the millions if need be.”

  The prime minister picked up his cigar with a soaking-wet hand and took several puffs, then replaced the sodden lump back on the table. He peered closely at Gunnar.

  “This dastardly business of rocketing some bloody infection into our midst has me worried, I don’t mind telling you. Not knowing what they have in mind is unacceptable. Your experience as a member of the Norwegian resistance makes you an invaluable resource. And I will use every resource I have in this war. Are you with me, Hansen?” The bulldog face stared at him hard.

  “Indeed I am sir. It’s why I came to England.”

  “Good!” Churchill struck the bath with his fist making a huge spray of water. “You must destroy whatever infective agent they are using, but more than that, we need to know precisely what it is, so if they continue on after your attack or if they have another place where they are developing it, at least we may try to prepare for it.”

  “I understand sir, but I’m afraid I don’t have the ability to identify any infective agent more devastating than the common cold.”

  “Ah—I was coming to that.” He reached over and pushed a button. Gunnar heard a buzzer sound in the other room and the door opened immediately.

  “Come in here, Natasha, and meet your future partner in crime.”

  Gunnar turned to see the young woman who had ushered him in. He had hardly glanced at her in his anxiety at meeting the prime minister. She wore a Home Guard uniform and advanced without the slightest embarrassment to the very side of Churchill’s tub, where she picked up his smoldering cigar and stubbed it out.

  The PM stared at the terminated faggot with a mournful eye. “I’m going to miss your meddlesome ways, Natasha,” he said.

  “Fire regulations ought to apply to everyone equally, sir,” she replied evenly.

  Churchill sighed. “Gunnar Hanson, Natasha Newman. She’s a handful, commander. But she will be indispensable to you. Natasha is a nurse who has worked in the infectious disease unit of the Foreign Office. She speaks and reads German fluently. She will go along with you and help identify the agents the Germans are using. I expect you to take good care of her.”

  “I quite believe I can take care of myself,” Natasha said, but she smiled at Gunnar and offered her hand. “I think we will have some excitement, don’t you?”

  Her hand was smooth and firm. Gunnar detected the smell of soap coming off her. Her dark hair was in a tight bun, which gave her a severe look, except it displayed her very long and delicate neck. He hoped she would not be too delicate for what lay ahead.

  “So it would appear,” he said. “Do you have any idea at all what the Germans are using?”

  “None. There are too many infectious agents. It could be anything, but given their selection of such a remote site, I suspect they may be playing around with something quite lethal . . . plague perhaps. If it is something of that nature, Mr. Prime Minister, there is no way we should consider bringing it back to London. We might end up doing the Germans’ job for them.”

  Churchill grunted. “Very well. I leave that decision in your hands.” The prime minister began to play with a small battleship that Gunnar hadn’t noticed in the tub. He struggled to keep from smiling at the bizarre sight.

  “The Special Operations Executive has undertaken many commando operations in Norway since its fall, commander,” Churchill said. “But I personally consider this the most important, perhaps of the entire war. And most urgent. You will study your briefing papers en route. Much of the information we have has been provided by your elected government in exile. London’s getting to be quite a community of exiles these days.”

  “Uh—en route, sir?”

  “You leave for Scotland by train within the hour. There’s a ferry waiting to deliver you to the Shetland Islands. From there, you fly to Norway.” The PM motioned to Natasha. “Where are my glasses?” he said, and Gunnar thought he must be asking for his reading glasses.

  Instead, she stepped over to a chest and poured scotch into three glasses, then handed one to each of them.

  Churchill raised his. “I believe every important mission should be launched with a toast. Godspeed to you both and may the Hun meet his end with equal haste.”

  Gunnar hesitated, then swallowed the strong whisky in a single gulp. It would be one to tell his grandchildren. How the greatest statesman of the twentieth century had toasted his health from his bathtub. He only hoped he would live long enough to have those grandchildren.


  5

  Gunnar had just thirty minutes to gather his personal effects. Then Sandys placed a briefcase containing reconnaissance photos and what intelligence they had in his hand and wished him luck.

  Now he sat with Natasha in a private compartment poring over aerial photos of Ofotfjorden, above the 68th parallel on the northern Norwegian coast. The green hills of the Cotswolds flowed unseen outside their window.

  “About as remote as you can get,” said Gunnar, “but I know the area. I used to fish those waters with my grandfather.”

  “Is there any place to actually land a plane up there?” Natasha asked.

  “Unlikely. Unless the Germans have built an airstrip.” He stared at two more photos. “I don’t see any evidence of it. But you see this rail line here? That’s new. It wasn’t there two years ago. I’d bet that’s how they move the rockets in and out. It might be done more quickly by sea, but they wouldn’t want to risk losing their new toy to an enemy submarine. We’ll have to land on the ocean or be dropped by parachute. A sea landing would be difficult, as the waters are very rough year round.”

  She stared at him. “I’ve never done a parachute jump.”

  “Well, you know what they say.”

  “What?”

  “It’s not the jump that’s the problem. It’s the landing.”

  She sat back and looked at him. “That sounds like something the PM would say. You sure you’re not related?”

  He laughed. “My ancestors were catching codfish and hake in the Norwegian Sea while Churchill’s were leading men into battle for king and country in the 1700s. Not much opportunity to mix the bloodlines, I’m afraid.”

  She had dispensed with the tight bun and now wore her hair down to her shoulders. Also gone was the Home Guard uniform. In civilian clothes, he thought she looked very good indeed.

  “I’m curious,” he said. “How long have you worked for the prime minister?”

  “You mean how long did it take before I was allowed in the same room with him in his birthday suit?”

  “The thought never crossed my mind.”

  “Mmm-hmm. The fact is: there’s no ulterior motive with him except to save time—time for England. I’ve seen him run an entire cabinet meeting from his tub.”

  He shook his head in amazement. “That would be something to see.”

  “I met him two years ago when he toured a bombing site near Charing Cross Station with a number of officials. I’d been with the foreign office working on infectious diseases. A lot of our boys came down with some pretty nasty stuff in Burma and other places. He asked me several questions, which I apparently answered to his satisfaction. Before I knew it, I’d been ordered to Whitehall. I think he enjoys my company and he relies on me for some of his medical information. When intelligence started to come in on Hitler’s potential biological weapons program, we began to have extensive conversations about what it might mean.”

  “Not to belittle your experience, which sounds pretty impressive, but couldn’t the PM get the best medical minds in Britain?”

  “He could and he does. The very best. But he’s an interesting man in that he believes fully in personal relationships. He came to trust me and to use me as a sounding board for many things.”

  The train entered a tunnel, causing the lights to flicker. When they re-emerged, the stars had come out. Soon, they were crossing the great barren moors of Scotland.

  “I’ve never been to Scotland,” Natasha said, gazing out the window. “Guess I’m not going to see much of it on this trip either.”

  “Nor have I. But I’ve heard there is great climbing here. Do you like to climb? Perhaps . . . once this is over . . .”

  She smiled. “That sounds like an invitation, Gunnar. My father and brothers used to take me climbing in Wales. And the last summer before the war, we all went together to climb in the Alps.” Her face grew sad. “It seems like another life now. I haven’t seen my brothers in over a year. One is in North Africa, the other in the navy.”

  He nodded. “I haven’t seen my family either, since I left home. For all I know they may think me a traitor for leaving. A regular Quisling. War is not good to families.”

  “Did you ever meet him?”

  “Quisling? No. I’d give a lot to, though. Even before he helped the Germans stage their coup d’etat and he became Norway’s puppet premier, we in the underground wanted to kill him. He was a fascist and a toady.” He made a fist. “Someday . . .”

  “Did you know he was made a commander of the British Empire? For his services in supporting the interests of Britain in the Soviet Union in 1929.”

  Gunnar looked stunned. “Quisling a CBE? I can hardly believe it.”

  “Well, not anymore, thank God. The House of Commons revoked the appointment in 1940.”

  The compartment door opened and Major Duncan Osborne entered balancing an armful of sandwiches and six bottles of stout.

  “I’ll be damned, major!” said Gunnar. “I didn’t think there was a bottle of stout left in all of England.”

  “Had to trade a bloke for them. The last of my American cigarettes, but it was worth it.” He handed them each a bottle and spread the sandwiches out on the seat. He glanced at the map. “My lads are asking where we’re going. Kind of curious myself, given that we’re heading away from any war zone I know of.”

  “I was under orders not to divulge the information until we reached our point of departure,” said Gunnar. “But I guess this train qualifies as a point of departure. No reason to keep you in the dark any longer. We’re going to Norway to investigate the German rocket program that has been relocated there.”

  Osbourne whistled softly and leaned over the map. His group consisted of just eight men. Inconspicuous enough, SOE believed, to slip into Norway and save western civilization. Gunnar wasn’t so sure. But Duncan had been a welcome surprise. He was a happy go lucky redhead with a sense of humor and a muscular build that generally gave him his way in whatever pub he entered. He was also one of Britain’s most intensely trained special operations soldiers.

  They studied the maps and photos for an hour, until the stout made them drowsy. Natasha and the major left for their own rooms and Gunnar opened his seat into a sleeper.

  He lay in bed listening to the repetitive sounds of the train and staring out at the stars. He had not imagined he would set foot in his homeland again until the war was over and hadn’t realized how strong his homesickness was. His reconnaissance flights had only served to deepen his sense of longing for his native forests and fjords.

  There was a soft rap on his compartment. He slipped out of bed and went to the door.

  “Who is it?”

  “Gunnar, it’s Natasha. Can I come in?”

  He opened the door. “Is something wrong?”

  She slipped in and closed the door behind her, leaning against it. She wore a robe and slippers.

  “Yes. I can’t sleep. The major and his men are in the compartments surrounding mine. They’re partying and making too much noise. I don’t have the heart to ask them to stop. I wonder . . . can I sleep here?”

  He looked at the fold down bed. There was only one.

  She put her hand on his arm. “War leaves no time for things. We may not live another week, Gunnar. And I like you.”
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  London — Present Day

  The small creature proceeded purposefully through the drain pipe. This was its normal route, and as it passed from one of the primary tunnels into a lesser passageway, caution was the main order of business. More so than usual. Following the incident where one of the noisy things had put a limb into the pipe, the animal now took more care.

  Lucky for the noisy thing that it had the bright light. Otherwise, it might be missing that limb. Noisy things were hard to come by, though surprisingly good eating. The light was annoying. Eyes so long underground were sensitive, meaning light was to be avoided; though a vestigial eyelid offered protection to the inner eye.

  The animal raised its snout and sampled the air. It was hungry.

  The creature was always hungry. It had a deep stomach churning and endless gnawing at its insides. It could not remember a time when it had not been hungry. And the grinding sense of longing for nourishment was so intense that it made it not only miserable, but angry. So angry it wanted to lash out. At anything.

  It reached the end of the drainpipe and dropped softly to the tunnel floor. No longer alone, the animal’s stomach growled in anticipation.

  Ahead, another passage branched away and the creature’s incredibly sensitive ears picked up the sound it had been searching for. The sound of something chewing—pausing— chewing again and then making a tiny squeaking sound.

  Dinner!

  Now it moved with great stealth. Years of living in the silent depths had given it the ability to proceed soundlessly, while simultaneously being able to hear prey from a great distance.

  At a bend in the tunnel, the animal hesitated, gathering itself, for it knew that what it wanted was just a few feet away. A low, sucking sound emitted from its mouth. Then, in a blur of speed, it raced forward and clamped savage teeth and jaws onto the rat that had been gnawing obliviously on a bone. A single crunch of those powerful jaws and then the creature leaped onto another rat and another. It managed to kill or disable three before the others fled in terror.

  Then it settled down to eat. Blood, flesh and bone. All were crunched and swallowed. It seemed no more than a moment before the rodents had disappeared right down to their tails and fur.

  The instant the rats had been consumed, the awful hunger began again. The longing for food was persistent, like a machine that needed a constant running fuel supply in order to operate.

  The search for prey began anew.
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  To save time, Carmen Kingsley cut across Coram’s Fields, the great space dedicated to sporting grounds for the people of London. The northwest corner of the immense area had been cordoned off for months, the result of an archaeological dig being undertaken by the British Museum. When Roman ruins were discovered two years previously, the Museum administration swooped down and commandeered the site, relegating Philip Trimm, the archaeologist in charge, to a secondary role. No one else was going to oversee a dig of such national importance just a few blocks from the world’s greatest museum.

  It was the sort of jurisdictional bullshit she hated, but as the administrator in charge of greater London projects for the museum, she had to bow to the wisdom of the move. This was going to be a big one, much too important for Trimm to handle on his own. He was a good enough archaeologist, a specialist in Roman ruins, particularly Hadrian’s Wall. But as the site expanded, it became clear that he was no administrator. Furious at his demotion, he retreated to studying his rocks and bones. There remained an undercurrent of hostility, however, that Carmen sensed whenever she came near him, as though somehow it had all been her fault.

  Her ability to detect such feelings was limited, however. She wasn’t very good at telling what others were thinking. It was one aspect of the AS, or Asperger’s Syndrome, she suffered from.

  She paced jauntily along the dirt path, wishing she was running the route, as she tried to do several times a week in her generally clumsy running style. The day was dark and overcast with a fine mist in the air. Good running weather, but she was more than tired of this strange, September gloom.

  Her running had suffered lately, for it was always hard to get out of the office in the fall months. She got precious little site- time of her own these days. Her duties ran to budgets, government oversight and personnel issues. She was a whiz with numbers and computers. The personnel side took a lot more effort.

  The path was lined with orange construction netting. And for good reason. Great gaping holes fell away on all sides, many connected to underground passageways, a few carefully sectioned off with gridlines; the bowed heads of students and professionals poring over what looked for all the world like nothing more than piles of dirt.

  A cluster of middle-aged American tourists stared into one of the pits. As Carmen passed, a woman in a green velour pants suit said, “Did you see that? That was the largest rat I’ve ever seen anywhere, even in Manhattan. You’d never get me to go down there.”

  A balding man with a stoop laughed curtly. “We saw a rat that size next to a trash bin across the street from Bloomingdale’s. You managed to go in there all right and spend two thousand bucks.”

  “Barbara spent two thousand dollars in a trash bin?” said another man and they all laughed loudly.

  There were a lot of rats. Her friend Julia, nominally in charge of the site, worked side by side with Trimm. There were so many rats they had to call in an exterminator.

  “Carmen. Hey Carmen!”

  She stopped and peered down at Julia, who stood calf-deep in muddy water, holding a heavy construction flashlight. She wore gum boots, torn jeans and a baggy shirt. Carmen almost never saw her friend in anything except the filthiest clothes. But even the raunchiest garb couldn’t hide the fact that she was stunningly beautiful, with long auburn hair and a firm, runner’s body. Carmen would gladly trade her jet-black hair for Julia’s any day. It gave her a softness that men loved. Every man at the site had hit on her at one time or another, which was fine with Julia. She loved men.

  A gloved hand reached up and opened a section of orange fence. “Come on down here, Carmen. I want to show you something.”

  “Are you crazy? I’m on my way to a meeting. I’ve got my work clothes on. I’m not climbing down into that mash pit.”

  “Come on—it’ll be worth it. I’ll show you something no one’s seen for a thousand years.”

  Carmen hesitated, staring at her new shoes. She never could resist anything old. Her parents had traveled all over showing her the temples of ancient Greece and Turkey when she was a child. They wanted to pull her out of the repetitive, tightly controlled world view in which AS children lived. And they hoped the contact with different cultures would help her open up to others. The fascination with ancient civilizations, at least, had stuck. All through college and graduate school, she’d chosen to take her vacations in places with the most interesting ruins—Angkor Wat, Machu Piccu, Pompeii. She never tired of it.

  When she was hired by the British Museum a dozen years ago, she thought she’d died and gone to heaven. She reveled in the dusty, old workrooms piled high with uncatalogued treasures that had been stored, sometimes for more than a century. Her fascination with all things ancient led to long work days and several significant discoveries that paved the way for her rise in museum hierarchy.

  Increasing administrative duties had come at a cost, however. She had no romantic life at all, had virtually not even dated since college. Julia nagged her constantly about her wasted youth. She also had fewer opportunities to get her hands dirty. Sometimes she missed that part so much it was like a physical craving.

  Julia smiled knowingly. She was well aware of Carmen’s AS and also of her other weakness—her inability to resist a mystery. “Here.” She held up a pair of yellow rubber boots. “You can put these on right over your shoes.” She took her friend’s briefcase and put it on a worktable, then led off down a sloping tunnel lit by a few hanging lightbulbs.

  “I better not lose those papers,” Carmen said, looking back at her belongings.

  “Will you relax? Whattya think, we’ve got thieves down here who’ve been waiting all week for you to arrive with a stack of financial reports?” Her voice changed from annoyance to excitement. “We’ve uncovered a previously unknown section of the Great Conduit.”

  Carmen stooped under a hanging wire. “Sounds like something you’d find in a sex shop.”

  “It’s medieval, Carmen. Part of the system built in the 1200s to bring water to London from springs beside the Tyburn—that’s near Bond Street Tube today. It took thirty years to build the system.”

  “Oh. I’ve heard of it. London’s answer to the Roman aqueduct.”

  “Same principle. Gravity feed. The Great Conduit entered the city at Ludgate, climbed the hill north of St. Paul’s and ran along Cheapside until it emptied into a huge underground cistern near Old Jewry that was discovered about ten years ago. No one expected to find a section in this part of the city, though.”

  “You’re sure that’s what it is?”

  “We’ve found pieces of lead pipe and the location and alignment match contemporary map references for the Great Conduit’s route. The system supplied water until the Great Fire of 1666.” She stopped abruptly. “Behold!”

  Carmen stared at the wall beside them. It appeared to be lined with clay tiles of great age.

  “This was the first piece we found. We’ve made exploratory holes for almost a quarter mile. It goes a long way—we’re not sure how far. But the best part is still ahead.”

  They walked another hundred yards until they came to a place where the mud path began to angle down steeply and Julia held out a hand to stop Carmen.

  “This is as far as we can go,” she said. She flipped on her flashlight and the beam seemed to be swallowed up by an immense cavern directly in front of them. Carmen stepped back in surprise.

  “This is another cistern, previously unknown. It’s immense. See across on the other side—all those tunnels emptying into it? It’s a maze that’s going to take a long time to explore.” She grinned. “Job security. Provided we can get the funding.”

  Suddenly there was a scurrying sound. Julia swung the lantern toward a nearby tunnel and Carmen gasped. The passage literally crawled with rats. Emerging from amongst them was a bulky figure that hardly seemed human in size and form.

  “What in the name of God . . .”

  “Relax. It’s just Norman. The guy we hired to get control of the rat problem down here. Hi Norm.”

  The man was short and a bit pudgy. He wore filthy coveralls. On his back was some sort of canister with a hose that snaked over his shoulder to a nozzle that he held like a six-gun. His eyes were covered with thick goggles. He looked like a diminutive Lloyd Bridges.

  Norman stuck his nozzle into his belt and raised the goggles onto his forehead, revealing twinkling eyes and a ruddy face. “Did I hear someone mention job security?”

  “From the looks of things,” said Carmen, “I’d say you’re good for a thousand years.” Then she added, skeptically, “Can you actually do anything against all those?”

  “Go ahead, Norm,” said Julia. “Give her some rat facts.”

  Norman looked pleased. “There are an estimated three rats for every human in London. There are tens of millions of rats. You are probably never more than three feet from a rat at any time. There are 4000 rats born in London every hour. They are incredibly prolific. One rat can produce 2000 babies in a year. The largest concentration of rats is beneath the Houses of Parliament, which may not be all that surprising. When you pick up a rat by the snout—”

  “All right, all right! Stop!” said Carmen.

  Norman turned to Julia. “Seen the Germans?” he asked.

  “Last time I saw them, our junior Nazis were consulting with Dr. Trimm in the main staging area. Why?”

  He grunted. “I keep running into them. They manage to get into some pretty tight spots. Don’t know what they’re supposed to be researching, but if I didn’t know better I’d say they were after my job.”

  “No one else wants to do what you do, Norm,” said Julia, patting his arm. “And no one else is as good at it.”

  He smiled contentedly, pulled his goggles in place, drew his hose and disappeared down an adjoining tunnel. Julia said, “He’s unattached. I could fix you up if you’re interested.”

  Carmen groaned. To change the subject, she said, “What was that business about Nazis?”

  “They’re a team of German graduate students who volunteered to work here for free over the summer. They pretty much stick together and don’t socialize, so some of the other workers make fun of them. Easy enough to do. They’re a pretty tight-assed bunch, if you ask me.”

  Carmen looked at her watch. “I’ve got to get to my meeting, if you want to be funded for next year, that is.” She turned away, then stopped. “I have absolutely no idea which way to go.”

  Before Julia could reply, light suddenly filled the underground space and several young men emerged from another tunnel. One of them carried a clipboard thick with paper. Another held onto a metal detector, while a third carried a strange instrument that emitted a beep every few seconds.

  The man with the clipboard stopped in front of Julia. He was tall, blond and good looking. He smiled and said in perfect English. “We have finished this sector, Julia. Now we’re going on to another.” He gave them a little salute and the men disappeared down yet another tunnel.

  Julia stared after them.

  “I take it those are your Germans,” Carmen said. “I notice you didn’t offer that hunk up for my consideration.”

  “That’s Hans. He is kind of cute, isn’t he? A perfect Aryan specimen. But you can’t start at the top, girl. Got to work your way up. You sure about Norman?”

  “Mmm-hmm. What are they doing with a metal detector? And that other thing. I can’t even guess what that was for.”

  “I don’t have a clue what they’re doing and I’m supposed to be in charge down here. It’s annoying as hell. The only one they really talk to is our munchkin, Dr. Trimm, and he hasn’t exactly been forthcoming since you took his job away from him.”

  Trimm stood only five and a half feet tall. Both women, who were in the five-ten range, knew it irked him to have to look up whenever he spoke to them. It was probably why he avoided them as much as possible.

  “I didn’t take his job,” said Carmen. “I had nothing to do with it. But he’s been angry at me since I was put in charge of the overall project. Anyway, so far as I know, he’s simply refocused on his personal research interests.”

  “That may be, but I can tell you, he’s damned territorial down here.”

  “Territorial? Over what? This hole in the ground? I never could understand what he finds so absorbing. His main interests are bones and walls, the older the better. You don’t have either down here.”

  “Walls, no,” Julia said slowly. “But we did uncover some bones early on. If you ever left your desk and your abacus, you might have heard about it. I suggested we contact Scotland Yard. Dr. Trimm almost had a coronary when he found out. Said he was the one in charge of any bones to be found.”
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