


Hexenkessel: 

The Second Coming 

           
By  

Peter Thomas McDougall           

 



Copyright © 2016 Peter Thomas McDougall. All rights reserved. 
 
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including 
photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval 
system, without the permission, in writing, of the publisher. For more 
information, send an email to support@sbpra.net, Attention: Subsidiary 
Rights. 
 
Strategic Book Publishing and Rights Co., LLC 
USA | Singapore 
www.sbpra.com 
 
For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact 
Strategic Book Publishing and Rights Co., LLC. Special 
Sales, at bookorder@sbpra.net. 
 
ISBN: 978-1-68181-851-1



                  
For My Mother. 





               
Part One 

The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be. And that which is done is that which shall be done. And there is no new thing under the sun.  Is there any thing whereof it may be said,  See, this is new? It hath been already of old times, which was before us. 
Ecclesiastes 1:9-10 
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Prologue 
Leonding, Austria  

Thursday, 21 October 1898 

The junior classes tumbled from the narrow opening between the heavy double iron gates following yet another long and dreary day. In bands of three and four, and sometimes five abreast, and to the liberal accompaniment of laughed insults and farewell punches on arms, they splashed and echoed their way down the dirty pools of slush lining the cobblestone road fronting the school before eventually disappearing altogether into the gathering gloom. Across the road a couple stood closely together on the corner, motionless under the softly falling snow of a new winter, as they nervously yet methodically scanned the face of each boy in turn. Behind them two small girls with pale and emaciated faces waited patiently holding hands, shivering occasionally in the freshening wind despite being bundled in two oversize wool coats each. But they had known cold far, far worse than this and were not minded to complain.  The initial torrent slowed to a stream and then to a trickle. Then no-one passed through the gates at all for a time. The man looked to the woman and shrugged helplessly. “He’s not here,” he eventually said quietly in German to his companion, determined to keep his voice from betraying the despair he now felt so keenly. The woman beside him, whose expressionless eyes had not left the gates since they had arrived some twenty minutes before, suddenly tensed and jabbed him sharply in the ribs.  “What about him?” she whispered in English and inclined her head to indicate a slight, dark haired boy around six or 
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seven years of age belatedly emerging from the gates. He was swinging his leather satchel purposefully around his left arm as if somehow daring the strap to break. It made a continuous swishing noise as he walked. They watched in silence as he approached. Even at that age there could be no mistaking his identity. No mistaking the intensity in those pale blue eyes.  The boy abruptly ceased swinging the satchel and consciously quickened his pace, flicking a suspicious glance at the two adults as he drew near. His eyes briefly met theirs and he felt an overpowering urge to flee, sensing some form of immediate danger in the calculating stare. But it was too late. With one giant stride the man was at his side and scooped him up, satchel and all. Simultaneously, the woman raised her right gloved arm and urgently signaled a horse-drawn black coach already clattering across the cobblestones. With blurring speed the boy had been bundled inside, closely followed by the woman and the two girls. The still-rolling coach accelerated with a sharp rap of the driver’s whip and hurried on out of the village on the road to Linz, soon to be lost behind an opaque veil of drifting snow. It was all over within thirty seconds.  Inside the coach, the woman retrieved a thick rectangular pad of ether-soaked cotton from her bag and pressed it firmly against the mouth of the cowering boy. Transfixed with fear, he rapidly lapsed into unconsciousness. The only sound that came from him after that was a quiet and steady breathing. The two girls looked on, their eyes impassive. Behind them no-one seemed to have noticed anything amiss; except after a period when a matronly woman shuffled to the front gate of her two story cottage at Michaelsbergstrasse 16 and peered up and down the road repeatedly. She waited a while longer and then returned indoors out of the biting cold, frowning in irritation. Probably 
off playing that silly game of Cowboys and Indians again she guessed. He would learn the hard way. After all, the boy full well knew what his father was like. 
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The young miscreant, duly convicted in absentia, arrived home around an hour later, very pale and shaken. He would not, or could not, say anything for some minutes, despite several encouraging cuffs delivered across the back of the neck by his worried and angry mother. When he did finally speak he could not shed any light on his whereabouts, unable even to recall being forced into the coach. His conscious memory had ended with looking at the strange man. There was nothing more after that until he remembered again being at the front door. His mother soon put the absence of any plausible explanation down to nothing more than sheer willfulness, which was certainly not uncommon in the boy, and he received a more thorough beating when his drunkard father lurched home at six from another day at the tavern. For no discernable reason, other than perhaps long-standing habit, he then took his belt to his wife for twenty long and painful minutes before collapsing fully clothed into bed in an alcohol-induced stupor. He was snoring loudly within the half hour and would not wake again until morning.  The house slowly relaxed around him as the boy’s mother and siblings silently shared a late and sombre supper of cheese and black rye bread. The family dog, habitually kicked and beaten until it wet the carpet in despair, crept out cautiously on all fours from under the sofa and warily sniffed the air. The boy was refused supper and sent to bed. Inwardly incensed as much by his younger sister Paula’s smirk as the beating itself, he made a mental note that she herself would feel the back of his hand as soon as a suitable opportunity presented itself. Although she was bigger and stronger, the one with the strongest will would always prevail in the end, he had learnt that much of life already. And he was already possessed of an indomitable will. Being only six, the memory of the day, such as it was, faded almost as quickly as the pain of the beating. Within a week he had been beaten twice more for no apparent reason, the second time when his father was sober and his father always hit harder and for longer when he was sober for some 
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reason. It was only on the first two days following that he consciously mulled over not being able to remember anything clearly about the strangers other than an overwhelming sense of terror. His classmates had noticed the strange family outside the school, but little else. His only friend was of no help, other than emotional, not even being at school that day. Emotional support had never proved of any practical assistance to him before and he spurned it accordingly. The boy thought of it once more, irritatingly and fleetingly, two weeks after that. Within a month he had virtually forgotten it altogether.  He would not remember again until more than a century had passed.   
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One 
Cape Barren Island, Australia 
Tuesday, 16 February 2010 

The big Sikorsky heeled over to port and began a slow turning descent. At six thousand feet it finally broke through the tall layer of summer clouds and into unexpectedly bright sunshine. Below sparkled the aquamarine waters of Bass Strait and, just ahead, the clustered islands of the Furneaux Group of the Australian island state of Tasmania lay basking lazily in the late afternoon sun. In terms of permanent human habitation they are probably some of the most remote islands on earth. To those so inclined, there could be few better places on the planet for someone looking to lay low for a while. The islands themselves also harbour an occasional darker side, with history recording many dozens of vessels having foundered or simply gone missing without trace when the surrounding waters of the islands have turned deep grey and forbidding under the violent storm fronts blowing up from the Southern Ocean. So too have aircraft flying over the area reported mysterious lights closing in at tremendous speed, with more than one aircraft vanishing off radar screens never to be seen again. Some say the shipwrecks and aircraft losses, which, incidentally, occur to the present day, are nothing more sinister than the perfectly natural result of the violent storms and huge seas that frequently occur in the region. Others give a knowing look and refer to the extraordinarily large number of UFO sightings in the area. The latter have dubbed the sea the Devil’s Meridian for that very reason although, perhaps graciously, history does not record if there is any direct correlation between the high level of UFO sightings and the arrival of those who came to watch for them. 
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In any event, the name has curried little favor among the locals, many of whom fish the pristine waters in most all weathers for a living and openly scoff at any such nonsense. Whatever the truth, the islands were at their tranquil and picturesque best this particular afternoon and the majority of the passengers were by now craning forward to obtain a better view over the pilot’s shoulder. One who was not was Cunnyngham-Smythe. Although the powerful helicopter, finished in anonymous off-white livery as governments are invariably disinclined to advertise the activities of all of their agents and servants, had taken under two hours to fly from Sydney it was painfully obvious the barely muted roar from the twin General Electric T58 turboshafts driving the thumping five bladed main rotor had done precious little to improve his already irritable temper. Nor, unsurprisingly, had the pressurized cabin air achieved anything other than a steady deterioration in the nasty head cold picked up sometime during the hastily arranged flight from London forty-eight hours previously.  He looked old and weary slouched down in his crumpled linen suit, puffy eyes now narrowed to half slits through constant rubbing, and in many ways he would freely admit he was. Old in years and weary of the world and the ways of men. Today he was also feeling especially weary of this investigation. If truth be known, he was far from convinced there was anything still worthy of serious investigation after the past two interminably long and frustrating years. At least as far the costly resources of the respective security and intelligence services of the United Kingdom and the United States were concerned. And he was sick of it personally as well, he would also freely admit and frequently had of late to the others. The whole operation was akin to trying to clutch a handful of fog. Although there were certain matters that had come to light during the course of the investigation that would be of not inconsiderable interest to the wider world if their existence ever became public, which they most assuredly would not, but that fact alone did not necessarily, of itself, justify the 
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ongoing attention of MI6 and the CIA. Counter-terrorism was still the only game in town as far as Cunnyngham-Smythe was concerned and he was becoming increasingly anxious to return to his more normal line of inquiry and even more so following the latest terrorist bombings in Berlin and Paris. He sighed and shook his head. With any luck it looked like the end of the road was at last now in sight for this operation and maybe then there would at last be something with a bit more substance to follow. Even the seemingly eternally inquisitive Miss Wagner was finally running short of obscure theories to peddle.  Ahead the pilot pressed the intercom foot control pedal and the lazy drawl they had last heard when they had crossed the towering sandstone cliffs of the mainland crackled again over the cabin loudspeaker. “That’s Flinders Island directly below us now. Cape Barren Island is just behind it. That’s where your man should be. I’ll try and put you down near his cabin or on the beach otherwise. Lucky he lives in such a deserted place. Less likely to have all the neighbors complain about the racket of one of these things roaring in over your back garden at tree top height.” He chuckled and then paused. “Aah…look, obviously I don’t know too much about why you guys have flown down here but I’d be grateful if you could be as brief as possible. I don’t want to be hanging around here too long in case there’s a storm.” He paused again. “Storms are a bit serious in these parts.”  
Your man. Cunnyngham-Smythe grumpily snorted to himself at the phrase, not really the least bit interested in either the proposed landing place or the impending inclement weather. Still, the latter should prove good reason not to linger. Somewhat buoyed by the thought he opened his eyes and looked up only to be ambushed yet again by the flashing smile and the twinkling pale green eyes of the passenger opposite. Some women are far too attractive for their own good he thought. But, in spite of himself, he managed a wan smile back 
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at the striking Miss Wagner of the CIA. He mostly always did in the end.  If Cunnyngham-Smythe appeared a little the worse for wear, the passenger seated next to Emma Wagner might have stepped straight from the glossy pages of an expensive fashion magazine. But any perceptions arising from the dark blue Armani suit replete with knife edge trouser creases, silk tie, hand tooled Italian patent leather shoes with matching belt and the polished complexion were soon dispelled by the cool, restless eyes and the seemingly permanently pursed lips. Jack Orcon headed up the team on Operation Jigsaw, the name given to the joint American-British investigation following the discovery of a most unusual egg in a place no egg had any earthly right to be. Orcon had come to the Agency via Special Forces and, although well into his fifty-sixth year, his military bearing still showed through from the closely cropped graying hair and the erect bearing through to the still slightly clipped nature of his conversation. But the egg had been discovered weeks ago and the trail had been liberally littered with one frustrating dead end after another serving only to chart, in the inimitable words of Cunnyngham-Smythe, their most lamentable lack of progress. Until now. Orcon tapped the metal briefcase nestled between his knees with a set of professionally manicured fingers. He had always detested flights. A sense of being cooped up, of endlessly waiting to arrive. He regarded all time between boarding the aircraft and arrival at the destination as essentially dead, probably he guessed a hangover from his military days when it seemed every second flight was a prelude to going into action. The waiting aboard an aircraft before going into potential action or actual combat seemed to take an eternity to pass. It has an exquisite pain that only those who have experienced the unique combination of introspection, fear, tension and nostalgia all rolled into one can ever fully appreciate. He could not remember having achieved a single thing of note during a flight, business or pleasure. How people could conduct complex commercial transactions on aircraft 
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was quite beyond him. With the islands in view he finally felt inclined to rouse himself into physical activity. He reached over to the two passengers on the left of Cunnyngham-Smythe and tapped the photograph resting on the lap of the one nearest. “That was only taken three days ago,” he proffered. “He won’t have changed any since then.” Both Australian Federal Police Agents nodded and looked at the photograph again. It showed a long haired and bearded man of indeterminate age standing on a beach. He was dressed in faded cotton shorts and holding a fishing rod in his right hand. The Agents also carefully noted the lean, muscled physique for future reference in the event of any unpleasantness. Orcon noticed the looks. “We’re not expecting any trouble,” he said reassuringly. “At least, he has no history of violence we know of. I’m sure he’ll come along quietly. Let us do the talking and we’ll play it by ear after that.” The helicopter swept in low across the surf line and the pilot switched his attention from the map fastened on the upper side of his right thigh to the plastic sheathed air photograph strapped to his left. He quickly compared the large grassy area behind the dunes with the red chinagraph pencil circle on the map and came in smoothly to a hover. The crew chief visually inspected the flattened swirls of wild grass thirty metres beneath them and his black visored helmet nodded up and down in apparent satisfaction. The door to the passenger compartment slid open as soon as the skids touched the ground and the five passengers, instinctively ducking until well clear, turned straight for the cabin. The dwelling was a single storey of split log construction, skirted by a shady wide verandah that ran three parts of the way around. Somewhat incongruously, a small satellite dish had been affixed to the roof near the single stone chimney. Cunnyngham-Smythe noted its newness. There was no smoke rising from the chimney. A faded pair of Doc Marten steel capped boots lay kicked off and abandoned next to the front 
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door. Wagner crossed a sandy vehicle track and passed by a battered green Landrover huddling rather disconsolately in a rusty tin shed only marginally less in urgent need of maintenance than the vehicle it purported to shelter. The silence was broken only by the faint shrills from the Pacific gulls wheeling high overhead and the soft rhythmic whooshes from the slowing rotor blades. Orcon bounded up the two stairs and stepped across the verandah, rapping twice on the wooden front door. There was no answer and no noise from inside. The two Federal Agents glanced quizzically at Orcon and, in response to the slight jerk of his head, strolled around to the rear of the cabin. Cunnyngham-Smythe had been carefully watching the front windows for shadow or movement as they approached. There had been none. He reached around Orcon when he arrived on the verandah and twisted the door handle. It turned easily and the door swung open. “Not locked,” smiled Cunnyngham-Smythe. “Must be a trusting sort of chap if he’s not home.”  “He probably hasn’t had too much experience of people like you,” retorted Orcon mildly as he pushed inside. They both paused and looked around. They were standing in the main room of the cabin. The floor was of oiled timber and the same wood had been used to panel the walls. Two overstuffed and faded red armchairs were parked either side of a large stone fireplace, the nearest missing a pedestal foot. Two books had been jammed underneath to prop it up. A dozen logs were neatly stacked against the wall next to the fireplace. At the other end of the main living area was a modest kitchenette. Orcon wandered over and disinterestedly poked among the small collection of washed dishes and cutlery on the sink with the tip of a ballpoint pen.  “Looks like he lives alone,” he announced to no-one in particular. Cunnyngham-Smythe then pointed silently to the two closed doors leading off the main room. The first led to a rudimentary bathroom. The British officer shook his head as he came out.  
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“Nothing there either,” he said evenly. “Which leaves us with what must be the master bedroom.” Orcon turned his head as Wagner entered the cabin. “Anything?”  Wagner shook her head in the negative. “The vehicle looks like it goes,” she shrugged. “Just. There’s a large diesel generator in another shed. And an outside toilet. Nothing else. The Aussies are around back.” She glanced around the cabin in mild distaste. “Not exactly your dream condo on Miami Beach, is it?” Cunnyngham-Smythe raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps. But solitude has its own reward, they say.”  He opened the remaining door and they peered in. Immediately Cunnyngham-Smythe and Orcon took a small step back. Inside the room was an unmade single metal bed. Next to that was a pine computer desk, groaning under the weight of a hard drive, widescreen monitor, several dozen books and a sound system and speakers from a previous decade. Plugged into the latter was a set of headphones which led to a mop of unruly black hair visibly bobbing around above the back of a leather swivel chair. A low thumping noise came to their ears. They stood silently for moment, taking the scene in.  Orcon looked at Wagner and pointed at the powerboard on the floor to the left of the bed. He ran a finger sharply across his throat. She nodded her understanding and bent down and deftly yanked the plug from the socket. The flickering LED display on the amplifier faded abruptly along with the thumping. The head of hair jerked suddenly in the chair. A hand appeared and carefully removed the headphones and placed them on the desk.  “Bloody cheap Chinese generator,” the head exclaimed mildly and the chair swiveled to face them. Orcon noted the man looked exactly the same as he did in the satellite photograph, apart from the look of startled surprise. He was 
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even dressed in the same clothes. He sprang to his feet and Cunnyngham-Smythe casually waved him back down. “No need for any excitement,” soothed Cunnyngham-Smythe. Orcon saw the man’s eyes shift almost imperceptibly to the doorway behind and guessed he might make a sudden run for it. Fugitives always made that initial choice between flight and fight. “Now, don’t do anything foolish,” he admonished holding up his hand. “There are two armed Federal Agents outside. You wouldn’t get more than twenty yards, trust me.” The man’s body relaxed only slightly as he warily eyed the three strangers, his weight balanced evenly on the balls of his feet. It was Cunnyngham-Smythe who broke the tension by easing his weight onto the bed and mopping at his brow.  “I say Mr. Peterson, any chance of a spot of tea?” At the mention of the name the man tensed again. Orcon now had no doubts remaining that they had the right man. He drew himself up to his full height. “Mr. Harry Peterson, I presume?” he asked formally. The man glared at him, but said nothing. Orcon continued. “Mr. Harry Peterson, occupation historian, formerly of Bedford Cottage in the town of Linley in the south of England,” he said. “Missing, presumed drowned, off the Thai island of Phi-Phi following the Boxing Day Tsunami of 2004.” The man now looked decidedly nervous. He tried moistening his lips with his tongue but all his saliva seemed to have evaporated. He ran a hand through his short beard. “My name is Roberts……….umm……Tony Roberts…..look I have no idea what you people are talking about. You come barging in here-” “Come man,” snapped Cunnyngham-Smythe loudly from the bed. “You hired a yacht on the resort island of Phuket on the fifteenth of December 2005 and faked your own death twelve days later when the tsunami hit Thailand. You made 
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your way to Australia and have been living here under an assumed name ever since.” Wagner saw the colour rise steadily in the man’s cheeks.  “I most certainly did not,” he said angrily and then fell silent. He stared at Orcon intently. “You’re an American. What are you doing here anyway?” Orcon smiled faintly, but the smile did not reach his eyes. “One thing at a time Peterson. One thing at a time.” He gestured to Wagner. “Get the local cops in here Emma. Let’s show our long lost sailor some documents which may help jog his memory.” Orcon turned back to the man. “In the meantime, how about some refreshments as Mr Cunnyngham-Smythe suggested. I don’t suppose you have any decent coffee?”  Without waiting for an answer Cunnyngham-Smythe went out and rummaged around in the kitchen cupboards, producing several tea bags and a jar of instant coffee. He flicked the switch on a plastic electric jug and within a few minutes he had produced two steaming mugs of black coffee and was swirling a tea bag around in another. He passed a mug each to Wagner and Orcon. “Only three mugs,” Davidson explained by way of apology to the two police officers and sat down at a small table. He directed the bearded man to sit on the opposite bench.  “Now Mr. Peterson,” he began slowly with his hands clasped together under his chin as if in prayer. “I’ll talk for a while and you be a good chap and just listen. Firstly, the two young fellows by the door are armed Australian Police Officers. In their hot little hands is a warrant for your arrest on charges of illegally entering the country. This would normally entail your immediate removal to an immigration detention centre. Not pleasant places as I understand them.”  He took a swig from his mug and cast a shrewd glance at the man opposite. He was sitting impassively but his green eyes were constantly on the move, flitting from the officers sifting through the contents of the drawers of the computer 
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desk to Orcon and then Wagner and then back to Cunnyngham-Smythe. He had recovered quickly from the initial shock, surmised Cunnyngham-Smythe. It was time to turn the heat up. “Following that,” he continued, “I further understand that additional charges will be preferred by Her Majesty’s Government in London with respect to fraud and that my government will seek your extradition for that purpose. It occurs to me that you are looking at a custodial sentence of up to two years in this jurisdiction and up to five years in Britain.”  The taller police officer handed Orcon a dark blue passport he had found in one of the drawers. Orcon flicked through it and tossed it onto the table. “Maybe more than two years in prison just here Peterson,” he said and moved to stand behind him. He bent down to whisper in his ear. “That’s a false passport. Makes you a definite security risk in my book in these trying times. And it hasn’t been used. Even worse. Means you entered this country by other means. I think you may have more than one false passport. A man with access to many false passports might well have organised crime or terrorist links.” Orcon had spoken slowly, emphasising each word. The man blinked at Cunnyngham-Smythe for help.  “A terrorist? Me? Why, that’s just nonsense.” “Shut up,” interjected the Englishman mildly. He stood up from the table and took his mug over to the sink. Orcon took his place in the vacated chair. He fixed his gaze on the man opposite but said nothing. It was a standard interrogation technique. As a general rule, human beings abhor a long silence in conversations and most will speak after a few minutes if only just to break the silence. This one was no exception. “What’s this about a fraud?” he eventually asked Orcon quietly. But it was Wagner who answered. She carelessly tossed the contents of the mug into the fireplace and sat down 
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beside Orcon, very deliberately crossing her slender legs so that her left foot was crooked under her right calf.  “Your wife sought a declaration of death in the County Coroner’s Court Mr. Peterson. It was granted just over twelve months ago.” The man struggled to place the accent. It was a mixture of a cultivated American accent with a trace of somewhere in Europe. He rubbed his face in his hands. This was too much. “Who are you people?” he shouted. “You burst in here unannounced, you show no identification and accuse me of all sorts of things. This is preposterous. I insist you all leave at once.” They pointedly ignored the outburst. Cunnyngham-Smythe coughed discreetly. “Really, Miss Wagner must I always have to counsel you regarding the preciseness of your language?” He turned to the man. “What Miss Wagner meant to say is that your former wife sought the declaration of your death. She has since …err…found new love and remarried. Lives in Canada now. Handsome young man by all accounts. Expecting a child in the spring.” He paused to peer at the man. “I can see that is a bit of a shock. Still, you can’t expect an attractive woman like that to spend the best years of her life in mourning. Hmmm?” There was no answer. The man sat stonily faced in the chair, his shoulders slumped. He expected this day might come, but nothing had prepared him for this. Who the hell were these people? Why not just arrest him and be done with it? He raised his eyes. Orcon immediately spotted the look of resignation. “You didn’t know your wife had remarried, did you?”  The man shook his head. “No.” The voice was barely a whisper. “You see,” added Wagner, “there’s a bit of a problem with the life assurance policy. Your former wife,” she intoned, placing heavy emphasis on the ‘former’ and glancing 
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meaningfully at Cunnyngham-Smythe, “collected on it to the tune of a little over one million pounds in English money.” “I see.” “I’m not sure you do,” disagreed Cunnyngham-Smythe. He twisted a large ruby signet ring on his little finger thoughtfully. “As is painfully obvious to observe, you are not dead are you? Which means, ipso facto, that if the insurance company becomes aware of this small detail they may well be minded to seek recovery of their monies.” The man sat up in his chair. “Huh? But I didn’t claim on the policy. How can I be held liable?” “Very simply if the prosecution can establish you faked your death or failed to report that you were still alive. In addition, your former spouse would be subject to a claim of unjust enrichment. Not to mention the very unpleasant surprise of learning you have not shuffled off the mortal coil just yet.” Cunnyngham-Smythe leaned over the table so that his face was within inches of the other. “So, just why did you fake your death, Mr. Peterson?” There was no answer. Orcon flicked the catches on his briefcase and pulled out a sheaf of papers. He extracted five pages and placed them next to each other on the table. “Owed a lot of money, didn’t we?” Orcon tapped the first sheet with his forefinger. “Look at this one. At the time of your convenient disappearance your mortgage was fourteen thousand pounds in arrears. What’s that – about thirty thousand US dollars more or less. Here’s a personal loan for ten thousand pounds from Barclay’s Bank. That was taken out six months before you went to Thailand. And there are others. My guess is you were facing bankruptcy and did a runner.” The man bit his lip and looked around the room at all five of his accusers. He sighed and placed his hands on his lap. Wagner made to speak but Orcon silenced her with a quick shake of his head. This was the moment. 
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“All right. I am Peterson.” The words came quickly now he had made the first, vital admission. “But I wasn’t broke. I was owed a lot of money by a fellow called Vorshung, my last employer. A lot of money. So were a lot of other people. We were supposed to be paid two months after the company closed down. We were given instructions to go to a certain address in Berlin and everything would be sorted out then. We were even promised to be paid double for having to wait.” Cunnyngham-Smythe snorted. “You expect us to believe that?” For the first time Peterson showed a trace of genuine irritation. “Believe what you want. It’s true.”  The others knew it was, in fact, true but none showed any sign of believing him. “So why didn’t you turn up to collect all this money you say you were owed and you say was going to be paid to you?” pressed Cunnyngham-Smythe. Peterson ran a hand through a shock of unruly black hair and his sense of anguish was visible for all to see. “I took some time off. I just needed to get away. Katherine and I were not getting on too well. I decided to go for a holiday by myself and we had been to Phuket for our honeymoon and I really fell in love with the place. So I booked a flight to Thailand and hopped on a boat to Phuket. I hired a small yacht and was pottering around the coast when the tsunami hit.” He broke off and looked down at the floor. “It was horrible. The first I knew was a huge flock of birds of all different types passed over the boat going hell for leather for the coast. Never saw anything like it. Then a couple of minutes later all along the horizon you could see this huge white wave rolling in. It just filled the horizon from one end to the other. The closer it got to the coast the faster it seemed to be moving and the higher it seemed to get. It just swamped the yacht. There wasn’t really any time to do anything except watch it coming in. I remember the whole boat turned turtle when it 
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hit and the mast snapping. I have no idea what happened next.” Peterson looked up, his face ashen. Cunnyngham-Smythe had placed a mug of black coffee in front of him. He gratefully accepted the drink and took a long draught, holding the mug in both hands. His hands were shaking as he placed the mug back on the table and he eventually decided to let go of it as the mug was rattling on the table. “But you survived, eh?” persisted Cunnyngham-Smythe, his tone not altogether unfriendly. Peterson rubbed his eyes slowly with his palms.  “Yes, I survived. But I don’t know how. The next thing I remember is being pulled out of a pile of palm fronds on a beach somewhere by some villagers. I had washed up on a little island God knows where.” “So why didn’t you call your wife then?” asked Wagner, genuinely curious by now. He laughed bitterly. “Are you joking? It was two weeks before we even saw a helicopter. And that flew straight over. Just about the whole island had been wrecked. There were no buildings left, no huts, no trees. Nothing. Bodies kept washing up on the beach for days. Asians and some Europeans first. Then came the Indians. All swollen and bloated and covered in sea lice. By the dozens on every full tide. The smell was dreadful. You couldn’t escape the stench anywhere on the island. There weren’t enough survivors to even think about burying the dead. I was bloody lucky the islanders shared their food with me, there was precious little to go around as it was and the men were too frightened to take to the sea, even if there had been any fishing boats left. We lived on coconuts and crabmeat for a month. Then a boat turned up out of the blue and dropped off some tinned food and water.” Wagner pursed her lips and looked at him dubiously. “Are you saying it took over a month before anyone came to help?” 
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Peterson drained his mug and carefully put it to one side. His hands were no longer shaking. He looked at her closely for the first time. “You’re an American too, right?” Wagner nodded slightly in response. He continued. “Look at what happened in New Orleans. The richest and most advanced country in the world couldn’t even begin to cope with the flooding of a single city. What if the New Orleans flood had covered half the continental United States and there were over half a million dead and another thirty million homeless? You’d still be trying to clean it up now. In fact, you haven’t even finished cleaning up New Orleans yet. Civilization as we know it is a very thin veneer Miss Wagner and it takes much less than we fondly imagine to send us all clunking back to the Stone Age.” It was Cunnyngham-Smythe who broke the lengthy silence that followed. “Tell me,” he began softly, “how did you get to Australia? And why? After all, I presume you had no money, no credit cards and no identification and you certainly didn’t contact the British Embassy for assistance.” “It was nearly three months before I made it back to the mainland. Nothing seemed real anymore. Nothing seemed important. I just wanted to get further away and stay away. Australia is about as far as you can go. There was plenty of currency on some of the clothed bodies. Especially the Europeans. And jewellery. Plus some of the Indians had a lot of gold bracelets and necklaces. The islanders helped themselves after a while. So did I.” “You robbed the dead?” interrupted one of the Australian police officers incredulously from the doorway. “You bastard. You’ll go down for that.” Orcon frowned and waved the officer away. “Fetch us some more coffees please. We’ll look after this, thank you, if it’s all the same to you.” The officer pointedly snatched the mugs and walked over to the sink, muttering to himself. Cunnyngham-Smythe looked at his watch and saw that nearly half an hour had passed since they had landed. 
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“How did you come by a passport then?” asked Cunnyngham-Smythe. Peterson permitted himself a half smile. “Hang around in the wrong places long enough and you will get to meet the right people. Five thousand US dollars for a blank passport, three for twelve thousand dollars. I had enough cash and gold for three with a bit left over to get me here. I worked on a few casual jobs in the regional areas when I arrived, fruit picking, fence mending, things like that. I was fruit picking in Victoria when I heard about this place. The rest you seem to know.” We wish, thought Orcon to himself. Peters took the mug banged down in front of him without comment and sipped it slowly. “Thirsty work, this confessing,” he commented. No-one responded. “May I ask one question?” Cunnyngham-Smythe nodded. “But it doesn’t mean we’ll answer it.” “How on earth did you find me?” “Aah…….well, I don’t suppose that will hurt. The Internet old chap. We have a software program that mines data on the net and can be programmed to search for specific sentence construction. We simply put your published works in and requested a search for matching sentence construction and syntax. Five days ago we hit pay dirt with your lengthy e-mails on the Battle of the Bulge to some like minded war buff in South Africa. After that, it was simply a matter of tracing the local area server and then the specific machine. Tell me, how long have you had the satellite dish? “Not even a bloody fortnight.” Cunnyngham-Smythe chuckled in his throat. “You World War Two nuts just can’t help yourselves, can you?’ A knock at the door cut him short. It was the Crew Chief, dangling his helmet in his left hand. He looked at Orcon. “Sorry to interrupt Boss, but the weather is really starting to 
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close in. We’ll need to disappear ourselves from here in another fifteen minutes at the max.” Orcon nodded curtly. Peterson stared at the flier wide-eyed. “You flew down here?” “Uh-huh,” Orcon confirmed casually. “And very shortly we will all be flying back to Sydney.” “To drop me off at the local prison no doubt.” “Nope.” Orcon shook his head. “Well, not straight away. You are volunteering to come with us to the good ol’ US of A. We would like to ask you some questions about your previous employer.”  Peterson was getting more confused by the moment. “My old employer? Doctor Vorshung?” “The one and the same.” “But what about all this stuff about fraud and illegal immigration?” Cunnyngham-Smythe airily waved his arm. “Oh that. Well, that’s in abeyance for the moment. Just consider yourself in protective custody pending resolution of delicate jurisdictional issues. A mild form of rendition, you might say”  Peterson shook his head in bewilderment. “I think I need a cigarette. Why fly all the way here from England or the US or wherever just to take me away to ask about Vorshung? I don’t get it. Surely it would be easier to ask anyone else who worked there. There were nearly twenty of us at one stage. Any one of them would be easier to trace than me.” Wagner had not spoken for some time. She stood up slowly from the table and stretched her arms. “We have traced them. That’s the trouble.” “Trouble? What trouble?” The quiet tone in her voice was distinctly unsettling. Cunnyngham-Smythe’s face turned grim. “They are all dead Mr. Peterson. Every last man jack of them. And none from natural causes as best we can make out.” He stroked his 
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chin absentmindedly with his forefinger. He continued slowly and carefully. “And our best guess at the present is that the only thing keeping you alive is the belief that everyone thinks you are dead. And whilst that present happy state continues we would very much like for you to answer some more questions about the good Herr Vorshung.”   
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