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The Light

“Nothing in the universe can travel at the speed of light,” they say, forgetful of the shadow’s speed.

- Howard Nemerov
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40,000 B.C.E., A cave in central Europe

The Lion-Man sat on the tamped earth, his chest pressed against his folded knees, crouched low to the ground, swaying. His swollen eyes glazed over. Dirty sweat streaked his reddened face. The skin of a great killing beast slain in a time long forgotten covered his head and shoulders, draped to the ground.

The shaman turned away from the clan, away from the cave opening and faced the grotto and the bright light of the inner-world. It was forbidden for any of the others to gaze upon the light. Black ulcers on his face oozed a sticky, bloody puss. Festering sores covered his skin. Two fingers had fallen from one of his hands. That he had lived this long only proved he possessed great power - the power to call upon the light.

Slow rhythmic chanting echoed from the cavern walls. The men of the clan assembled in the Bear cave called by the shaman when the black charcoal marks on the cave wall reached four hands, one finger for each of the sunrises obscured by the mysterious white cold that fell from the sky. So deep was the ground covered by the strange cold the hunters could only huddle around their hearths, forced by day to remain in the Lion cave, the cave of the living. The breasts of the women went barren and the children gnawed on marrow and cried in their hunger.

Despite the deadly cold outside no fires burned in the Bear cave, the cave of the light. The skin wraps that protected them from the numbing cold lay discarded in a heap. The men gathered, naked and sweating in the heat of the cave near the light. A stick lay on the ground - beyond this only the shaman could pass. To cross beyond meant a slow, painful death.

The shaman’s cries rose and the chanting followed in unison. Suddenly, he held up a bloody disfigured hand and the chanting stopped. He fell silent and stared straight ahead into the forbidden light.

The men stared at the Lion-Man. With a sudden cry, the sound muffled and sickly, he fell backwards and lay still on the hard earth.

No one made a sound. After a time one of the hunters pushed at the still body with a large stick prodding the shaman to move. The body remained motionless. Finally one of the elders who had witnessed the ritual end this way once before reached forward with his stick and stabbed at the skin of the great beast, pulling it ever so slowly toward him until he could reach it without crossing over the boundary. The men slowly backed away, threw their skins over their shoulders, and stepped out into the freezing storm for the walk back to the Lion cave.

The clan would choose a new shaman. The body would lie undisturbed until the scavenging beasts, driven by extreme hunger in the freezing winter storm, braved the terrifying smells of the Bear cave and dragged the body out to feast at the cave mouth.

The storm continued to rage. Many of the clan would die before the coming of light to the outer-world.




Chapter 1

Bärenhöhle

Of all the Gods, Death only craves not gifts.

- Aeschylus
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August 1939

“Herr Professor, I have a dispatch requiring your immediate attention.”

Professor Robert Wetzel looked up from his table in a tent just off the dirt road winding through the Lone Valley in southwest Germany. Above him loomed the mouths of the Hohlenstein-Stadel caves. In the opening of the tent stood a uniformed soldier wearing the silver insignia of the SS. A very young soldier.

“And you are?”

“Sturmmann Lenz Gaertner, Herr Professor.”

Professor Wetzel looked over the young boy standing before him, prim and proper, displaying respect to the reserve senior SS officer before him.

Why would the university send a soldier of the SS to deliver a dispatch? Could the rumors be true?

“What do you have for me, Gaertner?”

His tone was more formal and authoritative than he used with his students and assistants from Tübingen University who formed his excavation team. The young soldier stepped quickly forward and handed the professor a sealed envelope.

“You are dismissed, Gaertner.”

“My apologies, Herr Major, but I was ordered to wait and deliver your reply.”

Young Lenz Gaertner stood stiffly, nervous at having to stand before the senior officer dressed in civilian clothes but nonetheless a Sturmbannführer in the SS.

“I see. Well, what nonsense do we have here?”

The professor opened the envelope and read the orders inside, a dark scowl creasing his normally stoic bearing. He laid the order on the table and quickly scrawled his signature across the bottom. He placed the document back in the envelope and handed it to the messenger.

“Deliver this to your commandant at once. Tell him it will be a week at the earliest before I can secure the site. If that is not acceptable tell him he can protest to the university. Dismissed.”

The boy soldier reached for the document, saluted with a “Heil Hitler,” and hurried back to the waiting car as quickly as he could.

The professor poured a glass of cognac, sat back, and closed his eyes.

So, war has finally come. And we are to win with children playing at soldier.

“Heinz!” he called out to his assistant. “Call the staff to a meeting.”




Professor Wetzel and his geologist Dr. Otto Völzing stood before the small informal assembly of students and research assistants and delivered the stunning news.

“We have been ordered to terminate the excavation immediately. Both Professor Völzing and I have been recalled to active duty. I expect many of you will receive military call-ups as well in the coming weeks.”

The crew simply stared at the ground in disbelief. Dr. Völzing broke the silence.

“We have little time and much to do. Professor Wetzel and I have organized the staff into teams and have written lists of assignments.”

He passed out the work manifests to the senior assistants. The small group clamored around looking for their names on the lists. One of the senior assistants, a graduate student named Dieter Keller, spoke directly.

“What of the ivory fragments, Professor Wetzel? We cannot just leave them in the ground. The chance of them being disturbed is simply too great.”

The excavation team had just discovered ivory tusk fragments that clearly showed evidence of human carving in a sediment layer near the back of the Stadel cave. Dr. Völzing estimated the sediment layer to be at least 30,000 - 35,000 years old. Dieter Keller had been working with Professor Wetzel on a comprehensive excavation plan just the night before.

“Yes, Dieter, we too are concerned. Before we commence decommissioning the dig I would like you to accompany Professor Völzing and me to collect as much of the sediment layer containing the fragments as possible. We will store these away until a safer time when they can be analyzed more thoroughly. We will record the location on the excavation schematic so we may return later and search more thoroughly for additional fragments. For now this will have to suffice.”

A groan rose among the students all of whom knew this was the equivalent of touching up a Da Vinci painting with a whitewashing brush. But there simply was no alternative.

“We will meet at the entrance to Stadel in one hour. In the meantime the other assignments can begin immediately. Please complete your work according to the timeline. If we delay even the slightest we can expect the SS to clear the camp without notice.”

The students and assistants knew exactly what that would mean.

“Professor,” one of the younger students asked, “does this mean there will be war?”

“I am afraid so, Kristof.”

“How long will it last, Professor?”

Dr. Wetzel removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

“Even a day of war lasts an eternity.”




With the fragment-laden sediments safely packed away in a box and headed for the university the camp degenerated into frantic chaos. By the end of the fourth day nothing remained except one small tent that contained a single wooden table and chair, an oil lamp, and the cave floor schematic. Professor Wetzel and Dr. Völzing had left camp earlier in the afternoon to oversee the archiving of materials and supplies at the university before reporting for duty. All that remained was for the final notebook measurements to be recorded on the official map by the excavation cartographer Heinz Maurer from the notes and journals left in his care.

He created a final legend in the lower left corner and dated it “1 Sept 1939.” He carefully scribed a new symbol in the legend with the identifier “Das Sediment.” He then replicated the symbol at the exact spot in the far end of Stadel where the professor’s notes indicated the carved ivory tusk fragments had been removed. As he waited for the ink to dry he opened the last of the journals with notes to transcribe.

The journal belonged to Senior Assistant Keller. Earlier in the day Keller appeared reluctant to hand the journal over to him.

“Heinz, my notes are crucial to my graduate studies. I plan to return to Bärenhöhle as soon as this war nonsense dies away. Please, I beg you. Guard these notes carefully.”

Maurer could not help but be surprised at Keller’s near panic at letting loose his precious notebook.

“Dieter, I will personally deliver your journal to you once I have completed my work. Do not be concerned. I will be back at the university first thing in the morning.”

By evening the last of the transports lumbered down the dirt road away from the dig site. Maurer was left alone with his tent, his map, and a small lorry as long shadows began to creep across the grass bottomland of the Lone Valley.




Maurer lit his lamp and poured himself a glass of wine. He opened Keller’s notebook and began to systematically record his notes following a familiar routine to decipher the cryptic scribblings of the researchers.

He took his time. The cartographer’s job was rather dull and tedious but important, nonetheless. The sameness of the routine - turning the nearly incoherent scribblings into meaningful chart objects and notes - suited him. He preferred to work in the isolation of the tent. The chaos of the past few days annoyed him and Maurer was grateful to be alone at Hohlenstein-Stadel at last if even just for a few quiet hours.

He filled in details as he transcribed the journal notes turning Dieter Keller’s shorthand into complete words for clarity:

Int[erior] promontory,




L[eft]. 27.15 M[eters]




Furthest penetration




F[loor] sed[iments] undisturbed

C[ompass] read[ing] ind[eterminate]

What followed caught his attention.

Center of limestone facing, 1.2M a[bove the] floor, R[ight] H[and] wall, unusually warm to touch. Limestone crumbling easily to [the] hand pick, even to [my] bare hands.




Getting warmer as I proceed into [the] face .2 M[eters]




Dizzy now - 20 min[utes]. Possible air contamination. Cannot remain longer. Must return with breathing [protection] and examine further.




What is this? The bright light forced me to back away. Covered it for later review.

This final set of notes was not written in shorthand. That was unusual.

Heinz Maurer finished his transcription and carefully packed the map in its travel tube. He folded the tent and stowed the table and chair in the bed of the truck. As he began to pack the lantern in its case he stopped and looked back in the direction of Bärenhöhle cave.

“I have time,” he convinced himself.

He dug around in the supply trunk for a box of matches, lit the lamp, and set off the short distance to the cave opening.




The Bärenhöhle cave snaked back into the limestone rock to a depth of sixty meters. As Heinz Maurer stood and looked inside the depths seemed black and unforgiving. But Keller had written of a bright light that caused him to back away. He could see no evidence of a light deep in the cave.

At about twenty meters the cave took a bend to the right. He turned off his lamp for a moment. A light appeared in the distance, faint but discernible.

He found the promontory at Meter 27, a small alcove that led back to his left at about halfway to the back of the cave. A glimmer of light snuck out through cracks in the wall against the right-hand side a little more than a meter above the floor as Keller had written. He understood what he meant by “covered it for later review.” A large rock had been placed over the opening, the light seeping around its edges barely illuminating the small grotto and penetrating only a short distance down the backside of the cave.

He could feel a strange radiant heat emanating from the wall that contrasted with the dank cold of the surrounding cave. He reached forward to pull the blocking rock away but jumped back quickly. The heat nearly burned the skin on his fingers.

“What is this?”

He wanted a closer look but the intensity of the heat frightened him. He ran back to the truck and returned with a small hand pick. As he began to hack away at the face of the wall he realized he was cutting through a kind of paste, what looked like limestone mixed with casting plaster clumsily pressed around the edges of the large rock by the usually meticulous Keller.

“Keller must have been in a hurry,” his voice echoed in the otherwise silent cave.

Sweat began to pour down his face from the heat emanating from the wall. In a few moments he had carved away most of the wall’s plaster. He jammed the edge of the pick alongside the rock and pulled. The rock gave way and fell to the floor.

A brilliant flash of light exploded from behind the opening filling the chamber with an intensity so great he fell back and covered his eyes. He crawled quickly back around the safety of the promontory wall, waited to let his eyes readjust to the blinding light, then backtracked to the entrance of the cave. With a quick and uncertain look back in the direction of Bärenhöhle he hurried to the truck and drove off down the Lone Valley Road.




Heinz Maurer woke the next morning, an irritating stinging sensation on his face. He rose, walked to the washstand in the corner of his small room, and poured cold water into the bowl to wash the sleep from his eyes. As he reached into the cool water he felt the same sensation on his hands.

He splashed the water carefully on his face, the coolness momentarily easing the heat from the skin, and looked at his face in the small mirror. His eyes were swollen slightly, the skin red and irritated.

Sunburn was all he could think of. The August sun had been intense but he had spent most of his time out of the sun in the cartographer tent.

How could I have become so sunburned?

He carefully finished washing and dressed. He grabbed the small notebook from his bed table and headed off across campus to find Dieter Keller.




“Have you seen Keller?” he asked as he walked through the dormitory’s common room.

“No, he was not down for breakfast.”

Maurer bounded up the stairs to the third floor of the ancient stone dormitory and knocked on Keller’s door.

“Dieter, it is Heinz. Are you there?”

He listened for a reply but heard only a soft moan coming from inside.

“Dieter? Is that you?”

Again, the soft moaning sound.

“Dieter, I am coming in,” and he opened the door slightly. “Dieter, it is Heinz. Are you here?”

He looked through the slight opening in the doorway. The heavy drapes were closed, the room dimly lit. He could see a person lying on the bed, face up. He stepped into the room and tried to focus his eyes in the dim light.

It was Dieter Keller. His face was puffed and broken by dark splotches of skin peeling away. His hands faced upward to the ceiling, open - the skin burned and peeling away. Maurer thought he could see bone through one of the bloody gashes in his hand.

Keller could not turn his head. The only sound Maurer heard was a muffled groan as Keller tried to speak through his swollen throat. Maurer looked into his eyes, now black holes where the eye tissues had burned away.

Maurer staggered back stunned by the grizzly apparition before him. He grabbed for the door and stumbled into the hallway, falling back against the wall to regain his balance as he vomited on the floor. He hurried as quickly as he dared down the stairs and stormed through the doorway of the house manager.

“Quickly!” he screamed. “An ambulance. We need an ambulance. Hurry man!”




On 1 Sept 1939, the day the German army launched blitzkrieg against Poland spelling the end of the Second Polish Republic and the beginning of this new war, Dieter Keller died. He never spoke and although he tried several times to write, doctors had to amputate both his hands shortly after he was discovered in his room. He was never able to explain how he came to be so horribly burned.

In the days to come Heinz Maurer watched in horror as black ulcers formed on his hands oozing a sticky, bloody puss. His breathing became labored and for two weeks he lay in his dormitory bed, a bucket on the floor beside him to capture the vomit.

He was delirious from fever when men in uniform burst through his dormitory room door. Their shouts crashed through his pain, confused, jumbled.

“The journal! Where is the journal?”

Maurer rolled slightly then cried out in pain as hands grabbed him violently and drug him from the bed to the floor. Again, the screaming.

“Where is it?”

He tried to open his eyes but the room just kept spinning wildly out of control, the figures blurred, surreal. Books tumbled from his shelves to the floor, orders shouted out, the angry cries - all mixed together in a bewildering confusion.

“Answer me, Herr Maurer, or you will be under arrest!”

Then from the far side of the room came a shout.

“Herr Major, I have it!”

He thought he heard the slamming of a door. The shadows in the room disappeared, swallowed by the silent blackness as he lay on the cold floor.




Four motorcycles led the convoy of trucks moving quickly up the winding road that ran through the Lone Valley. The last truck was filled with soldiers, their rifles at the ready. A young boy swatted at the back legs of his family’s milk cow to hurry it across the road out of the way. He watched in fascination as the trucks rolled by. Just a short distance ahead the motorcycles turned up the dirt road that led to the caves.

By the afternoon the soldiers sealed off the road with a steel gate manned by armed sentries.

“What is it, Papa?”

The farmer tried to assure his young son.

“Keep the cow tied close to the barn, Reiner. The soldiers will not bother us.”

“But Papa, what do they want at the caves?”

“It is none of our affair. Do as you are told.”

When the trucks finally left their number had grown to ten. The convoy rolled away slowly, a column of twenty soldiers walking alongside, rifles at the ready. One truck pulled a heavy machine gun mounted on a wheeled carriage.

The gate remained guarded. The remaining soldiers commandeered the farmer’s barn for their quarters.




Chapter 2

The Ever-Burning Lamp

I existed from all eternity and, behold, I am here; and I shall exist till the end of time, for my being has no end.

- Kahlil Gibran
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Present Day

Café Ruban Vert was nearly deserted this early in the morning. I had remained in Saint-Nazaire longer than I expected wrapping up the “Madonna” stories for the Guardian and closing most of the loose ends in my investigation. I took a few days and visited Belle Isle and sat quietly in the cell that held Anisette Durande for so long, her spirit unbroken. The Citadel was now a private hotel and museum. While I did take the guided tour I stayed instead at Le Hotel Grande where Sid masqueraded as the SS major. No record was kept of his visit and the current operators could not tell me what room he stayed in. No matter. His ghost followed me everywhere I went in Le Palais.

On my trip back to Paris I made a side excursion to Pont-Aven and enjoyed a glass of wine on the quay remembering the discoveries of Antoine, the fisherman, and his beloved Marianne. I thought about Arièle and wondered what was happening in her world at this moment - no doubt something grand and secretive at the same time. I made a resolution to visit Roland Soullant when I returned to Paris and get caught up.




“Monsieur Larry! Oh, so good to see you home!”

Madame Carré came bustling into the café with an armful of groceries and a young toddler by the hand.

“Bonjour, madame. And just who is this? Have you and Marcel been holding out on me?”

She flashed me a playfully stern look.

“My sister’s grandson. Lord knows I’ll never see one of my own!”

Not any time soon if I know Monique at all. I had yet to brief her on all of the subtleties of the Madonna story as it played out. Classes had begun at the university and I knew I would have to catch her at a later time. Marcel was away at a supplier’s warehouse and the assistant cook, some sort of shirttail relative, was manning both the kitchen and the tables.

“Un café,” I motioned to him. He gave me an unconcerned look and went back to preparing something in the kitchen. I got up and poured my own coffee.

Feels like home.

Today I planned to tackle the stack of folders I had yet to examine - the ones Sid gave me in London that put me on to the Madonna story in the first place. There were seven in all - I had only examined the first of the stack. I felt a little pressured to sort out what was remaining. Besides, Angus McDonough was hounding me for the next story and I was getting a little bored playing tourist.

I opened my briefcase and spread the files out across the table. The folder tabs were mostly one- or two-word headings and not very descriptive so I decided to first quickly scan the folder documents and prioritize them. With Monique busy in class I would be on my own for a while and hoped to find a simple one to work with.

That was easier said than done. I could tell by the occasional scribblings that Sid had written some new notes, presumably before handing over the files. A modern gel pen made these - the lines contained small smudges consistent with the water-based gel ink. These writings contrasted sharply with the ink of an older ballpoint pen used to make the initial notes.

I found nothing inside the folders as tantalizing as the army ID tag that jump-started the search for the Madonna Rosa. One of the folders contained a bundle of letters written in German but little else. I put this folder aside for later and took a second look at the folder tabs.

This time one caught my attention - Glocke. Among his many pursuits Sid had been the principal designer of a stainless-steel Model 1911 automatic pistol in the 1970s. I suspected this would have something to do with one his competitors, the pistols of Gaston Glock. A quick review of the file, however, left me no closer to understanding the contents.

“So - you are going to eat, or what?”

I looked up and saw the cook standing above me wiping his hands on his dirty apron. He hadn’t shaved in several days.

“No. Just coffee. Merci.”

He grunted and stomped back to the kitchen.




I decided to take a closer look at the Glocke folder. I knew from past experience that Sid typically placed the basis of his documentation on the bottom of the stack so I decided to look at this first. The page contained a single phrase almost as if Sid had begun to make notes but something interrupted him. Sid was meticulous. A single page without supporting information was uncharacteristic of him.

At first I thought the phrase was encoded. On second look I realized it was Latin.

Ignis non est aer accensus

I plugged the phrase into the translator on my laptop and it returned,

The fire is not burning with air.

What was this about? I pasted the phrase into my browser and the search engine returned some sources that surprised me. The first link was to a website at the University of Chicago. It referenced a section of text from an essay by English physician and chemist Edward Jordan called “A Discourse of Naturall Bathes, and Minerall Waters.” It included the curious text,

But what shall wee judge of those Lamps, which have beene found burning in old Sepulchres? some of them (if wee may beleeve histories) having continued 1500. Yeeres [sic](1).

The second link directed me to a more comprehensive page on Sir Thomas Browne maintained by the same author as the Jordan text. In a discussion of the element air Browne spices his anatomical dissertation in “Pseudodoxia Epidemica” with the tantalizing question:

Why some lamps included in those bodies have burned many hundred years, as that discovered in the Sepulchre of Tullia, the sister of Cicero, and that of Olibius many years after, near Padua, because whatever was their matter, either a preparation of gold, or Naptha, the duration proceeded from the purity of their oyl [sic] (2).

The term “naphtha” in antiquity generally meant any form of flammable liquid. Both of these articles referred to some kind of lamp or light presumably able to burn for hundreds if not thousands of years.

I decided to follow the thread. I typed the phrase “Sepulchre of Tullia” into the browser and the returned links all contained the same reference to a flame that allegedly burned without tender for fifteen hundred years - called an “ever-burning lamp.” Following that phrase uncovered a host of references scattered throughout history from the time of the ancient Greeks and Romans to Henry VIII of England. It seems a myth of the ever-burning lamp existed in antiquity throughout the documented world.

Was Sid aware of these ancient claims? There was no hint that these references had anything to do with the Glocke folder - and certainly nothing related to modern firearms. Were these links just a diversion?

I had to assume so. Nonetheless, the idea of an ancient myth or some unknown technology intrigued me.




The rest of the papers in the Glocke folder were neatly bound with a paper clip. On the top was a black and white photo, what clearly looked like an old print. It showed what I could only describe as a concrete replica of a Greek temple - and a bad copy at that. It was set in a woody rural area with a small concrete path leading past just to the left of the object. It had twelve pillars with concrete beams tying them together at the top but little else. There was nothing to give even the remotest clue what the photograph was about.

Pages two through five were technical specifications, mathematical formulas, and cryptic notes that clearly were not written in Sid’s handwriting. Nothing on the page provided any sort of context for the information.

The past page - the foundation document, or so I hoped - had so far not been much help. I looked again at the Latin inscription, played with the letter combinations some more - both in the native script and the English translation - but found nothing. I even tried translating it into German and French but no patterns emerged.

Something was not right. Sid did nothing by chance - that I knew far too well. This document was placed here in support of the information contained above it.

What was I missing?




Mme Carré came back into the café, dropped a bundle of envelopes on my table, and sat down with a cup of coffee.

“M. Larry, you really need to get a postal box.”

“I have one!” I protested. I routinely received mail addressed to me at the café. I had used Le Café Ruban Vert so often in my stories readers assumed the café was also my mailing address.

“So, M. Larry, have you spoken to Monique lately?”

“No, madame, not since returning from Saint-Nazaire.”

“Monique tells me what you are doing is very dangerous.”

“No, I don’t think so. Madame, I am just a writer.”

“A writer who had his car blown up!”

“A mistake by the police. It was a hoax, nothing more. The police simply over-reacted.”

“Marcel has forbidden her to travel with you any longer.”

I chuckled.

“How well did that go over?”

She smiled.

“You know Monique. By the time my husband was through ranting she had him wrapped around her little finger. But I am still concerned, M. Larry. Please, do nothing to place her in danger.”

“Madame Carré, your family is my family here in Paris. I would never put any of you at risk. Monique is a bright girl and knows enough to stay away from trouble.”

She looked over her glasses at me with a look that let me know she and Marcel would be watching me carefully and left to tend to her sister’s grandson. I just smiled - it was good to have a surrogate family here in Paris.

I sorted through the envelopes and threw the “great opportunities” and other junk mail aside. I put the reader mail into two piles - one that claimed that as the spawn of Satan I was personally responsible for every ill of society; the other gushing platitudes that were nowhere near as interesting as the Satan letters. I wrote a few notes on some of them to jog my memory about what I planned to write in reply - I made a point of always answering my mail in person. Even a reader who believes I am Satan’s messenger is a paying reader after all.

Only one letter remained.

Dear Mr. Hewitt,

A friend introduced me to your stories in the newspaper. I believe I met your friend Sid Woodard. In 1962 he interviewed my father about his illness shortly before he passed.




He seemed to know a great deal about the cause of my father’s illness. Perhaps it is something you would be willing to talk with me about.




Sincerely,

Nicole Maurer-Holzmann

My initial reaction was to put this letter aside for later. But one of the comments in the letter made me stop and reconsider.

He seemed to know a great deal about the cause of my father’s illness.

I took out my cell phone and called the number written on the bottom of the letter.

Voice mail. Of course.




Chapter 3

The Edge of Darkness

Civilization is like a thin layer of ice upon a deep ocean of chaos and darkness.

- Werner Herzog

[image: ]

October 1941

“Call Major Mueller.”

“Immediately, Herr Reichsführer.”

Heinrich Himmler’s aide retreated to the outer office where he picked up the telephone and barked orders.

Two reports lay on Heinrich Himmler’s desk in a neat pile exactly two centimeters from the top and left sides of the desk. The topmost report was from a physics professor named Nussbaum from Tübingen University who claimed to have an alternative to uranium fission as the mechanism for an atomic weapon. The second was a rebuttal from the eminent German theoretical physicist Werner Heisenberg.

After its army swept through Western Europe Germany captured critical elements to build an atomic weapon as well as key scientists in Belgium and France. On paper it looked as if the Nazi regime had caught up with American efforts to produce a workable atom bomb. Recent setbacks, however, had even senior scientists doubting Germany’s atomic weapons program.

Himmler decided to take matters into his own hands.

“Herr Reichsführer, this is Major Mueller.”

An officer from the Heereswaffenamt - the weaponry office for the Wehrmacht - stood dutifully at attention. Himmler’s aide closed the door after him leaving the two alone in the office.

“I have a few questions for you, Major.”

Himmler retrieved the top report and placed it directly in front of him. The cover read:

The Acquisition of Fusion Energy from Naturally Occurring Plasma Phenomenon




Holenlicht Feasibility and Practice




H. Nussbaum

“I must say, Major, Professor Nussbaum’s report is quite remarkable. This so-called energy source - the professor says he can produce a weapon of greater destructive capacity with a smaller weapon than the atomic project under development. The report says you agree with him.”

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer. The proposal depends on plasma fusion yield-to-mass ratio differences generated by a radical vortex compression and focused through magnetic field separation to produce a form of thermonuclear ... ,”

“Major,” Himmler interrupted him abruptly. “I want to understand Professor Nussbaum’s claim that this device would significantly reduce the time necessary for a practical weapons system. Explain this.”

“The ordnance does not require large quantities of heavy water or the production of uranium isotopes as our current project does, Herr Reichsführer. Fusion can occur in a small contained space making delivery more practical.”

Himmler wrote some quick notes on his note pad and continued.

“And your expected feasibility for deployment?”

“Twelve to eighteen months, Herr Reichsführer, depending on funding limitations.”

At the word “limitations” Himmler looked up coldly through his wire-rimmed glasses. He handed the proposal to Major Mueller without signing it and reached for the second report.

“I see our Professor Heisenberg has a different opinion from Herr Nussbaum.”

Major Mueller shifted his stance nervously.

“If I may, Herr Reichsführer, Herr Heisenberg did not personally inspect the work of Professor Nussbaum but only comments on the theoretical aspects of ... ,”

Himmler raised his hand and the major stopped short. Himmler looked up, a blank stare on his face.

“Major, what is that smell on your uniform?”

The question caught Major Mueller off guard.

“I am sorry, Herr Reichsführer. I am not certain what you mean.”

“You smell like cigarette smoke, Major. May I see your hands, please?”

It was not a request. Major Mueller extended both his hands.

“Turn them over.”

The major complied. Himmler just stared with that odd, chilling look at the slight nicotine stain between the major’s index and middle fingers.

“How dare you enter my office smelling of nicotine.” Himmler’s voice was controlled, exacting.

Major Mueller, in a panic, simply stared ahead. No one had warned him to scrub his hands with the lemon oil kept in the outer bathroom for just this purpose. No one was allowed to enter Himmler’s office who had been smoking.

“My mistake, Herr Himmler. I beg your forgiveness. It will not happen again.”

“You are correct, Major. It will not happen again. Corporal!”

The young aide returned immediately.

“Escort the major from my presence immediately. Then call to have my office fumigated before I return.”

The aide grabbed Major Mueller by the arm and nearly dragged him from the office. He snatched the report from the major and dropped it on his desk as they passed. Major Meuller hurried back down the hallway to get out of SS headquarters before he could be arrested.

Himmler stood quietly for a moment, his hands trembling slightly, then grabbed the Heisenberg report and tossed it violently across the room.

He stormed from the office.




“Armin, I am not certain what to do with this report. It came back from the top floor without initials.”

SS-Schütze Axel Vogt worked as a filing clerk in the bowels of Berlin SS administrative headquarters. He had made friends in the filing section with a fellow private, Armin Schäfer.

“If it was not initialed it was not approved.”

“But procedures require an initial by a senior officer even for a rejection.”

“Did you show it to Oberst Gaust?”

The section commanding officer, a seasoned pragmatist named Gaust, could seldom hide his contempt for his young SS recruits and their unbridled enthusiasm. To him the Nazi party was just a vehicle to leverage for his own purposes. Controlling reports - who received what and in what time frame - gave him tremendous power over SS operations. He relished that power, but watched his back carefully.

“He told me to just file it, Armin. But that is against protocol.”

“Then what would you do, Vogt? Eh? Perhaps ask Herr Himmler why he forgot to initial this? You may wish to be shot in the courtyard but not I. File it and forget about it.”

“But Armin, take a look at what I found.”

He handed him the report entitled:

The Acquisition of Fusion Energy from Naturally Occurring Plasma Phenomenon




Holenlicht Feasibility and Practice




H. Nussbaum

“This report claims to be able to produce a weapon that will shorten the war, Armin, and guarantee a German victory. It could save hundreds of thousands of lives in the process. I fear Herr Himmler has not seen this.”

“Leave the war to the generals, Axel. I prefer to drink away the war here where it is safe.”

Private Vogt anxiously mulled over his friend’s advice.




The Kübelwagen slowed to a stop in front of a café in the abandoned municipal building in the town of Kobylka, a few kilometers east of Warsaw. SS-Obersturmführer Theodore Baecker opened the passenger door and stepped out, stretching his legs. Another lieutenant riding in the back seat followed. Baecker ordered the driver to wait.

“This café had a decent store of wine if my memory serves, Anselm.”

Obersturmführer Fiedler laughed.

“We should take it back to the compound to celebrate.”

The two young officers had stopped at the café the day before. An informant had told them the owner was hiding a Jew in the basement. They dragged the café owner and his Jewish cook into the parking lot and shot them both. That act seemed somewhat trivial compared to their work today - over a hundred peasants shot. Clearing out the last Jew from Kobylka, however, caught the attention of their unit commander. He gave both of them a field citation for their efficiency.

“An excellent idea. But first, bread and a drink. Perhaps some music if the radio still works. I am tired of slogging through these dirty peasant villages, Jews or no Jews.”

Baecker smiled and led the way up the steps into the café. No guard was needed to protect the stores inside. What few inhabitants remained in Kobylka dared not venture out. Looters were shot on sight.

“Ah, the bread is not too stale. And here ... ,” and he pulled a wine bottle from a rack behind the small counter. “Clear off that table and let us have a lunch.”

The table was littered with personal belongings ransacked from the café and the basement hiding room the day before. Nothing of value remained. The garbage was left for the rats.

“Ah, a nice rest for a change.”

Lieutenant Fiedler ripped off a chuck of bread and plopped his feet on the table. Lieutenant Baecker wiped two glasses with his silk handkerchief and poured the wine.

“The wine is not so good but it is better than the water.”

Both officers laughed.

Breaking glass shattered the calm. Something hard landed at their feet and Baecker instinctively rolled to the left pulling the chair down with him. The room suddenly was ripped apart by a fierce blast from beneath the table as one of their own grenades exploded. Baecker regained his senses in time to see his driver stumble into the room, bloodied and dazed from the beating he had taken outside. He tried to drag Fiedler from beneath the rubble. Both of his legs had been blown off and blood trailed along the floor. He shuddered twice then died there on the café floor.

Baecker struggled to breathe through the smoky dust and coughed violently. He tried to cover his face with his right hand - it hung by a single tendon, dangling uselessly, blood beginning to spurt from the severed arteries now that the shock was beginning to wan. Baecker was aware of a dull aching pain in his head; then everything went black.

The doctors sewed his mangled hand back together as best they could. Bandaged and sedated Baecker was loaded onto the hospital train for the slow ride back to Berlin.

The SS wiped the village of Kobylka from the face of the Polish plain.




“Herr Reichsführer, may I have a moment of your time?”

Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler and two ranking officers passed by Pvt. Axel Vogt in the hall in SS headquarters discussing something quietly among themselves. Vogt stood trembling slightly, trying to disappear against the wall as the most feared man in Germany walked by. His hands were sweating but he knew he had to make certain the Reichsführer read this report.

Himmler stopped and simply stared for a moment at the young private, a mere clerk.

“Who is your commandant?” barked one of the senior officers.

“Standartenführer Gaust, Herr Oberführer,” he anxiously answered back, snapping to attention at the retort.

“A private does not speak directly to the Reichsführer. If you have a report send it through your commanding officer.”

Himmler turned and began to walk away. Vogt began to panic and blurted out, “I must present this report to the Reichsführer.”

Private Vogt feared he would be facing a disciplinary hearing - or worse - if he continued but he stood his ground. Himmler turned and faced him.

“You are?” The voice - calm, small, unnerving.

“SS-Schütze Vogt, Herr Reichsführer.”

Beads of sweat began to pour from his forehead. Himmler just stared for a moment at the terrified boy. The other officers stood stiffly, unsure what Himmler would do. Himmler smiled, a look that sent chills down the young private’s spine.

“Your report must be important, Vogt.”

“I believe so, Herr Reichsführer.”

“Then I will see it.”

The two senior officers looked at each other nervously as Himmler scanned the cover page then flipped casually through the supporting pages. He displayed no emotion.

“You read the report?”

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer.”

Himmler looked up, the chilling smile gone from his stoic face.

“I see there are no senior officer initials.”

“The document was returned to me without initials, Herr Reichsführer. My superior ordered me to file it. But it seems so important. That is why I have brought it to your attention personally.”

“I see.” Himmler handed the report to one of the officers and turned to head back down the hall. “You are dismissed,” was all he said without looking back.

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer.”

Private Vogt disappeared as quickly as he could down the hall, found a water closet, and vomited in the toilet.




Private Vogt stood at attention as Colonel Gaust exploded in a blind fury.

“You went to Himmler? You - a stupid private - you spoke to the Reichsführer behind my back? A reprimand! That’s what it cost me!”

Gaust struck Private Vogt repeatedly with a leather strap about his shoulders and legs.

“You pathetic idealistic prig! How dare you!”

He slashed at the boy, again and again, cutting through his uniform until he bled from the blows and collapsed on the floor. Colonel Gaust bent over his broken body and screamed once more.

“Now you know who holds your puny life in his hands!”

Two soldiers who regularly guarded the side door entrance dragged him barely conscious from Colonel Gaust’s office. He was lucky not be ordered to the Eastern Front.




Dr. Heinrich Nussbaum sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling in disbelief. The Holenlicht weapon proposal sat on top of the project’s technical files on the professor’s desk.

“I cannot believe this good fortune, Herr Doctor.”

Dr. Karsten Holbert read the summary of orders for the project development and shook his head.

“This was approved even with Heisenberg’s opposition. I would not have believed such a thing possible!”

Nussbaum submitted the original proposal knowing the scientific findings were skewed simply to make a better case for funding. He knew the SS was determined to produce its own V-weapon and establish its preeminence among competing military factions in the Third Reich. He and Dr. Holbert claimed to have discovered the “dynamic natural forces that resulted in the ever-burning light source.” They concocted as set of specifications that claimed they could replicate the energy source and harness it for weapons deployment.

The two scientists hoped they would receive sufficient funding to pursue experiments on the light phenomenon but never anticipated a direct order to produce a practical bomb. Both men knew the timetable was impossible even if their experiments proved successful.

“What on earth do we do now?”

Professor Nussbaum looked his colleague and narrowed his eyes.

“We proceed as the project proposes. We build this facility and develop the weapon specifications. We test. And we look for every opportunity to stall and drag the timetable to its knees.”

“If we are caught at this, Herr Professor, we will be shot.”

Nussbaum closed his eyes for a moment.

“Perhaps, Karsten. But given enough time ... .”




The journal fit neatly into the inside pocket of his working jacket, its leather cover once as soft as cashmere now soiled from many hours in the rain, dirt, and blazing sun. Professor Nussbaum kept it safely tucked away, never out of his immediate grasp. On the inside cover, faded and slightly smudged, was written the name “Dieter Keller.”

The journal arrived in a box of papers the professor reviewed as he first organized the Holenlicht project. The files were neatly stored in the library that the project’s administrative aide maintained next to the office - each article and folder carefully catalogued and cross-referenced. The journal, however, never made it to the library and was never catalogued. Nussbaum saw to that.

The professor wrote in the journal every day faithfully recording the story of the mysterious light. In this way he kept the most secure details safely away from the project director, a Major Meuller from the Heereswaffenamt.

Nussbaum bade Dr. Holbert good evening, took the journal from his pocket, and began to write.

18 Oct 1941

Incredible as it may seem I received approval for the energy light project today despite the objections of Herr Heisenberg. Once again politics has shown just how foolish are men’s decisions.




What am I to do? I planned only to seek funding to continue experiments on the light phenomenon. Produce a weapon in less than a year? Impossible.




Let us hope this Major Meuller can be fooled with simple magician’s tricks. Eventually these Nazi wolves will gather and tear at my bones. How long can I maintain the secrecy of my deception?




Private Vogt stopped to look up the street, his uniform cap pulled down low against the blinding sleet. He crossed to the back entrance of the SS compound walking with a slight limp.

“Your papers!”

He repeated this ritual every day. Still the guards demanded to see his papers. These were the same guards that months ago dragged the bleeding and broken boy from Colonel Gaust’s office and dumped him alongside this very street. One of the guards struck him on his injured leg with the butt of his rifle as he passed and laughed.

He walked slowly into the file room and took his seat in the far corner about as hidden away as he could be. After his beating no one wanted to be seen talking to him - it was simply too dangerous. Even his friend Armin kept a discrete distance.

The Holenlicht project reports from Ebersbach always ended up on his desk. Gaust had ordered the reports addressed directly to Vogt’s attention, including the ones from the science team. He ordered Vogt to process every report thoroughly before filing them. It was Gaust’s way of reminding Axel how foolish he had been to step forward and revive the project that would have simply become lost in the bowels of the file archives.

The file room staff taunted him whenever they could. He hated them all. This was not the glorious vision of a bold new world he imagined listening to the speeches of the Führer. These were petty, selfish brutes who fed on the pain of others. On his pain.

How can I survive this humiliation every day?




Chapter 4

The Watcher

Open-eye conspiracy His time doth take.

- William Shakespeare, The Tempest

[image: ]

Present Day

I spent the rest of the day buried in research frustrated by a lack of progress. Nothing I tried panned out. I was rescued from this dead end by the ringing of my cell phone.

“Is this Herr Hewitt?”

It was a woman’s voice, her accent German but the English quite clear.

“Yes. May I help you?”

“I am Frau Holzmann. You left a message earlier this morning.”

“Ah, yes, Frau Holzmann. Thank you for returning my call. I received your letter today and wanted to speak with you.”

“It was nice of you to respond so quickly.”

“I am very curious. Tell me what you know about Sid Woodard?”

“He visited my father when he was ill. I took time off from the university to attend to him, he was so sick. He passed away in 1962. I was twenty at the time.”

“Can you tell me what your father was diagnosed with?”

“Well, that was the point of the matter, you see. He was diagnosed with acute radiation poisoning but the doctors were simply making a best guess. His condition was unlike anything they had ever seen before.”

“What kind of work did your father do?”

“He was a civil servant. He had studied cartography but shortly after the war began he lost control of his hands. They shook terribly at times and interfered with his work. He took a civil servant position with the city.”

“Did your father serve in the war?”

“Not really. He suffered from some kind of asthma, or so they called it. He was declared unfit for duty. He was impressed into the Volkssturm but in those final weeks everyone was forced to serve. But he never saw any action.”

“Why was Sid interested in him?”

“I was not allowed in the room while they spoke at my father’s insistence. Mr. Woodard never confided any details to me. It was all kept quite secret.”

She became very quiet all of a sudden and I suspected the memories of those final days of her father’s illness remained painful.

“Papa insisted I go into the bedroom but I stayed close to the door and tried to hear what I could. They spoke very quietly for about thirty minutes. Then Papa started coughing. He was prone to horrible fits so I came out to get his medicine. On the table was a file folder. A report was lying open in plain sight. It had the words ‘Die Glocke’ in large letters on the cover. When I looked at it, Mr. Woodard reached and turned it over.”

That caught my attention.

“Glock - like the pistol?”

“No. The word translates as ‘bell.’”

“Is it spelled with an ‘e’?”

“Yes, it is. Why do you ask?”

“May I come and visit you?”


I flew into Frankfurt airport the next day and enjoyed a chance to visit the “Three Angels” bronze on the train platform waiting for the ICE train to take me into Bavaria. What a joy to see their innocent faces once more. It was incredible how such pain and suffering could morph over time into joy and forgiveness. As I settled back and rolled through the German countryside I began my research into the word Glocke - with an “e.”

“Oh, brother. Not this damn UFO crap.”

I was disappointed. I was hoping for something that could help decode the files from the Glocke folder. Instead I was looking at artist renderings of a large bell-shaped object with a swastika emblazoned on the side that one source claimed was an antigravity engine; another that it allowed the Nazis to see into the future.

A third source claimed a former SS scientist who had been privy to some of the Third Reich’s most notorious efforts at building high-tech weaponry wrote of a “bell-shaped device” that was capable of “vortex compression” and “magnetic field separation.” The source claimed “The Bell” emitted radiation that supposedly killed some sixty German scientists and technical workers.

One of the UFO websites even claimed the American army captured the device, moved it to a secret installation in the states, and later used it to power a UFO that had crash-landed in the American desert. Strictly Area 51 stuff.

What nonsense have I stumbled into?


The train stopped at the station in Steinach where I disembarked. The local left from the far tracks so I followed
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