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Part I. The Stories Are True



1 They Did Not Radio In
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“We will be lucky to get another year of funding after this bullshit.”
Wolfgang slammed the lid on his laptop as loudly as he could manage and unceremoniously threw it against the wall of the lab. The plastic made an incredible sound as it cracked and shattered, and keys from the keyboard rained from the carcass and skittered across the floor. Philip, sitting nearby and still reading the email, pushed himself back from the desk and uttered a stream of “fucks” that, somehow, he could not stop.
A long silence passed between the two men. Philip stared out the window opposite his desk, watching the wind swirl snow and ice around McMurdo Station. Its accompanying howl signaled a coming storm, one that anyway would have delayed their departure to South Pole Station. However, the news in the email was far worse than any storm dreamed up by Mother Nature. When he could stomach it, he read it again.
Dear Colleagues,
I regret to inform you that we’ve had some advance notice from our project grant monitor that we can expect the government to shutdown due to the ongoing budget disagreements in the Congress. Without a budget passed by Congress, Federal Agencies will shutdown and this will cease this season’s polar research activities. As a result, we ask that you hold off on continuing the trip to South Pole Station until the official announcement is made. At that time, we will make arrangements for you to return to Christchurch on the earliest flight possible, and then to the United States. We will discuss at a special meeting of the collaboration next week our plan for surviving the next year without data, until we can take advantage of the next Antarctic summer to complete our research operations.
Sincerely,
Lisa
That was it. With a single refusal to do anything to pass a budget or a continuing resolution, the United States Congress had effectively shutdown federally funded fundamental science programs operating at home and across the globe. Since nearly all fundamental science was funded by the federal budget, this meant everybody would be feeling some pinch. It hurt the Antarctic program the most, though, since the window for summer operations was narrow and tightly scheduled. Missing even a few weeks meant having to cancel the whole thing and start over next year.
Wolfgang was rubbing his face, fighting the stress; his stubble scraped against the wind-cracked palms of his hands and made a scratching sound that echoed in the small room. He always rubbed and scratched is “antarctic beard” - the one he started growing the minute they left LAX for New Zealand - when he was nervous or upset. His hair was black and greasy, his face pale. He reeked of two-day-old body odor, now with an added blast of stress and misery. Any normal person would have mistaken him for a jobless layabout, if not for his black tee shirt with big, white print on it that declared, “I’M A PROFESSOR - LET’S BEGIN BY ASSUMING I AM CORRECT.” He suddenly looked mournful. “Shit, Philip, now I don’t have a laptop for the plane ride home.”
They laughed. Philip helped Wolfgang pick up the pieces of his shattered computer and pile them on a table. “What are we going to do? What are we going to do?”
Philip considered his question for a while. He even entertained several responses designed to either enrage or entertain poor Wolfgang. Finally, he just spat out the simplest thing that came to mind. “I don’t know, Wolfgang. Let’s go grab a drink and talk about this. I guess we have to get over it and think about what we do when we get back home.”
They put on their Carhartts and red parkas and headed down a hallway toward the exit from their building. The snowfall had increased since they started getting dressed, and the wind had picked up. It wasn’t white-out conditions yet, but it was getting bad. Neither of them cared. The bar was in a building just a short walk away and all they cared about was some cheap whiskey and a few hours of complaining.
McMurdo Station sprawled around them, a collection of buildings (of various sizes, all industrial-looking) with people and equipment moving between them. Snow swirled, creating a haze obscuring the view beyond just the nearest buildings. Somewhere, beyond the edge of this artificial horizon, lay the vast Ross Ice Shelf that enclosed the land surrounding the station. It was summer here now - as much as you could have a summer at the bottom of the world. Wolfgang and Philip pulled their parkas closer about them to stay warm and continued their rapid shuffle to the bar.
They sat for hours. A steady stream of faint Christmas music played from tinny speakers above the bar. They drank and complained, doing so to the various tunes of “White Christmas,” “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” or “Santa Claus is Coming to Town.” At first, their complaining was loud and even drew in some of the Station workers to their conversation. When money - especially a frustrating lack of it made worse by the indecision of Congress - was discussed, everybody had an opinion. Eventually the complaining became tiresome to all but Philip and Wolfgang, and even they grew too drunk and too bored with the topic to talk any more. They drank in silence for hours before stumbling back to their beds and ending their terrible day in Antarctica.
Philip awoke in a nauseated, dry-mouthed haze. There were voices nearby, talking urgently, but the fog in his head was too great to care what they were saying. He sat up slowly, planting his feet on an ice-cold floor, and stayed there a very long while. He moaned a few times, not sure if he should lie back down or try to stand up. There came a moment when his stomach and inner ear came to some accord, and he chanced moving. Considering all the bad choices that he had made at the bar the previous night, this part of his morning went exceptionally well.
After a shower to wash away some of his misery, he dressed and managed to get himself to the cafeteria. The cook saw how awful he looked and made sure to give him agreeable food; Philip was in no shape to choose for himself and moved, zombie-like, down the line of hot trays while the cook shadowed him and selected a few small helpings of appropriate breakfast foods. Cook was also good enough to provide a large cup of black coffee.
There was more urgent speaking from tables nearby, but Philip still listened to none of it. He noted, as the haze in his mind and the twist in his stomach cleared, that certain mental alarm bells were beginning to ring. After half-a-cup of the coffee and a fair portion of his breakfast, he decided to start paying attention to the details of the mess hall din.
“They didn’t radio in,” said a station worker nearby.
That was never good. “Who didn’t radio in?”
The worker stopped mid-chew and looked over at Philip. “How ya’ feelin’ there, buddy?”
Philip answered with a blank look. “I’m sorry?”
The station worker smiled at his pals and looked back at Philip. “Yeah, you hit the whiskey pretty hard last night. I doubt you remember us sharing a drink or two. How ya’ feelin’?”
“Oh, sorry . . . yes, I’m better. It was bad before. The food helped.”
The station worker smiled. “You beakers, always goin’ at it hard and forgetting your friends.”
Philip managed a smile. His slowed mind seized on what the station worker had said that caught his attention. “Who didn’t radio in?”
“All business, this one,” the worker said, thumbing in Philip’s direction.
“Ah, he’s all right,” said one of his buddies in mid-chuckle, “I hear he can fly a plane, so he can’t be all that bad. Most beakers only know how to open and close a laptop.”
Even Philip had a good laugh at that one. He kept it to himself that his love of flying came from playing with flight simulator video games as a child.
The first station worker tossed back some coffee. “Some beakers that went into the Transantarctic Mountains a few days ago. Bunch of geologists. They radioed back into their buddies here at the station four times a day. ’Bout midday yesterday, they stopped. No one has heard from them since. Beaker squad is talking about sending a search party.”
Philip chuckled at the phrase “beaker squad” - the little rivalries between station personnel and the migrant scientists always amused him. “Thanks,” he said, turning back to his food.
“Yeah, no problem, doc.”
Philip finished breakfast and headed to the temporary space that he and Wolfgang shared. Wolfgang was there already, looking much the same as Philip felt - unwell but steady. “I brought water for both of us.”
“Thanks, Wolfgang. How are you feeling?”
“Well, I felt great when I woke up this morning - then I remembered our funding is gone for the year and our experiment is canceled for the season and then I felt like shit.”
They shared a laugh as Philip dropped into his chair. “What’s the story with these missing geologists?”
“Yeah, heard about that at breakfast. I don’t know - we’ll be outta here today or tomorrow, I guess, once we get some clarification about flights and seats. I’m not too worried about it. I don’t think I knew any of them, but I hope they’re okay.”
“Yeah, I hope so, too.”
They passed the time in silence for a bit. Wolfgang was folding paper and cutting little snowflakes out of them to hang on the windows of the lab. Without a laptop, he didn’t have a lot of other things to do. Philip kept an eye on email for a little while, but a long stretch passed with nothing new in his inbox. “I’m bored. I’m going to go take a walk. Maybe I can find out more about those geologists.”
Wolfgang waved back at him dismissively and kept scissoring through his folded paper, making more snowflakes. “Have fun.”
Philip geared up and headed out of the building. The snow was not falling today; the storm had passed. People were moving equipment around the base, and in the distance he heard the sound of an approaching C-130 bringing in more people and cargo for the season. It was another busy day at McMurdo.
A group of his fellow beakers was gathering over by one of the loading docks, so he moved that way to see if they knew anything else. This was, in fact, “beaker squad.”
“Hey, Jeffries . . . heard the news?”
The question came from a grey-bearded geologist with the odd name James Fast; he was neither a fast-talker nor a fast-walker, but one of the more careful and deliberate scientists Philip had ever met. They had crossed paths at McMurdo one season earlier, when Philip and some of his colleagues had been here during the pure construction phase of their experiment. “I heard rumors. What’s going on?”
“This group outta Texas is here at McMurdo to conduct expeditions into the Transantarctic Mountains to study some recent seismic events in the area. They’ve been going back and forth from one site over the past couple of weeks. The students and faculty on the expedition team keep in touch with some students and post-docs back here at the Station. But they didn’t radio in yesterday, and nobody had heard from them since. We’re pretty sure they stopped transmitting; equipment on this end looks fine.”
“What’s going to happen? Is anyone going to look for them?”
Fast nodded. “There’s talk of organizing a search team to head out in a couple of hours. There is an NSF Bell Helicopter that we can use, and one of the station personnel who has been into that area before agreed to go with us. However, we’re short a pilot; the regulars are all tied up on other operations for a few days. Didn’t you fly one of the choppers last year to help haul equipment?”
“I did.”
“You going anywhere in the next few days? Can you help?”
“I’m not going anywhere - project’s canceled. Mostly, I’m just spinning my wheels until we get our flight back to New Zealand sorted out. I’d be happy to help, Jim, as long as we have someone who can navigate there and back.”
“Yeah, no problem. We got that. This is great, Phil. I’ll let the team know that we can set out today. Let’s meet up by Building 188 in about an hour. We can prep the chopper and get out there today for a look. Don’t know how much progress we can make before we all get tired but at least we’re not contending with sundown.”
They chuckled. Philip parted ways to go back and prep some supplies for the trip. When he got back to Wolfgang, he found his friend napping on the workbench in the lab. He grabbed his laptop and found another lab that was unoccupied. He glanced at the time before he fired up Skype and initiated a call to his wife.
While Skype rang and rang and rang, he caught of glimpse of himself in the little camera preview window. He looked tired. His greying mid-thirties hair had greyed a little bit faster thanks to all the travel and bad news. He had bags under his eyes. His normally attractive Scandinavian features were sagging, mostly under his chin. His stubble was too long, and his frown was too permanent. There had once been an idealistic young researcher staring back from that screen. That man was all but gone. He had been replaced by the realistic, untenured junior faculty member mirrored in the camera. Philip shuddered and had some terrible, parallel thought about the Ghosts of Christmas Past and Present.
“DADDY!” his daughter yelled as the call connected; this startled him out of his malaise.
The camera view from his home in California was a jumble of carpet and ceiling as his daughter turned the phone over in her hands, trying to see her daddy on the screen.
“Gimme the phone, Angie. Give it to mommy.”
“Hey, Kim.”
“Hey there yourself. Wow, you look like crap. What’s going on?”
Philip somehow frowned even more. “Congress is going to shut down the government. We’re coming home early.”
“Oh, Philip, I am sorry. Angie and I miss you but we didn’t want you to come home like that.”
Sadness swept over Philip for the first time since he had been at the bar the night before. He was tired, and all the anger was gone. Talking to Kim, seeing Angie, and thinking about going home empty-handed for the season left him feeling like a failure. “It’s bad, isn’t it, Phil?”
“Yeah, Kim, it’s bad. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll be home well before Christmas this year. We can have a nice holiday. No rushing to catch flights or any of that nonsense; we can spend a civilized break together.”
“That’ll be nice. How’s Wolfgang taking the news?”
“He smashed his laptop, make some paper snowflakes, and now he’s napping.”
“So, par for the course.”
“Par for the course.”
“DADDY!” Angie screamed. “Mommy, gimme device.”
“Sssh, honey, you’ll have your turn.”
Philip smiled. He didn’t feel too sad anymore. The idea of being home for a long Christmas break suddenly sounded quite nice. “Let me talk to her, Kim.”
“Sure. Here ya go, Angie. Don’t drop daddy.”
“DADDY!” Angie cried as her face swung into view of the camera.
“Hi, sweetie! Have you been good for mommy?”
“No.”
The matter-of-factness of this response left Philip with no doubt that he wanted nothing more than to be home now. “That’s nice. If you’re bad, Santa won’t bring you any presents.”
“Daddy, I was good all year. Santa will bring me presents.”
“You know, he keeps an eye on you right up to Christmas Eve. He can change his mind any time he wants.”
“No, daddy, no.”
He could see his daughter frowning and shaking her head at him, a complete rejection of his attempt to corner her into good behavior.
“Santa will bring me presents, daddy. Here’s mommy!”
The phone haphazardly went back to Kim. “And she’s off, Phil. She misses you.”
“I miss her.”
“I miss you, too.”
“I’ll be home as soon as they sort out a flight back to New Zealand. Shouldn’t be more than a few days.”
“So what are you doing in the meantime? Wolfgang’s making snowflakes. Are you taking up soap sculpting?”
“Funny you should ask. A few geologists went missing in the mountains south of the ice shelf. There is an effort to send a search team for them. They’re short a pilot, so I agreed to fly the team out in a chopper later today.”
“Should I be worried?”
“Don’t see why. We’ll have a look at their last known position and either bring them back or send somebody more qualified for them tomorrow.”
“Well, you be careful.”
“Better this than soap sculpting. I should go and prep a pack for the trip. I’ll call you tomorrow, about the same time.”
“Okay, be safe.”
“Will do.”
“Love you, penguin.”
“Love you, too.”
Philip make a kissy face at Kim and she waved goodbye.
“Well, that was adorable.”
Wolfgang was standing behind him, stretching and yawning in the doorway. “So, what’s this about a search team?”
Philip explained the plan. “Well, sounds great. I’ll pack a bag and tag along! Better than making these goddamn paper snowflakes.”
“More the merrier,” said Philip, shutting his laptop.




2 The Way Down
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The view from just above McMurdo Station was spectacular. Mt. Erebus lay to the north, while in essentially every other direction one could see the vast Ross Ice Shelf. Willy Field, airport to the station, was about seven miles away and smack on top of the shelf. An LC-130 cargo plane was making an approach to the field as Philip guided the old Bell helicopter gently up above “downtown” McMurdo. South of the station was a bay, the water cold and dark. Far to the south, where they were now headed, stretched the great line of the Transantarctic Mountains. Philip heard Fast over his headset mutter, “Whadda sight.”
The weather was cooperating for this little adventure. They pressed south toward the mountains. Fast’s guide, a station worker named Dodelson, gave Philip occasional instructions about where to turn and how to fly. “How do you know this place so well, Dodelson? How long have you been at McMurdo?”
“Oh, I was a beaker, just like all of you, quite some time ago. Ph.D. nearly killed me, and what the Ph.D. didn’t accomplish the post-doc tried to do. I did my research down here, on that AMANDA Telescope down at South Pole. Fell in love with the whole damned continent. Couldn’t get a station position at South Pole, so I tried for McMurdo and that worked out. I’ve been loading cargo and tagging along on local jaunts ever since. The area where the geologists disappeared is a good spot to start a field expedition. I’ve been there a couple of times before. There’s a fair spot to land the chopper if you know where to look, and based on what Fast gave me I can get us started off in the right direction - probably get us on the path to where those beakers were going before they disappeared.”
Philip nodded and kept his eyes fixed on the approaching mountains. They were just about 30 kilometers from their destination now. “What do you work on, Doc?”
“Oh, Wolfgang and I are part of a team working on a different telescope down at South Pole Station.”
“Oh yeah? What’s it look at?”
“The light left over from the Big Bang.”
“Neat. Knew a guy at Ohio State working on that stuff.”
“He retired, but I know who you mean.”
“So, what’s new in the Big Bang?”
“Polarization. Specifically, we’re trying to spot the imprint of gravitational waves on the light from the beginning of the universe.”
“What will that tell you?”
“Whether or not the Big Bang is still a good idea.”
“Well, that seems worth it.”
“It is.”
“You always been studying the Big Bang?”
“No. Started out in some weird mix of nuclear and particle physics. Got my Ph.D. on a neutrino physics experiment. Spent a bunch of years after that working on neutrinos from nuclear reactors. I sort of fell into the Big Bang stuff by accident.”
“So why are you flying a shit-heap of a helicopter to find some geobeakers in the TAMs?”
“Because there is no money to continue our work this season and Wolfgang and I are about to crate up and head home.”
“Sorry to hear that, doc. That means less work for us at McMurdo, which isn’t good news, either.”
“Nope. No it is not.”
Dodelson got silent. Philip asked him for some clarifications about their exact destination, and corrected his flight path a little bit. It wasn’t more than twenty minutes, as they were approaching an impressive and daunting mountain face, when Dodelson finally said. “OK, doc . . . look about 15 degrees below your horizon and about 30 degrees to starboard. You should spot a rocky but fairly flat shoulder on the mountain. That’s the place to put down. It’s tight, but the helo should fit if you’re even a fair flyer.”
Philip saw the place, banked, and approached the shoulder. Dodelson was right: it was tight, but not uncomfortable. He set them down and killed the engine. “Should I be worried about the temperature up here?”
Dodelson thought about it a moment. “It’s a fair bit colder up at this altitude, but I’ve been up here a few times in one of these and never had the engine seize on us when we tried to leave. Weather is good. We’ll be okay.”
Philip nodded. The team eased out of the helicopter and started unloading their packs and equipment. They moved deliberately and carefully. When they started the trip, they did so at sea level. Now they were a few hundred meters above sea level, in colder and thinner air. The last thing they wanted to do was suddenly all suffer severe altitude sickness. Philip suspected that this might have played a role in the missing team of geologists, since altitude sickness was a pretty common hammer employed by Antarctica to take down otherwise sane and healthy people. He kept his thoughts to himself.
Dodelson gathered them on the south-side of the rocky shoulder. “Okay, let’s have a clear plan for the day. There is a path behind us that will take us into a relatively navigable part of this mountain. The information provided by Fast says that the missing scientists were planning to place some instruments about a kilometer from here, just down the slope a little ways. The first half of this should be well-worn; this area is used as a camp for expeditions into this region. However, beyond that we know that the geologists were on their own. Look for signs they’ve been here; we probably won’t spot anything unique until we get off the path.
“Go slow. Drink your water. Stash your water close to your body, inside your parka, to keep it from freezing. Keep your skin covered at all times. We’re here to rescue people, not be rescued. Now, there is roughly one of us for each of the geologists missing. If we find them, we will have to take half of them back in one trip and the rest in a second; we can’t all fit in the chopper. The sickest or most wounded go first; the rest will make camp here until the chopper can return.
“Finally, we’re to radio in to McMurdo every hour. I’m going to do that now and then we can get started.”
There was general agreement among the other four people in the team. Wolfgang and Fast started up a small conversation. A post-doctoral researcher working with Fast, a young man named Torbjorn Clacke, struck up a chat with Philip. “You been into these mountains before?”
“Never in my life. I’m mostly just the chopper pilot.”
“Me neither.”
“How did you get picked for this?”
“I have climbing experience: Greenland glaciers, the Alps, a few other less noteworthy places. If our friends fell into a crevasse or some other nasty spot, Fast wants me here to help get them out. I brought a bunch of climbing gear and extra harnesses.”
Dodelson whistled to get their attention. “Okay, McMurdo knows where we are and what we are doing. Let’s go.”
They started down a rocky path behind the landing, which very quickly became a path mixed with ice and snow. It was, indeed, well-worn. The shuffling of many bootprints had smoothed out the ice on the rock, making for a slippery but navigable way down. The path descended, bringing them in between walls of ice and snow on either side and into some pass through the mountains. “Why did they come here?”
Fast turned his head to respond to Philip. “They were checking out some recent seismic activity in this region. This is not an inactive part of the world, by any stretch of the imagination; but it seemed that this particular region got hopping of late. If the activity had been in Victoria Land or the Shackleton Range, I doubt anyone would have cared, but around here in Queen Elizabeth it’s more novel. The missing team wanted to put more seismometers in the area, since they seemed to think that this region was the heart of recent activity. It was supposed to be a quick trip. They got dropped off here just over two days ago and were supposed to return yesterday.”
They walked in silence for a little while. Making that first half-kilometer was hard work; wearing Carhartts and parkas, carrying heavy packs, breathing thin air, and stepping on rock and ice, they had to move slowly and deliberately. Dodelson led the way. He paused them a few times while he checked ahead on the trail. “Thought I spotted a break or a slide. It’s nothing. We can keep going,” he would say.
Eventually they reached the end of the beaten path. This happened as they exited the walls of ice and snow. The path flared open at its end into a wide clearing. The mountain peaks lay above them, and ahead of them was part of a glacier stretching around a section of the mountain. The glacier met their rocky clearing neatly, but it was clear that here the rock descended under the glacier and the rest of their trip would be on top of that ice. “Wait here. Check around for signs of recent activity. I’m going to go ahead a little and see if I can find exactly where they walked.”
Dodelson shuffled off, continuing in a southerly direction. The rest of them fanned out on the rocky slope, looking for recent signs. The rule in Antarctica was they you took out whatever you brought it. It was religion down here. However, nobody is perfect, and especially a team knowing they will return through an area before leaving is prone to forgetting a thing or two (knowing they can retrieve it later). Philip set down his pack to make moving easier and took out his water bottle. He pulled down his facemask and drank heavily. Dehydration and exhaustion were two real and constant possibilities up here, and he wanted to avoid either. He put his bottle back inside his parka, close to his chest, and covered back up.
A few minutes later, he heard Wolfgang signal to the rest of the search team. They converged on his position, near the west side of the clearing before it met the glacier. “What did you find?” asked Fast as Philip approached the others.
Wolfgang held up the shell of a “meal ready to eat” container. “MRE. Doesn’t look like it’s been here very long. I’d say this is from the missing geologists.”
Fast nodded. “Good sign. Let’s see what Dodelson finds.”
They waited there until Dodelson returned about 15 minutes later. “I found their trail. I thought the wind and snow would have covered it up more, but it was easy to spot. It’s outbound only; they never came back this way. I followed it for a bit but decided to come back before going too far. Their trail heads out on the glacier, hugs the mountain fairly close, and disappears around the rock to the southeast of where we are now. Let’s get going and see if we can find them.”
They gathered their belongings and set out immediately, following a trail of shuffling bootprints in the snow and ice. Dodelson was right; you could read the pattern of the prints and see that they only ever pointed away from the end of the path. There appeared to be none that consistently pointed back to the path. The trail wound around the mountain, leaving the rocky path beyond their sight and hugging close to the mountain face on this side of the glacier. To their south and west stretched the glacier; they could see rises and falls, sharp crevasses, and in the distance more mountain peaks. It was a stunning view.
Every time they turned a corner, they half-expected to see the geologists just sitting there and laughing about a broken radio. But there was never a scientist to be seen. The trail continued, following the mountain, for at least a half-kilometer. The search team shuffled on, following the bootprints through the ice and snow with wind licking at their faces and howling through the mountains. They had become detached and inattentive, merely following Dodelson who was himself merely following the trail, until they rounded one more corner.
There before them sat a clearing in the snow. In the center of the clearing was rock; the geologists had found a spot where the glacier receded away from the rock wall of the mountain left exposed a rock floor. Here they had cleared away snow, chipped away ice (it was piled neatly off to one side), and planted their instruments. This was a little science base. They had completed their work; or, at least, they had got things setup to do their work.
“So, where are they?” Philip asked aloud.
The team stood there for a good minute, looking around on the ground and at the equipment. Dodelson walked the perimeter of the clearing in the snow. “Here!” he called.
The rest of the team walked over to him. “Don’t step in the snow; at least, not yet. Look here,” he said, pointing a gloved hand off into the near parts of uncleared snow.
A trail of bootprints, probably from a single individual, headed out into the snow, again hugging close to the rock face to the east. It disappeared out of sight. However, next to it was a return trail - bootprints coming back to this clearing. Of to the side of that was a large group of boot prints, all headed out onto the glacier and around the rock face. They did not return.
“One of them went out. Must have found something and came back. Then the rest went out. Nobody came back.”
“I agree, Dodelson,” said Fast.
“Let’s go check this out, but cautiously. It’s clear that one of them found something and returned, so returning is possible, but I worry that after that nobody returned. It could be the glacier collapsed in some place due to their total weight. We need to be very cautious. Tor - I want you to have an ice axe and rope ready. Trail behind us, and be ready to anchor and rescue.”
Tor nodded. Dodelson gestured for them to follow, but spread out in a line and slowly. He guided them carefully on the outbound individual path. They rounded the rock wall and the clearing fell out of their sight behind them. As they came around the bend, they saw the outbound tracks all do the same thing: they vanished into a vertical crack in the mountian face. They vanished into a cave.
Fast caught up to Dodelson. “Let me have a look - this may not be structurally sound.”
Dodelson nodded and swapped places with Fast, who approached the crack in the mountainside. He leaned in and placed his hands on the interior surface of the crack. “Can I have a light?” he asked.
Wolfgang pulled off his pack and got out an electric lantern. He handed it to Fast, who swung it out in front of him, looking very much like Indiana Jones waving a torch inside a dark cave. Fast leaned into the crack a bit further and had a good look around. “Hello?” he called into the deeper dark of the crack.
There was no response that anyone else on the team heard, but he stepped back a moment later and said, “I heard an echo. It took time. Hang on.”
He leaned back into the crack. “HELLO!” he cried.
Fast popped out of the crack again. “It took about one second to hear the return. What’s the distance, Phil?”
Philip sat for a moment, considering the approximate air temperature and the correction to the speed of sound that would otherwise be applicable back in Pasadena. “Wow, we’re talking about just over 150 meters to the back of the cave. This is a big cave.”
Fast nodded. “It looks stable enough. This is a fresh opening; I think this fissure in the rock opened up during some of that recent seismic activity. The ground inside the opening is littered with rock from when the mountain face split here. But I don’t see any evidence that the ceiling is going to collapse, and I think that only the opening is new; it looks like the rock a few meters inside the cave was already hollow before this happened.”
“That’s curious,” said Tor.
Fast agreed. “It’s more curious than you know. What do we do, Dodelson?”
Dodelson considered this new situation. “I want Wolfgang to remain here with the radio. The rest of us will have a look inside. If everything looks good, we can search inside and try to find the missing scientists. Wolfgang, if you don’t hear from us in fifteen minutes I want you to radio to McMurdo that everything is not okay and that they should send more people. You can get them here, yes?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. Okay, let’s have a look inside this cave. I recommend we use the glowsticks we packed and save the batteries on the flashlights for when we really need them.”
Dodelson cracked one of his own large glowsticks, and the other members of the team fumbled in their packs and followed suit. He led them cautiously through the opening in the mountain, watching his footing and waving the light ahead of him to check for fissures or other sudden drops. Single-file, they shuffled into the cave and left Wolfgang behind.
The path descended. They felt themselves heading downward into the dark. Dodelson stepped them carefully forward, pausing every now and then to have Fast slip by and check the cave ahead of them. Fast always assured them that the rock here had been emptied out a long time - perhaps worn away slowly by water from the glacier when it covered this part of the mountain, he speculated. The rock walls on the interior of the cave were smooth, unlike at the fissure where they entered the mountain. There was water dripping from the walls and ceiling, which appeared to bolster Fast’s claim. Dodelson led them onward.
Then the narrow path they had been on opened up into a larger part of the cave. All of them could now stand side-by-side, holding aloft their glowsticks to illuminate the cave. They had probably gone 50 meters already, and now they stood in a much larger part of this strange hollow. There was no ceiling visible, though based on echoes they sensed it was just out of sight above them. Dodelson called out a few times, but there was no answer save for the return of his own voice. He pulled off his pack, took out another glowstick, cracked and shook it, and dropped it on the ground where they had entered this part of the cave. “That’s our marker. Let’s fan out, but cautiously. If you find something, call out and wave your stick. If you don’t, meet back here in five minutes and we’ll go back to Wolfgang,” he said to the team.
Philip headed off slowly away from the others, who set out on equally unique trajectories through the cave. He quickly came to an interior wall of the hollow, perhaps 15 meters from where he started. He swung his glowstick low to the ground to look for fissures or a drop, but saw only solid and level rock. The floor was exceptionally smooth in here, with a thin layer of water and ice in places. However, the floor also clearly sloped away into the dark, further into the mountain; when water dripped from the ceiling above and pooled in places, those pools ran slowly away from where they had entered the hollow. He followed the wall, waving the glowstick back and forth to illuminate the cave. He was looking off to his left and about to bring the glowstick back in front of him when he collided with something at mid-chest and fell backward. Suddenly shocked and startled, he swung the glowstick up in front of him to see what he had hit. To his amazement, he saw that he had walked not into an outcropping of rock or some other such feature; rather, he had walked straight into the side of a large and heavy-looking wooden table.




3 Staring and Silent
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Philip stared for a moment at the table, the edge of which was at about chest-height on him. He could see two thick legs on his side of the table, and the length of it disappeared into shadows beyond the reach of his light. “Dodelson! Tor! Fast! Come here, have a look!” he called out.
A moment later, the others converged on him. Dodelson held his light in front of him and gasped. Philip was back on his feet and provided more light. “What the hell?” cried Fast, while Tor called out, “Jesus i Paris!” Everybody seemed completely amazed and befuddled.
“They didn’t bring this with them, did that?” Dodelson asked, grasping desperately at sense.
“No,” answered Fast, “they didn’t bring an old and oddly large wooden table with them into the mountains. Did anyone else find something like this?”
“Didn’t make it very far before Philip caught my attention,” said Dodelson.
They walked the length of the table. It held various objects - rope, tools, and even some scraps of old paper. The table had been here a long while. The wood looked ancient, and the tools had seen better days . . . but not recently. “These tools look ancient,” Fast said.
Tor muttered something in Swedish, but nobody paid him any mind. “Is there writing on the paper?” Philip asked.
Fast picked up some of it and flipped it over. “Um, yes. But you’re going to be even more confused when I tell you what this looks like.”
“Try me.”
“Greek. This is Greek. Anybody here read Greek?”
Nobody replied. Philip thought for a moment. “Wolfgang does.”
They agreed to get Wolfgang soon, but in the short time they had remaining they fanned out to look for more oddities. They were not disappointed. Tor called out just half-a-minute after they parted. “I found more tools! There are some boxes and barrels, too. Not sure what’s in them - not interested in finding out right now.”
“Stay there, Tor. We’ll come to you when we’ve finished our sweeps,” Fast called out.
Tor waved his glowstick to indicate which light he was. Philip followed the wall past the table until he hit what appeared to be the corner at the end of his side of the hollow. The wall of the wave gently turned left, and he followed it until he came to a light that belonged to Dodelson. Dodelson was standing with his right shoulder to Philip, holding his glowstick in front of him. He was transfixed by something on the wall, and he failed to notice Philip’s approach. “Dodelson? Dodelson?”
Philip felt a twinge of fear deep in his bowels. He turned to look where Dodelson was standing, and held aloft his own light.
“Dodelson?” he heard himself croak, one last time.
Sunk into the cave wall on this side of the hollow was a wooden frame, built from thick beams seemlingly of the same heavy wood that made up the table. The frame was tall, over eight feet, and wide - perhaps wide enough for two or three adult males to walk through, comfortably, shoulder-to-shoulder. Set inside the frame, however, was an equally heavy-looking door adorned by an equally old, rusted handle. The door was slightly ajar, leaning slightly into the frame and whatever lay beyond. It wasn’t clear to Philip what had caused the door to become ajar, but he pictured a scene from the recent past in which a group of five geologists pushed through this door, never to return again.
Dodelson was the first to stir, despite his original immutability. “We should fetch the others.”
Tor and Fast had already found them, however. They’d heard Philip’s strange croaking call of Dodelson’s name and made their way over to the door. For another minute, the four of them stood silent in front of it. Again, it was Dodelson who came back to life.
“It’s been almost fifteen minutes. We should go fetch Wolfgang. I don’t want him sending panicked calls to McMurdo. We’re not at the point of panic yet.”
There was tacit agreement amongs the others, and together they turned back to the marker light at the back of the cave.
Wolfgang remained silent during the tour. He ran his gloved hand over the surface of the table. He knelt down to look at the barrels and various tools laying on the cave floor opposite the table. He stood still and silent in front of the door. When a few minutes of silence passed between them, Wolfgang said only, “You said there was Greek writing?”
Fast nodded and led the party back to the table. Dodelson handed him one of the sheets of paper. Wolfgang scanned it, twisting up his face as he thought about the letters and words. After a minute or two, he glanced at the others. “It’s an inventory.”
Everybody smiled. Nobody was suddenly quite sure what they expected, but they all suddenly realized they had feared that the writing on these papers meant something scary or profound. It was merely an inventory. “See here,” Wolfgang gestured at some of the words, “you have lists of things in the room. This is a storeroom. Dry goods . . . rope . . . chains . . . various tools. It’s all consistent with what we’ve seen in the room so far.”
He placed the paper back on the table but paused as he was about to let it go. His eyes were fixed on a short stretch of words at the very top of the page, ones he had ignored in favor of words he recognized. “Well, now, that is an odd thing.”
Fast looked down at the paper, though fruitlessly - he read not a word of Greek. “What’s an odd thing?”
“Well, at the top I would guess . . . guess, mind you all . . . that the name of the owner or owners would be written here. You know - letterhead from the expedition company or shipping company, marking the owners so we could figure out who put all this here. It’s strange enough that there is Greek - I don’t recall any Greek-led expeditions to the South Pole in all my reading for these little jaunts to the bottom of the world. But if this is the shipping company or outfitter, it’s a strange one. See this word?”
He gestured to the first significant word in the short phrase. “This is sort of . . . this means ’warehouse’ or ’storehouse’ or even ’shop.’ That’s maybe not so strange. But I’ve never heard of this company, if this other word is the company name. This word here . . . “
Wolfgang gestured to a much longer word later in the phrase,
Θαυματουργός
and said, “Thau-ma-tur-gos. This would . . . well . . . this would mean something like ’miraculous’ or ’miracle worker’ or ’miracle maker.’
“It’s very strange. I don’t understand this title.”
They stood in silence again. Wolfgang stared a bit longer at the paper. When no one spoke, he finally said, “Okay, so is it weird that we found a hollowed-out cave in the Transantarctic Mountains that serves as a storehouse and apparently belonged to some Greeks?”
“It’s weird,” Philip responded mechanically.
“Good. I thought I was the only one not going fucking crazy.”
“There weren’t any Greek expeditions of record to this part of the world . . . not based on the aged look of these materials, which are easily from a time over 100 years ago,” Fast commented.
Dodelson shifted a bit uncomfortably. “We shouldn’t forget, gentlemen, that we have a job. We need to find the missing geologists, and we are very sure they entered this cave. Can we focus on the door?”
Everyone agreed and they made for the door again. They stood in front of it again, not touching the door (which was still slightly ajar and opened inward further to the mountain). Tor was the first one to make a suggestion. “One of us should go through and have a look.”
Fast glanced around. “I’ll do it. If there is a cave in or a collapse just beyond, I’ll let you know. Can I have some rope, please, Tor?”
Nobody disagreed. Even Dodelson was wary of this door. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He sensed no one else could, either. As Tor was tying a rope around Fast’s waist and securing it with an appropriate knot, the cause of the door’s disquite struck Dodelson. He pulled off one of his gloves and stuck the hand out toward the opening between the door and the frame. There he held it for a moment, before slowly withdrawing it and putting the glove back on. “Gentlemen . . . the air is warmer on the other side of the door.”
Philip did the same. He put an ungloved hand in the stream of air coming from between the door and the frame. Indeed, it was warm, and it was only flowing out into the storeroom. “Could be geothermal,” Fast said, “lots of old volcanoes down here. We’ll have to be really careful. If the seismic activity has been magma pushing its way up through the mountain, we don’t want to get caught by surprise and cooked alive.”
“Maybe you want chain and not rope?” Tor quipped.
Fast grinned. “I’ll tug on the rope if I get into any trouble. Be back in a moment.”
He pushed his way through the opening in the door. The whole thing creaked a little as he moved it with his body, first leaning his head and right arm through (so he could wave the glowstick on the other side and see what lay beyond) and then stepping entirely through the door. “It’s a hallway, gentlemen,” he called back to them a moment later.
“It goes in both directions, parallel to the wall with the door on it. I’m going left. Not clear where the geologists might have gone.”
“Okay, Fast. Let us know what you find.”
Tor fed out rope as he felt Fast strain it with his movement. Tor had about 200 feet of rope to play out, and he kept a careful eye on how much he had already lent to Fast’s journey. Minutes passed, and eventually Fast stopped moving. “He’s stopped,” Tor said.
“Is that the end of the line?” Dodelson asked.
“No. He’s got fifty feet left. Maybe he found the geologists.”
“Maybe.”
A few minutes later, the rope slacked in Tor’s hands. He started pulling it back in to see if this meant Fast was returning. Indeed, after a few tugs on the rope he felt it grip, and then more gently started reeling it back it. “He’s coming back,” Tor said.
There was quiet again until Fast’s head popped through the door. “It’s quite something,” he said. We’ll have to explore carefully. This is a system of tunnels. I didn’t even scratch the surface.”
“So we’ll go back to McMurdo for more people?”
“Not yet. Come with me. I found signs of the missing geologists.”
Tor wound up his rope and got things settled back in his pack. They checked their supplies one more time, especially to make sure they had all their various forms of light ready to go. When they were all sure they had all their belongings, Fast led them through the door.
He pressed on it to open it completely. The creaking of the hinges echoed on both sides of the door, cascading off the ceiling and walls of the storeroom and bouncing to and fro along the corridor beyond. As Philip crossed through the doorway, he heard the distant reflections of the door coming back to them. There seemed a multitude of far places where sound could scatter and return; in his mind, he imagined som strange labyrinth stretching out deep under the mountain.
“It IS warm in here,” Tor remarked.
“Yes,” said Fast, “and it gets warmer in the direction I walked. Not much, but you’ll feel it. We need to be careful. If we went further, I doubt we’d need these parkas anymore. Good news is, we don’t have to go far.”
They stepped carefully down the corridor. Philip swung his light around, trusting Fast (who led the pack) to pick the right places to walk. The corridor was mined in the rock, smoothed over by long having had water drip down its surfaces. Philip could only guess how long that had been happening - it was certainly enough to have worn away any rough spots in these tunnels. There were shadows on the wall that, at first, made no sense. He paused a moment and held up his stick. As he stared, he realized what he was looking at: torch holders. They were old and rusted - probably made entirely from iron. He touched one with a gloved finger and the corrosion flaked away, taking old and completely compromised metal with it. It struck the floor with the sound of pebbles being sprinkled on the ground. He turned and kept moving to catch up with the others.
The group passed a new tunnel on the right. It shot off into the dark away from the storeroom, deeper into the mountain. “Which way did you go?” Dodelson asked.
“Straight,” Fast replied, “You’ll see why in just a moment.”
Fast stopped. He swung his light down. On the ground were three backpacks, all sporting various signs of having been recently in the possession of some geologists. Some sported logos from their universities or departments. Others had various rock hammers or small instruments dangling on cords. The backpacks were strewn about the floor. They hadn’t been opened. They were just lying there, as if their owners had put them down and would be back at any moment.
They all crouched down and started to look through the packs. They were still full of food and water, laptops and other equipment. “It’s like they just left for a second,” Tor said.
“Maybe they are nearby,” Philip suggested.
“Maybe,” Fast said, sounding quite distant.
“What are you thinking,” Wolfgang asked him.
“I don’t know. This is strange. Maybe they walked down that other corridor to investigate it . . . but why not take all their backpacks?”
“Everything is here,” Tor commented, holding up a map and a laptop.
“Is it?” Fast asked, seeming a bit brighter for a second.
“Check the backpacks. Where is the radio they would have had with them? Is it here?”
They rifled through the packs. Nobody found the radio. “I’ve got an idea,” Fast said.
He asked Wolfgang to hand over their radio. Dodelson suspected what he was up to and said, “Channel 7.”
Fast switched their radio to channel 7 and squeezed the button to talk. “This is Jim Fast from McMurdo Station. Is anyone receiving this?”
He released the switch. Static replied. He pressed the button after a few moments. “Jim Fast, calling from McMurdo Station. We’re here to rescue you, over. Please respond.”
Static was all he got back. The group crouched in silence, listening for any reply on channel 7.
Philip lost track of how long they waited. He was anxious and excited - he really expected them to reply. “Maybe the radio cannot transmit through all this rock.”
“Maybe,” Fast said.
He put their radio down on the ground. He was about to make some other suggestion when the static suddenly ceased.
“Did our battery die?” Tor asked, now a bit frightened.
Fast glanced down at the radio. “No,” he whispered, ”the light’s green. We’re good. I think . . . I think they are transmitting.”
He picked up the radio again. No sound came from it - no sound at all. There, in the dark of the tunnel, they had only their light, their breathing, and a gentle warmth in the air to keep them company.
Fast chanced it. He pressed the button to talk. “Hello. Hello? Is anyone there? This is Jim Fast. We’re here to take you back to McMurdo. Please respond, or at least key your handset so we know you are alive but unable to speak.”
He released the button. There was only silence. No static replied. Nothing at all replied.
They were all so fixed on the silence that they suddenly became aware of a noise behind them in the corridor. It sounded like pebbles falling on the floor. Everyone was so startled (Tor went whiter than Philip could have imagined) that Philip was embarrassed when he had to tell them, “It was my fault. The hall is lined with what appear to be torch holders - old metal ones. I touched one. They are quite fragile. I damaged it and it started to fall apart.”
Tor looked relieved, and some color returned to his face. Philip reached to clap him on the should and started to mutter an apology when he saw them. They were standing just behind Tor, silent and staring. Philip’s glowstick light was reflected in their eyes - it was the first indication that someone was with them there in the corridor. He yelped. Everyone else looked up at him and them to where he was staring; Tor spun around and shrieked with surprise.
They were tall - maybe seven feet - with long, unkempt hair that was grey or silver. Their skin was pale - almost grey - but their eyes were sharp. They seemed like people, but they were so tall and so odd (their ears were long and thin and slender) that Philip’s mind couldn’t believe that they were people. They were dressed in strange clothes and stared back as if transfixed. Their movements had been soundless and they spoke not even one word. The one closest to Tor seized him and tore his backpack from his shoulders, throwing it on the ground. Philip turned to run but found four more of these strange beings standing right behind him. They had also approached almost silently from behind the group. The five of them were trapped. Philip went to shout something and even tried to grab at one of these creatures, but they seized him before he could do much of anything.
They were strong. Their grip was icy and full of power. They appeared tall and a little frail, but they were not weak in the least. His glowstick fell to the floor. Philip tried to struggle but found himself completely subdued. A second one had started to bind his hands with rope. He looked around him to see how the others were faring. They, too, were either being bound or, in struggling, being wrestled to the ground to be tied up there. Their legs were left free but their arms were locked in many turns of heavy rope.
Philip suddenly realized he’d been screaming and stopped himself. One of the strange, tall men looked down at him when he stopped, and muttered something in a language that Philip found familiar but unrecognizable - like a song that seems to evoke feelings but whose name falls outside the realm of memory. It was Wolfgang who figured it out. “Shit, Philip, they’re speaking Greek . . . ancient Greek . . . that’s not at all how modern Greeks talk.”
One of the tall, grey men brought his fist down hard on Wolfgang’s jaw and silenced him with a single blow; the crack of his jawbone breaking echoed off the walls of the cave. Philip dared not protest. All five of them were lifted to their feet. Wolfgang moaned and blood drooled from his mouth. Philip could barely see anything anymore. They had all lost their lights. The glowsticks now sat on the floor of the tunnel, forming a mis-shapen ring around the radio and otherwise illuminating the events of the moment from below.
A voice suddenly creaked from the radio. Not expecting this at all, all five of them were again startled. The sound of the voice also set the tall, grey men on edge. They stiffened with some strange mix of obedience and fear, standing quickly upright and doubling their grips on their new prisoners. The radio voice was also speaking in Greek. It was singing. Its pitch went weirdly high and then came back down an octave or so. Wolfgang glanced over at Philip, his eyes as wide as twin moons but his jaw completely destroyed, unable to move and let him form sounds. Philip could see fear, and the desire to warn the others about something awful. But, unable to speak, Wolfgang was able only to share his panic with his huge eyes. The whole scene was quite strange - the radio squawking this alien voice, wreathed in the green light of the glowsticks, with five men lashed with rope and gripped by tall, grey, ghostly men all standing at attention to the sound of a rising and falling stream of sing-song ancient Greek.
Then the voice changed. It stopped speaking in Greek, and started speaking in very rough and strangely accented English. Philip’s belly filled with dread.
The voice said only, “Jim Fast, I’d like to have you for pie.”
Then it laughed.




4 The Grey Elves
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They were marched in pitch black and silence through a winding and immemorable labyrinth of tunnels. Philip tried to remember how many lefts and rights they seemed to make, but he was so busy trying not to trip or stumble that he forgot several times even the most recent turns. Wherever they were going, Philip suspected none of them would ever find the way back out.
Their captors appeared to have no trouble navigating the mountain in the dark. He speculated about this, but decided that the situation was strange enough to warrant suspending his usual assumptions. For what seemed like hours (though it was, perhaps 30 minutes), they were marched. Ahead and behind, Philip could hear the sound of carefully stepping feet from the tall men. Tor, Dodelson, and Fast made no sounds. He was uncertain if it was out of fear of what happened to Wolfgang when he spoke, or merely because they were all in shock and denial about the present circumstance. Wolfgang was making noise, but it was a miserable and painful moaning that escaped him every few moments. He wasn’t trying to talk - he had given that up almost immediately after having his jaw broken - but we was clearly in excruciating pain. It was a wonder he had not yet blacked out.
Ahead, Philip spotted light. It seemed dazzling to him, though having been deprived of any light for so long it could have been the faintest of lights and yet still seemed blinding. A few moments later, they all emerged into the light. Unable to shade his eyes, Philip blinked furiously and swung his head around, trying to find some shadow until his vision could catch up. He teared furiously. As if with some mercy, they had all stopped marching, though Philip was unclear as to why. When, finally, he could actually behold where they had stopped, his mind again fell into the grip of shock.
They had emerged into a vast, open area inside the mountain. It was, perhaps a half-kilometer in radius. They had entered from one side of this cave, high above the floor on a wide ledge that ran around part of the cave and then descended into it. The whole area seemed lit by a kind of soft luminescence, though there were so many sources that it combined in a dark space (where the eyes can quickly become deprived) to appear dazzling. This cavern was far from a hole in the earth. A number of wooden buildings stretched out in the distance. The wood seemed old. However, given this deep cavern’s relative isolation from the weather of the world, Philip could imagine that anything built down here might last a very long time. A great number of people, seemingly similar to the kind that had captured them, moved about in the space. They all seemed to be working. This was a place of both living and industry, and everyone below seemed engaged in labor. They were moving large carts of materials and equipment. Groups of them appeared to be standing together, arguing about one thing or another. The place was alive with these beings, and all of them were busy.
One of them was running amongst the bustling crowds, weaving toward a staircase that ran up to the ledge. In just a few minutes, he crossed the distance and was standing before their group. He exchanged a few words in Greek with the ones that had captured Philip and his friends. Then he turned to the men.
“Eglezika? Eglezika?” the man asked urgently.
Wolfgang looked up at their inquisitor and nodded, otherwise managing only a muffled “Uh-huh” from his broken mouth.
“Which of you is the one called ’Jim Fast’?” this grey man then asked in English as strangely accented as that which had come from the radio voice.
Fast lifted his head and looked at the inquisitor. “I am,” he said.
The inquisitor nodded to the others, who gripped their prisoners once more and pushed them along. Philip was jolted from behind. They wanted everyone moving again. They were led to the staircase. No one below seemed to have taken note of them; indeed, the ledge was above most of the rooftoops of the buildings that littered the space. Everyone here was too distracted with their own business to have observed a pack of shorter men - strangely dressed in bright red parkas - being led in by a band of their own kind. The inquisitor led them down the stairs and into a squat wooden building sitting directly at the bottom step. Philip surmised this was a guard house or checkpoint of some sort. Other grey men stood watch on the road (or what passed for a road in this busy, dense little community). Philip took note that the guards on the road had their backs to the prisoners - they appeared to be keeping an eye on the people inside the cave, not watching for intruders from outside the cave. He filed away this observation.
They were led into the guard house and pushed into a cell near the middle of the building. It measured just meters on a side and they had to cram into the space. The bars were rusted - Philip guessed they were iron, not steel. They were shut into the cramped space.
The men that had captured and escorted them stepped away toward the door, where they were lectured to by the inquisitor for a few moments. At the end, every man nodded in response to whatever the inquisitor had said and then left the building. There was fear in their eyes when they left, the same fear that Philip sensed when the voice squawked from the radio.
Philip glanced over at Wolfgang, who was still clearly in terrible pain. Had he listened to what the inquisitor had said to his the men? What had he said? Philip wanted very badly to find a way to talk to Wolfgang, but this was neither the time nor the place.
The inquisitor returned to the cell. “You are to remain here until the work day is over and the streets are clear. You will then be led to the Supervisor. He has requested to meet with you directly. Until then, please try to remain comfortable. I will have some food brought here. You must eat. There will be water, too. You must drink.”
Fast approached the bars of the cell and held up his bound forearms, trying to make a non-threatening sign of openness or pleading. At least, Philip hoped the inquisitor interpreted the gesture this way; whoever these grey beings were, they were barely human and he was unclear on what might be their social rules. “You know my name - Jim . . . Jim Fast. May I know yours?”
The inquisitor considered this request. “Indeed, Jim Fast, you may. I am Agenor, captain of the watch.”
“Captain Agenor, may I ask what we have done to be brought here and locked up? Did we trespass?”
The inquisitor tilted his head at Fast and a slow smile spread across his lips. There was a darkness in his eyes, and for a moment he seemed, to Philip, to have gone somewhere quite distant. “Jim Fast, that is an interesting question. I suspect that the Supervisor will want to give you a real answer to a question like that. He is most keen on meeting you.”
“May I ask a different question?”
“Go on.”
“Have others been here? Are there others here, like us - dressed like us . . . ?”
“ . . . Who look like you?”
“Yes, others in red coats and heavy pants and boots, like us.”
“Androphus.”
Fast didn’t know what he meant, but the way that Agenor said it left his tongue like a curse or a swear. Philip tapped Fast on the shoulder. “He means us . . . it’s his word for what we are . . . Androphus.”
Fast nodded, though he was not entirely certain he understood what just happened. Agenor narrowed his eyes, and his skin seemed to grow more ashen. “Yes, there have been other . . . . humans . . . here, and very recently. The Supervisor wanted to meet with them when they arrived. He will meet with you soon.”
Fast swallowed so hard that Philip heard it. Fast turned his head toward Philip and muttered, “Why did he emphasize humans like that?”
Philip tried to reply as quietly as he could. “You can’t be serious, Jim. He means to say we’re human . . . and they are not.”
It dawned on Philip that, as an astrophysicist, the thought of intelligent life other than human beings occurred to him all the time . . . but somehow, to their wise geologist, this was not the first thing that crossed his mind. Philip almost laughed. Had Fast thought these were just very tall, grey-skinned humans . . . perhaps with some kind of blood disorder? Philip had imagined what meeting some distant cousin of the human race might be like, and now he was getting the chance to live it.
Agenor seemed unamused by their whispers. “I thank you to keep a civil conversation with me - none of your scheming, Androphus!”
Jim cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon, Captain Agenor - this is such an unfamiliar situation for me, I am afraid I am little behind in understanding it compared to my colleague, here.”
“And who is this one?”
“This is Philip Jeffries.”
Philip nodded and tried to offer a pleasant smile to Agenor. He seemed further unamused. He asked the others to introduce themselves, but when he got to Wolfgang, Fast had to intervene. “Your man . . . that is to say, one of your guards . . . broke his jaw in the tunnels. My friend cannot speak.”
Indeed, Wolfgang’s face was so swollen now that he was even less able to communicate than at first. He couldn’t even make gestures with his eyes - expressions of fear, surprise, or joy - because his face was so puffed up from the swelling.
“If I may ask, Captain, may we have some ice to help him with the swelling?”
“I will see what I can do, Jim Fast.”
Agenor sent a guard to fetch some ice, and in short order he was back with it. Agenor handed it carefully through the bars and placed it into Fast’s hands, his arms still bound by the heavy rope. Pain and fatigue had set in on all their arms. Fast asked for the ropes to be loosened or removed. Agenor refused his request.
They took turns pressing the ice on Wolfgang’s face, trying to be careful around his jaw. Bloody saliva occasionally dribbled from his mouth. He tried to speak once or twice, but all they they could get from him were indecipherable grunts and groans. The pain was immense, and his jaw would not budge.
A few hours passed. Guards offered them the chance to take turns using a toilet in the back of the guard house (Philip could hear running water down at the bottom of what seemed to otherwise be a comfortable hole in the rock, suggesting they were somewhere just above a fast-moving subterranean water source), which helped immensely with their level of comfort. Agenor even seemed to take a little pity on them and loosened the ropes, though far from enough to let them wriggle free.
A window at the far front of the guard house, many meters from their cell, let in enough light that they had some sense of the passing of time. Strangely, the light in the cave outside appeared to wane slowly over the course of many hours - almost as if sunset were coming to this curious subterranean world. In hushed conversation, the prisoners remarked on this but then fell silent again.
Agenor appeared a short while later. “The Supervisor will soon send for you. When he does, you will be gagged and escorted to him.”
In a strange moment of unexpected mercy, Agenor added, “Is there anything that I can get for you before you go?”
Philip was struck by the question. It was the first time Agenor had asked them if they wanted anything. For a second, Philip sensed a change in their prisoner-and-guard relationship. He took the opportunity. “Maybe some water, and an answer to a question, if that is not too much to ask.”
“Ask.”
Agenor signaled one of the guards to fetch water and turned his attention back to Philip. “What is this place, Captain?”
Agenor considered the question for a minute. He seemed to wrestle with it . . . or wrestle with the idea of answering it. There was a flash of anger, a flash of sadness, and finally, he sighed. “This place is special to us. It has a name in our language, but in your Eglezika it translates to something like ’Haven.’ We came here long, long ago . . . well, to be quite direct, we were driven here long, long ago.”
“Driven by whom?”
There was a flash of anger in Agenor’s eyes. He fought it. “By you.”
Fast glanced uncomfortably at Philip, who considered the answer in quiet. Agenor sensed their confusion. “Well, not you, specifically . . . Androphus. Your kind drove us here, long ago.”
“How have we never met your kind before, Captain? How long ago did this happen?”
“Oh, it was very long ago. By your calendar, which keeps to the behavior of the sun, it was about 1700 years ago. I was but a boy then, not much out of my infancy.”
Agenor let them consider this. Indeed, Fast, Tor, Dodelson, and Philip started to mutter amongst themselves and words like “ludicrous” and “nonsense” reached Agenor’s keen ears. When they had gone on for a time, he stopped them.
“What I say is neither ludicrous nor nonsense!”
This silenced them. “Our kind and your kind were kin long, long ago - longer ago than any Androphus can recall. Something happened to us - something that made it rarer and rarer for a child to be conceived and born. A change occurred in our kind, over many, many millenia: we came to age quite slowly. We had to stay hidden and secure in the world. We built a few places of refuge and power in the ancient world.
“But your kind was so fast to reproduce and spread, and yet so short-lived, you multiplied like the wee beasts that infest the skin and make sick the weak. It was inevitable, I suppose, that our kinds would all meet again. Our secret places could not remain secret for very long . . . not when your kind spread so fast and so far and occupied every good place in the World.”
Philip considered this. “So we met again?”
“Indeed, Philip Jeffries, our kinds met again. There was a sort of peace between us, for a time. But your kind grew jealous and fearful of our kind. We lived so long, and each of us knew so much . . . much that your kind had not yet surmised in those ancient days . . . that there was anger and fear and jealousy and feud and war.
“There were so few of us . . . how could we survive a war against your kind, who breed so quick and die so young? We tried to hide ourselves again in the world. There was one among us, then a young thinker and fighter, who rallied our kind and found a safe haven in the world of the Androphus. It was there that we tried to rebuild what we had once had. He gave hope to our people, and grew wiser and more loved. It is said that his wife was the most beautiful and the wisest of our kind, and that together they ruled us for a short time in peace and prosperity. He had a strange power of persuasion over the Androphus. It is said he could enter their minds and soften their hearts. ”
“What was the name of your great ruler?”
“Nikólaos.”
“And when did all of this happen?”
“By your time keeping, this was almost 2400 years ago.”
Philip considered this. He wondered if he were dreaming. “What happened then?”
Agenor darkened - his skin visibly grew a more shadowy grey. “There was an Androphus . . . great and terrible and brilliant . . . who remembered us. He remembered that, in the brief wars we had fought with your kind, there were stories of weapons and armor and knowledge on our side of the fight that seemed to outmatch anything your kind could bring to bear . . . except your sheer numbers. He came to us. At the time, he was dealing with a revolt in a place called Thrace. He wanted our help - he wanted our weapons and wisdom. He desired our legend and myth to precede him, and strike fear in the hearts of his enemies. He had spent years tracking us down, and he had found us. His name was Alexander.”
Fast and Philip exchanged a glance. Agenor continued. “Alexander came to us with a force of Androphus. We had not seen such organization and power from your kind, not like this. At first, he claimed to be an emissary to our people. There was an exchange of pleasantries. Nikólaos invited him to dine with him and his wife in their house. At the dinner, Alexander’s true purpose was revealed. Nikólaos was enraged. He refused to help Alexander. He tried to soften Alexander’s heart and drive him away.
“But Alexander had anticipated this. He knew the stories of mistrust and war between our kinds. He had heard tales of men treating with Nikólaos who were swayed from their stronger positions by his odd power. He overcame the thrall of Nikólaos, and he ordered Nikólaos’s wife seized as bounty until he was given everything he wanted. Nikólaos was further enraged, but so loved his wife that he could do nothing. There were too many Androphus, and too few of our kind. In the end, Nikólaos gave Alexander what he wanted. His people joined Alexander and suppressed the revolt in Thrace. It was a terrible campaign. Many Androphus were slain . . . the entire city you called Thebes was razed to the ground. The marriage of our kinds was murderous and bloody. But, it did not end there.
“Alexander repaid Nikólaos for his obedience by slitting his wife’s throat and selling all of our kind into slavery. We became dmōs - we were property taken in war, sold off to the Greeks as pets and curiosities whose strength and longevity meant consistent servitude to a house or family for generations. The Greeks called us Panotioi. The terrible Alexander had what he wanted from us, and we were but a nuisance to his purposes any further. He left us in Greece.
“Nikólaos himself went mad. It is said that he was sold into slavery for two Drachma.When the Greek man who had made the purchase presented the coins to the slave merchant, Nikólaos is said to have broken his bonds, knocked down the buyer, grabbed the two Drachmacoins, and quickly scraping the edges of the coins against the rough stone floor to sharpen them, jammed the two coins deep into the feet of the buyer. He was caught by guards before he could kill the two men and was imprisoned.”
Philip and the others were silent. The light outside the guard house was nearly gone now. Its waning matched the waning of their moods as this tale unfolded. “I fear to ask what happened next.”
Agenor’s skin lightened and his face took on a deeply sad expression. “My people were scattered by slavery. They remembered their safe and wonderful past, but the present, for them, was a terrible reality of endless servitude. Some Androphus masters were gracious . . . but you all die so fast that one cannot guarantee the children will treat a slave as well. Some generations were kind and almost friendly to our people. Others verged on murderous. Some of the Greeks discovered that regular treatments with our blood could extend the life of an Androphus; this led to strange dissections and murders and odd breeding programs. Our people lived in constant fear for their lives. Some of our kind rebelled, but it was always put down with executions. We cannot afford to die . . . we have too few children, and spread apart by slavery we could no longer choose to marry and have families, rare though they were already. It was an awful time . . . hundreds of years passed, each of us believing all others were already dead.
“Nikólaos rotted in prison. He was hated by the Androphus who also lived there. For a time, while Alexander still lived, he was paraded as a trophy of the great wars. But, after Alexander’s death, Nikólaos was all but forgotten. Only his keepers knew that he was special, and they kept him alive but carefully guarded. He was moved around from time to time as prisons came and went. His keepers died of old age and were replaced. He grew slowly more and more mad.
“It is said that, from time to time, he would get his hands on a coin and sharpen it in his cell. When a guard passed too closely, he would hold up the coin and taunt them with a wicked smile. They beat him.
“Much time passed. Nikólaos was to be transferred to a new place, a stronghold on an island far off the coast of Greece. During the journey, a terrible storm destroyed the ship and killed all but him. No one knows how he, chained and bound in the hold, escaped the ship. But it is true that many days later he had washed up on the shores of eastern Greece. Perhaps this was the first of the many wonders he would work for our people. He broke his bonds and set his mind to finding his kin.
“He had to hide himself, to avoid giving away his nature as one of the Panotioi. He stole clothing from merchants and covered himself head-to-toe, appearing as a tall and exotic merchant. He began making his way from place to place, accumulating goods by the power of his thrall, or theft, or other trickery. He used these to gain access to markets. He hunted down his people, finding them first in ones and twos being sold at market. He managed to buy the first few, disguising them also as his merchant kin. But this soon drained his coffers. Indeed, he could not afford to deal with owners who had held his kin as slaves for generations; there was no price they would name to part with their family pet. His mind, maddened by the murder of his brilliant and beautiful wife and driven to dark places by centuries of imprisonment, turned to extreme violence.
“I was but a boy when Nikólaos started his murders. A great number of our kin were being held by families in Myra. Nikólaos went there and liberated them all. Holding true to the legends that were told of his sale at market, and the legends he himself told of sharpening coins in prison, he would sneak into the homes of Greek slaveowners in the middle of the night and murder the families first by binding them, then driving sharpened coins into the soles of their feet. He drove the coins so deep he severed their arteries and veins. When the families were found, it was as if they were some grotesque painting of white-skinned corpses standing on a sea of their own blood. Many Androphus were murdered. It was a wonderful and terrible time.
“We called Nikólaos many things. He was our Kir. There were many who called him ThaumaturgosandHagios. He worked wonders - he saved us all.
“He found me in the home of a physician, the child of a long effort of forced breeding between Panotioi. I was kept for medicine. When Nikólaos liberated me, I loved him at once. I pledged my life to him. He promised me greatness. I loved him more. I was young and as a child of Panotioi, I was special to Nikólaos. He took it upon himself to educate me and raise me as a son.
“We hid away in the mountains, just a small band of no more than fifty or so Panotioi. We were all that Nikólaos could find. Those were good years . . . better years than in the keeping of the Androphus doctor.
“But I came to know Nikólaos. We all came to know Nikólaos. And we were filled with adoration and fear.”
Agenor ended his story there. Philip and the others had been silent a long time, leaning into Agenor’s tale like children captivated by a bedtime story. Even Wolfgang looked brighter and more alert.
After a few minutes had passed, Philip asked the question that, perhaps, he had meant to ask at the beginning of this conversation. “So, Captain . . . how did you end up here?”
Agenor grew sad again. “As I said, we had some good years after the liberation. But, the stories of the horrors in Myra did not escape the notice of officials in your Byzantine Empire. There grew an organized effort to hunt us down, this time to end us. There would be no slavery - there would be only death. Nikólaos knew it was only a matter of time before we were found and exterminated. He devised a plan to escape Greece and seek a place far from the cities of the Androphus where we might know a long peace.
“Nikólaos organized the theft of weapons, enough to arm every one of us - including me. He had already taught me how to fight - how to defend myself and how to kill your kind. We made a raid on a port. Our aim was to steal two ships, enough to transport all of us out of Greece. We were successful. There was no reason to expect an attack by anyone that day, and we slit the throats of a hundred Androphus at the port before we made off with two great wooden ships. Many among us had experience in sailing from the time before our enslavement, and Nikólaos made sure the best of them were spread evenly across the ships. Before any Greek authorities could react, we were gone. We raided a few vessels on our way down the coast, stealing supplies for a long journey.
“We sailed south for days . . . then weeks . . . then months. The days grew strange and eventually quite cold. We made for parts of what you now call Africa, but we found them inhabited and kept on our way. We wanted nothing to do with your kind. We killed many animals and made lots of cloth. We used the fur to fashion heavy, warm clothing. We were prepared for any eventuality. We took on plenty of food and we even brewed a special beer to drink on the long voyage. Our kind had long known the art of food preservation, having had to hide away in the World away from your kind. We could survive any distance of travel required to find our own place in the World.
“We sailed all the way to the southern tip of Africa. Nikólaos was convinced we would find another continent if we kept going. We made the decision to head south and east. We already knew then that the World was round, and our best sailors kept making measurements that told us how far we had traveled.
“Eventually, we came to this place. I recall the day we spotted this frozen land. Nikólaos took it as a good sign - he felt it less likely that Androphus would have settled here, given its inhospitable terrain. We killed and ate the birds and the fish we found here. They were rich in fats that we could use to survive. Nikólaos led us into the mountains to shelter there. We left the ships in the bay to freeze into the ice. We had no escape from this place any longer.
“It was a party of scouts that first found the entrance into the mountain. There is a front door to this place, now sealed and concealed that no one else might find it. We guard it night and day, but back then it was a wide-open place. It led to a series of natural caves in the mountain. This was our haven of ice and rock.
“It was hard at first - not as hard as surviving without shelter, but hard. Eventually, as our people regained our comfort and confidence we dug deeper into the mountain. We cleared out as much rock as we could, and made this place more hospitable. We went back to the ships and tore them apart, moving the lumber into the mountain. We build what we could from the wood we had. We survived.
“We learned to use some of the natural light emitted by certain fish to make a paint that we can feed and, in doing so, make light without fire. It brightens and fades with a pleasant, almost day-like cycle . . . though it is not tied to a real solar day. We made the tunnels that you found, a series of deep storehouses for our goods to keep them safe and secure. We built a life for ourselves here.
“But then the Androphus came again. It was about 200 years ago that your kind first appeared here. At first, we ignored your incursions. The place seemed uninteresting to your kind. We expected you all to take one look and leave. But you kept coming, and coming, and coming. More of you came, speaking in strange languages that we had never heard before. We captured some of these people and tortured them for information. We learned of the history of the world in our absence. We kept some of them a long time, to teach us their languages. Those of you that we kept for a while took to calling us ’Grey Elves’; we seemed to suit some mythology that more recent Androphus had developed since we fled the Byzantine Empire.
“We learned many things about your world and your discoveries. We learned how far across the world you had spread, and that many of your kind considered our home a type of ’last frontier’ to be conquered. ”
At this, Agenor shook his head and paused. “Last frontier. Having conquered all else, your kind would take all that we had left. We tried to run and hide from you. We tried to ignore you. None of it would keep your away. Nikólaos grew fearful and enraged. For a long time, he had seemed free of the madness that once plagued him. But when we had learned much from capturing many of your kind, what we learned only made him more mad than ever. He, like all of us, felt like an animal trapped in the last cage.
“After that, Nikólaos ordered immediately killed any Androphus captured by our people. Their blood was spread across the interior wall of the main entrance, so that if any of your kind ever entered by that way they would know the fear and horror that comes from seeing the rock painted in your own blood. There was so much blood.”
At this point, Agenor stepped closer to the bars of the cell. He glanced over his shoulder to see if any of his guards were listening. None had entered the guard house in some time, but Agenor seemed full of caution. In a whisper, he said, “There are many among our kind that have started calling this ’Red Haven,’ painted in the blood of the Androphus by the mad hand of our kir. This is become a place of death. Your death. I warn you now. You will not live another day.”
What had been a delightful story time suddenly turned to something far more horrible. Philip’s stomach grew heavy and cold. “So we’re to die then?”
Agenor leaned even closer to the bars, almost putting his face through them. “I am a loyal Captain, Philip Jeffries and Jim Fast. I have served my kir for a very long time. There were many good times . . . but there are also horrors that came with us from the old days. I will shortly hand you over one of them. He is a special. He is a favored of the one we once knew as Nikólaos. He serves the kir, but he is not wholly loyal to the kir. If he were, you would already be dead. He has ordered me to hold you here in secret from Nikólaos, and because he is a favored of Nikólaos I must obey. But I do not serve this one with pleasure, not the way I once served Nikólaos.”
Fast was the first to realize the puzzle. “Wait, so this Supervisor . . . the one to whom we are to be delivered . . . the voice on our radio . . . he is not Nikólaos?”
Agenor almost chuckled. Nobody in the cell expected that. “Oh, my, no, Jim Fast. The Supervisor is not Nikólaos - they are far from the same. Oh, my, are they far from the same.”
Fast didn’t know what to make of this reply. He looked with some confusion at the others. Philip noticed that Wolfgang had taken on a fearful look again. He was trying to speak but he could not.
“It is interesting, Jim Fast. You know of Nikólaos and you know of The Supervisor, but yet you do not understand the stories that you have been told. We once captured a man who told us of a story from his culture, a story of an ancient Greek man known for his goodness and his generosity. It is said that he once resurrected three children who had been butchered by a Greek and hidden in a barrel, to be sold later as pork. It is said that he was known for spontaneous and secret gift-giving. He has been changed by centuries of story-telling into a fat and happy man who gives toys to all the children of your kind, on one night of the year. He goes by many names amongst your people. He has many names that have survived from the old times, and new names that your kind have invented for him when his story is changed and re-told in a new place.
“Sinterklaas. Joulupukki. Mikulás. Nikólaos ho Thaumaturgos. Hagios Nikólaos. Saint Nicholas. Santa Claus.”
There was a terrible quiet in the cell. Agenor chuckled. “Once he was a being revered for his knowledge and technology. Then he was a slave. Then he was a prisoner. Then he was a fugitive. Then he was a murderer. Then he was a savior. Then he was just our kir. Now his madness is again awakened, awakened by your kind. Your kind turned him into a saint who gives presents to the children of the world.
“No, my Supervisor is not Nikólaos. When you meet him, you may begin to understand a little of Nikólaos, but you will never meet our kir. We call my Supervisor many names, though his original name is quite forgotten at this point. The name uttered in whispers among the few children we have here is something far more appropriate, and far more honest. He is Artamos . . . in your language, The Butcher.”
This drove the prisoners into utter and hopeless silence. The door at the front of the guard house opened and several tall, grey guards stood outside. Agenor nodded to them and turned back to the prisoners one last time. “Children are fascinating. I forget what it was like to be one, but I find it curious that among our two kinds we have a sort of common name for our kir. Your children call him . . . Saint Nick. So familiar. Our children call him The Red Saint.”
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Agenor’s watchmen opened the cell door and checked the ropes on each of the prisoners. Philip wanted to struggle, but his heart wasn’t in it. The hope had been drained from him; even if they could engineer an escape from their captors, where would they go? They could not possibly make it back through the labyrinth without lights and a map, and the rest of Red Haven was totally unknown to them.
Tor began to fight, the fear overtaking him. Philip hushed him. “Tor, don’t struggle. Where would we go?”
“Indeed,” Agenor added, “where would you go? Go to your fate now with bravery - be noble, for Androphus.”
The watchmen pulled them from the cell one at a time. Each one was gagged, then had a sack placed over his head. All they could do not was make muffled grunts; not so impressive, and very unlikely to alert anyone. Dread overcame Philip. He fought it, but it was the grip of inevitability - the anticipation of an unavoidable and unpleasant death. The feeling began to choke him. He was all adrenaline now, but had no way to channel it. It seized him only as blind terror.
They were marched out through the door of the guardhouse. Agenor gave the watchmen some final commands, after which they led the prisoners on a stumbling march through Red Haven. Philip lost all sense of direction, as he had in the storehouse labyrinth. They walked for a long while. He imagined that they crossed the large cave and were now somewhere else. He heard their footsteps echoing more closely. It seemed they had entered some other tunnel system, one that connected more at ground-level inside the cave.
He began to smell something particularly unexpected. The smells in the cave had been what one would expect from a bustling community of people closely living together. They weren’t particularly great, but nothing had really stood out to Philip before. Living in close quarters in McMurdo Station, and especially in South Pole Station, made one used to the many odors of the body. However, now he smelled something almost . . . homey. His nose suddenly encountered all the warm scents of a kitchen. There was the smell of a wood fire or other wood-burning hearth; the warmth of baking bread and roasting meats appeared. He found himself terribly hungry . . . and filled with a certain sense of alarm. He couldn’t quite put his finger on the problem . . . except to say that in the belly of a mountain hold, surrounded by Grey Elves seeking escape from the humans of the world, Philip did not expect to encounter a bakery. His terror was receding . . . though a voice in the back of his mind was still screaming an alert.
The watchmen brought them to a sudden stop. There was great warmth now. Philip was certain they were near a fire, as he could now hear it crackling and sputtering. He heard the sound of cutting or chopping now, too, perhaps coming from somewhere across the room they had entered.
One of the watchmen cleared his throat and then uttered some short phrase in Greek. The sounds of chopping stopped. There were footsteps, slow and methodical. Then there was the voice. “Are they here? Are they here?”
This was the voice from the radio. It was sing-song, rising and falling as if this person had never learned to speak English correctly. It was like the blending of some mad, tonal language with a heavy Mediterranean accent and the words of English. Philip cringed.
“Unpack them!”
Ropes were pulled from their arms. The pulse of blood fully back into their extremities was numbing and disorienting. The hoods were withdrawn. The sudden rush of light was again blinding. Philip blinked furiously, craving to know just where they were. The gag was pulled from his mouth. When, at last, his eyes would let him see, he beheld their new surroundings. It was as if they had been transported into some great, medieval kitchen. A crazy mix of pots and pans hung from the ceiling on iron hooks. In the center of the room was a great butcher block table; actually, it appeared to be a senseless patchwork of many butcher blocks all affixed together to make one, great table. It sat upon the legs of a much older wooden table, perhaps the kin of the one in the storehouse (and likely made from the wood of the ships that brought them here so long ago). On one end of the butcher-block table was a great basin, repurposed from an old tub. It drained into a hole in the floor; Philip could hear that same distant rushing of water that he’d heard back in the toilet at the guardhouse.
The floor was clean and spotless . . . for a cave floor. At the side of the room was, indeed, a great hearth. It was cut into the stone of the mountain, and Philip imagined that they must be quite close to the outside in order for a chimney to have been cut to carry the smoke away. A fire was blazing in the hearth, warming the room and bathing it in a moody glow. Metal racks were set in the hearth, perfect for baking or roasting a number of dishes all at once. Knives and ladels and all manner of other implements littered the butcher block, as did a smattering of fresh blood. The kitchen tools appeared to be a wild mix of eras, spanning at least two centuries. There were a bunch of modern-looking knives, but also a very old-looking meat cleaver with a dark, heavy, wooden handle.
Standing in the midst of all this, very close to them now, was a man. He was not a Grey Elf . . . he was a Human. He was wearing a heavy leather apron, spattered in blood and flour. His hair was a blend of gray and black, tousled here and there and caked with sweat. His face was thick with a beard, also peppered with gray hair. He was shorter than Philip - perhaps a few inches shy of six feet. His arms were thick and muscled, stained in blood from recent butchering. His clothes were simple - just a heavy shirt and pants, stitched together from a variety of animals skins.
“Kin kin kin,” he said with glee.
The Grey Elves who had escorted them here stepped back from the prisoners. The five men now stood a few meters from the one that Agenor had called “The Butcher.”
“Nothing to say? Agenor cut out your tongues? I’ll be VERY SORE AT HIM IF HE DID.”
As he said this last phrase, a wicked fire lit in this man’s eyes. There was something wrong with him . . . far beyond the sing-song English, it seemed to Philip that somewhere deep inside this man’s mind a few fuses burned out long ago.
“I am Jim Fast, sir. I am the one you spoke to on the radio.”
The Butcher smiled, a big toothy grin. “Yes, my friend, Jim Fast! You have such pretty little talk boxes. I love these little things. When they first started appearing with kin who came to our home, my grey brothers and sisters at first believed them to be some kind of wicked magic. ’But tisk,’ I told them, ’these are no more magic than the sticky fires and gaseous poisons your ancestors designed in war against my kin. Androphus thought them magic then, but the Grey knew they were not. These talk boxes are merely the result of coming to a better understanding of the World after 17 centuries of learning.’ Now we all just know it’s light, light, light. Not the shine from the sky, but something that kinfolk - pink and grey - can’t see.”
He seemed very satisfied with this tale. “A shame,” he continued, “that these watchmen could not have brought the other radio with them from the storehouse. I’ll have to send them back tomorrow to get it. Such a nice toy.”
There was an uncomfortable silence. Fast and the others didn’t really know what to say to this man. After all, they each reasoned to themselves, what does one say to one’s executioner?
“Oh, but where are my manners? You must be hungry. I promised you pie, and pie you shall have.”
The Butcher gestured to the block at the center of the room, and himself hurried away to the hearth on the side of the room. Cooling on a rack near the fire were a large number of pies. They seemed to Philip to resemble a chicken pot pie, or some other kind of meat pie.
Alarm bells were ringing again in his head.
“Here you go, my kin, my kin,” the Butcher said as he deposited the pies and some wooden forks in front of the men, “Help yourselves. You must be starved.”
Fast stared at the pie for a moment. He hadn’t any appetite . . . nor, really, did any of the others. Death was on their mind. “Oh, tisk . . . it’s RUDE TO REFUSE THE GIFT OF FOOD.”
Fast and Tor picked up their forks with nervous haste and poked at the crust on the pie. It crumbled nicely, and warm smells of beef or pork rode out from the pie on puffs of steam. In fact, it smelled quite good. Tor managed a bite, chewed, and even made a pleasant sound of approval as he did so. “My grey brothers call me butcher, but I’m really more of a cook or a chef to them. I prepare the meals here. I’ve gotten very good with fish and bird and even that little thing you call a peng-goo-een. These pies are made from meat stolen from your station. I think you’ll find it to your liking.”
Philip relaxed a little bit. So, they make raids on McMurdo Station for supplies. That explained the flour and other baking goods that one would not expect to be available to a bunch of refugees from the Byzantine Empire hiding in a mountain in Antarctica.
“I am sure you have many questions. Ask them.”
Fast took a bite, nodded with approval, and then took up The Butcher on his offer. “We trespassed. For that we are deeply sorry. We understand why it is you found it necessary to capture us . . . but we don’t wish to trespass any further. We came here looking for others who must have also been captured . . . if they are no longer here, we would like to go on our way.”
The Butcher smiled again, a wide and pleasant, toothy smile. “I’ll set you on your way shortly. Yes, you trespassed. That is a terrible offense here. This is our Haven, our safety in the mountains. We long ago fled the World. We don’t wish it to bother us any longer. If my kir knew you were here, you would already be dead.”
“Did your . . . kir . . . learn of the others whom we are searching for? Are they also dead?”
The Butcher’s eyes narrowed to slits. It seemed to Philip that another fuse had just let go, somewhere deep in his mind. “They are dead. They are dead. Dead, dead, dead.”
Fast fell to silence at this weird reply. Philip decided to step in. “Well, perhaps, then, your grey kin - as you call them - can simply blindfold and gag and and dump us back where we came in. We’ll go back to McMurdo, tell them we were trapped in a small cave in, and could not get back before now. We’ll tell them we didn’t find the geologists - the men we were searching for - and that this area is not safe any more. You can have your solitude, and no one else has to die.”
“SOMEONE ELSE ALWAYS HAS TO DIE. WHAT IS YOUR NAME?”
Philip wished he’d never spoken. “Philip Jeffries.”
“Well, PHILIP JEFFRIES, I think your idea is terrible. Terrible. It’s a terrible, terrible idea. I’m not keen on letting you out of here, and I’ll tell you why. First, I don’t trust any of you . . . not a one . . . not any of you. You’ll tell. You’ll go back and tell. You’ll tell everyone about Haven, and about what you found here. Your kind . . . I know you . . . I AM YOU . . . you cannot resist the urge to tell your little secrets. No, that is a terrible plan. It’s also a terrible plan because I know my kir. He’ll find out you were here. He’ll find out what I did. He’ll find out that I kept you instead of killing you. No, I don’t want to displease him . . . not too much. I’ve already done a bad thing. I’ve been too good to you. Your plan is a terrible, awful, stupid plan.”
He was ranting, He scratched his hair. He rubbed his teeth. He glanced at them feverishly, in the grip of some terrible madness.
“The kir loves me. He loves me. He told me that. But he doesn’t love me enough to keep me alive forever. I’ve done a terrible thing. I’ve done it. You’ll tell, and then more will come, and he will find out what I did. And then he’ll stop. He’ll stop . . . ”
At this moment, The Butcher’s face relaxed. He became weirdly distant, as if the mad personality had faded into the background and some other mind had taken over. “ . . . oh, he’ll stop. How sweet that would be if he would stop FEEDING ME. But every time I think I can be free I have to come back, and he FEEDS ME. And I am his again . . . “
The Butcher was nearly crying now. Philip and the others glanced wildly and uncomfortably at one another. Before they could say anything, the mad personality was back.
“We are all his. You. Me. We are all his. He’ll find out about this. He will. No, I won’t let you go back. I only want to know one thing from you before I kill you all: HOW DID YOU ALL GET IN HERE?”
The Butcher was panting now, exhausted from his terrible episode. He leaned against the other side of the butcher block. No one was speaking. Philip glanced nervously back over his shoulder to see if the Grey Elves that escorted them here were still standing at the entrance to the kitchen. They were. There was no escape from this nightmare.
“Tell me,” demanded the Butcher one more time.
Fast was the first to speak. “Fine. There is a crack in the rock, at the back of one of your storerooms. It’s fresh. When I inspected it, it seemed like it had recently opened up. Whatever has been shaking the mountains here recently opened up a back door in your Haven, and we came in that way.”
The Butcher started laughing. He laughed hard, and he laughed deep. He was laughing so much that he bent over at the waist to catch his breath, but eventually could not stop himself from falling on the floor and curling up in a fetal position, grabbing his belly. None of the prisoners knew what to do with this. A quick glance over his shoulder suggested to Philip that the Grey Elves didn’t know what to make of this, either.
The Butcher’s hand appeared over the edge of the table, and he heaved himself up to his feet. He wiped sweat from his brow, tears from his eyes, and spittle from his lips. “How delicious,” he finally managed.
“Why delicious?” Fast dared.
“Oh, it’s so delicious. It’s so delicious, you see? You see, don’t you?”
Fast shook his head, a complex painting of confusion on his face. “I’m afraid I don’t see at all. What’s so special about earthquakes opening up a crack in a mountain?”
The Butcher chuckled again, this time more in control of himself. “It’s delicious because it is so IRONIC. We fire off one or two of our little toys . . . our little toys for good girls and boys . . . and in doing so open up a back door so that Androphus can just come wandering into our Haven. It’s delicious, isn’t it?”
Philip seized on a terrible idea in that sentence. “What do you mean, ’fired off toys’?”
The Butcher produced a wicked looking knife from just under the lip of the table and stabbed it an inch shy of Philip’s adam’s apple. “WELL . . . WOULDN’T YOU LIKE TO KNOW?!”
Philip shook his head, swallowing hard and managing only, “No, I guess I would not.”
The Butcher’s face exploded into that mad, toothy smile again. “No . . . (that is funny) . . . I guess you would NOT.”
The knife was withdrawn, but placed carefully on the butcher block still by his hand. “Our time is nearly at an end. Have you any questions for me?”
Tor stabbed at his meat pie again and popped another mouthful. “Yeah, I have a question. How does an Androphus come to be the best friend of these grey folk?”
The Butcher’s eyes came to rest on Tor. It was a terrible look. “I will tell you, child. Those were hard times. There were not a lot of supplies to be had. For a man like me, selling food for a living, it was particularly hard. It was one thing to find and then afford food. It was quite another to have to do that, then prepare it, then ask people to pay more for your goods. My wife and I . . . “ tears came to his eyes when he said that, “ . . . we had to make hard choices. We had to eat. My love, my beautiful wife, had miscarried so many times because there was not enough for us all to eat. So I went out one day and stole some little piglets, and I killed them and butchered them and packed them in a barrel. I was ashamed at what I had done, but a man and his wife have got to eat, and they have got to sell their food to make a living.”
The prisoners all exchanged curious glances. They didn’t see why this was all so bad . . . why it seemed to cause him such pain. “But it didn’t stop there. You steal and kill some piglets once, and you find yourself doing it again to survive. They made the best meat pies. People were buying them. But it didn’t go unnoticed in my village . . . no, it did not go unnoticed that people’s piggies were disappearing, and that my wife and I suddenly had a thriving meat pie business again. The rumors started to spread, about how terrible we were. We lived in fear, but we had to eat and we had to keep our shop running. Then, one night, HE CAME TO US.”
The Butcher’s eyes teared again. “He was so beautiful. He was a tall man, grey skin, strange ears. He spoke such beautiful Greek. I could feel him in my heart and in my head. His voice was like a song. His touch was like the love of a father. I wanted to tell him everything. And I did. He wanted to know what I had done, and I CONFESSED EVERYTHING. And then, when I was done, my wife and I wept. We buried our heads in our hands and we wept. Then, he touched me again - he put his hand under my chin and lifted my sobbing face to look at him.
“’Do not cry,’ he told me, ’for you have done wonderful things. Together, you and I can do more wonderful things. Will you come with me? Will you serve me?’ He promised me so many things. He promised me that I might live forever. He promised me that my wife would bear for us many piglets of our own . . . “
At this point, Philip’s mind seized on exactly what had been bothering him this entire time. He looked down at the meat pie, and a sudden wave of vertigo and nausea and disgust washed over him. The Butcher continued. “I felt his love, the love of the Wonderworker, the love of my kir. I told him I would kill a million children for him, and pack them all into barrels, and serve them all as meat pies, if he would bless me with his kindness. He told me I would be the greatest of his favored, and that night we left behind our crimes and our home to live with the grey folk in the mountains.”
That’s when it dawned on the others - the missing geologists had been killed, cooked, and served up as meat pies. Indeed, this meat was from McMurdo . . . The Butcher had made for them a sick and twisted riddle.
Tor went pale. He looked ill. The Butcher glanced over at him. “My wife and I lived with him for many years. He fed us the grey blood, and it sustained us. We did not age right anymore - we might just live forever, I thought. But it made us both a little sick in the mind. My wife . . . my beautiful wife . . . she killed herself. When all your kind has ever known is the life of just a span of decades, the mind has a TERRIBLE TIME handling a life that is suddenly so much longer. She cut her own throat. I WEPT FOR DAYS. The Wonderworker does great and terrible things. He keeps me in his heart, and I feel him always in mine. But my beautiful wife . . . made so sick by a life that never ended under the spell of the grey blood . . . I never forgave him for that, and that is why I kept you alive. But now that I have what I wanted . . . “
At this, The Butcher moved with incredible speed and lunged across the table, seizing the sick-looking Tor by the collar of his parka. He yanked the poor man wholly onto the butcher block, face down, before Tor could even understand what was happening. A long knife was suddenly in The Butcher’s right hand. He held down Tor’s torso and slid him along the table so that his head and neck dangled over the edge of the table above the tub, and with a single stroke drew the knife in a wide arc across Tor’s neck and slit his throat from right jugular to left corotid. An incredible explosion of blood suddenly drained from his ruptured body, and Tor stopped struggling almost before he had started. The sound of the draining blood and the crackling fire was all that was left in the room, before complete and utter chaos descended.
Philip made a mad dash for the Grey Elves at the back of the room. They had short knives drawn and were ready to oppose any of the prisoners trying to flee this massacre. Somehow, the wounded and mute Wolfgang made it to the Elves before Philip could, dashing into their bodies and trying to knock them out of the way. He hit one of them low enough to knock him of his feet, but another watchman nearby got hold of Wolfgang and stabbed him through the shoulder. Dodelson and Fast were trying to out-flank the Elves, but these watchmen had seen combat before and they spread their ranks enough to block the two, but not enough to let them penetrate into the hallway behind.
Philip, instead, turned and ran for the fire. He needed a weapon or a distraction. He heard the Butcher cackle behind him. “You’ll not go up that chimney, boy, before you’re cooked alive and your grease makes a smoke to fill the icy air outside.”
Philip grabbed a poker and took a swing at the Butcher, who deftly dodged and passed the long knife from one hand to the other. “COME HERE, PIGGY,” the ghoulish man screamed.
A large bucket of water sat next to the fireplace. Philip grabbed it and in one stroke tossed the entire bucket into the fire. A huge cloud of ash and steam billowed out of the hearth, stinging everything it touched. The Butcher fell back as a hot fog filled the kitchen. This was Philip’s chance. He made for the place where the door had been, stumbling at full speed through the terrible cloud. He bounced off somebody - Grey Elf or friend, he could not say - and found himself at the very back of the room, by the opening to the kitchen, clear of any foes. A wave of regret filled him - should he leave the others behind?
The sound of a knife piercing flesh and a terrible scream shook him back to survival mode again. He turned and ran. The others were on their own. If any one of them could escape this massacre, that was all that mattered. Philip thought of Kim and Angie and ran faster and harder. The tunnel grew dark as the fire from the kitchen disappeared behind a corner. There seemed to be no other watchmen in this hallway, but he wasn’t really able to see where he was going, either.
He was starting to pant harder as he kept moving, feeling along the walls as he tried to run (and avoid running into anything). His hand suddenly left the wall and plunged into emptiness . . . perhaps a hallway? He stepped to the right a few paces and still felt solid ground, so he turned and started down that way instead. He felt it better to keep off the same path, if he could, to make it harder for pursuers to find him as easily. However, we was painfully aware of the disadvantage he had at having no sight in these tunnels.
He moved more slowly now, trying to be more quiet than quick. He walked as fast has he could manage, trying to catch his breath while also trying to feel his way through the pitch black caves. He stopped when he heard a sound that wasn’t from him. There was a shuffling noise nearby, as if someone were with him. He crouched, and tried to stay low and keep out of sight - though, as far as he knew, there was no cover at all and he was completely exposed.
For a moment, it seemed the sounds went away. He waited. There was no further noise. He took a slow, deep breath and started to stand up. The minute he moved, he felt hands grab him, a gag went into his mouth, and a sack went over his head. For good measure, somebody struck him between the eyes. He blacked out.



images/img4.jpg





images/img3.jpg
T ——.

T i o





images/img5.jpg





images/img0.jpg
Wonderwerker
By Stephen
Jacob Sekula






images/img2.jpg





images/img1.jpg





