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“My friend, Richard Hatcher, has written a powerful thriller that will keep you turning every page with anticipation! It is a powerful encouragement for any believer struggling with a secular worldview.”

—Phil Waldrep, Phil Waldrep Ministries

“Highly recommended! A fast-paced adventure with an important message about creation versus evolution.”

—Otis Kline, President, Foundation Advancing Creation Truth and Glendive Dinosaur & Fossil Museum

“Hatcher has provided intrigue and adventure for the high tech reader with an awareness of the providence of God.”

—Dr. Jimmy E. Jackson, Sr. Pastor, Whitesburg Baptist Church


To my loving wife, Tracey, 
who has always believed 
in my dreams.


And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures 
according to their kinds: the livestock, 
the creatures that move along the ground, 
and the wild animals, each according to its kind.” 
And it was so. 
Genesis 1:24


PROLOGUE

1964 World’s Fair 
Queens, New York

The cooler air, which followed the afternoon rain shower, brought some much needed relief to the street vendors and fairgoers who had dealt with record temperatures throughout most of the week. Against the pastel sunset, the few remaining clouds from the storm glowed with a brief intensity before finally giving way to the darkening sky. Throughout the park, streetlights buzzed to life, and the brightly illuminated pavilions surrounding the fair’s largest fountain were instantly transformed from their sedate daytime appearance.

An athletically built man sporting a fresh crew cut and thin black necktie stood with his back against the metal railing surrounding the fountain. Peter Jensen scrutinized the faces of the two people who exited the General Electric Pavilion across the broad sidewalk in front of him. His eyes narrowed as he studied the pair, but he recognized neither of them. He glanced down at his watch momentarily before turning his attention to the pavilion’s only exit doors. With the exception of the young couple who turned and walked toward the International Plaza, nearly four minutes had passed since anyone had come out of the building. He knew that was about to change since he had discovered during his long wait that the rotating attraction housed within the pavilion filled and unloaded about forty fairgoers every four and a half minutes.

Like clockwork, the exit doors swung open thirty seconds later, and the next group emerged from the building and integrated back into the bustling crowd surrounding the fountain. As he half expected, his point of contact was not among them. Alexi had stood him up again, but why?

In frustration, Pete snatched his hat from the park bench beside him and turned toward the parking lot when the exit doors unexpectedly cracked open and a man slipped quietly outside. From his silhouette, Pete could tell that the man was wearing a long trench coat and wide-brimmed fedora pulled low over his brow. To the casual observer, his dated clothing, which gave him a dime store detective appearance, might have seemed comical. But Pete had spent enough time in Russia to recognize the style. The man wasn’t Alexi but he was certain that the two men shared a common nationality.

Casually, the man crossed the sidewalk and approached Pete.

“Lovely evening,” Pete offered as the man stopped at the rail beside him and peered into the fountain. He observed that his new companion carried something tucked beneath his left arm which looked like a roll of paper.

“You are?” the man asked, still not making eye contact.

“Jensen,” Pete answered flatly as he turned toward the stranger. The Russian’s profile revealed a young man with a keen nose and gaunt face. “And you’re not the one I expected.” The man continued to stare ahead.

“My name is Oleg. Alexi is my friend, or rather, he was my friend.”

Pete furrowed his brow at the implication. “Alexi…?”

“Alexi is dead. He was murdered. That’s why he failed to meet you earlier. He instructed me to give this to you.” Oleg handed Pete the roll of paper that he carried beneath his arm. As Pete accepted it, he realized that it was actually a magazine. “There’s a note written on the cover. I have no idea what it means, but Alexi wanted me to deliver it to you in person. I was with him when he died. He said that you would understand the message.”

Pete was clearly shaken by the news but managed to contain his emotions. In a concerned voice he asked, “How did it happen?”

“He had gotten the information that you needed and was preparing to meet you, but someone stabbed him just outside the park. When I reached him, he was nearly dead. He gave me your hotel address and asked me to bring that magazine to you. I tried to keep the original meeting time that you had arranged with Alexi, but I suspected that someone was following me as well. That’s why I sent you the telegram. I decided to come a few hours later than the time I put on the telegram, hoping that it would throw off anyone who might read it. I apologize for being late.”

“Not a problem,” Pete nodded contemplatively. There was something about the man that he didn’t trust. Although Oleg seemed shaken and even fearful, Pete perceived an underlying arrogance that didn’t mesh with his timid persona.

Pete unrolled the magazine and read the name and date: LIFE, May 1, 1964. The cover photograph showed a night scene featuring the Unisphere, the 140 foot stainless steel globe of the earth that was designed as the iconic symbol of the fair. In the lower right hand corner, written atop the pale green lights of a fountain, was a note presumably from Alexi. Pete read it, then stopped to consider its cryptic message.

“Do you have any idea what this means?” he asked.

Oleg shook his head. “I’ve told you everything that Alexi instructed.”

Pete looked down at the note and mumbled some of the words under his breath. He studied the photo of the Unisphere, tracing his finger along the rings that encircled the globe. The continent of Africa was centered on the page. He had read in a brochure that the three rings represented the orbital paths of the first satellite and the first two men in space: the Russian, Yuri Gagarin, and Alan Shepard, the first American astronaut.

“Where the orbits meet, Livingston went home,” he read from the note. The answer suddenly came to him. Without tipping his hand to Oleg, he allowed his finger to pass over the intersection of the two rings that met over the southern tip of Africa. At the point of the intersection was a small pinhole, something he expected. It was a method of communication he’d learned from his Russian counterparts.

“There’s nothing obvious here, Oleg,” Pete spoke with false sincerity. “Are you certain there was no more information?” The young man shook his head in reply.

“I’ll have to study this a bit,” he said, reaching out to shake the Russian’s hand. “Thanks for bringing it to me, and I’m deeply sorry about Alexi. He was a good man and a good friend. He will be missed.”

Oleg narrowed his gaze for a brief moment. It was a distrustful, almost angry look. “It was a pleasure meeting you,” the young man said as he turned to go.

Pete nodded. “Thanks again, Oleg.”

When Pete was certain that Oleg was nowhere in sight, he darted into a small café and settled into a booth in the far corner. After ordering a cup of coffee and a club sandwich, he placed the Life magazine on the table. The pinhole that he’d felt in the cover was now clearly visible under the café lights. From his inspection of the first few pages, he discovered that the direction of the creasing around the hole showed that the pin had been pushed through from the inside out. The first page to carry the perforation was page 48, which featured an appliance ad for General Electric, the sponsor of the pavilion where he was to meet Alexi. On the opposite page was a photo of two shaggy dogs. He studied the photo for a moment and suddenly caught sight of pencil marks that reflected the overhead light. Pulling it closer, he could read the words of a faint handwritten note across one of the dog’s white fur. “Your best Christmas present. Alexi.”

Pete sat back for a moment to consider the words but found no obvious explanation. “Christmas present?” he muttered.

He looked again at the magazine’s cover. The purpose of the cryptic note about Livingston was clear. It served only to show him the location of the pinhole. Livingston referred to David Livingston, the African explorer and missionary who had died there. The orbits intersected above that spot. That left the GE ad and the dogs as the next set of clues to the whereabouts of his missing information. A cursory look through the magazine revealed nothing else. The answer had to be on pages 48 and 49. With no other leads to follow, he knew he would have to investigate the GE pavilion.

After quickly finishing his sandwich and coffee, Pete hurried back to the pavilion. As he had noted earlier from the illuminated sign outside, the theme of the exhibit was Progressland. He had read that the attraction inside, called the Carousel of Progress, was designed by Walt Disney.

With the park closing in less than an hour, Pete got into the line for the exhibit and followed the crowd into the auditorium. After an introductory musical number and welcoming announcement, the auditorium rotated, bringing the audience to an early 20th century kitchen scene with a robotic host that resembled a real person. Pete had overheard from others in line that the robotic man was a creation of Disney called an Audio-Animatronic. After the robot went through its narration and gave a plug for General Electric products, the seats rotated once more and placed the audience in front of a similar kitchen scene, twenty years later. Like the first scene, there was a dog lying on the kitchen floor.

When the ride moved to the final scene, there was a Christmas tree standing in the living room of a futuristic home decorated for the holidays. In the scene, the husband and wife sat together on the couch with their dog beside them.

“Christmas present,” the words formed silently on Pete’s lips as he thought about Alexi’s note. Oblivious to the narration coming from the stage, his thoughts were drawn back to an earlier conversation with Alexi. The sight of the Christmas tree had brought the memory back. They had once discussed their childhoods and how similar they were. Pete had relayed a story to Alexi about the best Christmas gift he had ever received—a puppy.

Pete’s attention was suddenly drawn to the dog. That had to be it. It must be why Alexi had chosen this pavilion. If he could examine that robotic dog, Pete guessed he would find his missing information.

When he exited the ride, Pete realized that the park was closing for the night. As fairgoers made their way toward the exits, he began looking for a place to hide until everyone was gone. The location had to be close enough to the GE pavilion for him to reenter the building without being spotted by the security guards who would certainly be patrolling the area. Two buildings down from GE, he discovered the perfect spot—a pen store, which had a low hanging, two-level roofline that was climbable from the ground. The second floor also had a small external nook darkened by the overhanging roof.

An hour and a half later, Pete observed from his hiding place that the only people who remained within the fairgrounds were guards who mostly patrolled the easily scaled sections of the perimeter fence. Occasionally two of them would congregate beside the rail surrounding fountains in front of the GE pavilion, smoke a cigarette, and talk for a few minutes. They would then head off in opposite directions around the manmade lake. It would be about twenty minutes before they returned, that is if the pattern held.

After Pete watched this interchange for the third time, he knew it was time to act. Climbing down from his perch, he ran back to the pavilion and quietly hurried up the disabled escalator to the second floor, hopeful that the entrance had not been locked. He wasn’t disappointed. Inside, he found that he was in the same room where he and about 40 other guests had first taken a seat for the show. Tall blue curtains in front of him obscured the stage, but after lifting a section of the fabric, he realized that if he turned in the opposite direction of the ride, he would be in the final scene.

Once he had moved around the partition, Pete could make out the shadowy outlines of what he’d seen earlier. He reached into his pocket and removed a cheap flashlight that he’d purchased from a street vendor. As he clicked on the light, he caught sight of the animatronic figures of the husband and wife who sat on their couch, staring out at an empty auditorium. Their lifelike faces looked eerie in the flashlight’s beam.

On the floor in front of them, he noticed their robotic dog resting with his front legs extended. He knelt beside the animal and began examining it with the flashlight. The information he needed from Alexi could easily have been written on a small scrap of paper. He first checked the dog’s mouth but found nothing. There was also nothing beneath the paws and body. After locating a seam in the faux fur, he slowly began removing the covering. Beneath it was a clear plastic shroud protecting the electronics and giving the animal its shape. There was a pneumatic piston in the dog’s neck that he guessed controlled its movements. Below the piston was an aluminum cage constructed of flat bar stock that served as the animal’s ribcage. The one thing he didn’t find was a piece of paper.

Convinced that he’d missed some clue, he began replacing the covering when he suddenly noticed a screw that was not resting flush along the lower section of the ribcage. He trained his light on the section and peered through the plastic shroud. After backing the screw the rest of the way out with his fingers, he discovered that the covering moved away easily, revealing the shiny aluminum surface of the bar stock beneath. There appeared to be numbers and letters written in pencil on the metal. As he looked closer he saw two sets of them:

44 08 19 N 103 43 40 E GT1

29 05 00 N 83 55 00 E DP

“You did it, Alexi,” he muttered, pulling out a pencil and notepad from his jacket pocket. They were the navigational coordinates he was looking for!

Outside the pavilion once more, Pete’s exhaustion began to take over. He had slept very little over the last few days. Even then, rest had come only through occasional catnaps while he was keeping watch by the phone. He shook the cobwebs from his head and walked cautiously toward the Meadow Lake entrance where he’d parked his car, staying in the shadows. Although the government would clear up any issues with the local police if he were caught, he really didn’t want to deal with the headaches. No one would initially believe his story about being a federal agent. He certainly wasn’t carrying any I.D. that would exonerate him. Half of his reason for acquiring the information from Alexi was related to his assignment; the other half decidedly was not. There were two sets of coordinates—one he would report when he got back to D.C. the next day, but the second set? He really wasn’t sure how he’d get to that location without his superiors knowing.

As he approached the Meadow Lake Bridge, his attention was suddenly drawn toward a small grove of trees on the left. He couldn’t be certain, but he felt that someone had darted into the trees. Guessing it to be a security guard, Pete quickly changed course and headed east toward the transportation exhibits in the western part of the fairgrounds. From the corner of his eye, he saw that the person had retaken the sidewalk and was walking briskly on an intercept course.

Pete picked up his pace, glancing back occasionally to view the man. He turned the corner past a long row of exhibits and was almost to the crosswalk when a shot rang out.

“What the devil!” he blurted as he opened into a full sprint. Security guards didn’t just shoot you for noncriminal trespassing, unless… Pete had failed to consider that the ones who’d killed Alexi might still be out there.

A second shot cracked behind him as he rushed across the bridge and entered the transportation section of the fairgrounds. He was getting winded but didn’t slow his pace. After cutting across a series of parallel walkways, he took a sharp right, moving quickly toward a row of space rockets from a NASA exhibit. His plan was simple—instead of avoiding the security guards, he hoped to draw as many of them out as possible. He’d learned through his reconnaissance the night before that a small building north of the Ford pavilion was a heavily occupied guard station. He could find help there if only he could reach it in time.

Zing! A bullet ricocheted off the sidewalk beside Pete’s left shoe and threw small shards of concrete against his pants leg. It was clear that the bullet had come from a different direction than his first pursuer, so there were at least two gunmen.

Cutting hard right again into the back parking lot of the Ford automobile exhibit, Pete suddenly realized that he’d hit a dead end. It was too late to change course so his mind raced to find a solution. The only cover in sight was a car hauling rig parked near the main building. He darted up the trailer’s loading ramp and quickly opened the door of a red sports car on the bottom level. Thankfully, the keys were still in it. He peered through the side window and saw that one of the men had entered the parking lot. He was tall, wearing a dark suit and narrow brimmed hat. A moment later, a smaller man joined him. Pete could see neither of their faces, but the second man walked with a gait that seemed familiar.

The men conversed for a moment before turning toward the rig where he was hiding. As they got closer, they split up with each taking a different side of the trailer. Knowing that he would immediately be discovered, Pete cranked the engine, shifted the transmission, and stomped the gas pedal. The car leapt from the ramp in reverse. As the tires struck the pavement, Pete shoved the gears into drive, and the tires squealed as they fought to find traction on the damp asphalt. The gunmen were caught off guard but managed to fire off a couple of shots before darting out of the way. One bullet struck the left side view mirror and ripped it from the car. The other shots went wide of the target.

As Pete sped past the attackers, he glanced to his right and studied the face of the shorter man. The defiant stare confirmed his earlier suspicions—it was Oleg. The failed mission and the death of his friend suddenly made sense. Unknowingly they had accepted a traitor into their circle. Oleg had brought him the magazine with Alexi’s cryptic note only because he had no idea what it meant. He needed Pete to solve the riddle. Alexi must have suspected a traitor and that’s why he hadn’t written out the coordinates for Oleg to deliver. Now Pete was faced with bigger questions. How deep did the problem extend and was it time to go to his boss at the CIA and tell him what he’d been doing in his spare time?




1

Gobi Desert, Mongolia Present Day

The late afternoon sun reflecting from the parched, reddish-orange hills created a surreal scene that looked more at home on the surface of Mars than in the deserts of central Asia. Surrounding the rolling, barren expanse were outcroppings of jagged rock, known to the locals as Shabarakh Usu, but to most of the world they were known as the Flaming Cliffs. It was here in 1923 that the famous paleontologist and adventurer Roy Chapman Andrews made his most significant discovery in Mongolia—dinosaur eggs. Before then, no one was sure how dinosaurs reproduced. That discovery, along with the numerous ones which followed, brought the Gobi Desert to the forefront of paleontology. Scientists, explorers, and thieves from around the world came to tap the new resource. Now with the obvious finds already discovered, new secrets of the past were harder to unearth.

“Fire in the hole!” Jake Evers’ counterpart from the Russian Academy of Sciences gave him a puzzled looked, obviously not understanding the term. Jake responded by sticking his fingers in his ears.

“Ah,” Pavel replied, removing the hearing protectors from around his neck and fitting them on.

Jake inserted the key into the fire control box, waited for the capacitor to charge, and pressed the ignition switch. The series of timed explosions that followed resonated across the dry riverbed and echoed from the low hanging cliffs. In less than a second, five weeks of preparation had come to an end.

“Did it work?” Pavel asked anxiously.



Jake ducked his head into the small domed tent, which served as an environmental shield from the harsh desert winds, and checked the computer. After clicking an icon from the toolbar at the top of the screen, a multicolored image appeared.

“Got it!” he exclaimed.

On the screen before them, a topographic map displayed the results of the test. Shown across a grid that spanned a thousand square meters were five peculiar shapes in crimson that stood in stark contrast to the blue-green background.

“Are you certain they’re not part of the natural formation?” Pavel asked.

“There’s no mistaking it,” Jake answered, pointing to the screen. “These blue areas have a uniform density. That’s sandstone. However,” he continued as he studied the dimensions on the grid that were displayed at the bottom of the image, “these red ones match perfectly with the density of the ones we tested from the museum. And look at the shapes—three sauropods, a theropod, and maybe…protoceratops. The head certainly looks right.”

“This is very exciting!”

“The marvels of modern technology,” Jake replied.

“But this does not make sense.” Pavel’s expression marked his genuine confusion. “Why so many in one spot? And also, it’s just not possible for these sauropods to have died with a protoceratops. There are 25 million years between them.”

“They all died at once,” Jake shrugged. “One catastrophic event—a deluge.”

“Nonsense. That’s theology, not science.”

“And yet look at the screen. Accept it or not—” But before Jake could finish his statement, their conversation was interrupted by Jake’s co-worker and lifelong friend, Murray Williams.

“Just got the latest weather update,” announced Murray. The man spoke with a slight Australian accent. “We might want to button ’er up for the night.”

The three men stepped out into the fading sunlight and stood at the edge of the cliff. Dark clouds gathered over the mountains to the west, and Jake could taste the fine grit of sand that was beginning to obscure the valley floor below.

“So much for the reliability of weather reports out here,” Jake sighed. “That storm wasn’t forecasted to arrive until tomorrow. Would you and Pavel make sure the tent is secure, take the notebook and the data acquisition box, and then hightail it back to base camp? I’ll take the other jeep and drive out to the relay to make sure we’re not in jeopardy of losing anything there.”

“Will do,” Murray replied, “but I wouldn’t waste any time if I were you. That storm will be here in less than an hour. You will recall our unexpected adventure in Egypt a few years back.”

Jake smiled. “You worry too much.”

“That’s because you don’t worry enough.”

While his two co-workers carried out his instructions, Jake made his way down the sandy incline. He reached the campsite where two Russian made UAZ 4x4’s were parked. He reached through the driver’s side window of one and retrieved a battered canvas jacket. Barely visible beneath the heavy coating of dust on the door was the acronym TERA, outlined by the shape of an arrowhead.

TERA, or Terrain Exploration and Relief Agency, had been founded in the late eighties by a wealthy Wall Street investor, Thomas Taylor. Known for his philanthropy, Taylor wanted to leave a legacy to ensure that his wealth would be used for higher purposes. TERA’s charter was broad reaching. Exploration, natural resource development, and emergency relief were just the tip of the iceberg. As TERA’s Special Projects Director, Jake Evers had worked in every corner of the globe.

The air being pushed ahead of the storm was even cooler than the usual temperature drop in late afternoon. Jake pulled on his jacket and looked up at the dazzling array of colors splashed across the afternoon sky. Dark purple clouds from the approaching storm stood in bold contrast to an otherwise brilliant orange sky. He smiled as he took in the scene and tilted his head back to fill his nostrils with the dry desert air. It was a beautifully painted canvas that no artist could truly capture.



In a lot of ways, Jake Evers was as distinctive as the environment around him. Educated in the physical sciences and with extensive experience in a number of fields including anthropology and geophysics, he was a well-respected researcher. In his fifteen-year employment with TERA, he had been offered much higher salaries from other companies, even higher than what senior TERA managers made. Money, however, held no enticement for him. Jake loved his work and his co-workers, but best of all, he occasionally managed to get involved in work that drew him closer to his Creator.

Jake had decided early in his adult life to mount an offensive against the onslaught of age by adhering to a lunch hour workout schedule that included weightlifting and bicycling. It had paid off. Although his blond hair was beginning to recede, he looked ten years younger than his real age; and he walked confidently, without seeming arrogant or unfriendly.

As he pulled away from the site, Jake waved to Murray who was quickly disassembling the research station. Murray glanced up and answered Jake’s patent smile with a knowing headshake. The drive out to the communications relay would take at least forty minutes roundtrip, but judging from the speed of the clouds moving overhead, Murray guessed that his friend was about to spend a night in the jeep.

While rarely intense enough to do serious damage, sandstorms in the Gobi were a major nuisance to researchers. During the first American expedition in the 1920s, the expedition leader Roy Chapman Andrews likened the gale force torrent of yellow sand and gravel to “a thousand shrieking demons.” Jake understood the comparison. He only hoped that this storm would be short lived.

Already a day behind schedule for a rendezvous with the other members of TERA’s Mongolian Expedition, Jake began to work through the logistics of assembling all the personnel and equipment before their planned departure. The last time they had gotten behind, he had lost three days in transit while waiting for connecting flights in several domestic airports in Russia—not something he cared to repeat.

When he reached the edge of the wind swept plateau where his team had erected a makeshift communications station, he brought the UAZ to a stop. Nearby was a bowed metal shaft that had nearly been pulled from the ground from the force of the wind. Using all his strength to push open the door, Jake hurried over to the antenna and grasped it at the base. As he turned to place the equipment into the vehicle, he suddenly glimpsed a bright flash of light on the horizon. It appeared for a brief moment and then vanished in the rush of sand and debris swirling around the area.

That’s strange, he thought as he shoved the rear door closed, yanked the car door back open, and gratefully slid behind the wheel. After a few seconds more, staring toward the horizon, he saw the light once more before it vanished again.

“Who else is crazy enough to be out here?” he muttered aloud. “Guess I’d better find out.”

When he had driven another quarter mile, he could make out the shape of a vehicle. Not surprisingly, it was another UAZ, the most commonly rented 4x4s in Mongolia. What was strange, however, was that someone had ventured into this remote location, especially in late autumn. It was certainly not the tourist season and before leaving TERA’s eastern office in Taiwan, he had checked with the Mongolian Bureau for Excavations. There were no other digs being conducted in the area, so who was this?

The UAZ was parked beneath an outcropping of rock not dissimilar from the strata his team had been investigating. On a scouting expedition the previous year, Jake and Murray had considered this area as a potential excavation site, but they had realized that the inaccessibility of the cliff walls made it nearly impossible to test their new equipment.

When he came to a stop beside the vehicle, he looked around for any sign of activity but saw no one. The sandy incline on the leeward face of the canyon was partly shielded from the approaching storm. It had preserved a record of the direction in which the jeep’s occupants had traveled. From the trail of footprints that led away from the UAZ into the steep mountain of sand, Jake could tell there were two people—probably a large man accompanied by a young person or woman from the size of their tracks.



Jake was torn over what action to take next. He looked up at the storm, which was nearly at full force on top of him. As tiny bits of gravel and yellowish sand blasted his jeep, he saw that already the trail of footprints was beginning to fade. In fifteen minutes, visibility inside the canyon would drop to nothing, and his GPS signal would be lost, making it impossible for him to find his way back to base camp. As exhausted as he was from the strenuous work during the three previous days, the thought of sleeping in the back of an equipment-laden UAZ didn’t appeal to him. Shaking his head in disgust, he gave in to his curiosity about the light he had seen and reached into the middle console to retrieve a pair of binoculars. As he opened the door, he caught a whiff of a familiar smell—antifreeze.

“Wonderful!” he grumbled aloud.

Jake popped the hood latch, made his way out of the vehicle, and walked around to inspect the problem. As he did, he immediately saw that the source of the odor was not his jeep. Beneath the other UAZ was a puddle of greenish sand. The size of the spill indicated more than a minor leak from its radiator, and in this desert, a major problem.

Jake walked over to the vehicle and looked under it. The lower coolant hose hanging beneath the radiator was sliced in the middle. The white interlacing within the rubber was neatly tucked away with no sign of fraying. It was obvious that the damage had not been caused by ordinary wear. The hose had been intentionally cut, and the slow drip of remaining antifreeze indicated that it had been done recently. Jake felt a sudden chill as if he were being watched.

Quickly he leaned his back to the vehicle and pulled the binoculars from his jacket pocket. Crouched behind the front fender, he scanned the cliffs above him, following the now faint footprints to the top of the sand dune until they disappeared over the edge. He saw no sign of activity. Whoever was up there was in trouble, and Jake guessed the storm was minor compared with the source of the sabotage.

Blam! A gust of wind slammed the hood shut on the jeep. The suddenness and timing caused Jake to shutter. He pulled his faded ball cap down tighter over his forehead and began formulating a plan. The storm left him only two choices—wait it out in the vehicle and risk being discovered or seek shelter under the cliffs on the back side of the mountain. Given the circumstances, neither option seemed preferable.

“Show me,” he prayed instinctively.

The sand being hurled from the dune stung the back of his neck. Visibility dropped to arm’s length as the first strong torrent of wind reached the canyon with a deafening roar. Jake opened the jeep once more, removed a worn nylon daypack, and lifted it over his shoulder. Without goggles it would be difficult to make his way up the sandy rise. From inside his shirt pocket he removed a pair of sunglasses. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but at least it was better than the alternative.

With his hands cupped around the perimeter of the glasses, he started up the trail made by the nearly faded footprints. The grade was steep, and with the blowing wind, he was forced to proceed on all fours. When he neared the top, Jake dropped to his stomach and pulled the binoculars up to his eyes. Barely peering over the ridge, he looked into the canyon below, which was on the windward side of the cliffs. The attempt was useless. A full-blown sandstorm was spilling into the canyon and hammering the cliff wall. He could see nothing.

Jake pulled his t-shirt up over the bridge of his nose to aid his breathing and leaned back against the sandy slope. His memory of the cliffs was that they perfectly outlined the canyon. Beneath the overhanging rock, he thought he could easily traverse the perimeter of the wall. It would have made an ideal vantage point under normal conditions. At least with minimal visibility, he could remain unseen from anyone in the canyon below.

“Should have listened to Murray…” he muttered, “…again.”

In a quick action, Jake leapt over the top and awkwardly trudged down the soft sand on the opposite slope. When he reached the outcropping of rocks to his right, he ducked into the shadows of a large slab that had fallen from the cliffs above. Certain that his approach had gone unnoticed, he began to work his way around the rim of the canyon being careful to stay out of sight. The relentless spray of sand stung the exposed skin of his ears and face, and for a moment he considered turning back.

When he decided he could go no further, he suddenly heard a faint noise, distinguishable from the sand rushing into the canyon. He stopped and turned his ear toward where he thought it originated. Contiguous with the howling wind, he also heard a faint creaking noise that came from the formless area just beneath him. The out of place sound reminded him of the rusty hinges on the door of his grandfather’s barn.

Through the whirring sand, Jake could see a gradual break in the slope below where he was standing leading down to the canyon floor below, but traversing it would take time. As Jake took his first step onto the slope, the edge of a jagged rock hidden beneath the sand snapped, cutting his shin just above his boot and causing him to lose his footing. End over end he tumbled down the hill until he landed hard on a lower shelf. Thankfully, the newly formed dune at the bottom of the slope had kept him from falling the full distance to the canyon floor. Jake lay on his back for a moment to make sure nothing was critically damaged.

“That was elegant,” he sighed, examining the gash that ran three inches across his leg. As he was about to stand, he heard the creaking sound again, intermittent but louder than before. He crawled to the edge of the dune and discovered the source.

“Whoa!” he muttered in astonishment.

Halfway buried beneath the sand nearby was a black, conical shape on which was painted in nearly eroded white letters, UNITED STATES. The outline of an American flag was painted below the words.

It’s a space capsule, he thought, recalling how he and his brother had built model kits of them when they were kids. The creaking sound came from an open hatch that swung freely in the wind. He also noticed the heaps of sand surrounding the capsule, indicating that it had recently been excavated.

As Jake inched closer to the craft and was nearly within reach of it, his foot suddenly became entangled in a mass of ropes that draped down from the top of the craft. As he bent down to remove the cords, he realized that the opposite ends were attached to a shredded reentry parachute snagged in a twisted Ginkgo tree. Jake guessed that the tree had kept the capsule from slipping completely beneath the surface.

As he worked his way toward the open hatch, he suddenly realized there was movement on the opposite side of the capsule. He abruptly dropped to his knees and quickly crawled back to the rocky ledge. In the excitement of the find, he had not considered that someone might still be at the site. From the safety of his hiding place, Jake thought through what he had observed. Moving slightly along the dune, he could see that the figure was small and sitting in a crouched position, possibly hiding. Could this be the person whose smaller tracks he had observed leading away from the damaged UAZ?

Jake hastily formulated a plan and turned to his right, making a wide circle away from the capsule and approaching it from the opposite side. The whirring sand kept him from view until he reached a large sand drift that had formed against the heat shield of the craft. As he huddled behind it, he could see the woman clearly. Though difficult to determine with any certainty, she appeared to be Asian. Her knees were pulled against her and she was shaking.

Brandishing his friendliest smile, Jake stepped into view. Immediately, her frightened eyes caught sight of him, and she hurriedly glanced right and left for a means of escape. Jake held up his hand.

“It’s OK,” he spoke in a calming voice as he squatted a short distance from her. “I’m not one of the bad guys. Do you speak English?”

The girl slid closer to the craft as Jake riffled through his limited Mongolian vocabulary with no success.

“Russian?” he asked in the second most spoken language in Mongolia. “Do you speak Russian?”

The girl still gave no response.



“I’m Jake Evers,” he pointed to himself, removing his hat. “I’m guessing you’re in some trouble. I saw that your jeep had been sabotaged.”

Her eyes were wide with fear as she stared up at him.

Wiping the sand from the corners of his eyes, he paused for a moment to consider how to proceed. It also entered his mind that her fears should probably be his own. Since she was obviously hiding, someone was looking for her.

“I want to help you,” he offered in broken Russian. “Do you understand a single word…”

Jake was suddenly cut off by the undeniable sound of a gunshot somewhere within the canyon. The girl jumped up and was about to bolt when Jake caught her.

“Wait,” he said with a restraining grip on her shoulders. “Stay with me. I will get you safely out of here. You have to trust me.”

The girl looked at him with flowing tears that cut channels through the sand and grit that encrusted her face. Her form was delicate and her dark eyes were beautiful.

“Trust me,” he said again.

She offered no more resistance.

“Now,” he spoke softly, trying to maintain the comforting facade, “let’s see if we can find anything in here that might help us.”

Jake leaned over the open hatch of the capsule and suddenly came face to face with the yellowish skull of a long decomposed occupant of the craft.

“Ugh….,” he made a startled sound and looked back at the girl. He shrugged as an awkward smile crossed his face.

Inside the hatch once more, he pressed against the dead man’s clothes to see if he had been carrying a weapon. Finding nothing, he looked behind the ejection seat and discovered a flat aluminum case hanging from a wide strip of Velcro. The white polymer grips of a knife or short machete protruded from one end. After removing it from its sheath, he held it in his hand and examined the serrated blade.

“Survival knife,” he thought aloud. “A Colt .45 would have been better, but if it’s all you have….” He climbed down and took the girl by the hand. “Time to go.”

On the windward side of the spacecraft, the whir of sand nearly knocked them to the ground. Jake recovered his footing just in time to see two men rapidly ascending the rise from the canyon floor. Also caught off guard, the one in the lead could not react in time to draw the rifle he had slung over his shoulder. Jake gripped the girl’s hand tighter and pulled her over the ledge behind him. When they struck the soft sandbank below, they tumbled but quickly regained their footing and sprinted down the hill. Jake who was no stranger to exercise noticed that his companion was equally swift on her feet.

Ahead of them, Jake observed a craggy precipice that would hopefully allow them to hide until they could decide what to do next. When they reached the overhang, he looked up and saw that the cliff wall was nearly vertical for the first twenty feet. It would not be an easy climb without proper equipment.

Jake gripped the bottom of his t-shirt and tore off the bottom portion which he then ripped in pieces to protect their hands. Taking the girl’s hands, he quickly wrapped her palms and then motioned up. She immediately understood, and they began the hard climb. When they reached the top, Jake removed the binoculars from the cargo pocket of his pants and peered back at the crash site. Visibility had not changed, but through breaks in the gusts he could make out the forms of at least three men, all carrying weapons.

“Do you see them?” the girl spoke in a weak voice.

Jake snapped around and looked at her. “You speak English,” he said with surprise, “and with almost no accent. Russian?”

The girl nodded. “My grandmother was an English teacher for over thirty years. She taught me well.”

“Then why didn’t you…” he started to voice his frustration but stopped. “Are there others traveling with you?”

“I had a local guide. When we heard the helicopter land and saw the men carrying guns, he told me to stay with the capsule while he went back to our jeep to get a radio. He was going to call for help. Do you think the gunshot we heard….?”



“I think you have some powerful enemies,” Jake replied. “Do you have any idea who these people are?”

“I don’t have a clue,” she shrugged.

BOOM!! A thunderous explosion sounded from the far end of the canyon. It was followed by a reverberation shaking the rocks around them and causing tiny bits of sand and gravel to fall across their backs. Jake determined that the sound had originated from the side of the cliffs where he had parked his UAZ.

“What was that?” the girl cried.

“Our way out of here,” he said flatly. “They don’t intend on us leaving.”

“What do we do?”

Jake’s attention was suddenly drawn to movement below them. He pushed the girl down and lay beside her.

“You there!” came the forceful call in Russian. A tall, broad shouldered man was standing at the edge of the sand with his hands cupped around his mouth. “We do not wish to harm you.”

“Said the spider to the fly,” Jake mumbled. He could see through a crack in the rocks that the group was moving their way.

“I don’t see a way out of this!” the girl gasped.

Jake’s thoughts raced quickly as he scanned the cliffs in both directions. They were roughly in the center of the boxed end of the canyon, and the ledge that they had climbed gradually tapered down the left adjacent wall until it reached the floor below. The ledge to the right continued into the higher canyons, an area he had superficially explored on his earlier scouting trip.

“I want you to stay put for now,” he instructed. “I think I can draw them away if I can make it around the northern rim. When you’re sure they’ve taken the bait, go as quickly as you can in the opposite direction and hide. There are deep cuts in the rock at the higher reaches of the mesa. Little chance of them finding you there, especially not in this storm.”

“But what about you?”

“Don’t worry,” Jake replied. “Just pray for me.”

The young woman began to cry and Jake put his arm around her, giving her a gentle squeeze. “What’s your name by the way?”



“Katrina,” she replied. “But I go by Katie.”

“Beautiful name. How about dinner when all this is over?”

His attempt to ease her fears made her smile. “OK.”

“One more thing,” he reached into his daypack and removed a satellite phone. “Take this. It won’t work in this storm, but press redial when you’re in the clear and you should get my partner Murray. Tell him where you are and ask him to send help.” Jake paused for a moment and looked at her. His heart was racing, though most of his concern was for her. “You’ll be all right.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a hesitant nod. “I don’t know how to—”

“You just take care,” he said quickly, gently brushing away a tear that ran down her cheek. “I’m looking forward to that date.”

Without another word, Jake turned and quickly disappeared into the blur of sand. He hoped it would leave him just visible enough to trace without presenting an easy target. Katie turned to the right and moved with equal speed in the direction that he had instructed.

Carefully working his way around the ledge, he covered the distance to the opposite side in less time than he’d expected. His planned escape had not gone unnoticed. Though his view of the men was obscured, he could see that they were tracking his path from below. He looked down at the survival knife in his hand and swung it in the air a couple of times to get a feel for its balance. The whole scene felt surreal, like some old war movie he had watched on late night cable. It was impossible for him to comprehend what he was about to do, and he suddenly became aware that his heart was pounding from the flow of adrenaline.

“Help me, Father,” he breathed as he sprinted blindly ahead.

The terrain at the far end of the canyon wall changed dramatically, and the slope became more gradual. Unfortunately his projected path had not escaped the notice of his pursuers. Before he realized it, a squat man brandishing an AK-47 was standing directly in front of him while one of his partners stood behind him.

Thump, Thump, Thump! The Russian fired a burst as Jake dove behind a fallen slab of rock. He quickly rolled back to his feet and scrambled over the top of the boulder. Without hesitation, he leapt down on the attacker and swung the machete with determination against the man’s firing arm. Screaming in pain, his assailant dropped the rifle and gripped the wound with his other hand. Jake instantly retrieved the weapon, swung it toward the second attacker, and pulled the trigger. Two shots went wide from the powerful recoil, but a third struck the man in the knee. As the second attacker fell to the ground, he fired his weapon, grazing Jake across his left thigh. The force of the bullet ripped the cargo pocket from his pants and made a deep cut as it blazed across the muscle. Jake cried out from the searing pain and braced himself against the rocks. He felt the sensation of warm liquid slowly flowing down his leg into his boot.

Like a frightened wounded animal, he darted beyond the entrance to the canyon and into the open desert. Falling intermittently between awkward sprints, he stumbled blindly into the raging torrent of the storm. The reverberating sound of machine gun fire from an unseen third attacker was almost deafening until it was gradually muffled by the wind and blowing sand. When he reached the base of the first dune, he dropped to his hands and knees and scrambled up like a crab about to be swept away by the outgoing surf. Then, in an attempt to deceive his pursuer, he made a sudden turn to the right which would take him closer to the site where he had parked the UAZ. Unarmed and wounded, no one would expect him to double back.

The wind continued relentlessly, and he shielded his eyes from the bits of gravel that pelted his face. But this time the storm was a welcomed friend, hiding him within its grasp. His only concern was for Katie.

When he was several minutes into his wide circle around the canyon, he stopped to regain his bearings. Out of breath, he struggled to collect his thoughts when suddenly the darkness of the storm surrounding him seemed to take on a cavernous quality, dark and cold. The wind and whirring sand that had stung his skin for what seemed like ages now merely produced a numbing tingle, and he found it difficult to concentrate. Without warning, the loss of blood mixed with the downside of an adrenaline rush had overtaken him. Jake struggled through a few more steps and fell face first to the ground. He helplessly watched as the last hint of sunlight faded from the storm swept desert.

So this is how it ends, he thought as the darkness pulled him under.
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Russell Dawkins stepped from a cab on Central Park West and paid the driver the metered fare, rounding the tip to the nearest dollar. He was dressed in the stylishly rumpled clothes of an academic adventurer. The dark haired young man slung his leather backpack over one shoulder and turned toward a large columned building across the street. Already late for his meeting due to an unexpected delay in customs, he zigzagged quickly through the cars in the two opposing lanes.

The New York Natural History Museum was a well-recognized landmark within the city, especially to residents. Dawkins had loved the museum since his childhood, growing up in Manhattan where fieldtrips were an annual event. Pausing for a moment before climbing the marble steps that led into President’s Hall, he reflected on his life’s passion—paleontology. The wondrous exhibits within this building had been a huge part of that decision. It was good to finally be back in New York.

The usual late afternoon crowd was beginning to thin as the 5:45 closing time approached. When he crossed to the central elevators located in front of the North American Mammals exhibit, Dawkins briefly noted the mix of remaining visitors, mostly families with young children crowded into the main gift shop. As he exited on the fourth floor, he almost collided with a young boy no more than five who was running ahead of his family. The blonde haired child had a stuffed T-Rex under his arm, obviously a new purchase from the Dinostore just around the corner. His haggard parents rushed up to take him by the arm and made a halfhearted apology before following him onto the elevator. Dawkins smiled as he reached into his pocket to retrieve an elevator key that allowed him into the Employees Only section behind the Saurischian Dinosaur hall.



Once inside, the fetid smell of old carpet and books triggered his senses. The odor was familiar and comforting.

“Russ,” shouted an immaculately dressed man wearing a dark blue Hugo Boss suit. He was older than Dawkins, whose age was not known to his employees but guessed to be in his late fifties. “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it.”

He walked over, shook Dawkins’ hand, and gripped his forearm as a long absent friend or marketing executive might. But Kirk Hoffmeyer was neither.

“Sorry I’m late, Dr. Hoffmeyer,” the younger man replied. “Typical inefficiency and pig mentality of the TSA. My cell phone battery also went dead just as I turned it back on when we landed.”

“Not a problem,” Hoffmeyer assured him with uncharacteristic kindness. He patted Dawkins on the back, motioning him into his palatial office and a leather backed chair in front of his desk. Dawkins suddenly felt uneasy.

“How has your work been going in Argentina?” Hoffmeyer began as he took a seat behind his antique desk. “This is your first time in the number one position isn’t it? Excavation Director—that’s quite an honor for a young man just out of grad school. It speaks well of you.”

Dawkins knew with absolute certainty that Hoffmeyer was the final decision maker on who was appointed to what jobs. His reputation for being controlling about every aspect of his professional life was well known. It was not by some careless oversight that he had picked Dawkins for such a coveted job. But what was behind his furtive posturing now? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“The dig is going well,” Dawkins answered. “We’ve discovered a new Titanosaur. It may end up being in the Puertasaurus family, but we’re still hopeful that it’s a new species. The fossil is still partly articulated so there is a chance that we’ll find a skull.”

“So I hear,” Hoffmeyer offered jubilantly, “so I hear.”

As he reached for a file folder from his desk, the older man hesitated before picking it up just long enough to allow Dawkins to read his own name typed across the white labeled tab. With a contemplative stare offered merely for effect, he thumbed through the documents and then placed the opened file back on his desk.

“An impressive resume,” Hoffmeyer observed as he looked up and smiled. “Brown University, U.C. Berkeley, post doc Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris. Top notch.” Dawkins couldn’t decide if a reply was expected so he chose to remain silent.

Hoffmeyer drew an exaggerated breath, leaned back in his chair, and placed his hands behind his neck. He suddenly pitched forward and stared intently at Dawkins.

“Ex-cept,” the older man spoke pointedly, extending the word, “for this one unfortunate thing.” Hoffmeyer removed a report from the file folder and handed it to Dawkins who recognized it immediately.

“Would you care to explain this report from the…” He paused to read the heading on the paper still in Dawkins hands. “From the Boone County Sheriff’s Office in Kentucky? It seems that your name figures prominently among others as suspects in a thwarted vandalism attempt on my favorite museum there. Would you care to elaborate?”

Dawkins stared at the document, which he knew well and had hoped would never materialize, certainly not in his professional life. He looked up but avoided making direct eye contact.

“You do things when you’re younger that make sense at the time,” he began, “things that you wish you could undo. I have always been passionate about paleontology. It is a love that started with my grandfather, whom you know well as a respected professor and former chair of vertebrate biology at Yale. His personality was contagious and his love of science unbridled. His great uncle had served aboard the HMS Beagle with Charles Darwin, and those stories fueled his passion which, in turn, fueled mine. My love for the science of evolution runs violently counter to this renewal of religious nonsense about creation. I am frankly sickened by those fools and wanted to voice my anger. That’s why we broke into their stupid museum in Kentucky. Yes it was foolish, but—”

“Were you convicted?” Hoffmeyer interrupted. “I find no record of that, only the arrest report.”



“Just a misdemeanor,” he replied. Dawkins hated saying the word. It didn’t mesh with his current station in life. “That along with a stiff fine and the police record you’ve found.”

Hoffmeyer rose, slowly and deliberately walked around the desk, and sat on the corner facing Dawkins.

“Russ,” he said with the same affable tone with which he had greeted him earlier. “I am not a man bereft of passions. I would not have gotten to this place without them. I started out as an angry young man, much like you, but I learned to control that anger and use it in a positive, constructive way.

There have been setbacks,” he continued as he shrugged and smiled broadly. “Two ex-wives for example. But for the most part I have succeeded in everything I set out to do. I am in one of the most coveted positions in the entire academic world. Now my desires are fueled by academic excellence and power.” He clinched his fist and raised it in the air. “I am no longer reduced to petty spray painting of creation museums to voice my passions. I have the power to make a difference.”

Dawkins was taken aback by the performance. It was out of character and certainly not what he’d expected. He swallowed his comments and simply nodded his understanding and allowed his boss to continue.

“Do you know what sickens me?” Hoffmeyer asked rhetorically. “What absolutely makes me want to heave? It is stupidity. Unlike you, I did not grow up in an academic family. I was the son of a traveling evangelist who sold his wares across a hundred little one-horse towns throughout the Southeast. That probably surprises you. From an early age, listening to my father pound on the pulpit at illiterate simpletons, I decided that I wanted no part of that world. He would catch me reading books that he considered the work of the devil including Darwin’s Origin of Species. He would actually go to the trouble of burning them and then take a belt to me. I hated him.

“Fortunately, though, I moved beyond that cursed world and escaped to Chapel Hill. It was there that I met Professor Jenkins, a contemporary of your grandfather and a staunch advocate for evolution. He took me under his wing and the rest is history. And I learned that anger can be channeled in productive ways.”

Dawkins shuffled in his seat, still not knowing where all of this was going. When Hoffmeyer stopped in a protracted pause, he felt that a response was expected.

“Does this report affect my standing here?” Dawkins shyly asked with an unpretentious tone.

Drawn back from his reminiscent thoughts, Hoffmeyer nodded. “I’ll be honest with you Russ. It could.”

Dawkins felt a sudden chill move down his back. It reminded him of seeing police lights and knowing an arrest was inevitable.

“But not to worry,” the older man half smiled. “I am your advocate. You do good work, publish frequently, and aside from miscellaneous reports of angry outbursts, you are developing a good reputation. But…” Hoffmeyer paused and checked his watch. “I need a favor from you, or rather, the big man does. It seems we have a skeleton in our academic closet. I can’t let you in on the details, but there is something I need you to retrieve for me.”

Dawkins wrinkled his brow in response.

“No need for concern. It’s not like I’m asking you to do something illegal. I just need someone I can trust to bring it back here, simple as that. It’s in Russia, St. Petersburg to be exact. You’ve been there before. I’m sure you know your way around.”

“Of course,” the younger man replied, feeling slightly uneasy. It wasn’t like he could decline the request. Called back from the middle of a dig thousands of miles away and then indirectly threatened by a long forgotten act of juvenile vandalism certainly raised questions. And now a mysterious assignment? Dawkins’ only consolation was that apparently his job was not at stake. But he could guess that his being singled out for this job had less to do with his academic credentials as it did with his criminal record.

“Excellent,” Hoffmeyer responded. “I knew I had made the right choice. Pack warmly,” he said handing him a large, sealed envelope. “I did a weather search on the Internet, and they expect a light snow there before the week is out.”



Hoffmeyer stood and escorted his companion to the door.

“Is that all?” Dawkins asked hesitantly.

“For now,” Hoffmeyer said gripping his shoulder. “There are all sorts of wonderful things about this business that you have yet to learn. The most important one is that the guys with deep pockets are always looking for a return on their investment.”
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With a magnitude greater than anyone had seen in recent years, the sandstorm sweeping across central Asia caught the meteorological community completely by surprise. Through the night, steady 60 mph gusts carried a myriad of sand that would ultimately envelop eastern China and the Korean Peninsula. The emergency response from the Beijing officials had come too late to prevent complete gridlock within the city. The traffic around Tiananmen Square had slowed to a crawl, and many annoyed or frightened drivers had abandoned their cars to seek shelter.

“We’re never going to make it at this rate,” Sam Evers blurted out his frustration. “Can’t you just pass them on the sidewalk?” His driver, Aidan Connor, a tall, fair complexioned man in his mid-forties, understood the young man’s emotion.

“It wouldn’t do us any good,” he replied in a slow, even voice. “Until this storm passes, all flights are grounded. Besides, you give your brother too little credit. I’ve worked with Jake for years, and I’ve never known him to be caught off guard by anything, certainly not a sandstorm.”

“It’s not the sandstorm I’m worried about,” Sam insisted. “Despite Murray’s attempts to stop him, that idiot Russian who was working with them called for the extraction helicopter before they could collect Jake. Murray said they could have given him another hour, but Pavel refused and convinced the Mongolian pilot that he was in charge. With no backup evacuation plan, Murray had no choice but to go along. As they were lifting off, Murray swears he heard an explosion coming from the mountain range just beyond their communications relay.”

“Did the Russian guy not hear it?”

“Murray’s pretty sure he did, but Pavel denied it. I’ll get the full story once Murray gets back. He’s still trying to clean up the paperwork mess that Jake usually handles.”

“And I’m guessing you’ll have more than one question for that Russian,” Aidan remarked.

“You bet I will,” Sam nodded as he looked pensively out the side window, “but for now, the only thing I can think about is getting my brother back.”
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The light snow which had begun to fall over St. Petersburg was swept across the frozen parking lot of the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography by a steady gust of wind flowing in from the Gulf of Finland. The museum’s magnificent turquoise and white building was one of the oldest in Europe and a marvel of Czarist opulence. Commissioned by Peter the Great, it housed a diverse collection of artifacts spanning the farthest reaches of the expansive Russian landscape and culture.

Outside the structure, sitting in a borrowed car and wearing a pair of large sunglasses, a young woman watched the usual crowd of office workers, students, and occasional faculty members filter out of the rear entrance. Battered by the chilling wind as they exited the building, each drew their jackets closer around them as they hurried to their cars. Katie Petrovich knew most of them, and even considered them among her closest friends, but at least one of them had betrayed her.

When the last hint of daylight had departed from the late afternoon sky, Katie noted that only two cars remained. One belonged to Sergei Baranov, the newly appointed Assistant Administrator for Exhibits. No doubt he had phoned his wife to say that he was working late again. Katie wondered if the woman had any idea of the truth. Everyone else certainly did. The other car belonged to Alena Fomin, his new secretary. Their cars were always the last two in the parking lot. Katie failed to understand what any woman had seen in such a creep, let alone two women.

The only people that Katie still trusted at the museum were her old graduate advisor, Professor Kozlov and his daughter Tamara who had loaned her the car. Katie had confided in Tamara about her ordeal in Mongolia but had asked her not to report it to her father. He was a kind, grandfatherly sort of man who was brilliant but a bit daft when it came to the world outside of academic circles. Discretion was also a word that was not in his vocabulary.

Katie had intentionally flown into Moscow instead of St. Petersburg and had taken the train back to avoid anyone who might be awaiting her arrival at the airport from which she had departed. The attempt on her life and the fear of when it might happen again made her sick to her stomach. On the three day journey back from Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia, she had had time to reflect on the events leading up to the attack in the Gobi.

Her visit there had been personal, and she had kept it a secret for the most part except for answering a few casual questions from friends who were curious about her trip. The only thing she had told them was that her grandfather had been a fossil collector and had visited the area numerous times before his disappearance. While partly true, her real reason for going to Mongolia was to locate the very thing she had found.

A Ukrainian tour group, exploring the Flaming Cliffs two years before her trip, had made the chance discovery of a parachute cord and a torn swatch of orange nylon fabric. Closer inspection showed that it was similar to materials used during the early space program.

“Soviet satellite junk” the tour guide speculated when he had given it to Mongolian officials in the next town. The discovery and subsequent quote had been captured by a Russian photographer and travel writer who had been in the Mongolian town at the time. According to the article, which was published some months later, after a cursory look around the area where the parachute had been discovered, the photographer and his Mongolian guides found nothing. Katie had carefully studied the photo from the magazine and had matched it via an Internet search of NASA archival photos. She was convinced that it was from a Gemini capsule and her rationale had paid off. That spacecraft held the key to a family mystery that she was determined to unravel.

As the last two occupants of the museum kissed briefly in the parking lot before going to their respective cars, Katie slumped out of view behind the steering wheel. In true gentlemanly fashion, Baranov allowed his new conquest to leave ahead of him before he turned the opposite direction toward the liquor store at the end of the street.

When she was certain that the building was unoccupied, Katie zipped her coat, reached into her purse, and retrieved a swipe card.

“Lord help me,” she prayed as she opened the car door.
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A leafless twig from an Erdene willow tree danced in the turbulent air as the last wisp of wind trailing the great storm moved across the desert. Tumbling in the breeze, it followed like an obedient dog, climbing and falling until it touched the ground and caught momentarily on an odd shape just viable above the sand. Tilting his head slightly, Jake Evers released the unknown assailant from the brim of his cap as he struggled to move his body. He felt the sensation of heat against his back, but as if in a dream, he could not take hold of the reason. Mechanically, his body moved between shifts in consciousness until finally he was free from his sandy confinement. Overhead, the full sun of midday began to bake away the cold night air.

As he peered up and raised his chin, sand fell from his cap and pooled above his eyelashes. Blinking it away, he caught sight of an object in the otherwise cloudless sky. It looked like a large bird approaching over the horizon, which flew a straight course until it was finally within view. Then he heard the sound.

“Helicopter,” the word barely sounded from his dry lips.

When Jake tried to stand, a sudden pain shot through his leg, causing him to cry out. Looking down, he immediately saw the crimson mat of sand impacted around his pants and he recalled the attack. The sandstorm, which had buried him in its fury, had also acted as a tourniquet and stopped the flow of blood from his wound. It had saved his life.

Suddenly, a whir of sand beat against his face causing him to bury it in the fold of his elbow. The tunnel began closing around him again, and through his last moments of consciousness he heard a voice that he immediately recognized.

“He’s alive!” Sam shouted. “But he’s bleeding. Get me the kit!”
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The Roosevelt Hotel at Madison Avenue and 45th was far from being the finest hotel in New York City, but its elegant grand ballroom with red carpet and traditional crystal chandeliers possessed an old world charm that Kirk Hoffmeyer thought was far superior to the newer European styles. Configured for a reception, it would accommodate over 850 people, which was not far from the expected turnout for the night’s fundraising gala.

As he passed down the long corridor leading to the grand ballroom foyer, he was greeted with smiles and superficial well wishes from junior associates and underlings. They were all clutching champagne glasses and dressed in their finest formal attire, most of it rented. Before he reached the foyer, he turned into the promenade suite to check with Susan Douglas who was coordinating the guest list. Dressed in a full length sequined gown of brilliant red, she was frantically going over some forgotten detail with the caterer.

“Magnificent,” he said, drawing her attention as he approached. “You look stunning.”

Gracefully flipping back the long curls that had fallen over her face, she stepped forward to embrace him. He kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she replied with a smile.

“Is everything going well?” he asked politely.

“Mostly,” she answered as she waved her hand, dismissing the caterer. “Ice sculptures. I have a long history with them.”

Hoffmeyer smiled. “Do you have the final guest list?”

“It’s right here,” she answered, reaching for a leather portfolio on the table nearest them. He took it from her and opened it to an edited page filled with check marks, hand scribbled notes, and RSVPs.



“Sorry for the muddle,” she said, noting his apparent struggle sorting through her notes. “I didn’t have time to compile a final list, not that it would matter. We’ve been making changes right up to the hour.”

“Understandable,” he replied with a detached tone. He was still searching for a name.

“Walter Holtz.” He finally spoke the name of one of the richest men in New York. His private contributions accounted for more than thirty percent of the annual donations to the museum.

“Oh, where is my mind?” Susan exclaimed. “His secretary called a few moments ago to RSVP. He and his wife are coming. She also said that he wanted to speak with you.”

“Is he here yet?” Hoffmeyer asked in a more anxious tone.

“No, I don’t believe so. Let me check for you.”

“That’s OK,” he said, turning toward the door. The rest of his muffled statement went unheard as he stepped from the suite and moved quickly toward the grand ballroom.
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As his blurred vision gradually cleared, Jake began to recognize the contents of his cabin onboard the Tracey Michelle, TERA’s largest research vessel. Slowly, he tilted his head to the right until his gaze fell upon an old photograph of his parents. Beside the photo, he could read the gilded words on the binding of his well-worn study Bible.

“Thank you, loving Father,” he breathed. “I’m still alive.”

When he moved to roll out of bed, he noticed that his left arm was tangled in something. Blinking several times to clear his eyes, he saw that an I.V. pole and tube flowed down to his forearm. From his pounding headache, he guessed he was being given fluids for dehydration and possibly a transfusion. The grogginess also told him that he’d been given a sedative.

“Looks like the bag is nearly empty,” he reasoned aloud as he carefully removed the needle, “and I have got to find some Tylenol.”

With his finger pressed against the puncture, he slid his feet off the bed and slid into his deck shoes and headed toward the door. Forced to shield his eyes from the bright sun, he painfully began to make his way up the flight of stairs that led to the bridge.

“Jake,” a voice called from behind him.

“Hey, brother,” he sluggishly greeted Sam as the younger man reached out and grasped him in a painful embrace. Although an inch shorter, with brown hair and blue eyes, their similar appearance caused most people to guess their relationship.

“How are you feeling?” Sam asked with concern.

“Better before you squeezed out what little life I had left.”

“That’s what you get for hanging out with the wrong people.”

“The girl!” Jake suddenly blurted out. His grogginess was wearing off. “The girl. Did you find a girl at the site?”



“Is that who you gave the satellite phone to?”

Jake gave him a questioning look.

“Before its battery died, we located your phone in St. Petersburg, Russia.”

“No,” he brought his hands to his face, rubbing his tired eyes. “They must have gotten her. At least she’s alive… maybe. How did you know about the phone?”

“In your delirious state onboard the helicopter, you babbled on about a beautiful girl named Katie. In the same context you mentioned the phone, so we did a search and found that in addition to a call placed to Murray’s number, which was never received, a second call was placed from Ulaanbaatar to a private residence in St. Petersburg.”

“Did you save the number?”

Sam feigned an astonished expression.

“Sorry,” Jake shrugged.

“It was an apartment in the southern part of the city. I even printed the Google directions from the nearest metro.”

Jake rubbed the back of his neck. “How long was I in the desert?”

“Four days. Not sure why you’re still alive.”

“I knew you’d miss me too much.”

“Or that Mom would blame me for what happened.”

Jake chuckled and then grabbed his throbbing head. “Don’t make me laugh. It feels like someone put my head in a vice.”

His brother’s expression changed. “Do you have any idea who did this?”

“Not a clue. They were well armed. I can attest to that.”

“Mongolian?” Sam inquired.

“Russian,” Jake responded.

“How’d you get away?”

Jake paused, allowing the events to replay in his mind for the first time—the storm, the space capsule, the girl, and their attackers. He closed his eyes for a moment and then looked over at his brother.

“I shot a man,” he said bluntly.



A look of surprise came across Sam’s face. “Whoa.”

“I also slashed another with a machete.”

“Are you OK… I mean,” his brother stammered, “this is serious stuff. Even with all your misadventures, you’ve never run into a problem of this magnitude before.”

“I’m OK,” Jake nodded as he patted his brother on the back. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

“Feel up to a little field trip?” Sam motioned to the door on their right that opened into the central hallway.

“Can we can stop long enough to grab a bottle of aspirin from the first aid kit?”

“I’ve got some in my lab and I’ll get you a bottle of water from the fridge. There’s something I want to show you in there.”

After traveling past a long corridor of interior doors, Sam turned into a room which had a row of windows that faced out onto the aft deck. Through them, Jake observed a crew of workers who appeared to be assembling a crate.

“What are they doing?” he asked.

“Give me a second,” Sam replied, “and I’ll explain. First,” he picked up a long object from the table in front of them and handed it to Jake. “We found this beside you.”

“The machete!” Jake reacted with excitement.

“It’s a lot more than just a machete,” Sam replied. “According to a couple of articles I found on the Internet, there were only a handful of these made for NASA by Case and Sons Cutlery back in the 60s. One flew on every mission from the beginning of Gemini to the end of Apollo. Since this flight was unmanned, it must have been placed in there as a fit check. Kind of makes you think there were plans to recover that capsule all along. And speaking of that, we brought you a big gift back from the desert.”

“You got it!” Jake said excitedly.

“That’s what the crate’s for,” Sam said with a smile. “After you started blabbing about some girl, we went on a scouting expedition. We found your UAZ in about a zillion pieces and your, shall we say, ‘extraterrestrial object.’ Come with me.”



As Jake followed his brother out onto the deck, he was greeted with friendly smiles and well wishes from the ship’s crew.

“Where are we by the way?” Jake asked as he peered at the barely visible land mass off the starboard rail.

“We’re an hour outside of Taipei. We took you aboard last night, and Doc decided to get you stabilized before transferring you to the hospital there. Dan’s waiting to fly you out.”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” he replied, checking the bandage wrapped around this thigh. “Other than a throbbing leg and head, I feel fine.”

“He was mostly concerned about the blood loss to your brain. I told him any additional damage would hardly be noticeable.”

“Thanks a lot,” Jake smiled and smacked his brother in the back of the head.

As they turned the corner past the starboard hoist, Sam announced, “And now for your viewing pleasure.”

Before them, resting on a makeshift wooden stand, was the spacecraft from the desert. The two hatches that Jake had noted earlier were both standing open, and the parachute lines and remaining fabric were folded beneath it.

“It’s a Gemini capsule,” Jake said, confirming his original deduction. He stepped forward and looked into one of the hatches. “Was the body still aboard?”

“You mean the plain clothes astronaut?” Sam replied jokingly. “He’s in Cindy’s lab.”

“He was certainly no astronaut,” Jake asserted, “at least not on this flight.” He examined the instruments bolted to the mounts where the crew ejection seats would normally have been installed. “This was obviously an unmanned mission. I don’t know that much about the early space program, but I’m pretty sure they never reported a missing capsule.”

“I’ve been doing some digging on the Internet,” Sam said. “NASA launched a total of twelve Geminis. The first two were unmanned. All of the capsules were recovered except for the first one. It supposedly burned up in the atmosphere after a few orbits. There was never a plan to recover it, at least not officially.”



Jake shrugged. “But someone knew where to look for it. Make that two, if you count the girl.”

“Based on the remains of the guy onboard, I’d say there were quite a few years between the two discoveries.”

“Did he have any identification?”

“Nothing,” Sam shook his head. “If the capsule is from the first Gemini flight, it’s been out there since 1964. Cindy took a quick look online to see if she could match his clothes with a certain period. She found a scanned Sears catalog from the early 60s. The guy could have been a fashion model for them. Based on the clothes and his mummified state, she thinks he was killed not long after the capsule landed.”

“Killed?” Jake gave his brother a puzzled look.

Sam pointed his right index finger and dropped his thumb. “Single shot to the back of his head.”

“Lovely,” Jake grumbled as he turned his attention back to the instrumentation onboard the craft. On the starboard side, there was a large metal box with a convex glass disk mounted in the center. He looked up at the window in the corresponding hatch door and saw that the two were aligned.

“A camera?” he questioned.

“Yep,” Sam nodded, “with a missing film canister. Our dead guy was apparently trying to remove it when he was killed. We found tools that he’d dropped including a set of Allen wrenches that matched up with the screws holding the camera together.”

“Whoever killed him took it?”

“No. Take a look at the threads where the canister was mounted.” Sam reached into a toolbox beside the pallet and handed Jake a flashlight. “The inside metal is still bright, and you can see fresh lubricant around the hole. Someone recently removed it.”

“What are you doing out of bed?” a stern female voice spoke from behind them. The men turned to find Cindy Burgess, a tall woman in her late forties whose dark tan revealed her extended years at sea. Divorced, with no family connections back in the States, she preferred traveling the world as Chief Analytical Chemist aboard one of the most modern research vessels afloat. Also, because of her mother’s ancestry, she was fluent in Russian. On the excavation projects in Mongolia, she served as the primary translator.

“Just doing a little sightseeing,” Jake answered.

“How are you feeling?” she asked in a softer voice.

“Alive,” he said smiling, “thankfully.”

“You certainly look better than you did when they brought you in last night. You had us worried. It’s a good thing your brother was aboard to give you a transfusion. You both share a rare blood type.”

“That explains why I feel like a slug this morning,” Jake smiled at Cindy and winked.

“Funny,” his brother replied.

“Sam tells me you’ve been doing a little CSI on the body of our mystery man,” Jake said. “Have you discovered anything beyond the cause of death?”

“I’m afraid my knowledge of forensics is limited to one semester in graduate school. He was about five foot nine, muscular build. I’d put his age somewhere between 35 and 40. He had a few gray hairs.” She shrugged. “Like I said, one semester. The clothes were a telltale though.”

“Yeah,” Jake nodded. “Sam was just telling me about that.”

“What about the journal?” Sam asked.

“I’ve made some progress,” Cindy said. “I haven’t used my Russian in a few years, and the writer didn’t have the best handwriting.”

“What are you talking about?” Jake gave a puzzled look. “You found a journal?”

Cindy reached into the pocket of her lab coat and handed Jake a tattered, leather-bound book. The binding was cracked across the entire surface and the pages were yellowed and dry. A musty smell filled his nostrils as he slowly opened it.

“It’s written in Russian Cyrillic, the cursive form,” he noted as he looked up at his companions. “Did this belong to the dead guy?”

“I don’t think so,” Cindy answered. “We found this stuck between two pages.” She handed him a white receipt. The name at the top read Kino, SVO, Moscow.



“SVO,” Jake thought aloud. “Sheremetyevo Airport?”

“The receipt is from a cafe there,” she said. “According to the date, the purchase was made two weeks ago.”

“It could have been the girl’s,” Sam offered. “She might have had the journal in her possession when she opened the capsule and dropped it in there by accident. It was pinched between the ejection seat mounts and the back cabin wall. We had to loosen a few bolts to retrieve it. We also found a torn bit of fabric, the sleeve of her jacket maybe.”

“She was wearing a light blue parka,” Jake recalled.

“That’s the color,” Sam nodded.

“Were there any names in the journal?” Jake asked.

“Dmitri Petrovich,” Cindy said. “It’s pretty clear that he was the diarist. Born in St. Petersburg, Russia, he spent years as an expatriate across Asia following the communist takeover of Russia. There’s a short bio in the front, though not in his handwriting. I believe it was added some years later.”

Jake thumbed carefully through the journal. “There are a lot of maps and columns of numbers in here. Was Dmitri a cartographer?”

“Among other things. My scientific Russian is not the best, but I’d say his real passion was zoology. The maps correspond to animal migration patterns from Armenia to Eastern China. The interesting thing is, he wanted neither the Russians nor the Nazis to learn about his research.”

“Why?” Jake asked.

Cindy shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“Nazis?” Sam said the word with an almost incredulous tone.

“Dmitri was wary of some interesting folks,” Cindy responded. “The German Ahnenerbe Institute to be exact. Ever heard of them?”

Jake and Sam looked at each other and shrugged.

“That’s the Nazi connection. I looked it up on the Internet. In short, the Ahnenerbe were a group of deluded and evil men who called themselves scientists during the Nazi reign in Germany. They were founded by Heinrich Himmler, Hitler’s closest ally and head of the SS. Himmler was the real driving force behind the neo-pagan occultism that was flooding through pre-war Germany. In the late thirties, Himmler sent a team of scientists into Tibet to find anthropological evidence of an Aryan super race, the supposed ancestors of the Germanic people.”

“I’ve seen a documentary on that,” Sam said. “They took all kinds of measurements of the Tibetans—their height, head shape, and so forth.”

“Exactly,” Cindy replied. “I’m not sure if they actually believed the foolishness or if they were simply trying to pacify Himmler.”

“What dealings did Dmitri Petrovich have with them?” Jake asked.

“As I said, Dmitri was a zoologist. He had spent a number of years doing research on the animals of Tibet and was there during the Ahnenerbe expedition. He doesn’t give any specific details about why he mistrusted the Nazi explorers, but he was afraid that they would learn of his work.”

“What specifically was he working on?” Jake asked.

“He claims to have discovered the true origin of species,” she said with a smile, knowing what effect it would have on Jake. His raised eyebrows told her that she’d found her mark. “Join me in the conference room. I want to show you something interesting.”
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Kirk Hoffmeyer mouthed curses under his breath as he rushed past old friends and colleagues with only an apologetic “Catch up with you later!” or “Good to see you. I’ll be right back.” He couldn’t spare the time as he desperately sought out the old man with the bankroll. To be honest, that was how he had come to think of Walter Holtz, his benefactor and mentor. He was tired of jumping through hoops for him like some two-bit circus act every time the old man snapped his fingers. More than once he had entertained the idea of telling him off but had wisely chosen restraint.

Hoffmeyer had first met Holtz as a graduate student doing field work for his dissertation in the badlands of South Dakota. Holtz, though not a paleontologist by training, was a fanatic on the subject and one of its chief financial supporters. The private property where they were excavating belonged to a subsidiary of Holtz Industries. This arrangement allowed its owner to either keep or sell the spoils to whomever he chose. In sales to private collections alone, Hoffmeyer guessed the old man had netted over $20 million. And no one in academic circles even batted an eye. Holtz was a shrewd businessman and kept donations to universities and museums flowing freely.

Holtz’s ten thousand acre property was part of the Hell Creek Formation, a rich fossil bed that stretched across the central U.S. that had yielded hundreds of dinosaur and extinct mammal fossils. Because of his fascination with the fossils, the best and most unique ones ended up in Holtz’s private collection. It had become an obsession and now his overbearing demands were causing more problems.

“Kirk,” Hoffmeyer heard a familiar voice behind him.

“Walter,” he turned and extended his hand in greeting. “I’m glad you caught up with me. I was just coming down to find you.” Hoffmeyer turned his attention to the much younger woman beside Holtz. “Linda, you look lovely tonight.”



“Thank you, Kirk,” Holtz’s fortyish companion replied furtively. Full-figured, platinum blond, and dressed in a designer pearl-colored gown with matching necklace and earrings, she was the perfect match for a man of Holtz’s position. She was also a woman who made men under her husband’s influence uncomfortable, especially Hoffmeyer. Linda was flirtatious in a controlling way. Strangely, Holtz almost seemed to enjoy it, like a kid dangling a trinket in front of his friends that only he could possess. Hoffmeyer truly hated dealing with Holtz and his wife.

“We need to talk,” the older man said abruptly. “Why don’t we take a walk outside? Linda, go mingle. I’ll join you a few minutes.”

Without a word she turned, but paused long enough to give Hoffmeyer the knowing look he had anticipated, and then walked enticingly down the red carpeted stairs to join the party below.

“Outside,” Holtz ordered as he turned toward the doors that opened onto 45th Street. A black limousine was parked against the curb, forcing the bottlenecked traffic to merge to the inside lane. The driver, dressed in a traditional but dated chauffer’s uniform, stood almost at attention as he opened the rear door to allow the men to enter.

“Just drive around,” Holtz said gruffly. “And keep off the intercom until I need you. We don’t want to be disturbed.”

“Yes sir,” the driver replied crisply as he closed the door.

“Kirk,” the older man inquired with a wild look of excitement in his eyes and restraint in his voice. “What can you tell me?”

“I have a man on the way, the new excavation director we hired a couple of years ago. He’s been an employee of the museum for most of his academic life. Good guy.”

“What assurance do you have that he is trustworthy? I hope you’re holding something of dire importance over his head.”

“We own him,” Hoffmeyer smiled. “He’s up for tenure and he has a sordid, decisively non-academic, past.”

“When is he due to arrive?”

“Tomorrow morning. Someone from the museum is picking him up at the airport. I’ve given him instructions to carefully inspect your item to make certain it’s packaged properly before bringing it back here.”



“What about customs?” Holtz asked. “The X-ray machines will ruin it.”

“Baranov is handling the paperwork on their end. It will go through customs without being examined. I don’t foresee any problems.”

Holtz started to laugh but suddenly the laugh turned into a coarse, unhealthy cough, causing him to grope for a bottle of water from the refrigerator beside his seat. “Don’t count on it,” he said after taking a long drink. “If there’s one thing I have learned, it’s that you can’t trust the Russians, even when you pay them well. Especially not that idiot Baranov—I do not trust him.”

“I don’t either,” Hoffmeyer admitted. “It was a good idea to have someone personally escort your package back here. I assume the Russians know what it is? Baranov certainly does.”

“I’ve ordered him to keep it quiet. He knows why he got his latest promotion, and I made it clear that he can go higher if he cooperates and keeps his mouth shut.”

Hoffmeyer nodded but paused for a moment as he thought through his next question. “What about the girl?” he asked hesitantly.

The old man leaned his head against the leather rest and peered out the window. He played with the cap on his water bottle and finally said in a cold, detached voice, “You know she can’t live.”

Hoffmeyer shut his eyes tightly as though he could wish away his predicament. There had always been rumors about Walter Holtz and his hidden connections beneath the surface of respectable business, possibly even organized crime. He had never pursued the rumors and had even scolded the ones who brought them to his attention. Truthfully, he didn’t want to know. In the exclusive world of paleontology where jobs and funding were scarce, he was not unlike Sergei Baranov, their Russian stooge. Without the support of Holtz and people like him, there was no job security. Now it was going to cost him. He was about to become an accessory to murder and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

“I knew her grandfather,” Holtz added, “an intelligent man with a simpleton’s view of life. He could have done great things, even amassed a fortune as I have, but he chose his religion over reality. I tried to warn him. He was a stubborn man and it cost him his life. I’ve been trying to get my hands on his work for years. I knew that putting her in that job would pay off someday. And now it has.”

“Does she have to die?” As the words left his mouth, Hoffmeyer couldn’t believe he’d just asked such a pointed question. No one questioned Walter Holtz.

“I’m afraid so,” his companion spoke in an unexpectedly calm voice. “Do you really think the world works above such things? Every great achievement comes with a price, usually paid in human life. It’s time for you to grow up, Kirk. Besides, I have people who handle these things for me. It’s not like I’m asking you to pull the trigger.”

Hoffmeyer nodded absently and feigned a smile. He wanted to believe the old man, but somehow he knew he was already in over his head. As he reached for a bottle of dry gin from the mini-bar beside his leg, his hands began to tremble. The same thought kept coming into his mind as he poured. All the alcohol in the world would not rescue him from the cold wave of panic that was about to sweep though his body.
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Two questions surfaced in Katie’s mind as she approached the building. Would her swipe card still work, and if it did, would it raise the red flag that screamed she had returned? She closed her eyes as she ran the magnetic strip through the reader. The soft clunk of the lock’s bolt being released told her that at least her first concern was no longer valid. Unfortunately, it was the less worrisome of the two.

The hallway inside was lit only at the ends by emergency lights at the exits. Directly in front of her were the labs, and within them, her small office cubical. Her first thought was to grab some personal things from her desk, but she feared there would not be enough time. She tried her card again at the door to the microscopy room, successfully unlocked it, and moved quickly past the mechanical prep tables to the storage room beyond. If her assailants had retrieved the film and brought it to the museum as she suspected, the unused darkroom at the far end of the specimen shelves would be the logical place to hide it, especially if Baranov planned on having it developed. She was nearly certain that he was the one responsible for her experience in the Gobi.

Hanging from the end of Tamara’s keychain, she found a small LED flashlight and pressed the button. The bluish glow barely shown two feet in front of her, but she couldn’t risk turning on the overhead lights. Katie knew the layout of the room with some certainty. One of her duties was to catalog and track all the specimens as they entered the museum. She had built a database to automatically track the items, assuming someone took the time to enter the assigned number into the computer. It had won the praise of her immediate supervisor but had become another aggravating step for the drilling teams who now had to input the code before removing the fossils.

As she felt her way down the first row of shelves, she began thinking about her grandfather’s journal. Had her assailants found it or had it remained hidden from sight? Her hope was that they had just taken the film and not probed any deeper. At least her grandfather’s letter had not still been hidden in the journal. She had removed it the day before and had forgotten to slip it back into the binding of the journal where it was usually kept.

Ahnenerbe. That mysterious word, written in the margins of the letter to her grandmother, had started her quest to uncover the truth. Dmitri had learned from the British Mission at Lhasa that the Germans were investigating the indigenous peoples of Tibet. In the letter, her grandfather revealed that the Ahnenerbe Society had one objective—to build an historical record that matched the Nazi ideology. Beyond the absurd claims of a Germanic super race in Tibet, what bothered him most were their attempts to construct a new history explaining away the truth that the earth and its inhabitants were created by God. Hitler and his cronies had wanted to erase God from the minds of German people.

Philosophy had been the least of her grandfather’s concerns, however. He had something much more important to protect from the Ahnenerbe. In his explorations across the Tibetan plateau, he had discovered something he regarded as biblically significant that would shatter the myths of evolution and trample Darwinian thought. Those were things he had also written in the letter. Had he been successful? Katie didn’t know and her grandmother refused to discuss it. She seemed panicked when Katie had pressed her, as if some dark force were waiting to swallow them up. Unfortunately Katie was beginning to understand her grandmother’s reluctance to enlighten her.

Rounding the final row of shelves, her penlight caught the outline of the door to the darkroom. It had been on Katie’s “to do” list to move the clutter from in front of the door and repurpose the room as a second fossil prep room. That was clearly no longer an issue. Someone had beaten her to it, which only confirmed her suspicions that something was amiss.

Katie quickly tried the handle and found it was locked.

How could she get into it? Who had the keys? She could almost feel her heart pounding in her ears as she searched her mind for a solution. Baranov’s office! she finally concluded. There was a key box next to his desk, but certainly his door would be locked as well. At least it was worth a try.

As Katie turned she heard a noise, faint but discernible, from the hum of the heating system vents above. It sounded like muted voices from another part of the building, and then… footsteps.

She quickly moved to the end of the shelves and was about to run when the lights suddenly flashed on. With only one exit available, she was trapped. Her mind raced as the footsteps entered the room and headed in her direction. When they were almost upon her, she ducked beneath a broken worktable that had earlier been crushed beneath the weight of triceratops skull. Someone had moved it into the storeroom until it could be repaired.

“I put it in here,” one of the men said. She immediately recognized the voice of Sergei Baranov.

Katie craned her neck around a jumble of tarps that were piled in front of the broken table. There were two men, Baranov and a second man who had his back to her. Baranov was wrangling keys from his pocket.

“I’d call this a room full of rocks,” the unknown man spoke. His unintelligent comment and guttural tone told her plenty about him.

Baranov ignored his comment. “There’s a large bag with straps on the back table,” he instructed. “Go back there and get it. We’re going to store it in here.”

Katie looked to the right and realized that Baranov was sending the man in her direction. She eased as far back against the wall as possible and remained absolutely still. The man’s feet passed within inches of her and then stopped.

“What do you want me to do about that car outside?” the man asked. “I know a guy who can run the plates for you. Only cost you a hundred or so.”

The long pause before Baranov answered seemed like an eternity to Katie.

“I’m pretty sure I’ve seen a professor from the institute driving it. It’s an old piece of junk. It probably wouldn’t start and he had to leave it. I’ll ask about it tomorrow.”

“Well, that’s up to you. Now let me make sure I understand the plan. You’re going to call me when you’re ready to deliver. I come here, get the film, and then meet you at some predetermined location. And just to make sure there’s no problem with the transaction, you want me to bring some extra protection. When is this thing going down?”

“It shouldn’t be more than a couple of days. A guy from the Natural History Museum in New York is coming here tomorrow. I have to stall him until I can meet with another interested party arriving from Germany the following day.”

“Ah, supply and demand,” the unknown man observed.

“It’s how fortunes are made.” Baranov shrugged. “Grab one of those tarps over there,” he said as he pointed.

Katie clinched her fists tight when she realized he was motioning in her direction. When the man reached down to remove one of the tarps from the pile in front of her, his attention was suddenly drawn toward a long bone that rested against the opposite wall. The profile of his face was in full view of her.

“Hey,” he exclaimed with childish excitement. “Is that one of those boronto… somethings, the ones with the long necks? I had a toy one when I was a kid.”

“Brachiosaurus,” Baranov corrected. “Yes.”

“I love that part,” the man continued with some detached thought, “you know where that one sneezes on the kid in Jurassic Park. I laugh every time I see it.”

Baranov half smiled and nodded. “I remember that. Really funny stuff.”

His companion grabbed the tarp, never noticing Katie crouched beneath the broken table, her eyes closed in earnest prayer. He walked back toward his employer, threw the tarp over the shelf holding the film, and then stepped from the darkroom as Baranov locked the door. The sound of footsteps leaving the room was followed by a click that returned the room to total darkness.



Katie remained in her hiding place for a few seconds more, inaudibly saying the same words over and over again. “Thank You, thank You, thank You.”

She was still shaking as she recalled the details of the unknown man’s face—the thick stubble of black facial hair and a scar, which ran from his right eyebrow to his temple. But most of all, the horror was the cold and lifeless look in his eyes. They were a beautiful shade of pale blue, yet she knew any beauty in the man was only a facade. The man behind those eyes was the one who had tried to kill her in Mongolia.
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In a small conference room with a good view of the rocky Taiwanese coastline, Jake Evers braced his injured leg with both hands and gently rested it on the chair beside him. Sam, who was sitting across from him, flipped on the projector as Cindy made her way around the table to the screen at one end of the room. The image which gradually appeared before them was difficult to see with the full midday sun shining into the room. Realizing the problem, Cindy flipped a switch on the console beside the computer and automatic blinds were lowered.

Jake began to make out that the image on the screen was a copy of the journal page that was open before him. Intersecting lines with numbers written across them covered the entire page. There were also crude triangles and trapezoids of varying heights scattered about. In the lower right hand corner, he found the telltale symbol of crossed, two-ended arrows with the letters N, S, E, and W at the four tips.

“One of Dmitri’s maps,” Jake concluded.

Cindy reached for the pointer braced against the corner of the screen. “Specifically,” she began, “it’s a map of the location where he made what he referred to as his most important discovery. Notice the shapes on the map. Because of their jagged peaks and varying dimensions, I believe the triangles represent mountain peaks and the numbers above the connecting lines are distances between them in meters.”

Following her assumption, Jake studied the map once more and nodded his agreement. “Makes sense,” he responded.

“What about the long rectangles at the bottom?” Sam asked.

“Not a clue. I’m still working on the translation. There could be other clues too. Dmitri wrote about mountains and ice crevasses.”

Jake took in the image, paying special attention to the numbers which filled a large portion of the page. The spans between landmarks were either in hundreds of meters or less than ten. The shorter distances all converged on the rectangular shape, which Sam had noted. Twenty or so meters from the northwestern corner of the rectangle was a small shape that looked like an upside down ice cream cone, although the angle at the peak was much wider. It rested upon a square box in front of a dotted triangle.

“Is that shape some sort of building?” Jake wondered, pointing to the object.

“Or a row of buildings,” Sam added. “There are others barely visible in the background.”

“You know who needs to see this?” Cindy asked.

“Wade Jarvis,” Jake and Sam answered simultaneously.

“Exactly. If anybody can figure this out, it would be him. Did I hear that you guys left him in Russia?”

“It was more a measure of good will,” Jake replied. “You know Tom Strobel? He’s the guy at the U.S. Consulate in St. Petersburg who handles all of our excavation permits.”

“Sure,” Cindy acknowledged. “We worked together for a while in D.C.”

“When we called him about our agreement with the Russian Academy,” Jake explained, “he said they were having some network problems that had their entire system locked up. Wade’s reputation is well known in the business and Tom had heard that Wade was working for us. He asked if we could bring him along to take a look at their problem.”

“I’m sure he can fix it,” Cindy replied. “He’s the smartest person I know, if not one of the strangest.”

Jake smiled at the comment. It was a fair description. Wade Jarvis had started college in the early seventies and had been consumed by the culture of the time. Though brilliant, especially in mathematics and computer architecture, he was perpetually working toward a college degree, which he could never quite finish. His argument had always been that the coursework could never keep up with the technology, so there was no way to conclusively say he had mastered it. His friends, like Jake, suspected the truth. Admired for his idiosyncrasies, Wade enjoyed the attention of his younger classmates too much to part company with the academic world.

“Have you uncovered anything else besides this map?”

“Aside from his scientific notes, the journal contains mostly personal information. He was married. His wife was also born in Russia. One thing I found interesting were several almost fatalistic comments. In them he writes very personal things about himself and his wife whom he loved dearly. He wanted the reader, perhaps someone who found the journal in case of his death, to know who he was and understand his life’s passion.”

“Which was?” Sam asked.

“Simply put, I would say biblical truth, or maybe more correctly, biblical fact. Dmitri Petrovich spent his life in pursuit of objects described in the Bible. He was an adventurer, not unlike an Indiana Jones, but his adventures were less academic and more impassioned. I guess you’d call him a treasure hunter. The first entry in that journal was July 1942. The last one was September 1963. Across those years he had witnessed the horrors of war and the communist takeover of Eastern Europe. With the Christian world collapsing around him, he wanted more than anything to find tangible evidence of biblical stories. He thought it would save the world.”

“Did he find anything?” Jake asked.

“That’s still a big question mark,” she answered. “In his last journal entry, he said that he had nearly completed the task. There’s no indication if he was successful. It may simply not have been that significant after all.”

“Except for one thing,” Jake responded. “If the journal is connected with the spacecraft we found in the desert, then someone is still interested in Dmitri Petrovich and is willing to kill for it.”

Jake rubbed his aching head as he sorted through the information. The journal had to belong to the young woman and unless she had brought it along for a casual read, which seemed unlikely based on its fragile condition, Jake had to guess that it was somehow related to the capsule.



“How much more time do you need to finish the translation?” he asked Cindy.

“At least another couple of days.”

“Is there any way I can get a copy of the journal pages?”

“Sure,” she replied. “You can even keep the original if you’d prefer. Since it’s in such bad shape, I’ve been working from a copy anyway.”

“Thank you, Cindy,” Jake said, pushing his chair back from the table. He stood slowly and adjusted his weight to his uninjured leg. “That might come in handy.”

“For what?” Sam asked pointedly.

“A Russian road trip. It’s the logical place to look for answers to this riddle, and I need to collect Wade anyway.”

“Don’t take this wrong, big brother,” Sam scolded, “but you hardly look fit for duty. We were planning on checking you into a hospital for a more thorough exam once we got to Taipei. Doc did a good job of patching you up, but we have no way of determining if you have injuries beyond the obvious.”

“Trust me,” Jake said, gripping his brother’s shoulder. “I’m fine. The leg injury seems pretty minor except for the blood loss. Once my red cell count is back to normal, I’ll be back to square one. Besides, I could use some R and R.”

“R and R,” Sam repeated as he gave him a sideways glance, “in Russia?”

“Why not?” Jake shrugged.

Sam laughed. “You know what this is all about, don’t you, Cindy?”

“The girl,” she replied.

“Yep,” Sam firmly stated with a grin.

Jake’s initial look of denial gave way to a smile. He tried to formulate a different tact to his argument, but he knew it would get him nowhere. “I have to find out if she made it back safely,” he said honestly. “It’s been my constant thought this morning, and it will not go away until I know for sure. OK?”

“Want me to go with you?” his brother asked. “The attempt on your life was tied to that girl. If you find her, you may be walking into a hornet’s nest.”

Jake shook his head. “I need you and Murray to finish up the Gobi project. It shouldn’t take more than a day to track down the address you gave me. I’ll find the girl, make sure she’s OK, and then meet up with you guys later in the week. Does that work for you?”

Sam glanced over at Cindy and winked. His feigned look of disapproval was only comprised by the smirk forming at the corners of his mouth.

“And I always thought the older child was the responsible one,” he gibed. “At least that’s the comparison Mom used to make…every time I got in trouble.”

“And she was right,” Jake replied.

“Uh huh,” Sam grunted. “Did you ever tell her about Egypt?”

“Egypt wasn’t my fault and you know it.”

“That’s not the way Murray tells it.”

“Oh, and just what does Murray say?”

Knowing the pattern of relentless bantering that was about to ensue, Cindy cleared her throat loudly. Waving a scolding finger in the air, she ended their conversation.

“You should at least concede to Sam’s point,” she urged. “You’ve had your share of misadventures before, but nothing like this. You could have died.”

Having no legitimate counter argument, Jake simply answered her sobering thoughts with a nod.

“What are you going to do if they’re waiting for you?” Sam asked.

Jake thought for moment and then shook his head. “I honestly don’t know, but I know it’s a risk I’ll have to take.”




11

Russ Dawkins had been through the hassle of St. Petersburg’s Pulkovo International Airport enough times to consider himself a pro. As he strode past a group of workers finishing up a new section of tiled flooring, he looked around and noted that the cosmetic repairs to Terminal 2 were nearing completion. They had been working on it for at least three years. Although it had improved the dank interior of the aging structure, it had done little to enliven the oppressive Soviet architecture that he so hated. Honestly he hated everything about Russia—the food, the smell, the people. St. Petersburg was always just a connecting stop for his excavation work in Mongolia. If only that were the case this time.

As he walked past the baggage claim carousels on his way to ground transportation, he was at least thankful not to be lugging cases of tools and equipment. All that he had in his backpack this time was a change of clothes, a small shower kit, and a toothbrush. He hoped for a short stay. For once maybe the Russians would have all the paperwork done correctly, and he would be on his way back to the States in less than 24 hours.

That was the plan anyway. But he seriously doubted it would end up that way, especially with the mysterious nature of his instructions.

The taxi driver first in line at the curb was a hairy, dark complexioned man who appeared to be Turkish or Middle Eastern. His mass of black curly hair and thick eyebrows framed a plump face that was greasy from a hastily consumed sausage. When the man spied Dawkins, he quickly shoved the remaining food in his mouth, pointed to his car, and mumbled something unintelligible before walking around to open the door.

With no patience for the translation from English to Russian to whatever language would be the driver’s native tongue, Dawkins simply handed the man a slip of paper on which was written the museum’s address in Russian. The driver studied the paper, grumbled a low tone of recognition, and stepped on the accelerator. Before his passenger could unzip his backpack to secure his passport, he was thrown against the back of the seat as the old Moskvich taxi plunged into the heavy flow of traffic.

Dawkins’ only extended visit to St. Petersburg had been to pay a courtesy call to Russian officials before his first dig in Mongolia. Even with the separation between the two countries since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian influence in Mongolia was inescapable. From the language to imported goods, ranging from automobiles to toothpaste, Mongolians relied heavily on their neighbors to the north. If you wanted to do business in Mongolia, you were going to deal with the Russians at some level.

As Dawkins stared out the window at the passing shades of gray made bleaker by the drizzle of rain that was starting to fall, he contemplated his new standing with Kirk Hoffmeyer. He barely knew the man. Aside from his initial interview, he had only spoken with Hoffmeyer at infrequent staff meetings. As head of the tenure committee, Hoffmeyer’s power was felt by all young PhDs. It was a process that Dawkins despised since it was beneath him to suck up to anyone. He had made his way in the world with no one’s help and he was determined to achieve his goals without bowing to anyone, certainly not someone like Kirk Hoffmeyer.

Dawkins reached into his backpack and removed a notepad and his cell phone. Opening the pad, he read the name Sergei Baranov and dialed the number beside it. After several rings, a woman answered.

“Ethnography Museum,” she answered in Russian.

“Hello. Do you speak English?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I’m Russell Dawkins. Sergei Baranov is expecting me. I need to speak with him.”

“I’m sorry, but Dr. Baranov has left for the day. Would you like to leave a message?”

“That cannot be right,” he snapped. “I am from the Natural History Museum in New York. Kirk Hoffmeyer, a curator there, has sent me to retrieve an item from Dr. Baranov. It is urgent. Dr. Baranov should be expecting me.”

“Let me check his calendar.”

After nearly two minutes, the woman returned to the phone.

“I am sorry, Mr. Dawkins, but he does not have you listed in his calendar, nor a Mr. Hoffmeyer. He should be in the office tomorrow if you want to try back then.”

Dawkins could feel his anger rising.

“Listen to me,” he demanded. “I’m going to give you a phone number, and you are going to have Baranov call me today! I am sick of this Russian nonsense. Do you understand me? I will not tolerate it and you tell that to Baranov. He will not get one dime more than he has been promised. Is that clear?”

There was no response, but Dawkins gave his phone number anyway and repeated it.

“Do we have an understanding?” he asked coldly.

“I’ll give the number to Dr. Baranov” was the reply, followed by a click.

Dawkins sat back in his seat and rubbed the sore muscles in his neck. Outside the window, he noticed that their drive had taken them outside the city into a flat expanse of sparse buildings and undeveloped countryside. Beneath the power lines that followed the roadway, a small hawk glided effortlessly, rising and falling through occasional gusts of wind as it pursued an unseen prey in the tall grass. Completely absorbed in the amusement of its aerial acrobatics, the hawk seemed unconcerned by the speeding taxi as it travelled beside it. Dawkins watched as the bird climbed higher upon the sturdy gusts, before turning sharply for the ground below. Having spied its quarry, the hawk plunged headlong into the grass, ending the game. A slow smile crossed Dawkins’ face.

In the light of his current situation, the scene brought a pleasant image to mind. There were rats in his world—big ones, little ones. But without warning, everything could suddenly change for any one of them. One swoop from above and it would be over. Soon he would be on top. He was certainly sharp enough and a clever operator. Given enough time, simpletons like Hoffmeyer would have to answer to him. He relished the thought.
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When the Tracey Michelle docked in Taipei, the usual crew of TERA researchers who exited the ship did not include Jake Evers. The helicopter that had been scheduled to deliver him to the embassy medical clinic brought him instead to the Taoyuan Airport. Although his deeply bruised leg ached and the stitches pulled sharply at the edges of the wound, he could not allow his personal discomfort to distract him. After unsuccessfully trying the number that Sam had retrieved from the satellite phone once more, Jake entered the main terminal, walked quickly to the check-in counter, and glanced down at the flight itinerary in his hand.

Taipei-Seoul. Seoul-Tokyo. Tokyo-Tomsk. Tomsk-St. Petersburg. Projected travel time: 23 hours, 8 minutes.

It was going to be a long day, but he knew there were no other options. His only hope was that he would not be too late.
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“Baba,” Katie called out to her grandmother, apprehensively opening the door to the small apartment. Trying the light switch, she realized that the power was out. Likely a tripped breaker, she concluded. That was common in the antiquated structure, especially in the room that contained both the TV and the microwave oven. “Are you home, Baba?”

From the darkened interior, there was no response. Katie gently pushed the door open and slowly entered. As sunlight filled the primary room, she gasped in horror at the sight before her. The contents of the room were scattered all around—pages torn from books that had once rested on a large bookshelf now littered the floor, and every cabinet and closet door stood open. Even boxes of food from the pantry lay broken in every corner where they had been thrown. All around her was evidence that an angry and violent person, or persons, had invaded her home.

“Baba,” she whispered a faint cry as she looked toward her grandmother’s bedroom.

With little concern for her own safety but for fear of what she might find, Katie was hesitant to go any further. She paused for a moment to consider her options but then knew what she had to do. As she carefully stepped through the debris and approached the central hallway leading to the back bedrooms, she could feel her heartbeat pounding in her ears. She had never been this afraid, not even in Mongolia.

The first room on the right was a small bathroom where light dimly filtered through a curtained window. As she drew near, Katie glanced in and was relieved to see only the clutter of items pulled from the medicine cabinet strewn about the floor. She swallowed hard and contemplated the two rooms ahead, her bedroom on the left and her grandmother’s on the right.



The back section of the apartment seemed darker than usual. It was then that she realized the nightlight between the two rooms had been broken in the attack. Closer inspection showed the faint edges of broken glass from the shattered light bulb lying around the edges of a book that had been thrown against it. Katie reached down and took hold of the leather binding. It was her Bible.

Allowing the remaining shards of glass to fall from the cover, she tucked the Bible beneath her arm and approached the door to her grandmother’s bedroom. Katie’s first instinct was to flip on the light switch, but she stopped herself from doing so. Surely the invaders had gone, but had Baba been here when they ransacked the house? What was she about to find?

Suddenly she heard the rustle of paper coming from the bedroom. Someone was walking in her direction. Katie spun around and started to run when a small, familiar figure emerged out of the corner of her eye.

“Katrina?” the woman spoke in a soft voice.

“Oh Baba!”

Katie threw her arms around her grandmother and they embraced for a long moment, tears flowing down their cheeks.

“I was afraid something awful had happened to you,” Katie said, grasping her grandmother’s hands. “I’ve been worried about you. I tried to call you several times. Seeing all this, I thought you were…” She couldn’t finish the thought.

As the older woman looked up at her granddaughter through soft blue eyes, Katie noted her tired look. It appeared as if she hadn’t slept in days. Her usually clean apron was wrinkled and dusty, and her silvery hair was uncharacteristically mussed beneath a plain brown scarf.

“All is well now, daughter,” she replied. “You are safe. God has answered my prayers.”

“Who did this?” Katie asked.

“I don’t know,” the older woman said in a tone that seemed somewhat guarded to Katie. “I found this mess yesterday when I returned from the grocery. I was afraid to go in so I went to Anechka’s house and spent the night. I came back today to see what I could salvage.”



“Did you call the police?”

Baba wrinkled her forehead, “I have never found a reason to trust the police.”

“It’s time to come clean with me, Baba,” Katie argued. “You know more than you’re telling me!”

Her grandmother retrieved her sweater from the arm of an overturned chair and stepped toward the door. “We’re going to leave today. It’s no longer safe to stay here.”

“I’m responsible for this,” Katie said dourly. “This is because of Grandfather’s journal, isn’t it? If this is going to cost me my life, I need to know the truth. What did Dmitri find that was so important?”

Her grandmother made no response.

“They tried to kill me,” Katie suddenly blurted out. She had planned to break the information to Baba gently but she could contain it no longer. “There were men who followed me to Mongolia. They killed my guide. A man saved me, but they may have killed him as well.”

“We should go,” her grandmother spoke with no emotion.

“What about our things?”

“Nothing we own is worth our lives. I came back only to save this.” The older woman held up a wooden box.

“What is it?”

“Some of the answers you’ve been searching for, but more likely, only additional questions and pain. I’m sure it’s what our home invaders were searching for.”

Katie wrinkled her brow. “Is this more of Grandfather’s things, more of his writings?”

“I never intended for you to find the first one,” Baba said with regret.

“Who was my grandfather?” Katie pleaded. “You have to tell me the truth! If this is going to cost me everything, I have to know. Who was Dmitri Petrovich?”

Baba’s face softened as she looked up solemnly at her granddaughter. “He was the enemy of darkness.”
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Rune Dietrich was a much younger man than Sergei Baranov had expected. Three men approached Baranov from the arrival gates. Assuming that Dietrich was the tall, immaculately dressed one in the middle, there was something about him that unnerved the Russian curator. He was clearly a powerful man. Well over six feet tall, as were the two men who flanked him, he wore a dark gray suit, which was awkwardly stretched across his broad chest. The suit was at least two sizes too small and obviously designed to emphasize his muscular physique. An unpleasant image came to Baranov’s mind. Dietrich’s hard features looked like an icon of German strength from a previous age, specifically a Nazi propaganda poster.

“I hope you gentlemen had a good flight,” Baranov greeted them, extending his hand. He felt like a dwarf. “I’m Sergei Baranov.”

“Rune Dietrich,” the man in the center answered. “These are my associates.”

Baranov nodded at the two men. Bodyguards he assumed. Everyone had them. You couldn’t do shady business in Europe without someone watching your back.

Baranov motioned the men toward the exit where a rented black Mercedes complete with driver was waiting to take them to his office. He had spared no expense to pull off the façade of the shrewd businessman he had always thought himself to be. This was the opportunity he’d been waiting for his entire career. He was going to be rich, dump that incessant nag of a wife, and run off with his secretary to someplace where it didn’t snow.

“Mr. Dietrich,” Baranov said as they pulled away from the airport. “It is fortunate that you contacted me when you did. The Natural History Museum in New York is sending a representative to meet with me this afternoon. They are interested in my discovery as well and…” he paused for effect, “it is my understanding that Walter Holtz is their financial backer. He has a strong personal interest in securing the item.”

There was a protracted silence which made Baranov uncomfortable. He wondered if he had played his hand too early.

“Understood,” Dietrich finally responded. His deep, monotonous tone fit his persona. “It is a unique item and one which my employer does not intend to let slip through his fingers.”

If Baranov had realized the underlying meaning of Dietrich’s statement, he would have immediately withdrawn from the game. But reading it merely as confirmation of a bidding war, he allowed the words to play like Puccini in his ears. Although Dietrich had never told him the name of his employer, he had guessed it was Adelbrecht Engel, one of the wealthiest men in Europe. When a small Chaldean fertility idol had fetched the highest price ever auctioned at Sotheby’s—$62 million dollars—everyone involved in the world of elite antiquities had assumed the buyer was Engel. He was known for his curious if extreme desire to possess ancient religious artifacts. The bid had been placed anonymously and the item had not resurfaced since its purchase. Baranov had an acquaintance, working in the business office at Sotheby’s, who had transacted the exchange. When he had gotten his hands on the item from Mongolia, Baranov called New York to ask, or rather pay for, the name of the person who had finalized the sale of the idol. That person was Rune Dietrich.

Baranov could feel his heart pounding in his chest. Without question, he was about to become the richest man he personally knew.
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Jake Evers was jarred from his sleep by the sudden screech of tires striking the runway, followed by the abrupt shuddering of the plane as it came to a stop. His injured leg had fallen asleep during the flight, but as he adjusted his position, the feeling slowly returned and it began to burn with growing intensity. He winced as he reached beneath the seat to grab a bottle of aspirin from his backpack. It wasn’t going to help much, but it was all he had managed to buy between his connecting flights.

As he popped the medication in his mouth he chased it with the remaining contents of his bottle of water. He checked the section of his pant leg covering the wound and was relieved to find that it had not bled through the bandage as it had on the previous flight from Tokyo. What he most needed now was a shower and a comfortable bed at the hotel. Over his nearly full day’s journey, he had slept maybe two hours.

Mechanically following his fellow passengers through baggage claim and passport control, he eventually found himself at the main exit. As the automatic doors opened, a brisk wind abruptly caught his attention. It instantly reminded him of his first trip to Russia when he was a new employee at TERA. That trip had also been in late autumn, and a sudden weather change had caught him off guard. On final approach into Novosibirsk, the most populated city in Siberia, he had been surprised to see at least a foot of snow covering the ground. With only a couple of long sleeve shirts and a sweater in his backpack, he had learned a lesson in preparedness that he had never forgotten.

Searching through his limited Russian vocabulary, Jake approached a taxi driver standing by the curb and asked the olive complexioned man with a thick mat of black hair to take him to the Dostoevsky Hotel. It was an economical three-star hotel centrally located near Nevsky Prospekt, the main thoroughfare in St. Petersburg. He had stayed there several times before, and it was within walking distance of the subway. That was a convenience he certainly welcomed in this breezy St. Petersburg weather.

“Will you be staying long, sir?” the driver asked, looking at Jake through his rearview mirror.

“I’m not sure,” Jake replied. “A couple of days most likely. My plans at the moment are uncertain.”

“Business? Pleasure?” the driver probed.

“A little of both,” Jake answered.

“You have been to Russia before?”

“Many times,” Jake answered with a sigh.

“You like Russia?”

“I do,” Jake nodded, “especially the food. In fact, I could go for a hot bowl of soup right now.”

“Ah,” Jake’s comment brought a smile to the driver’s face, “borscht, schi, ukha.”

“Ukha is a little fishy, but I wouldn’t turn my nose up at a bowl of sour schi.”

“Have you tried Turkish food?”

“Only in Turkey,” Jake confessed.

“My country!” the driver announced enthusiastically, “I am from Kars, in eastern Turkey, close to Mt. Ararat. Have you heard of it?”

“Near the border with Armenia?” Jake inquired.

“Yes, yes. Have you been there?”

“No, but I have traveled some around the area and even explored parts of Mt. Ararat.”

“Hunting for Noah’s ark?” the driver eagerly asked.

Through the rearview mirror, Jake noted the man’s expression as he tried to read his passenger’s face.

“Officially or unofficially?” Jake smiled.

The driver laughed. “I too have climbed Ararat, many times. Did you have a good time in Turkey?”

“I had a wonderful time, well…,” Jake paused, “except for one thing.” Jake could see the man’s concerned look.



“I had to go on a diet when I got back to the States. I think I gained ten pounds on that trip, mostly from eating tandir and baklava.”

The unexpected response triggered a sudden, hearty laugh from the driver. “You are my brother,” the man replied.

On the long drive to the city’s central, the two continued their dialogue and shared stories about their travels and equal love of exotic foods. Jake found their conversation a relief to his weariness, but as they neared the hotel, his lack of sleep was starting to take over again. When the driver pulled to the curb outside the Dostoevsky, Jake shook the man’s hand and tipped him generously.

“Baris,” the man introduced himself with a firm handshake.

“Jake Evers.”

“If you need anything, call me.” He produced a business card from his shirt pocket.

“I will. It has been a pleasure.” Jake gave him a big smile as he exited the cab.

“Go get some sleep. You will need it, my friend.”

Jake mechanically nodded, not thinking about the man’s parting comment until he had driven away. He heaved the backpack over his shoulder and started up the sidewalk toward the hotel.

“Need it?” he muttered to himself. “What did he mean by that?”
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For nearly an hour, Walter Holtz paced the span of the ornate Persian rug that stretched the full length of his spacious office before he finally heard a tap at the door. He looked up sharply as his secretary entered, followed by a man who pushed her aside in his hurry.

“Your guest has arrived,” she announced in an agitated, but professional voice as she closed the door behind her.

Kirk Hoffmeyer took every step to visually enlarge his frustration as he breathlessly walked across the room. With exaggerated motions, he loosened his tie and took long strides as he approached the old man standing with arms crossed before an immense bookcase.

“Where the devil have you been?” Holtz quickly attacked his visitor.

“On the phone with St. Petersburg, trying to resolve this thing.”

“I fail to see why there is a need for res-o-lu-tion,” the older man drew out the final word. “We had a deal. Now there is this business of a second party. I will not stand for it!” he shouted. “I have already paid for that horrible film! Who are these other people?”

Hoffmeyer knew his response would only elicit further wrath, but he had no choice. He drew in a protracted breath.

“No one will tell me and I can’t locate Baranov.”

The force of Holtz fist slamming the corner of his desk rattled the ice in his tall glass of bourbon. The old man approached Hoffmeyer and stood directly in front of him.

“Who is this person you sent to Russia?”

“Russell Dawkins, our new post doc.” He had already given the old man Dawkins’ name twice before.

“Where is he now?”

“At his hotel in St. Petersburg.”

“Call him,” Holtz ordered, pointing to the phone on his desk. “I want to speak with him myself, right now.”



Reaching into his coat pocket, Hoffmeyer retrieved his cell phone, found the number to the hotel, and dialed it from Holtz’s desk phone. After a long, silent pause, a rustling sound finally came across the speaker.

“Dawkins,” the man answered.

“Russ,” Hoffmeyer spoke with a noticeably shaken voice. “You’re on speaker with Walter Holtz, he is…”

“Young man,” Holtz blurted. “What is going on there? Where is Baranov?”

“Brokering a backroom deal would be my guess, sir,” Dawkins replied with unexpected candor. His haughty response startled Hoffmeyer. Instinctively he snapped a look toward Holtz to gauge his reaction. The old man’s expressions seemed to soften.

“I have spoken with his secretary twice today,” Dawkins continued, “and went to the museum to find him. They’re obviously stalling. I tried to force my way past the secretary, but she called security. That’s when I phoned Dr. Hoffmeyer.”

“Dawkins?” Holtz said with some uncertainty. “Do I have that right?” Unless someone directly affected Holtz’s standing, or more the case, affected him getting something he wanted, their name was never important.

“Yes sir. Russell Dawkins.”

“Russ,” the old man’s voice took on a fatherly tone. “I can see you’re no pushover when it comes to dealing with this sort of thing. That’s very good and you’re dead right about what’s going on there. This has turned into a bidding war. When you do business with the Russians, it’s all about money.”

“Yes sir.”

Holtz paused for a moment, formulating his plan. As he walked to the corner of the sitting area, his eyes dispassionately taking in the exquisite museum quality pieces he had collected from around the world. There were ornate masks from the Congo, statuettes from Syria, and ivory carvings from Thailand. Every major civilization both ancient and modern was represented. All of it was meaningless now. He would gladly trade them all for this one prize.



“Here’s what I need you to do,” he spoke, walking briskly back toward the desk. “Play along for a bit. Pass a message to Baranov through his secretary. Tell him we’re onto his game and that the originally agreed on price is negotiable. If he smells more money, he won’t finalize a deal with this new party until he knows how much more I’m willing to pay. I’m sending Hoffmeyer to you on a flight tonight. Tell them that as well. If I’m sending Kirk, it will alert Baranov that I am serious.”

“Do you want me to watch them?” Dawkins asked with a confident tone.

The old man smiled. “Yes, Russ, and call me here at the office if you have something to report. Do you know the number?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. I have every confidence that you will be successful. Kirk will contact you when he arrives.”

“I’ll expect his call.”

Hoffmeyer was incensed as he thought about Dawkins’ theatrical performance. How dare this young upstart make a power play for Holtz’s attention? Surely the old man knew he was being brown-nosed. He hated that he had not taken care of it personally. The old man was obsessed. There was a never-ending list of things that he craved for his private collection. Whatever was on this film would just be another wild goose chase. He was convinced of it. In the end, even if they found something, no one would get academic recognition for the find. There would be no publications, no museum displays. Like a thousand other things he’d seen Holtz stash away, this new find would remain hidden…forever.

Hoffmeyer stood and was about to speak when his companion cleared his throat.

“On your way out,” Holtz muttered coldly, never looking up from the drink in his hands, “have my secretary bring me the file on Dawkins.”

Hoffmeyer nodded as he walked slowly toward the door. He knew what he had to do.
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When Jake awoke late in the afternoon, he showered and redressed his wound with fresh gauze from the first-aid kit he had taken from the ship. The wound was healing nicely and with several hours of sleep behind him, he felt one hundred percent better. After carefully pulling on a pair of jeans, he tucked in a crinkled khaki shirt and grabbed his wool-lined canvas jacket. The televised local news reported that the day’s high would only reach the upper 40s with a projected drop well below freezing overnight.

As he stepped off the elevator into the lobby, Jake observed that the usual hotel activities were coming to a halt for the day. The clothing shops were beginning to close, and the all-night kiosk appeared to be changing managers. Walking toward the exit, he casually considered the evening crowd. A well-dressed group of business people stood around the central bar, laughing loudly at an animated co-worker who had engaged them with a story. On the opposite side of the room, a Japanese tour group was standing in line next to the main exit, listening intently to instructions from their guide.

It was a normal mix of people, with one exception. In the area around the central lounge, a lone man sat reading a book. He wore a tattered woolen overcoat that was buttoned almost to his chin. His aged face showed the deep lines of a hard life. At first Jake thought he might have been a homeless man who had escaped the hotel staff’s notice and wandered in from the cold, but one thing didn’t fit. Although his initial appearance was that of an alcohol abused vagrant so common in Russia, his demeanor pointed to something more. As Jake passed by, the man looked up at him through lively blue eyes. His vibrant, grandfatherly expression was inviting, and Jake felt drawn to him. He was certain that the man had an interesting story to tell, if only he had the opportunity to hear it.



Outside the hotel, a brisk wind snapped Jake’s thoughts back to his mission. He crossed the street and retrieved a map of central St. Petersburg from his pocket. As he crossed the Griboedov Canal, he instantly caught sight of the widely recognized architecture of the Church of the Savior with its brightly colored onion domes. To most, it was known as the Church of the Spilled Blood because of its construction on the spot where Czar Alexander II was assassinated in 1881.

As he turned the corner, Jake spotted a cold marble building from the Soviet era, a rare sight in the historically czarist city of St. Petersburg. In front of the building was the statue of a man he well recognized. The Cyrillic letters beneath it spelled out a name that was still sacred to many Russians—LENIN. Statues of Russia’s first communist leader once dominated St. Petersburg. They served as tributes to the man who had led a revolution to dispel the evils of an abusive monarchy only to usher in a new age of godless communism. It was history that deeply affected Jake. He had been in Russia many times and loved the people he had met there. Christianity was gaining ground, but with so many years of atheistic teaching, it was still an uphill struggle.

Across the street, Jake observed a sign for the metro station. After walking down to the portal that crossed under the street, he arrived at the Vladimirskaya stop to catch the connecting train to the consulate. When the train finally arrived, Jake found a seat next to the doors and glanced up at the metro map posted on the opposite wall. After five stops, he exited the train at the Consular District and walked up the street to the U.S. consulate building, a four-storied red and white structure representative of traditional St. Petersburg architecture.

“Jacob Evers,” he said to the Marine guard as he slid his passport under the security window. “I should be on your list.”

The young corporal typed a few strokes on the keyboard and then passed the documents back through.

“The door is on your right. Wait for the buzzer and then push the handle.”



“Thanks,” Jake replied. “Have a good day…or at least what remains of it.” His internal clock was still not aligned.

Once inside, Jake showed his identification at the guard’s station leading to the information security office in the basement. This was where he had last seen Wade Jarvis. Tightly packed cubicles wound like a maze through the main room due to a critical lack of space. When administrators had tried to expand the facility, their plans were halted. The new building was erected, adjacent to the existing one, but before its completion, building inspectors from a U.S. intelligence office found that it had been heavily bugged during the construction. The entire structure was gutted before the building process could continue. Though the work on the second building was now almost finished, consulate employees were still dealing with their cramped conditions until counterespionage groups were sure that the new building was safe to be occupied.

Jake passed through a door labeled Information Technology and entered a room that was sealed with steel-reinforced concrete walls and floors. The muted sound of the door closing behind him reminded Jake of a mausoleum. He guessed that was why the facility was referred to as the Crypt.

At the door on the far side of the first room, he scanned two temporary I.D. badges. They allowed him into an interior room which was again divided into small cubicles that stretched from one end to the other. As he walked down the central hallway, he was met by a number of stares from employees who didn’t recognize him. Jake smiled at the eccentric blend of office related cartoons and science fiction posters taped to the cubicle dividers.

“Anybody home?” he asked as he recognized the ponytail at the back of Wade’s head as he sat typing away at his computer.

“Welcome back,” the man greeted without turning around. “Have a seat. I’m nearly finished here.”

Although Jake had known Wade for a number of years, he had yet to fully understand what made him tick. To the casual observer, Wade looked like a throwback from the hippie era. His gray hair was long and usually in an unkempt ponytail, and it appeared that he had not upgraded his wardrobe in the past thirty or forty years.

“There,” Wade said firmly as he typed the last key. He spun around in his chair to face Jake. “How’d things go in Mongolia?”

“Good for the most part,” Jake replied. “The testing went well but we did run into a few problems, or maybe just one big one.”

“I hope it wasn’t the new data acquisition system I put together for you.”

“You should know better than that, Wade. It worked flawlessly as always.”

“Whew! That’s a relief. You guys are always asking for stuff at the last minute, and I’m never confident that it’ll work when it needs to.”

“We took some of the best data I’ve ever seen. I spoke to Murray about it and he wants to upgrade all our software to your new code. It was superfast too.”

“Good, good. Want a cup of coffee? I just brewed a fresh pot.”

“No, I’m OK.”

“You look a little stiff,” Wade observed.

“Oh, just a little sore from the bullet hole in my leg.”

“What?”

“I’ll fill you in on the details later,” Jake said, raising his hand. “Right now I need your help with something. We discovered a very interesting item out there in the desert.”

Wade opened his eyes wide with an exaggerated look of interest. “Really? Now you wouldn’t be teasing an old man would you? I like dinosaurs and all, but…”

“It’s not a dinosaur,” Jake replied, suddenly aware from a shadow crossing the floor beyond Wade’s cube that someone was eavesdropping. He casually watched the movement as he removed the journal from the inside pocket of his jacket.

“We found something truly remarkable,” Jake began, “a long forgotten NASA spacecraft with a dead body aboard.”

“You’re joking.”

Suddenly, an office chair squeaked across the floor of the adjacent cubicle, followed by a loud thud. Both men got up quickly and looked inside. A young woman was on her knees trying to upright the chair.

“Are you OK, Melanie?” Wade asked, taking the woman by the arm.

“Certainly,” she snapped back. “I…I, uh,” her eyes searched the ceiling for an answer.

Her loss for words made Jake chuckle. He noticed that she was holding Wade’s hand tightly.

“I know what you think,” she continued. “I wasn’t being nosy. I—.”

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted her, smiling. “I can see you’re not the enemy, but I am curious about this revelation. You’ve been withholding information, Wade.”

“Oh well,” Wade made a comical gesture. “Since the cat’s out of the bag, I might as well fess up. Jake, this is my…” he paused to phrase the words, “well, she’s my fiancée. This is Melanie Cogswell.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Melanie,” Jake said shaking her hand, “and congratulations to both of you. I thought Wade was only married to the mainframe.”

The statement eased the fear in Melanie’s eyes. She pushed her brown hair away from her face and smiled for the first time.

“Marrying me will be a bit like marrying the mainframe.” She sighed. “I’m afraid we’re linked equally by Ethernet and love.”

“Common interests are seldom a bad thing,” Jake replied.

“We’ll find out together, I guess.”

“You’ve got to finish your story,” Wade said. “Surely you’re pulling my leg about this lost spaceship and dead astronaut.”

“Not an astronaut,” Jake corrected. “It’s a Gemini capsule, the two-seater types used between Mercury and Apollo. Sam did some checking on the Internet and found that all of them have been accounted for but one. We think the one we found was the first of two unmanned missions.”

“Then who was the dead guy?” Wade asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Jake responded.

As Jake continued the story, Wade typed the information into his computer. Because of his much sought-after expertise in computer architecture and information technology, Wade had been granted elevated network privileges to government databases that only a select few even knew existed. Jake was never sure if Wade’s unique access was actually permitted or surreptitiously obtained. Either way, he was always the best source for hard to find information.

After several more strokes on the keyboard, Wade stopped to read over a page of text.

“This is it,” he mumbled as he scrolled through the information. “April 8, 1964. GT-1 was a checkout flight to test how well the new Gemini spacecraft functioned atop a modified ICBM, the Titan II. Unmanned mission, three days, sixty-four orbits. There was no attempt to reclaim the vehicle, which burned up upon reentry somewhere between Africa and South America. The second and final unmanned mission was launched nine months later on January 19, 1965. That capsule was fished out of the ocean and is currently on display at the Air Force Space Museum at Cape Canaveral. All ten manned flights were successful and accounted for. If you really found a Gemini spacecraft, GT-1 is your only option.”

“Unless it was launched from somewhere else,” Jake suggested. “I’m sure there were lots of missile sites around in those days. You said it was mounted to an ICBM. It could have been launched from any number of places.”

“I wouldn’t debate you on that,” Wade replied, “and I’m no expert on the early space program, but I think it would’ve been pretty hard to pull off such a thing without the NASA infrastructure at the Cape and Houston. You’re talking forty plus years ago. Technology was archaic and not widespread. Without NASA’s orbital tracking and relay communications stations, it would have been hard to pull off a successful mission.”

“There’s another chapter to this story,” Jake said, “that’s just about as odd.” He held up the journal. “I think this belonged to a young lady I met at the crash site. I’m guessing she was the one who unearthed the capsule.”

Wade took it from Jake and examined the badly cracked binding.



“It’s Russian,” he said, opening the first page.

“It belonged to a man named Dmitri Petrovich, a Russian ex-patriot who studied animal migrations throughout Western Asia.”

“That doesn’t sound very spacey,” Melanie added.

“No it doesn’t,” Jake agreed. “We have no clue what the connection is between the spacecraft and this journal. What we do know is that Dmitri wrote about finding something of biblical significance. He was a zoologist and based on a couple of sketches he made in the journal, we think it may have been some ancient animal.”

“The missing link?” Wade quipped.

“Something like that.”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me.” Melanie shrugged.

“Jake here is a Christian,” Wade explained, “a believer in the literal, exact, word-for-word text of the Bible. Creation and a young earth are part of that.”

“A young earth?” Melanie was obviously unfamiliar with the term.

“Thousands of years,” Wade answered, “not millions.”

“But isn’t that absurd?” she spoke candidly. “I remember in science class talking about carbon dating and evolution and stuff.”

“That is what’s taught in most schools,” Jake acknowledged, “but it’s not supported by the Bible and it lacks scientific credibility.”

“What?” Melanie exclaimed. “The Bible is not a history book. I mean it’s got some good things in it, but no one was around when dinosaurs roamed the earth.”

Wade looked at Jake and winked. He knew the discourse that was about to follow.

“There’s a different history,” Jake replied, “which is fully supported by the geologic record but not widely known. Secular academics, popularized by the mainstream media, have kept this truth from the public. I certainly don’t want to come across as preachy, and I don’t have the time to go into all the details today. Look up creation science sometime on the Internet. There are good websites like Answers in Genesis that offer some eye-opening information. Wade’s heard my pitch before, and I think even his ice is beginning to crack.”



“I don’t believe I came from an ape, if that’s what you mean,” Wade replied.

“That would explain a lot,” Melanie shot back with a grin.

“Ouch.” Jake chuckled at her quick response. “I see you’ve met your match, Wade.”

“Uh hum,” Wade cleared this throat. “Moving right along, tell us more about this journal.”

“You mind if I sit down first?” Jake grimaced.

“Sure, sure,” Wade replied, motioning to a small table with chairs sandwiched between the cube farm. “I want to hear how you got yourself shot. I took a bullet in the shoulder in ‘Nam. Hurts like the devil, doesn’t it?”

“Fortunately the bullet just grazed me. The pain is mostly from the stitches pulling every time I move.”

When they were seated around the table, Jake opened the journal to the pages, showing the map that Cindy had displayed in the conference room onboard the ship. Wade and Melanie scooted forward to have a look.

“I hope you have some experience with maps, or rather, mapping,” Jake began. “We have a bunch of hand drawn lines and distances but don’t have a clue what they describe.”

“Let’s take a look,” Wade said, removing a pair of reading glasses from his shirt pocket. “Melanie actually has more experience with geographic surveying than I do. She worked on Galileo for a few years.”

“Galileo?” Jake quizzed her.

“The European Union’s GPS,” Melanie answered. “I still work for them a little on the side and have access to their network. If you have a map with distances and known points of interest, we might be able to narrow your search field. It all depends of course on the accuracy of the original map.”

For several minutes, the couple sat and scrutinized the image, pointing and commenting in a somewhat cryptic dialogue. When they had reached some agreement, Wade handed the journal back to Jake.

“I think we can do this,” Wade nodded. “It’s like Melanie said. If the distances between those points of interest are anywhere near correct, we should be able to get you pretty close. One thing that works to your advantage is the relative heights of the mountain ranges. Of course we’re making a lot of assumptions here, namely that this person was accurate in his measurements, but we’ll gladly take a stab at it.”

“Thanks, guys,” Jake smiled. “Anything you can give me is way more than I have now.”

In his remaining time with them, Jake described in detail the events that had occurred in Mongolia. The only thing he left out was the real purpose for his coming back to Russia ahead of schedule. If there were trouble ahead, he didn’t want to pull anyone else into it. With a final thank you and congratulations, Jake pulled on his coat and buttoned it almost to the neck. The climate of St. Petersburg was more temperate than other parts of Russia, but having just come from the Gobi desert, he was not ready for the cold breeze blowing in from the Gulf of Finland.

It was dark by the time he made it back to the city central and located the street from the address that Sam had given him. As he walked along the sidewalk, which followed the Neva River, he took in the brilliant hues of the vividly painted buildings illuminated by bright floodlights. St. Petersburg was truly a beautiful city with architecture unrivaled anywhere in Europe. With the system of canals running through the city, it was easy to understand its nickname, the Venice of the North.

As he reached the housing district toward the end of street, Jake began to read the building numbers. Not all of them had numbers, but he could extrapolate between the ones that were present to determine when he was close. With his back against the cast iron railing that paralleled the bank of the Neva, he considered a dull gray apartment complex at the corner of two connecting streets. The building was five stories tall with a small playground beside it. A column of blue awnings covered the windows in the centermost section of the structure. Unfortunately there was no building number anywhere within view.



As he was about to cross the street to see if he could find someone to ask, a man who had been approaching slowly from the lower end of the street finally reached his location. Jake turned to give him a polite nod, but when he did, he was shocked to see the weathered face of the man from the hotel lobby.

“Good evening,” the stranger greeted him warmly in English. The deep lines spreading from the corners of his eyes crinkled as he spoke. His voice was strong and deep. “Is there something I can do to help you?”

Jake studied him for a moment and then replied, “I saw you at my hotel this morning.”

“Yes, I remember you,” he said extending his hand. “My name is Stefan Abramov.”

“Jake Evers.”

“It’s a lovely night, Mr. Evers, isn’t it?”

“Yes it is,” Jake responded with growing unease. “Do you live in this neighborhood?”

“No, I live on the opposite side of the city. I followed you here.”

“What?” Jake wasn’t certain he had heard the man correctly, and if he had, the implication from such a statement drove a chill down his spine.

Stefan saw the fear in Jake’s eyes and smiled in a disarming manner. “Don’t be afraid. I’m an old man with no desire to harm anyone. I was sent here to help you.”

“Sent,” Jake raised an eyebrow, “by whom?”

“In good time,” the man spoke. “You can trust me. Like you, I am a servant of the Most High.”

“How do you know this about me?” Jake asked, still not abandoning his guard. “How do you know anything about me?”

“Am I wrong? Are you not a Christian?”

“Very much so, but to my knowledge, you and I have never met. I’m not here under the best circumstances and honestly, I find your knowledge of me a bit concerning.”

“Understandable,” Stefan nodded. “Given the same circumstances, I would feel no different.”



“Then please explain to me why I shouldn’t be afraid.”

Stefan took a long breath and rested his hip against the railing. “You must forgive me,” he said. “I am not as young as I once was, and even with your apparent injury, you are hard for an old man to keep pace with.”

Jake glanced down. There was no mystery in Stefan’s acknowledgment of his injury. Over the past few blocks, he’d been clearly favoring his good leg.

“You made an interesting statement,” Stefan continued, looking thoughtfully at his younger companion. “You said that you are very much a Christian. I like that,” he smiled. “A deeper meaning than most can understand, even among your Christian friends I would imagine. God calls us to his salvation and then to his service. Many accept salvation but then live their lives apart from his will, the consequence of an age of relative ease.”

Jake studied the man’s weathered features and tattered clothes as he spoke. It was clear that he was someone who had not known an easy life. He also noticed that Stefan’s left arm hung to one side, and he assisted its movement with his right hand. An old injury that had gone untreated, he guessed.

“Why were you waiting for me at the hotel?” Jake persisted in a tone that he hoped would not be disrespectful.

Stefan closed his eyes for a moment but then looked up at Jake with a narrowed, intense gaze. “I hope this doesn’t sound strange to you, but I was praying this morning, on my knees in my apartment. As I prayed, a vision of your hotel came into my mind, and in my heart I heard a voice telling me to go. I thought for a moment that I had fallen asleep and dreamt it all, which is not uncommon at my age. I had passed the hotel many times before so I realized where it was. I went there early this morning, sat in the lobby, and waited. I was about to give up, thinking that maybe I really had dreamed it all up, but then I saw you and felt an unmistakable hand on my heart. ‘Follow him.’ I could almost hear the words, so I obeyed.”

Jake’s eyes widened and he found himself at a complete loss for words. He started to speak, but instead he just stared blankly at the man. Stefan’s response had been completely unexpected. “I’m sorry…” Jake suddenly shivered without completing his thought. He felt lightheaded.

“The temperature is dropping,” his companion said, placing his arm around him. “You are cold and you’ve pushed too hard on your injury. Let us get out of this weather before we both freeze to death. I will buy you a cup of coffee. There is a place not far from here. Maybe together we can see what it is that God wants us to do.”
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Anchored into the rocky shoreline gradually rising above Sochi, the largest Russian resort city and host of the 2014 Winter Olympics, Adlerhorst Castle gripped the ledges like some hideous monster struggling to reach the top. Although the multi-building structure was not old by European standards, its architect had respected the conventions of an early age when drafting its lines. The bleak gray stone that formed its walls and towers gave the castle an austere appearance, a feature very much esteemed by its owner.

Adelbrecht Engel sat alone in his study surrounded by floor to ceiling shelves containing volumes of books on every subject that had interested him. A musty smell of old paper and leather bindings mingled with a faint wisp of pipe tobacco. Taken out of context, it could easily have been mistaken for any of the great libraries of Europe. Thick oak banisters and handrailings outlined a balcony which encircled the room. Beneath them, meticulous reproductions of famous marble statues dotted the main floor along with curio cabinets filled with obsessively acquired treasures.

Engel, an older, well-groomed man, sat at his desk holding a centuries old vellum sheet that was sparsely illuminated in tarnished silver and gold. On the left side of the vellum was an image of an ancient vintner surrounded by trellises of woven vines. In his hand, the vintner held a large cluster of red grapes, one of many which dotted the trellises. The Latin text to the right of the picture was written in medieval script and flowed down the full length of the page.

“Occultus subter montis,” he read aloud, “hidden beneath the mountain.”

Looking up from the text, he turned his attention to a large floor globe positioned beside his chair. With his index finger, he slowly traced its surface until finally stopping on a region in Eastern Europe. Tapping the location, he turned back to the page.



“Specialis temporis, the secret of the ages.”

A sigh flowed from his lips as he reached for his glass of single malt scotch. After a long drink, he leaned back in his chair and allowed his gaze to fall upon a small carved object resting at the edge of his writing pad. He picked up the figure and rolled it in the palm of his hand. Who could really measure its worth? Who could understand its power? At his age, power was all that was still worth living for, and he intended to enjoy it for all eternity. The idol had cost him a fortune, but to possess it, he would have given everything he owned.

As he returned the figure to his desk, a red light popped up on the intercom box in front of him.

“Yes.”

“Rune Dietrich is on the line.”

“Put him through.”

“We are on schedule,” the professional voice spoke a few seconds later. There was no exchange of introductory greetings, which Rune was neither inclined to give nor was his boss known to expect. “I have made arrangements to acquire the item. When it is in my possession, I will let you know.”

“And the competition?” Engel asked with concern.

“I will handle them as well,” Dietrich assured him.

“Leave no loose ends.”

“I have compiled the list. There will be no witnesses.”

“Phone me when it is done and proceed immediately back here with my item.”

“Yes sir.”

Leaning back in his chair once more, Engel cupped his hands behind his head and smiled. He would soon be on the trail to the greatest discovery of all time. Once it was in his possession, the only thing left would be to determine exactly how to destroy it.
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The apartment complex which Jake had located was still in view of the coffee shop that Stefan had selected for them. It was comforting to be out of the cold night air, and his sore leg appreciated the rest. After a few awkward minutes, two steaming cups of coffee arrived at their table along with a small plate of pastries.

“Since we are both puzzled,” Stefan began, “would you permit me to ask you a question?”

Jake nodded.

“Why have you come to Russia?”

Jake adjusted his injured leg as he contemplated where to begin his story. “I met a girl in Mongolia last week,” he said. “I was doing some paleontological excavation work there. That’s one of the things that my company does. For the past few weeks, we’ve been working with the Russian and Mongolian Academies of Science on a dig in the Gobi.”

“Dangerous work,” the older man suggested, noticing the brownish red stain that had formed above Jake’s knee as he adjusted his position.

“Not again,” Jake sighed. He gripped the fabric and felt the stained area

“You’ve been in an accident,” Stefan observed.

“It was no accident,” Jake replied shaking his head. “I was shot trying to save the young woman that I’ve come here to find. She discovered something out in the Gobi that shouldn’t have been there. Apparently others are willing to kill for it. I need to make sure she made it back safely. I left her behind so I could draw the gunmen away. I was shot, lost a lot of blood, and then lost consciousness.

“I have no idea what’s become of her. A call was made from the phone I gave her to an address here in St. Petersburg, just across the street in fact. The name on the address is Petrovich. I was about to ask around to see if anyone knew her, but then you showed up.”

A look of concern suddenly came upon Stefan’s face. He leaned forward and peered out the window toward the apartment.

“Is something wrong?” Jake asked.

“Petrovich, you say?”

“Yes. The young woman’s name is Katie or Katrina. I’m not sure about her last name, but we traced the call to the apartment of Galina Petrovich. We also found an old journal that we think Katie dropped in the desert. It belonged to Dmitri Petrovich. I don’t know the connection.”

The man remained silent for a moment. “I see,” he finally spoke.

Jake gave his companion a puzzled look. “Do you know them?”

“Yes,” the older man nodded absently. “It has been many years since I’ve heard the name Dmitri Petrovich. Dmitri was a close friend.”

“Is he still living?” Jake asked excitedly.

“No,” Stefan shook his head. “He’s been gone a long time now. Galina, Dmitri’s widow, still lives here, although I haven’t spoken to her for some time. I spent a good part of my adult life at odds with the Soviet Union. When I returned from prison, I felt it was best to keep my distance from her. That family has had enough problems without being associated with a political dissident.”

“Do you know the girl?” Jake asked.

“She is Galina’s granddaughter. At least that is what the girl calls her, Baba, which means grandmother. Galina adopted her from an orphanage that she was managing near the Chinese border when the girl was maybe ten or twelve.”

“You seem to know a lot about this family,” Jake observed with concern.

Stefan shrugged. “Although I haven’t spoken to Galina in years, I keep an eye on her to make sure she is not in need. I feel that I owe it to Dmitri.”

“I don’t understand the secrecy,” Jake said. “The Soviet Union no longer exists. Surely no one cares about your past anymore. What’s the danger in speaking with them?”



“I wish it was that simple,” Stefan answered, “but the old Soviet guards have not all passed from Russia. Unemployment is soaring here and problems in the Caucasus region have raised questions about security. There are many who wish for the return of communism and the strong handedness of the Soviet Union. There are others who stand ready to capitalize on it. Because of this, you should know something. Dmitri Petrovich had powerful enemies.”

“Apparently that’s true of his granddaughter as well,” Jake sighed.

“You said that she found something in the desert…” Stefan said.

“Yes, an unmanned space capsule from the early sixties. We have no idea why it was there or why she knew to look for it. Official records say it burned up in the atmosphere. Was Dmitri involved in the early space program?”

Stefan shook his head. “No. Dmitri was a biologist.”

Jake thought for a moment. “There must be some connection. Do you know if Katie works in the aerospace business?”

“No. I have been told that she is a research assistant at the Ethnography Museum. Like Dmitri, she too is a biologist.”

“Could Dmitri have been working on some government program without your knowledge? From what I’ve read about the Soviet Union, there were a lot of secrets, even among friends.”

“No,” Stefan said firmly, shaking his head. “Dmitri Petrovich was hated by the state. He wanted the world to know that the God of the Bible was real to the letter of his word. The Soviets were trying to control the people by their atheistic philosophies. Dmitri became their target. They saw him as a threat to their livelihood.

“The Kremlin has always gotten fat at the expense of the common people. The new leaders of Russia, like the czars and the communists, are only concerned with power and wealth. If a man will kill for a few rubles, how many more will he kill to possess billions? The seat of power in this country has always come with an immense dowry.”

Jake rubbed his tired eyes. “The only reason I came here was to check on Katie,” he said, “and see if there was something I could do to help her. At the moment, that is more important to me than anything else.”

“My father asked me that question once,” Stefan replied. “We were standing outside one day, watching a thunderstorm as it approached. He asked me if I would be willing to stand unafraid in the middle of a storm with lightning flashing all about. Knowing him, I assumed it was a question concerning the teachings of the Bible. So I quoted the words from Deuteronomy that Jesus had used against Satan when he was tempted in the desert. ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’ Just as I said that,” Stefan smiled, “lightning struck the ground not far from us. There was a deafening thunder. I threw my arms around my father. He looked down at me and I will never forget his words. ‘I know you and I know your heart. I know that you would never put your God to the test, but what if he tests you? What if he puts you in the midst of the storm? Would you still trust him?’”

Jake allowed his words to sink in and then nodded. “Is that what I’m in for?”

Stefan reached across and gripped his shoulder. “Let me tell you something about my friend. If there was ever a man who lived his life in the midst of the storm, it was Dmitri Petrovich. His beliefs cost him every earthly thing, including his life. Before you cross that street, I want to make sure you are ready for whatever awaits you.”
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An hour later, Jake grudgingly parted company with his new friend and proceeded to the apartment complex across the street. He had learned much about Dmitri Petrovich and about Stefan. Their adventures together were fascinating. Jake had also learned the price that each had paid for holding to their beliefs when all those around them were conforming at some level to the demands of the state. Stefan and Dmitri had become friends in the gulags of Siberia from where Dmitri had ultimately escaped, moving to Western China. As they had guessed from Cindy’s partial translation of the journal, Stefan confirmed that Dmitri Petrovich was a scientist who used his education and talents to bring the literal truth of the Bible to light. Although Stefan was unaware of what Dmitri was looking for at the time of his disappearance, the last letter from his old friend had made an indistinct reference to the origin of species. Knowing their mail was subject to inspection, Dmitri had always been vague about his work.

Jake had promised to check back with Stefan to tell him how his visit had gone. He had also invited Stefan to go to the apartment with him, but the older man had declined. Jake knew there was more to the story of why he refused to meet with Katie’s grandmother. Not wanting to press Stefan for an answer, he simply added it to his growing list of unknowns.

Like most of the older apartments in Russia, Katie’s complex showed signs of disrepair in every direction that Jake looked. The grey concrete walls were covered with a thick coat of inner-city pollution. Brown clumps of uncut grass protruded from every crack in the pavement, and trash collected against the chain-linked fence where the wind had deposited it. Children bundled in heavy coats climbed the rusted remains of a nearby gym set.



When he reached the apartment number, which corresponded to the Petrovich address, he immediately noticed that something was wrong with the door. Closer inspection showed that the strike plate to the deadbolt was bowed at an odd angle. There were also pry marks in the paint where a crowbar had creased the jamb behind it. He swallowed hard as he knocked, but there was no answer. As he reached for the knob, he found that the door swung open freely. The bolt had been sheered.

“Hello,” he called warily in Russian. “Is anyone here?”

He was hesitant to go any further, but just inside the entrance, he found that the excessive clutter and overturned furniture told him everything he needed to know.

“Stop there!” came a sudden shout.

Jake shuddered, recognizing the Russian words that came from behind him. Turning around slowly, he came face to face with a small, angry looking woman wearing a bright red headscarf. Before he could explain, she shoved the tip of an umbrella into his stomach.

“Wait,” he pleaded.

“What do you want?” she asked sternly.

A response in Russian was not coming to his mind. “Petrovich,” he finally said. “Katie Petrovich. She is a friend.”

The woman gave him a hard stare but relaxed some of the force on the umbrella. “British?”

“American,” Jake answered hesitantly.

“Why are you looking for Katrina?” she asked in English.

“We met in Mongolia last week. I helped her. I came here to make sure she was safe. Does she live here?”

The woman glanced suspiciously around her. “Come with me.”

Jake followed her up two flights of stairs until they came to an apartment on the western side of the building. She removed a key from her pocket and unlocked the door.

“Galina,” she called before disappearing into the back of the apartment.

Jake listened but could only understand parts of their conversation. A few seconds later, another woman, looking very much like the first, emerged from the back of the apartment. The two women exchanged a few more words and then stood silently staring up at him.

“Mrs. Petrovich?” he asked.

“I am Galina Petrovich,” the second woman replied. There was almost no accent in her voice. Jake remembered that Katie had told him of her grandmother’s career as an English teacher.

“My name is Jacob Evers. I met your granddaughter in Mongolia last week. She was having some trouble at the time. Please tell me she is safe.”

A softened look came across the woman’s face and she wrapped her arms around him unexpectedly. “Thank you,” she said. Jake was taken aback by the suddenness of her actions. “You must be the young man she told me about. You fit her description—broad-shouldered with a kind, handsome face.”

“Oh,” Jake replied, feeling somewhat embarrassed. “Is she here…I mean, does she live here with you?”

The first woman whispered something in Russian.

“Forgive me,” Mrs. Petrovich said. “This is my friend Anechka.”

The lady in the red scarf smiled for the first time.

“How do you do?” he greeted.

“Anechka tells me you have been to our apartment. I’m usually not such a bad housekeeper. And yes, Katrina lives with me. Anechka has been kind enough to open her home to us.”

“That’s very nice of you,” he nodded at the first lady and then added uneasily, “You seem to be having some difficulty. Is there something I can do to help?”

Jake wanted to explain that he somewhat understood her dilemma based on his conversation with Stefan. Although Stefan had not asked to remain anonymous, he still felt it would be betraying the man’s trust if he shared their encounter.

“You have helped us so much already,” Galina responded. “Please, come in and sit with me. It will be good to speak English again. I used to teach it many years ago.”

“Your granddaughter told me that you were her teacher as well.”

“Katrina is a natural at languages. She even speaks a little Mandarin. She will be home with some groceries in a few minutes. I hope you can join us for dinner.”

The thought of seeing Katie again suddenly made him feel like a schoolboy. He tried to dismiss the emotion, but he actually felt butterflies in his stomach.

“That would be wonderful,” he answered. “Thank you, Mrs. Petrovich.”

“Please call me Baba,” she said. “It means grandmother. It’s what Katrina calls me. I’ve never been one for all the formality.”

“OK,” he smiled, “if you’ll call me Jake.”

When Anechka left the room, Katie’s grandmother turned to Jake and said after an awkward moment, “This must all seem strange to you.”

“My life is usually not this complicated,” Jake responded, “if that’s what you mean.”

“Katrina told me about your bravery. She was afraid that you had been killed in the encounter. She feels terribly guilty.”

“I hated to leave her,” Jake replied, “but I was injured and lost consciousness before I could make it back to her.”

“How did you survive?”

“My brother found me. That probably sounds strange,” Jake shrugged, “but my brother Sam and I work for the same company. When I didn’t return, he came looking for me.”

“It is good to have family,” Baba asserted.

“Yes ma’am,” Jake responded in agreement.

“And a loving God to watch over us.” The tone of her statement and accompanying facial expression were decidedly probing.

“I give him all the credit for saving us out there,” Jake responded. “There’s no other reason why we should be alive.”

“May I ask you a pointed question?” Her tone reminded him of Stefan.

“Yes,” Jake nodded.

“Are you a Christian?”

“I am,” he replied and in the same way he’d answered Stefan, Jake added, “very much so. There is nothing greater in my life.”



Galina closed her eyes for a moment as tears rolled down her cheeks. Jake didn’t know how to respond, but before he could speak, the door to the apartment opened.

“Baba…” It was a young woman’s voice calling.

“We’re in the sitting room,” Galina answered, wiping away her tears.

“Are we conversing in English now?” Katie asked lightheartedly as she entered the room and suddenly stopped. “Oh…”

As Jake stood to greet her, he was taken aback by her appearance. The young woman standing before him no longer had dust and tears covering her face. Her long, dark hair was tied in a ponytail that touched her shoulders, and her petite build was shapely and athletic. The most striking thing about her appearance, however, was her inviting smile. Jake found himself speechless. She was a perfect blend of Asian and Caucasian features with brown, almond-shaped eyes. In a word, Katie was beautiful—the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“Katrina,” her grandmother spoke, “I believe you know our guest.”

“You’re alive!” she said, her voice cracking slightly.

“I am,” he replied, taking a step toward her. “And you’re OK?”

“A few bumps and bruises, but other than that…”

Galina sensed their awkwardness and guessed that some time alone was in order. “I’m going to cook some dinner,” she announced as she stood from the couch. “I hope you were able to find some beets at the market.”

“I need to help you,” Katie replied, more as a question than a statement.

“No,” Baba said raising her hand. “You two need to get caught up on things. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

Katie kissed her grandmother on the forehead as she walked past her. When they were alone, she looked up at Jake. There were tears in her eyes and her show of emotion made him ache to hold her.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said. “How on earth did you find me?”



“Satellite phone,” he shrugged. “You can’t make a call today without someone knowing where you are.”

“Sorry about that,” she shrugged.

“I’m thankful you did. Otherwise, I might not have found you.”

“I don’t know how to apologize to you. I’m so sorry you got caught up in my problems, but I wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t saved me.”

“I was just down at your apartment. It doesn’t look like this is over for you. Tell me what I can do to help.”

“You may not feel that way when you find out what a mess I’ve gotten myself into.”

“I don’t know,” he replied with a Cheshire grin. “I’m pretty good at getting myself into messes. I found you after all.”

“Thanks a lot,” she said, giving him a playful nudge.

After a long conversation, which spilled over into dinner, Jake and Katie discussed the events that had happened to them after they had parted ways in the Gobi. Katie was as lively as he first thought, and Jake found it was the most enjoyable evening he had ever experienced. They shared many common interests from paleontology to ethnic cuisine. Katie was as intelligent as she was beautiful. Like old friends, their conversation dragged on into the night. Jake also learned some about her troubles in Mongolia. He could tell, however, that her statements were guarded in front of her grandmother and decided he would have to wait until they were away from the apartment to learn all the details.

“Why don’t you stay here?” she suggested when they were both showing signs of fatigue. “You can sleep on the couch.”

“It’s not going to upset your grandmother is it,” Jake asked, “or the lady who owns this place?”

“It’ll be OK. I’m an early riser so maybe we can go out for breakfast before anyone else wakes up. I’ll even throw in a nickel tour of the city.”

“That’s too good of an offer to pass up.”

Katie opened the hall closet and retrieved an old quilt and pillow.



“Sleep good, Jake. I’ve had a wonderful time.”

“Me too, Katie. And don’t worry anymore about everything that’s going on here. I’ll help you. If nothing else, I’ll get you and your grandmother out of here tomorrow.”

“Thank you again,” she said touching his hand. “You really are a Godsend.”
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From his table at the restaurant across the street, Kirk Hoffmeyer could clearly see the faces of everyone exiting the front doors of the Astoria Hotel. He checked his Rolex watch again before downing the remains of his fifth cup of coffee. The strong Turkish blend was beginning to give him the jitters, or was it just his nerves? Regardless, he was fed up with waiting. If the little backstabber didn’t show his face soon, he would have to change his plans and go in and get him.

“Can I get you something else?” a pale waitress wearing a large nose stud asked with a hint of annoyance in her voice. She’d been serving him for over two hours now, and the tip for a cup of coffee was hardly worth her effort.

“No,” Hoffmeyer gave a detached reply, waving her away without turning from his surveillance of the hotel entrance. A large crowd was leaving, probably another tour group. They all appeared to be wearing the same fluorescent nametags.

“Then I’ll bring your check,” the waitress responded.

Hoffmeyer carefully examined each person gathering in the street below. When the group turned and began moving up the block toward the Admiralty, the pre-Bolshevik naval headquarters building, he glanced away for a brief moment but suddenly turned back as another figure appeared in his peripheral vision. It was a young man, dark haired, wearing a navy parka. He went in the opposite direction of the tourists, walking at a hurried pace into the flow of pedestrians. His height and hair color were right, and his gait also looked familiar. As the man glanced up the street before crossing, his watcher scrutinized his features.

“Wait…” Hoffmeyer thought aloud. “Wait. Yes, that’s him!”

Quickly throwing a five Euro bill down to cover the check, he grabbed his overcoat and made his way to the door. In his dash outside, he nearly knocked over a tall, elegantly dressed woman. She was still shouting at him as he sprinted away to catch up with his quarry. Dawkins had headed down the street in the direction of the museum. Trying to pick him out of the crowd, Hoffmeyer nearly overran him before he realized it. Slowing his pace, he followed a few steps behind and confirmed that his initial suspicion was correct. Each step and turn put them closer to the museum. Dawkins was going to meet Baranov. Hoffmeyer was convinced now that the two were obviously in league together. All he had to do was catch the little weasel in the act and bust him. Hoffmeyer would soon be back in his benefactor’s good graces.

By the time they reached the front entrance to the museum, the crowd had thinned to the point that Hoffmeyer feared he would be spotted. Further slowing his pace, he watched from a distance as Dawkins approached the building which was surrounded by a tall wrought iron fence. The younger man looked indecisive for a moment but then suddenly turned down a sidewalk which went down the right side of the building. Hoffmeyer followed him and watched with curiosity as Dawkins unexpectedly darted behind what appeared to be a utility building across the sidewalk from the eastern wing of the museum. The first thing that popped into Hoffmeyer’s mind was that he’d been spotted, but the more he thought about it, the less it made sense. Even if Dawkins knew he’d been found out, subterfuge and denial would be his only recourse. So what was he up to?

Hoffmeyer walked slowly toward the small building and crept at a snail’s pace as he followed the younger man’s path. When he stood at the back corner of the structure, he peered around and immediately found Dawkins. It appeared that his young PhD was trying to pick the door lock.

“Uh hum,” Hoffmeyer cleared his throat loudly.

Dawkins shuttered, dropping the pick as he swung around. “Dr. Hoffmeyer?” he said with more confusion than surprise. “What are you doing here?”

Hoffmeyer smiled menacingly. “I could ask you the same question. Unless you’ve gained employment here… which I doubt, I can only assume you are making an unlawful entry. Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“Baranov’s trying to screw us. I’m convinced of it. Earlier today I was waiting for him here in the parking lot, and he came out and got into a black BMW with some tall goons. I couldn’t tell what was going on because of the tinted windows, but they sat there for about fifteen minutes until Baranov finally got out and left in his car. Since Baranov’s secretary no longer answers my calls, I had a lady friend back in New York phone her, pretending to be an administrative assistant for a potential customer. The secretary took her number and said that Baranov would return her call when he got back to the office later this afternoon. If I had to guess, I’d say that he and those goons are close to a deal and that the exchange will take place tonight. When Baranov got out of their car, I saw him nod and say something that sounded like a number. I thought at first it was a price, but I looked up in my phrasebook. It meant 9:00 pm.”

“That really doesn’t make sense,” Hoffmeyer said. Caught up in Dawkins’ detective work, he had momentarily forgotten about busting his short-lived protégé. “Surely he’ll try to play us to get the price up.”

Dawkins shook his head, a grim expression overtaking him. “I saw the look on his face. They’re offering him something we can’t match.”

“Which is?” Hoffmeyer quizzed.

“His life,” Dawkins stated harshly.

Hoffmeyer took in the words and nodded succinctly. “What do you plan to do?” he asked.

“I’m going to wait out the rest of the day here. At least that gets me inside the fence. When the place shuts down for the day, I’ll find a way into the building. If I can get to Baranov before the goons do, I’ll simply take what belongs to Mr. Holtz and be gone.”

“How’d you know it was Baranov who got into the car?” Hoffmeyer asked in an accusative tone. “You haven’t actually met him, have you?”

Dawkins reached into his jacket pocket, removed a rolled black and white photo, and handed it to Hoffmeyer. “Official staff portrait. I lifted it from the faculty wall before being thrown out yesterday.”

Hoffmeyer glanced at it briefly and handed it back, shaking his head at the young man’s casual attitude about criminal mischief. “Lovely,” he said with a sigh.
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Despite the scant amount of sleep either of them had gotten, Katie roused Jake in the early hours and they headed out into the city before the older ladies had awoke. The morning air was crisp, not unlike the night before, but for Jake it was much less threatening. The weight of his worries had been lifted in finding that Katie was safe. He was also relieved to discover that his leg was much better, especially since Katie appeared to be no stranger to exercise. For the most part, he had kept pace with her, but his energy was starting to wear thin.

“Are we in a hurry?” he asked.

“Oops,” she replied, coming to a stop. “Sorry about that. This is my normal jogging route. I guess I have that set in my mind. I didn’t think about your leg. Are you OK?”

“My leg’s much better, but my stomach thinks I’ve abandoned it. Don’t suppose this outing ends with breakfast?”

“You’re in luck,” she said. “We’re here.”

As they crossed the street and walked toward an ochre façade with two café tables outside, Jake was suddenly struck by a pleasant aroma.

“Something smells good.”

“Blinis,” she smiled, “the Russian version of pancakes. Have you ever had them?”

“No,” Jake answered. “I’ve never tried them.”

“They’re thin,” she said, pressing the palms of her hands together. “Kind of like a crepe. They make the best ones here, especially the ones with mushroom sauce.”

“You’ve sold me,” he said opening the door. “And I’ll go ahead and apologize in advance. My appetite has finally returned in force. The next few minutes may shock you.”



Katie laughed. “You may be the one surprised.”

As they sat down, Jake took in the surroundings. The architecture of the restaurant was sort of Moroccan. There were few sharp edges connecting the interior walls which were covered with white stucco. The arched doorways opened into a tall ceiling that vaulted to form two domes over the dining area. In the corners were tropical plants which gave the impression of a much warmer climate. The room was also compact in a comfortable way, seating about twenty people.

“You’re going to love this!” Katie assured him.

When the waitress came, she conversed briefly with her in Russian and then ordered for them.

“I’ve been thinking about our conversation last night,” Katie said after the lady had taken their order. “It sounds like you do a lot of traveling. Do you ever get tired of being on the go all the time?”

“Sometimes. I’m rarely in one place for more than a couple of months. The challenges are always unique, the work is interesting, and…”

“You get to rescue damsels in distress,” Katie finished with a smile.

“That,” he smiled back, “is a first, well…technically speaking.”

“Technically?”

“I once rescued an Indian family’s goat from their rooftop above a swollen river in Chennai. They loved her like a family member and I was the local hero for a day, but in the end, it was just a goat.”

Katie laughed with delight at his story.

“Tell me more about you,” he said. “I dominated the conversation last night trying to sell you on my Prince Charming credentials. Now that you know about the goat and all, I have little else to share.”

Katie squeezed his hand in a playful way. Her touch was warm. “I’m afraid I’m to blame for that,” she replied. “I must have asked a hundred questions. My life has not been as colorful as yours.”

Jake smiled at her assessment as he added, “But then I’ve never found a lost spacecraft in the desert where it shouldn’t have been there in the first place. And although I’ve had a few run-ins with goons, fortunately none of them were carrying AK-47s. Something tells me there’s more to you than Little Miss Biologist from St. Petersburg. Do you mind telling me more, especially about your grandfather?”

Katie took a quick survey of the room and scooted closer. “You know about Dmitri?”

Jake reached into his jacket pocket, removed the tattered journal, and handed it to Katie. “I assume this belongs to you,” he said. “I forgot to give it to you last night.”

“Thank you,” she gasped, holding the book against her chest. “Did you find it in the capsule?”

“It had fallen behind one of the seats.”

“Did you get the film?” she asked with excitement.

“No,” Jake shook his head. “We found the camera, but someone had removed the film. Do you mind telling me what was on it?”

“I honestly don’t know. That’s why I went to Mongolia. The film holds the key to my grandfather’s disappearance.”

“What little we’ve translated from his journal is pretty intriguing.”

“I would love to have known him,” she said enthusiastically. “Baba describes him as a dashing, well-traveled adventurer. When they met, she was eighteen years old and he was thirty six. For a girl who had never ventured more than twenty kilometers from her home near Tomsk, his stories of adventure were a breath of excitement for her. Baba still loves to retell his stories as if they were her own.”

“Did she take part in any of his adventures?”

“Oh yes,” Katie nodded. “Did Baba tell you that she’d traveled with him to New York just after they were married?”

Jake shook his head. “You arrived just after me. I didn’t get to talk with her other than to introduce myself.”

“She’ll get around to it. Baba always tells that story to anyone she meets from America. It’s one of her favorite memories.” Katie’s eyes began to fill with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess her stories have now become mine as well. Baba is so wonderful and now I’ve messed everything up.”

“I’m not going to leave until both of you are safe,” Jake said sincerely. His voice was strong and reassuring. “And that includes taking you with me if that’s what it takes. You can trust me.”

“I know,” she smiled, wiping away a tear from her cheek. “I’m so thankful you’re here.”

Jake was silent for a moment, almost embarrassed by her appreciation. Then he turned the conversation to the mystery they were now pursuing together. “Would you tell me how all this started?”

“My grandfather was a scientist,” she began, “and a meticulous record keeper. One day I was rummaging through an old trunk and accidentally came across the journal that you found in the capsule. Baba had intended to keep all of Dmitri’s writings from me.”

“Why is that?”

“She thinks they’re responsible for my grandfather’s disappearance.”

Jake nodded as he recalled the conversation that he’d had with Stefan. Stefan, however, had used the word death, not disappearance. “From what little I know from the journal,” Jake said, “your grandfather found something that he thought would change the world. Is someone trying to steal it?”

“No,” Katie shook her head. “Someone is trying to destroy it.”

Jake looked puzzled.

“Because of how it relates to the Bible,” she explained.

“Your grandfather wrote about it being profoundly important to the Christian message. Do you know what he found?”

“Not exactly,” she sighed, “although I know it had something to do with some frozen animal tissue that he found in a cave. Are you familiar with DNA cloning efforts where researchers are trying to bring back extinct species?”

“The company I work for has conducted two explorations in the Russian tundra to bring back frozen wooly mammoth tissue for that purpose. I took part in one of them a couple of years ago.”

“My major professor at the Academy here was one of the pioneers in genetics research. He did some of the first recombinant DNA work in Russia.”

“You mean splicing fragments of DNA together?” Jake asked. “It’s like putting together an immense jigsaw puzzle.”

“Exactly. That technology is critical for working with extinct species since the DNA is usually badly degraded. My professor did his graduate work at the Soviet Academy of Sciences in Novosibirsk before moving here. He was working on x-ray diffraction, a sort of super microscope for looking at chemical structures at the molecular level. Before that, researchers like Watson and Crick who first accurately described the structure of DNA were limited to visual microscopic instruments, which couldn’t actually see the molecule in enough detail to determine its shape. With x-ray diffraction, you can actually observe the double helical shape of the DNA molecule.”

“I’m somewhat familiar with the process,” Jake said. “You can determine how the DNA molecule is chemically linked.”

“Normally that’s true. But with extinct DNA, the base pairs are so broken that you can’t figure out how to put the puzzle back together again. However, the tissue sample that my grandfather brought back with him from Asia ended up being in decent shape. Did you read that part of his journal?”

Jake shook his head. “No, I didn’t get that far.”

“I have no idea what kind of animal it was,” Katie continued, “maybe some camel-like mammal. There was a crude drawing. His journal describes in great detail how he packed it in ice and waited until the winter months to transport it back to Russia to be analyzed. He had heard about Professor Kozlov’s work.”

“So your professor was involved in the analysis?”

“Yes. I found a letter from Professor Kozlov to my grandfather. He was acknowledging that work had begun on the sample and that he should have some results within a couple of months. That letter was dated April 1964.”

“When the Gemini capsule was launched.”

Katie nodded. “It was also when Dmitri disappeared. I suspect he never saw the letter. Baba must have opened it. I found it in a drawer in her bedroom.”

“How did you come to study under this same professor?”

“I’ve known him for a long time. After Baba and I moved back here from Southern Russia, we used to go over to their house for dinner. His daughter and I have become close friends. I had asked Baba once how she knew him. She said that he had been a friend of my grandfather. Professor Kozlov was the one who got me interested in biology.”

“So was this animal tissue the significant find that Dmitri wrote about?”

Katie hesitated for a moment. “It would seem so, but I wouldn’t guarantee it. There is obviously more to the puzzle. From what I’ve been able to piece together, he must have found the remains somewhere in Eastern China or Tibet. He had been living there since his escape from communist Russia.”

“We translated the stuff about the German expedition to Tibet,” Jake added.

“He was afraid,” Katie explained, “that either the Nazis or the communists would discover his work. Dmitri knew that both of them would destroy whatever he’d found. Both groups had a vested interest in quieting the Christian message.”

“There’s twenty years between World War II and his disappearance,” Jake noted. He knew from Stefan that Dmitri had spent some time in a Siberian gulag, but he wasn’t sure how to broach the subject with Katie. He would eventually tell her about Stefan when the timing was right. For now, she was dealing with too much to have another variable added. “He obviously met your grandmother during those years.”

“Dmitri went back to the Soviet Union to strengthen the underground church. For his efforts, the communists put him in prison. After he got out, he met my grandmother, married, and they moved to the Russian border with China so that he could continue his work. You know from our conversation last night that Baba eventually ran an orphanage there and adopted me after the orphanage closed.”

“Your grandparents were living there when he disappeared?”

Katie nodded. “She stayed for a long time after that. The orphanage needed her, and she always hoped he would return.”

“Have you discussed any of this with your professor?”



“I intend to if I can ever get safely back to his house. I’m borrowing his daughter’s car right now. Last night, I tried to return it, but there was a suspicious looking car parked across the street. I drove by a couple of times and it was still there. I’m guessing the guy stayed all night.”

“What about the professor’s office?”

“I went back to the museum where he and I work. We’re actually employed by the Academy of Sciences, but our lab is located in the Ethnography Museum building. That’s when I discovered that Sergei Baranov, an assistant curator, was involved in all of this. He was talking with some goon about a roll of film. It has to be the film from the space capsule. By the way, the goon was one of the men who attacked us in the desert.”

“So this curator was responsible for the attack.”

“He must have had me followed.” Katie shrugged. “The guy is a total creep.”

“And all they took was the film,” Jake said. “Why? And how did they know to look for it? How did you know to look for it for that matter?”

“I haven’t gotten to that part yet.” Katie smiled. “First, let me finish my story about Professor Kozlov. I suspect that he found something really interesting about my grandfather’s tissue sample. He keeps a row of old lab notebooks on a bookcase in his office. I was flipping through them one day and found the term Genesis Project. At the time, I wasn’t looking for anything related to Dmitri so I didn’t think much of it. That’s until I found the same term in one of my grandfather’s old textbooks just before I left for Mongolia. Genesis Project was handwritten in the margins of a chapter on vertebrate embryonic development.”

“What was the title of the book?”

“Paleontological Zoology.”

“That’s interesting,” Jake responded. “So if the two are connected, your grandfather’s find might have been a very young offspring, possibly unborn?”



“Maybe,” Katie said. “But that’s where the trail goes cold.”

“Except for the Gemini capsule,” Jake returned to his biggest question. “Either no one in the U.S. government wants to admit its existence, or there’s no one left who knew anything about it…except you and some very bad people.”

A prankish look came across Katie’s face. “You may trust me, comrade,” she said with a thick accent and then laughed at the sound of her silliness.

Jake shook his head in mock disapproval but before he could voice an analogous response, the waitress brought their breakfast order. A wonderful, rich aroma filled his nostrils.

“Tvorok cheese stuffed blinis with wild mushroom cream sauce,” Katie announced as the plates were set in front of them. She then spoke to the waitress in Russian, causing the young woman to giggle.

“I didn’t quite catch that,” Jake said as the woman walked away.

“I simply asked her to bring you another order.”

“That’s what I thought you said.” He smiled. “And the second part, the one that made her laugh?”

“Oh that,” Katie’s eyes brightened, “I just said you were a growing boy.”

“Thanks,” he replied in a low voice. “Now can we get back to the Gemini capsule…comrade?”

“First, how’s the breakfast?”

Jake took a bite and let it savor in his mouth. “Wonderful!”

“I knew you’d like it. It’s my favorite dish here.” She scooted her chair close to him. “OK, about four months ago, a man named Oleg Volkov came to visit me at the museum. He said that he had worked on a program back in the sixties called Operation Falcon Eyes that was run out of some intelligence group in the U.S., which he wouldn’t name. The group was responsible for identifying threats to the U.S. government, mostly from Eastern Europe and Cuba. In 1964, there were three sites that the Americans needed to gather more information on. One was thought to be an experimental aircraft test center. Another was a probable chemical weapons plant. The third was the one they feared most. There was speculation that the Soviet Union was building a missile base in Cuba that could easily strike the U.S.”

“Like the one that set off the Cuban Missile Crisis.”

“Exactly. Because of President Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs, Cuba was pretty much a hands-off country. The only way the Americans could get a closer look was by taking high altitude photos. The Air Force was already planning to use Gemini capsules for surveillance missions. This Falcon Eyes program just rushed it up a bit.”

“Then why isn’t this common knowledge today?” Jake asked. “I can understand classified programs, but the Cold War is over and most of its secrets revealed. Why is this still under wraps, and why does some Russian guy know all these details?”

“I asked those same questions. Volkov told me that he was the only survivor of a small group who were given the task of evaluating a top secret Russian camera. The technology is ancient by today’s standard, but at the time it was state-of-the-art. Volkov had smuggled the camera out of the Soviet Union. It had been a top level Russian research project and was the only one in existence. To protect the inventor of the camera, they had intentionally limited the number of people who knew about it.”

“That would be understandable if it were 1964 or even 1984,” Jake charged, “but it doesn’t explain why it’s still a secret today. What about the dead guy onboard? Did Volkov say anything about him?”

“No,” Katie shook her head. “But he did say that he believed the Falcon Eyes program was the cause of my grandfather’s disappearance, and more to the point, the cause of his death.”

Jake narrowed his gaze at her. “But I thought…”

“Let me explain. The chemical weapons plant turned out to be a paleontological expedition headed by my grandfather. Volkov was unaware of it until much later, but a Soviet mole had infiltrated their group. When the man reported the Gemini mission to his supervisors, they sent the Russian military into the area to investigate. Volkov believed they murdered everyone at the site including my grandfather. There actually was no chemical weapons plant or any other Soviet project in the area.”

“Then there’s no real tie to your Genesis Project,” Jake asserted. “If Oleg Volkov is correct, your grandfather was killed simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Except for this,” Katie replied, removing a crinkled envelope from the inside pocket of her jacket. She pulled a yellowed piece of paper from it and translated as she read:


My dearest Galina,

We are so close. Once I hear from Peter, my American friend, and get his high altitude photos, we will be able to finish the work. Please pray for our success.

Your loving husband,

Dmitri



“This is a telegram,” Katie said, handing him the paper, “dated April 3, 1964, five days before the Gemini launch. I just found it in a box that Baba had hidden away. She thinks the box is why our apartment was broken into.”

“High altitude photos,” Jake repeated. “It certainly hints to a connection.”

“This is all so frustrating,” Katie said, “but I have to find out what’s going on here. Since the day that Oleg Volkov came to see me, I have thought of little else.”

“So you didn’t have the telegram before you went to Mongolia?”

“No.”

“I see,” he replied contemplatively. “Did you ask your grandmother about Dmitri’s friend from the telegram, the American named Peter?”

“All she said was that my grandfather had a friend named Peter Jensen. She had met him a couple of times, but she really didn’t know anything about him other than he was an American who shared a number of common interests with Dmitri.”



“How did you find the capsule? Did Volkov know where it was?”

“No, although based on telemetry records, he suspected it had landed somewhere in Mongolia. If you look at the data from the official NASA website, there were orbits that put the spacecraft directly over where we found it. I began searching the Internet for anything that linked Mongolia with the early space program. Last month I came across a newly uploaded article from an old Russian travel magazine. There were photos of a scrap of parachute fabric that had been found near the Flaming Cliffs of Mongolia. The author had no idea where it had come from. I did a search on NASA parachutes from that era and realized that it could have been from a Gemini capsule. I called Mr. Volkov to tell him what I’d found, and surprisingly, he sent me the money to go. He said that he owed it to my grandfather.”

Jake frowned. “This is not adding up. For Baranov to have known to look for a camera and film,” he argued, “and tie it back to your family, someone would have to have shared this same information with him. You didn’t even know that the film had any link to your grandfather until you got back and found the telegram. Therefore, you couldn’t have let it slip nor could Baranov have gotten the info from your notes.”

With a sudden look of shock, Katie brought her hands up and buried her face in them. “I must be blind. It was a set-up, wasn’t it? Oleg used me to find the capsule. He and Baranov must have been in league together.”

“They probably assumed that your grandfather left more information than he did.”

“Or at least more than Baba has given me access to. What is wrong with me? I’ve really messed things up.”

“Trust me,” Jake replied, reassuringly touching her hand. “I’ve never been one to weigh out all the facts before charging ahead. You can ask my mom about that. Between me and my brother, I’m surprised the poor woman is still sane.”

Katie smiled. “Thank you. Maybe if I’d had someone to talk with about all this, I would have seen the dangers ahead of time.”



Jake smiled at Katie’s comment. “You ready to get back to our casual morning marathon? After all, I paid for the nickel tour so you’re not off the hook yet. Maybe we can come up with a plan along the way.”

“How was breakfast?”

“Not too bad,” he replied looking down at his empty plate. “Can we come back tomorrow?”
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Sergei Baranov sat in his small, dismal office, staring at a bottle of pills on his desk. Adorning the walls were cheaply framed posters of visiting museum attractions he’d had some part in managing. He studied each of them in turn as he rotated slowly in his chair: Galapagos Island: On Board the HMS Beagle; Dawn of Man: Our African Ancestors; and finally, Neanderthals: A Step in the Upward Direction. It was the one currently on display. There wasn’t much to show for his brief academic career, but he gradually entertained the thought that it was all there was ever going to be.

The lunch hour had passed and like breakfast, he had eaten nothing. His careful plans were falling down around him. How could he have been so stupid? Snatching the bottle, he held it up in the dim light to read the label: AcePro, a tranquilizer given to thoroughbreds to calm them down before a race. In the past, half a tablet was all he’d needed to put most of his cares behind him. He wondered what two or three or perhaps the whole bottle would do.

Nine, ten, eleven… He counted them out in his hand.

As he reached for a half empty bottle of Vodka, there was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” he said in an abrupt, fearful voice.

“Alena.”

“It’s unlocked.”

When the door opened, a tall, slender woman with long, platinum blonde hair entered the room. She was wearing a bright red dress and matching spiked heels.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I’ve been trying to reach you all day. You haven’t returned any of my calls. Is everything OK?”

Baranov leaned back in his chair and cocked his head as he looked up at her. “You’re looking at a dead man,” he said flatly.



“What?” she gasped in response.

“It’s all going to hell, and I can’t blame anyone but myself. I knew from the minute I met Engel’s henchmen at the airport that they could never be trusted. If you’re fabulously wealthy and former Eastern Bloc, you’re as dirty as April snow.” His speech was distinctly slurred.

“You’re drunk.”

“Almost, but not enough,” he replied.

“I don’t understand why you’re not running if you’re so scared. You still have the film. Others will be interested, especially that first guy. His lackey is still here trying to get his hands on it. I’ve been trying to reach you because I took a call today from someone in the States who knows about the film and wants to discuss an offer with you. Forget these other guys. Let’s run and regroup. As long as we have the film, we’re in control. It would be better than hiding in here until they find you.”

In his inebriated state, Baranov was suddenly caught up in her enthusiasm. He’d never expected to find more than a sexual consort in Alena, but she could actually be a true partner, a soul mate. He smiled at the banality of such an overused term. Still, his burden of loneliness felt lighter and what she was saying made sense. He could wait for the Germans and hope for the best, but he knew there would never be a single euro transferred to his account. His death would assure them anonymity. They were probably waiting for him outside, but it was better to try than to do their job for them.

“You’re wonderful,” he said as he struggled to rise from the chair.

“Are you going to get the film?” she probed.

“Yes,” he mumbled, grabbing his coat.

“Is it here?”

“Upstairs. The old photo lab behind the fossil storage room.”

When he turned around to grab the door handle, he suddenly caught a glimpse of something out of place in her hand. Too late, he realized it was the barrel of a small automatic handgun.

Blam, Blam! A deafening report and flash came from the weapon. The impact drove him against the filing cabinets next to the door.



“Why?” he managed to say as he sank to his knees.

“Because you were never going to leave that witch and because I’m no one’s mistress. My life begins today.”

Stepping over him, she opened the door and headed for the central stairwell that led to the paleontological labs. Alone once more, Baranov managed to roll over on his back as excruciating pain and the coppery smell of his own blood overwhelmed his senses. In the dim light, he saw an exhibit poster behind his desk: Mythology in the Post Modern World; God in an Intellectual Age. If there really was a god, a final thought entered his fading consciousness—he was about to meet him.
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The morning quickly faded into afternoon as Jake and Katie strolled along the canals in the heart of the city. She explained more about her trip to Mongolia and the events following her return. She also told Jake about her supervisor and the conversation she’d overhead between him and one of their attackers. His involvement had come as no surprise. Before her departure, Baranov had certainly asked more questions than usual, especially since he’d rarely spoken to her after she had confronted him about his disgusting sexual humor.

“You think the film is still in the darkroom?” Jake asked.

“Unless they’ve moved it today. Professor Kozlov’s daughter has been keeping an eye on the fossil room and on Baranov. He hasn’t been coming in to work very much, but when he does, he stays in his office with the door shut.”

“If I buy a ticket to the museum,” Jake posed, “how hard is it to gain access to the restricted areas?”

“They’re all controlled with swipe cards.”

“Do you still have one?” Jake asked hopefully.

“I do, but I can’t promise it will work.”

“Do you have after hours access?”

“Until 9:00.”

“What time does the museum close?”

“Today is Thursday,” Katie thought aloud. “Four thirty.”

Jake checked his watch. “That’s fifteen minutes from now. If you’ll loan me your card, I’ll give it a try.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good plan,” Katie said. “The thought of going back to that museum doesn’t thrill me, especially with what I ran into there a couple of days ago. If anyone checked the login records, they’ll know I’m back. I wouldn’t put it past Baranov to have the system spit out a warning message when my swipe card goes through. We could be walking into a trap.”

“Why don’t you let me go alone?” Jake suggested. “There’s no reason for both of us to risk it.”

Katie smiled and wrapped her arm around his. “That’s very sweet and noble, but I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you. Until you showed up yesterday, I was miserable. I didn’t know if you’d been killed. I don’t want to go through that again. We’re either in this together or…”

“Don’t even think it.” Jake nudged her. “You’re not alone anymore. We are in this together. OK?”

Katie nodded as she squeezed his arm.

“Now, let’s go see what’s on that film,” Jake encouraged. “If your grandfather was right, the whole world is waiting for this mystery to be solved. And frankly, my curiosity is getting the best of me.”
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“Dietrich,” the insipid voice on the other end of the phone answered.

“Yes sir,” Alena replied uneasily. She held the cell phone close to her mouth, cautiously looking about. “This is Alena Fomin, Mr. Baranov’s secretary.”

There was a protracted pause with no reply on the other end of the line, so Alena continued. “I… uh. I’ve replaced Mr. Baranov. He is no longer in possession of your merchandise. You will be dealing with me now.”

“Where is the film?” Dietrich demanded.

“I have it, or rather I…I will have it tomorrow. I can meet you and deliver it.”

“Where is the film?” Rune Dietrich repeated more sternly.

Alena’s mind raced as she thought through her ad hoc scheme. Like Baranov, she was smart enough to know these Germans could not be trusted. Once they had what they wanted, they would kill everyone involved. Her only hope was to keep them off balance while she covertly retrieved the film from the darkroom. Then she’d hide out until the dust settled and make contact with her half-brother. He was savvy in dealing with the underworld. He’d even spent time in prison on a mafia-related fraud indictment. Vasilii would know what to do next. They would be partners and share the money.

“This will be on my terms,” she mustered the courage to say.

“And what are those terms?” Dietrich smugly asked.

“Tomorrow morning, 8:00, Alexander’s Column, Palace Square,” she tersely replied.

“Why should I trust you?”

“Baranov had other customers, but you are the only ones I know about. I’m also not greedy. Whatever amount you had originally settled upon is satisfactory.”

“How can I be assured that Baranov will not try to stop you? You may need my protection.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said smugly.

“And why is that?”

“Because I killed him.” She surprisingly enjoyed the power in that statement. “I come from a family that you should not cross. Now…do we have deal or not?”

There was another protracted silence. “Palace Square, 8:00 tomorrow.”
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The dark sky above St. Petersburg carried the threat of another snow shower. It was evidenced by the orange glow of city lights reflecting in the heavy cumulus clouds. Jake took notice of the bare trees swaying slowly in the freezing breeze. An occasional snowflake tumbled through the beam of the lone streetlight at the rear entrance to the museum.

“Here goes nothing,” Katie said as she slid her access card into the reader. The clunk sound let them know she’d been successful.

“Bingo,” Jake responded.

“That’s half the battle,” she whispered. “Time will tell if we’ve set off any alarms.”

Opening the door slowly to avoid a loud creak, they stepped inside and were relieved to find that the foyer was deserted. The overhead lights in the passageway leading to the central hall were off. Katie knew from this that the afternoon cleaning crew had left for the day.

“Looks deserted,” Jake whispered back.

Katie nodded and motioned toward an illuminated green sign at the end of the hall.

“Stairs,” she mumbled.

When they reached the stairwell, Jake peered through the small window above the handle, and seeing no one, opened it. Taking careful steps, they climbed the stairs until Katie tapped Jake’s shoulder when they’d reached the third floor. Jake pressed his face against the window and looked both ways down the hall.

“It’s OK,” he said.

“Baranov’s office is the fifth one down on the left,” she replied.

They hurriedly covered the distance and after making a final survey of the area, Jake tapped lightly on the door. There was no answer, which he’d anticipated since there was no light emanating from the crack at the bottom. He tried the knob, but it was locked.

“Are you sure the only key box is in Baranov’s office?” he asked.

“It’s the only one I know about.”

“Maybe we can pry it open. Is there an equipment room nearby?”

“The fossil lab is one floor up,” she answered. “There are all kinds of tools in there.”

Jake removed a small flashlight from his pocket, flipped it on, and turned his attention to the lock. The strike plate was fairly standard with a noticeable gap between the door and the jamb. Reaching back into his pocket, he removed a Swiss army knife and opened the large blade.

“It doesn’t look that hard to pick,” he said.

As he began working the blade into the gap, the sound of a door closing down the hallway caught their attention.

“Jake, stop!” Katie whispered.

“Excuse me,” the man called out in Russian. “Do I know you? Step over here into the light so that I can see you.”

“I hope you know this guy,” Jake said as the tall man wearing a white lab coat approached them.

“Dr. Kozlov,” Katie replied, “it’s me, Katrina.”

Jake observed that a smile came across the man’s gentle face. He guessed his age as somewhere in his late seventies. Well over six feet tall with tousled gray hair, he walked slightly stooped, which made his archaic necktie flap as he walked toward them.

“Katrina,” he greeted with a hug. “Tamara said you had returned from your trip. How are you?”

“Very well,” she said a bit nervously.

The professor looked beyond her and smiled at her companion.

“This is a friend of mine, Jake Evers,” she said. “I’m showing him around St. Petersburg and he was interested in seeing where I work. He’s also a researcher.”

Jake stepped forward to shake the man’s hand. “It’s good to meet you, sir.”



The older man shook his hand firmly. “You are from America. The southern United States, I think.”

“That’s right,” Jake smiled. “My accent must be worse than I thought if it can even be detected in Russia.”

“Try being from the Sayan Mountains close to Kazakhstan,” the professor replied. “It was years before anyone here could understand me. I think it must be equivalent to your hillbillies.”

Jake laughed. “It could be.”

“It’s good we ran into you,” Katie said. “I have gotten turned around. I somehow thought there was another exit on this end of the hall to the fossil rooms upstairs.”

“It is easy to do, especially at my age,” the professor replied, winking at them.

He motioned for them to follow him, and they walked a short way down the hall to the next corridor and then down a flight of stairs. Passing the labs where Katie worked, they came to his office. The door was open so they entered and were offered a seat. The already small office was further cramped by stacks of papers and journals that nearly covered the walls.

“Please excuse the clutter,” the professor said. “With over fifty years of research done in the same office, you tend to collect things.”

When they sat down, Katie and the professor immediately began a conversation about their work, alternating between Russian and English. Jake sat patiently, allowing enough time to pass before he could make an excuse that would allow him to return to Baranov’s office. As they had seen no one else on their way to the professor’s office, Jake hoped that Dr. Kozlov was the only one still there. When ten minutes had passed, Jake cleared his throat.

“If the two of you will excuse me, I need to use the toilet. Would you point me in the right direction?”

Katie wrinkled her brow and then gave him directions.

“Thanks. Hopefully this won’t take long. I’ve had a bit of an upset stomach this afternoon; probably something I ate.”

“If Katrina took you to that place with the heavy cream blinis, it’s understandable,” the older man teased. “I think I was sick for a week.”

“Now, Professor,” Katie began her lighthearted defense and quickly shifted back into Russian.

Jake winked at her as he stepped out of the office. Looking in both directions, he was thankful to see that the floor still appeared to be deserted. When he got back to the corridor leading to Baranov’s office, he raced to the end and immediately retrieved his pocket knife. Digging the blade into the bolt, he could feel it move slightly but not enough to disengage from the strike plate. He would have to find something to break it open.

Moving back up the hallway, he found a room displaying a sign which translated into Chemistry. The door was unlocked so he stepped in and turned on his flashlight. Like most chemistry labs, there were soapstone covered tables with Bunsen burners, gravimetric balances, and elaborate racks of synthesis glassware. Keeping the beam of his light low, he scanned the back of the room and found that the rear wall was covered with cabinets filled with bottles of chemicals. The one in the far right corner was painted red and on it was written in yellow letters: CORROSION HAZARD.

“Yes,” he thought aloud.

Inside the cabinet, he found a brown, one-liter bottle with the chemical symbol H2SO4 on the label—Concentrated Sulfuric Acid.

“Ninety-seven percent,” he continued to read. “Yep, that’ll do it.”

Returning quickly to Baranov’s office door, he carefully uncapped the bottle and began pouring it into the crack above the lock. The sudden hissing sound was followed by the smell of rotten eggs, a sulfurous reaction product of the acid eating away at the lock. All he needed to still dissolve was the final few millimeters of the latch. After applying the acid two more times, he sat the bottle beside the door and looked again to make sure he was alone. Seeing no one, he kicked the handle with the heel of his boot. The sound resonated down the hall. When he tried a second time, he heard a distinctive pop, indicative of metal breaking. Suddenly, as he raised his foot to kick it a third time, he saw something emerging from beneath the door, which at first he thought was a puddle of acid. The thick, reddish color was not right however. Bending down with his flashlight, he examined the liquid, being careful not to touch it. The substance bubbled, which clearly meant that the acid had mixed with it, but what was causing the red color?

Dropping to his knees with his face inches from the crack beneath the door, he shown his flashlight into the space and was horrified at what he found. There was black hair from a person’s head lying just inside the door. The color was obviously coming from a pool of blood surrounding the body.

“Oh,” he muttered as he recoiled from the door.

His mind raced while he tried to collect his thoughts. Then he heard footsteps approaching. With little time to act, he grabbed the bottle of acid, unlatched the window at the end of the hall, and tossed the bottle outside. As he closed it without latching it back, he heard the sound of glass breaking on the sidewalk below. Quickly, he walked back up the corridor. As he rounded the final corner before reaching Dr. Kozlov’s office, he nearly collided with a young man. Judging from his age and the stack of books under his arm, Jake guessed he was a student.

Before the young man could speak, Jake asked in Russian, “Toilet?”

The student pointed to the door not three feet from where they were standing.

“Thank you,” Jake replied and quickly darted into the room. Once inside, he paused for a few seconds and then peered out to see which direction the student had taken. Thankfully he had turned around and was headed in the direction of Professor Kozlov’s office. Jake hoped that he was merely going to report seeing a stranger in the building.

After waiting for a few minutes to give credence to his deception, he returned to the professor’s office. As he walked slowly back, he thought about his next course of action. The door to Baranov’s office was irreversibly damaged. It would certainly be discovered the following day, especially with a broken bottle of acid on the sidewalk below and the pool of blood collecting outside the doorway. When the investigators checked the after hours access records, they would find Katie’s name. An unknown American seen by the student would also raise the red flag.

To stifle any further suspicions from either Dr. Kozlov or the student, Jake would have to return after they had gone home and hope his vandalism wouldn’t be discovered before then. It was likely that he would not be able get the door open without the help of some leverage, especially with the fusion of metal that had certainly occurred after the acid had done its work. It was also going to be noisy. With people still in the building, and with the fact that he had almost gotten caught twice, he wasn’t willing to take the risk. The main problem was Katie’s swipe card. He would not be able to make it back before her access time had ended for the night. That was why he had left the window unlocked. When he returned, he would have to climb up the building, raise the window from the outside, and crawl through. It wasn’t going to be easy, especially with his bum leg.

When he made it back to the professor’s office, he found that his guess about the student had been correct.

“Jake,” Katie said relieved, “I want you the meet Kirill. He’s Dr. Kozlov’s newest graduate student.”

“From the University of Kiev,” the professor added.

Jake shook the young man’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier. I was kind of in a hurry.”

Kirill only smiled politely and nodded a vague understanding. His education in Ukraine had only included Russian as a foreign language.

“I’m not feeling very well,” Jake said, turning to Katie. “Maybe we should go.”

Katie looked at him nervously and replied, “Sure. It’s getting late anyway.”

“I will see you to the door,” the professor replied. “Kirill, you should call it a night as well. Even graduate students need their rest from time to time.”



The young man nodded and disappeared down the hallway, presumably to retrieve his coat.

“A good student,” Dr. Kozlov said.

Jake hoped that Kirill’s willingness to work late hours was unique. When he returned, he really didn’t want any more surprises.

“Good night, Professor,” Katie said as they stepped outside. “I look forward to talking with you again next week. Tell Tamara I said hello. I’m scheduled to be back in the office on Monday.”

“It was nice to meet you,” Jake said shaking the professor’s hand.

“And you as well young man,” Dr. Kozlov replied. “Play it safe and stay away from those restaurants Katrina suggests. They are killers to your colon.”

“Thanks, Professor,” Katie said curtly and then smiled.

The older man laughed and then kissed her on the forehead. “I will see you Monday, Katrina. The two of you take care and have a good night. Tell your grandmother I said hello.”

As they walked down the stairs, Katie could hardly contain herself. “Did you find anything?”

Jake took a deep breath. “You so don’t want to hear this.”

“What is it?”

“What color hair does Baranov have?”

“Black, why?”

Jake nodded and then stopped to face her when they reached the sidewalk outside the gate. “There’s someone dead inside his office. It may be him.”

“Oh my goodness!” She felt faint.

“Look, we’ve got big problems. There are people out to get you and I don’t have a clue about what’s going on here, but you’ve just become the perfect target to be framed for murder. Unless I can get back in there and somehow clean up our trail, we could both be burned for this. We’ve been seen by two people. The access log will show you were there, and I’ve left plenty of fingerprints behind. We don’t have a choice. I have to go back.”

“That’s not possible. My access has expired for the day.”

“I left a window open next to Baranov’s office. Maybe in an hour everyone will have gone home. I’ll sneak back in and try to come up with something.”

“I’m going back with you. If you get caught, we both do.”

“No,” he said, gripping her shoulders softly. “There’s a more pressing issue—your grandmother. I was planning on getting both of you out of Russia tomorrow, but the clock has been moved up on us. It’s clearly not safe for either of you to stay here. Does she have any out of town relatives, someone who wouldn’t mind her visiting for a while without asking too many questions?”

“She has a cousin in Tomsk.”

“Put her on the train tonight. In fact, go with her. After I’ve left the museum, I’ll make contact with the U.S. Consulate tomorrow morning and explain what’s happened. I have friends there who can help us. I’ll call you when it’s safe.”

“I agree with you about Baba, but I’m not leaving St. Petersburg without you.”

“But…” Jake tried to object.

“I’m terribly stubborn,” Katie said, holding up her hand. “You won’t change my mind on this.”

Jake rubbed his tired eyes. “OK,” he finally conceded. “Go take care of your grandmother. Where do you want to meet?”

“There’s an all-night coffee shop called Pushkin about four blocks down on the left. I’ll meet you there.” A worried look showed in her eyes.

“God will watch over us,” Jake reassured her. “Trust him.”

“I know,” she said sincerely, “but I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

“I’ll be OK,” Jake insisted. “Did you talk with Professor Kozlov about what’s going on?”

“I tried to, but he put his finger to his lips and shushed me. He scribbled this note.”

Katie handed it to Jake and then translated.

“The building has ears. You cannot trust Baranov. Don’t come back here. I will come by later to explain, but you need to leave the city.”



“So he knows,” Jake said.

Katie nodded.

“Then, let’s get you out of here!”
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“Hopefully those two are the last ones,” Dawkins huffed. He was fed up with the waiting game, and his stomach was growling.

“There are still three cars in the parking lot,” Hoffmeyer observed.

“One of them is Baranov’s. The other two I’m not sure about, although I think one of them is his secretary’s.”

“They’re probably together. If so…”

“Wait,” Dawkins snapped. “Someone else is coming out.” They watched as a tall man walking slightly stooped exited the building and got into an older sedan. “Good, that leaves just the two of them.”

“You really think Baranov is still in there?”

“I’ll bet he’s been waiting for everyone else to leave so he can meet his other customers. He’s probably calling them right now.”

“How do you propose we get in there?”

“With this,” Dawkins held up a swipe card. “I borrowed it off a lab coat when I was there the other day. I thought it might come in handy.”

“The same day you lifted the photo?” Hoffmeyer shook his head.

“You may not approve of my methods, but I always get the job done.”

“Then let’s get this over with and hope your methods don’t get us arrested or worse.”

They covered the distance from the utility building to the museum in less than five steps. Dawkins looked up to recheck that there were no security cameras and swiped the card through the reader.

“We’re in,” he muttered.

“Where’s Baranov’s office?”

“I’m guessing the third floor. The directory in the lobby lists the room number as 324.”



Finding the central stairwell, they quickly climbed to the third floor and stepped out into the darkened hallway, lit only by emergency lights on either end. Dawkins pointed to an office door displaying the number 304 and then proceeded to the next door which read 302.

“Other direction,” he motioned.

They moved past several offices before reading the numbers again: 320, 322, and finally 324.

“This must be it,” Dawkins whispered.

“Looks like no one’s home,” Hoffmeyer said hopefully.

“What’s that awful smell?”

“Eggs,” Hoffmeyer wrinkled his nose. “Rotten eggs.”

“Is it coming from his office?” Dawkins asked.

“I’m not sure,” he said, stepping closer to the door. He pressed his ear against it.

“Smells like the rest of this filthy country,” Dawkins mumbled in disgust.

“Ah!” Hoffmeyer suddenly yelled.

“What is it?” Dawkins asked excitedly.

“My God!” he shouted in obvious pain. Hoffmeyer frantically slung off his right loafer, dropped to the floor, and pulled off his sock. “It feels like my foot’s on fire.”

Dawkins bent down to take a closer look at the floor and saw that his boss had been standing in a dark, gelatinous puddle. It was also the source of the rotten egg smell.

“What is it?” Hoffmeyer asked as he examined the tender area on the outside of this big toe. Thankfully it appeared to be the only affected spot.

“Acid?” Dawkins replied, pointing to the shoe that had landed beneath one of the emergency lights. Vapors were rising from the nearly eroded sole.

“Dear God,” Hoffmeyer groaned. “What on earth is going on here?”

“Are you able to walk?”

Hoffmeyer pulled his injured foot across his left knee and examined the spongy area where a callous had once been. “I don’t think it’s that bad. I got the shoe off before it could do too much damage.” He glanced at the sock where a small hole had been burned around the toe.

Dawkins helped him to his feet. “You should at least go wash it. There’s a restroom down there next to the water fountain.”

“We’ve got to leave after that,” Hoffmeyer said sternly. “This is not worth us risking our lives. In time, you’ll learn as I have that Holtz is a psychopath who’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants. Our lives mean absolutely nothing to him. So we’re leaving. Understood?”

“Of course,” Dawkins nodded as Hoffmeyer stepped into the restroom.

Alone, the young PhD contemplated the possible scenarios. He looked back down the hall toward Baranov’s office. The puddle of acid was flowing out from beneath the door. That meant that someone had either accidentally or intentionally spilled it from inside. Why acid? What could they have been using it for?

A long forgotten piece of information suddenly came into his mind. Acids were used in developing film. In the modern age, digital photography had practically removed the need for a darkroom, but he’d worked in one once when he was a photographer for his grammar school yearbook. The ancient teacher who had supervised the yearbook staff had insisted on them doing it the old fashioned way. Acid baths were used in the final process to stop the printed image from getting too dark.

“A darkroom,” he mumbled.

Less than three minutes later, when his boss came back out, Dawkins was nowhere to be found.
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After a quick trip to the metro stop to see Katie off to find her grandmother, Jake turned and headed back to the museum, which was several blocks away. Wearing only a light jacket, Jake felt the cold night air permeate his skin since the temperatures were hovering just above freezing. Jake walked slowly at first, trying to remain inconspicuous amid the few pedestrians still making their way down the sidewalk. Along the less traveled back streets, he was able to move at a half jog until he reached the Neva River. Once he crossed onto Nevsky Prospekt, he slowed his pace to a fast walk and was back at the museum a few minutes later.

The entire complex was surrounded by a fenced courtyard that someone had locked since his last visit. There were only a couple of unoccupied cars in the adjacent lot, and the park across the street was completely deserted. Jake took a final look in all directions and then climbed the gate. After sprinting across the courtyard, he stood beneath the column of windows below Baranov’s office. The correct spot was easy to find since the shattered bottle of acid was strewn across the sidewalk. To the right of the windows, he spied a downspout affixed to the wall with brackets at regular two feet intervals. Not an easy climb, but at least he would have hand and footholds.

With the front lugs of his boots gripping the edge of the brackets, he worked his way up to the third floor window. Gripping the painfully cold pipe with his right hand, he gave the window a solid shove. When it screeched open, he peered inside. Seeing no one, he shifted his weight and swung into the opening.

Once inside, he carefully approached Baranov’s door and yanked it. As he’d expected, the lock didn’t budge. Knowing he would never get the door open without prying it, he started up the hall in search of a lever. As he turned to make certain that no one was approaching from the connecting hallway, something odd caught his attention. Beneath the security light, he found what appeared to be an old shoe. Kneeling to examine it, he found that the sole had been completely eaten away. The sulfurous smell told him why.

“Uh oh,” he muttered as his flashlight caught a smeared footprint a few inches from the dark red puddle.

Jake wasted no time as he moved up the hallway. In the chemistry lab where he’d found the acid, there was nothing strong enough to act as pry bar. He discovered the same thing in the computer room next door and the janitor’s closet beyond that. The next room was a repository for museum artifacts that had been rotated back into storage for lack of a space to display them. On the front shelf, Jake found a badly pitted but sturdy iron sword, most likely from the Roman period he surmised. He also removed a large prehistoric stone tool from the shelf below.

“That should do it,” he thought aloud.

Back at Baranov’s office, he pushed the sword into the opening above the lock. After giving it a tap with the stone hammer to ensure that it would not move, he swung the stone with all his might, striking the sword dead center of the handle. With a loud boom the lock broke, cracking the door open with the remaining force. Jake knew the only obstacle now was the body a few inches inside. He paused for a moment to listen for footsteps. Hearing none, he gently applied enough pressure to force an opening large enough to allow him to peer inside. It was unsettling to know the source of the resistance to his pushing.

Inside he discovered a small office with museum posters covering the two walls that he could see. The filing cabinets just beyond the door were cluttered with stacks of paper and file folders in scattered disarray. Bracing himself, he applied more pressure to the door and then trained his flashlight toward the body. It was a man, lying face up, staring at the ceiling through sightless eyes. His face had an eerie white pallor and two bullet holes were clearly visible in his blood soaked shirt.

With a clear view of the entire office, one thing became apparent to him. There was nothing resembling a film canister anywhere. If Baranov was the dead man lying in front of him, Jake had to assume that the film was somehow involved. Had someone killed him to get it? Or perhaps someone had tried to get it and Baranov wouldn’t budge. Either way, the next logical place to look was the darkroom where Katie had last seen it. That would require getting into the lockbox beside Baranov’s desk. Jake could see that the box was also locked. Katie had told him that Baranov probably carried the key on the key ring in his pocket.

“The things I’m doing for that woman,” he mumbled as he bent down beside the body and reached into his right pants pocket. The clinking sound and feel of a firm metal edge told him he’d been successful.

Quickly removing the ring, he examined each key until he found a short one which appeared to be a size matching that of the lockbox. It was a correct assessment. Inside the box, there were a dozen or more keys, but fortunately they were labeled. Crudely pronouncing the Cyrillic letters, he found that the Russian word for darkroom was a simple transliteration from the English. Grabbing the number five key, he turned toward the door.

“And what does that open?” the tall man in front of him asked.

Jake would have been more startled, but the man’s Bostonian English indicated that this was no security guard. He also noticed the man’s odd footwear, one high end leather shoe and one foot wrapped in what appeared to be cloth from a torn lab coat. Any thought that this could might be Baranov’s killer disappeared as well. He didn’t have the eyes for it. Jake guessed he was a competitor who just found out that he’d been swindled.

“That’s for me to know,” Jake answered, leaving the remainder of the sardonic phrase unspoken. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”

“You don’t think you’re going to get by me without an explanation for this,” the man said motioning toward the body.

Jake smiled cynically. “A more interesting story might begin with why a foppish New Englander would be hobbling around a Russian museum in the middle of the night wearing only one shoe.”



The man looked down for a moment and then met Jake’s gaze. “I don’t have time for games. The film belongs to me. I have paid for it and have come to collect. Now where is it?”

“What if I’m the killer?” Jake shrugged. “If I were in your shoes…or shoe, I’d be more cautious. I certainly wouldn’t be making all these demands.”

“You don’t fit the description.”

“Which is?” Jake asked pointedly.

Suddenly, the loud sound of footsteps approaching caught their attention. A younger man reached the office door, almost breathless with fear.

“She’s got a gun,” he blurted as his eyes caught sight of the lifeless mass in the floor behind them. “I’ve been….”

When he collapsed in Hoffmeyer’s arms, it was obvious from the crimson stain on his back that Dawkins had been shot.

“Oh no!” the tall man said frantically. The thought had never occurred to him that the killer might still be in the building. He dropped his injured apprentice on the floor and cast a wild-eyed look about for an exit. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

“Wait,” Jake demanded. “What about your partner here?”

“He’s dead…and I’m out of here.”

As the tall man hobbled to the stairwell, Jake gently rolled his younger accomplice over onto his stomach and examined the wound. The bullet had entered through his left shoulder and had apparently become lodged in the bone. There was no exit hole. He checked his pulse and found that the man was still alive.

“Gun…” Dawkins said groggily as he returned to consciousness.

“It’s OK. You just passed out. Lie here and be still for a minute.”

“Holtz. I’ve got to get Mr. Holtz’s film back.”

“Holtz?” Jake asked.

“Walter Holtz.” The man said angrily as if Jake should have recognized the name. He was clearly not thinking coherently. “You’ve got to help me.”

“I’m going to help you. First, you said there was a woman with a gun. Is she following you?”



A look a fear came across his face once more, but he said nothing.

“Do you know where she is?” Jake said forcefully.

The younger man swallowed hard and tried to speak. “There,” he struggled to say, pointing behind Jake.

As Jake turned, a shot rang out which struck the wall just above his head. Plaster fell into his eyes as he leapt to his feet. Without hesitation, he charged toward the approaching figure who had closed the gap to within twenty feet. Even in the dim light, Jake could see the wild look of hate in her eyes as she ran toward him with an outstretched arm. Her fist was clinching a small automatic pistol and across her shoulder, she awkwardly lugged a large vinyl bag.

Anticipating the second shot, Jake dropped to the ground and slid to close the distance. When he came up, he threw an elbow to her jaw with as much force as he could muster. The sudden pop told him he’d connected with a well-timed blow. The gun was jarred from her hand as she struck the floor, unconscious. Jake kicked it out of reach under the door of an adjacent office. Although he would like to have kept it, he wanted no connection to the probable murder weapon.

Guessing the content of the bag, Jake slung it over his shoulder and went back for the injured man who was now sitting with his back against the wall.

“Can you walk?” Jake asked.

“Yes,” he responded weakly.

“You can either come with me or try this on your own. Your partner has flown the coop.”

The younger man looked at the bag. “Is that the film?”

“I assume so.”

“That belongs to my employer,” Dawkins said. “He paid for it and sent me here to get it.”

Jake stared at him for a moment without responding as he caught his breath. “No, this belongs to a friend of mine and probably the U.S. government for that matter. In my book, that trumps any claim your boss might have over it. Besides, if it belongs to you, why did you come here to steal it?”



“I could ask you the same question.”

“Fair enough. But I’m just reclaiming stolen property. Of course theft must seem fairly minor to your boss since he’s murdered already to get this.”

Jake couldn’t help noticing the flash of concern that crossed the young man’s face.

“I didn’t have anything to do with that dead guy in there. It was Baranov, wasn’t it?”

“I’m not talking about Baranov,” Jake replied sternly. “I’m talking about the Mongolian attack. Did Mr. Holtz tell you about that? Did he tell you about the murdered guide and the attempt on an innocent girl’s life?”

“I don’t know anything about that. I’m just a courier sent here to retrieve that roll of film.”

“Then you need to walk away from this and find another employer.”

“I can’t do that,” Dawkins responded. The comment was more of a plea than a statement of resolve.

“In too deep,” Jake suggested, “or just too much to lose?”

Dawkins struggled to his feet, but fell back against the wall, still dizzy from the trauma.

“I’ve worn many hats,” he said looking up. “Vagrant, juvenile delinquent, petty criminal, but I’m not a murderer. I just want to go home.”

“Then let’s get out of here,” Jake firmly asserted.

On their way out of the museum, Jake found no sign of the one-shoed man except for a fragment of cloth snagged in the sill of the door leading outside. The younger man’s partner had hit at least one more obstacle in his flight to safety. Although he would like to have known their names, Jake knew it would be pointless to ask. If his assumptions were right, these two would-be criminals were both in over their heads. At least he had the film and a name, Walter Holtz.

The weather conditions had worsened since Jake had entered the building. A heavy, wet snow was now falling and the temperature seemed to have dropped significantly.



“It’s cold,” the younger man muttered as they approached the faculty parking lot.

“Here,” Jake replied taking off his jacket. “Put this around you. I’ll continue to apply pressure to your shoulder as we work our way to the train station, although I think the bleeding has mostly stopped. The bullet is still in there, but I think it missed the major arteries.”

“Thank my lucky stars,” mumbled Dawkins

“Or the one who made them, ”Jake offered with a smile.

Blam! The gun blast from an unseen attacker came so unexpectedly, neither of the men moved at first. It was unclear to them from which direction the shot had come. When the second shot followed immediately afterward, Jake shoved the younger man to the ground, pivoted hard on his injured leg, and bolted back toward the museum. In the shadows to his left, he spied the gunman beneath the dim glow of a security light affixed above the entrance door. He was tall, and like a professional hit man from a mafia film—he wore a suit and tie although his muscular build barely fit into the jacket. With no time for more than a cursory glance, Jake ducked behind a row of hedges that lined the waterfront side of the museum. When he was nearly half the distance down the length of the building, he glanced back to see if the gunman was following him. Instead, he found that his injured companion was quickly closing the gap.

“Come on!” Jake shouted, motioning with his hand until he caught up. “You should’ve split in the other direction.”

“I don’t want to die,” the younger man pleaded.

Blam! Blam! Two more shots rang out just before they turned the corner into the barren museum parking lot. As they sprinted across the pavement, Jake spied a metro stop down the street that had a large number of cars parked in its adjacent lot. When they reached it, Jake hurdled the low fence and then helped his companion climb over.

“Did you drive?” Jake asked.

“No, I took a cab.”

“In here,” Jake commanded, jerking his panicked companion into a row of cars parked in the darkest corner of the lot. “Stay down.”

Hidden from view within a cluster of four closely parked cars, Jake crawled on his hands and knees toward the passenger door of an older Moskvich taxi while Dawkins tried a Mercedes on the diagonal corner. A double click indicated that they both had found unlocked cars.

“Over here,” Jake instructed in a low voice.

Dawkins shook his head and motioned toward the Mercedes.

“We’ll never get that one started,” Jake muttered. “Too new. Anti-theft devices.”

Conceding the point, Dawkins crawled over to the rusted yellow taxi and climbed in behind Jake. Being cautious not to make a sound, he closed the door and moved into the back seat to allow Jake to work under the steering column. Jake removed a Swiss army knife from his pocket and opened its scissors. In less than ten seconds, he had freed the ignition wires.

“That was fast,” Dawkins remarked.

“It’s not what you think. I had an uncle who owned a junk yard.”

With a strained cough, the old Moskvich sputtered to life. Jake eased the automatic transmission into reverse and without sitting up, backed the taxi from its parking spot. After putting it into drive, he slowly emerged from his crouched position.

“It’s him!” Dawkins cried as they were both jolted by the face of their attacker who was standing directly in front of the car. Jake hammered the gas pedal and the taxi responded with a sudden lurch that spun the gunman down the side of the car. Jake turned the steering wheel hard to the left and accelerated toward the west end of the parking lot. When he reached the entrance, his worst fear was realized. For after hour’s security, a large chain had been swung between the unoccupied parking attendant’s booth and the first post of a massive perimeter fence. Their only option now was to go back in the direction of the gunman.

After making a sudden, brake initiated one-eighty, Jake slammed the accelerator to the floor and made a straight line for the east entrance. Just when he thought they would make it, a black BMW sedan, charging to block their escape, struck the taxi with a hard glancing blow to the right side. The force of the collision threw Dawkins over the seat and into the front passenger floorboard. Through the windshield, Jake saw the menacing face of their attacker.

“Hold on!” he shouted.

With the crippled taxi shifted into reverse, he stomped the accelerator once more and spun the car in the opposite direction again. Like a desperate animal trapped in a cage, he anxiously peered in every direction for a means of escape. Traveling back down the length of the lot toward the west gate once more, he saw the headlights of the BMW as it turned and headed in their direction. The large volume of steam pouring from the taxi’s radiator clearly confirmed that the old sedan could not keep up the cat and mouse game much longer. Jake also noticed the sluggish steering, which likely meant that the front suspension had been damaged in the collision.

“He’s gaining on us!” Dawkins shouted.

“In hindsight, we should’ve taken the Mercedes.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m thinking. I’m thinking.”

“He’s almost on us!”

“There!” Jake motioned toward a narrow pedestrian path that opened into the lot.

“We can’t fit through that.”

“Ye of little faith.”

After another erratic turn, Jake angled the taxi toward the opening and drew a bead on the wooden gate. With as much power as the old car would deliver, they burst through the opening, splintering boards in all directions. The sound of grinding metal against the posts on either side of the gate was followed by the screeching of tires as the car struck the pavement on the waterfront side of the metro. Jake turned the wheel hard to the right onto the vacated street that followed the Neva River toward the western end of the island. Dawkins instinctively looked back to see that the driver of the BMW had somehow followed them through the narrow passage and was turning onto the street fifty meters behind them.

Jake’s limited knowledge of the city told him that their best opportunity to lose their attacker would be in the winding streets surrounding the port authority. During his previous visit to St. Petersburg, he had helped unload pallets of medical supplies at the port for victims of a Ukrainian earthquake. He especially remembered being confused by the maze of streets.

“Where are you going?” Dawkins elevated voice revealed his panic.

“There’s a port up ahead. See the ships?”

Dawkins jerked his attention from the headlights behind them to the fast approaching waterfront.

“We’re not going to make it!” he exclaimed.

When Jake noticed that there was no more steam flowing from beneath the hood, he was inclined to agree. The temperature gauge was fully into the red and a steady clicking noise coming from the engine told him they were only seconds away from it seizing.

“A cop!” Dawkins shouted as they blew past a blue and white Lada sedan parked in front of the Academy of Arts building. Immediately, blue and red lights began to flash behind them.

“Are you going to slow down?” Dawkins asked.

Jake didn’t answer as he allowed the options to play out in his mind.

“Well?” Dawkins demanded.

“We have to weigh out the possible scenarios,” Jake answered.

“Scenarios?”

“Number one. I let up on the gas and we get rammed by our friend in the BMW. At this speed, that’s going to hurt.”

“OK.”

“Number two. We keep driving and hope this car stays together long enough for the police to catch the guy behind us.”

“I like that one better.”

“However,” Jake raised a cautioning finger, “the squad car has already radioed ahead and the police are certainly waiting for us somewhere else down this road. Stolen vehicle, breaking and entering, reckless driving, resisting arrest…all of which are minor compared to Baranov’s dead body.”



“I see your point.” Dawkins sighed. “Are there any win-win options?”

“There is one. We could…”

Bam! Dawkins jerked his head back to see that the BMW had rammed them.

“Scenario one it is,” Jake spoke unceremoniously.

An abrupt slamming noise emerged from beneath the hood and Jake knew immediately that the old Moskvich had slung a rod. Billows of dark smoke poured through the exhaust as oil from the crankcase reached the remaining cylinders. With a second, more forceful impact from the BMW, the taxi spun wildly out of control as Jake fought in vain to prevent a collision with the guardrail. Like a precision cutting tool, the Moskvich sheered the thin steel rail, sending the taxi into the frigid river below.

“We’re going to die!” Dawkins screamed in the seemingly suspended time before the car struck the water.

Before the impact, Jake braced his feet against the floorboard and bent his knees slightly to absorb the blow. When the car struck, he gripped the door handle firmly and yanked it just as the force propelled him forward against his seatbelt. Although the restraint had kept him from being thrown from the car, the shoulder harness had not held and his face struck the steering wheel. He instantly recognized the taste of the coppery liquid that flowed across his lips.

As the frigid water rushed into the car, he unsnapped his companion’s seatbelt and grabbed his forearm, pulling him out of the vehicle. He couldn’t tell but guessed from his motionless posture that he had been knocked out in the collision. With his forearm hooked under Dawkins’ neck, he kicked hard with his aching legs until he reached the muddy bank. Dawkins began to cough up water as Jake rolled him over.

Lying on the darkened bank, Jake listened for signs of activity above them but was surprised by complete silence.

“Can you move?” he asked his companion.

“No-o-o,” Dawkins said with a shivering voice.

“Are you hurt anywhere besides your shoulder?”



There was no reply, which made him worry that the man was going into shock. One thing was certain. The combination of wet clothes and subfreezing temperatures was a death sentence for both of them if they didn’t soon find shelter.

“I won’t leave you,” Jake said.

“I’m afraid to die,” the younger man faintly spoke.

“We can’t stay here,” Jake urged. “We need to get dry. In these conditions, we have only minutes before hypothermia sets in. If I help you, will you try? Maybe we can flag down a car or find an open building across the street.”

“I’ll try.”

With his forearm under Dawkins’ shoulder, Jake lifted the man and helped him up the slippery bank until they reached the edge of the pavement. A brisk wind that struck their soaked clothes made them both shake almost uncontrollably.

“I see car lights,” Dawkins chattered as he looked over Jake’s shoulder.

“Let’s hope it’s not our friendly neighborhood gunman.”

When the car pulled to a stop in front of them, Jake was relieved to find that it was neither the police nor their assailant. The driver of the small two-seater car got out and hastily came around to help them. Jake noted the genuine look of concern on his strong, bearded face. His brow rose as he looked at them through soft blue eyes.

“What is wrong?” he asked in Russian.

“A car accident,” Jake responded. “Do you speak English?”

“Yes, yes! Please, we must get you to my car. Your friend does not look well.”

“I think he’s going into shock,” Jake said. “He needs to go to a hospital.”

“I will drive him. Help me get him into my car.”

Jake continued to support the younger man’s weight as he helped him over to the vehicle.

“But what about you?” the driver said. “I don’t have room for both of you.”

“I’m OK,” Jake replied. “I just need some dry clothes.”



“I have my work coveralls in the back. Let me get them for you.”

As Jake helped Dawkins into the passenger seat, the injured man looked up at him with a confused expression. As he hung near the edge of consciousness, he could not imagine why someone would care enough to help him, especially when it jeopardized his own safety.

“Why?” he managed to say. “Why would you do this for me?”

Jake bent down beside the seat and looked him squarely in the eyes. “Because I know something that you don’t. There is a God. He is real. He’s your Creator and he loves you. We may never see each other again but know that he put us together tonight for a reason. He has a plan for you. Talk to him before it’s too late.”

“Here they are,” the driver announced, handing Jake a pair of heavy denim coveralls.

“I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate this,” Jake said as he struggled out of his freezing clothes.

“You are much blessed that my shift has just ended.”

Jake looked behind him toward the factory buildings that surrounded the port. For a shift change, there were surprisingly no other cars on the road.

“What sort of business are you in?” Jake asked as he stepped into the wonderfully dry coveralls.

“Salvage.”

“Good business,” Jake nodded as he reached into the pocket of his soaked pants. Retrieving his wallet, he pulled out a handful of wet bills and offered them to the driver.

“No, no,” the man waved his hand emphatically.

“For the emergency room,” Jake replied. “I doubt it will be enough. Please take it.”

The driver finally shrugged and accepted the money. “I will take good care of him and send a car back for you.”

“Thank you,” Jake said earnestly, hoping he would be long gone when the next car arrived. “You are a gift from God.”

His statement made the man smile. “I’d better go.”

As he watched them drive away, Jake realized that his body temperature was returning to normal. The dry clothes, rush of adrenaline, and quivering muscles were beginning to replace the onset of hypothermia.

After thoroughly checking the pockets of his wet clothes for anything that could identify him with the wrecked taxi, he tossed them over the guardrail and followed the sloping path back down to the submerged car. When he reached the riverbank, he felt inside a galvanized metal culvert and retrieved a nylon bag. Unknown to his young companion, Jake had slipped the straps of the bag around his ankles as they swam to the bank. Finding the culvert, he had slipped the bag inside.

“Well, Jacob,” he thought aloud. “This is another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.”

In the distance, he heard the sound of sirens but realized that they were not coming toward him. What he could not have known was that they were responding to the scene of another murder. Across the street from the port authority ten blocks away, the body of a police officer lay crumbled beside the tire tracks of a BMW that he had pulled over only minutes before.
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“Baba,” Katie whispered. “Baba, wake up.”

The older lady responded slowly, blinking her eyes as she adjusted to the dim light.

“What is it, Katrina?”

“Baba, we have to go,” Katie urged.

“Go?”

“My supervisor at the museum has been murdered. Sergei Baranov.”

“What?” Her grandmother was now fully awake. She rolled over and sat up on the side of the bed.

“I don’t have time to explain all of this to you, but we must go. The police could show up here at any time.”

Without asking further questions, Galina walked over to the wardrobe, opened it, and removed a leather satchel from the top shelf. She also took out a pair of wool pants and slipped them over her pajamas.

“My coat is in the hall closet,” she said. “After I get it, we can go.”

Her sudden matter-of-factness surprised Katie. “Is that all you’re taking?” she asked, looking down at the bag.

“It contains everything we will need; passports, money, and your grandfather’s things. I transferred them from the box.”

“You knew we were leaving.”

“A man came to the apartment today and asked about you. He was a hard man with the eyes of a criminal.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him I had not seen you in several weeks, that you had gone out of the country on holiday, and that you weren’t expected back until the weekend.”



“Did he believe you?”

Baba shook her head. “I don’t think so. He would like to have barged in, but there is a tenant here who is a police officer. He was in the playground outside, swinging his daughter.”

Katie was almost afraid to ask the next question. “What did he look like?”

“Short, muscular build, wiry black hair.”

“Did he have a scar on his face?

Her grandmother nodded and put her finger to her right temple. “A long one that ran from here to his eyebrow.”

“Oh no!” Katie blurted.

“Who is he?”

“He’s one of the men who tried to kill me in Mongolia. I saw him talking to Dr. Baranov at the museum. That’s how I knew that Baranov was involved in the attack. I’m sorry about this, Baba. I am truly sorry.”

The older lady combed Katie’s hair with her fingers as she had done when her granddaughter was a little girl. “Perhaps I should be the one to apologize,” she said. “Your troubles have come from being a Petrovich.”

“When this is all over Baba…” Katie started to say.

“I know, Katrina. I can no longer protect you from the truth. I will tell you everything.”
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As Jake walked briskly toward the urban center of the island, he vaguely recalled that the green line of the metro subway terminated not far from the port authority. After slogging across four blocks in his soaked boots, he finally came to a major intersection and saw it was Bolshoi Prospekt, the main thoroughfare that traversed the length of the island. Below the sign was an illuminated map with an enormous blue M printed in one corner.

“Metro,” he read as he walked over. If the scale was correct, the Primorskaya stop would only be another five blocks or so. It was also nearly 1:00 a.m., the time when the metro shut down for the night.

Picking up his pace, Jake quickly covered the distance but in doing so also developed a healthy blister on his right heel. As he hobbled into the station, he purchased a pass just as the rattle of the arriving train caught his attention. Ignoring the pain from the blister, he rushed down the stairs in a full sprint and darted across the platform just as the doors were closing. Using what little strength he had remaining, he pried the doors open, and after a scolding from the platform attendant, he took a seat on the nearly vacant train.

“Thank you, Lord,” he breathed.

Enjoying the warmth of the train’s heating system as it permeated his chilled body, Jake removed his soggy boots and poured the water out onto the floor. For fear that taking his socks off would further aggravate his blisters, he found a hooded sweatshirt that someone had left in the adjacent seat and used it to press as much water out of them as he could.

Two groups—the thought kept coming into mind as he looked down at the nylon bag. Apparently operating independently, two separate groups were after the film and were willing to kill for it. And what about the crazed woman who’d tried to kill him outside of Baranov’s office? Was she working for one of them or did she have a separate agenda? Could she be the one who killed Baranov? Any way he looked at it, one thing was certain. It was time to leave Russia. After he collected Katie and her grandmother, he would place a call to Bill Hendricks, his supervisor at TERA. Bill’s undisclosed past in U.S. intelligence had helped Jake out of predicaments before. He hoped this would be no different, especially with the trail of destruction that followed him.

At the café where they’d agreed to meet, Katie was almost beside herself with worry. Jake should have returned long before now she thought. They had been waiting for the better part of two hours. Had he been caught or worse? And what about her grandmother? At her age and health, she really shouldn’t be out in the cold this late at night. Katie had tried to get her on a train out of the city, but there were none to be had.

“Let’s go, Baba,” she said to her grandmother. “I’m going to check us into a hotel.”

“What about your friend?” Baba asked with concern.

“I don’t know what’s keeping him. Once I get you in a room, I’ll go look for him.”

“Do you think that is wise?”

“No, Baba,” she sighed, “but what other options do I have? I’m really concerned about him.”

Her grandmother smiled. “This is a different role for you.”

“Now Baba,” Katie admonished, “I know where you’re going with this, but it’s not like that. I just feel responsible for dragging him into this mess.”

“I see. That he’s a Christian, intelligent, and handsome hasn’t really crossed your mind.”

Katie feigned a disappointed look. “Matchmaker? Now that’s a different role for you.”

“He’s the first one of your male friends who’s impressed me. I’m just watching out for all aspects of my granddaughter’s life. You can’t blame me for that,” she shrugged.



“We’ll see,” Katie said as she walked off to pay their bill. There was truth to what her grandmother was saying, but with all the turmoil around them, it was impossible to even consider.

After a short descent down a flight of stairs that ended at the riverwalk, Katie and her grandmother headed up the street toward the hotel district. As they passed the Nevsky Prospekt metro stop, from the corner of her eye, Katie spied a lone figure hobbling toward her. His broad shouldered silhouette against the lights of the station was unmistakable.

“Jake,” she called out as she ran over and embraced him. “I’ve been worried sick. I was afraid something terrible had happened to you.”

“Well,” he shrugged as he moved into the light.

“Where did you get those clothes?” she asked. “Is that blood on your collar? Oh my goodness, you’re bleeding. You have a gash in your eyebrow. What happened?”

Jake became aware that her elevated voice had caught the attention of the station attendant.

“Let’s head up the street, and I’ll tell you about it.”

Katie’s grandmother walked up to join them.

“How are you Mrs. Petrovich?” Jake asked. “I’m sorry to drag you out in the middle of the night. It’s pretty cold out here. Let’s go find a hotel.”

The older lady smiled. “I wish the two of you would stop worrying so much about me. I’m not that fragile. Long before you were born, my husband was finding unique ways of getting us into scrapes like this.”

“And Baba has agreed to tell us all about it,” Katie said, raising her eyebrows at her grandmother. Baba seemingly ignored the comment as she took Jake by the arm and headed up the street.

“So what happened?” Katie asked as they walked.

“Before or after I stole the taxi to escape the Mafioso who was taking shots at us?”

“You stole a taxi?” Katie gasped.

“And then ran it off into the Nevi River.”



“Oh me,” Katie put her hand over her eyes and shook her head. “Wait…you said ‘us.’”

“It’s been a crazy night, beginning with the fact that there are multiple groups of bad guys, and a bad girl, who are after this.”

He held up the bag which Katie had failed to notice.

“You got it!” she said excitedly. “You got the film.”

“I aim to please.”

Katie reached over and gave him a warm hug.

“The ‘us’ you asked about were two guys who didn’t really strike me as your common thugs; definitely educated types, unlike the ones who attacked us in Mongolia. They were also American. One of them ran off when the shooting started. The other one ended up with me in the taxi. After we crashed, a Good Samaritan stopped and took the guy to the hospital. He had taken a bullet in the shoulder, but I think he’ll be all right. The guy who stopped gave me these dry coveralls. There was also a crazed woman at the museum who took a few shots at us.”

“Oh my goodness, Jake,” Katie responded.

Her grandmother laughed. “You are so much like my husband Dmitri. Trouble always seemed to follow him.”

Suddenly they heard the screeching of tires behind them. Turning to see a pair of headlights quickly approaching, Jake reacted by pushing Katie and her grandmother safely into the entrance of a granite façade that opened onto the sidewalk. Unable to get clear himself, the side-view mirror of the car grazed his shoulder as the driver jumped the curve. The force knocked him to the ground, but he was back on his feet almost as quickly as he had fallen.

“I’m getting sick of this,” he said angrily as he rushed over to the olive green SUV and accosted the driver who was raising a pistol as he stepped from the vehicle.

With all his force, Jake slammed the heel of his boot into the door before the gunman could fully step clear. The gun, which was knocked from his hand, struck the ground and discharged. The report was magnified as it echoed from the surrounding buildings on the otherwise quiet street.



Jake impulsively kicked the weapon as the assailant reached down to retrieve it. In doing so, he caught the man’s fingers in a crushing blow and was certain that he’d heard the sound of bone breaking. Before the gunman could react beyond a loud cry, Jake planted an elbow into his neck and knocked him to the ground.

Katie and her grandmother watched as the two scuffled on the ground. Jake was finally able to deliver a clear blow to his temple, and the man fell back onto the pavement.

As Katie dashed over, she ran her hand around Jake’s tight bicep, which was exposed from the sleeve that had been torn away in the fight. Standing beside him, she looked at the unconscious man’s face.

“Recognize him?” Jake asked.

Katie nodded.

“Scarface from Mongolia,” he said.

“Was he the one who attacked you earlier tonight?”

“Unfortunately no. This guy’s a common criminal. The gunman at the museum had a more professional look about him.”

The sound of approaching sirens caught their attention.

“What do we do next?”

“I think the option of finding a hotel on this street just went away.”

Katie’s grandmother walked up to join them. “Come with me,” she said motioning toward the alley behind them. “I have an idea.”
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Jake and Katie followed their guide through the backstreets of St. Petersburg’s urban center until finally reaching a part of town unfamiliar to Katie. The Stalinist-era buildings of red granite were coated with thick gray layers of industrial and automobile pollution. Liquor bottles lined the decaying windowsills and cluttered the street. Dirty stucco façades lay in broken chunks around the base of the buildings. In the air, Jake caught the smell of something that could only be described as a mixture of alcohol and human excrement.

“I don’t think this is right, Baba,” Katie said with concern.

“Trust me,” Baba answered.

“But…,” Katie started again.

Her grandmother held up her hand. “Trust me,” she said sternly.

As they walked down the main thoroughfare, which was fairly populated even at the late hour, they were met with stares from people who clearly realized even in their drug and alcohol induced states that these people did not belong here. The muted hum of a distant radio was mixed with the occasional sounds of dogs barking and a baby crying from one of the apartments above the street. When they had traveled nearly eight blocks, Katie’s grandmother stopped across the street from a shady looking hotel or brothel as Katie saw it.

“This is the place,” Baba said.

The entrance was surrounded by a group of women whose purpose was obvious. There were five of them, encircled in a cloud of cigarette smoke. All were wearing short dresses and spiked heels. As they approached the hotel, Katie knew her assumption had been correct.

“Hello Kisha,” Baba greeted a thin, scantily dressed woman standing closest to the entrance. The wildly unkempt hair which hung down over her face was a myriad of colors.



Katie looked at Jake with utter surprise. Equally stunned was the woman. Jake could only pick up bits of the conversation which followed, but it became apparent that Katie’s grandmother had a relationship with the woman who barely looked up during their talk. When the conversation ended, Baba embraced the woman and held her as closely as she had held Katie many times.

“Let’s go inside,” Katie’s grandmother said.

At the desk, she rang the bell and was greeted by the owner, night clerk, and probable pimp. He emerged from an apartment size room that had a bed and small kitchen visible from the open door. The man’s movement stirred the air so that the odor of marijuana drifted into the lobby. His awkward movements indicated that he was stoned.

“Good evening,” Baba said in Russian. “We need a room for the night.”

“This is a private business. I only take customers that I know,” the man slurred.

Baba lifted her case and opened it.

“Keep your small money, old woman,” the man said disrespectfully. “Just go.”

Jake stepped forward and looked the man squarely in the eyes.

“I’ll call the police,” the owner responded.

“Does that ATM work?” Jake asked, motioning toward the machine standing beside the doorway.

The man didn’t answer.

“How do you ask about the withdrawal limit?” he mumbled to Katie.

Before she could answer, the man replied in English, “300 euros.”

“Surely you have a 300 euro room we could rent for the night,” Jake offered with a hesitant smile. It was easily ten times the normal rate, but Jake stepped over to the machine and withdrew the money.

Without further protest, the owner pulled a key from the board behind his head and handed it to him. “Up the stairs to the left,” he said flatly.



“A pleasure doing business,” Jake replied.

The three exhausted travelers took the stairs to the second floor and found the room that corresponded to their key number. When Jake opened the door, the first thought that crossed his mind was that the owner’s room looked like the bridal suite by comparison. The bed, which had not been made, revealed sheets that had also not been changed in some time. Without a doubt, it was the filthiest place he had ever seen.

Although Katie was fatigued to the point of feeling sick, she had to find out one thing before she went to sleep. “Who was that woman, Baba?”

Her grandmother took a seat beside her. “She’s someone I’ve tried to help over the years. You didn’t recognize her?”

“No,” Katie shook her. “Should I?”

“The two of you played together as children,” Baba replied looking down at the floor. “I’ve been blessed to have a granddaughter who has made good decisions. My friend Dasia’s children did not.”

“Dasia,” Katie thought back, “the woman who lived next to us at our old apartment? Oh my goodness. Kisha. That was her daughter? She was a few years older than me. We lost touch after I changed schools. What happened to her?”

“Drugs. She started doing drugs in high school and ended up as a prostitute to support her habit. Dasia found out she was living down here and asked me to try to help her. She refuses to even speak to Dasia.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Maybe I could have done something.”

“Dasia didn’t want you to know. She was too ashamed. I come down here every few months to check on her. Kisha is in my prayers every night.”

Katie folded her arms. “You continue to be full of surprises.”

“And you have your own life to live. You young folks think if you pass a certain age you become useless.”

“You know better than that,” Katie said as she kissed her grandmother.

“You certainly saved us tonight,” Jake added. “Thank you. Now the two of you better get some sleep. Katie, do you have a cell phone? Mine is a bit waterlogged at the moment.”

“It’s out of power,” she replied shaking her head. “I have the charger, but I don’t think this room has any outlets.”

“That’s OK,” Jake said as he approached the door. “There’s a pay phone across the street. I need to call my boss and get his instructions on what to do next.”

“Just come back soon… OK?”

“OK.” He smiled as he opened the door.

Jake locked the door as he stepped outside and then walked down to the lobby. The whole place smelled of drugs and general filth. As he walked out onto the street, he found the cool night air to be refreshing. It was now past one in the morning, and the women he had seen earlier had either gained employment or gone in for the night. Jake walked over to the phone and picked up the receiver. After dialing the number, he waited for an answer on the other end. The seconds seemed like hours until he finally heard a familiar voice.

“Hendricks,” was the answer on the other end.

“Bill, I need your help,” Jake responded.

“Are you still in St. Petersburg?” Bill asked.

“Yes, and I’m in big trouble.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. St. Petersburg police called our office wanting to know your whereabouts. They’re investigating a stolen vehicle and the murder of a police officer.”

Jake exhaled loudly as he rubbed the back of his neck. “That was fast.”

“You mean you know about this!?”

“I know about the taxi. I took it to keep from being killed. I don’t know about any police officer being murdered, although it doesn’t surprise me. Did they say where the murder took place?”

“Vasilyevsky Island, near the port.”

“BMW,” Jake muttered.

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s a setup, Bill. The guy who tried to kill me a few hours ago must have killed the police officer. You’ve got to get us out of here.”



“You mean you’re not alone?”

“There are two ladies from Russia in the same predicament that I’m in. I’ll explain later.”

“Tell me where you are, and I’ll send someone from the consulate to pick you up. I’ll actually be in Russia tomorrow morning for the backslapping party that closes out your Mongolian dig with the Russian Academy. The U.S. Ambassador has asked me to attend.”

“I’ve lost track of time,” Jake said. “So you’re flying to Moscow?”

“Early flight from Helsinki. For crying out loud, Jake! How do you end up in these messes? Of all my employees, I worry about you the most.”

“I honestly don’t know, Bill. I honestly don’t know.”

After Jake had given him directions to the hotel, he went back inside. The door to the owner’s room was shut so he took the opportunity to look around.

“I’m at least guilty of stealing a car and breaking and entering,” he thought. “I’ll eventually be charged with murder. The theft of a pair of pants and a shirt can’t add much to my sentence.”

In the hallway to the left of the desk, Jake found the laundry room. He looked in the dryer and pulled out a shirt and a pair of pants that would fit well enough. The owner was about his size except for a larger waistline. He removed the coveralls and forced them into the back of an overstuffed closet. When he climbed the stairs back up to his room, he walked over and gently nudged Katie.

“We’re getting out of here.”

“It can’t be morning already?”

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I just got off the phone with my boss. He’s sending someone from the consulate to pick us up. We’re driving to Moscow tonight. I’ll wait outside for the car. Would you wake your grandmother?”

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. “All right. We’ll meet you down there.”

Outside the building, Jake waited in the shadows of the adjacent alley until he saw the two women walk out. Katie had her arms wrapped around her grandmother, who despite her amazing show of strength, was nearly exhausted. Jake walked over to greet them and about fifteen minutes later, they spotted a taxi turning down the street. The car approached slowly, allowing Jake to see that the driver appeared to be reading the building numbers. As he stepped into the light and walked over to the car, the driver reached across and opened the door.

“I know you,” Jake exclaimed in a tone which clearly showed his uneasiness. “Your name is Baris. You’re the Turkish taxi driver I had the other day.”

Katie looked at Jake with concern.

“Yes,” the man smiled broadly. “I remember you as well. We talked about my favorite subject, food. What a coincidence.”

“We’re not getting in this car,” Jake spoke to Katie. “Take your grandmother back inside.”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“It’s OK my friend,” Baris said patting his chest. “You can certainly trust me. I am an honest fellow.”

“How did you know to look for us here?” Jake asked pointedly.

“I’ve been driving around all night,” he answered, “ever since I got the call. I saw you at the train station and tried to catch up with you there, but you turned into this part of town.”

“Got the call from whom?” Jake continued his interrogation.

“Stefan.”

Jake paused for a moment as the name sunk in.

“Who is Stefan?” Katie asked.

“A man I met when I was trying to find you. He told me where you lived.”

“I don’t recognize the name,” Katie said.

“Your grandmother knows him.”

Katie turned to see that Baba had fallen asleep with her head resting against the back of the bench on which she was sitting.

“Do you trust this man?” Katie asked as she looked at the driver.

In the distance, the blare of police sirens sounded a few streets over. They could have been responding to any number of emergencies, but Jake assumed the worst.

“We’re running out of options,” he replied as the sirens came closer. “And I do trust Stefan.”

“Let me get Baba,” Katie said.

“I’ll help you. Then we need to get out of here.”

“Great my friends,” Baris responded. “It will be good to share more stories of my country with you.”

Jake opened the rear door for Katie and her grandmother and then took a seat next to the driver. As they sped away and approached the first intersection, Jake looked back and saw the red and blue lights of two police cars as they arrived at the hotel where they had just left. Four officers dressed in the tactical gear of a SWAT team bounded from the vehicles with their weapons drawn and entered the office. When the door shut behind the men, a thought entered Jake’s mind—the ATM in the lobby where he’d gotten money only minutes before. Was that how they’d found them? If so, their enemies were even more powerful than he could ever have guessed. Connections to banking records and police units on a moment’s notice screamed of organized crime. The thought made him suddenly queasy.

“Do you have a cell phone I could borrow?” Jake asked Baris.

“Of course,” he said pulling it from his shirt pocket.

Jake dialed a series of numbers and waited.

“I hope this is good,” a familiar, but groggy voice answered.

“Wade,” he said with urgency in his voice. “This is Jake. I need your help.”

“Sure Jake. What can I do for you?”

“I know you’re not the kind of guy who goes puttering around in other people’s computer systems, but me and a friend named Katrina Petrovich, that’s P-E-T-R-O-V-I-C-H, were in a museum last night in St. Petersburg, the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography to be exact. She has an access card that allowed us in. We really don’t want to leave behind any record that we were there. Can you fix it?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“One more thing,” Jake quickly added.



“Shoot,” Wade answered.

“Starting with two days ago, prove that I was anywhere else but here and that my ATM card was reported stolen.”

Katie and her grandmother were both asleep before they reached Nevsky Prospect, the main thoroughfare through the city.

“Where do you wish to go?” Baris asked.

“The U.S. Embassy.”

“Do you mean the U.S. Consulate here in St. Petersburg?”

“No,” Jake shook his head. “The consulate has no after hour’s personnel who can let us in. Our best option is the embassy in Moscow.”

“You know that is about four hours from here? It is mostly a two lane road until you get to the outskirts of the city.”

“Do you mind?” Jake pleaded. “We’ll certainly pay you for it.”

“A friend of Stefan’s is a friend of mine,” the driver said cheerfully.

“How do you know Stefan?”

“We go back many years. He calls from time to time when he needs my help. After you and he talked the other day, he wanted me to keep an eye out for you and your friends back there. I know everything that goes on in this city.”

“So you’ve been in St. Petersburg a long time?”

Baris laughed. “Sometimes it seems like an eternity.”

“I know what you mean,” Jake said smiling. “These past few days have seemed more like years. I’m just glad to be leaving this city in one piece.”
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“Where is my film?” The sound of Engel slamming his fist against the table came across Rune’s cell phone with complete clarity. Although Rune had no idea where it was, he knew it would be unwise to admit it. Engel was famous for his tirades. At times, Rune had even found his boss’s anger amusing when it was directed at someone else.

“The Americans are up to something,” the old man continued without giving his chief of operations a chance to answer. “I am beginning to suspect that this TERA is not an independent, non-profit research agency. I smell the CIA in this.”

“CIA?” Rune was clearly taken aback by the suggestion.

“Our friend Mr. Evers had his wallet stolen. His credit cards have been used without his knowledge, an apparent victim of identity theft. Don’t you find that interesting?”

“How can this be? We know he used a debit card early this morning.”

“Do we?” Engel asked derisively. “According to a call I just got from the deputy chief of police in St. Petersburg, his credit card company contends that the card was reported missing. They were in the process of putting a stop on the card when they noted its use at the ATM inside the brothel.”

“This still doesn’t affect the murder investigation,” Rune said optimistically. “There’s still a dead cop and an eyewitness who will identify Evers at the scene.”

There was a discomforting pause on the opposite end. “Passport control processed his paperwork yesterday morning. According to their records, which were confirmed by the American Embassy, Jake Evers flew out of Moscow at noon yesterday via a TERA chartered flight bound for Paris.”



“There is still Sergei Baranov.” Rune was beginning to sound desperate. “I saw a crowd of news reporters standing outside the museum this morning. When I stopped to inquire, they said that a curator had been murdered. Evers was in that museum which was only accessible via swipe card. He had to have gotten in that way. There should be a record. I will check on that next.”

“There’s no need,” his employer said flatly. “The police deputy told me this morning that they had already searched the records. The last person to either enter or exit that museum was an old biology professor who has already been released from questioning. He’s not a suspect. Whoever we are dealing with is very thorough.”

Rune had no idea what to do or say next. Fortunately, he didn’t have to.

“I’ve arranged for a…let’s call it an emergency relief flight to get you to the Himalayas,” Engel said. “You will have to make commercial connections to the city of Kant in Kazakhstan. When you arrive, you will travel to the Russian air base outside the city and catch a helicopter that will take you to a second Russian military base in Tajikistan. Stay there and await my instructions.”

Rune thought through possible reasons for the assignment. “What engagement should I prepare for?”

There was a momentary pause. “Let’s just say targets of opportunity. Your failure to obtain the film may lead to an unfortunate discovery by the ones who have it. That is something which cannot happen. Are we clear on this?”

“Yes sir,” Rune snapped mechanically. “I’ll prepare for a hunting party.”
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“Good morning sleepyhead,” Jake greeted as he noticed Katie stirring in the backseat. Her grandmother was still asleep.

“I see we made it to Moscow,” she said, observing the brightly colored domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral, the most recognized landmark of the city.

“We’re almost there,” Baris offered in his thick Turkish accent. “Not two miles from here. Very close.”

“You look awful, Jake,” she said as she observed the bloody split in his eyebrow and bruised cheek. There were also dark circles under his eyes from lack of sleep.

“It’s just a phase I’m going through.” He smirked.

As she glanced over at her grandmother, a look of concern came across her face. “What if we can’t get out of Russia?” she asked. “You’re an American citizen. Your government will help you. Baba and I could be trapped here.”

“Then the three of us will become peasant farmers in Southern Siberia. I wasn’t lying when I said I wouldn’t leave this country without you, OK?”

Katie scooted forward in the seat and wrapped her arm around his neck. “OK.”

When they reached the embassy compound, Baris pulled up to the curb to let them out. “It has been a pleasure serving you,” he said and then offered in an exaggerated professional voice. “You are welcome with the Baris Taxi Service anytime.”

“Thank you for everything,” Jake replied. “If you will wait here for a couple of minutes, I’ll run inside and get your payment. I’m completely out of cash.”

“I will drive around the back of the building and get out of this heavy traffic. Moscow police are not understanding of taxi drivers.”



“Thank you,” Katie added as she stirred her grandmother.

“Take care,” Baris spoke sincerely. A serious expression suddenly came across his face. “You are dealing with the enemy of God. Never underestimate him. Just know that our Father is always with you.”

The statement caught Jake off guard.

“I’ll…keep that in mind,” Jake stammered, “and I’ll meet you around back in a little while. You look really tired. Maybe this won’t take long.”

“OK. See you next time.”

As they exchanged a final smile and turned to go inside, the driver pulled out into the traffic and was gone from view.

“He seems very nice,” Katie’s grandmother commented as they walked toward the building.

“Yeah,” Jake shrugged. “A really interesting guy.”

Jake showed identification at the guard’s desk and said that he would be escorting Katie and her grandmother. Thankfully, both of them had brought some identification.

“Do you know if Bill Hendricks has checked in this morning?” Jake asked the Marine guard.

The young man not more than twenty looked down at his computer screen. “Five minutes ago sir. Second floor, Room 226. You cannot escort these foreign national visitors beyond the first and second floors. All other areas are restricted.”

“Understood,” Jake replied. “Thanks.”

Just as they reached the top of the stairs, Jake heard Bill’s voice booming over the cubicles. “I don’t care if you have checked every hotel in Russia, check it again. Locate them.”

When the three stepped out of the stairwell, they found Bill standing over two young employees. A tall, athletic man in his early sixties, Bill’s appearance was often compared to Louis Gossett Jr.

“Hey, Bill. You OK?” Jake asked.

As his boss turned, a look of relief came across his face. “How did you get here?” he asked excitedly as he hurried toward them.

“We had to get out of there quicker than we thought,” Jake replied. “The police showed up only seconds after we left. We were being set up.”



“I spoke with Wade this morning,” Bill said. “He told me you had called him with an unusual request.”

“I didn’t know what else to do. I tried to call you again but couldn’t reach you.”

“We need to talk,” his boss pulled him aside and spoke quietly. “Why don’t you take these ladies downstairs and get them some breakfast. Then meet me in the conference room pronto, if not sooner.”

“Yes sir. It will be a few minutes. I first need to pay my cab fare.”

After introducing Katie and her grandmother to Bill, Jake walked them down to the cafeteria and then returned quickly upstairs. He stopped by a currency exchange desk on the first floor and withdrew the necessary cash from a consulate bank teller to pay Baris. Back outside, he walked around the building but had no success finding him. He waited for several minutes and circled the building once more. His taxi driver was nowhere to be found.

“I guess if he wants his money, he’ll have to check in with the guards.”

With the number of questioning looks from embassy employees he passed along the way, Jake began to suspect that his appearance was worse than he’d imagined. Although he needed a shower and change of clothes, he knew it would have to wait. He wasn’t looking forward to the interrogation from his boss.

When he returned to the conference room, he walked in quietly and took a seat. It was clear that the room had become Bill’s temporary office, which was not surprising. His boss had shared numerous stories with him about his former career with the U.S. Government which included many years in the former Soviet Union. The embassy in Moscow had been his headquarters for most of that time.

“I hope Wade was able to pull the right knobs to get me off the scope,” Jake spoke.

“You know Wade,” Bill said, raising his eyebrows. “What he lacks in style points, he makes up for in brains. He assured me that no one would be able to connect you to last night’s events.”

“What about Katie?”



“He cleared her name from the access log just in time. A few minutes later, someone else was tapping into the record.”

“Someone else?” Jake looked puzzled. “You mean the police?”

Bill motioned toward the door behind him. “Close it.”

Jake followed his instructions.

“You have gotten yourself into a mess, boy,” Bill said pointedly.

“I know.”

“Someone wants you and this girlfriend of yours out of the way and preferably dead. Why don’t you have a seat and tell me the story.”

Jake pulled a chair close to Bill’s. “You know about Mongolia?”

“Murray gave me the rundown a couple of days ago. You know I would never have approved of your going to Russia if I had known about this in advance.”

“I know, Bill. But as you can see, desperate times call for desperate measures. I have no doubt that those two ladies would be dead now if I hadn’t gone.”

Bill looked down at the nylon bag beside Jake’s chair. “What’s that?”

“I’m assuming a roll of film.”

“From the capsule?”

Jake nodded.

“You know I worked here,” Bill asked semi-rhetorically, “back when the Soviet Union was the biggest threat to our nation and the rest of world? We protected secrets that have long since become public knowledge. Many of them are now even taught in grammar school classrooms. In the day, we thought such things were worth giving our lives for and now, nobody really cares who had this or that weapon, or even this or that ideology. Times change,” he shrugged. “Two things, however, have always remained the same. Money talks and men in power usually get what they want.”

Jake nodded without commenting.

“After I talked with Wade this morning and found out that someone else was prying into the museum’s security system at the same time, I had an old buddy of mine here trace the phone number. You’d expect since it was a murder that the number would be the local police.” Bill shook his head. “Nope, a privately owned company here in Moscow with direct ties to the SVR.”

“SVR?” Jake asked.

“Russian intelligence, formerly the KGB. He also gave me a name, the company’s owner, Adelbrecht Engel. Ever heard of him?”

Jake shook his head.

“The Eastern Czar as he’s known in some circles. Fortune 500. He’s one of the wealthiest men in the world and one of several high ranking communist party leaders who made their fortune after the collapse of the East German government. As the most prolific crime boss in the eastern mafia, he controlled most of Poland, Belarus, and Ukraine. When he came under investigation by the European Union and Interpol, he changed his colors and has become of all things, a civic minded philanthropist. You know the 2014 Winter Olympics are going to be in Russia?”

Jake nodded.

“Guess who’s on the committee? No one will touch the guy as long as he stays in Russia, which means only one thing.”

“He has support from above,” Jake responded.

“Exactly,” Bill stated. “Do you want to hear the interesting part?”

Jake raised his eyebrows.

“There are rumors that he is the son of a Nazi. A number of them escaped to South America after the war and integrated into the already established German communities in Chile and Argentina. Engel grew up in Chile before moving to East Berlin. There he was recruited by the Stasi, the East German secret police. Through his connections, he became a major player in the underground economy of communist Europe. Shooting his way to the top you might say. After the reunification of Germany, he took up residence here for his own protection.”

“Adelbrecht Engel,” Jake repeated the name. The words sounded familiar to him.

“It’s not his real name, by the way. If it rings a bell, it’s probably from your Russian vocabulary. Adelbrecht Engel is the German translation of his Russian code name. It means Bright Angel, or more specifically, Bright Arch Angel, a carryover from his days with the Stasi and the KGB. He’s clearly a man with a colorful past who has much to hide.”

“So what’s he after now? Why is this film so important to him?”

“I have no idea,” Bill shrugged. “But I can tell you what he was doing in April of 1964 when those photos were taken.”

Jake wrinkled his brow.

“I called a retired friend of mine who worked at the National Reconnaissance Office through most of his career. If there were cameras flying in space, they were likely involved. He was at NRO during your Gemini mission. Although he knew nothing about the program, he told me about a security leak that occurred during the same time period. They had a Soviet mole deeply embedded in the organization. It took them years to figure out who it was. By then, it was too late. The guy escaped back to communist Europe. East Germany to be exact.”

“Adelbrecht Engel,” Jake mumbled.

“He’s a dangerous man and one who apparently gets his way, especially in this country. He even has ties to the Prime Minister. They belong to same exclusive club and golf together on most holidays. Engel is a major source of the PM’s campaign funding.”

Jake sat back in his seat. “Katie told me a similar story about the security leak involving the Gemini mission, but it wasn’t NRO. It was the CIA.” Jake recounted the story of Katie’s visitor, Oleg Volkov, and how he had paid for her to go to Mongolia.

“She’s lucky to be alive,” Bill replied.

“You can’t blame her for trying to come up with some answers. Her grandfather was probably killed because of it. He may also have been directly involved with the surveillance program. Based on a telegram that Katie found from Dmitri to his wife, it sounds like he at least knew about the flyover.”

“Oleg Volkov must have ties to Engel. There’s no shortage of lackeys when it comes to organized crime.”



“Would you check him out with your former co-workers?” Jake suggested.

“Sure,” Bill assured him.

“There’s another name, Walter Holtz. One of the American guys I ran into at the museum said that name. I suspect he’s their boss.”

“What about your two lady friends?” Bill asked. “It doesn’t sound like it’s safe for them to stay here any longer.”

“Are there any diplomatic strings you can pull, like covert transportation out of the country? I’m sure the SVR would have no problem stopping a couple of innocent women at passport control. And knowing Wade, I’m pretty sure my passport records show that I’m some place fairly unique today, Timbuktu or Addis Ababa.”

“Paris actually.”

“Then Wade’s getting soft in his old age,” Jake smiled.

“I’ll call the ambassador’s office,” Bill replied. “I’ll see what can be arranged to get the three of you out of the country. Have any preferences?”

“Sweet home Alabama comes to mind,” Jake said. “Oh, and if it’s still salvageable, I’d like to get this film developed before I leave town. It’s been out there so long, I doubt it’s still good, but I would really like to know what’s on it.”

Bill thought for a moment. “There’s an old photo lab in the basement. If it’s like the rest of the clutter around this place, there are probably still chemicals down there for developing film. I can check on it for you. There used to be some really good film guys around before the digital age. Some of them may still be working.”

“Thanks, Bill,” Jake said sincerely. “Must have been fun working here back in the day.”

“It was certainly interesting,” his boss nodded. “All this actually reminds me of the old days. You would’ve made a good agent.”

Jake shook his head. “You know better than that boss. I’ve never been able to keep a secret.”

Back in the cafeteria, Jake found Katie and her grandmother conversing over the remains of two hot bowls of oatmeal and a plate of fruit.



“This place makes a mean omelet,” Jake said as he slipped in behind them, “and you two are eating hot cereal?”

“We’re watching our girlish figures,” Katie said reaching out to touch his arm. Jake sensed that she was relieved to see him again, though a bit nervous.

“I probably should be too,” he said with a prankish grin, “but I need some real food. Don’t know what it is about being with you, but I’m constantly hungry.”

“Too many distractions,” she smiled. “You really shouldn’t skip meals.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he winked. “How are you Mrs. Petrovich? Need anything else?”

“I’m much better now. And no. I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Let me order and then I’ll run out and look for our taxi driver one more time.”

“Can I go with you?” Katie asked.

“As long as you behave yourself. I don’t want to be run out of Moscow too.”

“We’ll be right back, Baba,” she said. “Are you OK to stay here?”

“Yes,” her grandmother replied, looking up at the two young people standing closely together. “Yes, I am doing quite well.”
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When Jake and Katie walked around to the back of the embassy, Baris’ taxi was still nowhere to be seen. Jake initially thought he had misunderstood their agreed meeting point, but walking the entire perimeter of the embassy complex once more, they still found no sign of their driver.

“Where do you think he could be?” Katie asked.

“You got me,” Jake shrugged. “At this point, I’m not even sure who the guy really is.”

“Or who he might be working for,” Katie added.

Jake nodded. “The thought had occurred to me, although he obviously meant us no harm. If he hadn’t shown up when he did, I hate to think what we would have been facing.”

“The name he mentioned, Stefan, you said he knows Baba.”

“On the list of interesting people I’ve met in the past week, present company excluded, he rises to the top. Stefan Abramov not only knew your grandmother, he was also friends with your grandfather and had traveled some with him.”

Katie shook her head. “To my knowledge, Baba has never mentioned his name.”

“Based on what he told me, she may not even know he’s still around.”

Katie gave him a puzzled look.

“He knew where you guys lived. That’s how I found you. But other than keeping an eye out for you and your grandmother, whatever that means, he said he had intentionally stayed away.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Stefan had been a political prisoner of the Soviet Union. And since he knew of your family’s problems, he felt that reestablishing a relationship with you and your grandmother would only compound them.”



“But the Soviet Union is dead,” Katie argued.

“Officially,” Jake acknowledged, “although I’m beginning to suspect that its ideology lives on in some of its former members.”

Brrrring! The ring tone of an antiquated rotary phone sounded from Katie’s cell. Reaching into her purse, she retrieved the phone and immediately recognized the number that was displayed on the front screen.

“Professor Kozlov,” she mouthed silently to Jake. “Hello.”

“Katrina, are you alright?” the concerned voice asked almost breathlessly.

“I am fine, Professor.”

“Are you still in St. Petersburg?”

An image of the police raiding the hotel entered her mind and she thought of what Jake had said about the ATM. Their enemies had connections to private things.

“I’d rather not say,” she replied.

Despite his inability to sometimes pick up on subtleties, the professor immediately understood.

“I need to speak with you most urgently. Where could we talk?”

“Do you remember the square where Tamara had that portrait made for you last year, the one that was done in charcoal when we were attending the endocrinology seminar?”

There was a pause on the other end. “I remember. It will take me some time to get there. Can you meet me tonight?”

“Yes, I’ll be there,” Katie assured him.

“Is your friend still with you?”

The question caught Katie off guard. “He is.”

“Bring him as well. I do not want you traveling alone. I will meet you at nine o’clock.”
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The embassy safe house was clearly a carryover from the Cold War, but in recent years it had resurfaced. It was used as a convenient place for out-of-town embassy guests to stay when last minute reservations had been impossible to make. Because of Bill’s connections, two rooms were obtained with little effort. Although the accommodations were somewhat Spartan compared with the better hotels in Moscow, Jake and his two companions had barely noticed this. They found their rooms and slept soundly for the next several hours. Not wanting to miss their meeting in front of St. Basil’s Cathedral in Red Square, Jake and Katie had both set alarms.

Knock, knock. Jake tapped lightly on Katie’s door.

“Come in, Jake,” she replied. “Baba and I are both awake.”

Inside, he found them sitting across from each other at a small table. There was a pleasant aroma of hot tea in the air.

“Pull up a chair and join us,” Katie said.

Jake detected a matter-of-fact tone in her voice. “Mind if I have a cup of tea first?”

“Let me get it for you,” Katie’s grandmother offered.

“It’s OK,” Jake said. “I’ll get it.”

“The teapot is on the stove,” Katie replied.

When he rejoined them, he could tell that there was tension between the two women. Though nothing was being said, it was evident that he had interrupted a conversation that had come to a halt when he had joined them.

“Everything OK?” he asked.

“Baba was just about to tell me about our family history,” Katie said, “before those secrets cost us our lives.”

The older lady smiled awkwardly at Jake and then turned to her granddaughter. The wrinkles around her pale blue eyes tightened, transforming her tired expression into one of concern.



“Maybe I should come back later,” Jake suggested.

“No,” Baba replied softly. “Please stay. It is time for the truth to be told. There is obviously nothing I can do now to protect Katrina… or you.”

Jake took a seat beside Katie and glanced at her briefly as her grandmother appeared to be collecting her thoughts.

“My husband was the youngest of three brothers,” Baba began, “all born in St. Petersburg, Russia. Andrei was the oldest, a typical big brother. He was intelligent, responsible, and determined to carry on the family name with honor. Jaska, born a few years after him, was just the opposite. He was very handsome and also intelligent, but he was carefree and even reckless. Jaska was their father’s favorite, mostly because he excelled in athletics. If the Olympic Games had not been cancelled in 1916 because of the war, he would have competed in the track and field events. He was an excellent athlete. And then there was my husband, Dmitri, the baby of the family, born many years after his brothers. He always described himself as their pleasant, late-in-life surprise. Dmitri Petrovich was eighteen years older than I was. From the day I first laid eyes on him when he walked into that small church we attended, I was in love. What a handsome man, and what a wonderful man!”

“That was in Tomsk,” Katie recalled.

“Yes. After the communist takeover of Russia and later the defeat of the White Army in the Civil War, my family moved as far east as possible to get away from the Bolshevik seat of power. We lived in a small farming community just outside of Tomsk where my father continued his work as a boat builder. Our home was on the Ob River, a truly beautiful place.”

“Was your husband from Tomsk?” Jake asked.

“No. Dmitri’s family had escaped to Western Europe before he was born. That was in 1916. His older brothers fought in the Great War—Andrei with the French Infantry on the Eastern Front and Jaska flying airplanes for the British. Jaska never returned, but Andrei went on to fight in the White Army against the communists. When the Bolsheviks succeeded, Andrei fled to Germany as did many of the White Russians.”



“Uncle Andrei was killed in World War II?”

“Yes, he was with the German army in North Africa. He, Dmitri, and their parents had been living in Munich.”

“So how did Dmitri end up in Asia?” Katie asked.

“His family had become very involved with the Confessing Church in Germany. They were a group of believers who opposed the Nazi Regime. Before they were executed by the Nazis, Dmitri’s parents managed to send him off to live with friends who worked at a mission in Nepal. That’s where Dmitri began his life’s work.”

“The Genesis Project,” Katie said flatly.

Her grandmother was taken aback briefly by her knowledge of the term but then nodded. “Yes, the Genesis Project. You obviously know about it?”

Katie shook her head. “Only the name. I found it in one of Dmitri’s textbooks.”

“Dmitri became an explorer throughout Asia. His easy mastery of language and love of foreign cultures allowed him to travel throughout Nepal, Tibet, and China. One thing he always carried with him was his love of God. He believed the Bible to be literal in every way and thought that if the world came to see it as he did, there would be a mass awakening of people finding their way to the God of the Bible. His quest began with Creation, hence the name Genesis Project. If he could refute the evolutionist’s teachings that had overtaken the academic world, Dmitri thought that he could reverse the process of people leaving the church. That’s how he became involved with the study of animal migration patterns.”

“He found something,” Katie said, “a frozen animal specimen.”

“Yes,” her grandmother replied, “but I don’t know what it was. He had returned to the Himalayas to search for more answers. Dmitri sent me a letter saying that he had solved the riddle, but he never came back. That’s pretty much where the story ends.”

“Until now,” Jake added.

“Until now,” Baba repeated.

“Mrs. Petrovich,” Jake said. “I met a man in St. Petersburg who knew you and your husband. His name is Stefan Abramov. Do you recognize the name?”



A look of shock came across the older lady’s face.

“What is it, Baba?” Katie asked.

“It’s not possible,” her grandmother replied. “Stefan died in a Soviet prison nearly thirty years ago. This must be an imposter. How old was he?”

“About your age I’d guess.”

Baba sat wide-eyed but didn’t respond. Katie shrugged at Jake as she scooted next to her grandmother and held her tightly.

“Mrs. Petrovich,” Jake said softly. “I’m really sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up.”

“Could he be an imposter?” Katie asked. “Oleg Volkov certainly had me fooled.”

“He seemed pretty genuine and he helped me find you. Stefan didn’t explain his reasons for staying away from you other than to say it was only out of fear for your safety.”

“Stefan Abramov was a treasure hunter,” Baba finally spoke, “but also a devout man like my husband. He lived in the Middle East for many years. His vivid stories about his travels and adventures were so colorful. Dmitri and Stefan met in a gulag in Siberia. That’s where they became such good friends. Dmitri’s passion was Old Testament paleontology. Stefan’s was biblical treasure. He had spent much of his youth searching for clues about some mysterious desert hermit who had once been a Crusader. That’s all he talked about.” Galina chuckled. “Dmitri was the scientist. Stefan was the treasure hunter.”

“I take it he wasn’t successful?” Katie posed.

“No,” her grandmother shook her head. “Treasure hunts too often lead to disappointment.”

“I have his number,” Jake said, “if you want to call him.”

“He may not want to talk to me,” the older lady replied.

“Why is that?” Katie asked.

“I broke his heart. In the years following Dmitri’s disappearance, he would come by the orphanage often to check on me. As you can imagine, I began to look forward to his visits and became very attached to him.”



“You fell in love,” Katie suggested.

“Yes, but I always hoped Dmitri would return. I could not commit to a relationship with Stefan until I was certain that my husband was dead. Stefan returned to St. Petersburg and was arrested not long afterwards. I tried to correspond with him in prison, but that was nearly impossible in the Soviet Union. Then I heard that he had died. I went through the same remorse that I had gone through with Dmitri.”

Baba began to cry so Katie pulled her closer.

“Mrs. Petrovich,” Jake said after giving them a moment alone, “I really think Stefan would like to hear from you. Since he’s been watching out for you and Katie all these years, there are obviously some strong feelings still there. Katie and I need to go out for a while. I’ll leave the number for you in case you decide to call him.”

Katie looked at her grandmother to gauge her response.

The older woman nodded. “It has been so many years.”

“Then don’t you think it’s time?” Katie smiled.

Baba nodded. “May I have the number, Jacob?”
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A light snow was falling in Red Square as Jake parked the embassy car in the lot beside the public entrance to the Kremlin. A short distance away, he and Katie could see the onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral rising above the red brick walls that surrounded the square. From the glow of the intense halogen street lamps that illuminated the structure, the vibrant hues of the multicolored domes of the cathedral shone brightly against the night sky.

As they stepped from the car, neither of them noticed the dark sedan that eased into the parking lot behind them with its headlights off. The driver of the car watched as they pulled their coats around them and walked toward the square. Assured of their destination, he dropped the transmission into reverse and pulled back into traffic. A better vantage point for the kill would be from the wooded park across from the cathedral.

The wide cobblestones that formed the base of Red Square were lined on the left side by a row of evergreens, which framed the entrance to Lenin’s tomb. Free of charge, anyone interested in viewing the mummified remains of Russia’s first communist dictator could pass in solemn review around the glass encased sarcophagus. Behind the tomb were the graves of other Russian notables including Yuri Gagarin, the first person to travel into space. Jake recalled that on a previous trip to Moscow as part of a diplomatic mission to establish relations between TERA and the Russian Academy, he had walked the same path and had read the names from the grave markers. All of the former leaders of the Soviet Union were buried there.

“I think that’s him,” Katie said, motioning toward a lone figure who sat at the base of a statue in front of the cathedral.

As they approached, the man stood and walked toward them.

“Katrina,” the professor greeted with a relieved voice. He reached out and embraced her. “I have been so worried about you.”



“I’m OK, Dr. Kozlov,” she replied.

“Something terrible has happened at the museum,” he said. “Sergei Baranov was murdered. The police questioned me about it. They also asked if I had seen you yesterday.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I said that my new graduate student and I were working alone and that we had seen no one else.”

“Have they questioned Kirill?”

“Not yet, but I have spoken with him. I made it clear that if he wanted a bright future in research, he would have to learn discretion.”

Katie smiled. “You told him to lie.”

“I didn’t know what else to do,” he said looking over at Jake. “I knew you couldn’t be involved in such a terrible thing as this, but…”

“Dr. Kozlov,” Katie spoke softly as she took the man’s hand. “Jake and I had nothing to do with Baranov’s murder. Sergei was a louse, but we would never have done such a thing.”

“I was at the museum last night,” Jake admitted, “but I was not alone. Whoever murdered Baranov tried to kill me as well. He apparently had some very bad friends.”

“He also tried to have me killed in Mongolia,” Katie added.

Their knowledge of what had happened should have been a surprise to the professor, but his face conveyed something quite different. Katie also noticed that her statement about the murder attempt in Mongolia didn’t elicit the response she’d expected either. The older man stood there as if collecting his thoughts.

“Tamara told me about Mongolia,” the professor finally spoke. Noting Katie’s expression, he held up his hand. “I know it was supposed to have been a secret between you two, but I asked her about it last night after the police called. I told her to tell me what was going on with you and asked her specifically if something had happened during your holiday.”

“Why during my holiday?” Katie asked pointedly.

“Because you told me that the trip had to do with your family history. I have known your family for a long time. It all started with your grandfather.”



“So I hear,” Katie replied flatly.

“He was a good man,” Kozlov said sincerely. “I didn’t know him very long, but I was impressed by his knowledge of zoology. He was onto some interesting clues about the relationships within vertebrate species, maybe all living creatures.”

“The Genesis Project,” Katie prompted.

The professor’s eyebrows rose. “You know of this?”

“I found it written in the margins of one of Dmitri’s textbooks.” She considered telling him of her discovery of the term in one of his lab notebooks but decided against it. Her prying had caused enough problems already, and she didn’t want her professor to think she was untrustworthy. “Baba explained a little about my grandfather’s research, although I still don’t know any of the scientific details. That’s what I was hoping you could tell me.”

“I am sorry that I didn’t share this with you before.”

“It’s OK, Dr. Kozlov,” Katie said touching his hand. “With everything that’s gone on in the past couple of weeks, I can certainly understand why. Would you tell me now?”

The professor drew the lapels of his overcoat around his neck as he recalled the details of the research. “Your grandfather found the frozen remains of a large vertebrate mammal. Along with this creature, he found some tissue that he believed was the placental lining of a partially successful birth. There were two fully developed fetuses within the afterbirth. Stillbirths are not uncommon when animals give birth to multiple offspring at once.”

“Did he tell you where he found them?” Jake asked.

“It was somewhere in Western Asia…Tibet, I think. I’d just finished graduate school and was doing some independent work in paleo-zoology. Dmitri knew of me through a mutual friend so he trusted that I would keep his work quiet. He had also heard of our new genetics laboratory and hoped we could shed some light on his discovery. His specimen was well preserved.”

“Were you able to isolate intact DNA?” Katie asked.

“It was certainly better than the wooly mammoth material we’ve been working with lately. My lab assistant was the one who really made the breakthrough. His specialty was gene sequencing.” He turned to Jake. “That is recombining DNA fragments by seeing where the base pairs overlap. After my assistant extracted DNA from the sample and started looking at it, he found the typical short, broken strands like we’ve seen in our wooly mammoth work. But then he found something very odd from his x-ray diffraction tests. There were segments of DNA that were folded into itself. This was in the early days of x-ray crystallography when we didn’t really know how to use the technology, but it was clear that these folds were not random. They had a distinct chemical structure.”

“A mutation,” Katie asserted.

“That’s what we thought at first,” the professor replied, “something like Slipped Strand Mispairing.”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me there,” Jake said.

“Think of it this way,” the professor replied. “You’ve seen a normal DNA strand?”

Jake nodded. “It looks like a spiral staircase.”

“Along that staircase, there are nucleotides, which are chemical molecules made up of four bases: adenine, thymine, cytosine, and guanine. These bases pair off and form the steps of the staircase. In Dmitri’s tissue, we found that some of the cytosine molecules had an additional chemical functionality. No one had ever seen it before, but it’s come to be known as methylation. The four DNA bases, which every student learns in an introductory biology course, are not the entire picture. Through methylation, a range of organic molecules can be attached to the common bases, thus forming a new class of nucleotides. We have also found that proteins called Tet are present when methylation occurs. Even today, this process is only marginally understood. Where does Tet come from? What is its complete function? Are there other proteins which act in a similar manner?” The professor shrugged. “There are a lot of unanswered questions. We are a long way off, but controlling methylation could have a profound impact on medical research.”

“But this has nothing to do with mutations?” Jake asked.

“No. We’ve learned that methylation can be controlled by the environment of the organism. In response to stress, for example, methylation controls the turning on and off of certain genes. When these genes are copied, the same changes show up in the new DNA. The organism and perhaps its offspring are better adapted for dealing with the adverse stimuli. Mutations, however, are random and almost always destructive. Sometimes during replication, which is the making of a new DNA strand from the old one, the molecule can denature. When the two strands rejoin, they reattach where they shouldn’t. This leads to insertions or deletions in the new DNA. It’s a mutation called Slipped Strand Mispairing, or SSM. That’s a common process cited by evolutionists.”

“You said that you originally considered SSM with my grandfather’s material,” Katie reminded him.

“SSM and other mutations can affect long segments of the DNA molecule. In theory, depending on the magnitude and location of these mutations, the organism can show distinct irregularities in its normal physiology. It is much more likely, however, that an affected animal will die from it. When we began to analyze Dmitri’s samples, we dismissed SSM because the anomaly was so massive and widespread. This adult animal should not have lived, let alone reproduce.”

“Did the DNA from her offspring show that same anomaly?” Jake questioned.

“Our comparison of their DNA with the mother’s formed the basis of an interesting hypothesis,” the professor answered, “and supported what your grandfather was after. One of the associate professors from the mathematics department learned of our research and offered her help. She was a gifted mathematician and approached the problem from a probability standpoint. What she discovered was truly the most amazing thing I have ever seen. When DNA replicates, the strands separate and new strands, which are identical to the old ones, are added in their place. Now there are two DNA strands which are identical. Each DNA molecule holds a specific set of instructions.”

“It’s like copying a computer file to a thumb drive,” Jake said. “All of the data is transmitted.”



“That’s right,” the professor nodded. “We continued working on the tissue, even after your grandfather disappeared. As technology advanced, we eventually isolated an allele—one half of a gene pair that coded for red blood cell development.”

“Red blood cells?” Katie asked.

“Your grandfather brought back blood samples from both the mother and her calves. Her blood cells were the typical biconcave discs like most vertebrates have, including humans. Her calves exhibited a genetic disease called hereditary elliptocytosis.”

“When red blood cells are elliptically shaped instead of circular,” Katie filled in.

“Yes, and a disease not that uncommon,” the professor continued, “even in humans. The interesting thing is that Dmitri classified the animal as Procamelus, an ancestor of the modern day camel that supposedly lived in the Miocene Period some 20 million years ago. All camels have elliptically shaped red blood cells. It’s thought to facilitate full body function even when water intake has ceased.”

“But the mother didn’t have this trait,” Jake said.

“No,” Kozlov shook his head, “but what’s stranger is the physiology of the offspring. The Procamelus had no hump as you would find in the one-humped camels of Africa or the two-humped Bactrian camels of Asia. Humps are fatty tissue that store water and don’t develop in young camels until they are weaned. One of her offspring was in the early stages of hump development.”

“How’s it even possible that the baby had a hump?” Katie asked. “Mutations don’t cause distinct physiological characteristics that can define a species. A moose doesn’t give birth to deer.”

“Ah,” the professor raised his finger, “but our x-ray diffraction tests were moving us completely away from mutations. We didn’t understand methylation at the time, but we could measure its frequency in both the mother and her calves. This is also where our mathematics professor offered her assistance. After determining a probability based on relative configuration changes in their DNA, she came up with a detailed math model that could explain the function of the DNA anomaly. The mother suffered from a much more pronounced folding in her DNA than did either of her offspring. If they had lived to reproduce, their offspring would likely have exhibited traits more like their own, assuming that this anomaly was coding for distinct characteristics like blood cell development. When she compared the ratios of unaffected DNA to methylated DNA in both the mother and her calves, she found a linear regression, which could only have been there by design. In short, what the math model showed was that this Procamelus mother had the ability to give birth to very different offspring. Each time the DNA replicated, a variety of base pair combinations became possible. The variety would then diminish with subsequent generations. In essence, from this one animal, many different animals of a similar kind could come into existence. If you paired two of them, they would subdivide, and so would their offspring, and so on until this ever shrinking DNA anomaly returned to a normal configuration as animals have today. Within a few generations, from just two of these animals, there could conceivably come every variant within a family of animals. Instant diversification, perhaps driven by changes to the environment in a single generation. The true origin of species.”

“Oh my goodness!” Katie blurted. “Do you understand the significance?”

“Two of every kind,” Jake shared her thoughts. “God told Noah to take two of every kind of animal onto the ark.”

“That’s right,” she exclaimed. “It wasn’t two of every animal in existence today. It was two of every kind. Creationists have proclaimed this for years. Two of every animal in existence today would never have fit on the ark.”

“But two of every kind would!” Jake blurted out.

“If this could be proven,” the professor added, “it would be irrefutable evidence of diversity by design. It has nothing to do with mutations over millions of years. Natural selection goes away. With each generation, this ZIP gene, as I’ve come to call it, decompressed until no more changes were possible. DNA as it exists today can only replicate itself.”

“This is straight out of the biblical account in Genesis,” Jake asserted. “It could even explain the diversity we see in the different races of mankind.”

“Hence the name, Genesis Project,” the professor explained.

“The results were never published,” Katie said.

Kozlov shook his head. “It was the Soviet Union. You could be sent to Siberia for much less.”

“Do you still have the data?” Katie asked.

“No. Nor any of the tissue. Though I could never prove it, I believe it was stolen by my brilliant lab assistant.”

“Does he still work in St. Petersburg?” Jake asked.

“He moved back to East Germany not long after we finished the work.”

Jake’s eyes suddenly brightened. “Was his name Engel?”

Kozlov shook his head. “His name is Walter Holtz. The last I heard of him he was running a big genetics firm in Germany and had become a millionaire.”

“Holtz,” Jake repeated, glancing over at Katie with half a smile.

“You obviously recognize the name,” the professor observed.

“I bumped into two of his employees at the museum the night that Baranov was murdered. They were after the film that Katie found in the Gobi.”

“I assume Tamara told you that part too,” Katie smiled.

Kozlov nodded.

“You said that Holtz was managing a genetics company,” Jake said. “Is that a carryover from his research? Was he doing genetics work in East Germany?”

“He actually owns the company I believe, and yes, he was well known in Soviet genetics circles. As a professor, Holtz published a large number of papers until he discovered commercial success. Then his work became proprietary and the publications stopped.”

“What sort of research was he doing?” Katie asked.

“Aging,” a glint of humor entered Kozlov’s eyes, “or rather, how to prevent it. Walter was obsessed with the concept, even when he was a student here in Russia. Leslie Orgel had just published his theories on transcription errors the year before Walter came to work at the lab. He was fascinated by Orgel’s hypotheses.”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me again, Professor,” Jake said.

“Orgel’s Catastrophic Theory on Aging and Longevity,” Kozlov replied. “It’s the belief that errors in transcription—that is the passing on of the genetic code to daughter cells—leads to errors in the cloned DNA molecules. When enough of these errors occur, the process spirals out of control and the organism dies.”

“Is that what happens in aging?” Jake asked.

The professor shrugged. “No one knows for certain. It is one of the enduring mysteries of science. Walter even abandoned Orgel’s work, taking up instead the DNA Damage Theory. His last publications proclaimed this idea.”

Jake raised his eyebrows.

“Changes, or damages, in our DNA increase as we get older,” Kozlov explained. “That’s well documented in both mice and human studies. What is not known is whether these changes are the cause of aging or whether they are caused by aging. With marginal research to back his claims, Holtz strongly believed it was the cause. He wrote that as mankind evolved into higher beings, we also declined in terms of lifespan. Mutations and other outside forces accumulate over the years. This inflicts more damage on our DNA, and man lives fewer years because of it.”

“And he thought this process could be reversed?” Katie spoke.

“In theory,” the professor answered, “if the DNA damage idea is correct, you should be able to delay aging by increasing the effectiveness of DNA repair mechanisms. I suspect that is what Holtz’s company is researching. My East German wunderkind is not so young anymore, and he would prefer to live forever. Others will pay handsomely for the same privilege.”

After thanking the professor and saying their goodbyes, Jake and Katie walked back to the parking lot. On the street to their right, they saw the unnerving flash of police lights. This time, however, it appeared that the officers were responding to an accident. They could see an ambulance and a tow truck. To avoid getting caught up in the traffic, Jake drove out a different entrance and doubled back at the next block over.

Because of their alternate route, what they couldn’t see was that a dark sedan had been struck in the side by a taxi. The driver of the sedan had been killed in the collision, but the taxi driver was nowhere to be found. The thing which puzzled the police was that the taxi was not local. It belonged to a company that operated solely out of St. Petersburg.
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Early the next morning, Jake showered and grabbed a breakfast bar before heading back to the embassy to meet with his boss. He had phoned Bill after their meeting with Katie’s professor to see what information he had been able to gather about Walter Holtz. Not willing to discuss the subject over an unsecured line, Bill had asked him to come in.

It was their last day in Russia. While Jake ventured out for a final meeting at the embassy, Katie and her grandmother remained at the safe house, mostly to stay out of sight. After Jake and Katie had gone to meet Kozlov the night before, Baba had phoned Stefan and the two had enjoyed a long conversation. If there had been any hard feelings, they were now laid to rest. Once things had settled down, Baba had agreed to meet him for dinner.

When Jake reached Bill’s temporary office, he found his boss engrossed in the contents of a thick file folder which was spilled across the conference room table.

“I’ve got a line on your boy,” Bill greeted him.

Jake walked in and shut the door.

“Have a seat,” Bill motioned before joining him at the table. “An interesting character. You were right on target with the genetics connections. Holtz Industries is a large conglomerate with holdings that range from steel to cosmetics. He spends most of his time in New York City, is a patron of the arts, and a major financial contributor to the Natural History Museum.”

“Has he become a U.S. citizen?”

“No, still German.”

“Just like Engel.”

Bill shook his head. “If you’re trying to find a connection, I’m not sure there is one. Holtz is a legitimate businessman with no real ties to East Germany or Eastern Europe for that matter. He came to the U.S. after the reunification of Germany and has run all of his businesses clearly within the law.”

“But he was East German,” Jake contended.

“An underpaid professor in Berlin. After East and West Berlin merged, he sold his research to several investors in Europe and the U.S., and the rest is history. With this small fortune, he has amassed a much larger one.”

“What did you find out about his genetics company?”

“It’s Forschung Genetik, or its acronyn FORGEN. Translated, it means Research Genetics. It’s the second largest company of its kind in Europe based on annual revenue. If you include the financial assets of its non-profit side of the business, it’s one of the largest genetics research companies in the world.”

“What kind of work do they do?”

“You’ll find this interesting,” Bill removed a sales flyer from the table and handed it to Jake. “This is from one of their subsidiaries, a quasi-pharmaceutical company called Ewig. I spoke with a friend of mine who’s spent most of his career in Germany and asked him if he had ever heard of the company. Interestingly enough, last year they faced a class action lawsuit for a longevity product that produced some serious side-effects including death.”

“Longevity,” Jake nodded. “Life extending, fountain of youth sort of thing. That’s not surprising. Has the lawsuit been settled?”

“Out of court for an undisclosed sum. The German equivalent of the FDA forced it off the market. But it’s resurfaced as an even more profitable product on the black market, especially in Asia and South America.”

“Longevity,” Jake said thoughtfully. There had to be some connection between Holtz’s research and the animal tissue that Dmitri Petrovich discovered. He and Katie had discussed it at length upon returning from their meeting with the professor. However, she could find no logical connection.

“Oh,” Bill said. “I’ve also been doing some digging on the other name you gave me—Oleg Volkov. Without more information on him, there’s no way to say for certain that we have the right guy, but there was an agent with that name who began working for the KGB in the early sixties. I’ll keep looking, but if your young lady friend can give us a description it would help.”

“Knock, knock.” The two men looked up to see a familiar face at the door. “Anybody home?”

“Hey Wade,” Jake greeted. “I didn’t know you were coming to the party.”

“I’ll tell you what, brother,” the ponytailed man responded with customary enthusiasm, “with the kind of parties you throw, it’s probably better to stay at home.”

“Wish I had skipped it myself,” Jake replied. “By the way, thanks for scrubbing me off the invitation list.”

“Didn’t your momma warn you about girls like that?”

“I was a hardheaded teenager.”

“And not much better as an adult,” Bill added, “which is why I asked Wade to join us. He tells me you found an interesting map, and before you go chasing off again, I want to make sure it’s not going to get you into more trouble.”

“Could you make any sense of it?” Jake asked Wade.

“Well,” Wade scratched his head, “the map by itself wasn’t much use. I found about two million places that it’s not.”

“Which leaves?”

“A lot more than that. The exact coordinates as Dmitri recorded them are practically useless. The computer is running a ratio analysis, varying the distances between the major landmarks by finite increments. Each cycle increases the error probability of the relative distances by 0.1%. With over forty million probable locations, stretched over six continents, it was all that my puny desktop processor could do to narrow the search by a few million per day. If I’d had access to the supercomputer back in the States, it would have been easier. Mapping files is a huge job.”

“So we’re still clueless.”

“Now I didn’t say that,” Wade replied. “The photos made the difference.”



“You developed the film?” Jake asked, turning to Bill.

“For its age and the conditions in which it’s been kept,” his boss responded, “the images were quite good.”

“Then you have a location?” Jake asked anxiously.

“I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s Southern Tibet,” Wade answered, “just across the border from Nepal. The buildings on the map could be near a town called Mustang. Mustang is derived from the Tibetan, Mun Tan. I can’t say with a hundred percent certainty, but that’s where I would start. I’ll keep digging to see if I can pinpoint the exact coordinates. It’ll take a couple more days.”

Wade lifted a cardboard shipping tube that he’d brought with him, uncapped one end, and pulled out several large black and white photos. Though nowhere near the resolution of modern satellite cameras, the landscape images were crisp to within one or two meters.

“Not bad for its day,” Bill commented.

“Do you have any idea what they were looking for?” Jake asked.

“Take a look here,” Wade pointed to the center of the photo in Jake’s hands. “Do you see those cloudy lines rising from the base of that mountain?”

Jake peered closer at the image. “I see them,” he answered.

Wade handed him another photo that was an enlargement of the same area. The image was not as clear, but he could see more details in the area of interest.

“Look at the surrounding peaks,” Wade instructed, “even the small ones. Notice how there’s a natural flow to their geometry.”

Jake nodded.

“Now look at this,” he pointed to an image that was centered on the page. “See the straight lines of symmetry that don’t seem to fit with the surroundings?”

“I see them,” Jake replied.

“That indicates something man-made. Someone was building something at that site.”

“Do you have any idea what it was?”

“I showed this to one of the old satellite image guys downstairs,” Bill said. “He guessed a missile silo or radar station. Those were pretty common in the day, especially in remote places like this. With all the trouble the Reconnaissance Office went to, they must have thought it was pretty important.”

Jake studied the photo and thought back to his conversation with Katie and her visit with Oleg Volkov.

“But it wasn’t military construction,” he remarked.

“No it wasn’t,” Bill shook his head. “There’s something else I want to show you. While I was calling in old favors, I had these images scanned and then I secure netted them to the NSA yesterday. With their unique imaging software, I knew we would get better pictures. Let me pull up the big screen.”

With the lights dimmed, the three men sat before a 52 inch HD monitor as the first image popped up. Unlike the crude 1960’s photos they had just seen, this one was full color with a sharp contrast.

“Once they digitally converted the originals, combined the different angles, and added color from existing data files of the area, the composite photos look like this.”

“Different angles?” Wade questioned. “Is that why there were two rolls of film?”

“Phil Lyon is the imaging guy who helped me with this,” Bill replied. “He worked at NRO early in his career, back in the days before satellites. I learned some pretty interesting things from him. Do you recall the incident involving an American U-2 spy plane that went down in the Soviet Union back in 1960? The pilot’s name was Gary Powers.”

“Powers survived and was captured,” Wade remembered. “They traded him for a Soviet spy in U.S. custody.”

“As it turns out,” Bill continued, “the incident created a huge problem for American intelligence. Essentially, aerial reconnaissance came to a grinding halt for nearly a year. That’s when the NRO got a big plus up from President Kennedy to move forward with the Corona satellite program. Corona satellites carried film cameras that took images over target areas and then popped out a film canister that reentered the atmosphere and deployed a parachute, very much like the early manned space missions. A plane would fly by with a hook and snag the chute lines. The film would later be developed. The Corona Program lasted until 1972 when a Soviet submarine was detected below the retrieval area. They were obviously onto the program. That was also the beginning of more sophisticated transmission satellites like the ones we have now.”

“So was the Russian camera onboard the Gemini like the ones used with the Corona satellites?” Jake asked.

“In some ways, but with about three times the resolution. Phil said he had no idea that such an advanced camera existed in those days, especially with dual panoramic capability. Hence the two rolls of film.”

“A space capsule is a pretty small space to fit something like that,” Wade suggested, “especially with dual lenses.”

“Why two different angles?” Jake asked.

“The early Corona launches used a single camera,” Bill said, “before the dual image concept was put into play in 1962. By adding an additional camera and moving it back and forth across the target area, it was like looking through binoculars. You could get pseudo-3D. Once those images were combined, the resolution of the target went up dramatically.”

Jake turned his attention back to the image. What had originally appeared as construction forms in the single black and white photos were clearly sets of scaffolding positioned on one side of the mountain, perhaps at the entrance to a cave. With what he knew of Dmitri Petrovich’s paleontological experience, he could easily see how the structure fit with other excavations he had seen.

“What are those odd shapes lying scattered about the excavation site?” he asked.

Bill made a grave expression and then clicked the mouse. A magnified image of the area popped onto the screen. Now, five times larger than the original image, the shapes took on an anthropomorphic appearance.

Both Jake and Wade sat up in their seats.

“That’s not what I think it is, is it?” Jake asked.

Bill nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
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The following morning, Jake collected Katie and her grandmother before sunrise and escorted them to the staff car waiting outside the safe house. After a seven hour drive west, they arrived at the Belarusian border and embarked on a train for Minsk, using false passports provided by Bill’s contacts at the embassy. The flights and connections from Minsk to Frankfurt and finally to the U.S. took them nearly twenty-six hours. By the time they reached Jake’s home outside of Huntsville, Alabama, everyone was exhausted.

“You live here?” Katie asked with some surprise as they pulled into the driveway of a log A-frame nestled against a mountain. The lawn was covered in bright orange and red leaves from two tall maple trees.

Jake glanced up at the sloped roofline that nearly touched the ground. A stone chimney protruded from the far end of it. “Do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful.”

“You might want to hold that opinion until you see the interior. With all my traveling, it’s not quite finished yet.”

After parking by the front entrance, he grabbed their suitcases. Before leaving Moscow, he had arranged for a U.S. consulate employee to retrieve a few of their clothes and personal items from their temporary apartment in St. Petersburg with the help of Baba’s friend Anechka.

“My room is straight up the stairs,” he said. “You and your grandmother should take it. I haven’t quite finished the other rooms yet.”

“We don’t want to impose on you,” Baba said.

“Not a problem,” Jake shrugged. “I’ll just pull out an air mattress from my camping stuff and put it in one of the guest rooms. You and Katie can have the entire upstairs.”



“This fits you,” Katie said as she stepped into the main living room and sat on the leather sofa beside a stone fireplace. Through the mostly windowed far end of the room, she could see the shimmer of sunlight reflecting from a small lake below the hill. “The only thing that’s missing is a large dog laying here on the rug.”

“Maybe,” he smiled, “although it does seem a lot more complete at the moment.”

Katie’s eyes widened and she blushed at the possibly implied meaning.

“Let me take your suitcases upstairs and change the sheets,” he said. “Why don’t you two help yourselves to sandwiches? My parents don’t live far from here, and I asked them to stock the refrigerator. I think Mom even made a peach cobbler.”

“That’s very nice of her,” Baba said.

“Southern hospitality,” he winked as he grabbed their suitcases and headed upstairs.

When Katie awoke the following morning, she slipped on a heavy terrycloth robe from Jake’s closet, walked barefooted down the stairs, and stepped out onto a deck overlooking the lake. The sunrise was just beginning to glow across the thin fog that hung low over the water. In the distance, she saw a flock of geese take to the sky and circle overhead before turning toward the bright orange and yellow mountain.

“You live in a beautiful place,” she greeted Jake as he came out to join her.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said, placing his arms around her. He held her tightly with the side of his face resting against her hair. Katie closed her eyes, enjoying the experience, before turning to face him.

Before she could speak, Jake gently slid his hand through the long black hair that fell gracefully down her neck. Her pulled her close and kissed her for a long moment.

“Do you always wake up like this?” she asked playfully.

“As of late,” he smiled. “Did you sleep well?”



“Yeah,” she replied with wide eyes, still thinking about the new step in their relationship.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee or tea?”

“Hot tea sounds pretty good.”

Jake walked back inside and retrieved a steam pot and a basket of mixed teas. “Hopefully I have something in here that’ll suit you.”

“I’m not hard to please.”

“All the more reason why I try to impress you.”

He took a seat beside her in one of the Adirondack chairs on the porch and picked up his Blackberry. She studied the look in his eyes as he read the email message.

“Bad news?”

“No,” he shook his head, “just more pieces of the puzzle. On the flight to Germany, I started thinking about the name you gave me from your grandfather’s last letter, Peter Jensen. I emailed it to Bill when we got to Frankfurt. I just got his reply.”

Katie scooted close to him so that she could see the screen.

“Bill found a Peter Jensen who was an agent with the CIA back in the 50s and 60s,” Jake said. “Fluent in Russian. He was on a highly classified project with the National Reconnaissance Office when he disappeared in 1964, whereabouts unknown.”

“Mongolia,” Katie sighed.

“Could be,” Jake shrugged. “Jensen has a sister who lives in Pensacola, Florida, about five and a half hours south of here. Bill wants me to drive down today and talk with her. He’s already phoned her with the possible news about her brother but he wanted me to meet with her in person. If we have the right guy, maybe she will know something about the Gemini capsule.”

“Do you mind if I tag along?”

“Do you promise to stay out of trouble?”

“Trouble?” Katie shrugged. “Me?”

Jake shook his head. “I’m beginning to suspect that’s your middle name.”

“It’s actually Grace,” she responded playfully.

“Yeah…I can see that,” Jake winked and then chuckled. “By the way, my parents have agreed to come by and help your grandmother get situated. If she’s up to it, they’re even planning a little daytrip up to Tennessee. It’s pretty in the mountains this time of year.”

“So you knew I’d be going with you?”

Jake smiled. “I had a hunch.”
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The ragged condition of the helipad positioned on the southwestern corner of the Ayni Airfield in northern Tajikistan was obvious from the tall shoots of grass growing up between the wide cracks running across its surface. The helipad, however, was only a small portion of the widespread decay that had overtaken the once proud Soviet Tajik airbase. In recent years, it had seen a modest amount of improvements from the Indian government, which sought to establish a northern base in Tajikistan. When word of these plans leaked out to the media, both the Tajik and Indian governments fervently denied the rumors, and the plans were abruptly halted. Now the small garrison of Russian troops stationed there served only as a reminder to the Tajik people that they were still under the watchful eye of their former master.

Lieutenant Colonel Gorsky, or Polugolova Gorsky as he was known in Russia, fidgeted nervously at the edge of the pad, checking and rechecking his uniform. He had only been on the job for five weeks and this would be his second and final command before retirement. Nothing, he thought as he looked over the shabby uniforms of the enlisted men standing in formation behind him, nothing was going to mess that up.

“Attention!” he commanded in a voice two octaves lower than normal.

Though standing squarely in line, their faces affixed with solemn stares, the garrison of men including their commander couldn’t help but glance toward the black dot that appeared on the horizon, growing steadily larger as it approached. Reflecting from the mountain range to their right, the thumping sound of a helicopter rotor filled their ears as the distinctive lines of an MI-8 transport helicopter came into view. The most produced helicopter in the world, the Russian MI-8 was the mainstay of numerous army transport divisions around the world. Because many of them had been retired from military service, research and rescue groups often purchased the helicopters through surplus auctions. Gorsky suspected, however, that this was no humanitarian flight.

As the craft settled into position over the landing pad and touched down, the commander called out another order, barely audible above the whirring rotor blades.

“Salute!”

Based on explicit orders, which had come from his commanding officer, Gorsky had assumed that the helicopter would be Russian. His assumption was correct as he noted the small white, blue, and red flag on the tail.

The first man to exit the helicopter was tall and dressed in a pair of black cargo pants and a black rib-knit turtleneck sweater. Gorsky immediately sized him up as Special Forces which somewhat eased his concerns. This was not going to be a surprise inspection.

“Rune Dietrich,” the man introduced himself with a crushing handshake. “You must be Major Gorsky.”

“Lieutenant Colonel Gorsky,” the commander replied. He noted the decidedly German accent in the man’s voice.

“You’ve been briefed on our purpose here.”

“No, we were told only to cooperate.”

“We are transporting relief supplies into Western China due to the recent earthquake in the Kunlun Shan region.”

Gorsky maintained eye contact with the German but allowed himself a peripheral glance at the helicopter as the cargo doors slid open. He saw three men of similar stature to Dietrich step out onto the pad. He noted one other thing as well. There were no supplies onboard the aircraft.

“How can we help you?” Gorsky asked.

“I was told that you have a fuel supply which includes heavy aircraft fuels. We need to refuel before we can proceed. Additionally, my orders are for me and my men to wait here until we receive further instruction. We will need accommodations.”



Gorsky nodded. “We have very limited space here,” he replied. “I will have my staff sergeant find you rooms in town.”

“No,” the German said abruptly, but then softened his response. “We need to stay near our supplies. One of my men will stay with the helicopter at all times. I’m sure you can find room for the rest of us in your barracks.”

“Of course,” Gorsky responded after a brief hesitation. “Please follow me.”

As they walked toward the building complex below the helipad, the same thought kept floating across Gorsky’s mind. He had only seven months before retirement. Whatever this German didn’t want him to discover onboard the helicopter would have to remain a mystery. His future was in a fishing boat on beautiful Lake Baykal.
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When they pulled into the driveway of a small ranch house which was partially shaded by two large palmettos and a grove of tall pines, Jake glanced over at Katie with a blank expression.

“You’re not looking forward to this, are you?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“It’s been decades,” Katie urged. “I’m sure she’s realized by now that her brother is not coming back.”

“But,” Jake frowned, “it’s only going to open old wounds, and I’m really bad at this sort of thing.”

“You’ll do fine,” she said with an encouraging nod. “Let’s go talk to her.”

After getting out of the Jeep, Jake and Katie went up to the front entrance and knocked. A lazy tomcat looked up from his nap atop a wicker loveseat beside the door. As Katie petted him under his chin, a small figure appeared at the screen door.

“Mrs. Cochran,” Jake greeted. “I’m Jacob Evers from TERA. My boss, Bill Hendricks, phoned you yesterday about your brother.”

“I’ve been expecting you,” she replied, unlatching the door. “Please come in. You’ll have to forgive my housekeeping. It’s just me now, and sometimes things don’t get put away like they should.”

Standing less than five feet in height, the silver-haired lady displayed a warm smile that reminded Jake of Katie’s grandmother. Her bright blue eyes were lively and engaging.

“This is Katie Petrovich,” he introduced. “She’s the one who actually found the capsule.”

“Petrovich?” the woman asked with a sudden look of surprise.

“Yes, ma’am,” Katie answered softly.

“How interesting. Please come and have a seat.”

“Mrs. Cochran—” Jake began hesitantly.



“Please call me Carol. I know I’m not as young as I once was, but in my mind I’m still not old enough to be addressed so formally. I also spent 30 years being called Mrs. Cochran when I taught high school here in Pensacola.”

“OK,” Jake nodded, feeling somewhat more at ease. “We don’t have all the evidence to say for certain that we have found your brother’s body, but if we have, I’m terribly sorry for your loss. I know this must have come as a shock to you after all these years.”

“Yes,” she smiled. “But I am so thankful to finally know the truth. I deeply loved Peter. He was such an exciting person. My brother loved flying and every other kind of adventure for that matter. Our poor parents could never keep up with him. When he went missing, it was a terrible shock. It brought back a lot of memories when I received the call that he’d been found.”

“You sound pretty certain that we have found your brother,” Katie noted.

“If you are related to Dmitri Petrovich,” the older lady answered, “then I know without a doubt.”

Katie’s eyes widened and she snapped an astonished glance at Jake. “You knew my grandfather?”

“No, but my brother did. I’ve never told anyone about this,” she said in a hushed tone, “but Peter was an intelligence agent for the government, although I don’t know which agency it was. Before he disappeared, he sent me two rather strange letters and told me that I could never share the contents of them. I think it would be OK now.” She smiled. “Don’t you?”

Katie looked wide-eyed at Jake.

“That’s entirely up to you, Mrs. Cochran,” Jake replied. “er, Carol. We know a little about your brother’s employer. It was the CIA. My boss used to work in that world too. That’s how we learned about your brother.”

“Let me get the letters then,” she said before disappearing into a back room. When she returned, she handed them an envelope which had slightly yellowed with age. The cancellation stamp read:




CAPE CANAVERAL APR 8 A.M. 1964 FLA.

On the left side was a photograph of a spacecraft and a rocket. Beneath the photo was written:


PROJECT GEMINI, 1ST GEMINI SPACECRAFT ORBITED FROM CAPE KENNEDY, FLORIDA


“This envelope makes a lot more sense now,” the older lady said. With Jake looking over her shoulder, Katie opened the letter.

Hey Sis,

I’m back in Florida and intended to come by, but my project here has hit a snag. I hope you, Bob, and the kids are all doing well. I may be out of town for a while. When I get back, I’ll drop by. I have something really interesting to share with you, but I’d better do it in person.

Love,

Pete



Katie folded the letter and placed it back into the envelope. Jake took it from her and studied the cover.

“The postmark and illustrations clearly indicate his involvement with the Gemini mission,” he noted.

“But this is the really odd one,” Carol spoke as she handed them a second envelope. “I found this stuffed under my door a few months after I got the NASA one.”

Unlike the letter from Cape Canaveral, the second envelope was not addressed. Instead, the name Carol was written in pencil just below a postmark, which read:


WORLD’S FAIR APR 22 1964 N.Y.

Additionally, there was a cancellation stamp, FIRST DAY OF ISSUE, and a cover illustration of a giant globe and statue. Above the artwork were the words NEW YORK WORLD’S FAIR.

“Pay no attention to the date,” the older lady said. “Peter left it sometime during the summer of that year. He knew I collected stamps and cachets like this one. I’m sure he purchased it from some novelty shop.”

Jake opened the letter.


Hey Sis,

When you look outside this morning, you’ll see that I’ve left a surprise in your driveway. Would you have Bob move that old jalopy of his out of the garage and park it for me? It needs to stay out of sight. I’ll explain later. Right now, I’m headed to Asia to find something that we lost here at work. I’d like to tell you all about it, but you know my situation. I’m going to share something with you, however, that you can never tell anyone. You have to promise. A couple of years ago, I met a man named Dmitri Petrovich who shares our beliefs about the Bible. He made an incredible discovery that we’re going to make public as soon as we have all the facts.

My new job is testing out a high altitude camera that’s very important to our country. Before we snap the photos that we’ve been assigned to take, I’ve planned a checkout pass over an area that Dmitri mapped out on foot a couple of years ago. It’s called the Eurasian Steppe Route, and it’s part of the Silk Road.

Dmitri is a zoologist. He believes that this ancient route was once an animal migration path which was followed by early people. It makes sense because animals would have taken the easiest, most fertile path as they moved along. The amazing part is that Dmitri has found one of these animals, a camel-like creature. It was frozen in a glacier in Tibet along with two of her calves. Dmitri classified the animal as a Procamelus, an ancestor to the modern day camel, but without a hump. Her calves were completely different, however. One had a longer jaw line and was in the early stages of developing a hump. The other distinctly had two humps. Dmitri believes this is evidence of something he calls Single Generational Species Distinction.

I know all this sounds a little weighty, but in short, Dmitri may have found a link which shows that all the species of the world came from a few kinds of animals—the ones from Noah’s Ark. If this can be proven, the theory of evolution goes out the window. We’re determined to prove it. As for the photography I mentioned, I’ll tell you about that when I get home. That’s the part that will knock your socks off. It might even surprise old Bob.

I love you, Sis,

Pete



“Bob was my husband,” Carol offered with a smile. “He and Peter were always taking jabs at each other. They were actually good friends. Peter was the one who introduced us.”

Jake looked at Katie and nodded. Turning to Carol, he said, “We’re slowly starting to learn more about Katie’s grandfather and his research. One of Katie’s old professors knew about this camel ancestor. His lab in Russia did some DNA analysis. Peter was right. Their analysis showed a real potential for understanding how animal species originated.”

“It must not have been too earth shattering,” the older lady suggested. “I believe evolution is still taught as fact in our classrooms. I know it was something I had to deal with when I taught school.”

“My grandfather’s work was never finished,” Katie replied. “The DNA work was stolen, and in Soviet Russia, it would never have been published anyway.”

“I see,” Carol said dropping her eyes. “So Peter’s death was for nothing?”

“Not yet,” Jake answered quickly. “And that’s also the case with Katie’s grandfather. Dmitri Petrovich disappeared the same year as your brother. We’re determined to find out what happened and why.”



“I appreciate everything that you’ve done already,” she replied.

Katie put her arm around her. “I can certainly understand what you’re going through,” she offered.

While the women talked, Jake glanced back down at the letter and read through it once more. Based on what they knew already, there was little to glean from it other than confirmation of what Wade had discovered—the location, Tibet. Dmitri’s journal indicated that he had spent a good bit of his adult life there. Jake could guess that he had made his discovery during his explorations, maybe even by accident. The letter did present another mystery, however. Whatever Peter Jensen could not discuss in the letter to his sister was clearly separate from the frozen animal find. That was likely at the heart of their problems, Jake concluded. Until they explored the area themselves and learned what happened to Dmitri Petrovich, the mystery would go unsolved.

“So what was the surprise in the driveway?” Jake asked, referencing the opening lines of the second letter.

“Do you like old cars?” the older lady replied.

“What guy doesn’t?”

“I still have it,” Carol said. “I know it sounds silly, but I always hoped that Peter would come back for it someday. My husband was a mechanic and kept it serviced until he died two years ago. Come out to the garage with me.”

After leading them through the kitchen, Carol opened the door and flipped on the lights.

“Whoa,” Jake responded. “A 1965 Mustang.” He walked around the car slowly. “And it’s in mint condition. It is a ’65, right?”

“It’s a 1964 and one-half,” Carol smiled, “at least that’s how my late husband described it. He loved cars too. Bob rarely drove it, especially in recent years when people started trying to buy it every time he went out. It was missing a side-view mirror when we found it. Pete must have bumped into something. Not surprising coming from him.”

“It’s a nice car,” Katie said as she ran her hand along the bright red fender. Except for a fine layer of dust, the car was showroom clean.



“My brother liked sports cars,” Carol explained. “He’d always talked about settling down and getting into auto racing down at Sebring. I suspect this was the car he planned to race.”

“It must be worth a good bit of money,” Jake said, “especially in this condition.”

“It’s worth nothing to me now. I was hoping you might be interested in taking it off my hands.”

“What?” Jake wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

“You and Katie have given me the one thing I wanted most—an answer to what happened to Peter. I have no use for a sports car. I doubt they let old ladies race at Sebring.” She winked at Katie.

“But,” Jake replied, “we could help you sell it. You’d probably make enough money off of it to take a cruise around the world.”

“The ladies at the bridge club would be too jealous.”

“But…” Jake muttered, not knowing what to say.

“Please accept it. It’s a gorgeous day out there, and I’ll bet this beautiful young lady would enjoy a drive down to the beach.”

Jake looked back at the car. “I should at least try it on for size.” He opened the driver’s side door and slid into the bucket seat. The jet black interior was also pristine. There were no cracks in the vinyl, and it even had a somewhat new car smell to it. “Fresh from the factory,” he muttered. “Sam would love this.”

As he glanced back at the rear seats, he noticed the corner of a magazine protruding nearly out of view in the floorboard beneath the passenger side seat. Picking it up, he found that it was a Life magazine dated May 1, 1964. On the cover was the same giant globe he had seen on the second letter that Pete had sent his sister.

“This was the 1964 World’s Fair,” he said half questioning as he showed the magazine to Carol.

“Yes,” she replied. “But how did that get there? With the car so clean, I guess Bob never thought to look for trash in it.”

Jake studied the cover and found a note written in pencil across the pastel green spray of a fountain standing in the foreground. It read, “Where the orbits meet, Livingston went home.”

“Is this your brother’s handwriting?” he asked.



Carol studied the message for a moment but then shook her head. “No, it’s much too neat.”

Katie stepped over to examine the magazine as well. “Do you have any idea what it means?” she asked.

The older lady gave a puzzled look and then shrugged. “I’m afraid not.”

When Jake opened the cover of the magazine, a yellow piece of paper decorated in an orange diamond pattern fell out into his lap. It was an adult admission ticket to the World’s Fair.

“I think I know where your brother picked up the envelope,” he said. “It looks like he visited the fair. There’s a date stamped on it: 8/26/64.”

“If I remember right,” Carol said, “it was late in August when he left the car here. He must have come straight from New York.”

Jake got out of the car and placed the magazine on the hood. “Do you know what this globe on the cover is?” he asked. “It looks familiar.”

The older lady nodded. “It’s called the Unisphere. It was built for the 1964 fair. I’ve seen it several times when I’ve chaperoned groups of mischievous high school students on field trips to New York. It’s located at a park in Queens.”

“U.S. Open,” Jake blurted. “That’s where I’ve seen it. Whenever they show the tennis matches at Flushing Meadows, they always show this globe in the background.”

“Do you think the note’s reference to orbits has something to do with these bands going around it?” Katie asked. “If so, they meet over the southern part of Africa.”

Jake looked at the intersection point. “Livingston,” he read from the note. “David Livingston?”

“The missionary,” Katie responded. “David Livingston was a missionary to Africa. He also died there.”

“And therefore went home,” Carol added.

“But what does it mean?” Jake asked, tapping the intersection point with his finger. When he did, he felt a small bump in the paper. He quickly lifted it into the light and examined the spot. “There’s a small hole in the cover,” he said, “right at the intersection of these orbits.”



“Turn the page,” Katie suggested.

Jake flipped the cover page over and saw that the pinhole went through the next page as well. He continued turning the pages until he came to page 49, which was not perforated. It was a scotch whiskey ad with two dogs. On the adjacent page was a General Electric advertisement for televisions.

“Look there,” Katie said. “Look at the white dog’s fur. Is that another note?”

Jake rotated the magazine under the overhead light. “Your best Christmas present. Alexi,” he read. “How did you know….?”

“I’ve seen this before,” Katie said, resting her hand against her forehead, “somewhere in Baba’s things. My grandfather had a friend named Alexi. Yes, I remember. Alexi Zukov. I found an old magazine of his in the stuff that Baba saved from our apartment. I never had time to read it, but the odd thing I found was that it had a small hole that ran through several pages.”

“A way of covertly passing along information?” Jake suggested.

Katie nodded. “Possibly. I’ve read that the Cold War was filled with all sorts of tricks like that.”

“So what information was being passed along to my brother?” Carol asked.

Jake reopened the magazine to the GE and scotch ads. “We have something now that the Cold War folks didn’t,” he said looking at Carol. “The Internet. Do you have a computer with Internet access?”

“It’s in the kitchen.”

With Katie and Carol on either side of him, Jake pulled up the Google search engine on the woman’s computer and typed scotch, general electric, and world’s fair. They looked down the list of possible websites that popped up on the screen, but nothing of interest caught their attention.

“Try dog instead of scotch,” Katie suggested.

When he pushed the enter key with the replaced word, the first choice from the search results was a Wikipedia article on the Carousel of Progress. The next three also listed the attraction. He opened the article and the three began to read.



“It had a Christmas scene,” Katie noted.

“And some robotic dogs,” Jake added.

“Look,” Katie said excitedly. “The ride is still operating. It says here that it moved to Disneyland in California after the world’s fair closed and then to Disney World here in Florida. It also says that the attraction is pretty much the same as it was when it first opened. The sets and characters are mostly all original. If Alexi left some clue for Carol’s brother to follow, it could still be there.”

A doubtful look came across Jake’s face. “Don’t you think that’s kind of a long shot?” he asked. “I don’t want to be a party pooper, and while I agree with you about the Carousel of Progress being the most likely answer to the riddle, don’t you think Pete would have taken the information with him?”

Katie pulled the keyboard in front of her and typed Carousel of Progress into Google and then clicked on Images. She selected one which displayed the Christmas scene from the attraction. “What if that dog is looking in a particular direction or has something written on his collar? Maybe there’s a dog food bowl with something etched in it. I don’t know, Jake. Shouldn’t we at least go check it out? How far is Disney World from here?”

“Only seven hours or so,” Carol answered enthusiastically.

Jake shook his head contemplatively. “There are a lot of unknowns.”

Katie sat back in her seat and crossed her arms.

“I haven’t seen that pouty look before,” he commented. “It’s kind of cute in a scary sort of way.”

Carol chuckled. “Jake, like it or not, I think you’re going to Disney World this afternoon,” she said. “Now if you could use a chaperone, I wouldn’t mind tagging along. We can take your new car.”

“That sounds like fun,” Katie replied.

Knowing he was outnumbered, Jake dropped his head and pointed toward the garage. “OK kids. Everybody load up. We’re going to see Mickey.”
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On their drive down, Jake placed two phone calls. He was able to get three room reservations at a Walt Disney World Resort, which would put them close to the Magic Kingdom Park where the former world’s fair attraction was located. His second call was to an old college friend whom he had not spoken with in several years. After two summers as a part-time Disney employee, Will Varner had accepted a permanent position with their Resort Development Office after graduation. Though a bit confused by Jake’s request, he had agreed to meet them at the park entrance and give them access to the attraction afterhours.

When they pulled into the parking lot of the Animal Kingdom Lodge, everyone was weary from the long drive, especially Jake and Katie who had been on the road for most of the day. After checking into the hotel, Carol announced that she was skipping the park excursion in favor of a late dinner at Boma, one of the hotel restaurants that offered an acclaimed African buffet. Jake and Katie agreed to check back with her when they returned and hopefully tell her what they had discovered.

Outside the hotel, they found a taxi parked beneath the thatched roof portico. In less than fifteen minutes, they arrived at the entrance to the Magic Kingdom. Katie’s eyes showed her excitement as the well-recognized architecture of Cinderella’s Castle came into view. It was also near the park’s closing time and a fireworks show was bursting overhead.

“Not a bad welcoming for two weary travelers,” Jake offered.

“I’ve always wanted to see this,” Katie said as they stepped from the cab. “We had a Disney picture book at the orphanage when I was a little girl. I looked at it every day.”

Jake put his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “When all of this is over, I promise to bring you back here.”



She leaned her head against his shoulder.

“Now let’s see if we can find our Imagineer,” he said.

“Imagineer?” She wrinkled her forehead.

“That’s what Disney calls their engineers. It’s kind of goofy.” He smiled. “Pardon the pun. I think it was something that Walt Disney came up with.”

“I bet this would be a fun place to work,” Katie giggled.

“It would at least be safer than our present occupation.”

After negotiating through the crowd of park visitors trying to catch their resort buses, they followed the S-curved ramp past the ferry dock and up to the security checkpoint. Beyond the guards, Jake spied his friend, predictably wearing his trademark Hawaiian shirt. Trimly built with thick, well kempt brown hair, Will Varner stood with a broad smile on his face.

“Bookworm Evers,” he greeted with an exaggerated handshake. “I never thought I’d see you on vacation. The world must have run out of unexplored wastelands.” He turned to Katie and extended his hand. “And you brought a date. This is going to require a thorough explanation. You’re not like doing your bucket list or something sad like that.”

Jake shook his head in mock disgust. “You’ll never grow up.”

“That’s what my wife keeps telling me, but there’s no future in it. Besides, the kids like me better than her.” He made a grimacing face. “She’s only about chores and homework and stuff.”

“Katie Petrovich,” Jake introduced, “meet William Varner.”

Katie was smiling broadly at his antics. “So you’re the one I need to ask if I want to find any dirt on Jake.”

“You’ve come to the right place,” he replied. “As painful as it will be to hear, I can tell you the boring history of this man’s early life.”

Katie laughed at his wry sense of humor.

“Another time perhaps,” Jake said. “We are actually here on business, sort of. You said that you can get us into the Carousel of Progress, right?”

“No need,” Will stated with a serious look.



Jake tilted his head and frowned. “Why not?”

“You want to examine the mutt from the Christmas scene?”

They both nodded.

“That scene has been changed several times since ’64. I’m afraid the original dog is no longer there.”

“Great,” Jake sighed in frustration as he turned to gauge Katie’s expression.

“However,” his friend added with a disarming smile. “Just like the billboards say, this is the place where wishes come true. I found out what happened to the dog. Animatronics are not cheap, and we never throw anything away.”

“Is it here?” Katie asked excitedly.

“Right this way, little lady. Man’s best friend awaits us.”

Jake rolled his eyes but got in line behind them as Will escorted Katie into the park. Once inside, his friend began an informative lecture as they walked, explaining the park’s history and the colorful people who had made it happen. Katie was obviously enjoying his talk and continued to ask questions as they turned left at the end of Main Street and entered the Adventureland section of the park. After passing numerous shops selling every imaginable item a Disney tourist could want, they came upon a multi-arched terracotta colored building.

“Pirates of the Caribbean?” Katie asked with some surprise.

Will winked and then motioned them inside. “The ride is closed already, but I bet we can find one more boat to take us through. If you dare…” he added in a cheesy pirate voice.

Jake smacked him lightly on the back of the head, causing Katie to laugh.

“Ah, you’ll walk the plank for that one,” Will threatened humorously.

Inside the façade, they wound their way through the corridors and finally entered the loading area where a number of boats were stacked end to end. Will thanked the attendant for waiting on them as they took a seat in the first boat. As they traversed the waterway that extended throughout the ride, Will continued his history lecture, pointing out the various additions to the attraction and explained how they differed from the original. When they neared the end of the ride, he stood and announced that they’d reached their destination.

“All ashore,” he said as he stepped from the boat and then helped Katie out. As Jake followed them off, he examined the scene before them and instantly recognized it. Three animatronic pirates behind bars were trying to coax a dog to bring them the key ring he clinched in his mouth. One pirate held a bone and another a rope with a lariat loop in it.

“That’s the dog?” Jake asked.

“According to our records,” Will answered as he turned his attention toward the darkened section of the room. “There should be an electrical access panel close by. Let me go shut him off.”

Katie knelt beside Jake as they examined the very lifelike animal. It was covered in long, mottled fur and wagged its tail in response to the pirate’s commands.

“Found it,” Will’s muted voice came from behind one of the walls. Suddenly, the dog stopped moving and the overhead lights came on. Will returned and knelt on the opposite side of Jake and Katie. “What is it you’re looking for again?” he asked. “I didn’t really understand.”

“We’re not sure,” Jake replied, glancing up at his friend and then at Katie. “We think this dog may be the answer to a mystery. In 1964, a friend of Katie’s grandfather named Peter Jensen visited the World’s Fair in New York. We found a ticket stub and a Life magazine with a strange note on it. If you interpret the note as we did, it seems like someone was telling him to visit the Christmas scene in the Carousel of Progress and look at this dog.”

Will wrinkled his forehead. “For what reason?”

Jake shrugged. “Another message, maybe. I don’t know.”

“Well it can’t be on the outside,” Will commented as he placed his hand on the dog. “I’m not even sure this is the same fur coat as the original. We could look inside, but these animatronic characters are serviced fairly often. If there was some note stuffed inside, it probably would’ve been removed by now.”



Jake looked at Katie and saw the dejected look in her eyes. His friend noticed it too. “But,” Will shrugged, “you’ve come a long way not to at least have a look.”

He reached beneath the dog’s neck and began detaching the fur covering. In less than a minute, the elaborate mechanism that gave the animal its life lay bare before them.

“That’s some machine,” Jake said.

“Not bad for 1960’s technology,” Will replied.

Jake pulled a flashlight from his jacket pocket and began looking beneath the plastic shroud covering the electronics. One thing became immediately obvious to him. Will’s knowledge of the machine’s service record was correct. Although decades old, all of its circuits and mechanical parts appeared to have been recently replaced. The only parts that seemed original were the yellowed plastic shroud and the machined aluminum superstructure.

“I don’t see anything,” Katie admitted. “Maybe it was something in the room where the Christmas scene was originally located.”

“The Carousel of Progress has gone through more upgrades than this dog,” Will said. “Most of the items from the first three scenes are original, but the Christmas scene has been updated at least twice. It’s nothing like the one from 1964.”

“Are these some sort of serial numbers?” Jake asked, pointing to two rows of pencil marks on the largest aluminum band going around the dog’s ribcage.

Will scooted closer and borrowed the flashlight. “Not like any I’ve seen before. Even in the old days, serial numbers were engraved. Could have been left there by the machinists, I guess.”

Jake began reading off the numbers.

44 08 19 N 103 43 40 E GT1

29 05 00 N 83 55 00 E DP

“That’s it!” he suddenly blurted. He grabbed Katie’s arm and pulled her closer so that she could see. “Coordinates. These are navigational coordinates. Take a look at the first one. Do you recognize it? Mongolia. That’s where you found your space capsule.”

“GT1,” she read. “The first Gemini-Titan launch.”



“Exactly. The second one could have something to do with your grandfather. DP might stand for Dmitri Petrovich. Alexi must have found out where the capsule went down and was conveying the information to Carol’s brother.”

“So where do the second coordinates point?”

Jake removed his Blackberry from its holster and typed in the numbers. He rolled the trackball and then pressed the first selection. “Tibet,” he said with no surprise, “close to the border with Nepal.”

“This could be it,” she spoke in a quiet, contemplative voice. “This could be where my grandfather disappeared.”
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After thanking Will Varner for his help, Jake and Katie went back to their rooms and slept fitfully until early the next morning. When they told Carol what they had learned, she was intrigued and grateful to know more about her brother’s last mission. Unsure of her ability to keep up with them on the next leg of their journey, she wished them the best and told them her plans for the following week. Carol had linked up with an old friend and her husband who lived in Orlando. They had invited her to stay for the week, which allowed Jake and Katie to book their flight to Kathmandu from Orlando International instead of driving her back to Pensacola.

With a plan to secure most of their provisions once they landed in Nepal, Jake and Katie boarded the American Airlines 757 with only two backpacks. After nearly 35 hours of travel time with stops in New York and Delhi, they touched down at Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International Airport. With a quicker than expected trip through customs, they headed immediately to ground transportation and hired a cab.

“Dwarika Hotel,” Jake instructed the driver, hoping that he’d pronounced it correctly. After a contemplative pause, the driver raised an acknowledging finger in the air and pulled out into the flow of traffic.

Although listed as a premiere five-star hotel, Jake had discovered while waiting for their flight to Delhi that the offseason rates were comparable to moderately priced American hotels. Located in the heart of the city, the hotel advertised traditional Nepalese architecture dating back to the 13th century. He had also checked Trip Advisor and found that the Dwarika came with highest marks.

“Wow,” Katie said as they stepped into the grand foyer.

Elaborate wood carvings covered the interior brick façade. Surrounding them, furniture designed for comfort as well as elegance adorned the lobby.

“Looks like a decent place,” Jake said.

“Do you always travel First Class?” Katie asked in awe.

Jake smiled. “I’d like to say yes, especially if it impresses you, but to tell the truth, I’m usually in a tent or some other unaccommodating flea trap. So don’t get used to this. We’re only here long enough to find a guide to take us to the border with Tibet. From there, it’ll be my usually unimpressive tent camping.”

“By the way,” Katie said as she slipped her arm around his, “you don’t have to worry about impressing me.”

Jake looked into her eyes and studied her warm expression, but before he could comment, they were approached by a dark complexioned man wearing the tailored uniform of a hotel attendant.

“Welcome to the Dwarika Hotel,” the man greeted with an Indian accent. “May I be of assistance to you?”

“Jacob Evers,” Jake said extending his hand. “And this is my friend, Katie Petrovich. We have two room reservations that were made online yesterday.”

“It is good to meet you. Please follow me.”

The attendant stepped behind the main counter and typed in their names. “Yes Mr. Evers. I have you in our system. Two Heritage Rooms with a view of our gardens. I believe you will find them to your liking.”

Jake handed him a credit card and after several more keystrokes, they were issued their room keys.

“Will there be anything else?” the man asked. “An excursion perhaps?”

Jake looked at Katie. “We were planning on doing some hiking up in the mountains, close to Lo Monthang, but I’m afraid we’ve come with no gear. Last minute plans.”

“Our concierge can help you,” the man pointed to a desk in the corner of the room. “We offer a number of treks into the Himalayas from here. There is no shortage of temples in Nepal. Are you searching for enlightenment?”



Jake smiled. “Refinement might be a more accurate term.”

When Katie returned to the hotel lobby the following morning to meet Jake for breakfast, she found him sitting with the concierge.

“Thank you for your help,” he said as he rose from his chair and shook the man’s hand. He turned quickly and almost collided with Katie.

“Well…good morning,” she said with her eyes opened widely. “Looks like you’re ready to go.”

“Good morning,” he replied. “Sorry about that. Did you sleep all right?”

“I’m afraid I slept too well. I apologize for being late. I didn’t realize how tired I was.”

“Not a problem. It gave me time to get a plan together.”

She looked down at the stack of brochures in his hand. “You have a busy day planned.”

Jake leaned down and said in a low voice. “Nice guy, but a little over enthusiastic. Since I couldn’t tell him exactly what we were doing, he took it as an opportunity to plan out our entire vacation. Here,” he handed her a brochure. “Bungee jumping over some gorge. Sounded right up your alley.”

“I’ll pass. Did he know anything about the area where we’re going?”

“It’s north of the Annapurna Conservation Area, a nature preserve that tourists commonly visit. We can reach the village of Lo Monthang from there. I didn’t share with him that Lo Monthang isn’t our final destination. According to the map that Wade sent me, Alexi’s coordinates might push us over into Tibet. I’ve only looked at it on my Blackberry so I can’t really tell where the boundary is. But, if it’s like most border areas I’ve come across, the local patrol really doesn’t care. If they think you’re invading their space, they’re going to arrest you or worse. The Chinese are a variable I’d just as soon not include in this equation.”

“Can we drive to Annapurna?” she asked.

“And beyond. Lo Monthang is accessible by car. If we go any further, it will have to be by SUV or on foot. The concierge arranged for a 4x4 to be delivered here after breakfast.”

“What about our camping gear?”

“Also taken care of. There’s a military surplus store in town. He took my order and said that it would be in the SUV.”

“That’s nice,” Katie observed with a warm smile.

“First class, just like the doctor ordered,” Jake bragged.
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After a light breakfast of fresh fruit, flat bread, and yogurt, Jake and Katie walked outside the hotel and found their rental vehicle parked near the entrance doors. The tan Toyota Land Cruiser was an older FJ-40, but appeared to be in decent condition.

“It looks pretty full of stuff,” Katie noted.

Jake walked around to the back of the vehicle, opened the doors, and began an inspection of the equipment.

“Bedrolls, sleeping bags, field jackets,” he verbalized his mental checklist. Several minutes later, he began repacking the supplies. “Smells kind of musty, but if it was good enough for the Nepalese army in 1970, then it’s good enough for our little camping trip.”

After a stop at a local market to purchase food and bottled water, they drove north out of the city. Their plan was to reach the ancient monastic village of Lo Monthang by lunch and check into a hotel for the night, continuing north the following day. With Katie navigating their course from a map they had gotten from the concierge, they drove for two hours, slowly gaining elevation as they approached the mountains. When they were clearly on the only road that led to Lo Monthang, Katie put the map down and retrieved a folder from her backpack along with her grandfather’s journal.

“Been doing some research?” Jake asked as he glanced over.

“I was just thinking about the map that Dmitri drew in his journal. It’s always been a puzzle, but I may have found something on the Internet last night.”

“The real reason you were late this morning.”

“I can get lost on details.” She reached into the folder and pulled out several photos that she’d printed from the workstation in her room. “Dmitri’s map had several odd lines and geometric shapes. I compared them with some photos I found online. These were all taken around a river basin north of Lo Monthang. The river is called the Kali Gandaki. It flows out of Tibet through a really deep gorge.”

She handed Jake the photos.

He studied the first one in the stack. “A suspension bridge.”

“Which corresponds to the curved parallel lines between the two triangles on this page,” she said as she held up the journal page.

“What about that shape with the odd top?” Jake asked. “Is that some sort of building? A monastery maybe?”

“Take a look at the next photo,” she replied.

On the page was the image of a typical Buddhist monastery with a flat roof. Its terracotta exterior stood in bold contrast against an eroded stone mesa behind it. The mesa was dotted with what appeared to be caves.

“I’m missing the connection,” he admitted.

“My grandfather’s drawing had no perspective to give it depth. Look at the top of that rock formation behind the building. The curvature matches the top of the shape in his journal. The dots on the drawing could be these caves.”

Jake nodded slowly. “It’s certainly worth a look.”

As they drove on toward Lo Monthang, they realized that they were making better time than they had expected. Instead of stopping in the town to find a hotel for the night, they decided to push on into the mountains. The decision was also based on potential inquiries from the locals. Kidnapping, theft, and murder were common in remote places worldwide, but Jake and Katie had an additional problem. The border with Chinese-controlled Tibet was coming ever closer.

The gravel road on which they traveled generally followed the Gandaki River with the gorge below them growing steadily deeper as the elevation increased. When it was clear that the road moved off in a direction that would take them away from their coordinates, Jake pulled off onto a grassy knoll.

“Looks like it’s on foot from here,” he said checking his handheld GPS.



“How much farther?” Katie asked.

“Eleven miles or so,” he shrugged as he stepped from the vehicle. He walked around to the back and began removing their gear.

As Katie got out and joined him, she looked down at the yellowish-tan cliffs that rose above the river. The almost uniform color was dotted with occasional patches of sparse vegetation. In preparation for the trip, she had read about the Himalayan Desert climate. Outside of a few river valleys like this one, it was one of the driest and most inhospitable regions of the world.

“I don’t suppose we’ll make it today,” she said.

Jake shook his head. “This is my first trip to the Himalayas, but I don’t think they’re generally known for easy access. We’ll make camp in a few hours.”

After working their way down an animal herding trail that forked from the main road, Jake and Katie began their trek across the wide, but mostly dry riverbed. With the seasonal melt several months behind them, the Gandaki River had been reduced to little more than a series of creeks intertwined like sapphire vines as they flowed from the mountains beyond. This made for a relatively easy hike until the GPS showed that they had to leave the riverbed and begin their assent into the mountains.

When they spotted a mountain pass and started their way up, they came across a yak herder leading his mottled gray and white herd down to the river. Bags of salt and grain were strapped to their backs.

“Tashi deleg,” Jake spoke a Tibetan greeting. It was the only thing he’d managed to retain from a phrasebook he’d purchased from a small airport bookstore in Kathmandu.

The old, nearly toothless man smiled broadly and returned the greeting.

Katie asked him if he could speak Chinese. The man’s response started an awkward discussion with both of them stopping frequently to come up with enough words to knit together a conversation. Although the Chinese government had forced Mandarin to be taught throughout the country including Tibet, few of the older people had managed to grasp the language. Katie had spoken Chinese as a young girl but hadn’t used the language in years.

“Get anything out of that?” Jake asked after the man waved goodbye and followed his herd down to the river.

“There are glaciers a few kilometers beyond here,” she answered. “He said we would come to a plateau on which we’d find a deserted village.”

“What about the monastery with the caves behind it? Is it there?”

“I didn’t really understand his answer to that question. He said there was a monastery, but he said we should not stop in the village. If I understood him correctly, he said it was a place of ghosts.”

“A ghost town?”

Katie shook her head. “It’s not a term like the one you use in America. I think he literally meant ghosts. Superstition runs pretty high here.”

“All the same,” Jake smiled, “I’m scooting my sleeping bag next to yours.”

An hour later, just before sunset, the elevation crested at a plateau with a magnificent view of the lower mountains below. Sitting atop a rocky precipice was the monastery from the photo that Katie had found online. The once brightly painted structure lay in partial ruin above an abandoned village with buildings of similar architecture. Strung between them, a few strands of tattered and faded prayer flags fluttered in the breeze.

“I’d definitely call that a ghost town,” Jake commented as he took in the condition of their disheveled surroundings.

“Doesn’t look like anyone has lived here in some time,” Katie commented.

Their attention was suddenly drawn to a creaking sound that came from a shutter hanging from one hinge below a second floor window on the monastery. A chilling wind had picked up, carrying dust into the air from the graveled streets around the village.

“This is kind of creepy,” he said, “like a late-night horror flick.”

“You watch late-night horror flicks?”

“No way,” he replied emphatically. “I still close my eyes during the scary parts of Scooby Doo.”



Katie laughed. “Like it or not, I think we have to pick one of these buildings to call home for the night. The monastery looks like the one in the best condition.”

Jake nodded. “Ladies first.”

Although the twin entrance doors to the structure were closed, it was clear that someone had once gained access to the building by applying force to the locking mechanism. The wood on both sides was caved in and spider cracks in the paint emanated from the impact points.

Jake bumped the right hand door firmly with his shoulder, forcing it to creak open. Once inside, he removed a small flashlight from his backpack and flipped it on. In the glow of its beam, elaborate and colorful wall murals came into view. Easily recognized paintings of the Buddha were interspersed among a variety of deities. There were also talismanic inscriptions recording some mantra from Buddhist teachings.

“A lot of work went into this,” Jake commented.

Katie nodded. Tired from their long hike, she unzipped her sleeping bag and laid it out on an uncluttered section of the earthen floor. Jake dropped his bag beside hers before walking over to a stone oven in the corner of the room. He examined the cast iron door to the firebox. Beside it was a small stack of broken branches, which had been placed there for firewood.

“If this thing still works,” he said, “maybe we can at least knock the chill out of the air.”

Jake opened the box, put in a couple of the smaller sticks of wood, and removed a lighter from his backpack. Five minutes later, a noticeable glow began to emanate from the vents in the door.

“You’re quite the Boy Scout,” Katie remarked.

“Cub Scout actually,” he replied taking a seat beside her. “By the time I was old enough for the green uniform, soccer was taking up most of my spare time. My parents made me choose.”

“So tell me something about you I don’t know,” she prodded with a smile.

“Uh-oh,” he feigned a nervous look, “twenty questions. This is usually where I get into trouble. If you like the person you’ve seen so far, can we just leave it at that?”

“Come on,” she nudged him. “You don’t strike me as someone who has something to hide. With all this running around, we haven’t had time to talk and I’m curious about your interests, your likes and dislikes.”

“Can you be more specific?” Jake kidded, dogging her questions.

Katie drew in her lips, crossed her arms, and squinted at him. “I see you’re going to make this difficult, so let me help you. For starters, what kind of movies do you like? What’s your favorite food? Are you the kind of man who isn’t afraid to show his emotions?”

Jake smiled. “That doesn’t sound too painful. Let me see—action adventure…most ethnic foods…and it all depends on if an emotional response is required.”

“Too easy,” Katie said. She raised her eyebrows as if in thought. “Let’s take this up a notch.”

“And here’s where the wheels come off the bus.”

“You’re not married. You could be dating someone. It at least begs the question of what kind of girl you’re attracted to.”

Jake held up his left hand and wiggled his ring finger. “No wife and no ex-wife. No girlfriend. Haven’t really had the time for that. And, the kind of girl I would be attracted to….? Let me see. Bossy, shopaholic, frivolous unintelligent conversation. Your basic high maintenance debutante.”

Katie tried to suppress a grin as she scooted closer to him. “You just described me.”

“I just described the complete opposite of you.”

“I can change,” she shrugged playfully.

Jake shook his head and looked into her eyes. “No, you’re perfect just the way you are.”

As he leaned closer toward her lips, they were suddenly startled by the sound of someone clearing his throat behind them. Katie shuddered as the surprise overtook her, but the sound was wholly familiar to Jake. He tilted his head back and looked at the unexpected visitor.

“Bad timing?” the man asked.



“What are you doing here?” Jake responded.

“Mom said you needed a chaperone,” his brother Sam answered.

“Mom or Bill Hendricks?”

Sam shrugged. “They’re kind of the same.”

“Mom?” Katie asked as she analyzed the younger man’s face. Although his frame was smaller than Jake’s and his hair was dark brown, the blue eyes were strikingly familiar.

“Katie Petrovich,” Jake said, “meet Sam Evers.”

“Evers,” she smiled. “You two are brothers. I see the resemblance.”

“I’m just the better looking one,” Sam replied as he stepped forward to shake her hand. “I can see why Jake’s been missing in action so much lately.”

Jake glanced over at Katie. “He’s also the charming one.”

Sam took a seat at the end of his brother’s sleeping bag.

“So why are you here?” Jake asked.

“Bill’s not sure your decision making skills are up to snuff. He thinks the blood loss or something else,” he looked at Katie and winked, “may have affected your thinking.”

Katie laughed.

“So he sent you? Not Murray, not Dan—you; my gung-ho, never-looks-before-he-leaps brother?”

Sam nodded. “Pretty much.”

Jake shook his head. “Hope you brought a sleeping bag.”

“I was kind of counting on sharing yours.”

“You’re going to have a cold night.”

“Jake,” Katie said in a lightly scolding tone.

“I was only joking. Of course you can share my sleeping bag. I’ll unzip it all the way so we can both use it as a cover.”

“Just like old times,” Sam replied. “You don’t still have that bed-wetting problem do you?’

Katie snickered.

“Don’t push your luck.”

“Just want to make sure this young lady understands what she might be getting into.”



“You’ve come at a good time,” Katie said. “I was just beginning my interrogation.”

“This should be fun,” Sam replied. “If he lies, I’ll give you a signal. By the way, do you guys have anything to eat? In my haste to get up here, I forgot to stop by the Quickie-Mart.”

“How did you know where to find us?” Jake asked.

“Wade’s computer finally cracked the code. There was only one village that could have corresponded to the drawing from that journal you showed me. We found it on Google Maps. I came in here by chopper about lunchtime today. I’ve been wandering around until I saw smoke coming out of the chimney here. I guessed it was you.”

“Where did you find a helicopter?” Jake asked.

“Red Cross, Kathmandu. They have a pilot and an old Huey. I told them I was looking for a couple of hikers who went missing a few days ago. When I said that I would pay their fuel bill with a little more to boot, they agreed to take me here. You know pilots. If someone offers to buy the gas, they’re always willing to fly.”

“That’s very efficient,” Katie acknowledged.

“But I’m sure Jake’s plan was more romantic,” Sam smiled, “though a little bit out of the way.”

Jake shook his head and laughed. No matter how aggravating his brother could be at times, he was still Jake’s most trusted friend. Three years his junior, Sam Evers was like his older brother in many ways, but still unique. Both shared a love for science and history and both were committed Christians. Sam’s uniqueness came in his almost uncanny ability to understand mechanical things. When he wasn’t traveling the world on some TERA mission, Sam could usually be found in his garage working on a project, most recently the restoration of a 1971 Dodge Challenger.

After a lively conversation prompted by Katie asking numerous questions about their childhood, the three turned in for the night as a light snow began to fall outside. When Katie awoke the next morning, she glanced over at the rolled sleeping bag beside her and realized that Jake and Sam were nowhere to be seen. Using her fingers as a brush, she aggressively tossed her hair before getting up. Further into the catacombs of the monastery, she heard movement and muffled voices.

“Good morning,” Jake greeted her as she entered the room where they were standing.

“What are you guys doing?”

“We were just checking out the place,” Jake answered.

“Yeah,” she shrugged. “I really couldn’t find much about it on the Internet.”

Sam looked up at the crossed timbers above them. “Typical Tibetan construction. The walls are built of wooden beams filled with rock and smooth coated with a crude cement. The roof is flat to keep the heat inside, and the walls are sloped to prevent damage from earthquakes.”

Katie gave Jake a surprised look.

“You’ll have to forgive my brother,” he said. “He’s an architectural nerd.”

“Structural engineer I believe is the term you were looking for,” Sam corrected, “or have you forgotten that gravity defying suspension bridge you had me build in Togo last year. Remember, the one that allowed the missionaries to reach that village in a fraction of the time that it had once taken.”

“We shared a room growing up,” Jake continued. “The shelves on his side were covered with Lego buildings of every shape and size.”

“Oh yeah,” Sam retorted. “At least my side of the room wasn’t cluttered with hundreds of little plastic dinosaurs.”

“They were fossils….and scale models,” Jake corrected him.

“I still have Barney nightmares,” Sam insisted.

“I would love to have had a sibling,” Katie said.

“You can have mine,” the two brothers responded simultaneously.

Katie laughed, shaking her head, as she stepped past them and examined the wall at the far end of the room. Diffuse sunlight from a closed shutter filtered onto the plaster. There was a line of indentions where the paint, plaster, and mortar were missing.

“What caused all these holes?” she asked.



Sam looked pensively at Jake.

“The same thing that caused these stains,” Jake replied pointing to a dark section of the floor just beneath the wall. He held up a spent rifle case that Sam had located earlier. “7.62 by 39. It’s the round used in AK-47s.”

“An execution?” she spoke with alarm.

Jake nodded. “That’s what we guessed. That may explain why this place is called a ghost town. Something horrible happened here.”

Katie took a couple of steps forward to consider what she was hearing. She began to recall the stories that her grandmother had told her about the communist takeover of Tibet. Although she didn’t know the details, her grandfather had fought for the resistance. Thousands were killed in the slaughter.

“This must have happened back in the fifties,” she said.

“We found an old newspaper dated March 1964.”

“A month before my grandfather disappeared.”

Jake nodded. “What happened here may be connected.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

Jake walked back to the entryway and picked up a cardboard tube that stood on one end.

“I was planning on showing you these later,” he said as he slid the contents out of one end of the tube. “They’re digital enhancements of the photos taken from the camera onboard the capsule.”

He arranged them across an ornate wooden table that stood next to the window. The first photo showed a circled area of activity in the upper left hand corner that had been cropped and enlarged in the subsequent ones. In the final photo, crossbeams could be seen above what appeared to be a cave entrance.

“Construction scaffolding,” Sam suggested.

“Or an excavation site,” Jake replied.

Katie picked up the most detailed photo and held it in the light. The resolution was poor due to the magnitude of the enlargement.

“Have you noticed these shadowy figures scattered around the entrance to the cave?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Jake spoke hesitantly.



“Look here too,” she said, “down the hill some distance. These odd rectangular shapes could be tents, maybe a base camp.”

Jake took the photo from her and studied it, glancing occasionally at the rock formations around them to gain a size comparison. The other objects in the photo had more natural, asymmetric shapes. The ones that Katie identified had definite squared sides.

“That would be my guess,” he answered. “They’re too uniform to be natural.”

“Well,” she continued with some hesitation in her voice, “if those are tents, then these odd-shaped figures scattered about them and then also up the hill at the cave entrance…”

“They’re bodies, Katie,” Jake said softly as he reached out to take her hand. “We had someone at the embassy who knows about this sort of thing look at it. That was his assessment.”

“It’s my grandfather and his team.” She shook her head as she studied the images. “Why did they do this? They were just scientists. They certainly wouldn’t have offered any resistance.”

Jake put his arm around her. “I’m sorry.”

Katie closed her eyes. She suddenly felt very cold and began to tremble. Jake pulled her tightly against him.

“We’re going to find out what happened here,” he said firmly. “We owe it to Dmitri and Pete and your grandmother. Whoever is responsible for this has to be stopped.”

Looking up at him with a sad but determined expression, Katie nodded, “Let’s go see what’s in that cave.”
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Beyond the halfway point of their assent, Jake stopped again to study the map from Dmitri’s journal and removed the satellite photos once more from his backpack. Unrolling them across the flat surface of a large moraine, he and his two companions cross-referenced the major landmarks. Three mountain peaks framed an angled valley with an increasing elevation toward the tallest peak. From his reckoning, Jake determined that their current location was nearly in the center of the three peaks and decided that the cave entrance must be another forty to fifty meters up the low rise.

The north face of the mountain peak before them was spotted with patches of stubby alpine growth still green despite being frostbitten at the tips. Snow drifts from the previous winter still clung to the clefts of the rocky outcroppings and filled the fissures in the valley floor below. Above them, at the crest of the glacier’s peak, sunlight reflected like a million penlights from ice crystals surrounding the edge.

“This looks like the spot,” Sam said as he walked back down to greet them. “There are even chiseled holes in the rock where their scaffolding was mounted. The cave entrance must be behind that snow bank.”

Jake detached a collapsible shovel from his backpack and walked over to the base of the glacier where snowdrifts were piled against the striations in the rock. The surface was covered with a heavy snowpack that responded with a solid thunk when his shovel struck the packed snow. Jake realized immediately that the surface beneath the recent snowfall was a solid block of ice.

“Uh-oh,” he muttered.

“What is it?” Katie asked.

“Glacial terminus,” he answered, observing the slope of the shallow valley toward the peak behind them. “It’s a souvenir left over from the ice age, a spot where the glaciers that once covered this area have held on over thousands of years.”

“Can we get through it?” Katie asked anxiously.

“That all depends,” he said looking above them at the rocky precipice. “If it’s more than a couple of feet thick, it’s probably pointless to try.”

“If this is the right spot, then my grandfather was able to get through,” Katie responded. “It may not be as thick as it looks. It’s worth a try.”

Jake nodded and smiled. “I didn’t say I was giving up. The only option I see, unless we hike out of here, drive back to Kathmandu, and try to find some digging equipment, is to apply a little shearing force to the surface.”

“How do you intend to do that?” Sam asked.

Jake slapped his brother on the back. “Watch and be amazed.”

With the same agility he had exhibited in their escape in the Gobi, Jake climbed the ridge above them, carefully picking his hand-and footholds. When he reached the summit, he disappeared from view and was gone for nearly a minute before they saw his face emerge from the edge of the bluff.

“I would back up if I were you,” he called down.

“What are you going to do?” Katie asked.

“There are several large moraines up here, and I’m about to roll one off and see if I can crack the ice cap.”

“And that was your amazing plan?” Sam said, rolling his eyes at Katie.

“I never said it was brilliant. Now be good boys and girls and move that way,” he motioned with his hand.

From their new vantage point, Katie and Sam could see that he was trying to gauge the alignment between their position and the icy surface below. The target wasn’t very large, and they could tell it was going to be a difficult shot.

“Ready when you are,” Katie called up.

“Bombs away!” shouted Jake.



After clearing a small outcropping five feet below the summit, the rock, about the diameter of a bicycle tire, plummeted to the ground below. As soon as it struck and rolled to a stop a few feet away, Katie rushed over to see if it had been effective.

“You hit it!” she shouted, quickly brushing away the layer of snow atop the crevice. “And there’s a crack in it.”

“Do you think we can break the rest of it out by hand?”

Sam stepped forward and ran his hands along the break to judge the size of the fissure. “The pieces are still pretty large. Can you drop another rock?”

“No problamo.”

Repeating the steps from his first attempt, Jake rolled a second rock over the edge, this one slightly larger than the first. All three watched anxiously as it struck the surface in nearly the same spot as the first. This time a decisive crack rang out as the icy surface disappeared into the crevasse.

“You did it!” Katie shouted.

As Jake climbed down, Katie and Sam ventured a couple of steps into the opening left by the breaking ice. Instantly, something caught their attention.

“What’s that?” Jake’s voice spoke from behind them.

“Looks like a wooden plank,” Katie answered.

“Someone must have boarded up the opening,” Sam said.

Jake climbed down into the hole and began chiseling away the remaining snow and ice from the opening. “There are more boards over here,” he said. “The edges are pretty rough, but you can see that it was once a hewn piece of lumber. It’s obviously manmade.”

“Maybe it was a door,” Katie suggested. “My grandfather might have placed it there to seal it off.”

“Or whoever didn’t want it opened,” Sam added.

“One thing’s for sure,” Jake replied as he observed the white chunks lying around them. “Glacial ice would not have broken this easily. The slab that we cracked must have formed in recent years. It’s mostly snowpack.”

Katie removed her backpack, sat it on a fractured slab of ice behind her, and reached in for a flashlight. Jake gripped two of the timbers and tried to pull them apart. Sam stepped forward to help him. Although they were massive and partially frozen together, a loud pop indicated that they were not immovable. Suddenly, the board in Jake’s right hand snapped and he fell awkwardly into the chunks of broken snowpack behind him.

“That was graceful,” he said as he stood.

Even before Katie clicked on her flashlight, she could feel the change in temperature coming from inside the cave. It was much colder than the outside air.

“That’s interesting,” Sam commented as he experienced the same sensation. “The air temperature out here is about 40 degrees Fahrenheit. Most caves are at least 15 degrees warmer than that.”

“So what does that mean?” Katie asked.

“It at least means that there are no tunnels leading deep into the earth,” Jake answered. “This is a glacier cave, which also explains why your grandfather was able to retrieve the frozen remains of some critter.”

“Critter?” Katie raised her eyebrows at the unfamiliar term.

“You ever watch the Beverly Hillbillies?” Jake asked.

“I don’t think we got that one in Russia.”

“I have them all on DVD,” he said as he peered into the opening. “We’ll have to further your education when we get back. We might even listen to some of my classic LPs, like my favorite, Dallas Holm.”

Sam looked at Katie and mouthed silently, “Bless you.”

“As I’m sure my brother is making faces,” Jake continued without looking back, “you have to understand that he and I have decidedly different tastes.”

“He means I have taste,” Sam replied.

“Toby Mac…hm,” Jake shot back. “The guy can’t even wear his hat straight.”

“And that alone will keep you off the Lawrence Welk Show,” Sam replied with a wry smile.

Clearing away the final board, Jake ducked his head beneath the opening and stepped inside the cave. “You guys need to see this,” he called back.

“What is it?” Katie asked.

“This cave shouldn’t technically still be here,” Jake said as the beam of his flashlight reflected from the thick, icy walls. “This looks like a glacier cave made solely of ice. They’re unstable because of seasonal melts and refreezing. Glaciers are pretty dynamic, and the caves that are formed within them are usually seasonal. Ever heard of Mt. Rainier in Washington State? Sometime in the sixties or seventies, a group of cavers found miles of caves within that glacier. They’re all but gone now.”

Once they were all inside and out of the sun’s glare, Katie and Sam understood Jake’s comment. The chamber, tall enough to stand up in, looked like the interior of an ice cube. The walls, ceiling, and floor all glistened in their lights. It took a few seconds for their eyes to adjust and then Katie spoke uneasily. “Jake, you might want to look at this.”

When he turned, training his flashlight in her direction, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Before them was a small vehicle with a tattered canvas top. The desert tan paint was mostly intact with a few blotches of rust around the windshield and side view mirror. Sam walked over for a closer look.

“It’s an old Willys Jeep,” he said.

“I’ve seen this before,” Katie replied, “in a photo that Baba showed me. My grandfather was standing beside it. She said that he had bought a Jeep in India and used it on his expeditions. You know what this means?”

Jake nodded as he walked over to join his brother. He ran his hand along the top, which felt cold and brittle. “It means we’ve found the right place.”

Katie could hardly contain her excitement. “Where do we start?”

“Hey Jake,” Sam spoke bleakly. “You might want to take a look at this.”

His brother turned to see Sam looking through the folding windshield that was in the upright position. Using the cuff of his parka, he had wiped away a portion of the frozen condensation covering the glass.

“Oh,” Jake said with surprise as he looked inside.

“What is it?” Katie asked with alarm.

“A body,” Jake grimly answered.

Katie stepped closer.

“I’m not sure you want to see this,” Jake spoke firmly.

“I’m not squeamish.”

“What if it’s your grandfather? You didn’t handle the photo too well. I can assure you this is much worse.”

“It’s OK,” she motioned with her hand. “I’ll be fine.”

Jake reluctantly stepped aside to allow her to look into the vehicle. After standing there for a long moment, she finally dropped her head.

“It’s him,” she muttered.

“How can you be sure?”

Katie nodded. “The hair color is right and I think I’ve even seen that plaid shirt in a photo somewhere, maybe the one with the Jeep. The most telling thing is the shape of his mouth, the way it turns up at the ends. Baba said that even when he was upset, it always looked like he was smiling.”
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After Katie took Jake’s suggestion to retrieve some fresh flashlight batteries from his backpack outside, he and Sam went to the grim task of opening the Jeep. The small latch holding the driver’s side door closed was dark with corrosion. To Jake’s surprise, however, it gave way easily when he firmly gripped it and pulled. It was then that he realized the entire latching assembly had come off in his hand. With a loud creak of the hinges, which reverberated from the walls of the cave, the door swung open.

The man’s body was seated rigidly in the seat, and oddly Jake thought, he appeared to be at peace despite the obvious cause of death. There was a small puncture in his shirt just above a dark stain that ran down the front. It was clearly a bullet hole.

Knowing there was no other way to completely search the vehicle, Jake and Sam agreed that they would have to remove the body. With his left arm cupped around the dead man’s withered legs and his right supporting his back, Jake applied just enough pressure to snap his frozen clothes loose from the seat. It made an unpleasant tearing sound. Since he had not accounted for the body being completely dehydrated, it was surprisingly light as he carried it over to a spot on the cave floor where sunlight entered from the opening.

Jake tried to imagine what the man had looked like in life. He was tall, maybe six feet or more. His brown hair was well kempt although the bristles of a beard still showed on his sunken face.

Out of respect, he placed his cap over the man’s face as he searched his clothes for identification. As most men carry wallets in their back pockets, Jake started there but found nothing. A search of his jacket pockets, including the one inside, also came up empty. Other than hiking boots, which looked right for the period, his remaining apparel could have come from any era. Jake even thought about how the flannel shirt looked similar to one that he owned. One thing that did catch his eye, however, was the position of his fingers on his right hand. The middle finger, forefinger, and thumb came together as though he had been holding a pen.

Jake turned and walked back to the Jeep to see if his observation was correct. As his light struck the floor pan, he immediately spied a thin black object lying beneath the seat.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

“A fountain pen. I think Mr. Petrovich may have been writing something when he died.”

Slipping the pen into his pocket, Jake continued to search the confines of the small vehicle. With his knees in the driver’s seat, he leaned over the backrest and examined the items strewn about the bed. There was an assortment of tools—picks, shovels, and climbing gear which corresponded with an excavation of this type.

Finding nothing of interest, Jake had turned to exit the Jeep when a scrap of paper wedged between the fuel gauge and the dash caught his attention. Carefully removing and unfolding it, his attention was drawn to a bloody fingerprint at the bottom. Above the mark was a brief note, written in Russian Cyrillic.

“What does it say?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know. It’s written in Russian cursive.”

When Katie reentered the cave, Jake walked over and handed her the folded note. “I found this inside the Jeep. And I think I recognize the handwriting.”

She gave him a look of concern as she took the paper. After opening it, tears began flowing down her face. Jake put his arms around her, but sensing her need to be alone, he said, “Wait here. We’re almost done. When I get back, we’ll discuss what to do with the body.”

Katie nodded and Jake walked over to rejoin his brother.

“Is she OK?” Sam asked.

Jake shrugged.

“A goodbye note?”

“That would be my guess. Did you find anything else?”

“Just this,” Sam said as he lifted a metal case and sat it on the hood. He opened it and then turned the case around for Jake to see the contents. “You know what these are, right?”

Jake looked down at a row of foot long wooden broom handles with metal cans attached at one end. “Potato mashers,” he replied. “World War II German stick grenades.”

“Dad still has a couple of them in his collection,” Sam reminded him, “although I suspect these haven’t had the explosives removed.”

Jake shook his head. “This just gets weirder.”

“Her grandfather was afraid of the Nazis,” Sam said. “Maybe he went on the offensive and took a few goodies.”

“It would also be a good way to blast through snowpack when you couldn’t get your hands on dynamite.”

When Katie walked over and quietly joined them, Jake reached down and took her hand. “Are you OK?” he asked softly.

She nodded, “It’s a note to my grandmother.”

“We’ll make sure it gets delivered,” he said as he looked up and peered into the dark, icy chamber. “We have to find out what he discovered here. We owe it to him. Are you ready to get started?”

“I’m ready,” Katie said with determination.

In the beam of their flashlights, they could see their breath as it hung suspended in the frigid air. To Jake, that was the strangest part. He had gained a great deal of knowledge about geology over his years with TERA. Why had this cave existed for thousands of years without at least a partial thaw? Jake’s knowledge was far from comprehensive, but he at least knew that thermal changes within porous rock were generally large enough to keep vertical ice from staying frozen year round. Higher altitudes in the Himalayas were exempt from seasonal melts because of low temperatures, but this cave was only marginally within the snow line. That mystery would have to wait, he decided, until they had found the extinct remains.

As they began working their way along the perimeter of the chamber, a low thumping noise began to radiate through the room.

“Do you hear that?” Katie asked. Everyone stopped and listened intently. “What is it?”

Jake snapped a concerned look at his brother. “Helicopter,” they said simultaneously.
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Inside the MI-8, a smile slowly began to develop across Rune Dietrich’s face as they approached the southern summit of the Himalayan range. Unlike the story he had given the commander of the Tajik base, he had known precisely where he was going. The coordinates were already laid into the GPS. Below him, lying atop a boulder, were two backpacks. His prey had been found with practically no effort.

Although his original plan had been to land and then kill them after a brief but painful question and answer session, the weather report had forced him to reevaluate. The pilot had informed Rune that another storm was approaching, which had dumped snow across Southwestern Tibet. There were even reports of a thunderstorm that was nearly unheard of in the area.

After a surveying pass around the perimeter of the mountain to ensure that there were no other escape routes from the cave, he would instruct the pilot to land him near the entrance. From there he could try out an item from their “relief supply kit”—an RPG-7V2. The latest variant of the most proliferated rocket propelled grenade in the world carried a thermobaric warhead designed to eliminate cave occupants. The warhead had been used by the Soviets during their war in Afghanistan in the 1980s. No one inside could live through such an attack and the opening would be sealed forever. Though less personal than he liked, it would be no less entertaining to watch.

As the MI-8 streaked past them, the occupants of the cave watched from behind the broken timbers around the entrance as its full profile came into view. Jake took notice of the red, blue, and white flag painted behind the cockpit as well as the red star on the vertical stabilizer. Rune was hanging from the jump seat, weapon in hand.



“Jake,” Katie said uneasily.

“I know,” Jake answered. “It’s my old buddy from Russia, the one who chased us from the museum.”

“We’re in a lot of trouble,” Sam exclaimed.

Jake watched as the helicopter made a turn around the peak of the mountain. The noise of its rotor gradually faded until the sound was indiscernible from the steady wind around them.

“Do you have a plan?” Katie asked. She could see from his expression that Jake was calculating.

“There’s no doubt he knows we’re in here,” he said, “but he’ll have to land to fire the weapon. Unlike Rambo would have us believe, RPGs are not designed to fire from inside a helicopter unless you want to smoke the pilot and crew out of the air.”

“Don’t mean to be a killjoy,” Sam offered, “but we can’t exactly rush him if he does land.”

“They’re only looking for me and Katie. I doubt they know you’re even here. We can use that to our advantage.”

“We have an advantage?” Sam asked.

Jake looked back toward the metal case sitting atop the jeep. “We have potato mashers.”

“They’re a bazillion years old, Jake,” Sam stressed. “Do you really think they’ll work?”

“If you can get above him, you might be able to throw a grenade down onto his rotor. Even if the detonator doesn’t work, the force of the blades striking the grenade might be enough to set it off. A lot of explosives get more sensitive with age.”

“The summit’s not tall enough,” Sam countered. “He’d need to be almost on the ground if we’re going to get in a good shot. And what if he doesn’t land that close to us? I can’t exactly throw a grenade a half mile away.”

“That’s where I come in,” Jake replied. “Take Katie with you. Climb up and stay out of view. I’ll get their attention a few yards away from the opening. When they drop down after me, you throw the grenade.”

“No Jake!” Katie cried. “You’re not going to do this again. This is my problem. I won’t allow you to be killed for me.”



“I’m also more agile than you,” Sam added. “If anyone is going to draw the helicopter away, it’s going to be me.”

“I’m not going to argue with either of you,” Jake said abruptly. He walked over to the Jeep, unlatched the olive drab case, and carefully removed three of the wooden handled grenades. “You know how to use these, right?”

Sam looked at him solemnly. “Please let me do this.”

“Unscrew the cap at the bottom,” he said mechanically. “You’ll find the pull string for the detonator inside. Once you yank it, the grenade is live. Unlike the American grenades, there is no way to safe it. Pull it and throw. If it doesn’t work…well, do the best you can. Just get Katie out of here.”

“Jake—” Sam started.

“Not now little brother,” Jake interrupted. “I hear him coming back. Help me push this jeep to the opening. If the axels aren’t frozen and the tires still have enough air, I’m going to give them a big target.”

With only a brief gaze into Katie’s concerned face, Jake strained at the rear bumper of the Jeep, using a scaffolding beam for leverage until it popped from its icy cradle. With the entrance to the cave at a slight downhill angle, it was easy to maneuver the light vehicle toward the opening. Sam positioned two broken planks beneath the front wheels to allow them to push the Jeep across the broken snowpack. Outside the entrance, Jake slid in behind the steering wheel and smiled back at Katie.

“Pray for me,” he said. “And may His will be done.”

With a final push from his brother, the jeep broke free of the last bits of ice and began to gain momentum as it coasted down the hill. Sam and Katie quickly retraced Jake’s earlier steps above the cave and took cover behind two large boulders which rested against each other. Their escape had clearly gone unnoticed as they could see the pilot adjust his course in Jake’s direction.

Hanging far from the jump seat, Rune awkwardly extended the RPG’s launch tube until its aft end cleared the helicopter’s cabin. Sam knew immediately what his plan was but couldn’t react before he saw the flash from the weapon. With a loud pop, the rocket motor engaged, sending the warhead toward the Jeep, which was bouncing erratically down the mountainous terrain. With a bright flash and pounding shockwave, the RPG exploded, sending a cloud of debris and dust across the area beneath them. It was impossible to see if the attacker had found his target.

When Sam stepped to the edge of the cliff, anger poured through him. He quickly unscrewed the cap on the grenade, dropped the pull string out, and gave it a hard yank. With the war relic raised above his head, he thrust his arm forward and slung the grenade toward the target. For what seemed like an eternity, the grenade tumbled end-over-end until finally striking the rotor hub that held the helicopter’s blades in place. At the moment of contact, the grenade detonated with a tremendous explosion. One of the rotor blades broke free and bent toward the fuselage. In a grisly scene, it sliced into Rune who was still leaning outside the craft to inspect his kill. Catching him between his neck and left shoulder, the blade sliced him in two.

With the damaged rotor, the MI-8 suddenly pitched downward. In a futile effort to bring the helicopter under control, the pilot pulled back hard on the controls, trying to gain altitude. Instead, he over-compensated and brought the craft into a full stall.

Katie and Sam watched speechlessly as the helicopter looped into a back flip and powered downward into the rocky terrain below. The ensuing explosion rocked the entire mountain. Fragments of the MI-8 were propelled in every direction as the shockwave from remaining weapons onboard travelled in an eerie translucent dome spreading outwardly from the crash site.

“We’ve got to get down there,” Katie said as she sped off quickly down the hillside.

Intense flames from the wreckage forced them to take an indirect path to where they had last seen Jake. As they walked around the debris field, Katie averted her eyes for fear of what she might see. When they reached the area where they thought Jake should be, billows of black smoke pouring from the wreckage further obscured their view.



“I can’t see anything,” she said.

“Neither can I.”

“What if he’s dead?” Katie finally managed to voice her fear.

Sam didn’t answer. He refused to even consider the possibility.

Katie’s attention was suddenly drawn toward a pair of figures that seemed to appear from the direction of the crash. A wave of fear swept through her. It had not occurred to her that someone could have survived the crash.

“Are those men walking toward us?” she asked.

When Sam peered through the smoke, he caught sight of a man. His stride was one he well recognized.

“I see him,” Sam said with a smile.

When Jake emerged from the cloud of smoke, it was clear that he had not survived the ordeal unscathed. Blood ran from a cut along his hairline just in front of his right ear. His clothes looked as though they’d been singed and his right sleeve was torn completely off.

“Jake!” Katie called as she ran toward him. For a long while she held him close to her.

“Are you badly hurt?” she pleaded as she looked into his face.

“A little smoke damaged, but otherwise fine. Nice throw by the way,” he added as Sam walked up to join them.

“How on earth did you survive that?” Sam asked shaking his head.

Jake looked at them in turn and then shook his head. “I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you.”

Sam raised his eyebrows. “Try us.”

“The RPG was a wide miss, but when that helicopter flipped over and smacked the ground, I was almost directly under it. I knew I was going to die, so I closed my eyes and prayed. The next thing I knew, there was an explosion. My sleeve was on fire, and for a moment…,” he paused as he tried to recall the details. “For a moment, I could have sworn I saw our taxi driver from Russia. He was pulling me away.”

“Baris,” Katie asked, “the one who saved us from the hotel that night?”



Jake nodded. “There was so much smoke and debris I could have just been imagining things, but somehow my sleeve got ripped off. I know that sounds crazy, but I really feel like someone else was in there with me.”

“I saw someone else too,” Katie said as her eyes filled up with tears. “God saved you.”

“Who is Baris?” Sam asked with a puzzled look. “Sounds like you guys are talking about an angel or something.”

Katie looked at Jake and laughed. “Maybe.”

Jake could feel the hairs stand up on his arm. “All I can say is, ‘Praise God!’”

“Me too,” Katie replied as she squeezed him tightly.

Sam shook his head. “You two have a lot of explaining to do.”
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When they returned to the cave, they knew it would be impossible to conduct a thorough investigation. Someone would certainly be coming to check on the missing helicopter. While Sam and Katie snapped photos of the cave’s main room, Jake carried Dmitri’s body to the back of a secondary chamber and chipped away at the ice with Sam’s climbing axe in an effort to bury him. When he was nearly a foot deep, he struck something that was a much darker shade than the ice. It was purplish-red. As he dug deeper, he found what appeared to be an organic material like a frozen piece of red meat.

“Katie,” he called. “Would you come over here and bring your grandfather’s old thermos? I found something.”

Katie grabbed the container and quickly came alongside him. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

“I sure hope so,” he replied as he unscrewed the lid, jarred a circular block of ice from it, and began filling the thermos with the frozen remains.

“Was it sitting on a wooden box?” she asked as she observed the material beneath the sample.

“Yeah, I saw that too,” Jake replied as he looked down at the timbered floor. “This whole place is too perfect to just be a cave. Maybe your grandfather and his team were afraid it was going to collapse. They must have framed it up so it would be safe to do their excavations.”

“Thank you, again,” she said sincerely, touching him on the shoulder.

Jake looked back and smiled. “Thank me once we’re safely back in the States.”

“I think I got everything,” Sam called from the other side of the room.



“I can’t get deep enough into this ice to bury your grandfather,” Jake said regretfully.

“It’s OK,” she assured him. “This whole place has been his tomb for a long time. When we come back, we’ll do something then.”

He reached over and took her hand. “Let’s go home.”

As they started down the mountain, Jake asked Sam to toss another grenade above the entrance to the cave. The remaining ice which hung above the opening was instantly dislodged and fell across the entrance. To the unsuspecting eye, it looked like any other snow covered crevasse in the rock.

“Let’s see if we overlooked anything in that Jeep,” Jake suggested as he looked down the hill.

Moments after he had jumped from the vehicle, the old Willys had struck a rock and flipped onto one side. Excavation tools were scattered about the terrain and the passenger side seat swung out on its hinges from the body.

“I see that your driving hasn’t improved much,” Sam quipped.

“And you’ll recall that I’m the one who taught you,” Jake responded.

Katie walked over to the passenger seat and swung it out further. “What’s this?” she said, pointing to a rectangular lid in the floor pan beneath where the seat had rested. It had a circular pull ring.

Jake walked over and pulled the lid open. It made a rusty, creaking sound. “Must be where they put the glove boxes on these old Jeeps.”

“Jake!” Katie said excitedly, reaching inside the compartment. She pulled out a leather bound book.

“Is that another journal?”

“It certainly looks like it,” she said as she carefully opened the front cover and read the dates. “1962-1964”

“His last one,” Jake remarked.

Katie nodded solemnly.

“We’d better read it on the way. It’s time to get going.”

As they headed down the hill, Jake turned to look at the site once more before dropping onto the plateau below. If they were able to come back, he thought, it wouldn’t be anytime soon. The flags which were painted on the sides of the attack helicopter were Russian. That could only mean one thing. Whoever they were up against knew people in high places. The problem now was how to keep them at arm’s length.
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Huntsville, Alabama 
Four Weeks Later

While the overall mood of the reporters that had gathered in the Davidson Center of the U.S. Space and Rocket Center was lighthearted, it was no less cynical. In preparation for the press conference, most of them had gathered enough facts to bolster their confidence that any claim made by TERA could easily be refuted. They were used to dealing with intellectual lightweights and even found it enjoyable, especially when it involved evangelicals.

Because he knew the audience well, Bill Hendricks had been careful in scripting his statements. The untraceable leak to the press had first shown up on the Internet. It told of a helicopter attack on the Nepalese-Tibetan border that involved two of his employees. It also implicated two of the wealthiest men in the world—Walter Holtz and Adelbrecht Engel. Although the Russians had disavowed any knowledge of a connection to the men, they had admitted that one of their helicopters had been lost in a storm while on a mission to carry medical supplies to the Himalayas. The governments of Nepal and China had yet to release a statement.

When Hendricks stepped from behind a curtain and approached the lectern, there was a sudden silence in the audience. After organizing his notes, he looked up to see their eager faces.

“Good morning. I am Bill Hendricks, Director of Operations for the Terrain Exploration and Relief Agency, a non-profit group which is known to most of you simply as TERA. We have branch offices around the world that have responded to numerous emergencies over the years including hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, and famines. We are also actively involved with a number of countries in archaeological and paleontological excavations as well as natural resource development. Our headquarters are here in Huntsville. Almost four weeks ago now, one of my employees, Jacob Evers, was attacked by unknown persons while excavating a site in central Mongolia. Mr. Evers was shot in the leg but survived the encounter. A week later, on a research expedition in the Himalayas, Mr. Evers and his brother, Samuel, who is also employed by TERA, were attacked by gunmen in a helicopter that bore the marking of the Russian Federation.”

A low mumble of voices suddenly erupted from the audience.

“Now that I have made this statement, I want to be perfectly clear that I am in no way implicating the Russian government in this attack. Let me reemphasize, the helicopter’s livery was Russian. That does not mean that it was, in fact, Russian. The helicopter was an older transport model operated by a number of countries. The Russians have released a statement saying that they were not involved. We must accept that as the truth unless evidence indicates otherwise.

“Like you, I have read the speculations coming out in the news, especially on the Internet, which have put forth all sorts of conclusions and have implicated two well-known individuals in a conspiracy. What can I say to such claims? We are a small relief organization that occasionally dabbles in research projects. That two of my employees have been attacked comes as a complete surprise to us. If these were not random acts of violence or possibly a case of mistaken identity, then we can assume that both the Mongolian and Nepalese attacks were related since they both involved Mr. Evers. Any suspects in these attacks must know that they are being closely monitored by the United States along with security forces of other countries. I have been told by my sources that arrests are likely after all the evidence has been compiled. I cannot comment further on that investigation as I have no other details.”

Bill had made a point that he wanted Holtz and Engel to clearly understand: We know you were involved. You mess with my people again, and you’ll be brought to justice. He also knew that it was little more than a hollow threat. Adlebrecht Engel was a powerful man with backing from one of the most powerful nations in the world. Bill was certain that the Russians’ uncooperative attitude clearly implicated their involvement.

“I will gladly entertain questions at this time.”

Nearly every hand in the audience went up.

“Mr. Mayer,” Bill pointed to a reporter in the front row.

“Mr. Hendricks, since you’re aware of the odd bits of news mysteriously leaked out about these incidences, you must also be aware that there are all sorts of fantastic claims about them.”

Although the reporter paused for a response, Bill waited for him to ask the question. He could anticipate what was coming.

“We understand that Mr. Evers discovered something in Tibet which has…let’s say…significance to the study of genetics. Would you comment on that?”

“First of all, my employees were in Nepal, not Tibet. And, yes, we are investigating a sample of frozen mammalian tissue of unknown origin, but it is much too early to offer any substantial information at this point. It was recovered from a cave with the full knowledge of the Nepalese government. A sample of this type was studied some years ago by Russian and East German scientists. Their report was never published and their results were lost, but it is our intention to replicate the study using the latest in genetics technology.”

“Mr. Hendricks.” Another hand went up—a young blonde woman he didn’t recognize. “What are you trying to prove with this study? We’ve heard that you’re claiming to have found a passenger on Noah’s Ark.”

Laughter erupted from the group.

“We’ve made no such claims. TERA is a legitimate research organization published widely in recognized journals. We are not about premature, speculative assumptions, I can assure you. I can tell you that the tissue sample we are investigating could have profound implications on the origin of species. We’ve isolated a segment of DNA that has never been seen before except by the earlier researchers whose work was lost. Anything I could say beyond this point would be speculation.”

“If this turns out to be what you expect,” the reporter continued her line of questioning, “what would it tell us about the origin of species?”

Bill paused for a moment. “It’s really too early to comment.”

“Mr. Hendricks,” Mayer blurted. “We’ve been down this path with you before. Everyone in this room knows that TERA is a thinly disguised evangelical Christian organization which has actively promoted an agenda of refuting the established facts of evolution. This frankly sounds like the beginnings of another fabrication to promote your agenda.”

“Your point, Mr. Mayer?”

“The point is, we are wasting our time here,” he said angrily. “We came for answers, which you have not provided. You claim that some dastardly acts were committed against two of your employees. You have alluded to some grand genetics mystery, and yet there is no evidence of either. Where is the story? Prove to us that any claim…any claim you might possibly make has the least shred of viability. Otherwise, we must assume this is just another biblical treasure hunt.”

“I see.” Bill nodded slightly and then turned to the navy blue curtain behind him. He reached up and pulled a cord hanging from one end. When he did, the curtain fell, revealing a weathered NASA space capsule. “Why don’t we start with this?”

All eyes were focused on the object.

“I somehow envisioned Noah’s Ark to be a little larger,” Mayer replied smugly.

Again, the audience burst into laughter.

“This spacecraft was built by the McDonnell Aircraft Corporation of St. Louis, Missouri in 1963,” Bill instructed. “On April 8, 1964, this unmanned Gemini capsule was launched into orbit and reportedly burned up in the earth’s atmosphere nearly four days later after completing approximately 64 orbits. As you can see, there’s an obvious problem with that story. But more interestingly, when my team discovered this spacecraft in the Gobi desert almost five weeks ago, they found a greater mystery, which I think you will find worthy of your visit here today.”

He motioned with his finger and Sam rolled out a cart that carried an archaic electro-mechanical device.



“You see,” he continued, enjoying the theatrics, “our government was not wholly forthright in the stated purpose of the mission. This is a Soviet-made camera far beyond state-of-the-art in its day. We found it onboard the capsule, and we were able to develop the film. Would you like to know what it had taken pictures of?”

Chairs began to rattle as the reporters suddenly sat up to take notes and snap photographs. A growing murmur overtook the audience.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Bill said raising his hands, “please sit back and make yourselves comfortable. This is going to be a long story, and one worth hearing,” he nodded at Mayer, “so let’s get started.”

Nine hundred miles away at his office in New York, Walter Holtz watched the news story with seething anger. As he punched the power button on his remote, the buzzer on his phone sounded.

“Yes,” he answered abruptly, but then his facial expression suddenly changed to one of fear. “Put him through.”

“Guten Tag, Walter,” the voice on the other end greeted in perfect German. “It has been a long time. I trust you are well.”

There was a long pause before Holtz responded. “What do you want Adelbrecht?”

“I was just thinking about old times and decided to call you. Our names have come up recently in the news, together even, and we need to discuss it. Did you know I am on the host committee for the next Olympics? It is a position that unfortunately places me in the public spotlight. I’ve never cared much for that sort of attention. With these unkind rumors afloat, I’m facing questions that I would just as soon not answer.”

“And you think I’m not?” Holtz answered.

“It’s a difference in status. You low Germans should understand that. A man in my position does not have to deal with such things, which brings me to my point. You have not been truthful with me. I told you years ago that your infatuation with the Fountain of Youth was only going to bring you grief. You were supposed to have destroyed Petrovich’s work. That is what you told me at least. Was it a lie?”



“I had need of it. There was no reason to destroy the specimen. I did not lie to you. Everyone who knew of it was killed.”

“Apparently not everyone,” Engel responded.

“Petrovich’s granddaughter,” Holtz said. “She is the one who’s responsible.”

“You used her to find the site.”

“I had no other choice. All my notes and maps were stolen years ago. I had no other way to find that cave.”

“That was the plan,” Engel responded coldly.

“You!” Holtz exclaimed. “It was you. You raided my office and took everything.”

“It’s the price for being uncooperative. Your orders were to kill everyone who knew of the cave and then seal it for all eternity. But you couldn’t follow orders. I knew that you would try to return. The scientist has overpowered the patriot.”

“Patriot,” Holtz scoffed. “Is that what you are? Privateer would be a better description. What do you still have to gain by keeping all of this a secret? Communist ideology is all but dead. Are you its lone champion?”

“Atheism is still a powerful tool,” Engel responded. “And I have plans for it. The Soviet Union may not be as dead as the West would like to think.”

“Chairman Adelbrecht Engel,” Holtz said sarcastically. “What can it possibly give you that you do not already have?”

“Immortality,” Engel let the word flow slowly from his lips.

“Then you are a fool.”

“Am I? By the way, Walter, you should expect visitors soon. I did some research within your sphere of influence and found a curator at the natural history museum there, Kirk Hoffmeyer. He was a very helpful fellow, especially with what I could offer him in exchange for his testimony. I suspect the FBI will be at your office within the hour. Just thought you should know. Goodbye Walter.”

When he hung up the phone, Engel looked over at the man who sat in the chair beside his desk. “Well, Oleg,” he said, “that should complete your mission. Things have come full circle haven’t they?”

“Yes sir.”



“I find it so strange that the girl knew to look for the capsule out there in the desert. You were probably the last person to see it when you followed Jensen to Mongolia to finish our business with him. It’s been many years now, but I’m almost certain that you said the film had been destroyed back then. Am I incorrect?”

Though he tried to hide it, the nervous look on Oleg Volkov’s face was obvious. “I thought I had. I shot the CIA agent and hastily dismantled the film canister. I obviously overlooked something trying to get out of there.”

“Yes,” Engel nodded. “You did overlook something. But I didn’t. Neither you nor Holtz ever understood the bigger picture. Money is not everything. In fact, I believe it is called the root of all evil.” He laughed loudly, but then his expression became hardened. “You were planning on taking the film, you and Walter, but you forgot the exact location of the capsule. You hoped the girl had some information and you got her to do your work for you.”

“It’s not that way,” Oleg erratically shook his head.

“Walter is an idiot, you know,” Engel continued. “There is no fountain of youth. For what it’s worth, the Bible is completely reliable. I’m sure that sounds strange coming from me. God changed the DNA in all living creatures. It plainly says so in Genesis. Men were given a shortened lifespan because of their sin. Walter isn’t going to change that. He thought that he could analyze the DNA of this ancient creature and figure out what God had changed to shorten its life. If he could extrapolate the findings to man, the two of you would have become very wealthy.”

“I promise I knew nothing about this.”

“I see,” Engel nodded as he pushed a button on his desk console. Two tall, thuggish men entered the room. “We could have been partners for many more years. You’ve done good work for your country and for me. I am sorry that it has to end this way.”

Two rough hands dug into Oleg’s shoulders from behind.

“Oh,” Engel added as the men drug him from the room, “as for the shortened lifespan we were just discussing, you are about to become an eyewitness.”




EPILOGUE

Sitting beneath the portico to the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Magic Kingdom, Katie looked over at the Blackberry in Jake’s hand and read the news article along with him. When he scrolled to the end, she looked up and smiled.

“I like your boss,” she said.

“Don’t you mean our boss,” Jake corrected, “or have you already forgotten your new responsibilities as lead scientist for TERA’s new Biological Studies Division?”

She looked at him playfully. “Are you sure you’re not in my management chain?”

“Are you kidding me?” he feigned a look of surprise. “I don’t take any problem children under my wing. All of my employees are deadheads. I’m not even sure you’re manageable.”

She gave him a hard nudge in the ribs.

“See,” Jake shouted with laughter.

“And to think,” she said pretending to pout, “I was about to share a secret with you. I’ve finished reading my grandfather’s last journal.”

“Oh, bad timing on my part. What can I do to make it up to you?”

Katie squinted and tapped the side of her head as if trying to come up with the answer. “A suitable kiss wouldn’t be so bad.”

“By suitable you mean…?”

“Our first one comes to mind.”

Jake looked around at the crowd of people who were traversing in both directions along the sidewalk in front of them. “Not a very private place,” he noted.

“Under the circumstances, I’ll accept an abbreviated kiss,” she raised a warning finger, “but only as a down payment. I want the real thing later.”



Jake placed his hand against her arm and lightly touched his lips to hers. “How’s that?”

She smiled. “OK, you’re forgiven.”

“So what’s in the journal?”

“The missing pieces to the puzzle. Dmitri had gone back to the excavation site to extract the complete remains of the animals. He had planned to transport them out of the country to India and then to England for a full analysis.”

“Did he have any idea what was about to happen?” Jake asked.

“He knew he was being watched and suspected a traitor in his excavation party. You ready for the name? Oleg!”

“Oleg!” Jake blurted. “That was the name of the guy who told you about the capsule being in Mongolia.”

“I don’t know if there’s a connection, but it does raise the question.”

“What about Peter Jensen? Did he say anything about the Gemini flight?”

“He did. Apparently, he and Jensen met through a group of international explorers who were determined to find tangible evidence of things from the Bible. My grandfather had told Jensen about his animal migration theory, namely that all the animal species in the world had originated from a single location.”

“You mean Noah’s ark.”

“Yep, and all that his theory lacked was a complete topographical survey from the ice cave all the way back to the region between the Black Sea and the Caspian. Jensen was tied in with a program that could give them just that. Do you remember some cloudy streaks in the most zoomed out photo?”

“Yeah.”

“It was smoke from large signal fires. Dmitri’s team had lit them before the prescribed time for the flyover. From these images, my grandfather hoped to finalize the migration path and ultimately discover the location of Noah’s ark.”

“That would be cool,” Jake said with excitement.

“So where do we go from here?” she asked.



Jake looked behind them at the entrance to the ride.

“Don’t even go there,” she said with a grin. “You know what I mean.”

He reached over and took her hand. “All of this is completely new ground for me. I’ve never had these feelings for anyone before.”

“Feelings?” she repeated as she raised her eyebrows.

“You’re not going to make this easy are you?”

Katie nudged him and smiled. “We’ve been through more in a few weeks than most people go through in a lifetime. Now that the pace has slowed and I have time to think more clearly, I guess I’m just curious about us.”

“Us,” Jake echoed. “I like the way that sounds. Look, I’m just going to be honest with you. Since the day we met, you’ve been my constant thought. That’s not going to change. And although we’ve only known each other for a short time, I’ve fallen completely in love with you.”

Katie leaned forward and touched his face. “I feel the same way. You’re the person I’ve prayed for all my life. I love you too.”

Jake scooted over and held her as tightly as he possibly could. “Then let’s go together and see what other adventures God has in store for us.”




Author’s Note

Thank you for taking the time to read this story. I certainly hope you enjoyed it. If you will spare me a few minutes, I want to share something with you that I think you’ll find interesting. When I first starting writing Genesis Conspiracy, I had no idea how much our heavenly Father would get involved in directing and encouraging me. You hear that sort of thing a lot in Christian circles but let me give you something tangible that is truly amazing. When I finished the first draft of the story, I was both tired and exhilarated. I decided to drive out to lunch and stop by a local bookstore to see if they had any resource material for my next novel, which involves the Maya. As I was driving, I had a great time of fellowship with God, thanking Him for leading me through this project. It was one of those times when the world around you seems to disappear and the only thing that matters is this moment with the one Person who loves you the most.

When I got to the bookstore, I really didn’t focus too much on what I had gone there to do. My time with God was trumping everything else. I knew that my first story was to take place in Tibet. God had brought that location in front of me too many times for it to be coincidental. As I walked around the store, I prayed about that: Heavenly Father, I know you wanted the first story to take place in Tibet. Would you guide me about the Maya? Looking through the history and geography sections, I found nothing. Oh well. God speaks to us clearly sometimes and sometimes we just have to wait and listen more closely. The latter was not to be the case here. As I walked out of the bookstore, there was a display window outside, which usually features new releases. There were two books on display—two books from a series. One of them was titled Tibet and the other—you guessed it, the Maya. I stood there in near disbelief and that’s when the Spirit of God grabbed hold of me. It’s almost indescribable when our loving Father reaches out to us in such a tangible way. Frankly, it moved me to tears.

This wasn’t the only time this sort of thing happened to me when I was writing this story. I actually have a folder of incidences like this. How wonderful our Creator is! If you liked this story, please look for the sequel, which does involve the Maya. And in case you are wondering, I did go back into the store and purchase both books in the window!
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