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Chapter
1

Yuri Pavlovich heard
the sound of an incoming email just as he started to move his mouse
pointer towards the icon on his computer that would shut it
down. “Might as well check to see what it’s about
first,” he sighed.

He did a double-take
when eh saw that this new email had come from Nadezhda Timofeyevna,
the leader of the expedition to the barren steppe in Southern
Mongolia to excavate and learn more about the “Khanstvo” before the Mongol
invasion of Russia centuries previously. He scowled, glanced at his
watch, and said to his office at large, “This must be
important.”

He clicked his mouse twice and the message
appeared on his computer screen:






Yura --

Current coordinates are 42.0 N, 103.25 E.
Located excavation site and was planning to dig tomorrow. As team
set up camp, sandstorm blew in. Barely had time to take shelter in
yurt. When sandstorm subsided, remainder of team vanished.
Provisions are adequate but without rest of team, unsure how dig
can begin.

Please advise.

-- Nadya






Yuri stared at his
computer screen, rereading the message from his friend and
colleague, unsure how to respond. Should he lift her out of there?
Was this part of the Gobi Desert really that much more
daunting than any other expeditions Nadezhda had undertaken? What
did she mean by “adequate”? For that matter, what did she mean by
“vanished”? People don’t just disappear.
Especially not three of them at once.

He tapped his pencil on this desk before
responding:






Nadya --

Please advise about provision supply levels.
How long before supply levels become critical?

Additionally, how did rest of team
vanish?

-- Yura






He sighed as his
shaking hand moved the mouse pointer up to the “button” on his computer screen labelled “Send”. He picked up the
phone at his desk and called his wife. After she picked up the
phone, he said, “Sorry, love, but I might need to put in a late night
at the office tonight.”


Chapter
2

Nadya read the
response from Yuri and muttered that she wasn’t surprised by his
response. Reading her original email, she recognized that she, too,
would have responded in a similar manner if she had been where Yuri
now sat.

She stood up, paced
around her tent, and took a drink of water from her canteen. She
glanced around and realized that, despite whatever else she did or
did not know, she was reasonably safe. With this realization, she
felt a wave of exhaustion sweeping over her. She glanced at her
watch. Ten pm. That must mean
that it’s about five pm back home, she thought.

She mumbled,
“Yura
probably wants to go home.”
She forced herself back to her
computer and replied to his email. She dashed off a short
response:






Too tired. Will
explain more tomorrow. Just know I’m safe for
now.






She let out a loud
yawn as she clicked send, and shut down her computer. If Yuri were
going to respond tonight, she’d see it in the
morning.

She unpacked her sleeping bag and spread it
out along the sand-filled floor of her tent. She put on a face mask
to prevent sand from getting into her mouth as she
slept.

Despite her fatigue, she found herself unable
to find a comfortable position in which to rest. She kept rolling
back and forth in her sleeping bag, recalling the yells of her
colleagues, friends, and partners as the sand storm blew
in.

She turned over in
her bag and heard the voice of the mystic in Ulan Bator who warned
her against making this very trip. “The Khans
don’t take kindly to intruders.”

She remembered thinking that the Khans never
did, scoffing at the notion that a bunch of long-dead warriors
could somehow defend their site from an archaeological expedition
aimed at learning more about them in the first place.

For a brief moment, she thought that the
sandstorm and loss of the rest of her team might just have had
origins in the superstition expressed so succinctly by that mystic.
No, a rational explanation must exist. It was just a question of
locating the rest of her team, alive or dead, and making the
appropriate decisions from there.

She thought about
Yuri, her friend and mentor, back at Moscow State University. He
had the opportunity to come on this expedition, but his wife had
violently opposed him leaving her for such an extended period of
time. She knew he’d want to come on the next trip, but convincing
his wife would be more than a little bit of a chore.

She picked up her
canteen and drank some more water. She was much thirstier than she
should have been, but she rationalized this because of the storm
from earlier in the day. She knew she’d have to take it
easy on the amount of water she would drink, but she also knew that
it would only be a matter of time before either reinforcements came
to complete the mission, or someone would arrive to bring her home
and debrief her on why it turned out, in all politeness, a failure.
Either way, she surmised, she would be getting more water and
additional supplies eventually so it was just a matter of rationing
what she had until then.

She took two big gulps of her water before
removing the canteen from her mouth. She swirled the remaining
water around in the container and mused that this particular
canister was now about a quarter full. She put it down near her
makeshift bed, and tried once again to sleep.
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