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  PROLOGUE

  Buddhist Monastery, Central China

  A.D. 75

  ZHANG MINQING STARED at his young novitiates with disapproval. The two were barely sixteen. Too young for the task appointed them. But what was he to do? They were the only apprentices still alive.

  “What is the body count this morning?” Minqing asked.

  “Thirteen,” replied one of the boys. He rubbed his cheek with a filthy hand. The rules of cleanliness had been suspended, for their duties made it all but impossible.

  Their eyes were dead. They had seen too much these past weeks. The old monk sighed and looked past them, out the small window overlooking the courtyard of the monastery. Perhaps, after all, they should have burned the bodies instead of interring them. But it seemed absurd to burn the pitiful remains. Better to place them in coffins and dispose of them in the vault. Yes. Far better. The brothers deserved that much respect at least.

  The sickness had descended swiftly upon the remote Bogda Feng Mountains and this oldest of monasteries. First to be stricken had been Minqing’s longtime comrade, Bhadrak, his body wasting away, followed by the madness. Then, rapidly, it had swept through the ranks of monks and novitiates, until nearly two hundred lay dead. It was a punishment. He knew this to be true. Prayer had been no help.

  “We have found a place in the burial chamber, as you directed,” said the other boy. “Two of the brethren have already begun to enclose the . . . the . . .” he hesitated, unable to come up with a word. “What the old ones left behind,” he said finally.

  Minqing gave a tired nod. He no longer believed it would make a difference. They would all be dead soon enough.


  CHAPTER ONE

  Present Day

  A TORTURED CONFUSION of rock and ice signaled their arrival at the Bogda Feng glacier of northern China. Eric Logan pulled his horse up and looked back at the party of stragglers stretched out fifty yards behind him. He reflected that at forty-two years of age, it just might be time to consider a new line of work. After all the years he’d been at the United States embassy in China and after all the terribly urgent assignments he’d been given, this had to be the balls-on dumbest. And most dangerous.

  Bringing up the rear of the ragged line was Dr. Hu Dazhao. Forty years old and the leading physicist in China, Dr. Hu was the single man most responsible for his nation’s surging nuclear missile program. He was also something of a rarity in the Communist Party Eric had jousted with for so many years: a man of conscience.

  Logan had known many Chinese, good, bad, and indifferent. He’d even, for a time, been married to one. But he had rarely come across one more forthright and courageous than Dr. Hu. Not since that lone figure in Tiananmen Square had stood against the tanks with nothing but a grocery bag in his hand had Eric seen a Chinese take a more forlorn stance. For Premier Zhao Zemin had little patience when it came to ­citizens who rocked the boat—his boat.

  The premier was a sort of modern-day Nero. Except, instead of a fiddle, he played with his country’s ancient artifacts, dreaming of creating a world-class museum that would suck up yuan like an enormous vacuum cleaner, even as hundreds of millions went hungry and the surging Chinese economy threatened to come apart at the seams from a bewildering array of environmental catastrophes.

  It was an old argument. Was saving the relics of the past worth neglecting the needs of the present? Logan had argued the point ad nauseam with his good friend, Dr. Marcia Kessler, the leading archaeologist at work in China today. The good doctor saw the dichotomy, but her training and passion forced her to argue that the remains of the past were finite and must be preserved before the onslaught of dam-building, flooded lowlands, and even the moving of mountains destroyed them utterly.

  And utterly destroyed they would be.

  The country was now controlled absolutely by the voracious developers who saw only dollar—or yuan—signs. Communism had all but withered away in the face of the capitalist juggernaut. Hard cash ruled. Even in the days of the dynastic leaders more attention had been paid to the little people than under Premier Zhao. It was heartbreaking for Logan to witness the neglect and destruction of a people and culture he had grown to revere.

  When Dr. Hu had initiated contact with the embassy to seek asylum, American politicians had been positively giddy at the prospect. And Logan hadn’t been unhappy, either, to see someone finally stick his finger in the premier’s eye. But Dazhao wouldn’t leave without his family. The entire bloody clan. So of course, Eric, their man in Beijing, had been enlisted.

  It had been a screw-up from the beginning.

  Longwei rode up beside him. “I saw two riders behind us on that last rise. I’m certain there are others with them.”

  Eric nodded. “I saw them.”

  Longwei was a man of few words. They’d developed a close relationship as a result of many climbing expeditions over the years. Now, each could tell what the other was thinking. They were in deep shit.

  The plan, such as it was, had been cooked up less than twenty-four hours after Dr. Hu declared his need for protection. It consisted of moving Dazhao, his wife, two young children, and his father-in-law out of Beijing in the dark of night.

  They’d driven 1500 miles to the edge of the Taklamakan Desert, hiding out during the day and making use of back roads at night. It wasn’t the easiest way out of the country, but it was the safest. Eric had used the route before, though it now appeared someone had been on their trail for the last two days.

  To throw off pursuit, they’d ditched the car and purchased horses from an outfitter near Urumqi with the intention of riding cross-country to the border with Kazakhstan. Eric knew the mountainous country like the back of his hand. He and Longwei had made scores of trips through the region. But never with a party of children and an old man.

  “See if you can hurry them along,” Eric said. “We’re going to have to split up.”

  “I expected as much,” Longwei replied.

  As they approached the base of the glacier, a jumbled mass of barren rocks and fallen chunks of ice, Eric kept an eye out for the easiest way through the treacherous landscape. He remained puzzled as to why their pursuers didn’t simply close in and arrest them. The men obviously knew where they were, yet they did nothing but follow. It worried him. Something wasn’t right. Perhaps they hoped to detect Eric’s underground network first, or maybe the decision had been made to dispose of them quietly in some remote, out-of-the-way place.

  Yet it was hard for him to believe this was the government’s intention. Dr. Hu was much too valuable to do away with. And there were always ways to force him to do as he was told. That was why he’d refused to leave the country without his family.

  He looked back again. Dr. Hu was trying to encourage his children on, but his father-in-law was clearly tiring, his head down, barely able to hang onto his mount. Longwei rode beside the man, trying to hold on to him. He gave Eric a slight shake of his head. The elderly man was near the end of his rope.

  Ahead, Eric saw a split in the glacier, a possible hiding place. It was risky to stop, but they had no alternative. He pointed to the cleft in the ice and Longwei nodded.

  Quickly now, they pulled into the small rent in the glacier. Eric jumped off his horse and helped the others dismount. He kept a wary eye on the ice above for falling slabs. He dumped their three pack horses’ loads on the ground and tied the remaining horses together so one man could lead them.

  “Head south, away from the glacier,” he told Longwei. “If they buy it, we’ll double up on the horses and try to make the border.” He grasped his friend’s hand. “Push hard. And remember, any time you want to come out, you know I’ll be there to help.”

  But he knew that day would never come. Though Longwei was thoroughly westernized, he loved his country and would never leave it or his extended family. He lived for the day when the present rulers would be overthrown and China would be free.

  Longwei grabbed the lead horse, which shied away, pulling him forward.

  “Look out!” Eric cried. For a moment, Longwei and the horse teetered at the edge of a crevasse. Eric lunged forward and slapped the horse on its hind end. The beast bolted ahead, Longwei fell to the ground at the lip of the crevasse, and Eric barely managed to grab the animal before it ran off. When he turned back, the horse finally under control, he saw Longwei still sitting on the ground staring at the ice in front of him. His face was almost white.

  “What is it?” asked Eric, thinking he’d hurt himself somehow.

  Longwei just sat there. Then, slowly, he stood up and moved closer to the glacier wall. “Look,” he said.

  One hand still holding the horse, Eric moved to where he could see what Longwei was pointing at. What he saw very nearly made him drop the reins.

  Completely frozen and encased in the ice was a body. The others gathered around and stared at the incredible sight. The form had at least six inches of ice all around it, but could be seen clearly, in a wavy, sort of funhouse mirror way.

  “Is it a climber?” asked Dr. Hu.

  “He’s naked,” said one of the children.

  Eric peered at the figure in wonder. The body was wizened, its dark bronze skin tight against bone. There was shoulder-length black hair and a series of tattoos that ran down each side of the spinal column all the way to the base of the withered buttocks. On its feet was a pair of woven grass sandals, the only body covering in evidence. The face was turned away and could not be seen.

  “That’s no climber,” he said. “I think it’s very old. Maybe thousands of years.”

  Dr. Hu moved forward and stared at the frozen man with wonder in his eyes. “One of our ancestors,” he almost whispered. “Perhaps, one of the first people to live in China.”

  Longwei brought them all back to reality. “There’s no time. You must hide and I must leave.” He started to mount the lead horse.

  One of the children leaned over and picked something off the ground. “What’s this?” she asked.

  Eric took the object from her. “It’s part of a human foot.” He turned the shrunken, misshapen item in his hand. It had begun to thaw and felt almost like normal human flesh. The blackened toenails were clearly evident. He knelt beside the figure frozen in the ice and could see where one of the feet had split off from the rest of the body by a rent in the glacier. He examined it a moment longer, then handed it to Longwei.

  “If you make it back, give it to one of your friends at People’s University. It could be an important find.”

  Longwei stuffed the object in his saddle bag. There was no time to discuss the matter. He nodded to Eric and kicked his horse forward. Slowly the other animals fell into line and they moved quickly across the barren landscape, away from the small party left behind.

  Eric pulled their three remaining horses as far into their hiding place as possible and told Dr. Hu to keep them quiet. Then he went to his pack and took out two knives, each with a four-inch blade. He’d have given his right arm for a gun, but it was next to impossible to bring firearms into the country.

  “What are you going to do?” asked Dazhao’s wife in a ­panicky voice.

  He put his hands on her shoulders. She was badly frightened, more for her children than herself, Eric believed. It had not been easy for her to accept her husband’s decision to leave.

  “We can’t afford to be caught,” he said quietly. “I must see if the men who follow us take the bait and go after Longwei.”

  “And if they don’t?”

  “Then I will deal with them,” he replied, simply. He squeezed her arms and smiled. “It will be all right,” he promised. “Stay here with your family.”

  He moved out into the rocky surroundings and found a nest of boulders. Climbing up a dozen feet, he had a view across the hills. He could still make out Longwei, moving down-country, following the course of the chalky stream of glacial melt-water.

  Then he saw their pursuers. Six men on horseback. They were still a hundred yards away, but he could clearly see the barrels of their rifles. They moved confidently despite the difficult terrain and appeared to be wearing civilian clothes. He hadn’t expected this. He’d been certain they would be soldiers.

  He watched them with a kind of detached interest. The odds were not good, but if the men decided not to go after Longwei, they would find something more waiting for them than the typical, frightened defector they were used to dealing with.

  As the riders passed below him, they stopped and engaged in conversation. Longwei was now out of sight, but the men obviously believed the party had split up. One of them, evidently a skilled tracker, dismounted and looked at the ground closely. He said something to the others. Eric wasn’t sure of the dialect, but he could make out enough to know their intention was to do them harm. They seemed to be arguing over which way to go. One man wanted to continue on along the face of the glacier, but the tracker kept gesturing in the direction Longwei had taken.

  Finally, after much discussion, the group split into two batches of three men each. This was the best outcome Eric could have hoped for, a separation of the forces he had to deal with.

  The men who continued after Longwei moved off down the noisy glacial stream and out of sight. The other three decided to take a break. They dismounted, sat on stones by the water and began to eat.

  Eric waited several minutes until he was certain the departed men were far enough away that they wouldn’t hear the cries of their friends. He needed to be brutally efficient. None of the men could be allowed to get off a shot.

  He eased through the nest of boulders until he was a dozen feet from them. Their rifles remained attached to their mounts, but he was unable to tell for certain if any of them had pistols. He didn’t think so, for they seemed, up close, to be a ragtag bunch. Perhaps they were one of the lawless groups known to prey on climbers and tourists in this region. Eric balanced one of the knives easily in his right hand, gauged the distance and poised on the balls of his feet.

  He threw the first knife. It lodged between the shoulder blades of the man nearest him, who slumped forward without a sound. His comrades stared for a moment in shocked disbelief. It was all the time Eric needed.

  In an instant, he was on one of the men, slitting his throat. The third fellow, finally realizing what was happening, managed to get one of the horses between himself and Eric and was fumbling for his rifle.

  Eric leapt straight at the beast, driving his hands into its face. The spooked animal reared back, knocking the man to the ground. But he had fallen with the rifle in his hand. As he struggled to lift the weapon, Eric threw his remaining blade and caught him squarely in the chest. There was a gurgling sound and he lay still.

  Three men dead in less than a minute. There had been almost no sound, other than the sudden gasps of the men and the whinny of the horse. He picked up the rifle and led their new horses back to the cleft in the glacier. Dr. Hu had watched the drama and now looked at Eric for the first time with fear in his eyes.“I—I wanted to help you,” he said. “But it was over before I could even make my feet move.” He stared at the ground. “I am sorry.”

  “No need, Doctor. This is what I can do, so I do it. I can’t help you work out an equation any more than you could help me kill a man.”

  Dr. Hu nodded.

  “That was unfortunate, but necessary,” Eric said. “They meant to kill us. I don’t believe they had any connection to the government, however. I think they were simple bandits who thought they saw an easy target—our supplies, horses, whatever money we might be carrying and . . . your wife and daughter.” He looked at Dr. Hu’s startled face. It was important for him to understand just how serious the stakes were here.

  “Let’s get mounted,” he said, after a moment. “At least now we have extra horses and can move faster. With luck, we can make the border in two or three days.”

  “What about your friend?” asked Dr. Hu. “Won’t they try to kill him, too?”

  “They may try. But we must save you and your family. That’s our priority. Longwei understands this and he’ll move quickly. No one knows the area better than he does. He’ll either outpace them or hide from them. They’ll grow tired of the chase and come back to find their friends. By then, we’ll be long gone.”

  Taklamakan Desert

  Dr. Marcia Kessler emerged from the burial chamber slapping clouds of white dust from her baggy pants and proceeded to bend over in a coughing fit. As soon as she was able, she lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, her sloping shoulders shuddering with pleasure.

  Corkie Miller, one of her young graduate assistants, came over. There was a hint of fear in his eyes. “How am I supposed to record this . . . outcome . . . Dr. Kessler?”

  She sighed. “Just put it down as an unusual deterioration of the specimen, Corkie.”

  “Well that’s the truth.”

  But the apprehension in his eyes remained. “You don’t think it could be anything contagious? You know, something we should be worried about?”

  “We’ve all been in that hole for weeks, Corkie, breathing the dust, touching the specimen. If there’s any danger, it’s a little late to worry about it. Let’s just do our jobs. The answers are down there, I promise you.”

  “It’s what else might be down there that’s worrying me.” He started to turn away, then added, “Evelyn and I are going into town to get supplies.”

  Kessler nodded absently. It was an off day at the dig with only the three of them on site. Her gaze wandered to the little colony of worker’s huts nestled at the base of the hill beside the Tarim River. The decrepit, conically-shaped yurts were insulated with overlapping layers of nearly white felt. From a distance they looked almost like igloos, implausibly situated on these brown and barren hillsides. But nomadic herders had lived in this fashion, here at the edge of central Asia’s great desert, the Taklamakan, for thousands of years.

  In fact, the residents of this particular colony were not local herders but Tibetans, little more than wage-slaves, really, now under the total control and domination of the Chinese. She felt once again the pang of guilt as she stared at the terrible poverty displayed below. These poor people made her work possible and, despite their suffering, remained adamantly cheerful.

  A car pulled up in a cloud of swirling dust and Kessler groaned. It was the tiny, tin-can-like Yugo that belonged to Zhangmao Huang, the low-level official who oversaw the dig. Huang knew nothing at all about archaeology. Fortunately, he was under orders to accommodate her with more or less whatever she required. Her finds here were significant, and the possibility had been raised of making the Taklamakan location a World Heritage Site. That would be a significant coup for the image-obsessed officials in Beijing and might even lead to increased tourism revenue.

  “Dr. Kessler, so good to see you,” Huang said, approaching and bowing stiffly. He had a narrow face and sharp features, his pale skin offset by thin black hair combed carefully across a receding forehead. Heavily hooded eyes made him look older than his thirty years. He dressed in meticulous Western style and stood stiffly in an immaculate pin-striped, gray suit. No doubt he fit right in amongst the functionaries in Beijing, Kessler thought, but it was a ridiculous outfit here in the desert.

  She nodded, forcing herself to smile. “Thanks for coming by, Huang.”

  “It is not every day, Doctor, that we learn of such an important new discovery.” He stared across the bleak, high-desert landscape. “What wonderful mysteries my ancestors left beneath the earth for you to uncover. We Chinese are very proud of our heritage.”

  Kessler opened her mouth and then shut it. The Tarim mummies buried here dated from 2000 B.C. They were extremely well-preserved, the result of the dry climate and high salt content of the soil, which saved them from deterioration. But they were most decidedly not Chinese in origin. Huang knew this, but chose to ignore it. Since he ignored anything that didn’t fit his narrow world-view, she had learned not to rise to the bait, though it was a struggle sometimes.

  In fact, the features of the naturally preserved bodies were Caucasian. Cherchen Man, discovered in the mid-1980s, dated to the eleventh century B.C. He had ginger-colored hair and a gray beard, and wore an elegantly tailored woolen tunic the color of red wine with striped leggings in yellow, red, and blue, which made him look like something out of Dr. Seuss. Kessler’s DNA studies had proven conclusively that the Tarim people were of European origin.

  Huang glanced at the hovels below and made a face. “One wonders how they can live like that,” he sniffed.

  “They live like that because the Chinese have destroyed their culture,” Kessler snapped, but she bit her lip, angry she’d allowed her temper to get the better of her. “There are a couple of things to show you,” she added quickly. “First, we’ve found a series of footprints—two people, actually—walking side by side down a sloping cliff on the other side of the mountain. One of the Tibetan workers found it and realized its significance.”

  Huang’s eyes lit up. “Like the ones that were found south of Lhasa?”

  “Similar, yes. I’d say they date from the same period, about twenty thousand years ago, at the height of the Ice Age. One more nail in the coffin of the theory that glaciers covered the entire high plateau as we once thought.”

  “Hard to imagine mere footprints surviving all those millennia without wearing down.” Huang shook his head in wonder.

  “We speculate a hot spring existed here that attracted the Ice Age people. The water was rich in dissolved minerals and gasses. As carbon dioxide bubbled out of the mix, it caused minerals like calcite to precipitate out, forming a soft mineral mud. When the mud dried, it turned into a hard, durable limestone called travertine.” She saw Huang’s heavily lidded eyes starting to glaze over. “Basically, the hot spring made plaster casts of the movements of the people who lived on the mountain side.”

  “And the other discovery?” he asked.

  She felt her adrenaline begin to rise, in spite of herself. “The other discovery is quite a bit more . . . intriguing. Come inside.”

  She turned abruptly and led the way down a sloping corridor of red-earth walls, beneath a roof of supporting timbers. The walls had openings at regular intervals where bodies had been interred. There was a low hum from a small generator that powered a handful of harsh light bulbs strung along the ceiling. Technically, they should not be down here when no one else was on site, especially after the recent and unusually heavy rains. It was a safety issue. The place was a honeycomb of caves and wormholes caused by water filtering through the ancient mixture of sand and salt deposits. But Huang had waved a hand when told of this in the past.

  Kessler turned down another corridor and stopped at the end. In front of her, reclining on a carved platform of salt, lay the body of an adult male. Remarkably well-preserved when first encountered, it had ivory, parchment-like skin, fair hair, full lips, and a long nose. Those features had begun to deteriorate almost as soon as the body had been uncovered, however. This was the outcome that so worried Corkie and, Kessler had to admit, stymied her as well. The chemistry of the salt fields selected for burial by the ancients normally preserved human flesh like a salted ham. She had no explanation for what was going on with this figure.

  Huang moved in closer, brushing against her in the tight confines. He stared at the mummy intently. Despite the deterioration, it exhibited a face that was very human. Even a facial expression could be determined given a little archaeological license.

  “He looks like he’s in pain,” Huang said.

  “That was the first thing I thought, too,” said Kessler. “We don’t know for sure who he was, but I think he may have been a priest of some sort. He’s definitely not royalty and probably not high status. There were no accompanying objects of any kind—no jewelry, inscriptions, bits of clothing. Nothing. The body is preserved differently from the others we’ve found . . .”

  “How so?”

  “The way the other bodies were naturally preserved by the dry climate and the salt content of the soil is similar to the way Egyptian mummies were protected through a process of packing the bodies with natron, a mineral of hydrous sodium carbonate. But this is . . . something else.”

  Kessler considered Huang with little enthusiasm. She knew how he saw her—unattractive, a lean, fiftyish, dry-skinned female with a voice like raw sandpaper. She was not unlike the bodies she uncovered for a living, she thought.

  “What else?” he asked.

  “I’ve never actually seen this process before, though I’ve heard of one or two examples. I think this man has been self-mummified.”

  He stared at her incredulously. “Surely you are joking, Doctor.”

  She didn’t answer him right away. Instead, she hitched up her pants and produced a small brush from her pocket. Gently, she began to brush the dirt away from one side of the jaw, squinting closely at the figure. It was going to be difficult to explain. She found it hard to believe herself that anyone could do such a thing.

  Huang waited patiently. That was the thing about the ­Chinese, Kessler thought irritably. They really were inscrutable and could outwait any Westerner with ease. She uncovered the full slope of the chin, noting with consternation how particles of the chalk-like bone seemed to melt away, literally turning to dust before her eyes. It sent a shiver down her spine, and she realized she was as disconcerted as Corkie had been.

  “The Buddhists were said to have begun the practice around 800 A.D.,” she began.

  “I thought the bodies here were much older.”

  “They are, some dating to at least 2000 B.C., which certainly suggests the process goes back a lot further than was thought.”

  “Exactly what is this process you are talking about, Doctor?”

  “The priests would slowly starve themselves on a strict diet which caused mummification of body tissues from the inside-out, so to speak.”

  Huang’s inscrutability was shaken for the first time. He stared at her with a look of revulsion. At least that was what it looked like to Kessler. Who could tell what lay beneath those toad-like lids? Whatever the expression meant, she contemplated it with a satisfied smirk.

  “Certainly what you say would not be possible,” he said.

  “Oh, it’s possible all right. Basically, the body was starved of substance so that eventually nothing remained to decay. The diet was designed to rid the body of all fat, wither away the flesh and rot the internal organs. They began with the elimination of all cereal crops such as barley and rice, followed by the consumption of only fruit, berries, and plant roots. As the mummy wannabe lost weight, he descended to a small, underground room where he surrounded himself with candles, effectively drying himself out.”

  Huang listened in rapt fascination.

  “The subject breathed through a bamboo pipe, chanted sutras and awaited death. When it came, his emaciated body was entombed for at least three years until the drying process was complete. In one documented case, a seventy-year-old monk confined himself to an underground vault and consumed tea made from the toxic sap of the urushi tree, used to make lacquer. Near the end, he drank only water from a hot spring containing high levels of arsenic. The sap, a purgative, induced vomiting and urination, desiccating the priest’s body. The arsenic acted as a preservative, killing bacteria that would normally cause decay. When exhumed, the body had been literally mummified from the inside out and appeared as though it had been lacquered onto a skeleton.”

  Now Huang looked like he was going to be sick. From his squatting position he put a hand on his forehead and closed his eyes. Almost at once, he lost his balance, falling sideways heavily. In an attempt to break his fall, one arm struck a weak spot on the floor and passed straight through the cave wall.

  Kessler’s eyes went wide as she felt the entire section of floor tremble. She tried to back away, but it was too late. With a soft, sloughing sound, like sand being washed out of a river bank, the entire floor gave way and they felt themselves falling, virtually swimming in diffusing salt deposits.

  She caught a glimpse of Huang’s frightened face as he slid past her into the darkness. The entire collapse took only a few seconds, but they rode the washout down at least fifty feet before they stopped. Kessler’s lower body was encased in salty sand. She struggled to pull herself free, then called for Huang.

  She could see almost nothing. Only a sliver of light hung far above them. She felt around in growing circles until she located something hard and round. Huang’s head. Quickly, she uncovered it and issued a sigh of relief when he coughed.

  It took several minutes to dig him out, the panic in his thin voice evident. When he was finally free, they collapsed side by side in the darkness, peering up at the tiny window of light far above. Then the lights flickered suddenly and went out. They were plunged into a darkness so complete they might have been struck blind.

  Immediately, Kessler sensed Huang’s growing panic.

  “Help!” he cried in his thin voice. “Someone help us!”

  Marcia waved a hand in his direction, brushing his face. “Save your energy,” she said. “There’s no one to hear you. The others went into town. We’re alone.”

  “My God. How long until they come back?”

  “Could be most of the day, but I don’t think we can wait for them.” She dug in her pocket and brought out the small flashlight she always carried in order to examine the small, shadowy corners that exist in every dig. Its sudden brilliance seemed to fill their surroundings. She looked at Huang and saw the evident relief on his face. She shone the light all around. For the first time they could see the precariousness of their position.

  The walls above them actually slanted inward toward the opening far above at the very edge of the light’s range. They sat on top of a mountain of granulized salt, some of which continued to slide away in front of them into what looked to be an abyss. Directly across the opening was an indentation that appeared to be some sort of cave. It was hard to tell for sure in the limited beam of her light.

  “What do you mean, not wait for them?” asked Huang. “What else can we do?”

  “We don’t know what happened to the corridor above,” she said. “The light going out suggests there may have been another collapse. A cave-in might have sealed the entry. It could be days before they manage to get help and dig us out. Maybe there’s enough air down here to last—maybe not.”

  She stared at Huang’s twisted, frightened face. Not the most pleasant prospect, she thought grimly, to be trapped and perhaps die down here in the sole company of this bureaucratic nitwit.

  She stood and immediately stepped back as more of the mixture of granulized salt and sand sifted over the edge. She again played the light over the indentation opposite.

  “What are you doing?” asked Huang.

  “We’ve got to look for another way out. There are weak spots and tunnels all through this landscape. Many reach to the surface. I think we can jump across this opening. It’s not too wide.”

  “Are you crazy?” Huang leaned forward and stared into the seemingly bottomless hole. “We have to wait for help to come.”

  “Look, I can’t force you to come, but I’m not going to stay here. And when I go, I take the light with me. Do you really want to stay here in the dark?”

  For a moment, she thought he might try to take the light away from her. She turned it off suddenly, plunging them into blackness. “This is what it’s going to be like, Huang, when the batteries run down. A few hours at the most. Do you want to be down here in the dark for days hoping someone comes for us?”

  He took a heavy breath. “No,” he replied grudgingly.

  “Good.” She played the light at their feet. “See that small ledge where the sand has fallen away? Help me clear it off. We’ll use it to jump from.”

  The cleared ledge certainly looked like a feasible point from which to make the five-foot leap.

  “I’ll go first,” Marcia said, reluctantly handing him the light. “Shine it on the landing zone so I can see what to grab onto and for God’s sake don’t move the light until I’ve safely got my balance over there.”

  She backed down their tiny launch ramp and stared at the rocky platform in front of the cave. It angled upward sharply and there were precious few objects to grab onto. All of a sudden it didn’t look as easy as she had first determined.

  “Here I go.” She took three quick short steps and launched herself just as there was another sudden subsidence of salt from above. The sound was familiar and frightening and caused Huang to immediately shift the beam of light upwards so Marcia was now leaping into pitch blackness.

  She screamed at him in mid-air, causing him to jerk the light back, producing a sickening strobe-like effect on her intended landing spot. She hit hard, hands scrabbling over the bare rock trying to find some bit of purchase. She felt herself slipping toward the edge. Her feet pushed against the rock and ever so slowly, she arrested her backward movement. Her right hand found a knob of rock to grab onto and a moment later she was safe, her breath coming in great heaves.

  She glared at the little Chinese who stared sheepishly at his feet. “I don’t ever want to do that again,” she said. “Throw me the light so I can hold it while you jump. And for God’s sake, be sure to throw it far enough into the cave that there’s no chance of it slipping into the chasm.”

  But in the next instant, things began to happen quickly. More salt started to slump down from above. Huang looked up, as the salt he stood on also began to give way. Panic-stricken, he threw the light at Kessler and simultaneously leapt for the cave as the ground beneath him disappeared.

  In the last strobe-like vestiges of light, as the flashlight twirled in the air and landed behind her, Marcia managed to grab his hand. Upon hitting the stone floor, the light flickered out, leaving them alone in the dark with nothing but the sound of softly churning salt. She held onto Huang’s hand with all her might, while his feet clawed uselessly at the rock wall.

  “Find . . . something to hang onto,” Marcia rasped. “I can’t hold you.”

  For what seemed an eternity, Huang grunted and swore beneath her in the dark. Marcia’s arm felt as though it was being pulled from its socket. Then, miraculously, the pressure disappeared, as Huang pulled himself up and over the edge, collapsing with an audible cry of relief.

  “Where’s the light?” he asked stupidly.

  Marcia realized that without it their chances for survival would be remote. She crawled into the cave on hands and knees, sliding her hands back and forth in wide arcs. After a few panicky minutes, she felt the small, hard object resting in the salt on the cave floor.

  “I’ve got it!” she cried. Slumping beside Huang in the dark, she flipped the switch. Nothing happened.

  “Turn it on,” said Huang.

  “It’s not working.” Marcia shook the flashlight and it flickered for an instant, went out, then came back on. “It’s damaged from striking the floor. No telling how long it will last. We’ve got to get out of here before it quits completely.”

  They moved quickly into the cave, which now appeared to be carved from solid rock, a more comforting feeling than the sandy salt mixture that had caused their initial fall. The course of the rock channel was confusing, twisting back and forth. A branch passage appeared, and they stood for a moment, uncertain which way to go.

  “It doesn’t matter,” said Marcia. “We don’t know which is the correct way. We just have to keep moving before the light fails.”

  “I knew we should have waited for them to find us,” said Huang.

  She had to admit, they now appeared to be in little danger of running out of air, but the question was a moot one. “There wasn’t any place where we could wait, Huang. If you remember, the salt collapsed beneath you.”

  The flashlight flickered constantly, forcing Marcia to shake it repeatedly. Finally, it simply died.

  They stood together in the gloom.

  “Now what do we do?” asked Huang, an edgy panic again rising in his voice.

  But Marcia wasn’t listening to him. There was something not quite so impenetrable about this darkness.

  “Can you see anything?” she asked.

  “Are you crazy? There’s nothing to see.”

  “But there is. Before it was like being blind. My eyes simply couldn’t focus. But I sense something in this darkness. Wait. Let your eyes adjust.”

  Sure enough, in a minute, Huang detected it, too. There was a slightly different level of blackness in front of them.

  “There must be a light source somewhere ahead. Come on. Keep one hand on the wall on your side and I’ll do the same on mine. That way we shouldn’t miss any more turnoffs.”

  After several minutes, they felt the gloom lift perceptibly. Then the walls pulled back until they could no longer touch them. A hundred paces more and suddenly they could see. Only they were hardly ready for what the return of vision revealed. They’d entered an enormous cavern. It was hard to gauge the size, but they could hear water falling somewhere, as though from a great height. And there was light! Blessed light filtered in far above them, bathing the cavern in a dim glow.

  “Oh my God!” Marcia said in astonishment.

  “What?” Huang’s frightened voice came from behind her.

  “It—it’s a burial chamber. Look.”

  Huang edged around her and stared. They could now see the cavern was at least a hundred feet high and several times that across. All around the sides, on platforms carved into the soft rock were dozens of mummified bodies. They appeared to be very old. In the middle of the cavern was a large, flat rock ringed by the mummified remains of horses decorated with aging finery including elaborate wooden saddles and silver-studded wooden stirrups. When Marcia went up to one of the horses and touched it, the beast virtually disintegrated into a pile of dust.

  Huang was staring at one of the bodies. Suddenly, he exclaimed, “Look! They’re not bodies at all.”

  Marcia moved in beside him and saw he was right. They weren’t mummies, but rather carvings of bodies chiseled from the soft native stone. The sculptures were exquisitely crafted. What had at first seemed like bodies swathed in cloth wrappings were really finely detailed figures wearing robes carved from stone. Each face was distinctive, an individual.

  She slowly circled the chamber. There was something vaguely familiar about the way the carvings were situated—a pattern certainly not associated with the Tarim mummies. “Stylistically, I’d swear these were Buddhist in origin,” she said. “But we must be a couple hundred miles from the nearest Buddhist sites.”

  “What on earth is the purpose?” asked Huang.

  “I think it must be a kind of memorial—some sort of tribute to the dead.”

  “What? A tribute to dead horses?”

  “No, the carvings memorialize the dead. Maybe the horses are to provide transport in the afterlife, except if it’s Buddhist in origin, that wouldn’t make sense. You don’t need a horse to ride to a new reincarnation.” She stared silently at the strange tableau. “It’s puzzling. Maybe it’s not a memorial, but a kind of . . . offering. An attempt to placate the gods. Most unusual.”

  She wiped her hands on her pants. “Anyway, it looks like we can climb up that way—toward the light. Come on.”

  It was a hard climb, but at last they pulled themselves out into brilliant sunshine. They stood on a ledge high above the dig site. Marcia stared down in surprise. “I remember seeing this small opening when we first arrived here. I thought it might be worth a look, but I guess I forgot about it when things began to get busy. Now we have even more to explore.”

  “You may explore all the caves you want,” said Huang. “I want nothing more to do with them.”

  “Don’t you see, Huang? It’s one more part of the overall significance of the Taklamakan site. The other bodies we’ve found, the Caucasian influence, the footprints and evidence of an Ice Age campsite, and cooking hearth. Now these strange carved figures. Taken together, they make this one of the most important sites I’ve worked on. It will take time to put it all together, but there’s a story here of a people we know very little about. I’d wager our World Heritage status is virtually guaranteed.”

  Huang brushed the dirt from his rumpled suit. His bureaucratic demeanor had already begun to return. Marcia knew a top archaeological site could be a path for the ambitious little fellow to promote himself. She understood him all too well. He’d lost face by revealing himself at his panic-stricken worst.

  “I will report your findings, Doctor.” He looked at his watch officiously. “But I’m afraid I must leave at once to attend a meeting. As usual, spending time with you has been most . . . adventuresome.”

  Kessler smiled quickly, understanding the little man’s deflated ego. She led them down the mountain to the dig site and watched silently as Huang got into his car. The door closed with the sort of clunk a breadbox might make if you pushed in the side slightly. The Chinese official disappeared in a cloud of dust. Off to his next victim, Kessler thought grimly. Still, the new discovery was exciting—one she firmly believed would further enhance her reputation on the world stage. She stared after Huang’s car and realized another cloud of dust was approaching. She watched as Corkie’s car appeared and pulled to a stop.

  “What on earth are you doing back here so soon?” she asked in surprise.

  “Evelyn forgot our shopping list.” He stared at Kessler’s disheveled appearance and then saw the collapsed entrance to the dig. “What’s going on?”

  “Well, you may be surprised . . .”

  Corkie looked back at the disappearing dust cloud raised by Huang’s car. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

  “Not this time,” she replied. “It’s too soon. We don’t know exactly what’s going on . . . or what mistake was made.”

  “Assuming it’s a mistake.”

  Kessler just shook her head. “We’ve got some cleaning up to do, and I’ve got a wonderful new find to show you. But I want to check something on my computer first.”

  She left a puzzled-looking Corkie and went over to the work station set up beside her small trailer. A tarpaulin was attached to the trailer by two slim poles. It was just enough shelter to keep the sun off. She sat down at a table made from two sheets of ­plywood laid across workhorses, opened her laptop, and stared once again at the information in front of her.

  She’d been attempting to determine, by examining its entire genetic sequence, how her Tarim mummy was related to other, earlier bodies she’d uncovered. When sequencing the base pairs of her sample, she’d come upon a lot of debris. It wasn’t all that unusual to see this sort of background junk, and she’d pretty much put it out of her mind as not being relevant to her work. But then she’d noticed that after sequencing the debris appeared to have undergone a series of subtle changes. That made no sense. No sense at all.

  Someone at the lab had screwed up big time. At least, that was what she sincerely hoped.

  Edinburgh, Scotland

  Duncan parked his four-wheel-drive jeep in the vast lot of the Royal Edinburgh Hospital, jammed the meter ticket in the windshield and headed inside. It was his third visit to Dr. Fitzhugh since the scientist’s heart attack a week before.

  He could still hardly believe how rapidly events had transpired. Just three weeks ago he’d been working away at the University of Wisconsin on his thesis on the native cultures of Siberia when his advisor called with a request from Dr. Malcolm Fitzhugh for an assistant to help at the site of a newly discovered bog body in northern Scotland. Dr. Fitzhugh was a renowned figure, both in the Department of Archaeology at Madison and on the world stage. For Duncan to be able to say he’d worked in the field with the great man would be worth its weight in gold on any resume he would ever submit. He dropped everything and took the first plane out.

  He hadn’t been disappointed. Fitzhugh was the prototypical professor. Now seventy-three years old and white-haired, he was good natured and vigorous. Or so it had seemed. The bog body had been uncovered when a farmer strayed onto the edge of an ancient peat bog and spotted a small, ocher-hued leg sticking straight up out of the ground. The man nearly had a coronary and called the local constabulary.

  Since Malcolm’s heart attack, Duncan had been directing the excavation. In charge of his own dig at the age of twenty-eight, before he had even earned his doctorate! It was a heady experience, one he fully intended to use to his advantage.

  He found Malcolm sitting up in bed reading Playboy. The professor looked up guiltily and put the magazine face down on the side table as Duncan raised an eyebrow.

  “My wife brought it for me.” He shrugged. “Can you imagine? The dear girl carried it all the way across the Atlantic and through customs for her poor stricken, decrepit husband.”

  The poor, decrepit scientist’s wife was actually a woman in her early thirties. Duncan had never met her, but understood she was extremely good-looking. “Count your blessings,” he said. “Most wives would have brought Archaeology.”

  Fitzhugh snorted. “Not my Leeanne. She’s an original. Well, I’m procrastinating. The doctor says I need one of those stent things in my artery. I’m out of commission for some time, I’m afraid. That leaves the site securely in your hands. Think you’re up to it?” Malcolm looked at him with a distinct twinkle in his eye.

  “What?” asked Duncan, eyeing his boss’s mischievous grin warily.

  The professor laughed. “I’d have given my eyeteeth for such an opportunity when I was your age. Hell, if I could have figured out some way to give my advisor a heart attack, I wouldn’t have hesitated.”

  Duncan wondered how the scientist had managed to read his mind. “I wouldn’t wish such a thing on you, Malcolm,” he lied.

  “Hmm . . . perhaps not. But you might as well make the best of the situation. That’s what I’m going to have to do. Now, has there been anything new?”

  “We’ve got the body fully uncovered and under a closed tent so it won’t suffer damage from the elements until we can move it safely to the imaging center for CAT scanning. And we’ve received the reports on the detached leg we already sent for examination. The body carbon dates to 5200 B.C.”

  Malcolm’s face lit up. “Excellent! One of the oldest bog bodies found so far, as I suspected.”

  “We’re calling her Carnoustie Woman, after the nearby village, for lack of anything better, if that’s okay with you.”

  “Of course.”

  “The leg has undergone spiral computed tomography and conventional radiography. We’ll know more later, but clearly it’s a female, probably in her late twenties. She already shows signs of degenerative arthritis and had frostbite and vascular calcification.”

  “All right. You need to complete the site work and get our young lady to the university for a full workup. There’s still a great deal to be done on-site, you know. There may be other bodies.”

  As he drove back to the dig along the narrow, winding roads of the interior highlands, Duncan’s head swirled with all of the things to do. He needed to hire his own assistant, had to line up a cadre of students to undertake the widening of the search area, needed to look into the legal aspects of access to the site, which was on private property. He had to see about obtaining a mitochondrial DNA sample for profiling. It would indicate relationships only through the maternal line, but would provide crucial information nonetheless. The student helpers and his personal assistant must be selected carefully. They needed to know who was boss. Any credit for further discoveries was going to be his alone.

  As he pulled into the tiny parking area, Duncan could see the entire staff a hundred yards away at the site. There seemed to be a good deal of confusion. That was something else he needed to address. His first dig was going to be well organized if nothing else.

  About twenty yards from the little gathering, he realized something was wrong. No one was working. They all seemed to be standing around the entrance to the tent where the body lay, murmuring in low voices. As he came up to them, Nicole Leduc, Fitzhugh’s longtime assistant, emerged from the crowd and met his eyes. She looked frightened.

  “What’s wrong?” He asked.

  “Oh, Duncan, thank God you’re back! It—it’s just too extraordinary.” Her voice trailed off.

  Duncan had a sudden feeling of dread. Had something happened to his bog body? Had it been stolen? It wouldn’t be the first time in the competitive field of archaeology. Without saying another word to Nicole, he pushed through the crowd and into the tent.

  It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. The body lay on its back in the peat pit from which it had first emerged. Only four feet long, it had shrunk during its millennia encased in the earth. Duncan stared down in astonishment at the small figure he’d been counting on to make his reputation. He rocked back on his heels, his mouth falling open.

  Nicole appeared at his side. “That’s how we found her early this morning. No one looked in on her after eight o’clock last night.”

  A normal bog body could be an astonishing sight, especially to the uninitiated. They didn’t look like any other mummies or skeletons or even exhumed bodies from graveyards. The bogmen were much closer to living human beings in both form and substance. Though shrunken and discolored, there was real skin and fingernails and hair and facial expressions. One could even make out the pores in the skin. The action of the peat gave the flesh a deep, bronze hue. It looked like someone who might have stayed too long in a tanning parlor. Without a great deal of imagination, one could fancy the figure might rise up and speak.

  Which was why Duncan found himself staring at something that made no sense. This was not the same body he’d examined the day before. Carnoustie Woman had begun to deteriorate at an unprecedented rate. The skin now hung off the body in tatters and the bones showed through everywhere. Even the bones themselves appeared to be disintegrating, a fine white powder coating the surface where they were exposed. The facial features that only yesterday had suggested a woman of some beauty were now completely gone, the nose and cheeks having literally rotted away overnight. The teeth, previously hidden, now showed through and several had fallen away from their sockets. Even as Duncan gaped, uncomprehending, another tooth fell away, along with a tattered piece of flesh.

  “What in the name of God . . . ?”

  From the little crowd of workers came the comment, “It’s some sort of curse.”

  “Yeah, right,” said another voice. “The mummy’s curse. Where’s Brendan Fraser when you need him?”

  The rest of the crowd muttered quietly. Duncan looked at Nicole.

  “Did you get a sample for DNA?”

  “Not yet, and the deterioration will make any sample questionable. There obviously has been some sort of contamination here. But we should still be able to do our tests from the leg at the university.”

  Duncan looked accusingly at the little gathering. “No one saw any signs of deterioration before this morning?”

  Heads shook all around.

  “There must be something in the ground. Some contamination. Something . . . chemical, maybe,” Nicole suggested quietly. “Maybe when we exposed it to the air, it began to react in some way.”

  Duncan wasn’t buying it. No human body he’d ever seen had reacted in such a manner. “I want her bagged and removed to Edinburgh today. We need to do a full workup while there’s still anything left to work with. Then I want toxicology studies on the soil, the peat, and the water table.”

  He stared at the woman in the ground. This was his moment in the sun and the body was disintegrating before his very eyes. He intended to find out why.


  CHAPTER TWO

  A COLD RAIN had begun to fall and a bitter wind blew off a nearby ice field. Logan cursed their bad luck. Was there any other kind on this mission? They’d made good time since splitting up with Longwei, even though they were crossing some of the most difficult and inhospitable terrain on Earth. The glaciers of the Bogda Feng had largely given way to the rugged country that led to the border with Kazakhstan.

  For three days and nights, he’d cajoled his ragtag crew forward. Dr. Hu showed great stamina and patience, as had his wife. But Dazhao’s father-in-law and the children were exhausted. This frigid rain would sap whatever strength they had left.

  Eric hunched forward slightly in his saddle to give more protection from the wind to the girl he called Li Li. She sat in front of him, shivering and wet. She’d grown attached to Logan, reserving her rare smiles for him. In turn, he tried to encourage her, for he had only to look into her gentle, black eyes to reinforce his understanding of what they were doing here and how important his job could be sometimes. He was taking this pretty, olive-skinned girl to a whole new life, one she could not even begin to imagine.

  They were close to the border now. He could smell the cooking fires, the animals, and even the sour odor of unwashed human bodies. This was a primitive, backcountry crossing, manned by peasants hired for the dull task of waiting for the handful of traders and nomads who might happen by. It was the perfect place to slip across the border.

  Of course, he had no intention of actually trotting up to the crossing and presenting their papers. Dr. Hu and his family had no papers and Eric wanted no record of having been here himself. No. They would bypass the crossing and move through a steep pass in the mountains.

  But he needed to see the situation at the crossing in order to determine their route. He smiled at Li Li, took her arm and gently lowered her to the ground. The others gathered around.

  “The border is just in that next valley,” he said. “I’m going to take a look. You can rest until I get back.”

  Too weary to do more than nod glumly, the riders slowly dismounted and sat on the ground, holding onto the reins of their horses. Li Li snuggled into her mother’s side. They were a pitiful- looking group, like a bunch of water-soaked animals.

  “May I come?” asked Dr. Hu.

  “If you like.”

  They crossed the steep hanging valley to a cleft in the rugged range facing them. The end of the valley held a small glacier and ice field that was a maze of fallen ice chunks and crevasses, a treacherous landscape best avoided. They spurred their tired mounts almost to the top of the ridge, then dismounted and tied the horses.

  “Keep as quiet as you can,” said Eric.

  They climbed another fifty yards. They were at eleven thousand feet in elevation here and Dr. Hu, unused to high altitude, was breathing heavily.

  Eric held an open hand to tell him to wait as they neared the top. Then he crouched and shimmied forward until he could peer down at the border below.

  It was a familiar, if depressing, sight. He recognized the gray stone building that served as both home and official station for the border guards. There was a small, fenced-in corral with a few miserable-looking horses. The road itself was little more than a dirt track, though somehow a tired, vintage pickup truck had managed to fight its way there. Eric had never seen a vehicle at this crossing before and wondered what it might mean. Nothing good, that much was certain.

  He stared for a long time, then motioned Dr. Hu to come forward.

  “The rain should help us,” he said. “They must all be inside. We’ll bring the others up here and keep behind the ridge for a couple of miles until we’re well inside the Kazakhstan border, then move back down to the road. My contact is expecting us five miles beyond, where that dirt track turns to a more or less viable road. He’ll take you by car straight to the American Consulate in Qaraghandy. There will be details to work out, but once we’re past this border, you’ll be free.”

  Dr. Hu’s face showed excitement despite its weariness. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

  “Well, let’s hold that thought till we actually make it. We’re not done yet.” Eric took out his binoculars and scanned the building below. Then he swept the ridge beyond and froze.

  Dazhao detected the change in his demeanor at once. “What is it?” he whispered.

  “I saw something . . . a reflection along the opposite ridge. There shouldn’t be anything there and there’s no sunlight to cause a reflection. That means it must have been an artificial light of some kind.” He settled onto his haunches, resting his elbows on the ground. “Let’s wait a bit. See if anything else turns up.”

  Dazhao drew his feet up in a ball to try to conserve body heat. “Will you go to Qaraghandy with us?” he asked.

  “No. Once I put you in touch with my contact, I’ll be done. I have to get back to the embassy in Beijing before I’m missed. I’m supposed to be on a climbing expedition with Longwei. At least that’s our story. So far as I know, my cover hasn’t been compromised by all of this.”

  “Li Li will miss you.”

  Eric lowered the binoculars. “And I’ll miss her. She’s a sweet girl. You’re a brave man to do what you’re doing. Your whole family is. I’m just glad I could help.”

  He lifted the binoculars again and stiffened. “Damn!”

  “What is it?”

  “Take a look.” Eric handed him the glasses. “There are soldiers up there. A lot of them.”

  “Yes. I see them. What are they doing there?”

  “Waiting for us. There’s no other explanation. Somehow, the premier guessed where we were going and sent soldiers to ­intercept us.”

  “How could they possibly know where we are?”

  “You’re an important person and have certainly been missed in Beijing for some days by now. There may even be a nationwide search going on. Perhaps the local authorities passed on news of the men I killed a few days ago. That might make them put two and two together. This crossing is the closest to where the bodies would have been found.”

  Eric took the binoculars back and scanned the horizons on all sides. This time he spotted more soldiers on two other ridgelines. There could be no mistake. The cat was definitely out of the bag. The soldiers were watching the sleepy border—in fact, now that Eric thought about it—too sleepy. Maybe the whole thing was a setup, and they were waiting for Dr. Hu to walk right into their hands.

  “Come on,” he said and the two men crouch-walked down the slope to the rest of the party. Just as they arrived, Li Li stood up suddenly and pointed.

  “Soldiers!” she cried.

  Everyone turned and looked where she was pointing. A line of men on horseback had been traversing a steep slope a mile away. A man at the front of the column stopped and pointed in their direction.

  “That’s it!” Eric said. “Get mounted and follow me.”

  The bedraggled group climbed onto their mounts and began to follow Eric back into the hanging valley. He realized they had only one chance and it was a slim one at best: They would make for the ice field at the head of the valley, a dangerous and distorted landscape that could offer places to lose the soldiers. The glacial field cut across the border and passed deep into Kazakhstan. Eric knew because he and Longwei had ice-climbed there years ago and spent time determining precisely where the border was so they wouldn’t cause an international incident by climbing where they shouldn’t.

  The soldiers who’d seen them were also in a tight spot. They were on a rocky hillside with tricky footing for the horses. They couldn’t go any faster than a walk and would have to cut obliquely across the slippery slope in order to intercept Logan and company, not meeting up with their target until they were almost at the ice field.

  It would be a race to see who got there first.

  Several rifle shots rang out. Dazhao’s wife and children ducked involuntarily. But the shots were meant to alert the other groups of soldiers to the location of their prey. The message was taken and they could now see troops on three sides heading in their direction, probably a hundred soldiers in all.

  Eric kept pushing them hard, even as he tried to think of a way out of this mess. He was pretty sure they were going to reach the ice field first. It was what they’d do once they got there that concerned him. With an elderly man, a woman, and two children, none of whom had any climbing experience, their options looked bleak.

  They galloped across the valley floor. Li Li rode with Logan and her younger brother was with Dr. Hu. They passed through a field of low shrubs and sharp, rocky stones that slowed them to a walk as the horses picked their way through. It was maddening to move so slowly, but the soldiers would face the same problem.

  Then they were at the edge of the ice field. The glacier had undergone significant melting and drawback over the last several years in this age of global warming. Numerous rushing streams of melt-water emanated from the ice, cutting gullies and treacherous underwater caves and waterways.

  Eric led them into a deep cut in the ice that led straight into the ice field. As soon as they were out of sight of the soldiers, he immediately changed directions, cutting north through a bewildering maze of gullies and shifting watercourses. It was still raining, maybe even harder. But that was good. It cut down on visibility.

  The gully they were following began to peter out and then came to an abrupt end against the ice where an underground river emerged in a chalk-colored surge of ice water.

  “We’re trapped!” Dazhao’s wife cried.

  Eric didn’t take time to argue with her.

  “Dismount!” he yelled.

  He took their pitiful belongings off the horses and then cut the animals loose, slapping them and forcing them to head off down another side channel. Then he took out ice crampons and an ice axe, quickly attached the crampons to his boots, wrapped a rope around his waist and began to climb up the face of the ice wall.

  The others stared at him in astonishment.

  “We can’t do that,” said Dazhao’s wife.

  Eric climbed quickly. It was difficult with only one ice pick instead of the two he normally used, but the climb was only thirty feet. He stood on top and looked out across the valley.

  The soldiers had merged into one large group and were just entering the gully. There was little time. He took the rope off his waist, pounded a piton into the ice and attached the rope to it. Then he made a quick sling and threw it back down.

  “Put the kids’ arms through the sling. I’ll pull them up.” It took only a minute to haul in both children. Then he pulled Dr. Hu up and with his help managed to pull Dazhao’s wife and father-in-law up as well.

  As soon as everyone was on top, Eric pointed across the ice field. “Dr. Hu, lead off in that direction. The rest of you follow.”

  He was still coiling the last of the rope when a shot sounded and a bullet struck the snow at his feet. He scrambled quickly out of range and didn’t wait to see what would happen next. Closing up with the others, he pushed them to hurry even faster. By his reckoning they were less than half a mile from the official border. That might not stop the soldiers, however. He was counting on the ice to do that. There was no reason the men should have climbing equipment with them. Without it, the thirty-foot ice cliff would be an insurmountable obstacle. Their only option would be to backtrack down the valley, return to the border crossing and then make their way down the road. By that time, Eric hoped, Dr. Hu and his family would be long gone.

  They continued up the ice field for nearly a mile. Then Logan paused to get his bearings and altered their heading slightly more northward. They hiked in the rain to the edge of the glacier, where they used the ropes to lower everyone to the rocks below. There had been no sign of further pursuit. The soldiers didn’t have ice gear. Without it, they couldn’t follow.

  They hiked inland as quickly as Dazhao’s father-in-law could go. They were certainly in Kazakhstan now and moved down the steep slopes to intersect with the dirt track. A couple of miles farther and they saw a van parked by the side of the road. Eric recognized his contact standing beside it, his mouth open, as they came down from the ice field.

  “Didn’t expect you from that direction,” the man said.

  “Slight change of plans,” Eric replied. “There were a lot of soldiers. Best if you get everyone aboard and out of here as fast as you can. If Premier Zhao has committed this many troops, he may not give a damn if they violate the border. He’s more interested in the prestige he’ll lose if Dr. Hu escapes.”

  The man nodded and opened the van door.

  Li Li ran to Logan and hugged him. He stroked her hair. “Your job now, Li Li, is to help your parents, get your education, and make the world a better place. Will you do all of that for me?”

  She nodded, tears in her eyes.

  Dr. Hu and the others all gave Logan hurried thanks and quick bows. Then they piled into the van until it looked for all the world like a car full of waterlogged puppies. The door slid shut and the van lurched away, Li Li’s face pressed against the back window, staring at Logan until the last moment.

  Eric heaved a huge sigh of relief as the vehicle disappeared. He’d done this sort of thing many times over the last ten years, but none of the other groups had touched him like this one. He felt he had achieved something special with Dr. Hu and his family.

  He turned to begin the long hike home. On his own, in this country he knew so well, he’d have no trouble avoiding the soldiers.

  Maybe, he thought, he wouldn’t consider a new line of work after all.

  Marcia was dreaming. She knew this because she’d had the same dream ever since she’d been a small child. She was standing at the head of a long valley. A river wound in serpentine fashion past the steep hills, chalk-colored glacial waters churning. The landscape was familiar, yet there was such bleakness, such wildness to the setting that she knew she could never have seen it before.

  Heavy, black clouds hung over the valley. She was nearly naked, wearing only some strange animal hide. She began to move down the slope toward the river. Now the dream picked up pace, the same as it always did. She moved faster and faster. She became aware of others ahead of her, a primitive group of people. They seemed tired, walking listlessly, yet no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t catch up to them.

  Then suddenly she was flying over the landscape, hovering above the group. One of the figures, a woman, appeared to be leading the others. She was the tallest. There was pride in her stature, self-confidence to her gait. She urged her comrades on, moving up and down the ragged line.

  Marcia understood, even in her dream, that this woman was special. And she knew the dream was coming to its inevitable conclusion. She began to fly straight down toward the tall, imposing figure. At the last moment, the woman turned toward her and looked up. There was a flash of curiosity in her eye, an intensity. She could almost make out the woman’s features . . . almost see her face clearly. Almost . . .

  And then she woke up.

  She always woke at the same moment, just before she saw the strange woman clearly.

  She lay flat on her cot, soaked in sweat. It was certainly not an unusual dream for an archaeologist. Such fantasies occurred frequently when she was dealing with difficult site problems. Anxiety. She remained still for long minutes, replaying the images in her head, comparing them to the ones she’d had before. It was the same dream. The same damn dream every time.

  Samdup was small, shorter than Dr. Kessler by several inches. The Tibetan’s face was dark, almost black from the high-altitude sun he’d endured all his life. But the excitement hovering on it was real. There was certain to be a bonus for this discovery.

  Marcia motioned to him to sit as she slumped, exhausted, on a boulder by the swiftly rushing stream they’d been following for the past hour. Too many cigarettes. She vowed once again to give them up.

  “How much farther?” she asked in her hoarse voice.

  “Soon, soon,” Samdup replied for the umpteenth time. The man knew a smattering of pidgin English, but his sense of time, like many Tibetans’, was vague at best. She hoped this wasn’t a wild goose chase. Yet there was no denying her companion’s excitement.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
FL___J | rom
)(*_,:’.

\\\\,





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/i-1.jpg
FLYPAPER





OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg
FLYPAPER

A Novel

Chris Angus

YUCCA





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


