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Taklimakan Desert, Western China, 1272 CE

 

“See, Marco? There, in the distance—palm trees!” Niccolò Polo called to his son. “It’s an oasis! I told you not to despair.”

Marco shielded his eyes against the intense desert glare, squinting to make out no more than a darkened smudge at the base of the distant dunes. He gripped his camel’s saddle, posted up between the two humps, and tried to identify it. His Uncle Maffeo pulled his camel alongside his brother and clapped his back. 

“I think I see it! I see something,” Marco exclaimed. 

The other members of their caravan strained to see what he was so excited about. It had been almost three months since they’d departed the windswept central Asian steppes and snow-enshrouded mountains to the west and set out across the dry desert expanse. 

Prodding his camel, Marco brought his beast to his father’s side. “We’ve done it! You said there would be water at the base of those mountains. How much farther now to Khambaliq?”  

Ever since his father and uncle had returned to Venice in 1269 with wondrous stories of Kublai Khan’s Cathay, Marco had pestered them to take him with them next time. Almost four years later, one and a half years into their present journey, he was anxious to visit the desolate places his uncle and father had described and to reach the great Khan’s palace.

“Be patient, Marco. We’ll rest by the Flaming Mountains for a few days and reprovision. We still have over a hundred days before we reach Khambaliq and Shangdu. There is still much to endure.”

Their return to Cathay was at the behest of Emperor Kublai Khan himself. The emperor had been intrigued by Niccolò’s stories about Western religion and had even given them a passport, an engraved golden tablet, affording them safe passage anywhere in the Khan’s vast empire.

Under the Khan’s protection, they were to bring him learned Christians and oil from Jesus’ Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. With the oil safely stowed in their baggage and two friars in tow, they now neared the end of their quest.

Marco’s face brightened as they entered the shaded expanse of the oasis. The respite after their months of hardship was a godsend. Where there had been nothing for so long—no civilization, no means of support—there were now people with food and shelter.

Those who lived at the oasis made their livings dealing with a few chance traders and wandering Buddhist pilgrims who dwelled in caves carved in the nearby hills. Here the incessant sand dunes gave way to the empty Hexi Corridor, a barren panhandle extending from the Taklimakan Desert to the Yellow River further east. The hard-packed gravel and sands of the Gobi Desert lay to the north. Travelers who dared enter this region were funneled through this windswept, arid wash, narrowest at its western approach, before reaching Cathay proper.

“I told you the journey would be hard, but it will be worth it,” his father said to his son’s delight. Then the older man’s countenance changed to one of caution. “This has been the easy part of our journey. Travelers leaving Cathay find the return journey twice as difficult.”


Chapter 1
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Xi’an University, China – Present Day

 

Tegh and his roommate finished eating and went outside to enjoy the early fall air. The restaurant was popular for its simple, inexpensive fare. With the pressure of exams and papers behind them, they had two weeks to relax before restarting the academic grind.

Tegh asked, “It’s so nice, what do you want to do?” 

“It’s too early to go back to student housing,” his roommate said. “Let’s head over to the plaza. I heard there are some students gathering regarding the latest postings on the government billboards. I want to hear why the government feels the need to spread their propaganda on university square? Our campus is supposed to be a place for the free exchange of ideas, not for the government to plaster restrictive policies all over the place.”

Tegh looked at Mingze, his roommate from southeastern China who was three beers into the evening already. “Keep your voice down,” Tegh said. “There are most likely people listening who would consider your thinking too radical for public expression.”

“Come on, Tegh,” Mingze insisted. “I’m just saying what a lot of us are thinking about the State’s constant infringement on how we think and speak. Besides, you’re a Mongolian, not a native of China, so you don’t see the government tactics for what they are.”  

“And what would those—?” Tegh stopped, realizing that rationalization wasn’t going to assuage his friend’s alcohol-tainted reasoning. “I get it. Still...” He shrugged. “You know, I’m tired. I’m heading back to the room. Go on, but be careful.”

Tegh walked the several blocks to his dorm, hoping his roommate wouldn’t draw attention to himself. Tegh had noticed Mingze’s political restlessness before, and listened to the closely guarded opinions expressed by other grad center students concerning recent government dictums. Tegh hoped the fresh autumn air would mellow their enthusiasm.  I just want to finish my studies and go home.

A half hour after returning to his dorm, loud pounding at his door startled him. Before he could reach it,  two burly men burst into his shared apartment. A Ministry of State Security guard flipped on the overhead lights as the other one surveyed the room. 

Seeing that Tegh was the only one there, he demanded, 

“You’re under arrest for conspiring in subversive activities. You will come with us now.”

Tegh made a move to bolt through the door, but a second guard grabbed him Struggling, Tegh demanded, “What’s this about? What have I done?”

The guard tried to bend his arm behind his back, but Tegh shook him free. “What are you doing?”

The other guard said calmly, “Resisting only adds to your crimes.”

Realizing his struggle was futile, Tegh faced him. “I’ve done nothing except go to dinner and return here.”

“You were seen only a block from the square where protestors like you are being detained as we speak.”

Thinking quickly, Tegh said, “And if your cameras or informant were carefully checked, you would know I didn’t accompany those students. I left and returned directly here, where I’ve been ever since.”

The guard in charge looked at the one who was now opening desk drawers and rummaging through shelves in search of incriminating material. He stopped and shook his head.

“You may or may not be telling the truth,” the guard in charge said. “In any case, you’re coming with us.”

Tegh thought, this is outrageous. But if I protest, regardless of what they think I’ve done, that will be enough to get me deeper in trouble. Tegh grabbed his backpack. “Look, if I’m going somewhere, let me take this—my identity papers and visa.”

The burly guard started to snatch the backpack away, but the other guard shook him off, saying, “That’s fine. Let’s go.”  

They ushered Tegh out the door to a waiting MSS security van and locked him in the back. All alone on a bench seat, Tegh wondered, why isn’t the van moving? Then he heard one of the guards calling on the radio. 

After several static-filled conversations, the van jerked into motion.

“Hey, where am I going?” Tegh yelled. 

“To the airport. Your roommate has been detained for subversive activities and is being questioned. You’re lucky you weren’t with him. Our precinct captain says that since you’re a foreigner, your visa’s been revoked and you’re being expelled.”

“Wait a minute, you can’t—” Tegh caught himself, suddenly understanding the hopelessness of protesting. 

Twenty minutes later, the security van pulled to a stop at a side entrance to the Xi’an Airport departure terminal. Two waiting MSS guards took charge of Tegh, barely giving him time to grab his backpack before they traipsed him through a door that bypassed normal security and led him down a windowless corridor. Reaching an unmarked door, a guard nudged Tegh into the sterile waiting area with several rows of chairs.

“Sit here,” a guard in the room said.

Tegh looked around. He could see the main terminal departure lounge beyond a set of double glass doors at the far end of several long rows of scoop-seated plastic chairs. He sat partway down the second row from the front. The only other person there was an elderly Chinese man sitting in the first row, a few seats from the door guard. His head was down and he didn’t look around. 

It had happened so fast, Tegh hadn’t had time to consider his pending fate. Patting his backpack, he thought, wherever I’m headed, at least I managed to keep my passport, cell phone, and money. As soon as they let me, I’ll call home to Ulaanbaatar.

 

Xi’an Cultural Convention Center   

 

The two posed for a selfie with their backs to the fountain inside the convention center. The LED marquee behind them advertised an international clothing manufacturers convention, which they’d travelled from Germany to attend.

“Hurry up, Fritz, we haven’t got all day. I want to get back to the hotel and write down my ideas about the exhibits while they’re fresh in my mind.”

“Betta, you’re too impatient. What’s the hurry? Between the two of us, we can remember them well enough. Besides, I snapped photos with my phone when no one was looking. You know, that integrated loom and finishing machine. It’s perfect for the reinforced action wear…” 

“You what? With all those signs forbidding photographs, you took pictures anyway?”

“Betta, stop worrying. People sneak pictures all the time. I even picked up a couple of souvenirs.” Fritz held up a button with a corporate logo of an impish figure and a small rectangular device imprinted with a figure of the sun with a stylized solar flair and the words Sunku.

“You stole them?” Betta said incredulously.

“No, they were on the table across from that computer-controlled loom you were so interested in. I figured it was advertising swag. It’s not like I—” 

Fritz didn’t finish before three policemen approached, one demanding his cell phone.

Fritz snatched his hand from their reach. “Wait a minute. I’m a German citizen. You can’t do that.”

The policeman in charge said sternly, “Do you speak English?”

“Yes, but…”

“Give me the phone. Both of you, come with me to the police station. You are being detained for industrial espionage.” 

Fritz slapped the guard’s hand away from his phone and another guard raised a baton threateningly. 

Betta screamed, “Don’t hit him.”

The guard stopped, arm still raised, as Fritz offered up his phone. The guard scrolled through Fritz’s pictures of convention display machinery. As he did so, Fritz stuffed the swag in his lower cargo pants pocket. 

Looking at the phone and shaking his head, the guard said, “You’ve engaged in forbidden activity. Follow me, please.”

The guards ushered them out a side door and forced them into a panel van.

“Where are you taking us?” protested Betta. “You can’t do this.”

The guards slid shut the van door and the two young Germans heard a tap-tap on the roof, apparently a signal for the van driver because the van started moving.

“Fritz, see what you’ve done,” Betta said. “How many times have I said you aren’t home now? You have to pay attention.”

“Betta, I don’t need your badgering. We’ve more important things to worry about.”

She barked, “Like where they’re taking us and what’s going to happen?”

“Betta. Please, just concentrate on what we’re going to do next and not what’s happened.” 

They’d sat silently for about fifteen minutes until they felt the van pull to a stop. A guard slid open the side door and motioned them out.

As he stepped from the van, Fritz tried to shake free from the guard’s grasp and he struck Fritz’s shoulder with a baton. 

As Fritz jerked back in pain, Betta screamed, “Do as he says, Fritz.”

For a moment, the two stood awkwardly and stared at what appeared to be an airline terminal, but there were no airline logos like Lufthansa or Swiss Air. One of the guards nodded towards two other guards waiting by the terminal door. After a brief discussion, the guard from the van saluted, climbed back in his van, and left.

“You will follow me,” the guard said in English.

Fritz, craving a smoke after not having had one since the convention center, tried to take out a cigarette. The guard said sternly, “No smoking,” and pushed him towards the terminal.

Betta said, “Just do as he says, Fritz.”

“Come on, Betta, I don’t need—”

“In here,” the guard said, prodding them with his baton and holding open a door.

They went down an unadorned corridor and entered a large waiting room, not unlike an airport departure lounge, except the walls were bare and there were only chairs fastened together in long rows with a set of large glass doors at the other end.

Their guard said, “You will wait here.”

“Wait for what?” Fritz demanded.

The guard raised his baton, and Fritz held up his hands in appeal. Thinking fast, Fritz pulled several Chinese yuan from his pocket and held them up to the guard, saying, “Look, you’re mistaken. Let us go and…” 

The guard swatted Fritz’s hand away, the bills fluttering to the floor, and said, “I will add bribery to your charge of stealing intellectual property. These are serious offenses in the People’s Republic. You are lucky you’re only being expelled and not imprisoned.”

“But…” Betta objected, but the official cut her off.

“Young woman, you’re lucky you’re not in jail. Your offenses are more than worthy. Thank what little good fortune you still possess that you’re going home. Do I make myself clear?”

Betta shrank back.

While the guard was preoccupied with Betta, Fritz picked up the money from the floor and tried to stuff the bills in his cargo pants pocket, but the button and plastic stick with the sun logo were in the way. He removed them, still holding the money, and stuck the button on the strap to his backpack, then shoved the small plastic souvenir into the cigarette pack in his shirt pocket with the money.

He followed Betta to the middle of the next to last row of chairs. Looking around, she saw a forlorn guard sitting next to the door through which their escort had just departed. Two rows in front of them sat a single Chinese man in the front row. 

Fritz fidgeted, catching himself from pulling out a cigarette.

“Will you stop that, Fritz? Aren’t we in enough trouble?” Betta said.

“What else am I supposed to do?” he said.

“Wait!” she replied.

 

Xi’an Airport   

 

Steve Applegate pleaded with the ticket agent at the China East Airlines arrival desk. “I’m supposed to be on the Aeroflot flight from Irkutsk to Tokyo. Things got all messed up in Russia and I was put on a flight here instead. Please, can you reroute my ticket to get me home to Ohio in the United States the easiest way possible?”

The clerk, with limited abilities in English, asked him to wait and left the counter. Shortly, an airline official, accompanied by a guard, replaced her at the counter. The airline official said, “Mr. Applegate, show me your ticket?”

Steve handed it over and watched as the man punched several keys on his computer. The accompanying guard asked Steve, “What was the nature of your stay in the Russian Federation and why have you come to the People’s Republic of China?”

Frustrated, Steve said, “Look, I’m not in China by choice. I should be in Tokyo, on my way to Los Angeles and then Cleveland, Ohio. And who are you to be asking, sir? You’re not with the airlines.”

He replied curtly, “The Ministry of State Security has a need to know the nature of your business.”

Steve looked at the airline clerk for a hint of sympathy, but the clerk ignored him, busying himself with his computer instead. Steve said, “If you insist, I was working for a non-profit in Russia on a civil engineering project. When Russia invaded Ukraine, my government urged Americans to leave the country. So, I booked a flight, but it seems the Aeroflot folks have somehow mixed things up and gotten me on a flight here instead of Tokyo as planned. So, here I am trying to re-book to America the easiest way I know how.”

The MSS guard displayed no emotion regarding Steve’s misfortune. After a pause, he said, “Wait here. I must check.” Then turning to the airline clerk, he said something, which Steve didn’t understand, and stepped through a door behind the ticket counter. 

A few minutes later he returned and said, “Mr. Applegate, you will please follow me.”

The ticket clerk handed Steve a boarding pass, but before Steve could read the destination, the MSS guard again said, “Please follow, Mr. Applegate.”

Steve held up his boarding pass. “Will this get me all the way home?”  

The guard said over his shoulder, “You’re temporarily the guest of the People’s Republic of China, Mr. Applegate. We can’t become involved in whatever disputes your government may have with the Russian Federation. I have been instructed to place you on the next flight leaving China. You don’t have permission to remain.”

“But…”

Steve’s reply was lost by the sound of the guard actuating the automatic double glass doors to a waiting room off the main departure lounge. The guard motioned him in. The undecorated waiting room contained several long rows of uncomfortable looking chairs.

“Have a seat here, Mr. Applegate. Someone will come for you when your flight’s ready.”

Steve blurted, “But a flight to where? Where are you sending me?” 

Without emotion, the MSS guard ignored him and walked to the back of the room where another uniformed guard was seated by an exit. Stopping briefly to say something to the door guard, Steve’s escort left through the back door. 

Steve looked around. There was a couple sitting in the next to last row, both looking at him but saying nothing. And there were two single Asian men, one just beyond the middle of the second row and the other sitting directly in the middle of the front row. Steve scooted down the second aisle, stopping a few seats from one gentleman, and sat almost directly behind the man in the front row.

The room was silent. 

Suddenly, the back door opened. Two new MSS guards came in and stopped directly in front of the lone man in the front row. The first guard stood with his boots touching the seated man’s shoes while the second man barked orders in Chinese. When the seated man didn’t immediately respond, the first guard jerked him to his feet by his collar, giving rapid fire orders. 

Struggling to maintain his balance, the accosted man started to object, but quickly lowered his gaze and shrank protectively when the guard hit him with a baton across the shoulder. 

The man sitting in Steve’s row jumped up and yelled at the guard, who backhanded the would-be Samaritan on the neck with a baton. Wincing, the other stepped back from baton-wielding guard, exclaiming something not quite as vociferously as before, but still sounding like a plea for the guard to ease up. 

A third MSS guard arrived, stopping next to the two guards and their charge and standing directly across the chair from Steve. The new guard barked something at the man held by the guards and then motioned for the man farther along in Steve’s row to sit back down. Turning back to the two guards, he bellowed, and the two guards frog marched their target out of the waiting area through the back door.

The guard giving the orders reached across the chair for the backpack sitting beside Steve, who put his hand on the guard’s arm and said, “No, that’s mine.” 

The guard glared at Steve in defiance. Steve held his gaze in a standoff of only a few seconds, but which seemed longer.

Finally, Steve relaxed and slid his hand from the guard’s to the luggage tag. In as calm a voice as he could muster, Steve said, “You can read my name on the nametag. It belongs to me.”

The MSS guard stared at Steve, recognizing that he was a westerner, but not backing down. 

Steve slowly held up his boarding pass and pointed to the name on it and then to the backpack’s nametag, which was imprinted with small American flag. “See, the same.”

For the longest few seconds, neither man moved. The impasse was broken when yet another uniformed guard, this one with gold braid on his cap brim, approached. He spoke sternly to the guard confronting Steve. The guard released the backpack and followed the newly arrived senior guard out the back door. 

The MSS door guard, who was standing alone and looking around as if he should do something, motioned for Steve and the Asian man to sit. Seeing the guard look beyond them to the back rows, Steve turned and saw the couple, a young man and woman, sitting back down and whispering between them.

Rubbing the side of his neck where he’d been struck, the Asian man asked, “You’re an American?”

Surprised that he spoke English, Steve said, “Yes, do you know what that was all about?”    

He said, “The best I could tell, the man was being held on a state charge and an order must have come to move him. But I must say, you were very lucky their supervisor showed up, otherwise you’d have been carted off too. No one talks back to the MSS, much less touches them, and gets away with it.”

Pointing to the red welt on his neck, Steve said, “I see you got swatted for your troubles. How come you’re still here?”

“All I did was to point out that he was complying with what they wanted, so give him a chance.”

“But, why didn’t they—”

“Because I’m not Chinese, I’m a foreigner, like you, here on a deportation order.”

Steve said, “But I’m not—”

A male voice behind them interrupted, “That explains it.” 

The two turned and looked at the young man sitting next to a woman.

“Did you take some illegal pictures, too?” he continued.

The woman slapped his shoulder, saying, “Fritz, give it a rest.”

Hearing what he thought was English spoken with a German accent, Steve asked, “Why are you two here?”

The woman offered, “My careless partner took photos at an exposition despite the warning posters.”

Steve said, “Well that explains—”

They were interrupted when the door guard snapped to attention and a Chinese official in civilian clothing entered, flanked by two MSS guards. Addressing all four of them in Chinese, he spoke in a commanding voice. The man sitting nearest Steve translated for their benefit. “He’s from Immigration Control and he’s directing us to follow the guards to our aircraft.”

Grabbing his backpack, Steve asked the lone man, “You seem to know what’s going on. What’s your name?”

“Please call me Tegh. The rest would be too hard for you to pronounce.”

“Steve, Steve Applegate, and you two?” Steve said, turning to the couple.

“I’m Lizbetta VanderKellen, Betta to my friends. And this is my business partner, Fritz Steiner. Where are we going?”

Steve looked at his boarding pass but couldn’t read the Chinese writing. He held it up for Tegh to read.

Tegh said, “Evidently to Samarkand, and we’d best move along before they get antsy.” He pointed to the guards motioning them towards the jet way.

 




Chapter 2
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China East Airline Flight 1822

 

Following the MSS guards, Tegh led the other three down the ramp and through the entry door of CEA flight 1822. Another guard awaited them where a flight attendant would have normally greeted passengers and directed them to file down the two adjacent aisles towards the back of the aircraft. Passengers looked at them and seemed to wonder if these prisoners, for what else could they be with that much attention, were the reason for their delay on the tarmac. 

Steve followed Tegh down the right-hand aisle without saying anything, while Betta kept up a constant harangue of Fritz as they moved their way down the other.

“Will you just be quiet, Betta. I don’t need this,” Fritz said as they passed the business class section.

“You should have thought of that before you decided to break all their rules,” she said.

Their bickering kept up in what Tegh thought could be called stage whispers until the guards halted them at the last row of seats. The center four seats had been cleared and the passengers reseated elsewhere in the partially filled cabin. Stowing their backpacks in the overhead bins, they sat in the middle row backed by the aft bulkhead, Steve and Fritz in the middle with Tegh and Betta on the aisles. With them secure, the two guards marched forward and a flight attendant secured the cabin door.

As Tegh followed the guards’ progress forward and off the plane, he saw dozens of heads craning to get a glimpse of the captives they were to share this flight with. He thought the flight delay, the menacing abruptness of the guards, and the sudden arrival of the four persons under escort must have been discomforting. They must be wondering who we are and why the escort. 

He was brought back to the present at hearing Betta and Fritz continue their barbed comments, which drew more questioning glares from passengers seated two rows in front. Steve turned to comment, but Tegh stopped him with a finger to his lips and whispered, “Best not say anything. I don’t know what will happen if we talk.” Betta and Fritz must have heard him and at last became quiet.

Just as suddenly as the guards left the aircraft, the attendants busied themselves ensuring the passengers were secured and the plane taxied. Tegh thought, I hope my display in the waiting lounge when I pleaded with the guard won’t come back to harm me. So far, I’ve been fortunate. 

Tegh’s experience was that when someone stood up to the MSS, things didn’t turn out well. Now here he was. In a matter of less than a few hours, his carefully orchestrated world of student life had been turned upside down, and he had no idea what his future held for him.

As the plane accelerated, passengers were pressed into their seatbacks and the aircraft lumbered off the runway in Xi’an, China, bound for Samarkand, Uzbekistan. The engines whined as the big plane clambered for altitude, filling the cabin with noise. When the background din lessened as the undercarriage retracted, Tegh noticed passengers fidgeting in their seats, some chancing furtive glances around. From the looks on their faces, he assumed their collective moods were returning to normal, normal for folks on their way to vacation, business, or visiting relatives.

The aircraft levelled off and the engines quieted to an incessant background roar. The seatbelt sign clicked off and flight attendants busied themselves with refreshment pushcarts. Individual conversations sprang up and passengers, except the last row, acclimated themselves for the long flight. 

As flight attendants efficiently served refreshments, Tegh wondered, will our isolation continue? Are we allowed to move about the cabin? Can we use the WC? Will we get refreshments or a meal? By his own personal time standard, it had been some time since he’d been free to do any of that. 

Watching the flight attendants go about their service, Tegh noticed passengers settling in to watch individual seatback entertainment screens, view their individual laptops, or don sleeping masks. Those at window seats watched the sun gradually settle over the mountains ahead. In the back row, however, Tegh could see the other three were uncomfortable, as if they were still under surveillance. 

“You can make yourselves comfortable,” he said, unbuckling. “The guards are gone and we’re on our own now. As far as the Chinese authorities are concerned, we’re no longer their problem. We’ll be out of Chinese airspace shortly and then on to our separate ways home.”

“Good,” Fritz said. “I have to use the bathroom. These bastards don’t appre—”

Betta interrupted, “Fritz, stop complaining and try to make the most of it. We wouldn’t be in this mess if it hadn’t been for you.”

Fritz scowled. 

“Betta, don’t treat me like a child. You’re the one who wanted us to attend that trade expo. I was only trying to do what… Oh what the hell!” He unbuckled and brusquely stepped sideways past her knees into the aisle and headed to the WC behind them.

 Betta looked to her right where Steve and Tegh were watching. Before she could offer an apology, Steve said, “No need to explain. I’ve seen couples argue before. Hey, being grabbed by security guards in a foreign country is upsetting enough.”

Betta smiled in disgust. “Ha! You think,” she pointed to the empty seat beside her and then back to herself, “that he and I are a couple, that we’re married?” 

Steve looked sheepish as she continued. “Definitely not. We’re simply colleagues starting a new enterprise for making active wear, you know, outdoor clothing. The expo in Xi’an was for clothing manufacturers around the world to see what Chinese industry had to offer.”

Tegh interjected. “And your friend Fritz got carried away with what he could take back as far as technology, right?”

Betta said, “Unfortunately.” 

Fritz reappeared and unapologetically worked his way back to his seat. Before any of the others could speak, the flight attendants reached their aisle and handed them soft drinks and box lunches.

Fritz mumbled something unintelligible, but his body language, as far as Tegh could tell, was unappreciative. He looked at Steve and then Betta, avoiding Fritz’s belligerent attitude, and said, “We should eat. I don’t know about you, but this may be all the hospitality we’re afforded until we reach our destination.”

Taking him at his word, they opened their boxes and ate. Later, after giving their trash to the flight attendant, Tegh stood and opened the overhead bin, pulling down a pillow and blanket. “I suggest you do the same,” he said. “It will be a while before we reach Samarkand.”   

Almost ninety minutes into the flight, most of the vacationers had forgotten, or at least had dismissed, the disquieting events that had interrupted their departure and had absorbed themselves in their private affairs. Tegh noticed Betta and Fritz had thankfully settled into an uneasy truce.

Without warning, the plane nose-dived. Tegh clutched his armrest and watched in horror as people, not fastened securely, grasped for anything to keep from slamming into the cabin’s overhead, as inertia drove them upward. Then, he felt the plane’s nose violently jerk up, as the pilot desperately tried to regain control. He saw folks hurled downward onto their seats, other people’s laps, and the floor. Screams filled the cabin as passengers searched vainly amidst the chaos for something or someone to save them. Tegh, witnessing the utter displacement of those seated in front of him, held on as tightly as possible, thankful his seatbelt was securely in place.  

Betta, to his left, screamed. Steve thrust his arms to either side reflexively, pinning Tegh, Betta, and Fritz to their seat backs. Betta grabbed Steve’s arm in a death grip, desperately holding onto something. 

The plane pitched forward again, descended, and fishtailed violently as the aircraft corkscrewed from the heavens, unresponsive to the pilot’s efforts. Overhead bins popped open and their contents pummeled passengers. As debris fell, Tegh dodged a yellow plastic breathing mask that danced crazily in front of him. He thought to grasp it, but was afraid to release his armrests. Then, he was pressed hard into his seat as the aircraft suddenly pitched up, almost level, as if the pilot had miraculously regained control. Then the plane yawed violently before—WHAM!    

 

Wisps of pungent, greasy smoke tickled Tegh’s nose and he twitched. Eyes still shut, he heard nothing except a distant crackle and the susurrus rustling of loose cloth nearby.

What’s that? 

The cloying smell of burning kerosene rolled by. 

Smoke! 

Tegh snapped his eyes open and sensed the volatile stench of burning. His nose hairs tingled and one eye watered. He tried to sit up straighter, but couldn’t. 

What’s that flapping sound? Fabric? Something’s holding me. Why can’t I move? 

His arms were free, but he peered into empty blackness. He grappled with his seat belt, finally lifting the edge of the buckle which popped free onto his lap. He looked left. Two men and a woman were seated just beyond. 

Do I know them?

It slowly came back to him. Tegh looked right. 

That’s the aisle. 

There were two empty seats and an oval window just beyond on a wall curving up. A lifeless body was sprawled in the aisle. 

I’m in an airplane.

Tegh traced the curved surface with his eyes as it arched above, then across to the left, and down again, only to be obscured by the unmoving man seated to his left. He leaned forward and put his feet down. Nothing. 

The floor, the ceiling, the seat in front of him, everything that should be there was gone. Tegh looked ahead and up and could see a gray-brown landscape with stars above. Bright pinpoints of light twinkled overhead as wispy clouds moved across.

My plane’s crashed. I’m sitting in an airplane seat, but the plane’s gone. 

He looked behind him. There was an aisle leading back to a door that read Lavatory in English and Chinese. Part of the plane’s tail was still there. But the everything else was missing.

The man next to him moaned. Tegh remembered. 

His name is Steve. Guards forced us onto the plane. 

Tegh turned towards him, kneeling backwards in his seat, and shook him.

Steve’s head nodded. “Uh, what… where… What’s that smell?” 

The breeze shifted and the acrid air wafted away. 

“It’s me, Tegh. The plane crashed. Are you okay?”

Steve flutter-kicked his legs and moved his arms. He looked at Tegh kneeling on the seat cushion next to him. “Yeah, I hurt like hell, but I’m okay… I think. Whoa!” He tried to get up but his seatbelt caught him.

Tegh said, “Easy. Things aren’t normal. I think the tail section broke off. That’s where we’re sitting. In front of you is a long drop to the ground. Check the two next to you to see if they’re alive.”

Steve shook the shoulder of the man strapped in next to him. He came to yelling something Steve didn’t understand. 

Tegh said, “His name is Fritz and she’s Betta.” Looking at Fritz, he said slowly, “Can you speak?”

Fritz looked, first at Steve, then at Tegh. “Yes. Yes, where are… what’s happened?”

Tegh said, “You were in a plane crash.”

Fritz’s eyes widened. “Get me out of here! I’ve got to get away! Don’t let them take me!” He slumped back, exhausted.    

Tegh leaned with some effort across Fritz and shook Betta, who jerked awake, eyes wide, and clutched his arm.

“Easy,” Tegh said. “Just sit there and collect yourself. Let’s see if you’re okay.”

She stared at him, seeming to recognize he meant well.

Tegh said, “Okay, sit still while I check out what’s going on.”

She looked first at him and then across the aisle to her left and the rows ahead. A body, restrained only by a seat belt, slumped into the aisle. She screamed.

Steve said, “I’m pretty sure they’re dead. You might want to console your friend here.” He pointed to Fritz. “Keep him calm.”

Realizing the Betta and Fritz were most likely in shock, Tegh said, “My name is Tegh. Remember? I’ll help you to the ground once I figure out what the conditions are.”

Carefully, he eased himself forward, searching with one foot extended below him for purchase. Within in short order, he stood on a broken piece of flooring that was sturdy enough to bear his weight. Turning to the others, he explained the situation. “Feel with your feet and hold on to whatever piece of the plane you can grab to support yourself. Be careful, there’s lots of jagged metal.”

Still agitated, Fritz pleaded, “Don’t let them take me.”

Tegh said, “Hang in there, friend. I’m with you, but first let’s get clear of the plane. 

“But the guards are coming for us,” Fritz insisted.

“Okay, okay, but first things first.” Turning to Steve, Tegh said, “It’s Steve, right?”

“Yes, Steve, Steve Applegate.”

“All right, Steve, you come first. Step onto that cross beam and climb down to the ground. Hold my hand till you find your support. I’m standing on the ground, so it’s okay once you get here.” 

Carefully, Steve rested his weight, first on one piece of wreckage and then another, until he made it down.

Tegh next worked his way to Fritz. There was a moment of confusion as Fritz excitedly shifted to German until Tegh coaxed him back to English.

“Step down easy, Fritz. Feel with your foot before putting your weight on it.”

With cumbersome movements, Fritz made it to the ground and pleaded with Tegh and Steve, “I don’t want guards messing with me anymore.”

Steve held up a hand in a peaceful gesture. “Okay, okay.”

Ignoring Fritz, Tegh moved to help Betta. “Can you move?” 

She reached her arms up and wiggled her fingers. She kicked one leg, then the other. Tegh saw a bump on her head where flying debris had hit her. One leg of her yoga pants was ripped and he wondered what other damage she might have suffered.

“Okay, that’s good. What’s your last name, Betta?”

 “VanderKellen, Lizbetta VanderKellen.”

“That’s right. Okay, Betta, ease yourself forward and I’ll help you down. Step carefully.” 

She put weight on one foot and screamed. Losing balance, she fell forward, with her full weight on Tegh. She was almost as tall as he, and it was all Tegh could do to hold her upright.

Tegh called out, “One of you give me a hand. We’ll have to help her to the ground and find out what’s wrong. I think she injured her ankle.”

As they eased her down, Fritz kept insisting they had to flee the scene as quickly as possible. Tegh and Steve tried to calm him by focusing him on his surroundings, to no avail. Betta, however, whispered something to him in German which finally worked.

Finally, the three stood with Tegh, looking around in the darkness and taking in the scene. China East Airline flight 1822 had crashed onto the barren slopes of western China. 

The plane had hit flat, ripping off the nose, forward cabin, and both wings as it scraped hundreds of yards along a rock-strewn hillside. The tail and rudder, the last recognizable portions of the aircraft, had come to rest, nearly upright where the four now stood. Fires burned in the wreckage’s wake along a long swath that ended at the surviving tail section.   

Tegh looked at the destruction and thought how the explosion, the rent metal, and what must have been a panicked cacophony was now absolute quiet. Cocking his head, he heard the licking hiss of flames in the gathering night farther down the hill. The wreckage was a blackened smear on a slope. To the east was a desert landscape and to the west he saw snow-tipped mountains. A gentle breeze worked its way upslope from the valley floor and pushed smoke in their direction. Night stars danced above.

Tegh shook his head as he realized their good fortune to have survived. He now understood that the aircraft’s tail had been cleaved from the rest of the plane. The lavatories, the galley, and the bulkhead behind where they had been sitting remained. Immediately behind and above that, however, was a huge hole where the roof had been. Through it loomed the plane’s tail rudder with its China East Airlines logo.


Chapter 3
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Western Slope of the Qilian Shan, Western China 

 

Tegh stood and stared with the others. Along the slope behind them, for a good quarter mile, fires burned where once had been the starboard wing. Tegh recognized the acrid stench of burning aviation gas as it wafted through the shifting night air. 

Beyond the miracle of being alive, he assessed that his only ailments, and those of the two men, were contusions, aches, and pains from having taken the equivalent of a beating. Betta, however, was limping on an injured ankle, wincing with each step. Otherwise, she seemed to be okay. 

With a look at each of them, Tegh sensed they were thinking the same thing. What do we do now?  

Tegh said. “We can’t stay here. We’ve been deported from China. I for one don’t want to wait around to find out what sort of the welcome we’ll get when searchers arrive.”

As Fritz lit a cigarette, Betta said, “We’re German. Surely, they’ll transport us to a hospital and then to our embassy.”

Fritz exhaled a cloud of smoke that billowed and mixed with the vapor from his breath in the chill mountain air. “Did you forget, Betta? The Chinese came up with a flimsy excuse to kick us out.”

“There was nothing flimsy about it, Fritz. You were just flaunting their rules …”

Tegh said, “That’s enough, you two. You’re not solving the problem.”

His abruptness caught Betta off guard, but Fritz pointed his cigarette at Tegh. “I agree with you on one thing. I don’t trust the Chinese, precisely since we don’t know exactly who it is that would be coming to help us.” And then he added, “And I especially don’t trust that you’re not one of them.”

Steve stepped between the two men before things escalated. “Fritz, you’re still in shock. Take a breath, buddy, and chill. We all want to survive and get out of here the best way possible. We can only do that if we stay calm.”

Betta clasped Fritz’s hand. “He’s right, Fritz. Listen to him.”

When Fritz tried to return her gesture, she let go. Frustrated, he pulled his hand back and regretted coming to the Xi’an Expo as much as the thought of trusting these two strangers. He took a long drag on his cigarette.

Tegh, seeing Fritz’s conflicting emotions said, “Minutes ago you were screaming not to let the Chinese capture you. Now you’re blaming me for being one of them. Well, I’m not. Like you, I’m not predisposed to trust that a friendly Chinese agency will rescue us. I don’t have a crystal ball to tell you who will come to the crash site, or what reception we’ll get. I do recommend getting away from the immediate vicinity, if for no other reason than to observe from a safe distance who shows up. Then we can make a final decision.” 

Fritz faced Tegh. “What makes you such an expert? Look, I don’t know what’s going on, what really happened, or what’s in store for me. I’m more than confused. You’re Chinese. For all I know, you could just be saying these things to get in good with the authorities when they come.”

Tegh remained calm. “You’ve been through a lot; I get it. But looks aren’t everything. I told you, I’m not Chinese. I’m a Mongolian. I was grad student studying in China. And for some reason, the Chinese authorities thought I was protesting with other students. That makes me, whether true or not, an enemy of the state. Welcome to the world’s largest socialist dictatorship. As I said, waiting for rescue is not the best thing for us.

“Face it, all of us were escorted under guard to that plane.” Tegh pointed at the smoldering wreckage. “I don’t know what your full stories are, but I for one don’t want to hang around. In the eyes of the Chinese, I’m an outsider, a dissident, and persona non grata, accused of unlawfully associating with a protest. In China, that’s a cardinal sin. I can’t loiter to find out what happens.”

Steve said, “For me, I don’t know how I got in this mess. I’m an American. And sure, my country and China don’t get along too well, but those guards were a little too quick to lump me in with you three and force me onto this flight. 

“Hell, I was supposed to be on a different flight in the first place. To top that off, my father’s a general on active duty in the Marine Corps, a fact which the Chinese can easily use as political leverage. You know, sins of the father passed on to the son. So, you’re darned right I’m worried about what they’ll do to us. I agree with Tegh.”  

Fritz puffed slowly on his cigarette, then directed his comment to Betta. “What about you? You still pissed off at me? You think we should throw in with them?” 

Betta stared right back at Fritz. “You’re damn straight I’m pissed at you. Not only for taking those selfies, but you tried to bribe that official, Fritz. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I think hanging around here isn’t our best option.”

Tegh said, “You tried to bribe a guard?” 

“Yeah, typical Chinese bullshit,” Fritz said. “It was ridiculous, but what could I do? They had my phone with the pictures and I …” His voice trailed off. 

Tegh filled the silence. “It’s lucky you’re not in jail.” 

For the first time, Betta flashed a look of sympathy as Fritz tightened his jaw and crushed his cigarette with his shoe. “Look, we’re the victims here, not spies. Maybe running’s not
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