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  As he took up his pen, momentarily holding it poised over the blank page of his daily journal dated August 15, he stared down at his veined hand crisscrossed with the delicate lines of age and he was surprised at its steadiness. He should have been trembling with excitement. After all, hadn’t the Greek mathematician Archimedes, upon sitting down in a bathtub and watching the water rise and thus discovering the principle of displacement, leaped out of his tub in joy and run naked through the streets of Syracuse shouting “Eureka”? But unlike Archimedes, he had seen his own discovery coming closer with every passing month. At first with disbelief, and then with steadily diminishing doubt, he had seen it happening, and finally, fifteen minutes ago, it had happened. Absolute certainty. Confirmation.


  Eureka.


  His firm hand touched pen to paper, and quickly he began to record the momentous event, perhaps the greatest find in the saga of the human race. He wrote:


  What Ponce de Leon so desperately sought in the land of Bimini, I have found in the Caucasus. After twelve years of ceaseless search and experimentation, in my native London, in my adopted New York, in places as far away as Vilcabamba in Peru and Hunza in Pakistan, I have found it in my laboratory outside Sukhumi, in the region of Abkhazia in Soviet Georgia. At 5:15 this afternoon, I was certain. It was as if I found the key, turned it, and the door to the prolongation of life had opened. From this day on, my formula, C-98, will extend the longevity of every human being on earth from an average age of seventy-two to an average age of 150. Perhaps the first step on the road to immortality. But for now, enough. To have more than doubled the life-span of every man, woman, and child on earth—surely the most meaningful, the most desired, perhaps the greatest discovery in the history of science.


  An afterthought: I am awed and humbled by the immensity of what has just happened. It is beginning to strike me. I must contemplate no more. A time for a small celebration, certainly. I will have Vasily bring out the champagne I have so long hoarded against this day. I will inform Leonid and have him join me in a toast. And next week—before the International Congress of Gerontology in Paris—I will make the announcement to the world.


  His hand was trembling now, and he laid down his pen.


  For a man of seventy-four years, suffering slightly from arthritis in each knee, he came up out of the desk chair quickly and vigorously. The blood coursed through his head. He felt exhilarated as never before.


  “Leonid!” he suddenly shouted across the living room. “Leonid, I have found it!”


  Professor Davis MacDonald sat deep in the drab brown sofa, holding his empty wineglass and trying to bring into focus the two Leonids in the armchair across the coffee table from him.


  He had not been this intoxicated in a half century, not since that night of his youth when he had left Oxford for London. It was a good feeling to be so light-headed, to let go of the thousand thoughts that until now had teemed in his mind and had now evaporated in the mist of champagne.


  “Leonid,” he said to his laboratory assistant.


  “Yes, Professor.”


  MacDonald squinted and at last found one Leonid, also holding a wineglass, waiting attentively. He looked at his assistant fondly. The thirty-two-year-old Russian Jew, with his high forehead and bushy eyebrows and sensitive mouth, was one of the few persons in the U.S.S.R., in this remote corner of the Soviet Union on the Black Sea, whom he could trust and with whom he could relax. Six years ago, having been invited to lecture at the Institute of Gerontology in Kiev, MacDonald had requested permission to do research in the Abkhazian Republic, where, so he had read, a population of 500,000 contained a remarkable 5,000 healthy centenarians. Permission had been granted, as it had to other foreign gerontologists, who agreed to share their findings with the Soviet Union and scientists of all nations. MacDonald had traveled down to Sukhumi, the capital of Abkhazia, a quiet port city of 100,000, where he had rented a large cottage on the outskirts of the city, converting half of it into a laboratory. During his first week, he had visited Sukhumi’s Gerontology Institute, and there he had found Leonid and liked him and had received permission to hire him. Shortly after, some government official had insisted that he must have a housekeeper and had brought him Vasily, a tall, silent native Georgian in his late twenties with the face of an Egyptian mummy. Like Leonid, Vasily spoke English. But unlike Vasily, who had been selected for him, MacDonald had himself selected Leonid, and therefore he had trusted him from the start.


  “Yes, Professor?” he heard Leonid repeat.


  He tried to remember what he had wanted of his assistant, and then he remembered. “The champagne, Leonid. Is there any left?” Leonid stood up and lifted the bottle from the table. “More than enough for another round.”


  MacDonald held out his empty glass, and Leonid filled it. MacDonald’s gaze followed the bottle down to the table. “G. H. Mumm and Company,” MacDonald said. “Good champagne.”


  “Very good,” said Leonid.


  Sipping his drink, MacDonald blearily made out the time on his watch. Over two hours had passed. They had been sitting, drinking, celebrating for over two hours. He tried to recreate what had taken place earlier. He had been in the laboratory with the test animals. The first of the mice and guinea pigs, injected with C-four years ago, had died in the afternoon. The average life-span for a mouse was less than two years, for a guinea pig two years. Yet both sets of laboratory animals had lived healthily for double their life-spans after receiving shots of his formula. Even the special cages of animals with artificially induced terminal ailments, from various forms of cancer to heart deterioration, had survived to twice their normal life-spans. In every instance, the cancers had gone into remission, the heart diseases had been arrested, other sicknesses had been curbed, and the animals had thrived. New tests had finally confirmed the incredible. Given the same shots, human beings who might expect to live to seventy or seventy-two would now, barring accident, be certain to live to 150.


  The magnitude of his discovery had not fully overwhelmed him until he had entered it in his daily journal. Only then had he been shaken and aroused. He remembered calling for Leonid, finding him, blurting out the news. He had wanted a private celebration, a marking of the historic moment, before all mankind would celebrate him.


  He had gone into the kitchen to ask Vasily to open the magnum of champagne he had once bought in Paris, and carried with him ever since for this very occasion which for so long had seemed beyond the hope of any scientist. Although, truly, he had always believed it might come about in his lifetime. Once he had understood the DNA—deoxyribonucleic acid—molecules that inhabit every cell, once he had realized humans were programmed for death by aging genes, he had got himself into genetic engineering. He had sought to create synthetic genes that could be transplanted to replace aging genes. Here in Abkhazia, between the Black Sea and the dark range of the Caucasus Mountains, researching to learn what its 100- to 135-year-old citizens all had in common, he had stumbled on the secret. For his experiment labeled C-98 he had isolated the unique ingredients in the Caucasus drinking water. He had added these to his formula four years ago, and waited and watched and hoped. And today it had been confirmed. Of all the formulas, the unceasing trial and error, this one had worked. He had discovered the Fountain of Youth.


  And it had been mini-celebration time, before all the world learned and sent off skyrockets. He had got the bottle of champagne from Vasily, whose phlegmatic countenance bore a rare question mark. He had not answered the unspoken question or explained the reason for celebration. Not to Vasily. He had not forgotten that Vasily had been sent to him, not selected by him.


  MacDonald had returned to the living room and allowed Leonid to open the bottle.


  Leonid had toasted him, and the luck of all the living who would now continue to live on and on, and they had begun to drink together. He had meant to have one glass, possibly two. But now the bottle was almost finished. And throughout it all, in a slurred drawl, MacDonald had talked, perhaps talked more than he ever had before to another human being in his life. Leonid, as always, but more so now, had proved a hungry and worshipful listener.


  MacDonald had confided much to Leonid, but not his secret. He had never discussed his formulas with his assistant or anyone else. Leonid had been allowed to know the end, but not the means to the end. MacDonald had not even put the successful formula on paper. He had kept it in his head. Only next week, after he had stunned and thrilled the world with his electrifying announcement at the International Gerontology Congress in Paris, would he put it to paper for all humanity, who would start not a gold rush but a life rush—a rush by everyone on earth for the prolongation of life.


  Instead, through the waning afternoon and early evening, MacDonald had reminisced about his early years, about his interest in geriatrics before his mother’s last illness, about his decision to specialize in gerontology after his mother’s death.


  “They are quite different, you know,” he had explained to Leonid unnecessarily. “Geriatrics is the study of old people’s diseases. Gerontology is the study of means to prevent people from becoming old.”


  For almost fifty years he had been immersed in every aspect of gerontology. He had left his laboratory here in the Caucasus only three times in the last six years, and the last time over twenty-five months ago. He had enjoyed and admired the hearty and long-lived Abkhazians. They lived by the toil of their hands in the fields. Each of their homes had a vineyard, and they daily drank wine and grape vodka. They ate goat cheese and highly spiced boiled cornmeal patties, buttermilk diluted with water, and loaves of bread two feet long. They dwelt placidly, without tension, in close family units, with no words in their language for “retirement” or “old people.” And there were five times as many elderly in this tiny place who lived to be over 100 as there were in the entire United States.


  Through them he had found the formula that would give their gift of long life to people everywhere.


  “I’ve been talking too much,” he said suddenly. As he swallowed the last of his champagne, he caught a reflection of himself in the glass of the bookcase that protected his science textbooks. Usually, he did not mind seeing himself. Considering his seventy- four years, he was still well put together. His round face, crowned by short white hair with bald spots visible, was still relatively smooth. The bridge of his pug nose held ridiculous wire-framed spectacles. His short but full white mustache was distinguished. He carried his five-foot-nine-inch frame—only 158 pounds, with a small belly—erectly. But now, in the glass panel of the bookcase, he appeared a casualty of overwork and G. H. Mumm. His blue eyes were watery and baggy. His mustache was partially wet and partially dry and looked askew. His perpetual bow tie sat at an angle.


  He turned back to Leonid. “It’ll take us a week to get ready, but next week we will go to Paris with our secret I’m taking you along, Leonid.”


  Leonid shook his head mournfully. “You forget, Professor. I am a Jew. They will not let me go.”


  MacDonald puckered his lips. “You forget, Leonid, I am the new savior of mankind. They will do anything for me.”


  “I hope so, Professor.”


  “Yes, next week to Paris.” He set down his glass and rose unsteadily. “But right now, to bed. I must take a nap, sleep this off. Tell Vasily I won’t have dinner. I’ll make a sandwich for myself later.”


  As he started for the bedroom, he added, “This is a great day for mankind, my friend.”


  “My congratulations from the heart, Professor.”


  “Congratulations to all of us.”


  He had reached the bedroom door, begun to push it open, when unaccountably something he had read in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists—a statement by Kenneth Boulding, which had annoyed him at the time—came to his mind again: “Perhaps the biggest threat to the human race at the moment is not so much the nuclear weapon as the possibility of eliminating the aging process.”


  It annoyed him once more.


  He was too tired to examine it, too tired to explore implications. To give people the supreme gift of living twice as long. That was good enough. What could be better?


  Right now, only sleep.


  He removed his crumpled lightweight beige jacket, dropped down onto the narrow soft bed, stretched out, and closed his eyes and mind to the miracle and the glory.


  The pressure on his shoulder awakened him from his dream. He had been dreaming he was in some detached place between heaven and earth, kneeling before a wide golden throne on which sat Einstein, Pasteur, Newton; and a disembodied hand had placed a jeweled crown on his head, but abruptly the crown slipped off his head and went tumbling into space and he leaped up trying to retrieve it, and then—and then he felt the pressure on his shoulder and the dream evaporated and he was awake behind his closed eyes.


  The something on his shoulder—it was a hand—shook him, and a voice close to his ear whispered, “Professor, wake up. Please wake up.”


  He opened his heavy eyelids and made out that it was Leonid’s head bent close to his own.


  When he started to move his lips, Leonid’s hand moved quickly from his shoulder to cover his mouth.


  “Don’t speak,” said Leonid at his ear. “I don’t want him to hear you. Are you fully awake?”


  MacDonald nodded.


  “Then listen,” said Leonid, removing his hand. “Vasily has told them. He has found out about your discovery and told the KGB.”


  KGB. Committee of State Security. MacDonald was not only fully awake, he was alert.


  “I suspected Vasily was a planted informer from the start,” Leonid went on. “Remember, I cautioned you. Anyway, he must have been suspicious of our celebration. When you went to the bedroom and I went to the laboratory, he must have come into the living room, found your journal, and read the last entry you made on C-98, on your discovery. I happened to go into the kitchen, and I heard him on the telephone in his quarters. I went closer to his door and listened. He was calling KGB headquarters in Odessa. He spoke to someone there—I think the chief—someone named Boris Kedrov. He reported the news of your discovery. Apparently Kedrov asked where you were. Vasily said you were sound asleep in bed. Then Kedrov told him they would come at once and Vasily said he would be waiting for them and would keep an eye on you until they arrived. I immediately slipped out of the kitchen and came to wake you.”


  “Why are they coming here? What do they want from me?”


  “Your discovery. They want it for themselves alone.”


  “No,” said MacDonald, frightened. “No, that must never happen.”


  “It won’t, if you do what I tell you,” Leonid said. “I have made arrangements for your escape.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “We must be quick. I checked with the Sukhumi Airport, the military airport not far from here. I learned there are three flights tonight. Two inside the country, one to the outside. The outside one is a special Tu-154—a Tupolev-carrying a cultural delegation to Venice—to Italy—where the members are to meet with their newly elected Italian Communist comrades. There is room for you on the flight, as long as your papers are in order.”


  “My papers are in order. Because of my research travels, I have a special visa to come and go as I wish.”


  “The plane leaves in forty-five minutes. We must hurry.” MacDonald pushed himself off the bed and stood a moment, wavering, briefly bewildered.


  “My things,” he said, starting for the door.


  Leonid grabbed his arm. “Please, no—”


  “But my journal, the animal test charts, the—”


  ‘‘You don’t need them,” said Leonid urgently. “All you need is your head. You can’t risk being seen. If Vasily suspected you were leaving, he might hold you here with a gun—or at the least, he would alert the airport and you would not be allowed to board the plane. Believe me, Professor.”


  MacDonald nodded. He picked up his jacket and began to pull it on.


  “Your travel papers—are they in this room?”


  MacDonald nodded again. He stepped to the dark brown bureau, opened the top drawer, found his passport, his Intourist VIP travel permit, and two books of traveler’s checks.


  Leonid was at his elbow. “I’ll lift the rear window and go out first. It is a short drop. I’ll help you down. The car is parked on the other side of the orchard, just off the highway. Vasily will never know. He will think you are still safely asleep.”


  At the window, MacDonald paused. “Leonid, what will happen to you?”


  “Never mind. I’ll manage. I’ll make up some story. The important thing is to get you out of here, before they come for you. Soon, tonight, you will be in Venice, free. Tomorrow you will be in Paris. After that, your discovery will belong to the world.”


  MacDonald smiled grimly. “When I was young, I used to pray to God. I hope He remembers now.”


  “Come,” said Leonid, slowly, silently lifting the window. “There is not a second to lose.”


  Three hours had passed when Vasily answered the doorbell. He held the front door wide, admitting the five men.


  The one who was obviously the leader, a stocky, uniformed older man of middle height, hatless, black crew-cut hair, close-set eyes, broad nose, thick lips—almost Mongolian features—glanced about the living room and rested his gaze on Vasily.


  “You are Vasily?”


  “I am,” said Vasily almost inaudibly, offering a half bow.


  “Good work. I am Major Boris Kedrov. I have brought along two of our foremost scientists, Grigori Kapitin and Vladimir Petrovsky, of the Sukhumi Gerontology Institute, to ascertain whether this is a legitimate find or some kind of hoax. With us are two of my KGB agents, Yagoda and Shvemik. The professor—he is still asleep?”


  “Yes, sir.” Vasily pointed to the bedroom door.


  “Excellent. Let’s waste no time. Before we rouse Professor MacDonald and confront him, let us be certain that this discovery of his is genuine. What do we have, beyond your suspicions, to prove that the professor has found the secret to the prolongation of life?”


  “His private journal, Major. I spoke of it on the telephone—”


  “Yes, his journal.”


  “It is there on the desk,” said Vasily, “still open to the last entry this afternoon.”


  Major Kedrov sniffed. “Is there anything more—any other evidence?”


  Vasily gestured toward a corridor off the dining area of the living room. “There is his laboratory. There are test animals, mice and guinea pigs. Leonid kept records—”


  “Leonid?” said Major Kedrov sharply. “Who is Leonid?”


  “His laboratory assistant. A young Jew.”


  “Is he on the premises?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Where?”


  “Probably in his room, near my own, just past the kitchen.” He raised his arm, pointing off. “On the other side.”


  Major Kedrov signaled to his men. “Yagoda—Shvemik—find him.” As they hastened toward the kitchen, Kedrov turned to the others. “Dr. Kapitin, you read English, I believe. Have a look at the professor’s journal. Tell me what you think. As for you, Dr. Petrovsky—Vasily will show you the laboratory. See if there is any corroborating evidence.”


  Major Kedrov watched Kapitin go to the desk and take up the journal, and then watched Petrovsky follow the servant into the corridor. For a while he remained immobile, staring at MacDonald’s bedroom door. After three or four minutes, he began to pace in a small circle, waiting.


  It was Dr. Kapitin who intercepted him, brought him to a halt. The scientist held up MacDonald’s journal. “It is here,” Dr. Kapitin said cautiously. “The professor claims to have found it. He is very explicit.” He opened the journal and located the passage. He read it aloud. “ ‘At 5:15 this afternoon… From this day on, my formula, C-98, will extend the longevity of every human being on earth from an average age of seventy-two to an average age of 150.’”


  “Can that really be?” said Major Kedrov with wonder in his voice.


  Dr. Kapitin’s brow wrinkled. “I do not know. Great progress had been made in the field, but even the most optimistic did not expect the discovery to come for another forty or fifty years.” He tapped the journal. “Of course, this could be an elderly man’s delusions or plain romantic nonsense—more wish and hope than reality—leaping prematurely at conclusions.” He hesitated. “Still, Professor MacDonald’s work is not unknown to me. While I am acquainted with him only slightly from his many visits here, I have read his papers. He is greatly respected internationally, has high standing in the field. But this …” He closed the journal and rubbed the cover thoughtfully. “It is impossible to say. We would have to know more.”


  “We do know more,” a voice interrupted. The speaker was Dr. Petrovsky, approaching with a sheaf of charts attached to a board. Vasily followed closely after him. “These meticulous records of MacDonald’s tests on his laboratory animals are conclusive. The segregated group he injected with some kind of formula he calls C-98 has lived twice its normal life-span. There can be no question in my mind. Professor MacDonald has made some landmark discovery, perhaps one of the most important of all time—one of such meaning and magnitude as to be almost incomprehensible in the effects it will have on the human race.”


  “I am not interested in the human race,” said Major Kedrov flatly. “I am only interested, first and last, in the welfare of the Soviet Union, our beloved Motherland.”


  “Of course, of course,” agreed Dr. Kapitin.


  “So now we deal with reality.” Major Kedrov stared once more at the bedroom door. “It is time we congratulate Professor MacDonald.”


  As the three started toward the bedroom door, Vasily darted ahead of them. He wrenched at the doorknob and flung the door open, stepping back to allow his superiors to pass him.


  Major Kedrov reached inside, snapped on the light, and entered. He stopped in his tracks, eyes widening at the empty bed. He glanced about the room, walked slowly to the closet, opened and closed the door. He moved to another door beside it, opened it, and peered into the bathroom. He backed away, once more studied the room, and then he observed the open window.


  “Well, now,” he said. He half-turned, narrowed eyes fixed on Vasily. “You are sure he went to sleep?”


  “Leonid told me he was going to take a nap,” said Vasily nervously.


  “Could he be anywhere else in the house?”


  “No, sir. I kept an eye on the room here.”


  “The window. Did he always keep the window open when he slept?”


  “I-I don’t remember. I don’t think so.”


  Shvemik reappeared in the bedroom doorway. “Major—”


  “Yes?”


  “We have found the assistant, Leonid, in his room. He was undressing for bed. We questioned him about the discovery. He claims to know nothing about it. He says his duties were limited to keeping the laboratory in order and watching over the test animals.”


  “He lies,” Vasily interrupted. “He and the professor were in the living room for two or three hours drinking, celebrating. He must know what happened to the professor.”


  Major Kedrov nodded. “Yes, I think our Leonid can tell us more.” He addressed one of his agents. “Shvemik, Professor MacDonald is missing. We must know as quickly as possible where he has gone. I suggest you and Yagoda question this man more persistently. Go as far as is necessary. I want an answer, the truth, in the next five minutes.”


  After the agent had gone, Major Kedrov surveyed the bedroom once more, then went to the bureau. He began pulling out the drawers, one after another, looking inside each, examining the clothes inside. Finished, he crossed to the bed, opened the drawer of the bedside stand, closed it.


  “I wonder where he keeps his passport,” Major Kedrov said. “It is not in this room.”


  Lost in thought, he left the bedroom and returned to the living room. The other three followed him. At the coffee table, Kedrov stopped, dug a pack of cigarettes out of a pocket, and extracted a cigarette. Dr. Petrovsky hastened to light it for him.


  From behind a stream of exhaled smoke, Major Kedrov spoke quietly. “Perhaps I am unduly alarmed. Perhaps our guest merely went for a stroll and will return any minute. Possibly there is some other innocent explanation. I would hate to contemplate any other reason for his disappearance. You see—”


  He was momentarily distracted by a shrill, prolonged scream from beyond the kitchen. He looked in that direction, listened, and heard moaning, indistinct sounds of protestation, and suddenly another scream.


  Major Kedrov gave a short shrug and devoted his attention once more to the two troubled scientists opposite him. “You see, gentlemen, I consider this the most important assignment of my career. There would be no explanation acceptable to the Kremlin if we failed to deliver Professor MacDonald and his C-98. Exclusive possession of the formula by the Soviet Union would change future history. For one thing, the premier himself is seventy-five and not in the best of health. To possess a potion that would give him another seventy-five years—you can see how vital this would be to him personally.” Major Kedrov puffed on his cigarette, then resumed. “But even more, think what this discovery, in our hands alone, could mean to the Soviet Union. It would mean that our leaders—members of the Politburo, our wisest inventors, generals, economists, artists—could live on and on, while their counterparts in America and other nations, limited to normal life-spans, would die off and those countries would have to start afresh with new people in every field. Our advantage would give us dominance of the world in every area imaginable. This would be the instant view of our leaders. I dare not fail them.”


  Another series of screams from beyond the kitchen made him pause. Then, there was silence.


  Major Kedrov nodded knowingly. He examined the expressions on the faces of Dr. Kapitin and Dr. Petrovsky. “Do not be concerned, gentlemen. In my work the result always justifies any action taken. Simply remember one thing. This discovery was made in the Soviet Union, because of the hospitality of the Soviet Union. Therefore, logically it belongs to the Soviet Union. So you must—”


  “Major Kedrov!” It was the KGB agent Shvemik, who was hurrying toward him. “He has confessed—admitted Professor MacDonald left the country—”


  “Left the country?” Kedrov echoed with disbelief.


  “That’s right,” Shvemik said breathlessly. “According to this Leonid, the professor learned there was a special fight leaving Sukhumi Airport earlier this evening and that there was room for him on it. The professor found Leonid, pulled a gun on him, and forced him to drive to the airport. He was afraid to confess at once, afraid we would not believe he had been forced to do it. But under extreme interrogation—”


  “Never mind,” said Major Kedrov harshly. “Where in the hell did he go? What was the destination of the flight?”


  “Venice, Italy, sir.”


  “Venice? We have no business in Venice.”


  “The Italian Communist party—”


  “—got their mayor elected,” Kedrov said. “I remember. Look, Shvemik, get on that phone and call Sukhumi Airport. I must be positive there was such a flight and that MacDonald was on it.”


  The KGB man dashed to the phone, put through his call, identified himself, and spoke to the dispatcher. Was there a special flight to Venice this evening? Yes, there was—Flight SU-509, a Tupolev, to Italy. Was an Englishman or American, a Professor MacDonald, on the flight? Yes. His papers were in order, and he had boarded and was on the plane when it took off.


  “Hold it a minute,” Major Kedrov called out, before Shvemik could hang up. “Ask him one more thing. Where is the plane right now—can it be recalled?”


  Shvemik repeated the question into the telephone. He waited, listened, then said, “I see. Thank you.” He hung up. “I’m sorry, Major. The Tupolev is over northern Italy, in a landing pattern and getting ready for descent. It is too low on fuel to bring back. It cannot be recalled.”


  Major Kedrov slapped the palm of his hand on the coffee table. “Damn!” He walked around the table, thinking hard. “The plane went to Venice because …” He looked up. “The Italian Communists are in control of the city. Well, now. That’s something.” He strode purposefully to the telephone, lifted the receiver. “Operator. Major Boris Kedrov, KGB. Priority call. Give me long distance….”


  Not until the three-engined Tupolev had touched down on the Marco Polo Air Terminal runway, bouncing and bumping, and the hydraulic retractable landing gear had jolted him against his seat belt, and the jet plane had gradually slowed and begun coasting toward the terminal—not until then did the tension begin oozing out of Professor Davis MacDonald’s body.


  Even when they had approached the city from above, and he had looked down upon the garlands of gay lights far below on this cloudless night, he had not felt secure. He had still been in the capsule of a Russian plane, guided by two Soviet pilots and one Soviet engineer, his neighbors up ahead thirty-five drinking and noisy Russian bureaucrats. Because the plane’s capacity was passengers and there had been little more than a fourth of the seats filled, he had been able to have three seats to himself in the back, somewhat isolated from the others. Still, all the while aloft, he had felt like a Russian captive and threatened.


  But now, bringing up the rear in the crowded aisle of passengers going forward to leave the airliner, he was beginning to feel better. In minutes, he was at the exit. A stewardess wished him well and welcomed him to Venice. MacDonald thanked the stewardess, and wished her well, and then stepped onto the metal platform of the portable stairs. Holding the railing, he descended one more step, and his feet were on Italian soil.


  His heart quickened. Safe, at last. Safe with the secret that would astound the entire world.


  In front of him, a yellow bus waited at attention. Members of the Russian cultural delegation were climbing into it. MacDonald also entered the bus and gripped an overhead rail, ignoring the others. In seconds, the bus doors closed. The bus rumbled across the airstrip and, in a few minutes, halted before a brightly illuminated building.


  MacDonald had moved toward the nearest door and was the first person on the ground. As the other passengers left the vehicle, MacDonald remained motionless, observing the air terminal with pleasure. It was a two-story blue-and-white building, the second story recessed. On top of the terminal was a large blue sign with one spotlighted word lettered in white. The word was VENEZIA.


  Safety, he thought. Thank the Lord.


  Just ahead of him he could see the members of the Russian delegation strung out, walking alongside the air terminal toward the rear entrance. Briefly, MacDonald held back again, so that a short distance separated him from the Russian travelers. Somehow, this apartness gave him an even greater sense of security and freedom.


  Standing there, he recalled for the first time that he had been here once before—not at this airport, but in Venice, in what now seemed another age. Unbelievably, it had been over fifty years ago. It was during his last year in medical school, the summer vacation, and he had been confused about his future. He had accompanied his widowed mother—it was chic that year to travel with one’s mother, especially when she was a renowned physicist and was received in the best homes—from London to Paris by boat train via the Dover-to-Calais crossing. They had spent an exciting week in Paris and then had taken the overnight train from Paris for a three-day stay in Venice, before continuing on to Florence and Rome. One memory of Venice had never left him: emerging from the railroad depot into the hot, bright sunlight. He had stood at the head of the stairs agape at the shimmering broad canal filled with gondolas and motorboats, and been awed by the expanse of indigo water stretching as far as the eye could see in either direction. It had been magical, a liquid fairyland.


  Another memory: His mother had become unwell their second day in Venice. Nevertheless, they had gone on down to Florence. There she had become dreadfully ill. The remainder of the trip had been canceled. He had taken her back to London. Two weeks later, she had died of cancer. Two months after that, he had decided that when he finished medical school he would specialize in gerontology, challenged by the idea of extending the human lifespan.


  His mind had gone back to Venice. Besides a remembrance of his first view of the place from the railroad-depot staircase, what other fragments remained? The Piazza San Marco with its pigeons and vendors and cafes. The Campanile di San Marco, or bell tower, rising to the sky in the Piazza. The curious but delicately harmonious Palazzo Ducale, or Doges’ Palace, with its Byzantine and Arabian (overlaid with Gothic and Renaissance) architecture, the structure Ruskin had called the central building of the world. Where had they stayed in Venice? It had been a hotel with a familiar name. It came to him. The Grand Hotel. Again he thought of his mother. If he had discovered C-98 before that long-ago visit to Venice, his mother might be meeting him there tonight, alive and healthy at the age of 101 or so. Well, he could do nothing about the past. But for all the tomorrows facing humanity, he had a gift. Most mothers on the earth would live on and on to 150, enjoying the pleasures of their great-great-great-great grandchildren.


  He realized that he had been walking again and had arrived at the Marco Polo Air Terminal. He went through the doorway into a wide corridor, where the last of the Russian travelers were being cleared by a sturdy Italian official wearing an open-collared sport shirt, perched on a stool behind a counter. As the last Russians continued on, turning left and passing out of sight, MacDonald approached the official.


  “Passport, please, and carta de sbarco,” the official requested.


  MacDonald remembered that he had filled out the disembarkation card on the plane. He found it in a pocket with his passport, and handed both over. The official kept the disembarkation card, then opened MacDonald’s passport, held on his photograph, glanced at him, and returned the passport. “Show it to the young lady at the door before you leave the terminal,” he said in English.


  “Thank you.”


  MacDonald moved on, and turned left into a large hall that was divided by a railing, beyond which was a rotating luggage turntable. The Russians were all clustering about it MacDonald started toward the opening in the railing, meaning to join them, and then realized that he had no luggage. Straight ahead of him, two sloppily uniformed Italians were standing beside a low-slung table beneath a sign reading, DOGANA DOUANE/ZOLL CUSTOM. MacDonald deduced that these were certainly the customs inspectors. Just past them was another raised counter manned by a young, plumpish blond Italian lady in a light blue blouse. Above her was a sign reading, INFORMAZIONI.


  Before proceeding, MacDonald tried to organize his next actions. At the passport counter, he would inquire if there were any planes scheduled to depart for Paris tonight. Small chance at this hour, he knew, but he would inquire. If he was too late for any plane, he would go into Venice and try to locate the Grand Hotel —or any good hotel—and take a room until morning. He would make a reservation on the earliest flight to Paris. Then he would telephone the Plaza Athénée hotel in Paris, where Dr. Edwards, his associate, was staying, and he would announce the incredible news of his discovery. After that, he would ring room service for a light supper, and then he would lie down for a much-needed sleep. This momentous day—the excitement of the discovery, the celebration with champagne, the fearful escape from the Russians, the air trip—had been a terrible strain, and his entire being ached with exhaustion. He would need as much rest as he could get tonight and in the week to come, when he would be writing his paper, for once he appeared before the assembled Gerontology Congress, in six or seven days—he could no longer be certain of the time—and read his paper to the delegates and the world, he would never know quiet or rest of solitude or peace again.


  Clutching his passport, MacDonald started toward the customs officers. They watched him with interest—perhaps because he had no bags—and then one of them unsmilingly gestured him past. He came to the counter, confronting the young blond Italian lady.


  She smiled at him. “Your passport, Signore?”


  MacDonald handed her his passport. She opened it, examined it, fixed on his photograph, looked up to match it to his face. “You are Davis MacDonald?


  “Yes.”


  “Very good. You can go now.”


  Pocketing his passport, he hesitated. “Can you tell me, Miss, are there any flights to Paris tonight?”


  “No, no. There are no departures at this hour. Everything is closed down. You can get a flight in the morning.”


  “Thank you. How do I get to Venice from the airport? Are there taxis outside?”


  “Water taxis,” she said. “Motoscafi. The motorboats. It is twenty minutes on the canal.” She gestured off to her left. “Any of those men outside there—they have public transportation—they will take you to Venice.”


  As he went through the terminal exit into another roomy hall, two youngish men flanking the doorway—one short, in a rumpled tan suit, the other burly, wearing a cap, a white shirt, and gray slacks— accosted him.


  “You go to Venezia, Signore?” the short one asked.


  “Yes.”


  “We have the water taxi. You come with us. You have luggage?”


  “None.”


  MacDonald followed them out of the building to an asphalt court in the middle of which was a semicircle of grass bright with marigolds and snapdragons. The two boatmen led MacDonald to an abbreviated wooden pier.


  “I’d like to go to the Grand Hotel,” said MacDonald. “Is there still such a hotel?”


  “Si, si. Near the Grand Canal,” said the short boatman. “Via Ventidue Marzo. Very, very fine hotel.”


  “I have no reservation,” said MacDonald. “Well, we’ll see.” Nestled against the pier, a rakish brown motor launch, mahogany and chrome, tied by a rope to a piling, bobbed gently in the water.


  The short boatman went quickly down into the craft, then reached up to help his passenger. MacDonald stepped gingerly on the edge of the boat, made his descent down two wooden steps.


  Over his shoulder, he saw the burly one untie the craft and step aboard.


  “You go inside there,” the short boatman was saying to MacDonald. He indicated a spacious cabin. “You relax. We come to Venezia soon.”


  MacDonald bent low, went inside the lighted, well-appointed cabin, and settled himself on a leather couch. He observed with interest as the burly boatman stood behind the pilot wheel, with his partner on his feet beside him. The engine erupted with a cough, and the motor launch backed up through the water, stopped, lurched into a half circle, and plunged forward smoothly.


  MacDonald felt eager to get to his Venice hotel, arrange his flight reservation for tomorrow, get Dr. Edwards on the telephone in Paris, and burst out with his tremendous tidings. At last, the undulating rhythm of the boat, the monotonous beat of its engine calmed him, and he settled back. He felt inside his jacket for a cigar. There were three. He extracted one, peeled its wrapper, bit off the tip, and found his silver-plated lighter.


  Smoking, he squinted out the boat window, its blue curtains drawn back. Through the thin spray, very near, were neatly spaced groups of wooden pilings, each group of three pilings banded together by metal—all of them moss-covered, reassuring, like guideposts to Venice—and each with yellow lights from lamps showing the way to Venice. Behind the pilings were retaining walls, and soon mudbanks and green marshes of grass and weeds.


  After a while—five minutes, perhaps ten—MacDonald swiveled around in his seat, ducked his head, and peered through the opposite window. There were many more lights illuminating buildings: residences, warehouses, an apartment house with squares of brightness. The outskirts of Venice, he was certain.


  Ahead, the canal had widened considerably and entered a broad lagoon. To the left a tiny island, to the right a shoreline filled with more residences—brick buildings, plaster buildings— some hidden in the shadows of night


  Now into one more canal, then sliding under an iron bridge which bore a sign that read, PONTE VIVIARINI.


  Emerging from this canal, they were in open water once more. Suddenly, past the curving landscape, far off to the right, there was a dazzling array of lights, a mammoth sparkling bouquet of lights, and he reasoned that this must be the historic center of Venice itself—the heart of the city, his destination—and he waited expectantly for the launch to turn in toward it. Instead, to his mild surprise, the motor launch spurted straight ahead, picking up speed, prow rising from the water as it drove between the columns of wooden pilings on either side. He looked off to his right, past the two standing boatmen behind the prow, and he saw that they were proceeding with certainty toward the center of a vast lagoon, with strings of lights forming narrow lanes through the water.


  MacDonald hadn’t the faintest idea where he was, but he was sure his pilot knew the way to Venice, and that they would be circling inward toward the city’s concentration of lights any moment. Waiting for the happy landfall, he sat back and smoked with contentment.


  In minutes, the motorboat was slowing, rocking to a stop, quietly gliding, and finally it banged against something wooden, shuddered, halted. His watch told him the trip had taken thirty- two minutes. The passport woman at the airport had said it would be twenty minutes. Well, he thought, nothing is ever on time in Italy, or so he had read.


  Now he heard voices, the boatmen calling up to someone above them.


  MacDonald squinted through the window again. There were steps leading up to a pier, and just beyond, the outlines of a large old two-story building with several windows here and there showing yellow lights.


  “Signore,” he heard someone summon. It was the short boatman, holding the cabin door open.


  Stooping, MacDonald left the cabin. Once he was in the open part of the boat the burly boatman reached for his arm and propelled him up the craft’s steps to a landing. Here there were six or seven steps to the top of the pier. At the top stood two men, one in a business suit, one in a uniform, and the man in the business suit was silently beckoning him.


  Confused, bewildered, MacDonald turned around to the boatmen. “Where am I? This isn’t Venice.”


  “Arrivederci,” the burly boatman called out, pushing the motor launch away from the pilings. It was drifting away, and MacDonald saw in a panic that already the gap of water between himself and the boat was too wide to cover.


  He turned back to the pier steps, heart tripping.


  He waited.


  “Come up here,” he heard someone order him. “We have a gun pointed at you.”


  His legs leaden, MacDonald slowly began to climb up the steps. As he attained the pier, he found the two men directly before him. The squat one in khaki uniform, a white strap running from his shoulder to one hip, plainly an Italian, possibly a member of the carabinieri, was pointing a small-caliber pistol at him. The other man, curly black hair, beady eyes, a pointed nose on an angular Slavic face, attired in a natty double-breasted dark blue suit, wore an expression of amiability.


  “What is this?” demanded MacDonald, voice quavering. “I’m supposed to be in Venice. Where am I?”


  “You are on the island of San Lazzaro,” the one in the business suit said, with the trace of a Russian accent. “You are eight minutes outside Venice.”


  “What does this mean? Why am I here?”


  “For your own safety, my friend. You are far too valuable a property to be anywhere but here.”


  MacDonald felt panic. “What are you going to do with me?”


  “We are going to hold you in protective custody, Professor. Then, after a few days, we are going to send you home. Yes, home. We are going to send you back to the Soviet Union.”


  In the morning, neither the warm sunlight slanting through the barred windows nor the delicious breakfast served a half hour ago could comfort him. The cold fact of his situation remained. He had not escaped. He was not free. He was a prisoner.


  MacDonald, in mussed shirt and wrinkled trousers, still slumped before his breakfast tray, which sat on what resembled a bridge table, felt confused and helpless. Normally a calm and pacific man, who handled each of life’s new experiences thoughtfully and logically, he had never suffered or enjoyed high drama in his existence. Except for his visits to foreign countries, his interviews with native octogenarians, his work was largely mental and his routine somewhat sedentary. The events of the last sixteen hours following his discovery of C-98—his flight from Sukhumi, his abduction in Venice—were events he had always assumed happened in the cinema or suspense novels. Now, to have had them happen in real life, and to himself, of all people, was almost too unreal to accept.


  Yet here he was, an innocent, harmless scientist with one of history’s greatest secrets locked in his head, being held captive by a foreign nation in a medieval monastery on an island in Italy. The consequences of this captivity—imprisonment for the rest of his life in an alien land—were too frightening for him to imagine.


  He recalled that last night, at gunpoint, he had been led from the pier across a court into the entry of what he had been told was a monastery. He had been prodded up four short flights of stone steps to the second floor. There, after passing through a long corridor hung with framed tapestries, he had been brought to a gilded doorway where another armed member of the Italian carabinieri, fiercely mustached, stood guard.


  The door had been unlocked, and MacDonald had gone inside, followed by his civilian Russian host.


  “This is a library housing Armenian manuscripts as well as other rare treasures,” his captor had told him. “You will find it roomy and comfortable. We’ve moved in a cot for you. You will take your meals here. A monk will deliver them. If you have need for the water closet, tug at that maroon bell rope in the corner. It will summon the monk assigned to you, and he will take you down the hall. Since we have real concern for your health, you will be escorted outside twice a day to take a walk and enjoy fresh air. Do not be foolish enough to consider another escape. You are on an island, in the midst of a lagoon, and you will be under constant surveillance. Our Italian allies have provided us with eight members of the carabinieri—four in the building here, four on the grounds—to guard you. As for your quarters here, you can see that the two windows are grilled, and both doors are securely locked. Accept your lot, and try to enjoy it. Do not fear what is ahead. If you cooperate, you will become a hero of the Soviet Union. For now, welcome to San Lazzaro. Have a good sleep. I will see you tomorrow.”


  And here it was tomorrow. And he had not had a good sleep.


  Rising from his chair, MacDonald scanned the library room once more. Hanging from the ceiling was an ornate brass chandelier. On either side of the second door, ancient books were behind glass. To one side, there was a white marble bust on a pedestal. Nearby, a showcase containing an 8th-century manuscript of the Koran, a gift to San Lazzaro from one of Napoleon Bonaparte’s scientists. Next, was the low-slung cot on which he had slept. His eyes went to the two windows. Each was covered by heavy bars. On the ledge of one window, four fat gray pigeons were perched. MacDonald remembered, from his first visit, the density of pigeons pecking at kernels of corn in the Piazza San Marco. These four, he decided, must be on a holiday.


  For want of something better to do, MacDonald went to his breakfast tray, picked up a white roll, tore a piece from it, and broke that into smaller pieces as he walked to the window. The window was on a latch. MacDonald opened it. The pigeons, accustomed to tourists, did not fly off. MacDonald held out a palm filled with bread crumbs, and immediately the pigeons waddled to his hand and began eating. When they had finished, two of them waddled away, fluttered their wings, and flew off.


  MacDonald inspected the iron bars covering the window and gripped one. It was immovable. Leaning forward, brow pressed against the bars, MacDonald was able to make out a grass yard at what seemed to be the rear part of the monastery. To his right there was a dirt walk leading to three or four steps that went to a small hillock where two uniformed men sat on a green bench beneath a large olive tree. Each wore a white strap from shoulder to hip. Carabinieri. Each held a rifle.


  MacDonald turned away from the window in despair. The place was escape proof.


  A slight rattle drew MacDonald’s attention to the main door. It was being unlocked, opened, and a tall, thin, boyish-looking monk with a thatch of brown hair entered. He wore a full-length black robe with a narrow leather belt held together by a single pearl clasp. At his neck was an open starched white collar. His black sandals were mesh and sporty. He was not the same monk who had silently delivered breakfast earlier.


  “I have come for your breakfast tray,” he said in English. Reaching MacDonald, he stopped. “I am Padre Pashal Nurikhan,” he said. He appeared eager to offer friendship, to allay Mao Donald’s apprehension. “You may call me Pashal. Easier to remember. I am assigned to serve you meals and to take you on your daily walks. If you require anything, you need only ring for me.”


  “I require more information,” said MacDonald, testing the monk. “Where am I? What is this? What is going on?” MacDonald paused. “Or aren’t you allowed to talk?”


  “I can speak,” said Pashal, “but I have not much to tell you. Because I do not know anything, except that I observe you are being held by force. Are you a criminal?”


  “Absolutely not,” said MacDonald indignantly. “I am a scientist, a respected one. I’m British by birth, although an American citizen now. I was undertaking experiments in the Soviet Union when I made a—an important discovery. The Russians wanted it for themselves. I felt it belonged to the world. I left the Soviet Union last night, taking the only plane I could get, one that happened to be going to Venice. Apparently, when the Russians learned where I had gone, they contacted their Communist allies in Venice. When I got off the plane, they were waiting for me. They brought me here. They are going to hold me, and return me to the Soviet Union. They are the ones who are criminals. You seem a perfectly decent fellow. How did you get mixed up with that lot? Or are you one of them?”


  “No, we have nothing to do with the ones who hold you,” said Pashal, obviously distressed. “I can only explain what I saw last night and heard this morning. There was a telephone call to our father superior, the abbot, and then they came in a motor launch from Venice—Colonel Cutrone, the commandante of the carabinieri, and Mr. Ragazzi, the head of the local Communist party, who won the recent municipal election, and Mr. Aleksandr Veksler, the Soviet cultural attaché in Venice—it is he whom you met last night. They also came with a force of eight police guards. They told our father superior they must have his cooperation for a week. They said a foreigner had stolen something important from the Soviet Union and was on his way to Venice. They expected to catch him. They wanted to keep him incarcerated here at the Mechitarist Monastery of St. Lazarus—what visitors call San Lazzaro—until he could be returned to the Soviet Union. They wanted to leave Mr. Veksler and the eight carabinieri on San Lazzaro for a week to ensure security. Also, none of us—there are forty-five of us in the monastery—would be allowed to leave the island while the prisoner was here. Our father superior was appalled that this holy place should be converted into a prison. But he had to oblige. Honestly, what else could he say or do? We live by the sufferance of the Venetian government. Our abbot had no choice but to cooperate. That is all I know of the circumstances. I am sorry for you.”


  “I understand,” said MacDonald. “I see now that you are as helpless as I am.” He stared at the monk. “Or are you? Could you get me off here to the mainland?”


  “Even if I dared, I couldn’t. There is no way. For this week, every monk is a prisoner too.”


  “Yes, this is foolish of me.” MacDonald sighed. “I guess I’ll just have to make the best of a bad thing.”


  As Pashal Nurikhan started for the breakfast tray, MacDonald caught his arm. “One thing more. Can you tell me about this place —San Lazzaro? Exactly what is it?”


  Pashal seemed happy to oblige, reciting his answer like one who had done so hundreds of times before to tourist groups coming over from the city. “Our Mechitarist Congregation—Armenian Catholics—was founded by Maning di Pietro, known as Abbot Mechitar or Abbot Counselor, in Constantinople in 1701. Fourteen years later, fleeing Turkish persecution, Abbot Mechitar escaped to Venice, and two years later the Venetian government gave him the island of San Lazzaro as a gift. There was this two- story building on the island—it had been a monastery in the twelfth century, then turned into a leper hospital, then abandoned, and with Abbot Mechitar it became a monastery once again. While many people have not known about San Lazzaro, there have been some distinguished visitors who have come here in the last two centuries. The most distinguished was Lord Byron, who came to study the Armenian language and who wrote an Armenian-English grammar book on these premises.”


  “What do you do on the island?” asked MacDonald.


  “We are one of the leading Armenian centers in the world. We have an important school here. We have a church. We have a printing press—in fact, eighteen modern presses, run by four of the brothers. We print Italian guidebooks, and—this may amuse you— we print Italian comic books to raise money to support ourselves. Otherwise, we are one of the most tranquil places on earth. In 1717, when we took over the island, it was only 6,000 square meters in surface size. In 1850, the emperor of Austria, who controlled Venice, enlarged our island with new soil, making it its present 30,000 square meters in size. These 30,000 square meters have been a garden spot. None of us ever dreamed they would be used for a prison. I hope—”


  That moment, Aleksandr Veksler, in the same dark business suit he had worn the night before but now wearing a pink sport shirt, came into the room.


  Observing that he had interrupted a conversation, he frowned. “You may go now, Padre,” he said. “I have some business with our guest. We must be alone.”


  Hurriedly, the monk took up the breakfast tray and, with a quick nod at MacDonald, departed from the library room.


  Veksler waited for the door to close, and then he gestured to the chair behind MacDonald. “Perhaps it would be better if you sat down. I want to have a little talk with you.”


  MacDonald felt defiant and considered remaining on his feet, but he decided that
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