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North America

Approximately 12,000 BC

 


An unnatural silence gripped the wide valley floor.
It was yet another sign that something terrible had befallen the
land.

Gray Wolf raised his hand and warily pulled
down the tree branch blocking his sight. He silently looked out
from the thick pine forest; his dark-brown eyes studied the
snow-covered ground. He saw nothing dangerous, but his instincts
told him to be cautious. He brought a long, sharpened, stone-tipped
spear up to his chest and clenched it tight in his callused hands.
His scraggly black hair hung down onto the dirt-encrusted fur
clothing he wore to keep his body warm. In his twenty-sixth summer,
Gray Wolf was the second-oldest person in his ever-diminishing
clan.

Gray Wolf glanced up and saw the sun hanging
high above his head. He shook his head. Spring had come late this
year. The snow had only just begun to melt under his feet, and the
nights were still bitterly cold.

It had been three full moons since the night
sky was brilliantly lit up with hundreds of shooting stars that
streaked and danced across the top of the world. The clan’s shaman,
a toothless and crippled old man, joyfully said that it was a good
omen. He told everyone around the fire that night that the spirits
of their ancestors had flown across the night to bless them with a
good hunt this year.

He was wrong.

Almost right away, the large animals the clan
had been tracking from the north began to die. At first, they found
only one or two dead animals lying in the open. To Gray Wolf, it
was as the Gods had always wanted; those that died were the sick,
old, or very young. However, as the days slipped by, things began
to change for the worse when the tribe came upon whole herds of
animals lying dead, scattered about the frozen countryside. What
troubled Gray Wolf was the fact that scavengers like the wolf,
coyote or fox had all but vanished. Normally, they would have been
tearing at the carcasses of the dead, but there were none to be
seen.

They seemed to be avoiding the dead.

Even the crows were keeping clear of the
dead, and this was a bad omen as far as Gray Wolf was concerned.
Why had the Gods told the scavengers to avoid the bodies of the
other animals? Was it not their place in life to feed upon the
remains of their larger cousins? pondered Gray Wolf.

With his spear held tight, he crept
cautiously out of the cover of the woods. His moccasin-covered feet
barely made a sound on the ground as he made his way towards a
rocky rise overlooking a large, partially frozen lake. Gray Wolf
moved swiftly and silently. When he was near the top of the hill,
he dropped down behind a tall boulder, using it for cover. He
quickly glanced over his shoulder at his son, Setting Sun, and
whispered at him to keep low. They didn’t want to be seen,
especially if there were any animals resting near the lake.

Setting Sun was a tall boy for his age of
nine summers. The fact that so many of the clan’s other hunters had
left in search of food had forced Gray Wolf to bring his only son
along with him today.

Gray Wolf lifted his head slightly and
smelled the cool breeze coming off the lake. The smell of death
hung heavy in the air.

He knew something awful had happened. On all
fours, Gray Wolf crawled from behind cover until he could see out
over the long lake. What he saw broke his heart: lying all around
the lake were whole herds of mammoths, caribou, and deer.

The shaman was wrong. Evil spirits must have
come with the shooting stars to kill off their food.

“Father, why is everything dead?” asked
Setting Sun.

“I do not know. Our shaman had predicted
plenty, but we must have done something to anger the Gods,” replied
Gray Wolf.

“Father, what are we going to do? We cannot
go back without something to feed the women and children.”

Gray Wolf smiled. His son was barely old
enough to come on the hunt, yet he was worried about the rest of
the clan. He would do well as a man.

Gray Wolf knew there was no reason to remain
hidden. He stood and looked down at the body of a large deer. His
stomach grumbled loudly. He hadn’t eaten in days. None of them had.
If he didn’t bring something back for his people to eat, his clan
was going to starve to death long before they made it to the hills
where they rested for the summer. With his spear held out in front
of him, Gray Wolf walked down towards the dead animal. With each
step, he expected the Gatherer of the Dead to suddenly appear out
of the lake and take his spirit into the underworld for trespassing
where he did not belong. The fear of never seeing his ancestors in
the afterlife kept him alert and tense.

“Father, look!” shouted Setting Sun.

Gray Wolf turned his head and saw several
bodies lying face down in the snow. They were clustered around the
eviscerated remains of a caribou. His heart began to race as he
walked slowly towards the bodies. When he was a few paces away, he
called out to them.

No one replied.

Gray Wolf cautiously stepped closer. He saw
that they were dressed as he was, in heavy furs, but he didn’t
recognize any of their faces. They weren’t from his clan, or any
other tribe that lived and hunted in the lands near his. With his
spear, he gently prodded the body of a man. Gray Wolf saw that the
man appeared to have died while eating some meat, the man’s last
meal frozen in his blood-covered hands. He said a quick prayer to
the Sun God to watch over the dead and stepped back. He never
turned his back on the dead. Gray Wolf still feared that the
Gatherer of the Dead was lurking nearby. One by one, Gray Wolf
checked the other corpses. They all seemed to have died the same
way.

A chill ran down his spine. Perhaps the
Gods had killed them because they had disturbed the bodies of the
dead, thought Gray Wolf.

He shook his head in frustration. He couldn’t
understand why the Gods had cursed the land.

A sound from above suddenly caught his ear.
Like a tiger, Gray Wolf crouched down and looked up into the sky.
Right away, a smile crept across his face when he saw a flock of
birds coming in to land on the still-frozen lake.

Perhaps their luck was about to change.

Gray Wolf slowly set his spear down beside
his feet. Together with his son, he dug out his sling and slipped a
small stone inside. They waited patiently until the geese landed
nearby. With his heart racing, Gray Wolf quickly stood up, swung
his sling over his head, and with a practiced eye, aimed for the
biggest bird he could see.

His aim was true.

Before the other birds could react, Setting
Sun brought down another bird.

Three hours later, they returned to their
clan’s camp nestled deep inside the thick woods. In each hand were
three birds. Met by Young Spirit, his wife, Gray Wolf helped her
pass around the plentiful food to the other members of the tribe.
There had been thirty-two people in the White Bear clan when they
began their annual migration south following the herds. Now there
were only nineteen. Some had died of old age, others of
malnutrition, while still others had left to find better hunting
grounds.

That night the food was hungrily devoured.
Gray Wolf noticed that people laughed and joked with one another,
the first time in many days. Even his usually dour wife was
smiling.

He woke early the next morning and crept out
of his shelter to the sound of their shaman coughing and hacking.
Gray Wolf doubted if the man would last through the summer.

In the gray light of dawn, he could see his
breath. Gray Wolf walked over to the fire pit in the center of
their camp. He squatted down and placed his hand over the top of
the charred wood; there was some heat coming from the still burning
embers. Gray Wolf put a couple of pieces of wood on the fire, got
down on all fours, and blew on the embers, giving them life. Within
a minute, the bonfire was burning hot. The fresh pine boughs
snapped and cracked in the heat of the fire.

His empty stomach rumbled. Gray Wolf looked
about and found what he was looking for. Hanging outside of his
shelter on a pole was a piece of frozen goose meat. He reached
over, grabbed a piece of meat, and jammed it onto the end of a long
stick. Gray Wolf took a seat on a log and held his stick out over
the fire. It was then that he realized he was feeling fine. If the
geese had been diseased like the larger animals, they had not
passed on the sickness to the people.

Relief replaced the gnawing fear that had
inhabited his heart for the past few days. Gray Wolf began to
realize that with luck, they were going to make it to their summer
lands to catch fish as they had for generations. They weren’t going
to starve to death after all. If he and his son could continue to
catch geese and other birds, they could continue to feed the clan.
He sat back, looked up into the early-morning sky, and saw a lone
star shining bright on the horizon. Like an impudent child, it
waited to be chased off by the rising sun that jealously guarded
the daylight sky as her own. He recognized it as the star his
father had told him his ancestors’ spirits rested on. Gray Wolf
thanked his ancestors for letting him and his people live. Before
the star left, he asked his ancestors why the Gods had decided to
kill so many of the large animals.

Gray Wolf grew old and died without ever
receiving his answer.



2

 


 


Bouvet Island, South Atlantic

November 12th, 1923

 


A thick, impenetrable wall of fog rolled off the
freezing waters of the South Atlantic, swallowing the ice-covered
island whole. Damp and bitterly cold, the mist quickly seeped into
the bones of the badly injured men trapped on Bouvet Island, a
bleak, uninhabited, sub-Antarctic, volcanic island claimed by
England. Their twin-engine Dornier flying boat was a wreck. It
would never fly again.

What had started as a bright idea between two
old friends in Oxford late last year had ended in tragedy when
their plane developed engine troubles on its maiden flight over the
South Atlantic. William Hetherington and Darcy Wright, both second
sons of well-to-do Earls, had hired a ship and crew to take them to
and from Antarctica with the goal of flying over the South Pole. It
was all just a big lark to both young men. They had survived the
horrors of the Great War and lived each day as if it were their
last. Like a pair of drunken sailors, they spent their substantial
inheritances on a series of wild and exotic schemes. From a failed
attempt to climb Mount Everest in which five Sherpas had died in an
avalanche, to an expedition into the Amazon to look for a fabled
lost mine full of conquistador gold that nearly killed them both,
Hetherington and Wright wanted desperately to do something that
would bring fame to themselves and glory to England. After a long
night drinking with some of their friends, they hit upon the idea
of dropping the Union Jack from a plane onto the South Pole. They
would hire a camera crew and film the grand adventure from
beginning to end.

Neither man was an experienced pilot, but
that didn’t stop them from buying a flying boat from an old
acquaintance who told them that for a modest price he could obtain
the most advanced flying boat of its day. The seller even claimed
that it was the ideal plane for flying over the South Pole.

Two Rolls Royce V-12, water-cooled piston
engines powered the Dornier Do J—known as the ‘Whale’ for the long
design of its body. Capable of flying up to 180 kilometers an hour
and climbing to thirty-five hundred meters, the flying boat could
carry up to eight passengers. However, for their inaugural flight,
Wright and Hetherington decided to fly alone.

On a cool, but cloudless day, they had their
plane lowered from the side of their ship onto the gray water of
the South Atlantic. They took off at precisely noon, intending to
do a quick trip to get a feel for their plane. With a hearty wave
up at the ship’s captain, Wright shouted that they would be back in
a couple of hours after a good long flight. It was the last anyone
would see of them for decades.

After an hour of flying straight south with
Hetherington at the controls, Wright opened up a bottle of Dom
Perignon champagne. “Here’s to England,” said Wright raising his
glass.

“To England,” heartily replied Hetherington.
Together they toasted their first successful flight.

Although the plane could fly for over four
hours before needing to refuel, both men knew that it was better
not to press their luck. Besides, they were due back at their ship
in just over an hour. With a hearty handshake, Hetherington handed
off the controls to Wright. He headed back into the cabin to
retrieve his camera when all of a sudden the plane’s engines,
mounted on a nacelle behind the cockpit, began to shake and
sputter. Within seconds, a thick black oily cloud of smoke trailed
behind the plane.

Neither man panicked. It wasn’t in their
nature. They looked out the windows of their plane hoping to find a
spot to put down. Wright soon spotted an island a couple of
kilometers to the east.

Had they tried landing on water, as their
plane was designed to do, they most likely would have survived the
ordeal and been found several hours later by their ship. However,
for reasons known only to themselves, they decided to try to land
on the island. They overflew the island and chose a spot to put
down. Wright brought the plane around and dove out of the sky. He
lined up the plane for what he hoped would be a smooth landing.
From above, the glacier looked as flat as glass but it was
deceiving. The truth was that long ridges of ice, as solid and
thick as a brick wall, jutted out of the glacier.

Wright calmly brought their plane into land.
He slowed the plane down as much as he could without stalling their
already troubled engines and touched the belly of their plane down
on the ice. Immediately, the thin metal underbelly of the plane
slid across the glacier, like a puck shot across an ice rink.
Shaking loudly, with a cloud of ice and snow trailing behind, the
plane rocketed over the glacier.

Wright tightly held onto the plane’s
controls, even though he no longer had any control over what
happened to the flying boat.

For a few seconds, both men thought they were
going to make it, when they suddenly hit a jagged ridge of ice.
With a loud, shrieking wail, the undercarriage of the flying boat
tore wide open. Ice and snow instantly flew up inside the cabin,
blinding both men. A couple of seconds later, the plane struck
another, slightly higher wall of ice, ripping off several large
pieces of the undercarriage as if it were paper and sending the
plane spinning like a child’s toy across the glacier. Anything not
securely fastened down flew about inside the plane in a swirling
maelstrom of maps and papers.

Unable to do anything but hold on for dear
life, both men waited for the inevitable while the plane spun out
of control towards a jagged, open fissure. In the blink of an eye,
the floatplane disappeared headfirst into the fifteen-meter-deep
crevice. With a loud crunch, the plane smashed into the far side of
the rocky gap. The front of the plane instantly crumpled inwards,
trapping both men in their seats, while the rest of the
seventeen-meter-long plane collapsed in on itself like an
accordion. The sound of snapping and twisting metal was deafening.
The plane’s long wing ripped free from its nacelle, collapsing down
on either side of the fuselage. A few seconds later, the plane
settled down at the bottom of the icy hole.

Silence soon filled the air.

As if their predicament couldn’t have been
any worse, clouds quickly rolled in and snow began falling from the
sky to cover the wreckage.

Hetherington was the first to wake up. His
head ached horribly. His stomach suddenly turned. With a moan, he
vomited onto the wrecked windshield of the plane. When he had
nothing left in his stomach, he took a deep breath to calm his
nerves and reached up with his right hand. He wasn’t surprised to
find a large goose egg-sized bump growing on the side of his head.
Hetherington was about to check on his friend when he felt a
snowflake land on his cheek. He turned his head and saw that the
glass window on the top of their cockpit had been destroyed during
the crash and that snow was coming down inside from above.
Hetherington swore when he tried to unbuckle himself from his seat,
only to find that his left arm was broken. What bothered him the
most was that he couldn’t feel his legs. He glanced down and saw
that his legs were trapped under a twisted piece of blood-covered
metal. Hetherington cursed when he realized that he couldn’t feel a
thing below his waist. He had shattered his spine in the accident.
There was no way he was ever going to free himself. Fighting back
the growing feeling of despair in his chest, Hetherington called
out Wright’s name several times, trying to get his friend to wake
up. After a few agonizing minutes in which Hetherington thought
that his friend was dead, Wright slowly came to life.

Wright opened his eyes, took a couple of deep
breaths to clear his aching head and with a weak smile looked over
and said that he’d really messed up this time. Unlike Hetherington,
Wright was not as badly injured and was able, after a time, to
crawl out from his damaged seat. “Are you alright?” Wright asked
his friend.

Hetherington weakly smiled back, but did not
say a word.

Wright bit his lip, he knew Hetherington was
hurt, he just would not admit it. After making sure that his friend
as comfortable as possible, Wright took a blanket and covered the
broken windshield, hoping to stop the snow from falling down onto
his trapped comrade. He looked back through the shattered fuselage
and realized that their plane was resting at a steep angle and that
he would have to climb up through the wreckage to get out. Wright
bit his lip when he saw that their radio set was smashed beyond
repair. After a couple of minutes digging through the cabin, he
found a couple of cans of food, but no flares, or anything else he
could have used to signal for help.

Their inexperience was coming back to haunt
them. They’d never bothered to see if the plane was properly
provisioned with emergency supplies before leaving their ship.

They quickly discussed their dire
predicament. Hetherington insisted that Wright, for both of their
sakes, had to try to make for the coast. Perhaps he could somehow
flag down their ship as it sailed by. When they didn’t return, both
men knew that Captain Williams, master of the ship, the
Commodore, would surely come looking for them.

Wright reluctantly agreed, left his friend
with half of their meager supply of food, and crawled his way out
through a hole torn open in the back of the plane. On the surface
of the desolate glacier, Wright stood all alone, shivering from the
cold. He looked around. His heart ached when he realized that he
couldn’t see far in any direction. The island was shrouded in a
thick, gray fog.

The falling snow didn’t help, either.

He felt low. Wright did not fear for his own
life, not while his dearest and oldest friend lay trapped inside
their wrecked plane. If help wasn’t found soon, he knew that
Hetherington would not last long in the cold with a severed spine.
He tried to get his bearings in the fog; however, it proved
impossible. Wright dug out a coin from his pocket and flipped it in
the air. It landed heads up. He turned to his right, slipped his
hands in his pockets, and began to walk.

As he trudged over the ice, he prayed that he
would reach the shore and that before too long their ship would
find him. Instead of heading due west towards the only beach
accessible from the sea, Wright began to walk south.

Before too long, the falling snow and cold
fog began to make him shiver from his head to his toes.

His teeth soon began to chatter. “Well, old
boy, you’ve truly gone and mucked it up this time,” Wright muttered
to himself.

The temperature wasn’t below freezing;
however, Wright was slowly becoming hypothermic. The smartest thing
he could have done was turn around and head back to the plane.
Instead, his loyalty to his injured friend drove him on. After
walking blindly in the fog for several hours, Wright stopped next
to a tall ice ridge and sat down for a moment to rest his tired and
aching feet. He pulled his damp jacket tight around his neck,
trying to keep the snow from falling down the back of his neck.

Wright felt himself suddenly become very
tired. Although he was shivering, his body felt unbelievably warm.
He undid his jacket to let his body heat escape. Next, he pulled
off his gloves to let his hands feel the cool air.

He sat back and closed his eyes.

Wright decided that he needed to take a short
nap before continuing his walk to find help. With his body’s core
temperature rapidly dropping, Wright died half an hour later from
exposure, frozen to the glacier.

The falling snow soon covered his body.

Back inside the crushed remains of their
plane, Hetherington was fading in and out of consciousness. He
looked down at his watch and saw that his colleague had been gone
for close to six hours. Outside, the world was beginning to darken.
With a silent prayer on his lips that Wright would make it, he knew
that his end was coming soon. With his one good hand, he dug around
in his jacket and pulled out a picture of his fiancée Anne. She was
wearing a long dress and a hat with a tall feather protruding from
the side. Anne was standing in front of her parents’ home in
Lancashire with a warm smile on her slender face. He brought the
picture up to his lips and kissed her good-bye. With the photo held
tightly in his hand, Hetherington let the creeping fatigue in his
body take hold. Sometime during the night, he too also succumbed to
the effects of hypothermia.

When their plane failed to return, Captain
Williams began a methodical search for the missing men. The ship’s
radio operator didn’t leave his post for days while they searched
for Wright and Hetherington, hoping to catch a call from the lost
plane. Although they sailed within several kilometers of the
island, Williams did not feel that they would have tried to land a
seaplane on an ice-covered island. After three days steaming around
the cold, dark waters of the South Atlantic, Williams called off
the search and headed for the nearest port in Argentina to report
the loss.

People soon reported seeing the plane
floating on the waters off Antarctica or trapped on the pack ice,
the men living off seals and fish while they waited for rescue. One
person even wrote a letter to Anne claiming that her fiancé was
living in Chile under an assumed name. Anne, however, refused to
believe any of the stories. She knew in her heart that her fiancé
was dead. All she wanted was to bring his remains home so he could
be buried.

A year after they had gone missing, Anne
outfitted an expedition to search for the missing men’s remains.
Unlike Captain Williams, she insisted that they land on the
desolate shores of Bouvet Island. With a crew of experienced men,
Anne struggled up onto the glacier and spent several days
fruitlessly searching for any sign of the plane and its occupants.
By a cruel trick of fate, they came within a hundred meters of the
crevice concealing the crashed plane. However, with a storm brewing
out to sea and visibility fading fast, she was persuaded by the
leader of the search party to call off the search. With a heavy
heart, she reluctantly sailed for home, never to learn the fate of
her fiancé and his close friend.
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Mare Crisium, the Moon

July 21st, 1969

 


On the desolate, rocky surface of the Moon in the
cold vacuum of space sat the Luna 15 probe. Launched eight days
earlier from the Baikonur Cosmodrome in the Soviet Union, the probe
was the third Soviet probe sent to the Moon on a mission to gather
and return samples of dirt and rock to the Earth. The first two
missions had both ended in abject failure. The initial attempt
never archived escape velocity and burned up in Earth’s atmosphere,
while the second had flown straight past the Moon and out into the
cold depths of space. However, after completing fifty-two orbits of
the Moon to ensure it was still operational after its
385,000-kilometer flight, the decision was made to land the
probe.

A signal was sent to the craft for it to
begin its descent. After firing its retrorockets, the probe slowly
made its way down towards the barren, rocky surface. When it was
twenty meters from the surface, its rockets stopped and the landing
jets took over, slowing the fall of the large, 5,600-kilogram
probe. At two meters from the surface, the jets automatically
turned off and the probe deftly landed.

With a loud cheer in the packed, cigarette
smoke-filled control center, the mission technicians
enthusiastically patted each other on the back and proclaimed that
successfully landing the probe on the Moon was a great victory for
the Soviet Union.

It was, however, a hollow one.

The race for the Moon had already been won,
not by the Soviet Union, but by the United States. With a manned
landing only hours earlier, the Space Race, as it was dubbed in the
Western press, was all but over. Still, the Soviet Union hoped to
gain some glory by having Luna 15 land on the Moon and return with
samples of dirt and rocks before the Americans returned home.

After checking that everything from the
television camera to the radiation and temperature monitors were
still working, the probe deployed its extendable arm and awaited
the order to drill into a nearby rock.

A hushed silence gripped the technicians as
they watched the grainy, black-and-white images sent back to them
by Luna 15’s camera. No one seemed to notice the blue cloud of
stale cigarette smoke hanging like a thick London fog in the
room.

In the back of the cramped office sat a
bitter-looking Communist Party official, wearing an old, rumpled
suit and scuffed shoes. Like a hawk, he silently watched everything
that happened in the room. He had only one job: to inform his
superiors in Moscow the instant they had their soil sample, and
that it was safely on its way back to earth. Without taking his
eyes off the screens, he reached down, picked up his packet of
cheap Turkish cigarettes, tapped out his tenth cigarette this hour,
and lit it. Inhaling the harsh tobacco into his lungs, he coughed
loudly. A veteran of the Great Patriotic War with Germany, the
official lamented his place in life. He had always seen himself
rising to be a party official with a new car, a young mistress, and
dacha in the Crimea. Instead, he had been relegated to the Soviet
Space mission as a mere observer. Still, it could be worse,
he thought to himself. I could be on an isolated border post
with China.

On the lunar surface, the extendable arm
reached out and waited for another signal from Earth to begin. The
technicians hurriedly selected a nearby flat piece of rock on the
edge of an impact crater as their target. A few minutes later, the
probe lowered its arm and began to drill into the rock. It quickly
penetrated to a depth of ten centimeters before striking a much
harder surface. With time slipping away, the decision was made to
bring up the sample they already had via a slender suction tube
attached to the side of the drill. After placing the sample into a
special airtight container built into the probe’s return vehicle,
the countdown began. The total time from the probe’s landing on the
Moon’s surface until the time the return vehicle’s return rockets
fired was just over two hours.

A wave of relief swept through the room when
the return vehicle leapt up into space to begin the return trip to
its programmed landing site in Kazakhstan. To date, the Soviet
lunar return program had met with failure. After today, the
scientists at the Baikonur Cosmodrome could justifiably brag that
they had pulled off a miracle of Soviet engineering.

In the back of the room, the party official
stood up unnoticed and made his way to a nearby office to place his
call. However, within a few hours, the celebration was over. The
technicians supervising the probe were ordered by state security
agents to turn off all of the instruments on Luna 15 and to go
home. Each man was pulled into a side room and bluntly told by
State Security agents to never discuss the mission with anyone, not
even their families. Any thought of beating the Americans home with
a sample from the Moon was to be forgotten.

Later that evening, it was announced to the
world on Soviet state-run television that in a sign of friendship
with the Americans the Luna 15 space probe had been deliberately
crash-landed to avoid hitting the U.S. spacecraft as it orbited the
Moon.

In a matter of hours, dozens of state
officials and KGB agents descended upon the launch site and
confiscated every file they could find relating to the Luna 15
mission. Within days, the true story behind the landing was erased
from the history of the Soviet Union. The ‘official’ story was
accepted as gospel.

What the world did not know was that inside
the return vehicle was something that had the ability to affect the
life of every living person on the planet. Years later, someone
would want it and would do anything to possess it.
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Burma

Present Day

 


Like an enraged swarm of hellish fireflies, a long
burst of machine-gun fire cut through the air, barely missing its
target, a stolen Hummer speeding down a narrow jungle road.

“That was too damn close for comfort,”
muttered Ryan Mitchell to himself as he ejected the empty magazine
from his M4 carbine. His left hand was sticky with blood from a cut
on his wrist, caused by a grenade fragment that had dug a deep gash
through his skin. Dressed in filthy, multi-cam fatigues with a
darkened face, Mitchell hurriedly slapped home a full magazine and
charged the weapon, loading a fresh round into the chamber.

Sitting in the driver’s seat beside Mitchell
was Nate Jackson. A powerfully built African-American, Jackson
cursed everything under the sun as he fought to keep the vehicle, a
stolen Burmese army Hummer, from sliding off the slick dirt trail
that snaked through the tree-covered hills. Combat driving using
night-vision goggles was challenging enough without the added
misery of a heavy downpour that fell from the dark night sky. The
world, a mix of dark- and light-green hues in Jackson’s eyepieces,
sped past as he tried to lose their pursuer.

Another burst of automatic gunfire tore past
the Hummer. This time the long line of tracers flew right overhead,
making both Mitchell and Jackson duck down to avoid the incoming
fire.

“Jesus, Ryan, will you do something about
that?” yelled Jackson as he swerved from side to side on the path,
trying to throw off their attacker’s aim.

Mitchell reached over and grabbed hold of
Nate’s weapon of choice, the M203 grenade launcher. After checking
that it was loaded, he turned around in his seat and got up on one
knee. He was about to bring up the weapon to his to his shoulder,
when he suddenly felt the vehicle turn hard to the right. Mitchell
had to reach out and grab hold of his seat when Jackson took a
sharp corner much too quickly, sending the Hummer sliding through
the mud towards the edge of the road. Mitchell’s heart skipped a
beat when, through his night-vision gear, he saw a steep fall to
the valley floor two hundred meters below come racing towards
them.

At the last second, the vehicle’s tires found
a dry spot and dug in. Like a charging rhinoceros, the Hummer took
off once more down the narrow jungle trail.

“Damn it, Nate, warn me next time,” said
Mitchell to his friend. “I could have been thrown over the side of
the jeep.”

“Sorry, didn’t see the turn until it was too
late,” replied Jackson.

Mitchell brought up his weapon and looked
through the M203’s sights. He waited for the vehicle chasing them
to take the sharp bend. A second later, the Burmese army Jeep came
sliding around the muddy corner. Mitchell held his breath, aimed
his weapon’s laser indicator, a bright-red dot, at the center of
the Jeep, and pulled back on the trigger. With a loud whoosh, the
40mm high-explosive grenade flew straight at the pursuing
vehicle.

The front of the vehicle exploded in a
brilliant fireball. The driver, killed in the blast, let go of the
Jeep’s steering wheel. Consumed in flames, the Jeep slid off the
road and smashed headlong into a tall tree.

“Good shot,” said a woman’s voice from the
backseat of the Hummer.

“How’s he doing, Sam?” asked Mitchell to the
woman hunched over another body in the backseat of the Hummer.

“Ryan, I’ve got an IV in him. But if he
doesn’t get real medical care soon, I’m not sure if he’s going to
make it,” answered Sam, the team’s medic. “It looks like he’s been
tortured and, if that wasn’t bad enough, he has a bad case of
malaria.”

Hired to rescue an Indian businessman being
held for ransom in a Burmese hellhole, the mission had, at first,
gone well enough. They had been able to whisk him away from a
warlord’s poorly guarded camp. However, when Mitchell’s people were
on their way to their planned extraction point, they ran headfirst
into a patrol of corrupt Burmese soldiers. Within seconds, a
firefight broke out, and they had to improvise a completely new
escape plan. Now, with time racing against them, they were speeding
to their extraction point, a clearing less than five kilometers
away.

Mitchell sat back down in his seat, picked up
his radio. “Gord, this is Ryan; please tell me things are good to
go at the extraction point, over.”

Five kilometers away, Gordon Cardinal lifted
his camouflage veil and bit his lip as he looked through his sniper
scope at the growing crowd of soldiers and thugs barely one hundred
meters away. Keying his throat-mic, Cardinal said, “Sorry, boss,
the place is crawling with beaucoup bad guys. I count at least
thirty. Looks like they picked our extraction point as a place to
get themselves organized before coming after you. I can see two
Burmese army officers giving orders to the mob. I recommend you
proceed to the alternate extraction point.”

Mitchell looked over his shoulder at Sam;
she’d heard the conversation and shook her head. He thought about
their predicament for less than a second before he made up his
mind. Mitchell spoke into the radio. “Gord, the package won’t last
that long. I want you to stir up the hornet’s nest and then get the
hell out of there; we’re going with Plan B.”

“Can do,” answered Cardinal.

“Head for the coast, Nate,” said Mitchell to
Jackson.

Jackson groaned at the news. However, he knew
that Mitchell was right; the businessman needed medical care, and
fast. The only problem was that the path to their alternate
extraction point was hard to find. At night, driving at over
seventy kilometers an hour while wearing NVGs, it would take a
miracle to find the right trail.

Jackson drove past a couple of breaks in the
jungle before turning the vehicle’s wheel hard over. The Hummer
slid off the muddy road and onto a narrow path. A second later,
they were speeding down a game path that was barely wide enough for
the Hummer. Driving from memory, Jackson knew that the trail they
were on came out near a small stream, where Cardinal had stashed a
boat for them.

 


Kilometers away, high in a tree, Cardinal placed his
sights on one of the men he had identified as an officer. He slowly
took up the slack on his trigger and watched as the man fell to the
ground with a hole blasted through his right shoulder.

There was barely a sound as Cardinal’s sniper
rifle had a suppressor attached to the end of the barrel.

He waited a couple of seconds and then
wounded the first man who went to help his injured comrade. As
expected, that put an end to the limited bravery the mob had.
Someone panicked and opened fire into the jungle; a second later,
the rest of the thugs dove for cover and fired in every direction
around them. He had to go. Cardinal quickly climbed down out of the
tree and pulled back some foliage, exposing his ride. He jumped
onto the back of his motorbike, slung his rifle over his back,
flipped his NVGs back down over his eyes, and started his
motorcycle. Within seconds, he was racing down the muddy path to
meet his comrades.

 


In the Hummer, Mitchell spoke into his radio, “Yuri,
this is Ryan, did you catch my last transmission? We had to scrub
our original plan and are proceeding to the coast. ETA two
minutes.”

“Da, I got it. Will meet you
offshore,” replied a voice with a thick Russian accent.

“Gents, have either one of you ever done one
of these extractions before?” Sam asked from the backseat.

“I did once, at Ranger School,” replied
Mitchell.

“Yeah, but no one was shooting at you back
then,” added Jackson as the jungle gave way to a wide-open
beach.

Jackson turned the Hummer sharply to the left
and sped off down the deserted beach to their next rendezvous
point. A couple of minutes later, through his NVGs, he could see
Cardinal near the water’s edge. He brought their stolen vehicle to
a sliding halt, turned off the vehicle’s engine and jumped out to
help Cardinal.

Cardinal, using a portable air tank, quickly
inflated their Zodiac. Its proper title was a Combat Rubber Raiding
Craft, but everyone inside and outside of the military called it a
Zodiac, after its manufacturer.

Mitchell stood sentry with his rifle cradled
in his arms while the Zodiac was readied. He took a quick glance at
his watch and swore. It would be light on the horizon in the next
half hour.

A plane was waiting across the border in
Bangladesh to ferry the businessman back home to India. Mitchell
knew that Yuri would have alerted the flight crew to make sure that
the doctor they had hired and his team were ready and waiting when
they arrived. It was going to be close; too close for his
liking.

The instant the outboard motor was placed on
the back of the Zodiac, Mitchell dashed over to help Sam move the
injured man from the Hummer into the bottom of the boat.

“Okay, let’s go,” said Mitchell firmly to his
team. “Sam, you look after Mister Patel. Nate, you’re steering
while Cardinal and I keep an eye out.”

As one, all four teammates grabbed hold of
the ropes on the side of the all-black Zodiac and dragged it into
the warm waters of the Bay of Bengal. Within seconds, they all
clambered inside as Jackson turned on the battery-powered, outboard
motor.

Heading straight out to sea, Jackson called
out, “Ryan, where exactly are we heading?”

“Just aim due west and try not to dump us all
into the drink,” replied Mitchell as the Zodiac raced out into the
dark. It skimmed over the top of the water at over thirty
kilometers an hour.

Mitchell heard his radio squawk. Placing it
close to his ear, he heard Yuri telling him that he would be in
position to pick them up in the next five minutes. He was about to
pass on the good news, when he spotted a large patrol boat emerge
from a river, turn in their direction and begin to pick up
speed.

They had been spotted.

“Yuri, pick up the pace. We’ve got company,”
said Mitchell into the radio, before tapping Cardinal on the
shoulder and pointing to the patrol boat moving to intercept them.
Mitchell identified the craft as an old Patrol Boat, River, long
phased out of U.S. service; it was still in use all around the
world. He knew that the fifty-year-old boat could easily outrun and
outgun them without even trying.

“Nate, give us all you’ve got!” yelled
Mitchell.

Jackson looked back and saw the patrol boat
cutting through the waves as it sped towards them. “Hang on,” he
called out as he gunned the outboard motor.

Leaping forward, the Zodiac quickly picked up
speed. Water spray flew over the front of the boat, soaking
Mitchell and Cardinal.

Suddenly, out of the dark, .50 caliber
tracers streaked past the front of Zodiac. For every tracer round
the team saw, there were four bullets they never did.

Jackson turned the outboard motor away from
the incoming fire, trying to put as much distance as he could from
the patrol boat pursuing them. A couple of seconds later, another
long burst hit the water just beside the Zodiac. Jackson decided to
change tactics and tried to zigzag across the water in an attempt
to make it harder for their pursuers to hit his boat. The problem
was that he lost speed every time he maneuvered their boat to avoid
being hit.

Mitchell could see the patrol boat gaining on
them. Something had to be done about it before it got close enough
to turn them and their Zodiac into fish food. He tapped Cardinal on
the shoulder and said, “Gord, take Nate’s M203 and deal with that
boat.”

Cardinal nodded his head and went for the
weapon from the bottom of the boat. He hurriedly rummaged through a
bandolier filled with grenades lying on the bottom of the boat and
picked out two. So he could be heard over the sound of the engine,
Cardinal leaned over to Jackson. “Nate, when I give the signal I
need you to slow down or I’m never going to be able to hit a
thing.”

“What’s your signal?” asked Jackson.

“You’ll know,” replied Cardinal as he opened
up the M203 and slipped in his first grenade.

Overhead, an all-black CH-47 Chinook
helicopter, like a massive bird of prey diving out of the night
sky, raced over the top of the boats.

“Yuri’s here. Whatever you’re planning to do,
do it now!” hollered Mitchell to Cardinal.

Cardinal brought up the M203 up to his
shoulder, took aim, and pulled the trigger, sending the grenade
flying high up into the night sky.

Instantly, Jackson dropped his speed. To
everyone in the Zodiac, it felt as if they had come to a sudden
stop.

With a pop, a flare opened up above the
patrol boat, bathing it in a bright, white light. Quickly ejecting
the spent casing, Cardinal slid in a high-explosive grenade and
aimed. He was an accomplished sniper, but hitting a moving boat
with a grenade launcher was going to take a lot of luck. He waited
until the boat was so close that he couldn’t miss. Cardinal held
his breath. Slowly pulling back on the trigger, he watched as the
grenade flew straight into the small bridge located on the patrol
boat. With a bright flash, the shell struck home, instantly killing
the boat’s commander and the man steering the craft.

Jackson took that as his cue and gunned the
Zodiac’s engine.

A split-second later, the patrol boat’s fuel
drums on the back of the boat caught fire and exploded, engulfing
the ship in a hellish flame. The only survivor, the forward machine
gunner, scampered out of his gun turret at the front of the boat
and dove into the sea just as the rest of the craft went up.

 


High above in the Chinook, Yuri brought the
helicopter to a dead stop in the air. He told his co-pilot to take
over as he climbed out of his seat, picked up a set of NVGs and
made his way to the back of the empty helicopter. At the back ramp,
he flipped the light in the back of the Chinook from white to red.
A second later, Yuri turned on his NVGs, reached over to a panel on
the sidewall, and pressed a button. With a loud whine, the back
ramp began to lower. The sound of the twin rotor blades cutting
through air above instantly filled the back of the Chinook. Yuri
grabbed a headset from the wall and then carefully walked out onto
the back ramp until he could see the black water below.

He had never done a water landing before.
Trusting in the skill of his co-pilot, a former Royal Australian
Air Force pilot, Yuri told him to gently lower the helicopter to
the surface of the water below.

 


Through his NVGs, Jackson could see into the back of
the Chinook as it slowly began to descend. With a slight twist of
the wrist, he steered the Zodiac towards the helicopter. He
adjusted his speed, knowing that it was going to take split-second
timing if this was going to work.

 


In the helicopter, Yuri crossed himself and said a
silent prayer that things would work as planned. He edged out as
far out as he could on the ramp and guided his co-pilot down until
the ramp touched the water.

With the front of the Chinook still up in the
air at a slight angle, only the tail section with the ramp was in
the water.

Less than a second later, water flooded up
over the ramp and up inside the back of the helicopter. Yuri turned
his head and looked out into the dark. He smiled when he saw the
Zodiac lining itself up for a run into the back of the Chinook.

 


“Hang on,” Jackson called out to everyone as he gave
just a little more speed to the outboard engine. It was like
threading a needle; however, the thread was currently bouncing over
the waves at over thirty kilometers an hour.

When they were within meters of the ramp,
Jackson slowed down slightly as they sailed through a wall of spray
thrown up by the helicopter’s rear rotor blade. A second later, the
Zodiac surged up the ramp and inside the back of the helicopter,
and stopped.

Mitchell and Cardinal leapt from the Zodiac
and helped Yuri drag it farther inside the Chinook. As soon as they
were clear of the ramp, Yuri keyed his headset and told his
co-pilot to take off.

Happy to oblige, the co-pilot applied power
to the engines. In seconds, he skillfully brought the Chinook up
out of the water and began to climb up into the night sky. Keeping
low to avoid radar, he banked over and turned north, heading for
the border with Bangladesh.

In the back, Yuri raised the ramp, closing
it. He removed his NVGs and turned on the white lights in the back
of the helicopter. Yuri stood there in his usual attire of a
Hawaiian shirt and baggy shorts. His long, black hair was pulled
back behind his head.

“How is he?” Yuri asked Mitchell, looking
down at the frail-looking man they had been hired to rescue.

“Not good,” replied Mitchell. “Do your people
in Bangladesh know that we need a doctor?”

“Da, I spoke with them ten minutes
ago. They’re waiting for Mister Patel.”

“Thanks,” said Mitchell as he patted Yuri on
the arm and made his way over to the front of the Zodiac. He sat
down and looked down at the cut on his wrist. It had stopped
bleeding, but still stung like hell.

“Here, let me clean that,” said Jackson as he
pulled out some disinfectant from one of Sam’s medical bags.

“It’s not going to hurt, is it?” asked
Mitchell.

“What is it with officers? Of course it will,
and I’m going to enjoy watching you whine.”

Fifteen minutes later, they crossed over into
Bangladeshi airspace.

Mitchell looked about at his teammates and
grinned to himself. He couldn’t imagine working with anyone else.
They had long since moved on from being good friends. The people in
the back of the Chinook were his family, and he knew that he would
do anything for them.
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Maliy Lyakhovsky Island

Northern Siberia, Russia

 


A cold, bitter wind whipped across the frozen
landscape, stirring up the snow and making an already cold day seem
even colder.

With her hood pulled down on her parka,
Katherine Reynolds quickly made her way from her tent towards a
much larger green army tent that served as the expedition’s
makeshift office for this year’s American-Russian dig. With the
cold nipping at her exposed skin, she opened the flimsy wooden door
on the end of the tent and rushed inside. At once, she felt the
warmth coming from an old, iron, pot-bellied stove on her cold
face.

“Ah, good morning, Katherine, I hope you
slept well,” said Boris Zakhava in English, his Russian accent
heavy and thick. He was a chubby man in his late fifties with
sandy-blond hair and an unkempt beard that hung down onto his old
blue sweater. As the senior Russian academic on the site, he was
also the team leader for the mixed group of Russian and American
scientists living and working side by side on the island.

“The tent was rattling like a banshee all
night because of that dreadful wind, but I think I still managed to
get a couple of hours’ sleep,” replied Reynolds.

Dressed in warm clothing, Katherine Reynolds
looked like the public’s stereotypical image of a scientist. She
wore a thick pair of glasses perched on her nose. She was in her
mid-forties and had never been married. Her chestnut-brown hair was
always pulled back in a bun on the back of her head.

“I didn’t hear a thing. I slept, how you
say…like a baby,” replied Zakhava.

“That’s probably because you were pickled on
vodka last night, Professor,” said Donald Freeman as he placed
several bone fragments on the table in front of him. A young
African-American grad student, Freeman was on his first dig outside
of the States.

Zakhava chuckled. “It is an old family
custom.”

“Looks like all of Russia follows the same
tradition,” added Freeman, as none of the other Russian students
had reported in yet this morning.

Reynolds grabbed herself a cup of hot coffee
and then wrapped her hands around the cup, trying to warm up her
still cold hands. A few seconds later, curiosity took hold, so she
walked over and looked at what Freeman was doing.

With a serious expression on his face,
Freeman looked down intently at the remains of a chipped tooth from
a woolly rhinoceros dug out of the permafrost a couple of days ago.
Although the tooth was an interesting discovery, the team still
hoped to find the remains of a mammoth. Over the years, several
well-preserved mammoths had been found frozen in the ice near the
camp.

Three weeks into the one-month dig, it was
starting to look like this year’s expedition was going to have to
pack up and go home emptied-handed when Mary Thomas and Vladimir
Manshov suddenly burst into the tent. A young couple, they had met
the first day on the island and had since become inseparable.

“Come quick,” said Mary breathlessly.

“What is it?” asked Zakhava.

“In the tunnel, they’ve found something,”
reported Manshov in fluent English.

“What did they find?” asked Reynolds
excitedly.

“A mammoth, they’ve found a baby mammoth,”
replied Mary, smiling from ear to ear.

“Come on, let’s get dressed and see what
they’ve found,” said Zakhava, grinning.

A couple of minutes later, Zakhava led the
group through the blowing snow towards the tunnel entrance. A large
wooden box had been built over the top of the opening to keep the
snow from blowing down into the tunnel. They all rushed out of the
wind, made their way down steps cut into the ice and walked down a
tunnel carved into the frozen ground. A noisy, gas-powered
generator provided the power for the lights strung along the ice
walls of the passage. Dug out over the past several years, the
tunnel had become a passageway back in time to the last Ice Age. It
was here where they had found a mammoth the year before and where
another expedition had found the partial remains of a woolly
rhinoceros.

The air hovered around freezing inside the
tunnel.

They hurried along, making their way towards
a group of students huddled around a large slab of ice. Zakhava and
Reynolds arrived first and bent over to examine the find.

“My God,” murmured Reynolds. Trapped in the
ice was a perfectly preserved baby mammoth. Although it was hard to
see all the details, she judged by its small size that it had been
no more than a couple of years old when it had died.

“You can still see the fur on the poor little
creature’s body,” said Zakhava as he moved his face close to the
ice. His breath hung like a fine fog in the cool air. “Who found
it?”

“I did, Professor,” said Olga Zhukov proudly.
The cheeks on her round face were deep red from the numbing cold.
With ice-blue eyes and braided blonde hair, she looked like a
Viking maiden.

“Well done, Olga,” said Zakhava. He patted
her on the shoulder and looked around into the faces of the
students. They all stood there in awe of the discovery. Some people
labored a lifetime and never found a single specimen, yet at their
feet was a find of extraordinary importance.

“Okay, people, let’s all step back. We don’t
need to contaminate the site any more than we already have,”
announced Zakhava loudly.

With that, Dimitri Isayev, a black-haired
associate professor at the University of Moscow, took over and
ushered away all those who didn’t need to be there.

Reynolds stood there, her light-brown eyes
fixed on the mammoth trapped for centuries in the ice.

“When do you believe it died?” Reynolds asked
Zakhava.

“Well, it was found a bit deeper in the ice
than the mammoth
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