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			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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			This one is for
my grandson,
Gabriel,
in hopes that he will enjoy
Sherlock Holmes and Professor Challenger
as much as I did.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.

			—Sherlock Holmes

			 

			Things are only impossible until they’re not.

			—Jean-Luc Picard, Star Trek: The Next Generation

			 

			Into what dangers would you lead me, Cassius,

			That you would have me seek into myself

			For that which is not in me?

			—William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene I

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Montevideo, Uruguay
Mouth of the Río de la Plata
August 26, 1928

			Even now, after almost three years in the jungle, the young man retained his chiseled, almost movie star good looks—Douglas Fairbanks on a very bad night perhaps, or on a very good morning after. Tall, dark and handsome, his freshly shaven cheeks showing the paler skin where there had lately been a beard. But there were lines on his face that had not been there three years ago when the expedition began, and there was a hardness and a cruelty in the set of his square jaw and the bitter light in his jade-colored eyes.

			He’d arrived in Montevideo penniless and exhausted. The penniless part had been dealt with easily enough by selling a dozen of the gold coins to a bullion dealer on the Punta del Este. The old dealer asked no questions about why a young bearded man with the stink of the jungle on him and the yellowish cast of malaria in his face would be selling thirteenth-century coins from Genoa, Italy. The dealer simply handed over a thick wad of pale purple five-hundred-peso banknotes to the young man and bade him a fast farewell before he changed his mind.

			The exhausted part would be taken care of on the three-week-long passage home. The young man had slept in a seaman’s hotel in the warehouse district close to the docks the night before and had arrived at the terminal just after dawn. The huge bulk of the Royal Mail Steam Packet ship Almanzora loomed over him in the morning mist off the steaming river like a dream, her single orange funnel and her long black hull the cradle that would take him home.

			When the purser blew his whistle, he was the first man up the gangway, the newly purchased leather case with the even newer suits of clothing light as a feather in his hand, the heavy metal footlocker with its hidden treasures even lighter on his shoulders.

			He had paid for a first-class cabin on the promenade deck, well forward of the funnel to keep the soot off his clothes. The cabin was more than ample for his needs. The walls were paneled in patterned fruitwood, the deck was covered with patterned wall-to-wall carpeting and there was a wide bed with sideboards to prevent accidents if the ship rolled or pitched too much in the night. There was a dressing table, a built-in cupboard, a couch, several chairs for guests and most important of all an adjoining private, tiled bathroom with a large ceramic tub, a sink and a large mirror.

			The young man set the suitcase on the floor and heaved the footlocker up onto the bed. Fishing out the leather thong that hung around his neck and slipping it over his head, the young man used the single key on the thong to open the box. He threw back the lid and examined the contents, removing them, one by one. First came the string-bound bundle of twenty-three of the russet-colored Pierce’s Memorandum and Accounts notebooks that the colonel favored. To one side was the foot-long bamboo tube that still contained at least a hundred of the remaining one-ounce gold pieces, stopped from rattling by the plug of a bloodstained rag. Jack’s blood.

			He lifted out the bamboo tube and the bundle of notebooks, putting them to one side. Beneath them was a large leather bag made from a capybara, the hog-sized rodent that lived its life foraging in the rain forests of Brazil. The bag was easily the size of a bulging fist. The young man lifted the bag out of the footlocker and set it on his knees. He loosened the leather ties that kept the bag shut and reached in an open hand.

			The young man pulled out a fistful of emeralds, sapphires and a single-faceted diamond as big as a robin’s egg. A fortune in his hand, and hundreds more like them still in the bag. Enough to last a man several lifetimes, every day of those lifetimes haunted by the toll the gemstones had taken on his soul. He dropped the stones back into the sack, tightened the thong and tied it off, then set the bag aside on the bed with the other items.

			At the very bottom of the footlocker was the greatest treasure of all: a box, hand-carved from the wood of a jacaranda and set with a silver clasp. The box was a little more than a foot and a half wide and two feet long, just barely fitting into the bottom of the footlocker. He lifted the box out of the footlocker and laid it gently across his knees. In the corridor outside his cabin door, he heard a steward calling out the “All ashore that’s going ashore” in English, Portuguese and Spanish.

			A few moments later the ship gave a single blast of its ship’s whistle and the young man faintly heard the sound of the gangway rattling back into the Almanzora’s great black hull. The vibration of the engines far below his feet turned to a deeper note, and he was vaguely aware that they were moving. He was on his way home now and finally he was safe.

			He undid the clasp and pushed back the lid of the box. The sight of its contents was still enough to make him draw in his breath. Inside, carefully dried in sawdust for several weeks, was the head, thorax and abdomen of what had lately been a living creature pinned to the felt bottom of the box. Neatly set alongside it were the twenty-two-inch silvery wings that had once set the magnificent insect to flight. It was, without a doubt, a perfect specimen of a Meganeuropsis permiana, a giant, flesh-eating dragonfly that had been extinct for the last two hundred and fifty million years.
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			If you were looking for a word to describe Peggy Blackstock’s mood as she walked down the Strand in the seaside English town of Torquay, “boring” would spring to your lips, immediately followed by “If I see one more Ye Olde English Pub advertising the best fish and chips in Torquay, I’m going to hurl.”

			She’d been in town for two days, and there were still three more to go until Rafi’s World Archaeology Congress convention was over. She was already at her wits’ end. Being in Torquay was like being in Coney Island without Nathan’s, the Cyclone or the bumper cars. There were just as many people, but the sand on the few beaches was muddy and dirty, the English Channel water was freezing cold and most of the food tasted like library paste.

			It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in her husband’s work; in fact, she was more than interested—she was fascinated. Rafi specialized in the archaeology of the Crusades in Israel, and it took them both to dozens of sites from Jerusalem and Jaffa to Turkey and Turin, from Bosnia to Berlin and just about everywhere else in Europe. The Crusades had covered a lot of ground from the tenth century to the fourteenth and had reached as far as Sweden in their scope.

			On her far-flung trips with Rafi, Peggy had become an accomplished archaeological photographer, and she landed more than enough freelance assignments, contributing pictures to the New York Times Travel Magazine, Bon Appétit, National Geographic and half a dozen other periodicals.

			But something was missing, and Peggy knew exactly what it was: she craved the adrenaline rush of the truly unknown. Since coming back from Africa and losing track of her cousin Doc, she’d missed the . . . excitement and adventure that seemed to follow the ex–U.S. Army Ranger. It had been like that even when she was a girl.

			It was Doc who’d taught her not to be afraid of heights and had calmly and efficiently taught her the skills of rock climbing in the Adirondacks. It was Doc who’d also taught her to hunt and fish and use a gun.

			It was their uncle Henry the professor who’d given Peggy her first camera and taught her how to use it, but it was Doc who’d given her the courage to reach the places where she’d taken the first photographs that really mattered to her—the summit of Mt. Skylight, fourth highest mountain in the Adirondacks, at sunset, a lone gray wolf in the winter at Yellowstone and a hibernating twelve-hundred-pound Kodiak bear in Alaska. It was Doc who’d started her on a lifelong quest for adventure, and somehow she knew the quest wasn’t over yet.

			One thing was sure: no one was going to find the adventure of a lifetime on the main street of Torquay, so at the next corner she turned left, away from the sea, and began climbing a narrow residential street of low attached bungalow-style dwellings that climbed up a seriously steep hill. It was not the most likely path to any kind of adventure at all, but the kids in the Narnia books found it through a cupboard door and Harry Potter found it on Platform 9 at King’s Cross Station, so you never really knew, then, did you? Anyway, the exercise would do her good; she’d had one too many orders of Ye Olde fish and chips in the last few days.

			There were a few shops on her way up the street; the English version of a 7-Eleven, with ads for fruity-flavored vodka coolers in the window. There was a hairstylist called British Hairways where the customers under their dryers looked as though they were all in their eighties, and a prosthetics store called Lend You a Hand with a single bright pink artificial leg in an otherwise empty window. She’d probably find the Bates Motel around the next bend.

			What she did find was Weatherby and Sons Auction House, a ragtag assembly of a plastered bungalow attached to something at the rear that might have been a two-story carriage house turned into a commercial garage and a third stumpy-looking building with a pair of firmly closed barn-sized doors.

			Between the stumpy building and the garage lay a paved driveway that seemed to be doubling as a parking lot. At the end of the drive was an overhead aluminum door, slid three-quarters open. The roll-up door had a sign over it that read AUCTION TODAY. The car in the parking lot was a Jaguar XKR convertible—this year’s model. The auction business was doing well by somebody. Peggy turned down the drive and ducked under the aluminum door.

			The interior of the auction house was like the biggest, most chaotic yard sale in the world. Rowboats sat in the rafters, chandeliers and harpoons hanging from the beams, a stack of twisted narwhal tusks in one corner along with an equal number of ancient-looking bamboo fly rods and an enormous stuffed Scottish stag with a rack of eighteen-point antlers. The stag looked dusty, the glass eyes cloudy. Probably not a lot of buyers for stuffed giant Scottish stags in these days of fiscal responsibility. There was a stage at the front of the hall and perhaps a hundred or so folding chairs in front of it, most of them filled with people waving numbered paddles around as they bid on one item after another. Easels were set up on the stage to display works of art. There was a movable display wall full of hanging musical instruments and several tables with smaller and medium-sized objects to be sold. The auctioneer stood at a podium in the center of the stage and a crew of workers, male and female, carted things on and off the raised platform. An old man with grizzled stubble and thin hair slicked back with something that looked like Vaseline handed her a paddle and said, “There you go, dearie. Have fun,” and pointed her to an empty seat at the end of an aisle halfway to the auction stage. She took her seat and noticed that the number on her paddle was 666, not a particularly auspicious number for someone who’d shivered her way through all five of the Omen movies.

			The items went by quickly—six Regency chairs for twenty-two hundred pounds, the lot, a Georgian silver porringer for a thousand, a Royal Winton Circus jug for three hundred and sixty pounds . . . The list went on and on. Throughout every lot that went up, Peggy noticed that the paddle in the lap of the man beside her never twitched. He was in his fifties, with the high cheekbones and deep-set, dark eyes of a Russian or a Slav. His hair was too long—well over the nape of his neck, but his salt-and-pepper beard was perfectly groomed and the suit looked very expensive. The man’s hands were strong, well manicured, but with the raw knuckles and the calluses of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. He certainly didn’t give the impression of someone who’d be interested in silver porridge pots. After fifteen minutes he made a frustrated grunting sound, stood up and left.

			The next lot was a hodgepodge of household effects from a man named Raleigh Miller, who, according to the auctioneer, had lived to the ripe old age of a hundred ten in a room at the back of the Hole in the Wall Pub on Park Lane for as long as anyone could remember. He came down to the pub each evening for a bottle of Samuel Smith’s Imperial Stout and an order of fish and chips, both of which he took back to his room.

			The room must have been sparsely furnished because there weren’t too many household goods being offered and even fewer being auctioned. The final lot was a small steel footlocker, padlocked and rusted shut with a faded first-class travel sticker that said R.M.S.P. ALMANZOR. The apparent journey the box had taken was from Montevideo, Uruguay, to Southampton, arriving on August 26, 1928. Peggy did the math. If Miller had been a hundred and ten years old when he died, that meant he’d been born in 1903. He’d been just twenty-five years old when he departed on the R.M.S.P. Almanzora. What was a twenty-five-year-old British kid doing in Uruguay, and where did he get the money for a first-class cabin? Interesting questions. The first price from the podium was two pounds. Peggy held up her paddle. No one else bid. Once, twice, thrice and it was hers. She went down to the stage, paid her two pounds, filled out the appropriate paperwork and was given her prize. It weighed a ton, and Peggy asked if they could call her a taxi; walking back to the convention center would be an impossibility. Not only did they call her a cab, but they put the box on a little hand truck and called one of the younger assistants to haul it out to the curb for her.

			“You know anything about this old guy, Miller?” Peggy asked as they went up the main aisle.

			“He was a bit of a loon, I know—least that’s what my uncle told me.”

			“Your uncle?”

			“Bert. He’s one of the barmen at the Hole in the Wall.”

			“Why did your uncle Bert think he was crazy?”

			“He was forever getting newspapers, not proper English ones but foreign—the El Observadorio or something. And A Vozey da Serra, sounded like.”

			“Interesting,” said Peggy. They reached the roll-up doors and went out into the sunlight. The dark man who’d sat beside her briefly in the auction room was smoking a cigarette, leaning on the rear fender of the Jag. He watched silently as the young assistant tipped the box off the hand truck and eased it onto the pavement.

			“There you go, missus,” said the assistant.

			She took a heavy one-pound coin and pressed it into the young man’s hand. He handed it back. “Not necessary, missus, but thank you all the same.” The young man smiled at her and headed back inside the auction hall. Peggy smiled back; it was the most politeness she’d received from a stranger since she’d done a photo essay for the New York Times Magazine on the Amish.

			“How much did you pay for the box?” asked the man leaning on the Jaguar. The accent was cultured, but definitely eastern European. At a guess she’d have thought Russian, or maybe Czech. Whatever the accent, she didn’t like the tone.

			“Why do you care?” Peggy responded.

			“It should have been mine.”

			“You weren’t there to bid on it.”

			“A call of nature,” said the man.

			“Well, I can’t help that,” said Peggy. She looked up the street, wishing the taxi would come.

			“The box should have been mine,” the man repeated, a little more insistently.

			“You mentioned that,” said Peggy.

			“I will pay you for it,” said the man.

			“I’m not selling it.”

			“I will give you a hundred pounds for it. You will make a profit.”

			“I don’t want a profit,” said Peggy, irritated. “I want the box and it’s not for sale.” Why the hell did the guy with the Jaguar want a footlocker from 1928?

			The taxi arrived, a boxy red Renault minivan with PRICE FIRST TAXI on the sliding door. The driver got out, opened the sliding door and hauled the footlocker inside. The man leaning on the Jaguar stepped forward and handed Peggy a business card.

			“If you change your mind,” said the man. “My cell phone number is there. Anytime, day or night. I will await your call.” The last bit had a slightly sinister edge to it, as though something bad would happen if the call didn’t come.

			“Don’t lose any sleep waiting,” she said. Peggy took the card and got into the cab.

			“Where to, missus?” the cabbie asked.

			“Palace Hotel, please,” said Peggy.

			“Right you are, missus.” The cab moved off.

			Peggy looked at the card:

			Dimitri Antonin Rogov
Expeditions
“Custos Thesauri”

			•   •   •

			“Custos thesauri?” Rafi Wanounou laughed, staring at the card Peggy had handed him. “That’s ripe coming from a man like Dimitri Rogov! Latro thesauri would be more like it.” They sat at the breakfast table in their room at the Palace Hotel, the rusty footlocker between them.

			“So what does it mean? Who is he?” Peggy asked her archaeologist husband.

			“Custos thesauri means keeper, or guardian of the treasure, in Latin. Latro thesauri is the opposite, the thief of treasures. Dimitri Rogov would make Lara Croft look like an amateur and your beloved Indiana Jones into a bumbling boob.”

			“How dare you cast aspersions on my secret love!” Peggy laughed. “You should look so good in a beat-up fedora.”

			“You’re sounding more like my mother every day,” said Rafi, smiling back. The truth was, of course, that when Rafi had brought a girl home named Peggy Blackstock, she hadn’t been impressed. He told her the name in Yiddish was Schwarzekuh, but that didn’t seem to help much, either.

			“Seriously, though,” said Rafi. “Rogov is infamous. He’s a tomb robber, a smuggler, a forger and an all-around thief. If he wants something he’ll do just about anything to get it.”

			“Well,” said Peggy, “maybe we should find out what’s inside.”

			It took the better part of an hour. A hammer and chisel borrowed from hotel maintenance, as well as spraying around the edges of the lid with something called Cillit Bang that came in a bottle with a bright pink label, finally did the trick.

			The first thing out of the footlocker was the bundle of very frail-looking pinkish notebooks with faded designs on the covers. Rafi gently cut and removed the string; then, putting on a pair of the latex gloves he carried with him everywhere, he carefully opened the top notebook.

			“Benn-zonna!” Rafi swore, his eyes widening as he stared down at the words in faint, sepia-colored ink.

			

			Being the Private Journals of

			Lt. Col. (R.A.) Percival Harrison Fawcett

			in Search of the Lost City of Z

			

			“I think it’s time we gave your cousin a call,” said Rafi slowly. “I think we’re going to need him.”
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			“It is a bug,” said Eddie Cabrera, staring down at the thing in the box. “A very big bug, but still a bug after all.”

			“But don’t you see? It can’t be a bug.”

			“It is a bug.” Eddie shrugged. “It has wings and many little feet and a round head with antennae sticking out of it. Of course it is a bug, my friend. It can be nothing else.”

			“What I mean is it can’t be a bug in the present. A creature this large only got that way because of the much heavier concentrations of oxygen in the air millions of years ago.”

			“All right, then,” said Eddie. “It is a very old bug.”

			“But it’s not,” said Rafi. “It’s only been dead for a few years, a hundred at most.”

			“A dead bug is a dead bug, Doctor. How long it has been dead and pinned down to a piece of wood with its wings torn off is of very little interest to the bug in question. A hundred years, millions, what does it matter to the bug?”

			“A philosophical Cuban, dear God,” murmured Rafi Wanounou.

			“He’s been hanging around with Doc for too long,” said Peggy Blackstock, sprawled across the couch in their suite at Claridge’s Hotel in London and reading the room service menu. “I wonder if I should have the chocolate and black currant cannelloni or the praline streusel with the salt butterscotch ice cream.”

			“How about a cup of tea with lemon and a slice of dry toast?” said Rafi.

			“Is that supposed to be a comment on my weight?” Peggy asked. “Because we haven’t been married long enough for you to make comments like that.”

			“It’s a comment on the health of your arteries,” laughed Rafi. “I am a doctor, you know.”

			“You’re a doctor of archaeology,” said Peggy. “The last artery you looked at belonged to a ten-thousand-year-old mummified dog.”

			“It was a cat actually.”

			Lieutenant Colonel John “Doc” Holliday, U.S. Army Rangers (retired), came out of one of the bedrooms in the lavish hotel suite, a stapled folder in his hands containing a photocopy of the complete journals Peggy and Rafi had found in the chest picked up at the auction in Torquay. “Has anyone actually read these things?” he asked.

			“I flipped through them,” said Peggy with a shrug.

			“I thought I’d leave that to you,” said Rafi.

			“Fawcett made eight trips to the Amazon Basin. On the last one he disappeared.”

			“Which is when all the legends started.” Peggy nodded.

			“Two things that are mentioned in the journals—he was financed by a mysterious group that called itself ‘the Glove’ and he made a secret trip to the Arquivo Distrital de Lisboa, the Lisbon Archives in Portugal. He was particularly interested in a shipping company owned by someone named Pedro de Menezes Portocarrero, a high-ranking officer in the navy and also a big wheel in the spice trade, particularly pepper, which was worth its weight in gold back in the fourteen hundreds. It also appears that Pedro was a bigwig in the Real Ordem dos Cavaleiros de Nosso Senhor Jesus Cristo.”

			“The Templars,” said Eddie. “The same as the Brotherhood in Cuba.”

			“Exactly,” said Holliday. “Anyway, in 1437 he sent three of his biggest ships to Goa in the Indian Ocean. They were the Santo Antonio de Padua, the Santo Ovidio de Braga and the Santo João de Deus. He also dropped off a man in the Azores named Gonçalo Velho Cabral, a Portuguese monk and commander in the Order of Christ who was effectively the first governor of the islands. Cabral was traveling on board the Santo Antonio de Padua and mentioned to the captain that the ship seemed to be riding very low in the water for a vessel under ballast and outward bound in search of cargo.”

			“Too much information, too many names,” complained Peggy.

			“Give me a second,” soothed Holliday. “I’m getting to the point.”

			“Thank God,” muttered Peggy.

			“After voicing his suspicions the captain simply handed Cabral a white leather glove and nothing more was said. Fawcett only discovered this by cross-indexing Cabral’s name in the archives and reading his journals. The glove was a sign that the ships were on Templar business, so Cabral kept his mouth shut.”

			“Go on,” said Rafi, taking an interest now, his enormous, impossible “bug” forgotten for the moment.

			“Back then riding currents was really the only way to navigate. For a ship to go from Lisbon to Goa, they’d ride the North Atlantic Drift down past the Canaries, catch the Equatorial Countercurrent under the Horn of Africa and then head west and south on the South Equatorial Current until they reached the Cape of Good Hope, where they’d swing east again and pick up the currents in the Indian Ocean. Except they never made it.”

			“What does that have to do with Fawcett?” Peggy asked.

			“Nothing,” said Holliday. “Except that the South Equatorial Current swings right past the mouth of the Amazon, and while Eddie and I were cooling our jets in the Bahamas a while back, the Excalibur Marine Exploration Corporation, which is a fancy name for a bunch of Brit treasure hunters, announced that they’d found the remains of a four-masted ship; there’s almost no doubt that she’s the Santo Antonio de Padua.”

			“I still don’t get it,” said Peggy. “Boats sink or go down in hurricanes.”

			“The ships were supposedly heading to Goa to pick up a shipment of pepper. According to Excalibur Marine Exploration, the hull of the Santo Antonio de Padua was stacked with barrels full of gold coins.”

			“Coins to buy the pepper with.” Peggy shrugged.

			“Twelve tons of French Charles the Fifth gold francs?”

			“It does seem a bit extreme,” the young woman agreed.

			“None of the ships ever made it to Goa and none of the ships ever returned.”

			“You’re saying they went up the Amazon?” Rafi asked.

			“That, and something else; I think our friends ‘the Glove’ knew that long before they financed Fawcett’s trip.”

			“No entiendo,” said Eddie. “Explain this.”

			“Sure. The guy who was the British grand master of the White Templars in 1925 was a man named Sir Hugo Sinclair, second viscount of Stonehurst and later Lord Grayle of Ashford.”

			“We know this how?” Peggy asked.

			“Because his name is in the notebook Brother Rodrigues gave me as he lay dying on the island of Corvo in the Azores. The same notebook that gave me the numbers I can use to pay for suites like this at Claridge’s.”

			“I thought you only used that money when it had something to do with the Templars now,” said Rafi.

			“It does,” said Holliday. “Guess who the chairman and CEO of Excalibur Marine is.”

			“Tell us before we all die of curiosity,” sighed Peggy.

			“Lord Adrian Grayle, Hugo Sinclair’s grandson. One of the men on his board of directors is none other than Dimitri Antonin Rogov.”

			“Oh dear,” said Peggy.
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			The British Museum of Natural History on London’s Cromwell Road would have provided excellent lodgings for Harry Potter’s Voldemort or Tolkien’s Sauron. It had ten times more Victorian towers and oddball staircases than the Smithsonian Castle in Washington and looked even more ominous than the Spasskaya Tower in the Kremlin. All of which was a little odd since it was designed and built by a British Quaker named Alfred Waterhouse in 1881—though perhaps not so odd given that Waterhouse’s first commission as an architect had been a cemetery. The collections of the museum went back more than two hundred years to the “Curiosities” collected by Sir Hans Sloane, the Irish physician, which eventually formed the basis of the British Museum, of which the Natural History Museum was an offshoot.

			Rafi and the rest of the crew found Professor Kenneth Anger, Oxon, Balliol College, M.A., Ph.D. several times over, emeritus director of the Department of Invertebrate Anthropology in the tower room he’d been assigned to after turning seventy and stepping down as the active director. Anger himself looked like everyone’s idea of a cartoon Merlin the Magician. He was barely more than five feet tall with long snow-white hair, a long white beard and wire-rimmed spectacles perched halfway down a Roman nose far too big for his plump, small face.

			The professor’s round office was relatively roomy and contained dozens of heavy shelves filled with bits and pieces of fossilized creatures, most
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