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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and certain events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or places and locales, is purely coincidental.

Dear Reader, this is a work of fiction. But its most controversial subjects regarding science and faith have been painstakingly researched. I encourage you to do your own study after finishing the final page of this novel. You just might find your eyes opened to a world that you never knew existed.

Want to take another red pill? Type “Helicopter Hieroglyph” into your favorite internet browser. 

Yes ... it’s real too.
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


“Well?” a man asked, his form obscured under an inky-black sky. The dim glow of a phone screen illuminated his bearded face. “Is it there?” 

His question languished, swirling in a sea of static hisses before a faraway voice replied, “It is.”

The response sent a shiver down the man’s spine. “Has everything been ... dealt with?” he murmured, his fingers slithering tighter around the phone.

“Yes. It’s just me now.”

“Good—”

“Are you sure about this?” the voice interrupted. “I mean, is this really the best way?”

The man ground his teeth. “Who’s more important: the discoverer or the discovered?”

The static returned, perhaps for a bit longer than the vast distance required. 

“Yes yes, of course,” the voice eventually acquiesced. “We have to protect them at all costs.”

“Correct. Are you starting to change your mind about this?”

“No. I just needed the ... the reminder.”

The screen’s glow revealed eyes now narrowed into slits. “Well, we’ll have plenty of time to work on that. Get back here immediately. We leave the moment you arrive.”
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CHAPTER 1
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April 1995: Mosquitia Mountains, Honduras

An afternoon rain squall—a harbinger of the wet season soon to come—soaked the jungle floor, leaving its mat of rotting vegetation slick and pungent. Rivulets of water poured from the overhead tree canopy, forcing a pair of archaeologists working beneath to seek cover under blue tarpaulins. But neither minded the break. They knew it wouldn’t be yet another tedious day of hacking out the ancient city they’d discovered here, buried deep inside the jungles of Honduras. Today was radiocarbon dating day. 

A week earlier, while unearthing a primitive fire pit, one of their local diggers had discovered a broken femur and several rib bones. It was the third set of human remains they’d found on-site thus far, and each had left the archaeologists as expectant as children on Christmas morning. With trace amounts of radioactive carbon-14 slowly and quite predictably decaying inside every bone, the pair’s portable mass spectrometer—on loan from the Universidad Tecnológica Centroamericana—would easily obtain the raw data necessary to calculate when death had occurred. That information, when combined with all the other knowledge being collected from pottery shards, funerary objects, cooking utensils, and the like, was beginning to answer some very important questions: Who had lived here? When? And what had caused the collapse of their civilization? 

“Here we go,” Adjunct Professor Loretta Wainscraft mumbled as the first lines of data began rolling off the spectrometer’s dot-matrix printer. Loretta was in her early thirties, with dirty blonde hair and a bony frame—the result of never-ending weeks in the jungle—matched by a sharp attitude that all too often got her into trouble with her university superiors. Under the rim of a faded sun hat, her eyes scanned back and forth, left to right, watching the printer head’s slow, plodding motion.

“Man, I hate how long this takes,” Graduate Assistant Juan Martínez chimed in from behind her. “You’d think they’d have us a laser printer by now.” 

Juan was part Tijuana, Mexico, part Compton, California. His bandana and gold chains screamed gangsta. But Loretta knew better. They’d been working together for months, and she found him to be nothing but courteous, polite, and professional.

“Suuuure ...” she replied with a sarcastic warble. Loretta tossed her hat in the direction of her tent and rubbed the sweat from her forehead. “We’re lucky we even got this spectrometer, because—”

“Yeah, ’cause no one cares about this dig, right?” Juan interrupted. “Well, they gonna bite it when they hear what we found.” 

Flashing a sympathetic smile toward him, Loretta pulled a hair tie from her grimy pigtail and let the sweaty mop fall onto her neck. Up or down, it didn’t matter in the jungle. Her hair always felt gross. 

“Send the diggers home,” she said, switching into boss mode. “We’re not going to need them anymore today.”

Juan nodded. 

Loretta continued, “I’m going to grab a quick shower while we wait on the printout.”

“Sure thing.” 

Juan shot a quick glance toward the printer before he shuffled away. 

Their “showers,” which were nothing more than buckets suspended from trees, hung open-air at either end of the tent village they called home. A privacy tarp down the center separated male and female quarters—with Loretta’s tent and all of their equipment on one side; Juan’s tent and the sleeping spaces for their laborers on the other. 

After a quick rinse and a new set of clothes, Loretta returned to the printer. Two sets of printed spectrometer results awaited her. She tore off the first and quietly slipped back inside her tent. 

Amongst her personal items, Loretta had a hefty tome of a Bible that her parents had given her years ago. Rumored to be some pastor guy’s own personal “Good Book,” her mother and father had clearly hoped that some sort of spiritual osmosis might take place if she would just read it. But instead of providing salvation, Loretta had hollowed it out, turning the Bible into the perfect hiding spot. She knew that no scientist would dare touch the thing, so whatever contraband went inside would be safe from prying eyes. Loretta grabbed it from the bottom of a stack of scientific journals and dropped it onto her desk. 

Sick of forever being just an adjunct professor, Loretta knew this dig site could be her ticket to full tenure—but only if she could complete its survey, assessment, and findings faster than any of the university bigshots that would invariably show up and take all of her credit. The growing list of pages stuffed inside the Bible would protect her. If they did swoop in, she would still have everything she needed to be first. With a couple crisp folds, Loretta added the latest printout to the others already buried inside. She then returned the Bible to its place.

“Hey,” she called out to Juan, “I’m done and so is the printer.”

“Coolio,” came back his reply.

Juan slipped around the tarp, and together they stared at the second set of carbon-14 decay results. 

After a bit of math on his part, Juan announced, “Five thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine years before present. That’s the exact same time of death as the other bones we tested.”

Juan began tapping the printout with his index finger. “We’re three for three, Lor. Three different remains. Three different locations around the site. All died about six thousand years ago. This city definitely collapsed in one fell swoop.” 

Loretta nodded. Juan was right. Every bone they’d tested thus far had come back with the same result. The place had died out sometime around 4000 BC. But why? What had caused it? Disease, famine, war ... or something else? She knew the local history pretty well, and nothing jumped to mind. Loretta chewed on her lip before sitting down in what they called their office—a group of tree stumps turned into a desk and chairs. Just maybe she might get some clues from the new NSFNET database, which tied together the world’s leading universities and scientific institutions. 

Loretta smiled as she turned on the IBM personal computer that she’d lugged all the way from America. The university had said she was crazy for using so much of her funding on the dumb thing ... and the three miles of cabling that it required. But she knew otherwise. She knew there would eventually be questions that needed answered, and access to the database would be crucial in trying to find them. Perhaps even more important, none of Loretta’s older colleagues had yet embraced the new age of personal computers. Her report would make it out to the scientific community way before any of theirs. 

With the computer booted up, Loretta hit the Get on the Internet icon and then waited for the modem to begin its flurry of odd howls, pings, and dashes of white noise. After a quick game of Minesweeper, the ruckus quieted and the dial-up connection finally established. A few more clicks took Loretta to the NSFNET database, which was nothing more than a centralized location for thousands of computers to link into. With no search catalogs, indexes, or even an easy Dewey decimal system in place, finding anything required a lot of luck and even more patience. 

The list of computers linked across the globe seemed almost insurmountable:


—  US Department of the Interior

—  SHAARD

—  Maritime Archaeology Database

—  University of Arizona

—  IDCA

—  Kansas Historical Society

—  European Scientific Institute


The list went on and on ... and on. 

Loretta sighed and looked at Juan. “Wish me luck. This is going to take forever.”

He winked back. “I’ll start making lunch.”

An hour slipped past as Loretta clicked on one seemingly well-named computer after another looking for any file that might have information on societal collapses or geological events around 4000 BC. The file names themselves were only eight characters long and way too short to be of much use. But each did have an attached text description, which was usually just the title of the report contained within. So that’s what Loretta went with. Any report that sounded like it might deal with her time frame was opened and quickly perused. 

She eventually struck paydirt with the National Archaeological Database. A file described as “Catalogue of Global Collapse Events” contained a simple chronological list of various dig sites across the world and their estimated date of societal collapse. Scrolling down the pages, Loretta was shocked to find a myriad of entries a few hundred years plus or minus of 4000 BC. Cities in Egypt, villages in China, locations in the South Seas, Europe, North America, and now, of course, a lost city in Honduras, all had a similar date. 

Loretta let a long breath slip through her lips. The data was clear. Whatever had happened here wasn’t just some regional event. Something catastrophic, and global in reach, had occurred in 4000 BC ... and to her knowledge, no one yet knew about it. She’d been in a university setting, either teaching or being taught, for over twelve years now, and she’d never heard anything about a worldwide collapse. Could it really be that she was the first one to connect these dots? 

The sudden rush of discovery sent Loretta’s heart racing. She glanced up at the tarp wall to make sure Juan was still off cooking and then sent the list of dates to the printer. As soon as it finished, she added it to the Bible. Loretta then slipped back to their “desk” and called out to Juan. He arrived a few minutes later with a paper plate full of fresh tostones.

“Man,” he announced, chewing on one of the fried plantain chips, “I gotta admit I’m gettin’ sick of these things.” 

He dropped the plate right on top of Loretta’s keyboard and leaned over, staring into the monitor. A low, drawn-out whistle soon escaped his lips. “Now that’s interesting,” he said from over her shoulder. “Our city goes dark at the same time as all of these? That ain’t no coincidence, Lor.” Juan straightened up. “What ya gonna do? You gonna tell anyone?”

“I’m—no, we are going to research this more before someone else does.” Loretta grabbed a tostone. “Something very, very big went down in 4000 BC, and apparently, no one knows about it. If we can figure out what it was, then we’ll write a report that will make us both famous. And this site we’re standing on will hopefully give us everything we need. We’ll look for diseases in the bones, drought conditions ... anything. One way or another, we’re going to be the ones that bring this to the world’s attention.”

Loretta sighed and pursed her lips. Her voice then became incredulous: “We’re going to be rich, Juan.”

He grinned back as she continued, “I’ve got to start diving deeper into all of this. And it’s going to take awhile. So you’ll need to keep the site going on your own, okay?” 

Juan nodded with a glint in his eye. “You definitely told nobody else about this?”

“Nope. It’s our secret.”

“Wow,” he whispered as he leaned over to grab another tostone. 

Before Loretta even realized what was happening, Juan’s fingers wrapped around her neck. He squeezed with the strength of a python and her eyes bulged. Loretta kicked wildly, sending the computer flying. She clawed at his hands, trying desperately to break his iron grip. But it was pointless. It was over in moments.
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May 1995: Glendon, West Virginia

It was a typically uneven spring day in the small farming village of Glendon, nestled high in the Allegheny Mountain Plateau of West Virginia. A chilly, yet brilliant morning of sunshine, glistening dew, and the eager trills of sparrows had been swept away by a bank of low-hanging, dense clouds. Under them, sitting in the driver’s seat of his aging Ford Escort, Pastor Stanley Wexford’s shoulders slumped. His mind paced back and forth between apprehension and regret over the words he’d just spoken—and the ones he maybe should have—as the first raindrops began to hit his windshield. 

How could a twenty-something, newly ordained pastor—a Dockers commercial in penny loafers and a pink golf shirt— possibly explain a child’s death to her parents? How could anyone, pastor or not, talk to the Wainscraft family about love, peace, and faith after their daughter’s murder in Central America? Stanley turned his head and laid it against the steering wheel. Outside, the drops turned into a deluge. He closed his eyes and sighed.

Lord, I know the death of a child is never your will. And I know that sometimes we’ll just never get an answer as to why. But that was absolutely brutal. Can we not do that again for a while, please?

Another sigh escaped Stanley’s lips before he blinked his eyes open. Next to him, on the passenger seat, sat the Bible that the Wainscrafts had dropped into his hands on his tear-filled way out their door. Several years earlier, the family’s pastor, Pastor Henry—who also now just happened to be Stanley’s own boss—had given this Bible to the family in the hopes that their daughter might someday read it. Now they wanted it returned to its original owner, just like the deceased girl’s remains had recently returned home from Honduras. The Bible seemed to mock Stanley as it sat there. 

“Do you really believe in this book?” it asked. “Wouldn’t a righteous God have prevented her death?” 

Shut up! he told his thoughts. 

But the questions continued: “Did the Wainscrafts really think Pastor Henry’s personal notes inside these pages were that powerful? Did they actually think their daughter would turn to God after reading his jots and scribbles? Come on—really?” 

Stanley swallowed and sat up straight. He reached out for the Bible as the pounding of rain on his car roof lifted to a raucous crescendo. 

“Well,” he said, barely hearing his own voice, “let’s see what you’ve got, Pastor Henry.” 

Stanley cracked open the Bible and flinched as several folded sheets of paper spilled out onto his lap. After snickering at himself for his foolish moment of fright, a jolt of curiosity hit him. The Bible had been hollowed out. Stanley flipped it over and gave it a good shake. Dozens more of the folded sheets tumbled out. Under furrowed brow, he set the Bible aside and unfolded one of them. It was filled with mysterious lines of text: 

UTC-921134a  6108 +/- 250

UTC-921134b  5928 +/- 320

UTC-921134c  6056 +/- 260

The printout continued, ending at the bottom of the page with the final entry:

UTC-921134t  5894 +/- 240

Stanley set it on his dashboard and unfolded another. This one looked almost identical, with every line of data hovering around six thousand. But six thousand what? He worked through several more sheets, and they all seemed pretty much the same.

Rubbing his nose, Stanley’s mind began to scurry ahead with questions. What is all this? Why was it stuffed inside a Bible? And who did it? The Wainscrafts’ daughter? Did the family even know these printouts were in here? 

Part of Stanley wanted to head right back up to their front door and ask. But their emotions were way too raw right now. On top of that, Pastor Henry was still out of town. The weekend’s sermon was Stanley’s to give ... and the message wasn’t going to prepare itself. The printouts were a mystery for another day, he decided. He drew in a deep breath and then stuffed the sheets back inside the Bible. Stanley turned the ignition key and pulled away from the Wainscraft home.

Arriving at the church minutes later, Stanley beelined to his office. He grabbed a pencil and notebook and settled in for a long night of writing. Sermon preparation still felt like showering with his socks on to him—awkward and just a bit off. Because, really, what could a twenty-something teach his much older congregation? But he had no choice and soon found himself erasing just as much as he wrote. The church secretary bid him good night at five, then the cleaning lady at seven, and Stanley sent each of them off with a wave and a smile. Most of the townsfolk were already in bed by the time Stanley leaned back in his chair and finally gave in for the night. That’s also when he first noticed the acrid scent of fire.

Starting as small puffs, but soon flowing like a river, smoke began to billow in through the gap under his closed office door. The building’s fire alarm suddenly screeched to life with high-pitched buzzers and flashing strobes. The overhead sprinkler system came on next, drenching Stanley as he jumped to his feet. But before he could even gather his thoughts, the alarm silenced, the smoke stopped, and the soaking spray reduced to a drip. 

Stanley stared at the gap under his door, his eyes wide and his jaw slack. What had happened? He slipped around his desk and stopped cold. Puffs of smoke were once again beginning to flow through the crack. He whipped around, his face draining of color. A fire was clearly still burning beyond his door and there were no exterior windows in his tiny office. He had no way of escape. Stanley’s hands began to tremble.

Stay calm, he told himself. 

Reaching out, he tapped the door handle expecting it to be hot. But it only felt warm, and that brought a flicker of hope. At least the flames weren’t right on the other side. Stanley cracked it open, and an uncomfortable heat washed over him, pinpricking his forehead and cheeks. He leaned out into the hallway, looking both ways, and his flicker of hope vanished. Each end of the corridor was ablaze. Fire, hypnotic and devilish, danced along the ceiling and ran along the walls. Smoke filled the air, blocking much of his view. But what he could see left his eyes burning and his mind racing with one realization: he wasn’t going anywhere. 

Stanley slammed the door shut and retreated back into his office.

“Think, think,” he muttered, his fists rapping his forehead. “There’s got to be a way out.”

The ceiling!

The smoke up there would surely be terrible. But maybe the fire hadn’t broken through the tiles yet? Maybe he could reach the lobby first? 

Stanley grabbed his spare dress shirt from his coat rack. Still dripping from the sprinkler burst, he wrapped it around his mouth and nose and gave it a tight tug. He opened his backpack and threw in his keys, wallet, and a bundle of petty cash that Pastor Henry had given him. Then he paused. The Bible from the Wainscrafts again seemed to be calling out to him. There was something mysterious about those hidden pages ... something that demanded an answer. Feeling like he had no choice, Stanley stuffed the Bible inside as well and then zipped the backpack shut. He flung it over his shoulders, secured its straps, and scrambled onto his desk. He shoved a ceiling tile up and over. Then, with a hard swallow, Stanley jumped into the gap. 

Visibility in the plenum was next to nothing. But he saw no fire ... yet. With tears streaming down his face, Stanley began to slither forward, trying to keep his weight spread out as evenly as possible. Behind him, the heat grew in intensity. Soon enough, the first ceiling tiles began to melt away and flames roared through. The wooden studs and joists that held the church together lit up like tinder.

Stanley’s crawl became life or death. Through toxic fumes and choking smoke, he wiggled toward what he thought was the general direction of the church lobby. The wire hangers that held the ceiling in place tried to block his every move. But Stanley didn’t stop. He couldn’t. The fire was gaining on him.

His pant legs soon began to smolder, and Stanley knew that time was up. He put all his weight on a single tile and crashed through. After a momentary free fall, he pancaked onto a table beneath. His head whipped down hard, making his eyes roll back.

“Owww,” came an eventual mumble from his lips.

Stanley rubbed the back of his head and fluttered open his eyes. Twinkling streetlights met his gaze. He blinked at them, uncertain ... unsure. Then his woozy mind came back to him. He hadn’t made it to the lobby. Instead, he had dropped into the church’s conference room. Even as it began to fill with smoke, Stanley knew he’d be okay. The room had a window.

Hacking coughs wracked his lungs as Stanley unlocked the window. He pushed it up and then slipped out onto the cool, wet mulch that surrounded the church. The wail of a siren came to his ears, and he took two unsteady steps forward before collapsing to his knees. He knew he needed to get away from the building but wasn’t sure he had the strength. 
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May 1995: Glendon, West Virginia

Searing heat prickled the back of Stanley’s head, and he knew he needed to move. Clambering to his feet, the church’s asphalt parking lot was just ahead. He stumbled into it still hacking clear the smoke from his lungs. Then he turned to witness the destruction.

All along the office side of the building, the windows glowed in a devilish orange hue before, one after another, they began to shatter. Dense smoke billowed out, swirling upward in heat-driven vortexes. Scorching flames followed, licking and then climbing the window casings before they reached the roof. The first flicker of crimson on the sanctuary side of the building again made Stanley drop to his knees.

Oh Father, what am I supposed to do?

His head fell onto his thighs as the sound of the siren echoed louder. Soon a solitary fire truck bounced into the parking lot. 

“You okay, Pastor?” came a shout from one of the firefighters who ran over to check on him. 

Recognizing the face of the fire chief, Stanley climbed to his feet and simply nodded in reply. 

The man put a hand on Stanley’s shoulder. “Is there anyone inside?”

“I don’t ... I don’t think so,” he croaked, his voice hoarse.

“Do you know what happened?”

Stanley shook his head. “No. I was just about to head home for the night when I smelled smoke. I stepped out of my office, and both ends of the hallway were on fire.”

The firefighter tilted his head. “Did you say both ends?”

“Yeah, both ... I had nowhere to go, so I got up into the ceiling and crawled to a room with a window.”

A pregnant pause followed before the man responded, “Okay, Pastor, we’re going to get you to the hospital. It’s just precautionary after all that smoke. But it’s going to take awhile. There was another fire tonight, unfortunately with some fatalities—”

“What? Who?” Stanley cut him off.

A shout for “Chief!” rang out, and the firefighter glanced back toward the truck. He gave a quick wave.

“I gotta get to work, Pastor. Just sit tight. The ambulance will get here when it can.”

Stanley grabbed his arm. “I’ll drive myself to the hospital. Who died?”

The chief looked at the ground. “Well, I suppose you’re going to be brought in anyway ... It was the Wainscrafts. Their home went up like kindling. They had no chance.” He rubbed the side of his head. “I’ll let the medics know you won’t be needing that ride, okay?” 

Stanley nodded, but it was purely by instinct. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up: First the Wainscrafts and then his own church? The fires had surely been deliberately set. Someone wanted him dead.

The chief gave him one last look-over. Then he jogged away, and Stanley soon found himself amidst their collective efforts. Hoses crisscrossed the parking lot. Shouts echoed. And the air filled with a fine mist.

Standing under a solitary light pole, and awash in the truck’s flashing red lights, Stanley didn’t know what to do next. A powerful sense of overexposure began to tickle the corners of his mind. If someone was after him, they wouldn’t have a particularly hard time spotting him here. That thought made him look over one shoulder, then the other. Stanley’s mind grew jittery, and his legs began to shake. He made a sudden dash for his jalopy of a Ford Escort. 

The doors were unlocked, and Stanley flopped into the driver’s seat, fumbling through his backpack for the keys. His trembling fingers soon cranked the ignition, and the engine clawed to life. Stanley leaned back and closed his eyes before they suddenly shot open again. He twisted around and slammed down each of the four door locks in turn with a balled fist. Stanley slid lower into his seat, and his breathing began to fog the windows.

What should I do? What should I do? his thoughts tumbled. Should I actually go to the hospital?

Wait! A sudden realization sat him back upright. They don’t want me. They want that Bible!

Stanley reached for his backpack, and there it was, its gilded, leather-bound edges barely discernible in the glow of the roaring blaze and nearby streetlights. No. They don’t want the Bible. They want it destroyed. Why else use fire? Whatever those reports are hidden inside, someone wants them gone ... permanently. He swallowed, quickly making up his mind.

The closest hospital was over fifty miles away, and that suited him just fine. He’d be way out of town, in a very public, very crowded place. Then he could figure out what to do next. Stanley slipped the car into drive, rolled out of the church parking lot, and pulled onto the sleepy two-lane road that connected Glendon to the rest of the world. 

He had barely gone a mile before he passed a state trooper heading in the opposite direction. It was an odd sight, seeing a state cop so close to town. Glendon and the other nearby villages all shared one tiny local police force. And why so late? Stanley checked his speedometer and then kept his eyes glued to his rearview mirror. As the taillights behind him began to U-turn, Stanley bit his lip and then gunned the gas. 

The road ahead was about to go through a winding, heavily wooded section before it straightened out for miles and miles, with farms on both sides. Stanley knew his decade-old junker could never outrace a cop car. So he needed a place to hide. And there was only one obvious choice: Grandma Betty’s house. Grandma Betty wasn’t Stanley’s grandmother or, for that matter, even named Betty; she was just an old widower with a penchant for gambling. Her gravel driveway, which ran almost a mile leading up to her farmhouse, was coming up fast ... just past the woods. The cop, or whoever it really was behind him, would never see him turning off.

Stanley screeched through the upcoming bends in the road. Then, as he cleared the forest, he let his foot off the gas and careened onto Betty’s driveway beneath a cloudy sky that hid the moon. Knowing he’d simply drift into recently sown farm fields if he left her gravel lane, he shut off the lights and did his best to steer straight ahead. Not using his brakes, Stanley let the car roll to a stop several hundred yards later. He threw the gearshift into Park, killed the ignition, and jumped out.

Watching for headlights, Stanley’s chest heaved. Who was he to be acting like John McClane? But, after a quiet moment of nothing except the sounds of a typical Appalachian evening—with no lights, no sirens, no chase—his fears began to subside. Maybe it was all just in his head?

You’re an idiot, he began to chide himself. No one’s coming after you ... or that Bible. It’s all just been a series of strange coincidences.

The unmistakable roar of an engine obliterated that thought. The crunch of tires on gravel came next. Stanley jumped back just in time as the state trooper came roaring down the lane with his own headlights off. In the dark, the cop had no time to react to Stanley’s parked Ford, and he plowed right into the back of it. The peaceful night sky filled with sparks.

Stanley ducked and hid his face in his arm as broken pieces of car body and glass flew past, skittering down the lane and into the fields on either side of the driveway. After several chaotic seconds, he stood back up and patted himself down. Remarkably, nothing had hit him. 

“Sweet Jesus!” he gasped, turning toward the wreck just as the moon slipped out from behind the clouds.

His own car now sat half-off the lane, its back end turned into an accordion. Behind it, steam billowed from the cruiser’s crumpled hood. Moonlight reflected through its windshield of shattered glass, revealing the form of a man inside. But he was unmoving. Stanley tiptoed in for a closer look. 

A large, uniformed cop sat in the driver’s seat, slumped against the steering wheel. A dark smudge covered half of his face. He appeared to be unconscious or even worse, and that made Stanley quiver. But, come good or bad, he was still a pastor. He couldn’t just leave the man like that. 

Drawing in a hesitant breath, Stanley slipped his arm through the busted side window. He tried the overhead lights and hopped back when they flicked on. But the cop didn’t move. A stream of crimson flowed from the man’s nose. And his eyes, surrounded by blossoming disks of purple, sat cracked open. It gave Stanley the creeps. But he could see the man’s chest moving. 

Not wanting to take any chances, Stanley again slipped his trembling hands inside the car. He reached down to the cop’s belt and pulled away a pair of handcuffs. After snapping both of the man’s wrists to the steering wheel, Stanley grabbed his gun. He hefted it gingerly before wisdom set in, and he placed it on the ground.

Feeling a bit more secure, Stanley then took time to inspect the insides of the car. The front seats were empty other than the man. But the back seats were littered with photographs, scattered by the crash. Some were upside down. But others weren’t. And they very clearly showed his own meeting with the Wainscrafts earlier in the day. The photos confirmed his suspicions. This guy was no cop. Stanley began to gnaw on his fingernails.

A pained groan erupted from the front seat, and Stanley again jumped away from the car. But, remembering the cuffs, he got up the courage to speak.

“You’re alive,” Stanley said, stating the obvious.

The man tried to sit up, pulling against his cuffed hands. “I don’t know what you’re doing,” he eventually croaked. “Holding an officer of the law against his will is a criminal offense—”

“Aw, shut up!” Stanley interrupted. “You’re no cop. Why do you want that Bible so bad?”

The man paused before his demeanor changed. “That book—and all it contains—is ours,” he said, the strength of his voice returning. “We’re just going to keep on coming until we have it ... or at least know it’s been destroyed, alright? So do yourself a favor, pal, and give it to me. Then all of this will be over for you.”

Anger rose inside Stanley. The Wainscrafts were dead. Their daughter was dead. And they had almost gotten to him too! The only thing this guy would be getting was a visit from the police ... the real police. 

“You tried to kill me!” Stanley shrieked. “You burned down my church ... totaled my car. On what planet do you think I’d give you anything?”

“Suit yourself, Your ... Your Eminence,” the man replied, the final word loaded with sarcasm. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Stanley waved his hand in disgust. It was time to go to Betty’s house and call the cops. Then he paused. What if the police were in on this? This guy certainly had a real uniform ... and a real cruiser. The thought seemed ridiculous, of course—but after the day’s events, Stanley wasn’t so sure. He swallowed and then decided on a new plan.

He strutted over to what was left of his car and grabbed his backpack from the front seat. After waving it mockingly in the direction of the injured man, Stanley strode away.
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CHAPTER 4
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May 1995: Glendon, West Virginia

Stanley’s pace quickened as he hustled down Grandma Betty’s lane. Every night sound, every whisper of wind, made him jump. Assassins were on his trail. They’re after me—after ME! the thought ricocheted through his mind. He was a nobody—a local-yokel pastor of some dinky church in the middle of nowhere. How ... why ... did events put that stupid Bible and all of its hidden pages in his own unremarkable hands? But a flash of guilt shot him in the gut. If those things hadn’t occurred, Pastor Henry would likely be dead right now instead. And that made Stanley shudder.

The moonlight eventually revealed the outline of a two-story paneled home and, off to the side, an accompanying wooden barn. Everyone in town knew the old barn still housed the pickup truck of Betty’s late husband: a much-loved, beat-up ’79 Ford F-150. She hadn’t touched it since his passing, and Stanley’s footsteps led him there. She’d likely be pretty ticked at him for borrowing it. But he figured she’d understand, especially after discovering what was down her driveway.

The barn’s doors stood wide open, and Stanley slipped inside. Most Glendonites kept their cars unlocked and their keys in the visor as a way of life. So Stanley jumped into the driver’s seat, ready to go. He found a scrap piece of paper crumpled at the bottom of his backpack and scribbled a quick note to Grandma, leaving it on the ground next to the soon-to-be-gone truck:


Grandma, if you walk down your lane, you’ll see that I really needed a vehicle tonight. I’m so sorry that I couldn’t ask you ahead of time, but I borrowed the pickup. Something weird is going on right now, and I don’t want you to get too involved (for your own good). I promise that I’ll bring the truck back as soon as possible. More important—that person handcuffed to the steering wheel is NOT A COP! Don’t listen to him or approach him. Just call OUR local police when you get this.


Pastor Stan

Stanley pumped the gas and turned the ignition key. The starter whined, but the engine failed to turn over. Come on, baby. He pumped the gas a few more times and tried again. This time, the engine roared to life. Stanley dropped the truck into drive and pulled out of the barn. 

Grandma Betty’s lane was the only way back to the highway, and Stanley swallowed at the thought of having to drive past the man again. His headlights soon fell upon his old Ford Escort, akilter from its rear-ending, and then the crumpled state trooper cruiser behind it. As he rolled past them both, he couldn’t help but look into the emotionless eyes of the “cop.” A lump grew in the back of Stanley’s throat. Hopefully, this would be the last time he’d ever see the guy.

The question of where to go grew with every mile that he put between Glendon and himself. All thoughts of heading to the hospital had fled. After two failed attempts on his life, the mysterious pages inside that Bible needed an immediate explanation. What were they? What averaged six thousand? And why was someone willing to kill him to keep it quiet? Stanley figured that finding an answer to the first two questions should be fairly easy. Any university science department should be able to tell him what the numbers meant. But the last question, well, that was going to be an entirely different challenge.

After a half hour of driving, Stanley reached the interstate and had to make a choice. There were several large universities nearby. West Virginia University was about two hours north. Virginia Tech was four hours south. Both had science departments. The question was: Which one? And just as important, what were the bad guys going to do? Would they guess his next step? Of course, that seemed completely ludicrous. But so did this entire day. Stanley pulled into a McDonald’s parking lot and scrounged around the glove compartment for a map. Luckily, Betty’s husband had one. But Stanley’s eyes glazed over as he stared at it, unseeing. 

Lord, what do I do? Where should I go? 

Stanley held still, praying, before he reached a decision. 

“If they’re following me, they’ll head to WVU,” he whispered to himself. “It’s closer. So go south.”

Stanley tossed the map onto the passenger seat. He pulled out of the parking lot that he’d been idling in and made a quick run through the drive-through. Then he looked for signs for Interstate 77 South. Virginia Tech was his destination. Hopefully, the bad guys would head north and this Die Hard adventure he was on would end.
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CHAPTER 5
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May 1995: Blacksburg, Virginia

Stanley climbed the steps to Hutcheson Hall just as the morning sun began to crest the limestone buildings of the Virginia Tech campus. He’d stopped earlier at an overnight Wal-Mart for new clothes and a bathroom “shower,” and now felt primed for some answers. The sign outside read College of Applied Science. 

The massive wooden doors leading into the building never seemed to shut as throngs of students flowed in and out. Stanley joined them, chewing on his lower lip. Although he was only around five or six years older than many of these kids, he felt like an old-timer and his hands slipped into his side pockets.

Making his way into the foyer, Stanley saw a large, glass-encased directory, providing him with a list of professors and their office numbers. After choosing Dr. Rebecca Falman, Professor of Integrated Science, he climbed the staircase, taking two steps at a time. 

Reaching the third floor, Stanley began pacing the building’s marbled hallways looking for a door placard that would announce Professor Falman’s office. As he walked, the crowds thinned around him. Students slipped into one room after another, and he realized classes must be starting. Soon enough, he was alone. Stanley continued to wander until he found Falman’s office at the end of a short corridor. He rapped gently on her door and then stepped back. After several unanswered seconds, Stanley pushed down on the door handle and cracked it open.

The room beyond was a cramped office with a row of filing cabinets, a large chalkboard hanging on one wall, two metal desks sitting back-to-back in the center, and a window overlooking the campus. Behind one of the desks, a young woman with tightly curled hair and pink headphones typed into a computer. Her eyes glanced up, and she flashed Stanley a questioning look. 

“Can I help you?” she asked, sliding off her headphones.

Stanley froze. The professor couldn’t be any older than himself, and there was something stunningly beautiful about her. Maybe it was her high cheekbones, or her full lips, or maybe just some other unique quality that he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. 

After an awkward silence, her eyebrows lifted higher. “Can I—”

“Um ... sorry,” Stanley finally said, his face flush. “Are you Professor Falman?”

“Nah,” she responded. “Professor’s taking a personal day ... left me to deal with finals. I’m Vanessa, her grad assistant.”

“Hi, I’m Stan,” he somehow managed to announce.

Stanley then shuffled into the office, closing the door behind him. His hands slipped right back into his pockets. 

Vanessa smiled, but it didn’t seem particularly friendly. “Listen, I don’t want to be mean, but I have a lot of stuff going on right now. So can I help you with something?”

“Yeah, yeah, sorry again,” Stanley stuttered. He sucked in a deep breath before continuing, “I recently received some ... I guess you’d call them scientific reports, and I don’t know what they are or what they mean. I’m trying to find someone who can point me in the right direction.”

He pulled several sheets of paper from his backpack and placed them in front of Vanessa. Tapping one, he went on, “I’ve got a bunch more. But they all pretty much look the same. Have you seen anything like this?”

Vanessa swiveled her chair around and picked up one of the printouts. “Well, that’s easy,” she said after a quick read-through. “These are radiocarbon dating results, likely carbon-14.”

“You mean like how old something is?”

“Exactly. Look at the numbers. A spectrometer runs each sample twenty times to protect against any outliers. It measures the amount of radioactive carbon-14 inside the sample and then uses a known decay rate to calculate the years before present. Then all you have to do is figure out the average. Bingo, you have your date. In this particular sample—and it’s probably safe to assume it was a bone—the original owner died approximately six thousand years ago.”

Okay, I have my first two answers, Stanley thought. But what does carbon dating have to do with anything worth killing people for?

“Is this your field, then?” he asked, glancing up at Vanessa.

“Nah. We just get exposure to a lot of different stuff during our freshman year here. I also did a fair bit of dating for a class project. But my postgrad work is in pharmaceuticals.”

Stanley nodded and pivoted to what he really wanted to know: “Does someone dying six thousand years ago strike you as something important or ... I don’t know, maybe critical? Is there something unusual about that time frame?”

Vanessa’s head tilted ever so slightly. “Not really.”

“Okay then,” Stanley added, “one last question ...” He grabbed another piece of paper from his backpack. “Like I said, I have a bunch of printouts all showing basically the same data. But then I have this one particular page. Any idea what this means?”

He handed it to Vanessa. The page consisted of two columns full of strange names and numbers.

Miaodigou – 4000   Trypillian – 3800

Harappan – 3900   Nebelivka – 4050

Zebugg – 4000   Khafajag – 3900

Cogul – 4000   Roanoke – 4100

The list filled the entire page. After taking her time reading, Vanessa nodded to Stanley.

“I’m familiar with a couple of these. Cogul is a prehistoric cave painting site in Spain. I actually went there last summer. And I’ve recently read up on Miaodigou. It’s in China and is some sort of Neolithic dig site. So I’d say what you have here is a list of archaeological locations.”

“How about the—“

Vanessa glared at Stanley, so he bit his tongue. 

“Now as far as those numbers go,” she continued, “we’ve got two possibilities. One, BP. Two, BCE.”

Stanley’s eyebrows lifted.

“BP—‘before present.’ That’s how your spectrometer data is reported. BCE means ‘before common era.’ That’s the standard calendar that we’re all familiar with. What’s interesting is if we take your bone from six thousand years before present and subtract it from now—1995—we end up right at 4000 BCE. And that, Stan, is strikingly similar to the list you have here.” 

Stanley could almost feel Vanessa’s interest growing as she ran her finger along the list of archaeological sites.

“If I had to guess,” she said, “I’d say all of these locations had something similar occur to them six thousand years ago ... but I couldn’t tell you what.”

Stanley groaned inside. He’d gotten a couple of answers. But his search sounded like it would end with “but I couldn’t tell you what.” Would anyone be able to explain why assassins were coming after him? 

Vanessa continued speaking, and he caught only half of it. “Give me a few minutes to put these sites into the computer,” she said. “Let’s see what it comes up with.”

“Hmm?” Stanley questioned.

“You’ve got me curious now,” she answered. “I’m going to see if I can find anything in our school database about 4000 BCE or any global events. Shouldn’t take too long.”

“Okay.” Stanley nodded as she clicked away.

With a bit of time to kill, he shuffled over to the window and peered out at the bustling Virginia Tech campus. He saw students walking the sidewalks and crisscrossing a large, central grassy field. An early-morning game of ultimate frisbee was
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