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PRAISE FOR THE EARTH SHIFTER

“WOW! Lada Ray's blend of history, current events, mythology and fantasy left me in
awe. Originally, it was the cover that made me notice the book. It was not only beautiful,
but made me wonder what the book was about. Combining history, science-fiction and
the paranormal makes this a unique read. I was lost, as I dove into Sasha's story, only
coming up for a breath of air as I raced through the final pages. I was crushed when I
reached the end, wanting so badly to continue reading.”—Sherry Fundin,
FundinMental.com Reviews (USA)

“Lada Ray’s The Earth Shifter is the easiest five star review I’ve done in a long time, I
loved and was captivated by the story right from the beginning. The parallels with so
much of what is happening in the world today, and so many other detailed aspects give
believability to this well crafted, wonderful story. My only complaint is that it is a trilogy
and I have to wait till the end of 2013 to find out what happens next.”—Paulette
Mahurin, Author – The Persecution of Mildred Dunlap (California)

“The best book I’ve read in two years! Warning: Lada Ray knows more about human
nature than Gandhi himself! Read The Earth Shifter and you’ll see a new definition to
YA fantasy.” —M.C. O’Neill, Author - The Ancients and the Angels (Chicago, USA)

“Fantastic new young adult fiction! I finished The Earth Shifter 3 nights ago and it has
been on my mind since. The characters and plot have stuck with me and I eagerly await
the next installment. As I was reading a book set primarily in Russia about comets
striking the Earth, what should happen but a comet should strike Russia! That was crazy
and gave the book a whole new level of intrigue!” —Rohan Healy, Author, Blogger
(Dublin, Ireland)

“If you could read just one book this year, seriously consider The Earth Shifter! This
metaphysical fantasy/thriller is simply one of the most compelling stories you’ll find.
Author Lada Ray expertly weaves a tale about the consequences that mankind’s insanity
has upon the world. The adventure is all-encompassing and epic in scope, and the author
mindfully balances multiple story lines where the characters play a very crucial role in
the outcome. It’s a real eye-opening, earth-shifting experience for sure!”—Madeline
Walsh, Blogger (New York)

“A cosmic adventure thriller that will take the reader through history and across
continents. The plot moves along quickly, introducing each key character and sub-plot
with precision timing. An awesome, fast-paced, original storyline with exceptional twists
that will leave you breathless and wanting more. The book is outstandingly researched
and a marvel of creativity. It contains the perfect mix of history, fact, fiction and creative



imagination at its best.”—J.J. Collins, Author - James Madison, The Father of the
Constitution (London, UK)

“A hypnotizing novel which moves with deeply ingrained subplots. It serves up juicy
portions of a storyline you will be begging to finish reading. A book that is hard to put
down…because it is more complex than you can imagine…the next page must be
turned… MUST BE… And just when you think you know all the essentials, Lada
interrupts your story with an added element, perfectly knitted into the world of Sasha and
the Key. I wouldn’t hold this novel to being just a YA because it is perfectly suited for
the adults as well. Most all of characters were easy to grab onto and hold close. Final
Verdict: 10/10.”—Bite My Book Reviews (USA)

“Tolkien, move over, another Russian has hit the deck running. Must read!”—
Nanakulikane Reviews (Hawaii)

“The Earth Shifter is a rich cocktail of amazing ingredients with the two core, and most
delicious components being, the mystical realm of Lake Baikal in Siberia, as well as the
Prophecy of the Key.
The author covers a wide range of interests from history and legends, to mysticism,
prophecy and origins of humanity. There are elements of a spy thriller set against the
glamorous backdrop of modern Moscow and New York.
My family is originally from Siberia, and I was mesmerized by the beautiful descriptions
of indigenous Siberia, including shamanism, ancient history, Tunguska Meteorite
explosion, local village life. The author Lada Ray is a unique mysterious encyclopedia in
herself! Her writing style is inimitable and her esoteric knowledge is impressive.
While reading the book, I just couldn’t help but wonder how one person can possibly
know all that!
The unexpected twists and turns, amazing flashbacks, stand-out characters and
unforgettable settings all fold into an astonishing kaleidoscope of events and a
mystically-integrated message. Every new chapter is an escalating suspense, and every
new piece of information is an introduction to another, even more gripping revelation.
The Earth Shifter will keep you thrilled, intrigued and glued to the next page. The book
brings modern present and ancient past into a fantastic unity, being prophetic, revealing,
casting lights on the shadowy preliminaries and the shifting destinies of humankind.
The Earth Shifter will literally “shift” your consciousness, for, after reading it, the world
as you see it will never be the same again!”—Sofia Siberia, Blogger, Spiritual
Practitioner (Russia/ Ukraine/ Lebanon)

“World-enriching spiritual journey filled with drama and excitement! Another impressive
thriller. Ms. Ray artfully puts the pieces in place, building the suspense steadily until the
reader is fully encompassed. The Earth Shifter has incredible scope. It combines
geopolitics, spirituality, cultural depth and, perhaps most of all, the idea that it is the



relationships we form, how we treat each other, that is so important to the healing of the
planet.”
—Jason Sullivan, Author - Rahala, An Ascension Odyssey (USA)

Reader reviews

Stanislav Sokolov, 5.0 out of 5 stars An illuminating and thrilling ride!

Lada Ray's "The Earth Shifter" strikes a perfect balance between thrilling and educational. It
captivates you from the very first lines and holds your attention to the last sentence. While being
a very well-written spiritual thriller, it tells with direct honesty about the hardships that Russia
was going through in the 90s and early 00s. Despite the fact that several of the names have been
changed, one quickly recognizes certain characters and a company from that turbulent time, and
learns in great detail how the oligarchs in Russia became so despicably rich overnight. That part
or Russian history is never told in the Western publications and few in the West know what
deathly aftertaste the first decade of "democracy" left in Russia.
But The Earth Shifter is much more then just a historical account. It will take you on a magical
journey to Lake Baikal in Siberia, and to a thrilling trip to the US. It will guide you through the
past, unveiling some of the little-known events. And it will join it all together in to dazzling
culmination, giving hope... to humanity.
This adventure story is a must-read for anyone even remotely interested in Russia, history, and
where the humanity is heading.

M.C. O'Neill, 5.0 out of 5 stars The best book I've read in two years!

This is the main saga written in tandem with Ms. Ray's series "The Earth Keeper." Read her book
"Catharsis" to get a rundown of an amazing preamble to humanity itself!

Warning: Lada Ray knows more about human nature than Gandhi himself!

With that said, she is able to craft a wonderful tale that will entertain where other writers would
steer their great knowledge into penning a pedantic. I'm so glad she didn't go that route. The Earth
Shifter is a very "aware" novel, but one that fails to preach overtly, thus not suffering the reader
with a moral or lesson. These elements are present, yes, but encapsulated in the guise of a
thrilling tale.
But really, once you've read the book, you'll be quite frightened (and I do mean FREAKED) to
see how prescient the themes presented are. After all, our world has just been attacked by
meteors...
In all seriousness, you can't take my word for it. Read "The Earth Shifter" and you'll see a new
definition to YA fantasy. I cannot wait to read further into Ms. Ray's masterful works!
Loved this!



TN mom, 5.0 out of 5 stars Very captivating
I was thoroughly caught up in the drama that Lada Ray had spun for the reader. She developed
the characters in depth, and I was able to empathize with them. Her work is listed as YA for
young adults and older, and I appreciated that the content was not loaded with expletives and
other activity that Hollywood seems to think is the only thing that sells. Ms Ray creates a crisis
mode environment that is tragic, yet there may still be a "smidgen" of hope if the lead characters
can follow through appropriately.

Tim Tolzmann, 5.0 out of 5 stars
Great reading. Fun. Thought provoking. A joy to read.

Jacques Paquin, 5.0 out of 5 stars Great book
I really enjoyed this book, and although it is described as a paranormal fiction, we can easily see
that it also applies in the normal life. Very exciting from start to finish.

noeline clayfield, 5.0 out of 5 stars Russian Shamanic Journey
I enjoyed the shamanic journey which reminded me a little of the Anastasia of the Ringing Cedar
series, but a different storyline. Written by a Russian it reveals much about Russian history which
has enormous relevance today. The West has so much to learn about Russia.

Patricia Larch, 5.0 out of 5 stars Good plot
I enjoyed this book very much. It had a very different perspective on a number of topics. I was
hoping to purchase the second book of this series, but it is not available, yet. I look forward to its
release.

Emil Resmann, 5.0 out of 5 stars Great novel!
Lada shares her wisdom in this wonderful novel. It is so much more than just fiction.

Melodi Lammond-Grundy, 5.0 out of 5 stars I really enjoyed this book
I really enjoyed this book, it is a delightful piece of paranormal fiction that is exciting from start
to finish - I can't wait for the next one!

radiant1, 5.0 out of 5 stars Five Stars
Excellent meta-physical and geopolitical information woven into a great story that rings true on
many levels! More please....namaste

Lorraine, 5.0 out of 5 stars Five Stars
Could not put it down. Very cleverly written.

Celeste Brunetti, 5.0 out of 5 stars Five Stars



Loved this book and Lada Ray. I will be reading all the others she has written.

Mypoustinia, 5.0 out of 5 stars Five Stars
Well done! And I can't wait for the sequel!

Jackie Devereaux, 5.0 out of 5 stars Five Stars
Great!!!!!!! Loved this book.

Luv2read, 5.0 out of 5 stars Excellent Read
Lada Ray's The Earth Shifter is the easiest five star review I've done in a long time, not just from
the perspective of the writing but I loved and was captivated by the story right from he beginning.
This is an intelligently written story, that draws on remote viewing (I was lucky to be friends with
one of the main researchers at Stanford when the studies were under way to attest to the accuracy
of the author's depiction, down to the noting on paper, drawing, what was viewed) along with
other very cleverly done metaphysical highlights to make this a very believable story. This
author's writing transports the reader away from a usual reality into possibilities as a backdrop to
a story line filled with intrigue as the protagonists, Sarah & Kei are introduced (this part of the
trilogy focused primarily on Sarah), in a plot that reads like any great detective story. The writing
is beautifully done and draws on exquisite metaphors such as "the rain forest is the earth's lungs."
Siberia is brought into focus and described as if another character in the story, lending to Mother
Earth (& her human inhabitants), as a feature with a life of her own, vividly giving focus of what
is to be saved if the story plot is to succeed. The author draws on Russian history and other
concepts of a historical nature very effectively.

The characters are many and complicated. The two main protagonists are Sasha, a Russian girl
whose parents are well educated and experts in remote viewing, and Kei a Chinese teenager with
a twin, Win, who live in New York. Each of their respective families and extended friends feature
into the story to create a web of intrigue as Russian evil power players rush against American
power seekers. Good versus evil threads through the characters, and human foibles abound, ever
present in the "gifted" Shaman and others featured with psychic abilities. The way the author
introduces psychic features is also very clever, the Shaman turns into a bear and saves Sasha and
her father from a pack of wolves, which may sound fanciful but trust me in the context of this
read you won't be questioning what is real or what is fantasy for the mystery aspect of the story,
the parallels with so much of what is happening in the world today, and so many other detailed
aspects give believability to this well crafted wonderful story.

Mr. Blues, 5.0 out of 5 stars Prophetic and Irresistible

I was impressed by this prophetic novel, which at times felt like a mystical guide to various
mysterious past and future events in our unfolding history! Already within a few months of
release, several events happened in our world that were foretold by Lada Ray's vision! A comet
has recently exploded over Russia, shaking up the world. Hmm... a spooky coincidence? Or a
warning, just like predicted in the book? Also lately, we've been hearing stories of global
conspiracies and government meddling, just like described in The Earth Shifter.



I enjoyed the fluid writing and gripping plot that had me reading right through the unexpected and
explosive conclusion. There are plenty of twists that I didn't see coming, reaching their crescendo
near the end of the book. This epic novel boasts a mystery, world conspiracy, remote viewing and
psychic spies, and many strong and deeply moving characters to root for. But what really
distinguishes this book from most is a treasure trove of valuable mystical and metaphysical
information, as well as the wonderfully spiritual tone of the whole story, which I found especially
irresistible. The book has a very intriguing ending, and I can't wait for the sequel to find out what
happens next to Sasha, Kei, Win, and of course, Shaman Tengis!

Christa, Netherlands, 5.0 out of 5 stars Very Good and Very Interesting Story!
Very good and interesting story! We know nothing about Russia here in the West, now do we? So
this is a great book, and her other books for that matter, to learn more about the history of this
immensely big and unknown land!
Next to history this book is about Shamanisme, Mind control, Remote Viewing, and Esoteric and
Karmic issues, so very interesting for those who are, or not, familiar and/or interested in reading
about all these fascinating topics!
Very well done, Lada Ray!!

MichalaTyann, 5.0 out of 5 stars Nicely woven tale
In a current age where every story is about wolves and vampires or witches or whatnot, it is nice
to read of a tale that engages the reader deeply. With mythology, supernatural abilities, and
history all entwined...this is an excellent read.

A reader, 5.0 out of 5 stars An awesome, inspiring read!
An awesome, inspiring read. Lada Ray is remarkable writer, you feel you are living the moment
with people and places in the story.

Broomy, 5.0 out of 5 stars Gripping
Gripping and full of flavour

Sherry Fundin
5.0 out of 5 stars Lada Ray's unique story left me in awe.

WOW! Lada Ray's blend of history, current events, mythology and fantasy left me in awe.
They were the Key of Destiny. They would multiply their power and propel Earth forward or they
would destroy it. They are the Earth Shifter.

1908
The Earth Keepers were deciding Earth's fate. They were the record keepers, moderators and
ultimate decision makers. Should they allow the Comet of Karma to determine the Earth's fate or
should they intervene to save the planet? As they talked, Tengis, one of the Keepers, told the



others that the Key of Destiny would be both male and female - yin and yang, receptive and
assertive. If they did not save the Earth now, the Key may be destroyed. Their vote was to allow
the Comet to run its course.

2011
Sasha and her father, Maxim Elfimov, where camping at their secret spot on Lake Baikal in
Russia. Tengis, her mentor, was with them. He began to tell them of the Tunguska Meteorite
Explosion,103 years ago. He went on to say, that the Comet was sent to a remote part of Siberia
because no people lived there. The Keepers had saved mankind from the Comet of Karma in
1908. But, the Keepers agreed not to interfere again. If Earth was to be saved this time, it must be
done by free will.

Sasha Elfimova is the Key of Destiny, the female key. She is also a Time and Mind Shifter. Her
mentor, Tengis, is a famous Siberian Shaman. Her father, Maxim Elfimov, is a Moscow
University professor of linguistics and her mother, Olga, worked for Russia's richest man, Boris
Konukorsky, CEO of Norus, the country's largest oil company. Her father and mother were her
Protectors, humans, whose mission was to assist the Key of Destiny. They were there as a
sacrifice to help save Humanity from itself. If Humanity refuses help from the Key of Destiny,
Karma intervenes and restarts Earth's clock.

There are four types of Shifters: Mind Shifters can access any thoughts. Matter shifters can turn
into anything or turn objects into something else. Time Shifters can bend and jump time. Space
Shifters can compress space, appearing at different places at once. The Keepers watched them
from birth, because misuse of their power could be catastrophic. A case in point is Hitler.

When Sasha was young, they found she was an Intellect Shifter, unique on the earthly plane. She
was a true Mind Shifter. She was bored at school, so she would tap into minds, just to pass the
time. Until Misha Siuzin appeared. When she tapped into his mind, she found a Kindred Spirit
and they became best friends. Shortly after, she became friends with Zeena and school became
more fun.

Sasha could also time travel. For three years she traveled randomly, or so she thought. Slowly she
began to see a pattern to her travels.

Late one night, Olga received a call to return to the office. It was very unusual, but there was no
way she could say no. She wondered if they could have found out her secret?

In NYC Win and Kei were playing chicken on their new bikes, weaving through the cars. Kei
heard a woman calling for help. The brothers raced to help the man. Win felt as if he was flying
over the traffic, gently settling back down when they reached the man. (Made me think of ET and
the kids flying on their bikes as they try to elude the feds).

Win and Kei's parents had been there for Yunn Lin when she was pregnant with Hao. She
returned the favor, when the boy's mother had been ill after their birth. In her delirium, the mother
had mentioned a Key. Now Yunn Lin would betray her to save her own son.

Assistant CIA Director, Aloysius Drakely, received a call from Yunn Lin. She told him what she
knew. She told him of the Key - two children born 30 days apart, who would open the door to a
new era. For that to happen, they must come together. They would multiply their power and
propel Earth forward or destroy it. They are the Earth Shifter.



Drakely couldn't let anyone else hear about it. He would betray everyone and everything to get
what he wanted. He went to the Society, which consisted of the elite, those raised above us
commoners, whether by birth, wealth or talent. They were bestowed with great power. and
wanted Ultimate Global Dominance. No one and nothing would stand in their way.

The Keepers had allowed Maxim to wait until Sasha was sixteen to tell her of her destiny, but
now she had to know. Time was running out and only she could save Earth from its ultimate
destruction.

5 STARS - Would Buy It For Them (lol)

Originally, it was the cover that made me notice the book. It was not only beautiful, but made me
wonder what the book was about. Combining history, science-fiction and the paranormal makes
this a unique read.

Lada Ray's writing, the depth and detail of Russia and its history intertwined with the fantasy of
the Earth Shifters, takes you on a fantastic journey towards Earth's end or it's new beginning. I
was lost, as I dove into Sasha's story, only coming up for a breath of air as I raced through the
final pages. I was crushed when I reached the end, wanting so badly to continue reading.

The storyline reads like the current events of today.

The Mayan calendar with the date 12-21-12. The end of the world. Armageddon.

Since the end of the cold war with the USSR, the CIA has nothing to do. They can't fight China,
seeing they own trillion of dollars of our debt and supply most of our goods. So, what else can
they do? How about Russia - again

The Society operates like our politicians today, above the laws of us commoners. The misuse and
manipulation of power overwhelms the headlines today. It seems they feel as if it is their right
and they deserve whatever it is they are after, bar none. Sound familiar?

I am a bit of a conspiracy believer. When Lada Ray wrote about Ultimate Global Dominance, it
brought to mind a thought I had. There is a small group of the elite, MEN rolling in money, who
control and manipulate world events. The book relates so much to real life and real events. As I
read along, the book telling of money laundering, tax evasion, treason, greed.......... I would forget
it wasn't a true historical novel, but fantasy.

Loved Lada Ray’s terms:
“Recycled”a term used for taking out humans who had not earned the right to move to the next
level.
“Keys would unlock the door to a new era.”
"Ancient Greeks emphasized two disciplines - philosophy translated as "the love of wisdom" and
philology translated as "the love of the word". And of course the word logos also gave birth to the
contemporary word "logic".



To my international family and friends
who inspired some of my characters,

and to all those, who boldly go toward their destiny...



Historic Fact

On the sunny morning of June 30, 1908 residents of remote villages near the
Podkamennaya Tunguska River in Eastern Siberia observed how the sky split in two and
a fiery column of burning light descended to Earth. The villagers distinctly heard loud
pops, like cannon fire, sounding high in the cloudless heavens, which made them think
the end of the world had come. A giant shock-wave knocked many off their feet, as
houses trembled and window glass shattered. But the tremors were over shortly, and the
day went on as if nothing happened.

However, for months afterwards, Aurora Borealis was observed even in southern
Europe and Asia, and as far as England, people could read at night without turning on the
lights.

The epicenter of the mysterious explosion, located deep into the uninhabited taiga
was so remote that first research expedition was organized only in 1929. The Russian
scientists found millions of fallen trees, pointing concentrically from the epicenter, which
turned into a large radioactive lake.

The strange 1908 phenomenon became universally known as the Tunguska
Meteorite explosion. For years after, speculation about the nature of the explosion
abounded in press, literature, and film. Possible explanations included alien ship crash,
nuclear explosion, a meteorite collision with the Earth, and secret experiments by Nikola
Tesla gone wrong. But in all those years, no one had guessed what really happened back
then in the Siberian taiga…



Mankind would never know
how close it came to annihilation on June 30, 1908.

Somewhere in the murky depths of the Cosmos,
the Comet of Karma is born.

When all hope fades, it is sent to Planet Earth,
its sole mission to wipe out a failing civilization.
It has happened before, and it can happen again.

Except this time, the Earth Keepers would not interfere.



1908, Vatican

On the sunny morning of June 29, His Holiness, Il Papa Pius X, abruptly announced
cancellation of his audiences for the day, all except this one—the very last on the list…

A small, hunchbacked man in an overly long monk’s robe with fraying sleeves,
complete with a pair of battered fisherman’s sandals wrapped around his bare feet,
shuffled meekly after a tall Swiss Guard resplendent in his uniform. The pair passed the
Vatican Apostolic Palace’s rich furnishings and priceless Renaissance masterpieces,
whose contrast with the old man’s shabby exterior and shy smile was especially striking.

The young Swiss Guard simply couldn't help but shoot occasional curious glances at
the guest. The coveted audience was bestowed upon a simple Franciscan monk named
Brother Ignatius, who was apparently in such awe about this amazing opportunity that he
kept stroking his unkempt beard with a slightly trembling hand. He must be really
nervous, thought the Swiss Guard patronizingly, and probably can’t believe his luck. Just
imagine: a private audience with the Holy Father—what an honor for a humble monk
like him!

The guard ceremoniously opened the door into the sancta sanctorum, the Pope's
private study, and said, smiling reassuringly, “Please come in, Brother Ignatius!”

“Grazie, mi figlio,” the monk replied quietly, proceeding inside.
The young guard was about to shut the heavy door before assuming his duty in front

of it, when he noticed something highly unusual.
“Father Ignatius, thank God! I'm so relieved you could make it! It is such an honor to

receive you!”
This inappropriately excited voice belongs to the Holy Father, registered the guard’s

brain with great surprise.
“Buon giorno, mi figlio!” The humble monk’s voice, on the other hand, was no

longer meek or quiet, but sonorous and powerful.
The young Swiss Guard was so shocked by this unexpected change that his curiosity

got the best of him. While shutting the door, he stopped short, managing to leave a tiny
crack through which he could hear bits and pieces of the conversation and even glean
some action inside.

“Any news?” He heard the Holy Father's respectfully worried voice.



“The Comet is heading to Earth,” came a quiet response.
“So, it is happening... Did the Keepers... reach... their decision...?” The Pope's voice

now sounded strangled.
“We will reconvene shortly for a final meeting. But as of now…,” Brother Ignatius

shook his head, “most are for letting the Comet do its job.”
“So all this will perish... the beauty... art... architecture... libraries... science...

people…” With every word, it seemed the Pope's voice was deflating, as if someone was
slowly letting the air out of a balloon. “Father Ignatius, I know there are many sinners,
far too many, but…there are good people, too. Don't they deserve a chance?”

“Everyone deserves a chance. That's why everything is being weighed thoroughly.
Dark times are coming to Earth, Pius. Global wars…weapons of mass destruction that
will turn to ruin whole cities, countries. Countless millions will die. The risk of the
Earth's annihilation is more real than ever. And with it, the planet's souls—all of them—
will be lost forever.”

“But what if it's a mistake? What if there is hope?” whispered the Pope, clutching at
his heart.

“Yes, there is hope,” Ignatius said significantly. “The original consensus may still
change.”

“But…how?”
“Some of us saw the new Key being born,” replied Ignatius enigmatically. The

young guard couldn’t understand what this meant, but for some strange reason, the
mysterious phrase made him listen even more intently than before.

“Where? When?”
“It is remote, almost a century from now. Still, there is a good chance.”
“But that means the disaster can still be averted!” exclaimed the Pope.
“It all depends on whether those of us who believe can convince the rest.”
“What can I do?” Pius's voice was hardly audible.
“Pray and hope…”
“How much time?”
“Till tomorrow.”
“Bless me, Father!” To the Swiss Guard’s shock, the Pope dropped to his knees in

front of a simple monk!
“Peace be with you, my son…peace be with all of the Earth's children,” pronounced

Brother Ignatius, laying his shriveled, slightly trembling hands on top of Pius's lionesque
head. After that, leaving the overwhelmed Pope in the kneeling position, he directed his
steps toward the door, on the other side of which the young man hastily resumed the
position expected of a dignified member of the Vatican's Swiss Guard.

The door opened and Ignatius stepped outside, and as he did, his huge brown eyes
looked up. The unusual guest peered straight into the guard’s soul and the monk knew:
the young man had heard the conversation. For a moment, Ignatius hesitated, but then,
apparently deciding that no harm was done, he proceeded along the corridor toward the
guest quarters. They moved in silence, and the guard no longer led the monk; now the
monk walked purposefully up front, with the guard following meekly in his footsteps.

“Grazie, mi figlio,” Ignatius murmured distractedly, and with surprising strength
tightly shut the heavy door into his room. The guard knew he was dismissed, but
something inexplicably rooted him to the spot. Despite his best judgment, he quickly



looked around to make sure that the corridor was deserted, then crouched down in front
of the door and peered into the keyhole.

Inside a modest guest room, Brother Ignatius disregarded the ascetic-looking bed
and the wooden chair in the corner, and sat with his legs folded straight on the carpet. He
placed his—no longer trembling—hands on his knees palms up and closed his eyes.
Then, to the young man’s astonishment, a golden glow started emanating out of the
monk's body in expanding waves that enveloped him whole, and he floated upwards off
the floor just as he sat, without opening his eyes or moving a finger.

The guard tried to silence an involuntary gasp by covering his mouth, but it was too
late. Without changing position, Ignatius opened one eye. The next thing the young guard
knew, that eye was staring from the other side of the keyhole straight into his. Another
moment later, some kind of invisible force pushed him away from the door and he landed
on the floor, hitting his head on the opposite wall. Mad with pain, shame, and confusion,
he jumped to his feet and sprinted away from the guest room door as quickly as his feet
would carry him, bump on the back of his head throbbing, ears burning, and a pledge
forming in his head to never, ever again succumb to a terrible sin of frivolous curiosity!

Brother Ignatius shook his head with a small smile and re-closed his eye. The glow
around him intensified, and as the boundaries of the guest room dissolved into
nothingness, eight vibrating golden rays extended in different directions from his body.
At the end of each ray, wrapped in the same golden glow, appeared eight different
figures, each sitting in the same lotus pose, and each emanating eight golden rays of their
own, connecting all nine figures together in one intricate network. The rays kept
expanding until all nine floating figures were completely covered in a shimmering golden
cocoon.

“Good day to all,” said a deep voice belonging to a tall, wise-eyed man dressed in a
roomy Russian peasant shirt.

“Good day, Lev,” responded several voices.
“The final emergency session of the Earth's Council is open. All nine Earth Keepers

are present,” continued Lev. “Nikola… Deva… Isabella… Usaama…
Ignatius…Tengis… John… Ling… and Lev. It is our duty to make the ultimate decision
about the fate of this human civilization.” Lev gazed at each member of the Council. “I
remind everyone what’s at stake and trust that all of you were able to carefully weigh
your decision. The last vote stands thus: three—for letting this civilization continue
despite all the horrors we foresee ahead, six—for letting the Comet of Karma do its job.
The new vote and final debate start now. Pro or con?”

“I also saw the Key,” announced Ling, the Keeper of China and East Asia.
“However, I disagree with Lev and Ignatius. The Key to be born is male, not female, and
he will be Chinese, not Russian. Yet I do agree, there is hope. I have changed my vote to
pro.”

“But the evidence is conflicting and inconclusive,” chimed in Nikola, the Keeper of
North America. “We all saw the same thing: world wars, cruelty, and destruction brought
on by new technology and man's arrogance. Yet only a few saw a sign of hope. My vote
remains con.”

“I agree with Nikola,” said John, the Keeper of Australia, Oceania and Antarctic. “It
is too dangerous to let it go on. This civilization has failed to demonstrate good judgment
in situations of conflict. I still vote con.”



“If we let this civilization go on,” said Deva, the Keeper of India and the Middle
East, “I fear we’ll lose all of the human souls on Planet Earth.”

“True,” agreed Usaama, the Keeper of Africa. “We have to let the Comet do its job.
Besides, the Key may be too late. After all, one hundred years is a long time. I am
against protecting this civilization.”

“But you are forgetting,” interjected Ignatius, the Keeper of Europe, “that the Key
can only be born if there is enough goodness left in mankind! My vote remains pro.”

“Why wouldn't it appear now, then,” objected Deva, “why in a hundred years?
Remember Buddha? Remember Jesus? They appeared and unlocked human potential
during the time of great need. This is different. My vote is con.”

“Some of us think,” said Lev, the Supreme Keeper of the Earth, “that what is to
happen in the Twentieth Century is only the prelude to the disasters and possibilities of
the twenty-first. That's when the Key will be truly needed. My vote is pro!”

“All of you are correct,” said Tengis, a small Asian-looking man with white beard,
the Keeper of Russia and the Arctic. “Humanity's record speaks loudly against it. And if
it is bad now, what will happen after they've perfected the existing relatively crude
weapons, and figured out how to make nuclear ones? We are running an extremely high
risk of the ultimate self-destruction of all Earth's souls—that’s true, too. But the prophecy
is clear: the Key will be born, and that can only happen when all is not lost. And as to
whether it will be a male or a female, Russian or Chinese…” Tengis eyes acquired a far
away look, “it will be both.”

“What do you mean? How can it be both?” exclaimed several voices at once.
“This particular Key is unlike any before it. It’s dual—both male and female, yin and

yang, receptive and assertive. And it's bound to unlock a new and most exciting era for
humanity, more important than any prior…if the Council,” Tengis's thoughtful eyes
probed each Keeper in turn, “allows it to be born. I vote pro.”

“So far we have a tie—four pro and four con. Dona Isabella…your final word?”
Lev's wise voice addressed the olive-skinned shamaness wrapped in a warm poncho. The
ancient woman, who was the Keeper of South America, puffed her pipe, silently
absorbing the exchange.

“Yes, I also see the dual Key being born,” she started slowly. “And I too foresee this
Key being able to open a new era for humans. Yet…great horrors lie ahead, born of
mankind’s greed and aggression. And our final responsibility is to carefully weigh all the
risks.”

“It all comes down to your vote, Dona Isabella,” said Ignatius quietly, while the rest
of the Keepers held their breath.

 “My final decision,” pronounced Dona Isabella with great reluctance, as if the
weight of the entire world made it hard for her to move her tongue, “…is against
protecting this civilization.”

No one moved a muscle, absorbing the finality of the moment, and only the golden
cocoon around the Keepers kept pulsating and shimmering in the absolute silence.

“So be it,” said Lev's voice sadly. “Four—pro, five—con. I, Lev Tolstoy, the Earth’s
Supreme Keeper, hereby declare that the Council of the Earth Keepers agrees not to
interfere when the Comet of Karma collides with the Earth, so this civilization would
reap the consequences of its past, present and future actions.”

As Lev finished speaking, all Keepers inclined their heads in agreement—some



solemnly, some reluctantly, some sadly—and closed their eyes in a deep, silent
meditation. As they did, the golden cocoon around them started expanding upwards,
higher and higher, until a column of brilliant light broke through the Earth's atmosphere
and reached straight into Outer Space.

There it was, a rugged rectangular piece of icy rock, about twelve kilometers across,
a little smaller than the size of the island of Manhattan. The haloed comet resolutely cut
through space, looking quite meager next to the major planets it passed one by one:
Neptune…Uranus…Saturn…Jupiter… It didn't look impressive even next to a relatively
small planet of this solar system called Earth, the only one with fully developed flora and
fauna, the only one populated by a thriving human civilization.

Although the icy rock appeared insignificant and completely innocuous, the Keepers
knew: if it crashed into the Earth at its current speed, it would end all life on this little
planet. For a moment, the rock hesitated, as if feeling an irresistible pull to the Sun, as if
unsure that it should continue to its original destination. But then, something else caught
its attention, and it became clear just where the comet was really heading. It was heading
toward the Earth, aiming into the very heart of Europe, somewhere between southern
Germany and Austria...



2011, Lake Baikal, Russia

Sasha Elfimova could hardly be called a normal teenager. She always preferred the
serene majesty of Lake Baikal in southeastern Siberia to the hustle and bustle of Moscow.
What’s more, she had powers—incomprehensible and scary powers. She was a Time and
Mind Shifter, yet even her mentor, the famous Siberian shaman Tengis, didn’t know how
far her powers would develop when the time came…

Sasha dipped her hand in the crystal-clear waters of Lake Baikal, now gleaming
seductively in the light of the full moon, and smiled at her companions: the old shaman
Tengis and her father, the Moscow University professor of linguistics, Maxim Elfimov.
They were camping out near the lake’s shore, in their secret spot, just an eight-kilometer
hike from Polyanka, Tengis’s native village.

Earlier today, after some hiking in the taiga, they performed a shamanic ritual at
Tengis's sacred site, called the Shaman Rock. After that, as golden rays of the warm
summer sun started giving way to the coolness of the silvery moon, they decided to camp
out in the Bay of the Seals on Baikal’s majestic shore. The seals enjoyed sunning on the
gleaming rocks that wrapped the hidden bay. Sasha had just finished having a chat with
her favorite local inhabitant, Filya the Seal.

“Good catch today,” Filya informed her telepathically, languorously exposing his
shiny wet body to the sun’s fading rays. “You've got to dive very deep into the sea to get
the best fish. If you want, Sasha, I can bring you some next time,” he offered, looking at
her adoringly with that cute, cat-like face of his. As the last ray of the waning sun pierced
the water, Filya dove back into the lake, undoubtedly to find a nice, cozy spot in which to
slumber.

The sea… Just like local humans, Filya regarded Lake Baikal as the sea. Perhaps it
was part of his genetic memory. The endemic population of seals in the land-locked
Baikal was an enigma, one of the many mysteries of this place. The scientists postulated
that seals probably swam from the ocean during the Ice Age and stayed here. Kind of like
American Indians, indigenous Siberians, who in the long by-gone era had walked across
the narrow sleeve of frozen water between the two continents, the one we now call the
Bering Strait and subsequently made their home in the vast lands now called the
Americas.



It was getting chilly. This was Siberia; you could get a terrific summer tan in these
parts during the day, but the chill of the night reminded you forcefully where you really
were. Shivering, Sasha pulled a warm sweater out of her favorite backpack and put it on.
The supple black leather backpack was a sixteenth birthday gift from her father, which he
brought from his Italian trip, and the sweater was of her very own design and execution,
artfully knitted with chunky yarns of the sunniest shades of sky blue—to match her eyes.

Finally, wrapped in cozy softness, she leaned her head on her father's well-worn,
Soviet-era rucksack, which still preserved the warmth of his body, and stretched her long,
pleasantly tired legs. She squinted into the slithering flames of the campfire, her eyes
following the escaping sparks straight into the sky, all the while inhaling deeply. The
aroma was intoxicating—a mixture of pine, fresh water, and an elusive ingredient this
place alone possessed in abundance, a scent the Mother Nature herself must have brewed
in her secret labs for the few lucky souls to enjoy.

Sasha half-listened as her father and the old Shaman Tengis talked. Maxim wore his
usual Soviet-made hiking gear and boots, insisting they didn't make them like that
anymore. He pensively stroked his short, dense beard (he always let it grow out in
Siberia—warmer, and a break from shaving, according to him). Tengis, sitting in his
usual lotus pose, gazed into the fire with those penetrating Asian eyes that seemed to be
able to see into other dimensions. His beard was rare, as Asian beards tend to be, and all
white. As Tengis talked, small clouds of puffy smoke issued from his mouth. It was one
of his funny habits—he was a virtuoso when it came to talking without taking his pipe
out of his mouth.

Sasha let the smell of the taiga and the breeze from Baikal wash over her. The sacred
lake of Siberia, Baikal, contained more than one fifth of the planet's fresh water reserves.
An average lake on Earth had rarely survived past the age of ten thousand years. There
was nothing average about Baikal. Over a million years old, rather than contracting with
age, it kept expanding. Scientists believed that Baikal was an ocean in the making, while
the locals swore that its pristine blue depths possessed incredible healing and spiritual
powers. At the moment, the sacred lake was a gleaming, rippled sheet of silver in the
light of the full moon.

The dark taiga—Siberia’s giant untouched forest—loomed silent just behind them.
The kettle bubbled merrily on top of the makeshift fire, as Tengis took out three travel
mugs and got busy brewing his famous green tea.

“Sasha, tea?” He offered her a steamy cup, which she accepted gratefully. There was
nothing better than Dedushka Tengis’s green tea after a day of hiking in the taiga. She
stretched her legs in front of the fire and savored it slowly.

She called him Dedushka, meaning “Grandpa,” ever since she could remember,
because it seemed he was always there, and she had the feeling that he always silently
and unobtrusively watched over her. Tengis wasn’t related to Sasha, of course not. He
was a small, bowlegged Asian man with squinty dark eyes that pierced directly into your
soul, as if it stood wide-open for everyone to see. And Sasha, who took after her father,
was tall, with huge blue eyes and flowing hair that was the sunny color of ripe Russian
wheat. She inherited the color of her hair from her mother, Olga.

Too bad Mama couldn’t make it, thought Sasha. Olga Elfimova had a very important
job in Moscow and couldn’t join them for the summer vacation. She worked for Russia’s
richest man, multibillionaire Boris Konukovsky, who was the CEO of NORUS, the



country’s largest oil company. He was a very demanding man and Olga often kept long
hours, because no one argued with Mr. Konukovsky if they wanted to keep their job and
a head on their shoulders.

Maxim and Sasha both wanted Olga to leave this job, but she argued that they could
use the money and that she actually loved what she did. Sasha always had a distinct
feeling that her mother wasn’t telling them everything, but out of respect for her parents,
she never raised the issue. Still, something about her mother’s job bothered Sasha, and
she almost made up her mind to ask Tengis for advice. Something seemed wrong,
however despite all her attempts to get into her mother’s mind, she was unable to break
through some kind of inner barrier. That was disturbing, because there were very few
mind barriers she couldn’t break through. Still, it was too early to alarm her father.

It was sort of an unspoken tradition in the Elfimov family; all three of them were
very mindful and protective of each other, and if one knew something that could upset
another, they would think long and hard before sharing the bad news. Their friends often
joked that the Elfimovs’ remarkable ability to keep a secret made the three of them
perfect spy material.

In this situation, Sasha judged that she needed to get to the bottom of this first,
before worrying her father, who already seemed stressed enough. The wise shaman
Tengis seemed like the right person with whom to have a discrete conversation.

Maxim, being a professor, had summers off. School had ended on June 22 and they
just gave themselves enough time to pack. Both Maxim and Sasha couldn’t wait to get
out of Moscow and submerge into Siberia’s untouched wilderness. While packing, Sasha
had a persistent feeling that something very important was awaiting her there. Today was
June 29, their sixth day on Lake Baikal.

“So quiet,” Maxim said, breaking the silence. “Beats the city every time.”
“It’s another world,” Sasha echoed. “Peaceful.”
Just as she finished her sentence, she noticed two gleaming yellow eyes staring

straight at her from the darkness of the trees.
“Dedushka Tengis,” she whispered. “Look!”
Tengis slowly turned his head in the direction of the gleaming eyes, as Sasha gave a

slight gasp. More and more eyes were appearing in the surrounding darkness, and now at
least ten pairs stared at them from various corners.

“Wolves,” mouthed Maxim. “Sasha, get behind me.” Maxim started getting slowly
to his feet, while at the same time reaching for his hiking stick. “Sasha, behind me—
now!”

“No, Papa!” Sasha shook her head. “You won’t achieve anything with your stick
against ten wolves. Let me talk to them.” She started getting to her feet, too.

“No, Sasha, no! These are wolves, not seals!” Maxim made a quick move in her
direction, as if trying to shield her, and that caused the wolves to growl.

“Papa, don’t,” Sasha whispered. “You are provoking them!”
“Oh, sit down and be quiet, you two!” said Tengis finally in an uncharacteristically

sharp voice, carefully setting down his smoking pipe on the nearby rock. “I will handle
this.”

Tengis rarely, if ever, got this way, which meant that he was serious. Sasha
obediently sat back on the ground, and as she did, her nostrils were suddenly
overpowered by the foul stench of a large, sweaty animal that appeared out of nowhere



next to her. She turned her head to the right and saw a huge brown bear right where
Tengis sat just a moment ago. The bear’s fur was shaggy, and as he got up to his hind
feet, his towering form blocked the moon.

“Oh, my God!” yelled Maxim, jumping back to his feet. He threw himself on top of
Sasha, attempting to protect her with his own body.

Sasha struggled to free herself. “Papa, it’s okay! It’s not what you think. Let me go,
please!”

“Sasha, be quiet,” whispered Maxim frantically. “I will protect you!”
“You don’t need to, Papa. Just watch!”
Meanwhile, the bear didn’t even look at the two struggling humans next to him and

made a deliberate beeline for the wolf pack. After taking several steps in the direction of
the taiga, he again got up on his hind paws, his menacing claws shining in the light of the
moon. Then, the bear opened his mouth, his growl rocking the forest. One of the wolves
issued a squeal and started backing up. The others reluctantly followed.

The bear took a few more steps in the wolves’ direction and opened his mouth again.
A growl, even louder than the first one, broke the stillness of the taiga. Two of the wolves
deserted the field in a hurry; the rest backed up some more. Then, the bear stood all the
way up on his hind paws, his giant front paws outstretched, and the third growl rocked
the land. It sounded like the final warning. The wolves decided not to argue. The rest of
the pack turned around and ran for their lives from this strange and dangerous beast that
appeared out of nowhere and for some reason wanted to protect the humans.

The giant bear issued one more growl, evidently to reaffirm his victory. After that, he
turned to face Sasha and Maxim…and smiled. His huge body started shrinking, until it
was the same height as the tiny Tengis. A moment later, the bear was gone and the
shaman was standing next to them, brushing the dust and animal hairs off his clothes.

“Still smell a little like the bear,” Tengis noted, chuckling. “Can’t be helped—
residual effect. But no matter, it’ll air out by the time we reach the village.”



There are four types of Shifters.
Mind Shifters can access any thoughts, even the hidden ones;

Matter Shifters can turn into anything, as well as turn objects into something else;
Time Shifters can bend and jump time;

And Space Shifters can compress space, appearing at different places at once.
This is how Buddha was able to stop the charging elephant (mind shifting).

This is how Jesus was able to multiply bread to feed the hungry (matter shifting).
People swore that they saw the famous Time and Space Shifter, Count Saint-Germain,

disappear and re-appear at different historic times and places.
The power of the true Shifters is such

that they can manipulate events on Earth.
To prevent that from happening,

the true Shifters are carefully watched from birth
and they are never told about the real extent of their powers until they are deemed ready.

The misuse of even one of these powers can be a huge problem.
If more than one Shifter power is abused,

the consequences can be catastrophic.
Of course, despite all precautions,

sometimes the Shifters discover who they are on their own,
and sometimes they abuse their powers.

This is what happened to Hitler, who was a powerful Mind and Matter Shifter,
and who misused his powers for evil.

Ever since, the Keepers have been determined never to let this happen again.



Sasha first discovered her mind shifting ability at the age of twelve. During her spring
break, Maxim brought her along on a lecture tour of Poland, Germany, and Italy. Maxim
was a polyglot, and fluent in ten languages. He was popular with the international
linguistic community not only for his academic credentials, but also because he routinely
lectured in a host country's native language. During the trip, Sasha completely shocked
her father when she started speaking Polish on their second day, Italian on the third, and
German on their fourth day in each country. Maxim, an accomplished linguist himself,
watched in amazement how his daughter assimilated languages that took him years to
master. Soon she could carry on fluent conversations in Polish and German and correct
her father's mistakes in Italian—easily his weakest language.

That summer, Maxim called a parent-shaman conference with Tengis and Olga.
Tengis explained that Sasha was an Intellect Shifter. The gift of intellect shifting wasn't
that uncommon, he said. As a matter of fact, many well-known actors and writers
possessed it. This usually misunderstood ability was a prerequisite for world-class
detectives, interpreters, and spies. It was a secret that allowed them to tap into other
people's lives, characters, crimes, and ways of thinking. But not all Intellect Shifters were
born equal. According to Tengis, Sasha's ability was unique on the earthly plane. She
wasn’t just any old Intellect Shifter—she was the true Mind Shifter.

Tengis was a very close friend of the family since Sasha was a child. For some
reason, her parents trusted him completely when it came to their daughter and always
consulted him about anything to do with her development, especially when it came to her
powers. Of course, her parents discussed all that with Tengis behind closed doors, in
hushed tones. Sasha wasn't invited so she wouldn't get a big head and somehow misuse
her newfound power. But she overheard it anyway. She wasn't sure whether it was
because the walls in Tengis's house were so thin, or because she tapped into their
thoughts. Bottom line, she knew.

She decided against a big head – it wasn't her style. Besides, she wasn’t really
interested in the nuanced differences between intellect and mind shifting. Most
importantly, it was a cool ability that no one else had, and she was really looking forward
to using her newly found talent as a secret entertainment tool whenever she'd get bored at
school. That, unfortunately, happened too often. So, when the rest of the class still
struggled with a composition or an equation, instead of unprofitable boredom, she now



entertained herself by tapping into the minds of her classmates and even teachers.
However, that stopped being amusing after a while, as their thoughts turned out to be
much too predictable.

But one day, a new student appeared in class. His name was Misha Ziuzin, and his
last name immediately made him a target among school bullies. The word ziuzia was
Russian slang for a coward or a lousy drunk. So, Ziuzin literally meant a son of a coward
or a drunk. No one would wish his or her worst enemy to get stuck with a name like that.
But Misha didn't seem to mind in the least, and he certainly looked the part: his hair
always disheveled, shirt sticking out of pants, scratches all over his body. Sasha didn't
think much of him at first.

During a class, when her classmates still struggled with their math problem, which
Sasha had solved ten minutes ago, Misha turned out to be another person to finish early.
Curious, she tapped into his mind, where she found flashes of thoughts she had trouble
identifying. That had never happened before. Excited about the newly found challenge,
she focused. After a while, it dawned on her that she was dealing with a kindred spirit.
Misha had his own way of entertaining himself when he got bored in class—he mentally
played chess. With a photographic memory, he visualized the entire chessboard,
simultaneously remembering all the moves on it. The board kept turning in his mind,
clockwise, depending on whether it was his or his imaginary opponent's move. He even
visualized a clock in order to time those moves. Wow, thought Sasha enviously, why
haven't I thought of that!

She soon learned that Misha was the second place winner of the All-Russian Junior
Chess competition and the winner of last year's National High School Math Competition.
His father turned out to be a career test pilot who just transferred to Moscow to work at
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Relations. It also turned out that Misha’s family was
originally from Siberia, but before Moscow, his father had worked as Russian Military
attaché in China. That’s where Misha was born.

She was impressed with him, while he was smitten with her. As a result, they
became really good friends. Soon after, Zeena came along, and Sasha finally had friends
not only among adults but among her peers, too. From then on, her school life was much
more fun.

Sasha’s discovery of her time shifting ability was another story altogether.
Once, when she was thirteen, she had an interesting dream as if she was traveling

back in time. She woke up in an old Russian village. She gazed at the surroundings,
trying to figure out how she got there. The izbas, traditional peasant houses lining up the
dirt road, were made of large, darkened trunks of wood, many with whimsical wooden
carvings and colorful painted decorations. There were children playing hide-and-seek in
the street.

In the distance, she saw a tall wooden church with intricate wooden onion domes
marking the central square of the village, and in the opposite direction, at the end of the
street, there were fields full of ripe wheat. To her right, behind the row of izbas, was the
gleaming lake surrounded by vegetation and a number of boats. Beyond the village, atop
the hill stood what seemed like a formidable white-stoned kremlin with a beautiful onion-
domed church inside its walls. The kremlin seemed vaguely familiar.

“Nastya, Nastya, are you playing with us?” yelled one of the kids. With surprise,
Sasha realized that he was talking to her. She glanced at her feet and noticed that she was



wearing a pair of lapti, traditional Russian peasant footwear woven out of fresh straw.
She ran her fingers down her body and discovered that she was no longer in her blue
pajamas. Instead, she wore a long, colorful sarafan, the typical attire of girls in an old
Russian village. She pinched herself, hoping to wake up. But no, she was fully awake.
Just to be sure, she touched her hair, which was the same color as her usual hair—just
like the ripe Russian wheat gleaming in the light of the warm summer sun—except it was
longer and braided artfully into one thick braid.

“Nastya, are you coming?” The boy came running toward her. “Come on, let’s go!
Oh, but you are not Nastya.” He stopped abruptly next to her, confused. “Who are you?”

“Hello, my name is Sasha,” she said tentatively. “I am new here and…”
“Ah, you must have moved to the old Selantiev’s house over there.” He pointed in

the direction of the ornate izba across the street. “So, do you want to play?”
“Sure,” said Sasha, to buy time.
“Let’s go then!”
They joined the rest of the children and the boy said, “This is Sasha; she is new and

she wants to play with us.”
As another boy started counting, the children scattered in different directions. Sasha

ran toward the lake. She wasn’t that interested in playing hide-and-seek, but she could
use a moment of privacy in order to figure out what was going on. Besides, she noticed
something curious by the lake that she wanted to explore. To the right of the village, in
the distance, she saw a number of boats sitting ashore, to which she was drawn for some
unknown reason.

She reached the shore and hid between two large wooden boats with tall masts. Then
it occurred to her that she should look inside for a better hiding spot, just in case. She
climbed into the larger of the boats and opened a hatch leading into its bowels. Carefully
holding up her sarafan so it wouldn’t snag on something, she nimbly descended down
the screechy wooden steps.

Finally, she was all the way down. In the darkness, she looked around, noticing a
large variety of barrels, ropes, and unknown tools scattered around the hull.

All of a sudden, she heard a rustle, but before she could react, someone invisible
attacked her, pinning her arms behind her back.

“Are you spying on me?” said a voice, which clearly belonged to a boy who was
trying very hard to appear a man.

“No, why would I want to do that?” replied Sasha in a conciliatory tone, attempting
to wiggle out of the boy’s grasp in order to take a look at his face. But the boy was
surprisingly strong. “I don’t even know you.”

“Don’t know me? Likely story!” said the boy, without letting her go. “Everyone
knows me.”

“I don’t,” repeated Sasha calmly. “Now, I would greatly appreciate it if you kindly
let me go.”

The boy let her go and stared at her in surprise. “You are dressed as a peasant, yet
you talk like royalty. Who are you?”

“I am Sasha,” she said, massaging her numb arms—the boy’s grip was iron-like. She
looked him up and down. He was about her age, tall and gangly, with a very high
forehead, large, red lips and eyes that were at the same time piercingly intelligent and
cautiously suspicious. The boy had a straight, regal posture and wore a pair of pants



made out of quality summer wool, a white shirt of fine cotton with wide sleeves and
ruffled front, and tall, leather boots. Around his neck, he had a gold medallion attached to
a thick gold chain. “Who are you?”

“I am Piotr,” the boy said. “How come you don’t know me, and even more
importantly, how come I don’t know you? You must be a princess in disguise the way
you talk and hold yourself. They keep trying to find me a match, but all of them are so
ugly. I wouldn’t mind you, though.”

“I am not from around here. I am…from far away,” replied Sasha.
“That’s even better. I wouldn’t mind running away from here, the way they always

follow me,” the boy remarked gloomily, sitting down on the nearby barrel. “Tell me you
are from London or Amsterdam—I really need to go there, you know, but they won’t let
me! I have so much to learn; still, they won’t hear of it!”

Sasha hardly believed her ears. The boy sounded more and more familiar. But it
couldn’t be, could it?

“I built this ‘fun fleet,’” continued the boy, staring afar in response to his own
thoughts, “but Russia needs a real fleet, not this toy thing. No one would listen to me
because to them, I am just a boy. They think I am not sound of mind, and I fear they want
to lock me up. But I am completely sane, and I have big plans! If only I could go to
Amsterdam to learn engineering and seamanship! But that’s all in my dreams. In reality, I
don’t know what will happen to me tomorrow. What if they decide to lock me up, like
they have so many before me?” The boy finished and stared ahead dejectedly.

Sasha pinched herself again, hoping to wake up. But the vision of the gangly boy
didn’t go away.

She recalled her family’s trip to the Golden Ring of Russia—a series of spectacular
medieval towns located just northeast of Moscow, complete with beautiful ancient
kremlins, churches, and museums. It was a common misconception that there was only
one Kremlin, the one in Moscow. True, the Moscow Kremlin was the most formidable
and famous of its brethren, but hardly the only... In fact, every self-respecting Russian
medieval town boasted one. Correctly spelled kreml’, the word meant “a fortress” as well
as “a castle” in the ancient Russian.

Now she knew why the kremlin on the hill looked so familiar. Much newer, with
somewhat different colors and landscape, it was still the same place. She was in the
ancient town of Pereslavl-Zalessky. Here, on the lake, the historic Fun Fleet was built in
1693 by this same boy.

She stared at him, still unable to figure out how this could have happened, but one
thing was for certain—she was indeed talking to the young Peter the Great…

“Listen to me, Piotr,” she said. “They won’t lock you up if you just be careful who
you trust. There are some boyars around you that would certainly like to get rid of you,
but what you need now is to surround yourself with loyal, smart, and strong friends who
will share your vision of the new Russia. Hurry and find such people before it’s too late,
and when looking for friends, don’t mind their origin. Not all nobles are that noble, and
not all commoners are that common. Don’t talk too much about your plans yet—keep
them secret until the right time comes.”

“I’ve got to remember this,” said Peter, glancing at Sasha with great surprise. “Not
all nobles are that noble, and not all commoners are that common. So true… And you are



right: I do have a vision of a new Russia, and I am determined to drag it into the new era,
kicking and screaming, if I have to. But how do you know all this?”

 “How I know is of no importance,” said Sasha, shrugging her shoulders. “The
important thing is that you can trust me. And don’t worry about wasting your time on the
Fun Fleet; this practice will come in handy when you build the new Russian capital on
the Neva River and the real Russian fleet. Oh, and by the way, you will spend quite a bit
of time in both London and Amsterdam. For now, just be patient.”

The boy listened to all this attentively. “You speak strangely. And how could you
know all these things? Are you a witch? Because you know, the church says witches
have to be burned because they are from the devil.” He paused with a mischievous smile.
“I, on the other hand, don’t mind witches, especially the pretty ones and the ones who
make so much sense. This is for you.”

He took off the gold medallion from his neck and hung it around Sasha’s.
“Thank you, but I really can’t accept it…” started Sasha.
“You don’t refuse a gift bestowed on you personally by the Tsar of All Russia!”

thundered the boy, banging his fist on the barrel.
“My apologies, Your Majesty,” said Sasha with a light curtsy, deciding not to argue

with a banging fist. “This is a lovely gift and I will treasure it. But I should be going, as it
is getting late.”

“Ladno,” agreed the young Tsar. “I should be getting back, too, or they’ll start
looking for me again. I was of half a mind to run away, to tell you the truth. But after
talking to you, I have decided to stay. I will build the first Russian fleet and I will create
the new Russian capital of unheard beauty! After I am done, Russia will no longer be
lingering in its landlocked prison. I will build a seaport, which will be Russia’s window
to the world, and where I will welcome all foreign flags as guests. Believe me, Russia
will become a great sea-faring nation, just like the nations of Europe!”

They climbed out of the ship and Peter stood on the bank, surveying his little fun
fleet with shining eyes. It occurred to Sasha that she recognized these eyes from the
many portraits of Peter I, later dubbed the Great. He would always charge ahead, to his
vision of the future, and would stop at nothing until it was accomplished. Among the
dreary swamps of the north, he would build St. Petersburg, the city of unrivaled beauty
and grandeur; he would create Russia’s first long-range sea fleet and its first seaport,
putting an end to the country’s landlocked handicap. He would build Moscow University,
starting the proud Russian scientific tradition. He would drag Russia into the new reality,
kicking and screaming, despite the resistance of powerful boyars and princes, and
interventions of rival foreign states, thus accomplishing during his short life the world’s
most successful peaceful revolution and creating the modern Russian State.

Sasha was yanked out of her thoughts by the sound of the horse hooves and the
horsemen cries. “He is here! He is here!”

”Run, Sasha, run—or they’ll lock you up in the dungeon!” whispered Peter
frantically. But it was too late. The horsemen were upon them.

“Your Majesty,” said one of the horsemen who seemed in charge, as he dismounted
his steed and bowed to Peter carelessly. “You are needed back at the castle.”

Then, his glance fell on Sasha. “And who is this?” he said, frowning. “Your Majesty,
fraternizing with a peasant girl—again? Wait until your sister hears this!”



“I don’t need you to tell me what to do, Zhdanov,” retorted Peter coldly. “Since you
and your butchers have found me, give me a good horse and we shall return to the castle.
But leave this girl alone.”

“But, Your Majesty,” replied Zhdanov, completely unfazed, contemptuous smile
playing on his thin lips. “I must take this girl in for questioning. She may be a spy.”

“I said, leave her alone,” said Peter through clenched teeth, staring Zhdanov down,
which was hard, because despite Peter’s height, he was still a boy, while Zhdanov was a
grown man.

“Look, Your Majesty,” continued Zhdanov, as if he hadn’t heard a word Peter just
said, “she is a thief! She stole Your Majesty’s precious medallion.” He extended his
hand, as if attempting to grab the gold medallion from Sasha’s neck.

Peter looked furious. “Leave her alone,” he screamed, trying to block Sasha from
Zhdanov.

“Seize her,” commanded Zhdanov, ignoring the young Tsar.
Sasha had just a second to react to all this. In this impossibly compressed moment of

time, a lot went through her mind. First, it occurred to her that tsar or not, the young
Peter had no power whatsoever. It also appeared that Zhdanov loved taunting him. She
felt sorry for the budding reformer of Russia—he certainly had his work cut out for him.
Next, she knew these people were serious. If she let them, they would lock her up in
some rat-infested dungeon (brrr!). She had no intention of going there. It promptly
occurred to her that if she was able to get here, then she also had the power to get out.
Until this point, the adventure was far too interesting, and too many fascinating things
were happening to think about the exit, but just about now would be the time!

She willed herself to be back at her apartment in the present-day Moscow. At the
same time, she managed to whisper, “Good luck, Piotr, and be strong!” She felt herself
shifting through time, and as she did, she saw the shock on Peter and Zhdanov’s faces as
she literally disappeared before their eyes.

“Hold the witch, hold the witch!” yelled Zhdanov.
A moment later, Sasha woke up in her bed.
She stretched with gusto and promptly jumped out of bed, hurriedly getting out of

her blue pajamas (weird, where did her sarafan go?) and putting on her day clothes. The
adventure she just had was unbelievable and she couldn’t wait to tell her parents.

There was some kind of commotion outside her room. The door opened and a very
worried Olga walked in, her eyes red and puffy. “Sasha, darling, you are here! But how
did you get in? We didn’t know what to think. Your father came in to kiss you good
night, and you weren’t here. We’ve been looking all night! He’s at the police right now.
Where have you been all this time, Sashenka?”

“Mama, you won’t believe what happened,” said Sasha. “Turns out, when I am
asleep, I can travel through time! I just went back in time and met the young Peter the
Great.”

“Wh…what?” said Olga incredulously.
The front door opened as Maxim returned. “Sasha, thank God, you are home,” were

his first words. He hugged his daughter tight. “Ti v poriadke?”
“Yes, Papa—fine.”
“I will have a serious conversation with you in a moment, young lady, right after I

call off the search.” He dialed the police and after a brief conversation, turned to Sasha.



“It better be good.”
“Believe me, Papa, it is!”
“I am all ears.”
“Your daughter thinks she can time travel, Maxim!” piped in Olga.
“Time travel? That’s new.”
“Yes, I can, Papa. I just went back in time and met Peter the Great, when he was

about my age!” And Sasha described everything she experienced.
Her parents exchanged a glance that clearly said that they wanted to believe their

only daughter, they really did, but…
“Ladno,” said Sasha, “I see you don’t believe me. I’ll prove it to you.”
“How?”
“First, I can give you the details of what I saw there, what I was wearing, where I

was. Then, we can go to a museum and verify my details for accuracy.”
“Darling,” said Olga, “haven’t you been studying the Peter the Great era in school

this semester? Haven’t you picked up enough details for your story to be convincing
enough?”

“True,” said Sasha. The longer she stayed in the present, the faster the memory of
her journey in time was becoming fuzzy. It was harder and harder to recall the details.
Olga’s remark made her doubt her adventure was real. Perhaps, she just dreamed it up?
Still, how would anyone explain her absence in her room throughout the night? She
wasn’t known for sleepwalking. Even if she was, it was highly unlikely that no one
would have noticed her walking in and out of the apartment. She did wake up in her
bed—in her pajamas, no less. Olga would have heard her come in, if she was returning
from outside. Besides, if she walked around the city in her pajamas, someone was bound
to notice her!

The only explanation was that she was indeed time traveling. But how could she
prove it? She pensively ran her fingers down her throat. And that’s when she felt it—
Peter’s medallion! She still wore it around her neck! She reached for the clasp and took
off the medallion.

The soft 24-carat gold shone brightly in the light of the living room chandelier. On
the obverse side of the medallion was an ornate engraving of the Russian royal crown.
The inscription underneath read: Tsar and Great Prince of All Russia. The reverse side
had the young Peter’s portrait on it; the portrait was encircled with the filigree words
Piotr I, Romanov, repeated several times.

“Here,” said Sasha triumphantly, handing the medallion to her parents. “How do you
explain this? Peter gave me this medallion. I didn’t want to take it, but he insisted, even
banged his fist on the barrel, so I decided not to argue. And by the way, the boy on the
medallion—that’s him.” For several minutes, both Olga and Maxim diligently and
incredulously examined the object. Maxim brought out his magnifying glass and Olga
even bit into the medallion to make sure it was real gold.

Later, they all took a day off—because in their opinion this kind of discovery
warranted one—and went to the Kremlin Armory Museum. On display, they found an
almost identical medallion. The description read:

This gold medallion was issued especially for the young Piotr I, Romanov,
during his adolescent years due to the fact that he tended to get lost.



In fact, on several occasions, he tried to run away from home.
The medallion was made to help identify him if such things happened.

Only two such medallions were ever issued.
The first one was lost when Piotr was thirteen,

and unfortunately, never recovered.
This is medallion number II.

This was serious. Sasha could time travel and her parents didn’t really know what to
do with their daughter’s new gift. They needed advice badly, so they all took some time
off and went to Baikal as soon as Sasha’s school ended. Tengis convinced Olga and
Maxim that this kind of power required formal training and supervision, and, ever since,
Sasha spent every summer with Tengis. Once in a while, Olga and Maxim had private
talks with Tengis. What they talked about remained a mystery, because for some reason
their thoughts about anything to do with these private discussions were now blocked.

Before the time travel discovery, Sasha could access her parents’ thoughts quite
easily, if she so desired, although out of respect for her parents she had rarely done so.
However, when it came to things that affected her directly, she felt justified in knowing.
A year prior, when she found out about her mind-shifting ability, she could easily listen
in on their thoughts, but now the access was denied. It was almost as if someone just put
an unbreakable firewall there. No matter how she tried, she was unable to break
through—this time, it was under lock and key.

But one thing was certain: after the conversation with Tengis, Maxim became overly
protective of her, as if she were as fragile as a precious piece of Bohemian crystal. Sure,
many devoted fathers tended to become protective once their beloved daughters reached
their teens, especially when it came to boys, and that would have been normal. Except in
this case, Maxim’s protectiveness started right after the time travel incident.

As to Olga, she abruptly left her old job and started at NORUS. Sasha wasn’t sure
how this was related to anything that happened, but she was confident there was a
connection.

For the time being, Sasha left the whole thing alone, hoping that one day she’d learn
all she needed to know. As Tengis liked to say: “Patience, all will be revealed in due
course.” Too bad, patience was hardly her favorite word.

Meanwhile, her time traveling ability grew, and in the following three years, she
traveled back to different times and different places. These were all fascinating and
diverse journeys, however, after a while she started feeling as if there was a pattern, and
as if all these seemingly unrelated pieces of the puzzle would eventually fall into place to
form the whole picture.



2011, Moscow

The Elfimovs lived in a stately old building on a quiet Moscow street, just a block from
the noisy principal street of Moscow, Tverskaya. The super-wide Tverskaya Street, with
its posh shops and hotels, as well as offices of major companies located in its historic
buildings, ran from Red Square to the very outskirts of the city, where it turned into the
highway to St. Petersburg. In the olden days, it was used by the Russian tsars and foreign
dignitaries as an official entry route into Moscow.

After the 1917 Revolution, many of Tverskaya Street’s richly decorated apartments,
formerly occupied by the wealthy and the nobility, were subdivided into communal
apartments according to the communist conviction that all working families, who lived in
terrible conditions compared to the wealthy, were entitled to a decent roof over their
heads. A family, or an individual, would receive a room or two while sharing the kitchen,
bathroom, and the phone with several other families. At first, it seemed a godsend for all
these poor families until everyone started to become better off and until the differences
between neighbors started to emerge. Eventually, sharing the same space with people you
never knew or cared about could become a drag, lack of privacy being the primary issue.

In the 1970s-80s, most people moved out of communal apartments as more and more
housing was built in the suburbs in order to alleviate congestion in the center.

Maxim’s family lucked out. His father was a well-known professor at Moscow
University, and when this particular apartment became available, he was allowed to keep
it in its entirety, without any communal neighbors.

The spacious apartment with tall, ornate ceilings and pre-revolutionary crystal
chandeliers included a dramatic foyer, a spacious living-dining room combo with a
separate TV lounge, two nice bedrooms, a large, tiled bathroom, a huge, eat-in kitchen,
and Maxim’s study. The walls of the study were covered by the built-in shelves, which
were brimming with books—his father’s library. Maxim loved the place, and when he
inherited it after his father’s death, together with Olga, they decided to preserve it in its
original form. The three of them were very comfortable in this apartment, conveniently
located in the very heart of Moscow, in walking distance to Red Square and the Kremlin,
not far from the Bolshoi and other theatres, and full of wonderful memories.

At one point, when Maxim’s salary wasn’t enough because of hyperinflation that hit



the country in the horrible 1990s, and Olga’s job paid even less, they almost lost this
apartment. They couldn’t maintain it properly on their measly salaries, plus it required a
massive renovation, which they could not afford. Today, the Tverskaya Street/ Tverskoy
Boulevard area was again en vogue, and everyone wanted to live there. They were
getting offers almost daily from the so-called New Russians, nouveau riche, who were
now in abundance in Moscow.

During the past decade, most of the original neighbors had sold their apartments for
top price and moved to the outskirts, where they could get something on the cheap while
putting a nice nest egg away, or set all this windfall aside for their children’s education.
But for Maxim, parting with his beloved apartment—his father’s heritage—was
unthinkable. Besides, they’d have to move Sasha from the prestigious School #1. Their
daughter would have to adjust to a totally new environment, plus their own jobs would be
too far for a comfortable commute.

They struggled with the decision, and that’s when Olga was approached about a new
job, the job that paid not just twice, or even three, but five times as much as her present
employment! This was a huge promotion. Olga would be working for the billionaire
Boris Konukovsky himself, the famous CEO of NORUS and the richest man in Russia,
who was on the Forbes 500 list and on the covers of every glossy magazine imaginable.
The man was a legend, literally conjuring an enormous fortune out of thin air during the
crazy nineteen nineties, when hyperinflation wiped out most savings and misplaced
millions. He was a money magnet, but in addition, he was now dabbling into politics,
starting to become quite notorious that way too.

Naturally, Olga jumped at the opportunity to work at NORUS, and the situation with
money was resolved. Interestingly enough, shortly after that, Maxim also started getting
plum lecture assignments to various foreign universities. All of a sudden, the Elfimovs
were rolling in the dough, well, compared to how it had been. It seemed their life’s happy
equilibrium was finally restored.

It was already past twenty-two o’clock, and Olga Elfimova was about to turn in. She
brushed her teeth and hair, picked up a book to read from Maxim’s extensive library, and
was about to crawl into bed when the phone rang. She almost didn’t answer because the
hour was late and she was rather tired. But then it occurred to her that it might be Maxim
or Sasha. After all, it was very early morning in southeastern Siberia. What if they
needed something? Besides, she already missed them and wanted to hear their voices.

She picked up the phone. “Allo?”
“Good evening, Olga Vasilyevna,” said the voice she recognized as Konukovsky’s

executive assistant, Mikhail Bunin. “I hope I didn’t wake you up.”
“Not yet, but I was just preparing to turn in…”
“Good, I’d hate to wake you up,” said Bunin, who apparently only heard the first

half of what she said. “Could you please get dressed and come to the new headquarters
promptly?”

“What’s the rush? I was about to go to bed,” objected Olga.
“Well, in short: Mr. Konukovsky wants to see you. And this is the only time he has.

Tomorrow morning, he is flying to Switzerland for merger talks. The long version—
when you get here.”

Olga issued a sigh. Once in a while, her job required that she stay late. But even for
her, this was unusually so. However, at NORUS, if you were asked for a tête-à-tête with



its CEO, Boris Konukovsky, you didn’t have the luxury of arguing—it was simply not
done.

She quickly got dressed, feeling a bit shivery. She’d never been called to a meeting
this late before. What if something had happened? What if they had found out? She made
a mental note to talk with her contact tomorrow. Then, she threw a final glance around
the room, her eyes pausing on a framed photo from which Sasha and Maxim grinned
happily back at her. Her hand brushed their faces and a momentary smile touched her
lips.

Next, her glance fell on another photo, on which she was pictured with her old
Remote Viewing teacher, Semyon Isayev. A legend in the Remote Viewing circles, he
was Sasha’s godfather and practically family. Semyon was hugging Olga, who was his
favorite protégé, around the shoulders. Looking into the faces of the three dearest people
in the entire world, Olga felt her confidence returning. She took a deep breath, grabbed
her purse, and rushed out.

As she jumped into her 2010 Hybrid Toyota Prius—Maxim’s anniversary present—
the clock showed twenty past ten and the busy Tverskaya Street was finally quieting
down. Olga really loved her small silver-toned car. It didn’t look like much next to the
high-powered Mercedes, Range Rovers and BMW’s of many of her coworkers, but it
was great for the city: compact, easy to park, less of a chance that someone might steal it,
and she saved a ton on gas.

When Olga first got this job, Maxim wasn’t making as much money as a professor
would during Soviet days, and her own old government job didn’t pay much either,
considering Russia’s inflation. It appeared both of their professions, highly coveted
during the 1980s, had become either obsolete or less desirable. But then she received a
call from NORUS. Granted, it was a job with lots of strings attached, still, she said “yes”
right away. The official version was that it offered five times the money. But there was
another reason she didn’t admit to her family: she missed the real action, which she
hadn’t seen for years, and this job promised plenty of that. She never revealed to Maxim
everything that was involved with her new job. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him…
or so she thought.

Olga drove her car past the lit-up Tverskaya, past Red Square and the Kremlin Wall,
along the Moskva River Embankment, and later, past some dark residential buildings
along the river leading toward the yet-to-be-finished NORUS headquarters at the
capital’s new financial and business center, Moscow City. It occurred to her that it was
strange that the meeting was taking place at the unfinished headquarters, when a
perfectly fine NORUS office was located so close to her, on Tverskaya. But there was
nothing to do, except to comply. If Konukovsky wanted to meet at the new office, he
obviously had a good reason for doing just that.

She drove into the unfinished parking lot, parking her car as close to the building
entrance as possible. The area was quiet and deserted, as only construction equipment
and piles of various materials were still scattered everywhere. The place didn’t look too
inviting, giving out an eerie feel, and Olga hurried to the illuminated building entrance.
She opened the door with a sense of relief, admonishing herself mentally for being such a
scaredy-cat. The elevator, located at the end of the gleaming glass and marble foyer, was
thankfully in good working order. She showed her pass to the guard, pushed number 10,



and waited. A minute later, having stifled a yawn, she walked into the grand reception of
NORUS CEO, Boris Konukovsky, which was still under construction.

“Thank you for making it at this hour,” said Mikhail Bunin, opening the door into
Konukovsky’s new office, which was practically done. The room just required a few
finishing touches here and there.

Konukovsky stood by the window, contemplating the views of the night Moscow,
while another man, athletic with impenetrable gray eyes and wearing a black suit, sat
casually in a leather chair by the wall.

“Come in, come in.” Konukovsky waved his hand invitingly. “Please, sit down.”
“Thank you,” said Olga.
“I wanted to personally thank you for your good work, ehh…”
“Olga Vasilyevna,” quickly interjected Mikhail Bunin.
“Yes, Olga Vasilyevna,” continued Konukovsky with a charming smile. “You’ve

been with us, what, three years?”
“That’s right.” Olga nodded.
“Fabulous three years,” went on Konukovsky with the same charming smile. “Just

imagine how time flies! Three years ago, we weren’t nearly as successful as we are
today. And our influence will only continue growing. Every employee who works hard
and shows us loyalty will be handsomely rewarded. The question is, are you with me on
this, Olga Vasilyevna?”

“Of course,” responded Olga enthusiastically. “You can count on me!”
“Very good!” said Konukovsky, nodding with satisfaction. “In that case, Mikhail

will explain to you your new assignment tomorrow. I will be flying to Switzerland, but I
just wanted to take this opportunity to personally thank you for a job well done.”

He extended his hand and shook Olga’s. It occurred to her that the man by the wall
just sat silently through the entire meeting and he didn’t even introduce himself, nor did
he shake her hand. But the audience was over, so she set that thought aside. Olga headed
back to the reception, where Mikhail told her that he would discuss everything with her
tomorrow morning at ten sharp. She said good-bye and headed back to the elevator. A
minute later, she was back in the parking lot, heading to her car. Safely in the car, she
started back home, stifling another yawn.

Meanwhile, back in his office, Konukovsky turned to face the silent man in the
leather chair.

“So?” he said.
“It’s her,” said the man, nodding. “What do you want to do?”
For a moment, Konukovsky stood, frowning. Then, he made up his mind. “I can’t

have loose ends, especially before my Geneva trip. Do it, and quickly!”
Immediately, the silent man sprang into action. He jumped to his feet with the ease

of a trained athlete and whipped out a slick iPhone. Pushing the speed dial button, he said
in a low voice, “It’s a go. Make it look like an accident.”

It was well past midnight as Olga drove her silver Prius, feeling that any moment she
might fall asleep. She pinched herself to stay awake and willed her tired brain to focus.
The quiet waters of the Moskva River were to her right as she drove past silent
residential buildings neatly arranged along the embankment and divided into blocks by a
battery of side alleys and narrow streets. She had to stay awake just a bit longer—it
wasn’t very far from here. With no traffic, she’d be home in no time.



The thought of Maxim and Sasha made her lips stretch into a happy smile. They
would be home in about three weeks, and then, they’d go on vacation together, perhaps
to Italy, or Greece. She kept smiling, imagining how great of a time they’d all have near
the warm sea, but that nagging feeling in the back of her mind wiped away the happy
thought, making her frown instead. It took her a moment to understand what it was that
bothered her. And then she knew: the silent man in Konukovsky’s office. There was
something about him. And this late audience… Tomorrow, she should get in touch with
her contact to discuss the situation and her upcoming assignment.

She contemplated everything that happened a bit longer while driving past the dark
Moskva River. The wide embankment to her right was finished with a polished, low
granite wall, solidly built in the nineteenth century (nothing like the flimsy modern
creations), which separated the river underneath from the sidewalk and the road. At equal
intervals, the granite wall parted to give way to granite steps finished with cast iron
guards and railings, which ran all the way down to the quietly splashing river, allowing
romantic couples and sightseers access to the water.

“Stay awake, stay awake,” Olga intoned, yawning. “Just a little longer.” But because
she was too tired and too preoccupied with her thoughts, she failed to notice a
monstrosity of a truck following her. Another large truck passed her on the left, abruptly
switching to her lane and blocking her front view. The small silver Prius was now
sandwiched between the two trucks. Other than that, the road was completely deserted.

Olga frowned, thinking that perhaps she should switch to the left lane in order to
pass the truck up front. At that very moment, the truck stopped abruptly, making her
apply brakes to avoid the collision. She stopped just barely half a meter short. The truck
behind her started breaking, but it was still moving too fast. It seemed that it would plow
straight into her at full speed. If that happened, she knew her tiny Prius had no chance
against these two monstrosities. The car, with her inside, would be squashed into a piece
of junk metal.

Olga started turning her wheel quickly, hoping to swerve into the left lane to avoid
the collision, but it was almost impossible, since she was way too close to the front truck.
Everything was happening very quickly. As she almost succeeded in turning the wheel
and was about to press on the gas pedal, she noticed out of a corner of her eye that the
back truck apparently got the same idea. It swerved sharply to the left and stopped with a
screech parallel to her. Another truck was still sitting in front of her, and now the back
truck was blocking her exit on the left. Olga liked this less and less.

She turned her head, trying to assess the situation: truck upfront; truck to her left; to
the right was the embankment with the granite stairs towards the water starting less than
two meters away, complete with cast iron guards separating the stairs from the sidewalk.
There wasn’t enough room on the right to drive around these trucks. Of course, she could
back up and drive around them on her left, although there seemed to be even less room
between the buildings and the trucks on that side. Another option was to back up, do a U-
turn, and take a different road home. But that would add another hour to her trip, and she
was too tired for that.

The cabin window of the truck on the left rolled down. “Are you okay?” asked the
man in the truck driver’s seat, flashing a friendly smile.

“Yes, I am,” responded Olga with a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”



“No problem,” said the truck driver. “Drive carefully.” With these words, the truck
on the left started slowly moving.

“Silly paranoia,” she murmured to herself. “That truck up front probably got engine
trouble.”

She backed up a bit, preparing to drive around the stalled truck as soon as the truck
on the left moved out of the way. She couldn’t understand what was taking it so long, but
since her vision was completely obscured by the two trucks, all she could do was be
patient and wait. As the truck with the friendly driver slowly moved forward and she was
about to steer her wheel into the freed up space, suddenly she became cognizant of a
strange movement. She turned her head to the left to look at the spot that was blocked
from her view before. From a dark alley across the way, charging straight at her was
another truck, even larger than the first two.

Olga had a millisecond to react. She started opening her door to jump out of the car,
but it was too late. The truck rammed straight into the driver side of her Prius, and as she
instinctively raised her arms to protect herself, it squashed the door in, trapping her
inside. The impact was staggering, and she felt the metal of her little car crumbling, like a
thin sheet of paper. Another sound reverberated in her ears even louder—that of her
bones crushing as the truck pushed what was left of her car against the cast iron guards,
towards the granite stairs. As the truck kept pushing, the solid cast iron gave way, and
her wreck of a car tumbled down the stairs into the water.

She tried to move, but her broken body wasn’t listening. Gathering what little
strength she had left, she made one last desperate attempt to open the door, but it was
jammed. As she was sinking, her eyes saw the men from the trucks, watching from
above.

“Help!” Her lips opened, but no sound came out as water rushed inside the car. The
men on the embankment watched silently, without moving a muscle.

Her last thought was that Sasha and Maxim would never know how she died.



At the same time, New York

Traffic on Canal Street was murder, as usual. Kei and Win dismounted their new
Bianchi bikes and walked into one of the many Chinese stores of New York Chinatown’s
main street. The sign above them read both in Mandarin and English:

DRAGON PEARL FENG SHUI
Yuun Lin

Renowned Feng Shui Master and Astrologist
Readings – Consultations – Remedies - Cures

“Hello, Auntie Yuun!” Win respectfully greeted a plump woman who was attired in
a traditional Chinese dress. The woman’s face was round as a moon, which was regarded
as an unmistakable sign of prosperity in Chinese culture. But her face bore signs of
aging, and her skin—once all peaches-and-cream—was now blotchy. She had heavy dark
bags under her eyes, a sure sign of many sleepless nights.

“Hello, my sons,” responded the woman, flashing them a tender motherly smile. “I
see you are riding the bikes I gave you. Very nice!”

“Yes, thank you again, Auntie Yuun. We love them,” said Kei, caressing the sleek
leather saddle.

“Mom says you should come for dinner tonight,” continued Win. “She is preparing a
special dim sum just for you.”

“Oh, dim sum! My favorite!” The woman smacked her lips regretfully. “What a pity
to miss it. Thank her for her gracious invitation, but it’ll have to be some other time. I
have an appointment tonight with an old client. I hope the good food won’t be wasted!”

“Not to worry, Auntie Yuun,” remarked Kei, chuckling. “No food ever gets wasted
in our house.”

“Of course, with two such strong and handsome boys growing up!”
“Okay, Auntie Yuun, we’ll be going,” said Win. “We’ll see you soon.”
“Be well, my dears. Ride carefully.” Yuun watched the two brothers with a kindly

smile as they led their bikes out of the store and disappeared into Canal Street’s never-
ending crowd of shoppers and tourists.



But as soon as she was alone, her expression changed to the one of despair.
“What have I done!” she whispered, dropping to her knees in the darkest corner of

the store and covering her face with her hands. “What have I done! Will they ever
forgive me?”

The plump Chinese woman sat straight on the dusty floor, looking ahead with
unseeing eyes. She sat like this for several minutes, and then she shook her head, as if to
wake up from a bad dream. She got up and looked at the clock. Five p.m. The
appointment was scheduled for seven. She would close the store early today, clean up
and change, then wait for the unwelcome guest.

Meanwhile, Win and Kei walked out of Yuun’s store and headed home. They lived
in a high rise a few blocks from Canal Street, near a small park.

“Too bad she can’t make it after Mom worked so hard,” said Kei. “Still, more food
for us. I’m getting hungry just thinking about the feast Mom’s preparing tonight. Her dim
sum’s the best in New York!”

  “Yeah, but I still feel terribly sorry for Auntie Yuun,” replied Win. “Did you see
her face? Did you see all those brown spots and circles under her eyes? All that worry
about her son…”

“What do you think will happen to him?” asked Kei.
“The latest I’ve heard, he is charged with espionage for China,” said Win, shaking

his head. “They’ll probably try him and put him away for years. I never really liked Hao
Lin, but I feel sorry for Yuun. She deserves better.”

“Agreed. She’s like family to us. That’s why Mom tries to invite her to dinner as
often as possible, so she wouldn’t feel as lonely.”

“I’ll make it a point to visit her more often,” said Win. “So should you. She’d always
been there for us, ever since we were born. She helped to nurse Mom back to health after
she delivered us, and she practically raised us. Come to think of it, that’s probably why
Hao always felt like he was neglected. Perhaps that’s why he went astray.”

“Possibly,” murmured Kei, shrugging his shoulders, his attention already focused on
other things. Kei was never one to stay on a single topic for long. He scanned the length
and breadth of Canal Street, where the rush hour traffic was at its worst and cars were
moving almost bumper to bumper.

Kei ran his hand along the aerodynamic sloping top tube of his bike—time to try out
his new machine in action. In a completely different tone, he said, “A challenge! We race
from here to Manhattan Bridge. Whoever wins gets to eat Yuun’s share of dim sum.
What do you say?”

“Are you crazy?” exclaimed Win. “In this traffic? This is too dangerous! I really
don’t want to end up in a hospital.”

“Chicken!” taunted Kei.
“Don’t call me ‘chicken’!” said Win, frowning.
“You are! Are you chickening out? Better tell me now, because I am doing it.”

Without further ado, Kei jumped on his bike.
“Kei, Kei! Wait!” yelled Win. “Don’t do it! It’s too dangerous.” But Kei wasn’t

listening, directing his bike straight into the traffic.
“Come on, catch me if you can,” challenged Kei.
“Devil,” murmured Win under his breath and followed Kei into the sea of cars.



He could see Kei’s head bobbing ahead as he smoothly merged with traffic, fluidly
maneuvering between cars, and squeezing into the smallest possible crevices between
them. Win was very good with his bike, but Kei was unsurpassed. He was very physical
and lived for all kinds of sports and games. He loved risk, seeking out danger and
adventure wherever he went.

Win wasn’t like that. He was a brilliant mathematician and inventor. At sixteen, he
had already won the National Science Competition and he was ranked No. 1 at
Stuyvesant High School for talented kids, to their parents’ supreme delight. Dad liked to
say that Kei also had a good head on his shoulders, if only he cared to use it once in a
while.

They were more than brothers—they were twins, and the mutual bond between them
was strong. They weren’t identical and were born over an hour apart; Win first, Kei
second. The doctors almost gave up on Kei, but Mom never lost faith. And sure enough,
Kei announced his appearance in this world with a loud cry shortly after. It was as if he
wanted to assert his independence from his mother’s womb by telling everyone that he
wouldn’t be a mere follower in his brother’s footsteps. Mom was exhausted from such
difficult childbirth and spent two months recuperating.

That’s when Yuun’s help proved invaluable. Someone had to provide for the family.
So, while Dad was at work, Yuun would drop by every hour to check up on Mom. She
cooked and helped her nurse the boys; later, she took walks with them and they became
frequent guests at her store. No wonder Hao became jealous. Between working full-time
and helping out with the Lee children, Yuun hardly had any time left for her own son.

Win set aside these thoughts and concentrated on catching Kei. “Chicken? I’ll show
you chicken,” he murmured. His competitive drive, which he used primarily to win
scholarships and science competitions, went into an overdrive. A sea of honking cars
surrounded them, frustrated drivers yelling and swearing at each other. Win took a deep
breath and imagined himself in the midst of a real sea. He was maneuvering between
cars, as if they were waves, blending organically with traffic. He started gaining on Kei.

Kei threw a quick glance back at his brother. Not bad, he was only a couple of cars
behind. “Dim sum is mine!” he teased his brother to get him going even faster. He really
didn’t mind sharing the dim sum with his brother—as a matter of fact, they always ended
up sharing all their treats anyway, but he loved competition. The more of it, the merrier.

Win was pedaling silently, an expression of stern determination on his face. Kei was
about to joke that it was just a game, no need to be so serious, when he heard a desperate
cry for help. He looked left, then right, but everything appeared fine. And again, his brain
was pierced with the same desperate cry. It seemed to be coming from somewhere far
ahead. In fact, there was no way he could have heard it. Yet, he did. The surreal thing
was that the voice sounded straight in his head. What’s more, he could see the whole
thing happening, as if it was occurring right before his very eyes.

“Please, please,” pleaded a woman’s voice. “Help my husband!”
A crowd of on-lookers was gathering around a man who was having a severe heart

attack. Someone dug out their cell phone and dialed for an ambulance. After a quick
exchange, the man hung up and said that the ambulance was on its way, but it was
doubtful that it would be able to get through this kind of traffic.

Meanwhile, the sick man on the ground was unable to breathe. “Please, someone,
help my husband,” cried the woman.



The siren of an ambulance could be heard in the beginning of Canal Street and the
cars made an effort to get out of its way, but it was no use. Most cars hardly had any
room for maneuvering. The man on the ground convulsed, his lips turning purple from
lack of oxygen.

As if to aggravate the situation further, traffic around them ground to a complete
halt. Kei seemed to see everything in slow motion. He stopped his bike and peered ahead.
He could already see the crowd gathered around the sick man. He glanced back and
noticed the ambulance stuck on the other side of the street. There was no way it would
get there on time. The man was doomed. No car could get through… But a bicycle could!

“Ha, caught you!” Win came to a stop next to him. “What’s the matter? Why did you
stop?”

“Follow me,” said Kei in an uncharacteristically sharp voice.
“Wha… What are you doing?” started Win, but Kei wasn’t listening. He was already

back on his bike, pedaling toward the sick man. Win followed, wondering what was his
brother up to now. All Win could think about was that he needed to keep up with his
brother, no matter what. He willed himself to move faster, much faster. All of a sudden,
he felt a very strange sensation, as if he was carried forward on invisible wings. He could
see Kei pedaling straight ahead and it felt as if both of them were carried by a very large
bird that no one could see. The bird swiftly moved the brothers over the congestion and
safely deposited them ahead.

Win attempted to shake off the strange sensation. He was a scientist, and he believed
in what he could see, touch, and measure. There had to be a perfectly reasonable
explanation—perhaps they both were getting so good at this that it felt almost
supernatural. Yeah, this must be it!

Meanwhile, Kei hastily dismounted his bike, dropping it carelessly on the ground,
and ran to the crowd on the sidewalk as fast as he could. Win left his bike neatly by the
nearby post and hurriedly joined Kei.

“Excuse me, excuse me!” yelled Kei, parting the crowd. “The ambulance can’t get
through, it’s stuck in traffic. But we can help!”

The crowd parted, letting them through and Win saw the man, whose face was a
deathly puce color. Now he finally understood why his brother acted the way he did. But
he still couldn’t see what they could do to help the poor man. Kei dropped to his knees in
front of the sick man, and Win followed.

Win took the man’s pulse, placing his left hand on top of his forehead, while Kei
placed both of his hands on top of the man’s heart and closed his eyes. The crowd around
them was silent, and in this silence, only the woman’s sobs could still be heard. Everyone
held their breath, expecting a miracle, yet nothing changed. It was clear the man didn’t
have much time left.

“I can’t feel his pulse any more,” whispered Win.
The man’s wife cried louder.
“Don’t give up,” murmured Kei through clenched teeth. “Not yet.”
And at that moment, the man on the ground started coughing. Win helped him up,

holding him by his left hand, as Kei ran his hand through his back. “Here it is,” he
murmured. “Cough it out. You don’t need it.”

The man kept coughing, while someone in the crowd handed him a water bottle. He
drank thirstily, and the normal color slowly returned to his face.



“Welcome back,” said Kei, smiling.
“Who are you?” asked the man.
“That’s not important.”
“How can I thank you?”
“Just do me a favor and get off Canal Street as soon as possible. It’s too much noise

and fumes. Your heart can’t cope. You have too much stress in your life. What you need
is peace and nature. Oh yeah, and eat more vegetables.”

“That’s what your doctor told you, Bob,” said the woman through grateful sobs.
“But how did you know all this?” exclaimed the man incredulously.
“A lucky guess,” replied Kei with a wink.
The crowd hovered around them with their mouths open. But one face in that crowd

caught Kei’s eye. It belonged to a young and stunningly beautiful brunette in the first
row. The brunette, wearing a red dress that accentuated her sexy curves, watched the
whole spectacle with a smile. And the smile wasn’t only on her cherry red lips; it was
also in her cat-like black eyes. The woman gave him a wink and disappeared without a
word.

As Kei got back to his feet, shaking the dust off his jeans, he threw one longing
glance at the spot where the brunette just stood a moment ago. Pity, the divine apparition
in red was gone.

As the traffic started moving, they heard a loud crunching noise.
“Your new bike!” exclaimed Win.
They ran to the curb and pulled it out of the way of the passing cars, but it was too

late. The bike was crushed.
Someone in the crowd asked the brothers to pose for a picture, together with the

cured man. But Kei’s thoughts were occupied with something else. His new bike, the one
he loved so much, was gone. He abandoned what was left of his beautiful machine on the
ground and they both made the rest of the way home on foot, Win walking his bike, Kei
by his side.



“Sir, there is a Chinese woman from New York on the phone, who swears she knows a
secret that will make America the most powerful nation on the planet forever, if we spare
her son.”

“What son?” replied Assistant CIA Director, Aloysius Drakley, irritably. He wasn’t
having the best of days and had no time to listen to some old woman’s rantings. “Tejay,
how many times do I have to tell you not to bother me with this kind of crap?”

“I apologize, sir. I wouldn’t, except her name is Yuun Lin and she is the mother of
the suspected Chinese spy, Hao Lin. She says that it’s about some sort of key...”

This singular word made Drakley sit up and listen. She knows about the Key? But
that can’t be… or can it?

“Perhaps, she is crazy, sir,” the assistant went on. “Perhaps the trauma of having her
son accused of espionage has been too much for the old woman to bear?”

Drakley heard a note of compassion in his assistant’s voice, and didn’t like it. He
made a mental note to get rid of him as soon as possible. Compassion? Humanity? This
guy was definitely in the wrong business.

“She says…”
“I heard what she says,” interrupted Drakley sharply. “Okay, write down everything

she says and give me the transcript.”
“She says, sir, she’ll only talk to you—alone.”
Drakley frowned. Such confident forcefulness from an old woman, a spy’s mother,

and a nobody, could only mean that she was either also a Chinese spy… or else, that she
really had something. He silently mulled over all this information. Bring her in? Not very
wise. No one at the agency was supposed to find out about the existence of the Key.
Even if he was absolutely discreet, there were just too many people around. The
woman’s presence at the agency was bound to leave a trace, and his conversation with
her would leak out one way or the other. It always did.

See her at her place? But what if it’s a trap? What if his assistant was right and the
aggrieved woman really lost it? What if she decided that taking Assistant CIA Chief
hostage would be a good move? What if she felt she could negotiate for her son’s life this
way? No, that didn’t seem probable. You’d expect something like this from an American.
But Chinese… they were so much more pragmatic. And she did say the word. If she
knows about the Key, then…



Drakley made a decision. “Where is she located?”
“New York Chinatown. She has a small business near Canal Street and she lives

behind her store.”
“Locate snipers on roofs and several sharp agents on the ground. Surround her

residence. Report of any activity in and out of her place.”
“Consider it done, sir.”
“Very well, get me the helicopter.”

******

It was almost seven. As Chinatown’s incessant traffic and frantic daily activity died
down and streets became deserted, Yuun got up from a tiny kitchen table where she was
having a lonely dinner: a small bowl of fried rice and a cup of tea. The bowl of rice
remained practically untouched. She had no appetite.

Yuun’s entire life revolved around her feng shui business, as well as the Lee family.
She had neither time nor the desire to have a life of her own. The only indulgence she
allowed herself, if you could call that indulgence, was her son Hao. She loved his father,
who had never promised to marry her. But she had wanted a child so badly! So, when she
became pregnant, she kept the baby. Sure enough, his father disappeared into thin air as
soon as he heard the news, and she was left to fend for herself. Only Dao-ming and
Chang Lee were always there for her.

They were always her best friends, in actuality, her only real friends, since others
only came when everything was wonderful, promptly disappearing when things became
dicey. Like now, when her son had been arrested for espionage, again, only the Lees had
been there for her, inviting her over, visiting her all the time and trying to cheer her up.
So naturally, when Dao-ming had the twins, Yuun had repaid the kindness by nursing her
back to health and watching over the boys.

Hao was already eight at the time the twins were born. He was a good boy,
respectful and helpful, but he became jealous of all the time Yuun spent with the Lee
brothers. He felt neglected and there was never any love lost between him and the twins.
When he was eighteen, he enlisted in the army. As many Chinese, he was good at
science, math, and computers. He was quickly assigned to the Army Intelligence unit,
which serviced the U.S. advance weapons technology. Yuun was very proud of her son,
telling everyone she knew how the U.S. army trusted him with state secrets.

And that’s when disaster struck. Hao downloaded secret information and sold it to
the Chinese government. At least, that’s what the U.S. government was saying. Whether
it was true or not… He was accused of spying and was now in jail, awaiting trial. Yuun
hired an attorney, who spent a whole month researching the case and talking to officials.
The verdict he presented to her was crushing. The attorney advised her that the United
States still practiced the death penalty for espionage. There was a strong chance Hao
could be executed as traitor.

Yuun felt that it was all her fault. She had neglected her baby, while spending so
much time with other people’s kids. She made her son feel unwanted and unwelcome.
She never saw the signs. And now it was too late. Or was it? She had to do something,
she had to bargain for her son’s life. That’s what the Chinese did: they bargained. She
was as good a bargainer as any of her compatriots, but what could she offer in exchange



for her son’s life? She didn’t know any important foreign government secrets; she wasn’t
privy to any information of that magnitude. Despite her big title—Famous Feng Shui
Master—she was just a humble Chinatown merchant, with a modest income and small
nest egg. She had nothing to offer in exchange for her son’s life.

But then she remembered! Yes, there was something she could offer. Something
very big! In fact, something much bigger than just a mere government secret! It was the
secret that affected life on Earth as we know it!

It was something she was never supposed to know. But when she was nursing Dao-
ming back to health after the difficult delivery of the twins, she overheard her speak in
her sleep. At first, Yuun dismissed these strange, feverish utterings of the sick woman,
but after she kept hearing the words Key, karma, and the future of mankind over and over
again, she started listening. That’s how she learned the secret of the Key. Dao-ming soon
got better, but Yuun never mentioned to anyone what she overheard, having solemnly
promised herself to take her friends’ secret with her to the grave. Yet, the circumstances
changed and now she was ready to betray them in order to save her son’s life.

The sound of tires coming to a halt outside interrupted her train of thought. She
glanced at the wall clock. Seven. To make sure, she opened a curtain just a notch and
peered outside. In the lengthening shadows, on the other side of the street, stopped a
tank-like, very official-looking black car with dark tint. That was him.

A knock on the store’s back door made her jump. A stocky man stepped through the
threshold wearing a trench coat, hat and dark shades that partially concealed his face.

He took off his shades and hat to reveal a balding head with an oversized forehead
and sharp eyes. Then, he hung his coat on a coat hanger in the corner, remaining in a gray
jacket with white shirt, white-red-and-blue tie and an American flag pin in his lapel.

“I was expecting you, Mr. Drakley,” uttered Yuun.
“What was it that you wanted to share, Ms. Yuun?” said Drakley without preamble,

depositing his large body into the kitchen chair. The old chair made a pitiful screech.
“I have important information which I want to exchange for my son’s life and

freedom. It is something that affects not only the United States, but life on Earth as we
know it.”

Drakley scanned the surroundings skeptically. Somehow, he still doubted that this
woman could have such earth-shattering information. But on the slim chance that she did,
it was worth the visit.

“I can tell you all about a special person that will serve as the Key to open the new
era of human civilization… in exchange for my son’s life and freedom.”

Drakley observed the Asian woman intently, trying to figure out whether this was a
ploy, and whether he was dealing with another Chinese agent. His eyes drifted to Yuun’s
hands. They were trembling, as her fingers nervously crumpled the hem of her red
Chinese jacket. That convinced him more than anything else did that she was for real.

“I am listening,” he said.
“First, I need assurance that my son will be released.”
“Ms. Lin,” said Drakley impatiently. “If your information proves to be of value, I

will do everything in my power…”
“This is not good enough!” The poor woman almost shrieked. “You have no idea

what it cost me to make this step! What I had to sacrifice…” She stopped, her breathing
heavy.



Drakley observed the woman with surprise. What if his assessment was incorrect and
she was really losing it? What if she decided to take him hostage, if he wasn’t too
cooperative? He surreptitiously felt for his gun.

Should she make the wrong move, I’ll shoot her, he decided. But that was his very
last option. He’d only do it if there were no alternative left. He would much prefer to
leave here discretely, and without any unnecessary complications. Besides, if she really
knew something about the Key, then this woman was invaluable; therefore, he needed to
appease her. It was imperative to find out whatever he could. The Society knew
miserably little about this subject of utmost importance.

He took a steadying breath and said in the most calming tone he could muster,
“Please understand, Ms. Lin, I cannot guarantee anything until I know that you really
have the goods.”

“No,” stubbornly repeated Yuun. “I will not tell you anything until you promise me
that my son is safe.”

“Fine,” said Drakley, shrugging his shoulders. “I promise. Your son will be safe, if
your information proves valuable.” He made this promise lightly. It was nothing off his
back. After all, it was a verbal promise, the one no one heard but this woman and
himself. It would be his word against hers. And who would believe this silly old
woman…

“No,” Yuun shook her head. “Not like that.” She took out a clean sheet of paper and
pen. “Write: I, Assistant Director of the CIA, Aloysius Drakley, guarantee that Hao Lin
will be exonerated from all charges of espionage against him and set free in exchange for
the valuable information provided by Yuun Lin.”

Drakley wrote everything down obediently, but in the end, instead of: “in exchange
for the valuable information provided by Yuun Lin,” he put down: “if the information
provided by Yuun Lin proves valuable enough to warrant such actions.”

“Look, Ms. Lin,” he said in his most soothing voice. “I want to work with you, I
really do. But you have to understand my position. I can’t just promise something like
this out of the blue. This is a matter of American National Security! I can’t throw around
such promises. I have to be sure first that the information is really worth it.”

“Trust me, it is.” Yuun carefully folded the piece of paper containing the promise of
her son’s life. She opened a Chinese box with painted dragons on the lid, which was
displayed on the nearby shelf, and hid the paper inside. She closed the box, which made a
very distinct clicking sound as it locked in place.

Drakley observed her movements with avid interest. If need be, later he could
always raid the place and retrieve this compromising piece of paper. But for now, he
wanted his information. That’s what he came for. He had to make this woman trust him.

“Fair enough,” he said soothingly. “And now, why don’t you start from the
beginning, Ms. Lin.”

Yuun took a deep breath. “When I was nursing Dao-ming Lee back to health after
her delivery of the twins Kei and Win, she kept talking about the Key and the future of
the Earth in her sleep. I didn’t listen at first, but the more she repeated these words, the
more I became interested. According to her, there are two very special children, who
were born exactly thirty days apart, and who would open a door into the new era of
unbelievable achievement for mankind. They must come together, because however



powerful each of them is, together their power multiplies so that it can either propel the
Earth forward or destroy it. That’s why together they are called The Earth Shifter.”

“So, who are these children?”
“I believe that one of them is a Lee boy.”
“But you said they were twins. Which one is it?”
“Of that I cannot be one hundred percent sure,” replied Yuun evasively.
“Are you saying that you don’t know which one?”
“No,” repeated Yuun, averting her eyes, “you would have to discover that for

yourself. However, if you follow the twins, I am confident you’ll eventually find out,
because the other half of the Key will have to make contact. As soon as it happens, you’ll
know.”

“That’s not good enough, I’m afraid.” Drakley got up. “I really need to know which
one of them is the one. Otherwise, I can’t help you.”

Yuun looked at Drakley, her eyes slowly filling with tears. She had already gone so
far! In her self-deception, she was so hoping she wouldn’t have to go to the very end, as
if stopping at this point would make her betrayal of her best friends not as real. With all
her heart, she really didn’t want to say the name! But this man was in no mood for half-
truths, and as her only son’s life hung in the balance, she had no choice but to go all the
way.

She looked straight into Drakley’s steel eyes and whispered the name.
“Very well,” said Drakley, getting up with a satisfied smile and heading for the door.

“I will see what I can do for your son.”
“When will he be set free?” Yuun flew to the door and, despite her fear of this

powerful and ruthless man, she blocked his way. “I must know when he will be set free!”
Drakley stared at this annoying woman. Who did she think she was? Blocking his

way out? She was really playing with fire! But he contained himself. He was famous for
his ability to control his emotions and act in a levelheaded way even in the most
strenuous of circumstances.

“Ms. Lin,” he said calmly, “I promise you, I will personally deal with your son’s
situation first thing tomorrow morning. And now, if you’ll excuse me…” He took the
woman by the shoulders and shifted her aside. Then he opened the door and stepped out
of her apartment.

He had no intention of letting Hao Lin go. But she didn’t need to know that.
Just a short while ago, Aloysius Drakley would have used the earth-shattering

information he just extracted from Yuun Lin for the good of the United States of
America. But things had changed—he had changed. Now he understood that he had
achieved everything he could in this country, and there was no point in banging his head
against a glass ceiling. So, going forward, his eyes were set on a much bigger prize, and
with this new bargaining chip, he was confident the prize was his. He knew exactly who
should be made aware of these incredible developments—those who possessed real
power. It wasn’t the CIA, nor even the United States President. The power was
concentrated elsewhere, and that’s where he was heading.



The wolf adventure and Tengis’s miraculous matter shifting into a bear provided some
entertainment and, for a while, they laughed, discussing the event. Of course, Sasha knew
all about Tengis’s ability, but for Maxim, this was major news. Tengis explained—mostly
for her father’s benefit—how it worked, as Maxim just shook his head incredulously.

It occurred to Sasha that her father should be used to the miraculous by now,
considering her own mind and time shifting abilities. But he still had some sort of
resistance towards it all. Perhaps he thought that if he didn’t acknowledge her abilities,
they would be less real? Sasha knew that her father just wanted to protect her; like any
loving and devoted father, he attempted to shield his only child from the unknown. When
will Papa finally understand, she thought, that there is no point in shielding me from
myself?

The discussion died down and the three of them became quiet again, absorbing the
peaceful ebb and flow of Baikal and the quiet rustle of the taiga. It was getting noticeably
colder. Sasha shivered, setting down her empty teacup on the grass.

“Sasha, more tea?” asked Shaman Tengis, handing her another cup with steaming
green liquid, freshly made in his travel pot and as usual, chiming his favorite refrain,
“There is nothing like a hot cup of green tea after a day of hiking in taiga.”

The very first sip rushed through her veins in a wave of soothing warmth. Grandpa
Tengis is right, there is nothing like his green tea after a day of hiking, thought Sasha.
She smiled gratefully and asked for another cup.

For as long as she could remember, every summer Sasha, Maxim, and Olga spent a
couple of very happy weeks here. Together, the three of them, joined by Tengis, hiked,
swam in Baikal, studied shamanic rituals, listened to Tengis's amazing tales, and
generally had the time of their lives. Quite often, Sasha would stay a few weeks longer
with Tengis, while Maxim returned to his Siberian ethnographic expeditions or his
international lecturing schedule, and Olga, to her all-important job in Moscow. By the
end of the summer, Maxim would pick up Sasha, invariably tanned, bursting with
unbelievable stories and having grown a few centimeters.

This time it was as always: Maxim, stubbornly clad in his faithful Soviet-era hiking
gear, Tengis inseparable from his pipe, the scent of taiga and the beauty of Baikal...
almost as always. Too bad Mama couldn’t make it, thought Sasha again, as a sudden
shiver passed through her body, accompanied by a strange pang in her heart. It appeared
colder than she thought, although no one else was shivering. She got closer to the fire and



took another, larger, sip of tea to warm up. It helped, as the unexplained shiver and the
passing pang were immediately washed over with a feeling of warmth. She smiled,
feeling closely connected to her other mother—Mother Earth. And here, far away from
civilization, it wrapped her with a blanket of the evergreens, kept her warm with the
blazing fire, played her a lullaby of the waves, and winked at her with the starry skies.
Her touch was as always: gentle, tough, true.

“You know, Sasha,” said Shaman Tengis, stoking the fire with his stick, “tomorrow
is the anniversary of the Tunguska Meteorite explosion.”

“Oh, that's right, today is July 29th, 2011 – that makes it one hundred three years
ago. That's an amazing tale, Grandpa Tengis. Tell me.” Sasha prepared to listen and even
Maxim turned his head curiously toward the shaman.

“All right,” said Tengis, taking his perpetual pipe out of his mouth, examining its
contents critically and, with a satisfied nod, putting it back in. “Listen then!”

“It happened near the Podkamennnaya Tunguska River, northwest of Lake Baikal.
The place was remote and no people lived in that area. And that's why the Comet was
sent there.”

“Sent? By whom?” asked Sasha. But Tengis's unseeing eyes fixed on something far
away that only he could see. The pipe in his mouth rhythmically expelled small wisps of
smoke. He didn't hear her question.

“It happened early on the clear, blue-skied morning of June 30, 1908. Tungus natives
and Russian settlers in trading posts and settlements all over Eastern Siberia observed the
sky splitting in two by a blinding column of blue light. It was so bright that it was
impossible to look at. After that, the mighty cannon explosions were heard. Then, the
tremors came and a scorching heat wave. People were knocked off their feet and glass
shattered in windows as far as two hundred kilometers away. Locals thought that the end
of the world had come. Earthquakes were registered as far as Western Europe. The dust
suspended in the air created white nights—the Aurora Borealis effect—all over Europe
and Asia. Even in London, people could read newspapers at night without turning on the
lights.

“No one got hurt, although rumor had it that one reindeer herder had wandered into
that area by accident together with his reindeer. He was never found. The area was so
remote that the first scientific expedition to the site of the explosion wasn’t organized
until Soviet times, in 1927. The scientists were amazed at what they saw. Dead taiga was
leveled concentrically from the epicenter of the explosion. Over eighty million trees lay
like strange rays in a radius of two thousand kilometers. Nothing grew there and the
crater in the epicenter formed a lake. Since then, numerous scientists studied the
Tunguska site in the past one hundred years, many millions of dollars were spent on
research, many theories were formed, and many books written. But every theory had a
flaw, and not one stood the test of time. And to this day, humans still don't know what
really happened that day near the Podkamennaya Tunguska River, and perhaps, they
never will.”

Tengis's pipe rhythmically puffed the smoke and his glassy eyes still peered into
some unknown alternate dimension.

“And perhaps they never will... what a mystery,” whispered Sasha, starting to drift
into a warm and cozy nowhere. She smiled, as it occurred to her that the setting was just
right for her to see her favorite fairy tale dream again, the one about a boy with slightly



slanted eyes, dark, like juicy plums, and a smile that melted her heart—the mysterious
dream of her childhood, the one that hadn’t returned for ages. Perhaps it would come
back tonight. Perhaps... The teacup in her hand dropped and the green tea spilled into the
Earth like an inadvertent, but heartfelt offering. And before she knew it, she fell into a
peaceful sleep.

But no, she didn't really fall asleep, she was wide-awake and full of energy. Sasha
was one of the sparks from the campfire. She escaped into the sky with the other sparks:
laughing, swirling, playful. Moving higher and higher, she passed the atmosphere, then
the stratosphere, and finally, floated free beyond the Earth’s confines. Outer Space—the
color of midnight velvet—was enormous, generously studded with inviting stars.

“Let’s see,” Sasha-the-Spark said. “This is Mars, Venus, Jupiter, that must be
Neptune, and there is Saturn… Hey, guys, look at me: I am small, but I can give light
too!” She floated some more, enjoying the velvety depth of the surrounding space, the
sensation of weightless freedom, and the absolute peace. She felt a strong urge to
dissolve into this never-ending Universe.

Just when her separateness from this endless new home was about to become
unbearable, at that very moment, an enormous shadow obscured the stars. A growing
white-and-blue tail of sublimated gas and sparkling dust grew behind the comet as it
relentlessly accelerated in the direction of the Earth and the Sun. Faster, faster... Closer,
closer... Was the tail now a hundred thousand... five hundred thousand... a million
kilometers long? The comet kept steadily and unfailingly moving towards the Earth.

Sasha-the-Spark tried to stop the comet, grabbing it by the tail, but the force of the
giant was too much for her. What was she thinking? She could never stop the comet by
herself, tiny and insignificant spark that she was! In fact, she hardly managed to avoid
getting sucked into the sublimated gas of the comet's tail, and she had to use all her
strength and ingenuity to break away from the sucking vacuum field of the giant.

Before Sasha knew it, the comet was already in the outer layers of the Earth's
atmosphere, and there, pulled by gravity, it started its steady elliptic descent.

What do I do, how do I stop it now? thought Sasha-the-Spark in panic. A wave of
loneliness and grief overwhelmed her. I'm no match for it; it's simply too huge. I don't
have the power!

The blindingly hot tail stretched behind the comet as it burned its way through the
atmosphere. Sasha-the-Spark watched in horror as the fiery plume, with the giant rock for
a head, took aim at one of the most populated areas on Earth. It lingered in the
atmosphere just long enough to give Sasha false hope and then plunged, it seemed, with
all its might on the heads of millions of unsuspecting humans.

The explosion equivalent to the force of thousands of nuclear bombs burned
everything in its path. A mushroom cloud the height of Mount Everest rose from a crater
the size of a sea. Sasha watched, paralyzed, as the shock of the collision created tsunami
waves as far as the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific Oceans, heading towards Earth's
continents. Tsunami waves opened their greedy mouths, getting ready to swallow
islands…cities…countries.

A kilometers-tall wall of impenetrable gray dust slowly wrapped around the Earth,
as it kept rotating in its orbit. Sasha-the-Spark knew what was to follow. Those unlucky
souls who managed to survive the blast would die a slow and desperate death as the Sun
disappeared forever in an enormous dust cloud. Cold and darkness would first kill plants,



then animals and people. And in ten years time, life on Earth would cease to exist.
“Noooooooo, nooooooo…” Sasha-the-Spark couldn’t take it anymore. “No, please,

no…”
“Sasha, Sasha, what’s the matter? Are you all right? Was it a nightmare?” Her father

stood next to her on his knees, a look of anxious worry on his face. “ You screamed in
your sleep. What was it? Did you see something upsetting?”

Sasha sat up and wiped cold sweat off her forehead, trying to understand where she
was. Tengis and Maxim both looked at her in alarm, the campfire embers winking cozily
in the background.

“I had a weird dream,” Sasha finally said. She paused. It was hard to be scared of
that strange dream in this peaceful world, with both her father and Shaman Tengis next to
her. But they were still looking at her intently, apparently awaiting a more comprehensive
explanation.

She took a deep breath and reluctantly plunged into the horror again. “I saw the
dream in which life on Earth was destroyed by a giant comet. The comet caused an
explosion in the middle of one of the most populated areas on the planet. That created a
huge crater, tsunami waves, and the dust cloud that covered the Sun for years, which
caused plants, animals and people to die. And I saw it all from Outer Space. I was a spark
that escaped from our fire. I tried to do something… tried to stop the comet, but I simply
was no match for it—it was too huge.”

Surprised by the silence, Sasha surveyed her captive audience. “It was just a weird
dream, that’s all,” she murmured, mildly alarmed by the looks of utter shock on their
faces.

Silence lingered for a minute. Then Shaman Tengis turned to her father and said
seriously, “She already has the Vision, Maxim, which means, we are running out of time.”



The last embers of the campfire burned down and they were on their way back to
Polyanka, Tengis's native village. A narrow path, squeezed between the lake and the
forest, was winding and uneven. The full moon illuminated the ruts and rocks underfoot.
Inhaling the brisk night air, they hiked along the bank of sacred Lake Baikal on the left
and the dark mass of the taiga forest on the right. Sasha felt exhausted, possibly because
of the late hour, or perhaps because of her vision.

This was their annual ritual. Upon arrival to Baikal, they took a day trip to Shaman
Rock, some three and a half miles north of Polyanka. Shaman Rock, on the lake’s shore,
was an ancient shamanic nature temple. Unlike some other famous attractions near
Baikal, which were quickly turning into “shamanic tourist traps,” the Shaman Rock was
well hidden and the path was currently known only to three people—Tengis, Maxim and
Sasha. And these three were determined to keep it that way.

One of the Earth's nine ancient portals, uniting the three realms of existence—
Heaven, Mankind and Earth—Shaman Rock was the place of Tengis's sacred rituals and
Sasha's absolute favorite spot.

Tengis, as usual, wore his shoulder-length hair in a ponytail. The hair used to be jet
black, but turned white many years ago. He smoked his pipe all the time, insisting that
the herbs in it were the only effective remedy for keeping vicious Siberian mosquitoes at
bay. Whether because of the pipe, or just because of his presence, when they were with
Tengis, mosquitoes never bothered them. However, all bets were off when he wasn't
around. In the taiga, mosquitoes relentlessly attacked any exposed part of one's body, and
Sasha had bites on her arms and ankles to prove it.

The truth was that Tengis was the absolute authority in these woods. Neither beast
nor man would ever harm in any way those under his protection. He wielded absolute
power here, but that power was nothing like the brutal force of a fist or gun—no, Tengis's
power came from within.

Sasha was losing steam quickly. She discretely slowed down, hoping Tengis
wouldn't notice. But he did. Sometimes she wondered if he also had eyes in the back of
his head. Tengis, who at his age could outwalk most young reindeer herders, turned
around and started his favorite teasing exchange, “Young people can't walk, can they?”

“Don't worry,” Sasha predictably retorted, “I've got lots of time for practice. I'll be as
good as you in about eighty years.”



Tengis chuckled happily. “Oh, I think you'll be quite a bit better, Solnishko!”
Solnishko was a term of endearment, which meant “sunshine” in Russian. That’s what
Tengis often called Sasha. He gave her a wink and miraculously, she felt better. Less
than three kilometers to go!

While trying to keep up, Sasha kept thinking about her vision. It was plain
disturbing, spooky even. What on Earth did it mean? And why did Papa react like this?
What are they both hiding from me? Is Papa being overly protective, as usual? Or is he
afraid I won’t be able to handle the truth?

Sasha turned to Maxim, who walked right behind her, and repeated her protest for
the third time:

“I'm not a child anymore, Papa! I can handle it!” Her words echoed across the
surface of the lake and reflected straight back, as if to mock her.

“A child, a child, a child...”
The echo died away and again, there was silence.
She turned back to Tengis, the leader of their small group, hoping for support. He

walked lightly and silently, occasionally jumping from stone to stone. She knew what he
would say: patience, all will be revealed in due time.

“Watch your step, Sasha,” said Tengis simply, taking his pipe out of his mouth and
then replacing it back again. Patience wasn't her virtue, she knew that. Sasha reluctantly
concentrated on her path, which became steeper and rockier with every step.

She had never seen her father like this before. The cloud that had overcast his
normally bright face ever since he learned about her vision concerned Sasha even more
than the vision itself. This was completely unlike her father. Something wasn't right. But
what? It couldn't have been just her vision—he wasn't easily scared. Just the opposite, in
her opinion, he was like a rock. With him, she felt secure and protected.

Maxim brought up the rear, carrying his rucksack, a pensive expression upon his
face. He was tall and still in very good shape for his forty-five years. Many summers of
ethnographic expeditions, long hikes in rugged conditions, and fresh Siberian air must
have helped. But the past few years had taken their toll on Maxim. His temples were now
gray, and more gray was liberally sprinkled throughout his dark hair. Three deep
wrinkles cut laterally across the forehead of a thinker, and his dark blue eyes, which used
to resemble a deep ocean of unbound energy, acquired a quiet quality. Those eyes that
many women still found quite appealing were now covered with gold-rimmed glasses.
This was unusual. He normally didn't wear his glasses in Siberia, least of all while
hiking.

Moscow University comparative linguistics professor, Maxim Elfimov, wore his
glasses in three situations: when lecturing, when thinking about an especially difficult
scientific problem, or when answering Sasha's questions. The habit of wearing his glasses
while communicating with his daughter started when she was at her question-asking age
and loved throwing trick questions at her parents to see how they’d manage. Olga was
smart about it. She re-directed all the truly tricky ones to Maxim. And that's when she
would see him put on his gold-rimmed professor's glasses.

“They help me think,” he explained. Sasha was flattered that he held her questions in
such high esteem. She was important to him—that was the message his glasses had sent.
She was his girl, and the bond between them grew stronger every year.



But now his professorial reflex, as he called it, was a complete giveaway. He was
deep in thought, and unsure what to do next. That's why he needed his glasses—to try
and come up with a plan of action.

This part was especially disturbing to Sasha: Maxim being so unsure, so paralyzed,
just when she needed him to laugh at her vision, to tell her that it meant nothing, that no
huge comet would come crushing to Earth and destroying everything in its path, and that
everything would turn out all right. She wanted to shake him, to yell at them both. Why
aren't you talking to me? What does it mean that I already have the Vision? I don't want
any vision! I am tired of visions, tired of dreams—I just want a normal life!!!

Momentarily blindsided by her emotions, Sasha tripped and Maxim caught her by
the elbow. His strong hand felt as secure as ever.

“I'm fine, Papa, thanks!” She straightened up and smiled at him. He smiled back. For
a brief moment, it seemed that everything was back to normal, but then their eyes met,
and as the brilliant sky-blue of hers met the deep blue of his, immediately she knew the
truth. The impossible weight of his responsibility, which felt like the whole world on his
shoulders, his worry, his uncertainty, even something that resembled fear. A moment
later, his expression was back to neutral, but it was too late. She understood.

Distracted by her thoughts, she didn't realize that they were on the final stretch of
their journey, just two kilometers to go until the long-awaited chimney of Tengis's house
would appear against the starry sky. However, those two kilometers were the hardest, as
the path cut away from the shore of Baikal and into the thick taiga forest. The hour was
late, much too late to be wandering far away from civilization. Good thing Tengis was
able to find his way around with his eyes closed. And good thing, too, that all the local
animals held him in such high regard.

The hardly visible path slithered stealthily away from the Baikal's shore and into the
dense taiga. They moved deeper and deeper into the dark thickness of the trees. Hearing
partially took over the functions of the vision, as the benefit of the moonlight was no
longer available.

They approached a clearing where the full moon peeked through the branches. A
small rustling noise came from the trees ahead, but it was impossible to see what made it.
Tengis silently raised his hand and they stopped, listening. Just then, it became clear what
made the noise. A pair of majestic Siberian tigers silently moved into the clearing from
under the trees, their amber eyes gleaming in the dark like four light bulbs, their striking
striped coats glistening in the light of the full moon, their powerful paws planted firmly
in the ground, and enormous mouths slightly open to reveal rows of knife-like teeth.

The famous Siberian, also known as Ussurian, tigers so named for their habitat, the
Ussurian Taiga near the Amur River, all the way in the Russian Far East. They were the
most formidable tigers in the world – the largest, most powerful, and the most beautiful,
too. And because of their uniqueness and beauty, in the past they'd been hunted
mercilessly, so that by now they had become an endangered species with only about 500
of them left.

After a moment's shock, Maxim found his voice. “What are the Ussurian tigers doing
here? Don't they live about a thousand kilometers east?” These questions, of course, were
purely rhetorical.

It was clear the tigers had wandered into unfamiliar territory. Sasha had read about
recent instances of Siberian tigers attacking cars and straying off into human habitats.



Just recently, a tiger was saved by the Ussurian Animal Protection Services after being
hit by a car. Aggressive human expansion into the taiga displaced the confused animals
and despite all the efforts of the rescue and animal protection groups, the very survival of
these amazing beasts was at risk. What might have caused this particular couple to
wander off so far from home? Perhaps they were hoping to find new territory? Or, they
just got disoriented? No, not quite. Ah, of course... That explained it... That was why they
were so far from the familiar environment—tired, confused, hungry, and therefore
dangerous.

Sasha noticed her father edging in front of her, no doubt, in order to shield her from
a possible attack. Sasha sighed, thinking, Papa, when will you finally understand—I can
protect myself, and others as well.

But she couldn’t change her father, besides, there were more important things to deal
with at the moment. The question was, what was Tengis planning to do about the tigers?
Was he going to turn into his favorite power animal, the mighty bear? Would that be
enough to dissuade tigers from attacking them? Still, however mighty the king of the
taiga, the Siberian brown bear was, he was no match against two Ussurian tigers.

“You are right, the bear is not enough,” rang Tengis's silent voice in Sasha's head.
“It's your show.”

“What can I do?” Sasha sent a return silent message to Tengis.
“You know what to do! Use your power, Sasha!”
Tengis was right. She knew exactly what to do and the solution immediately drifted

into her mind. She should use the Buddha Palm, a legendary technique used by
Shakyamuni Buddha thousands of years ago to stop raging elephants set on him by his
enemies, the one she used herself a few years ago to help Zeena stop the school bullies
from hurting her kitten. She stepped forward, smoothly bypassing her father's attempt to
shield her.

“Sasha, niet! What are you doing! Come back! It's too dangerous!” Maxim tried to
catch her by the arm and pull her back behind him. Sasha made two more steps forward
without taking her eyes off the tigers even for a moment, as unbreakable eye contact was
key. Simultaneously, she outstretched her left arm, palm facing her father. Maxim
immediately stopped in his tracks, as if he had just encountered a wall.

“Papa, stay where you are, don't move and don't interfere,” Sasha told Maxim in a
commanding voice, focusing her energy on the tigers.

In a gesture that's been known to stop elephants and bullies alike, Sasha raised her
right arm to shoulder level: arm bent, palm facing outward, toward the tigers. She felt
strong and confident and some kind of light seemed to be emanating out of her. The
beasts stopped. The low growling indicated their confusion about the unseen obstacle
they've just encountered.

“Listen to me,” said Sasha, her voice a clear bell in the quiet of the night, her blazing
gaze on the male tiger, switching periodically to the female, then back to the male. “We
mean no harm; we are simply heading home. I know you are just looking for a better
environment for your family.” A low growl. “I am sorry you had problems in the
Ussurian taiga, and congratulations on your future baby.” More growling. “But you don't
belong here. There are no other tigers around, and people are not used to your sight. Your
appearance might cause panic, and from fear alone people might shoot and kill you. Or
the poachers might get you. It's much better if you go back home. You should go straight



to the Ussurian National Reserve. You'll be safe there and it's the best thing you can do
for your baby, trust me!”

There was marked hesitation in the tigers' behavior. Being spoken to by a human was
apparently quite a shock—and a human unlike any they've ever seen before, tall, slim,
and radiating beautiful light, like the sun. The male tiger shook his head, as if to get rid
of a spell, and averted his eyes, as if Sasha's shining aura was too much to bear.

“Do you understand?” Sasha pierced the tigers with her gaze. The female tiger
seemed to be getting it.

“Here is what you do. Head due south until you reach the Trans-Siberian Railroad,
cross it and continue due east until you reach the Ussurian taiga,” Sasha said to the
female tiger. A brief but intense growling exchange ensued between the two tigers.
Reason apparently prevailed, as both growled almost apologetically to the humans, bent
their heads as thanks to Sasha, and disappeared in the southern direction.

“Stay away from towns and villages and cross the railroad carefully, best of all at
night!” yelled Sasha at their backs. “Good-bye and good luck! Be careful!”

A distant rustling of the fallen pine needles died under the tigers' paws.
Sasha’s eyes followed the tigers until they were gone, as she murmured, “I do hope

they'll be all right,” realizing full well she sounded a bit like a mother hen, concerned
about sending her grown-up chicks out into the big and dangerous world. She turned to
face Tengis, who was smiling at her approvingly, and Maxim, ghostly white and
trembling with fear for her.

Maxim was silent and pale for the rest of the trip, and that concerned Sasha. Still,
when they finally reached the house, she decided to engage Tengis and her father in a
serious chat about her “Armageddon” dream.

Maxim anticipated that. His voice was casual, which apparently cost him all his
willpower. “Sasha, you are hardly standing on your feet. Why don't we all go to bed,
since we are all tired? Tomorrow is a new day. We’ll talk seriously about everything that
happened today at breakfast, I promise.”

Sasha let herself be convinced because, in fact, she was longing to crawl into bed. As
soon as her head touched the pillow, she was fast asleep. That night, she had no dreams.



The Protectors, also called Bogatyrs,
are a special caste of gifted and courageous humans,

whose entire life’s mission is to assist the Key of Destiny.
As likely to be a soldier as an accountant,

the Protector can literally be anyone,
and you may never pick him or her out of the crowd.

These people may go through life
not realizing their true destiny

until the moment they are called to service.
Then, their real nature becomes their only nature,

and they fulfill their soul’s promise.
They are brave and dedicated,

and if necessary, they will sacrifice their lives
in order to protect Humanity from itself.

In the past, many Protectors died to prevent mankind’s annihilation.
Most perished in obscurity,

as those they saved never found out about their heroism,
the only memory of their deeds being preserved in these chronicles.

But no end is in sight for the Protectors’ sacrifice,
as Humanity of Planet Earth enters the era of its ultimate struggle.



The next morning, taking advantage of the fact that Sasha was still asleep, Tengis and
Maxim were having an animated discussion in the kitchen. Tengis, calm and collected as
usual, sat at his large pine kitchen table, sipping a morning cup of tea, while Maxim was
nervously pacing the room.

“You know how this works, Maxim!” said Tengis. “Earth is a school, and Humanity
is here to attend it. Humans could always choose whether to go forward or backwards,
whether to turn left or right, up or down. But these choices will determine whether they
move on to the next grade or be left behind for another year. In the end, they’ll also
determine who graduates, and who doesn’t.”

“Although Olga has always been a better metaphysical pupil,” replied Maxim,
rubbing his hands impatiently, “I do remember our discussions and there is no need to
repeat the lesson. What I am more interested in is how Sasha fits into all this. Frankly, I
am extremely uncomfortable with the role you seem to be assigning her in this whole
scenario. She is my only daughter…”

“I understand,” said Tengis. “I also love Sasha with all my heart, but I don’t think
we can change that. The thing is, I never assigned anything—no one has, and no one will.
Sasha chose this road as part of her soul contract, and it is her own free will whether to
follow through with it, or not.”

“Please indulge me, explain again what all this means.”
“Very well,” said Tengis. “Once in a while at crucial crossroads, a very special being

comes along to show the right way and to open the door into the new level of
development for all. This very rare being is referred to as the Key of Destiny. When the
Key appears, it means mankind is ready for a giant leap in development, or alternatively,
that it has come to the end of its road. Such things had happened before, some of the
prominent examples of the Key being Jesus and Buddha. However, Humanity always has
a choice whether to accept the help from the Key or not. Likewise, it is the Key’s choice
whether to help Humanity or not. In the past, we had instances when the Key’s help had
been rejected, resulting in… well, let’s say the outcome wasn’t pretty. But free will is
everything.”

“What happens if Humanity refuses to accept the Key's help?” asked Maxim.
“Then karma interferes.”
“Karma interferes? But what does this mean exactly?”



“It means that the Earthly clock gets restarted.”
“Do you mean to say, everyone dies?” asked Maxim.
“That particular civilization is then deemed unsuccessful and life would start anew.”

Tengis shook his head. “And no, not everyone dies. Some would move on to the next
level, because they've earned it.”

“What happens to the rest?”
“You could call it recycling.”
“Recycling?” said Maxim. “Sounds like waste.”
“Yes, recycling,” confirmed Tengis. “I know it sounds awful. And it is a terrible

thing to lose so many souls all at once, souls that could have such potential. That's why
the Keepers are usually very reluctant to authorize karmic intervention. We try to
preserve every civilization for as long as possible, so it may reach its maximum
potential.”

“So, what happens now?” asked Maxim.
“We are on the brink.”
“The brink of what?”
“Karmic intervention.”
“How do we prevent it?”
“There is only one way.”
“Which is?”
“The Key must unlock the door.”
“Door? What door?”
“Into the future,” replied Tengis. “Look, I understand your desire to protect your

only daughter, Maxim. Believe me, I do. However, you must let Sasha decide. It is hard,
it is a torture, I know! But she is growing up and it is her life, and her decision. One day,
she’ll fly the coop whether you try to hold her back or not. And trust me, it is better if she
thought of you as her friend and supporter, not as someone who is doing everything to
prevent her from spreading her wings. Hers are giant wings, Maxim, and she’ll want to
spread them.”

“I…I try, but I can’t let her go…” murmured Maxim, a tortured look on his face.
“Maxim, let me tell you a story. There once was a very loving father who tried to

protect his son at all cost from exposure to the real world. He was a very rich king and he
ordered his people to hide their poverty from his son. The boy was brought up within the
walls of a magnificent palace, surrounded only by beautiful and healthy young people
and, until the age of seventeen, he knew nothing of the real world. But once, when the
royal caravan was passing through town and all the poor, old and ugly were removed
from its path, the young prince accidentally glimpsed an old, toothless pauper behind all
the beautiful young people that were herded by the guards to greet him. He commanded
the caravan to stop and went to investigate. Behind the pretty facades, he discovered
extreme poverty and suffering by his people. The young prince vowed to find a way to
free his people from suffering. During the night, he escaped from his father’s palace,
leaving behind power, wealth, his young and beautiful wife, and becoming a wandering
pauper. He went from village to village looking for answers to his questions, watching
the suffering of the simple people, meditating, and teaching the new truth. Very soon, the
fame of his teachings grew so wide that people came to listen to him from all of Asia,



and later, his word spread over the entire world. His name was Buddha, Maxim, and he
was also the Key.”

“It’s not like that,” replied Maxim defensively. “I am not trying to hide reality from
Sasha. I just want to protect her from danger, because what you are talking about sounds
awfully dangerous.”

“The story I just told you illustrates the futility of trying to protect anyone from
themselves. She has to figure it out on her own. There simply is no other way.”

“I see what you mean,” uttered Maxim pensively.
“Do you know why else I told you this story?”
“Why?”
”Because Buddha’s father and you are so similar.”
“What do you mean?” asked Maxim, frowning. “I just told you, I am not…”
“He was a Protector, just like you, but instead of using his gift to help his son

achieve his destiny, he tried to deny it, because he couldn’t bear to let him go. And that
always backfires.”

“Stop calling me a Protector, Tengis. I am not,” protested Maxim, looking very
uncomfortable. “I am just a professor of linguistics, a husband and a father. That’s all I
ever wanted to be and that’s all I am. I don’t want the honor you are trying to bestow on
me. I just want to remain who I am. I want to grow old and happy with my wife, content
in the knowledge that my daughter is also happy and safe, wherever she chooses to live
and whatever she chooses to do with her life. Is this so much to ask?”

“You can deny it all you want, but that’s what you are, Maxim, and so is Olga. The
Protectors are very special humans called upon to assist and protect the Key. Most
Protectors don’t know what they really are, but that doesn’t change the fact that they are
indispensable. See, Olga is a natural, and she has quickly accepted what she is. You are
more like Buddha’s father, who could not accept his role. When he was told about his
son’s destiny, he became just as protective of him as you are of Sasha. How it ended we
already know.”

“I’ll think about it,” murmured Maxim reluctantly.
“Please do, but not too long. Sasha needs your help and support, and your role is

much more important than you think.”
Maxim nodded with the same pensive expression on his face, and at that moment his

phone rang. While he was engaged in a conversation with someone he called Larisa
Vladimirovna, Tengis put a kettle on the stove and got busy with breakfast for Sasha.

******

Sasha woke up to the sound of Maxim's cell phone, followed by muffled voices in the
kitchen.

“Saved by the bell,” announced Maxim briskly, looking much happier than a minute
before. “Just spoke with my boss. My Barcelona University lecture tour has been
approved early. I need to leave right after breakfast.”

“I am not sure this is a good time,” remarked Tengis quietly.
“I can’t help it,” said Maxim, shrugging his shoulders. “This is a great opportunity

and I can’t miss it. I'll need to fly to Moscow immediately, and then I’ll be leaving to
Spain.”



“But what about...”
“I do need a favor, Tengis!” Maxim spoke feverishly, ignoring Tengis's attempt to

ask a question. The floorboards creaked as Maxim continued pacing the kitchen. “I want
Sasha to stay with you while I'm gone. I should be back in two weeks. You don’t mind,
do you?”

“You know that Sasha is always welcome to stay with me, she's like my own grand
daughter! But at least stay until tomorrow, ha? You did promise Sasha a conversation,
remember?” reminded Tengis.

“There is no rush. Perhaps a cooling period is a good idea in this situation. We’ll
talk, just after I return.”

“I am not sure it's a good idea to wait,” came Tengis's measured response.
“I am! I think it's much better to wait.”
“Maxim, I don't think it's possible—not after what happened last night. Besides, I

strongly believe that we must arm her with all the necessary knowledge as soon as
possible. Don't you?”

No response came. After a pause, Tengis continued.
“I know that it is a difficult adjustment for you, but we are talking about Sasha's

destiny. You have to understand—this cannot be changed.”
“Why not? What if you and the other Keepers are wrong? What if you made a

mistake? What if it's not Sasha after all?” There was a note of hope, mixed with agitation
in Maxim's voice.

“It's possible, of course,” Tengis politely agreed. “However, chances of such a
mistake are extremely small. And we'll be able to verify that soon enough. But you know
how this works—first, we must tell Sasha. Only that can set the wheels in motion.”

“But what's the point? Don't you have to be certain of where the other half of the
Key is first?”

“It's not up to you or me, Maxim. It’s only up to Sasha to find out. Remember, it’s
her choice. So you see, we have to tell her! Look, the Keepers honored your request to
wait until she was sixteen. But time's up.”

The creaking stopped as Maxim sat down. There was silence again.
“Khorosho,” he finally said. “All right, we'll talk about everything as soon as I

return. While I am gone, try not to discuss this. As Sasha's parent, I want to be a part of
this conversation. I am asking you to wait for my return, agreed?”

“I understand. But we both know your daughter, and I have no doubt that she will
attempt to figure this out on her own.”

“That's why I need you to keep her mind busy. She couldn't wait to hear new
shamanic stories and help you with rituals. Oh, and now that she is sixteen, you can
finally teach her how to brew that secret muchomor potion you had promised her. She
needs to hone her shamanic skills anyway, so what better time to practice than now?”

“I'll do everything I can,” assured Tengis.
”Dobroye utro—good morning!” said Sasha, opening the kitchen door. She felt that

there was no point in pretending. “I overheard your conversation. The walls are pretty
thin here, aren't they?”

“Told you,” said Tengis, throwing a pointed look at Sasha’s father.
“You've heard everything?” Maxim frowned.



“I think so. I haven't understood all of it, but don't worry, Papa. Go if you must. I
promise I'll wait for you. Like you said, we'll talk after you're back, right? I'll be looking
forward to that, while helping Dedushka Tengis here. It’ll be fun.”

“Are you sure you are okay...” started Maxim doubtfully.
“Yes, I am!” said Sasha as firmly as she could. “I'm fine, really!”
But Maxim still looked unconvinced, so she changed her tactics.
“Oh, please give these pieces of Shaman Rock to Misha and Zeena. Knowing them,

they'll be knocking on the door the moment they see lights in our windows. And say hello
to Uncle Semyon for me, too!” She focused her eyes on Maxim’s, looking straight into
his soul, just like Tengis taught her, and simultaneously gave him a steadying smile of
reassurance.

Maxim's face took on a more relaxed, almost grateful expression. Sasha was glad.
She couldn't stand seeing her father worry about her like this. He had enough to deal
with, she knew that now. And contrary to what he believed, she was not a child any
more.

At that moment, Sasha and Tengis's eyes met, and the wise shaman gave her a tiny
nod of approval.

After breakfast, a car service pulled quietly into Tengis's front yard. Maxim gave
Sasha a big hug, kissed her on the cheek, and a minute later, he was gone.



Maxim was eager to run away from Polyanka because he was afraid that if Sasha
learned the whole truth about her destiny, he'd lose her. This was an irrational fear. As a
man of reason, he knew that, but inexplicably, the fear of losing his loved ones was
always lurking somewhere in his stomach, and he couldn't help it. He lived in a constant
state of worry about his daughter since her incredible gifts started surfacing and since he
found out about the Key.

For years, his biggest and most heartfelt desire had been to prolong Sasha's
childhood, and while doing that, to shield her from the dangers awaiting her. And the
only way he knew how to do that was to avoid at all cost the conversation that could put
an end to the status quo.

Maxim considered himself an incredibly lucky man. He had a beautiful, talented and
loving wife, as well as the kind of daughter others only dreamed about. He often thought
that his luck had been doled out to him with such disproportionate generosity that he was
afraid to wake up one day and see it all gone. So naturally, he desperately wanted to
preserve this impossible bliss for as long as possible.

The urgent trip to Barcelona was a godsend, since it allowed him to buy some more
time before the dreaded conversation. Hours ago, back in Tengis's kitchen, fleeing as
soon as possible seemed like the best course of action. But now, after a tedious five-hour
drive on bumpy Siberian roads, as he stood in the middle of the Irkutsk Airport, he
realized that he was a bit too rash. In his haste to put some distance between telling Sasha
the truth and himself, he didn't make a reservation, forgetting to take into account that
there might not be any seats for today's flights to Moscow.

Sure enough, he'd just narrowly missed the 17:05 plane. The next one was to leave in
forty-eight minutes, and it was fully booked. If he failed to catch it, the following flight
would be tomorrow at noon, and that might make him late for his first lecture scheduled
in Barcelona.

One look at the counter of Sibir Airlines in front of him confirmed his worst fears. A
uniformed man with droopy mustache tried to hold off the crowd of stand-by passengers,
all attempting to get ahead of others in a queue by way of convincing him that they were
worthy to be chosen for any possible cancellation.

“Ladies and gentlemen, citizens—comrades, please, don't push, there are no seats,”
pleaded the man in a tired voice. “If any show up on my computer, I'll announce them



immediately. If you could all sit down… There is no need to stand by the counter.”
A sleazy-looking type leaned across the counter, whispering something in the

uniformed man's ear.
“I'll let you know as soon as any seats become available,” replied the man, glaring

with revulsion at the sleazy type. “And no amount of bribe is going to change that, sir.”
Maxim eyed the crowd from a distance. With all those desperate people in front of

him, the prospect of getting on today’s Moscow flight was getting dimmer and dimmer.
The buzz of the crowd and the irritated remarks of the droopy-mustached employee were
getting to him. He was tired, and he was starting to feel just a little desperate, too. And
that's when he remembered the shamanic technique of dreaming the world into reality.

What are you talking about, Maxim? he attempted to reason with himself. You aren't
a shaman. It works for Tengis and Sasha; they have talent, and they can do this
unthinkable stuff. Your only talent is remote viewing, and even that's only because you
were fortunate enough to be taught by Semyon, the best damn teacher out there...
Dreaming the world into reality, that's something you find either in Tengis's world or in
fairy tales. You are just an ordinary guy... a scientist, a man of reason... a grown up! But
what other options did he have? He decided to give it a try.

Just as he'd seen Tengis do it, Maxim breathed deeply and relaxed his body and
mind, imagining what seemed to be an impossibility—he was sitting on today's plane,
arriving at Moscow, and making it to Barcelona on time.

Meanwhile, the crowd besieging the Sibir Airlines counter started arguing again. A
loud and screechy female voice mentioned the word “complaint” and, as if the floodgates
opened, everyone screamed and pushed all at once. The embattled man with droopy
mustache was becoming visibly annoyed. He inhaled deeply, and in an unexpectedly
resounding voice announced that if everyone didn't sit down right this moment, he'd be
calling security. That calmed everyone down immediately and the crowd started
dissipating grudgingly.

Maxim closed his eyes and started a silent prayer: “Mother Earth and Father Heaven,
please help me. I need to be in Moscow by tomorrow. This trip is very important, so
please help me get on today's plane. Please, Mother Earth and Father Heaven, help me
get a seat on today’s plane to Moscow!”

All right, it was now or never. Maxim took a deep breath, and made a resolute
beeline toward Sibir Airlines counter, hoping beyond hope that some miracle happened
within the next several seconds and the grouchy guy at the counter was replaced with
someone friendlier. As Maxim slowly approached the counter...

“Lidochka,” yelled the droopy-mustached guy in the direction of the back office.
“Could you please cover for me? I need to take a ten minute break.”

Lidochka, a plump young woman, serene smile on her peaches-and-cream face,
emerged out of the back office.

“Feodor Ivanich, you can take longer if you like, half an hour is fine,” she said
kindly. “You look like you need a break.”

Feodor Ivanich nodded. “You are a sweetheart, Lidochka, thank you.”
By the time Maxim reached the counter—now uncharacteristically deserted—the

grouchy man was gone and Lidochka made herself comfortable there. She looked Maxim
over top to bottom with a look of approval on her face. Her smile widened, stars in her
eyes. “Hello,” she greeted him eagerly, even before Maxim could open his mouth. “Are



you looking for a seat by any chance?”
“As a matter of fact, yes, I am. I really need to get to Moscow on important business

and I would be extremely,” he put emphasis on the word extremely, “grateful if you could
help me.”

“Sure, no problem,” said Lidochka in her singsong voice. “Oh, look what just
popped up, a seat for the plane you are looking for!” Lidochka was happy like a five-
year-old that she could find a seat so quickly for this handsome gentleman from Moscow,
something not even Feodor Ivanich was able to accomplish.

“Really?” said Maxim, hardly believing his ears.
“See?” said Lidochka triumphantly. “The plane is departing in thirty eight minutes

and there is one cancellation. You can make it, if you hurry. Would you like to book it?”
“Yes, yes, of course!” Maxim hastily reached for his wallet, feeling quite

incredulous.
Still hardly believing his luck, Maxim sat in the aisle seat of the first row. The seat

by the window on his left was still unoccupied. Perhaps his luck would continue and no
one would show up, so he could move there. He loved watching the endless sea of taiga
from the plane. How did it go in that old Russian song? He started humming: Beneath the
plane’s wing, the green sea of the taiga is singing its enchanted lullaby.

“Excuse me.” Next to his seat stood a large man in a khaki jacket, which was
practically bleached from years of use and exposure to wind and sun. The man's eyes
were intelligent and his beard grew wild. Maxim stood up in order to let him through. Ah,
there goes the window view, he thought, as the new arrival busied himself with trying to
squeeze into his seat. There was some clanking in his worn khaki rucksack, which he
placed under his seat. Must be a geologist, noted Maxim.

“Baldazhan Usmanov, professor of geology, Novosibirsk University—pleasure!”
The man extended his broad hand. “I'm glad you got it. My partner had to cancel—
laryngitis,” he explained, nodding at Maxim's seat. “Are you a fellow explorer?” He
pointed at Maxim's hiking gear and his dense beard.

“Sort of,” replied Maxim, absent-mindedly running his hand through his long hair
and the beard that he knew made him also look pretty wild. “Maxim Elfimov, professor
of comparative linguistics, Moscow University, now back from Baikal. My thing is
Siberian ethnographic expeditions. It’s very nice to meet you.” Maxim shook the man's
hand. “I've lucked out. A first row seat, plus good company!”

Maxim's companion gave him a big smile and, as the plane took off, started
humming The Green Sea of the Taiga.

As Maxim glanced out the window, there it was, unfolding in all its majesty, the
endless ocean of green directly beneath their plane's wing.

“Yeah, taiga,” said Professor Usmanov. “Beautiful, isn't it? You know, everyone at
international conferences I go to keeps talking about the rain forest: save the rain forest,
the rain forest is the Earth's lung… Very few people realize that the Siberian taiga is
another such lung, and even fewer, that it's the larger of the two. What would mankind do
without our taiga, the planet's largest forest, without Baikal, its fresh water reserves and
its unique flora and fauna? What would we ever do without Siberian resources, oil, gas,
ores, precious metals, land—all our treasures!” The man spoke with obvious pride in his
voice, pride that went well beyond scientific recognition of the facts.

“You're a Siberian native, aren't you?” noted Maxim.



“Born and bred. It shows?” Usmanov laughed, his squinty eyes twinkling.
“Just a notch,” said Maxim, smiling. He positively liked the man.
“You know, as a geologist, I've seen a lot of Siberia. And to this day, I can't stop

being amazed at how rich we are. If only we, the Russians, I mean the citizens of
Russia—I am a Tatar myself—had learned to appreciate what we have.”

How true, thought Maxim, opening a glossy magazine stuffed into a slot in front of
him. The magazine was called, predictably, Sibir.

Maxim recalled his recent lecture. “The name of Siberia is derived from the word
siber, which means a giant sleepy land in Turkic. And the ancient Tatars affectionately
referred to it as the sleeping beauty.”

The front page of the magazine unfolded into an oversized map of the world, Siberia
taking up an impressive chunk of it. It stretched luxuriously from the Ural Mountains in
the west all the way to the Pacific Ocean in the east, and from the Arctic Ocean in the
north to China and Mongolia in the south.

“Siberia occupies over ten million square kilometers,” he read, “in other words,
almost the entire northern Asia and the most extensive part of the Euro-Asian Steppe. It
is the largest part of Russia, making up fifty-eight percent of its territory. And if you
count the Russian Far East—historically a part of Siberia—it constitutes a whopping
seventy-two percent of its territory. Siberia is responsible for Russia's reputation as the
largest country in the world. But unlike in the more developed European part of Russia,
population here is scarce and good roads are rare. It is one of the least populated areas on
Earth with only three people per square kilometer.

“A land so vast that no one has ever covered it on foot, with temperatures so extreme
that you may get a sunstroke during it's short summer, but freeze to death during it's
protracted winter, it is covered by the mysterious expanse of the taiga—the largest forest
on the planet. Siberia is divided into western and eastern parts. Western Siberia is more
populated and is the home to the flourishing oil and gas industry. Eastern Siberia is more
pristine, less populated, and is home to the sacred Lake Baikal and the most continental
climate on Earth.”

Maxim shifted his focus to southeastern Siberia. Baikal on the map was a long,
narrow gash, it's basin cutting through the Earth's crust like a very long comma,
resembling an index finger pointing north, or perhaps an exclamation point.

He read on. “Baikal is filled with waters from hundreds of pure rivers and streams
flowing from magnificent mountains, rocky cliffs and rolling hills. It is by far the oldest,
largest, and deepest lake in the world, its pristine, dark abyss teeming with fish. Baikal
defines life in the southeastern Siberia, its strong influence felt everywhere.”

“Magazines,” piped in Usmanov, “how can they convey the way one feels in Siberia,
the beauty and the harshness of it, the euphoria and the struggle, the endless discovery
and the unquestionable surrender?”

The low humming of engines was pacifying. Maxim remembered that last night he
didn't catch a wink, just lay with his eyes open, staring into the ceiling and trying to
formulate a plan of action. He closed his eyes and immediately started falling asleep. As
he did so, Tengis's face drifted into focus. Puffing his usual pipe, Tengis was telling him
one of his tales.

This mysterious, misunderstood, frozen in time, and confined by permafrost land
always dreams of what was and what is. If she could tell you her dreams, they would be



stories of love and greed, of hope and cruelty, of sadness and spirit. Some tales would be
of the Earth's great cataclysms, and others, those of tantalizing mysteries. Yet others
would speak of the monumental turning points in human history. Siberia could tell you
all this... If you knew how to listen.

Shhhh... Hear the sound of many people crossing over Siberia? Men, women and
children, they had moved through its vast steppes, heading to the northeastern-most tip of
Asia, all the way to the great Pacific Ocean via the Kamchatka Peninsula, following
across the Bering Strait onto Alaska, and from there, south, across the Americas. These
tribes had populated the New World and made it their own, millennia before the
Europeans. They would become known by many names: Mohegan and Sioux, Heron and
Iroquois, Cherokee and Seminole, Maya and Toltec, Aztecs and Incas. Eventually, they'd
be collectively called the American Indians. But the truth is... they had all come from
Siberia.

Hear the sound of many tribes crossing in the opposite direction, to Europe? It is the
great confederation of steppe warriors, consisting of various Mongoloid clans: Turkic,
Tungus, Mongol and Finno–Ugric. In their expansive quest, they had intermixed with
Alanic and Germanic/Gothic tribes, and between the second and fifth centuries A.D.
created the Hunnic Empire, stretching from the steppes of southern Siberia and Central
Asia into modern Germany, and from the Black Sea to the Baltic. Led by Attila the Hun,
they had been responsible for the fall of the Roman Empire. And then, assimilating lands
and nations and intermixing with the blue-eyed and light-haired population of Europe,
they had become Europeans. But first, they had been the children of Siberia.

Hear the sound of Genghis Khan's armies, swallowing Siberia, China, and the
Middle East, and later invading Russia? They conquered the wealthiest part of Russia,
together with its ancient capital Kiev, and established khanates on its territory. The
invaders were known as the Mongol-Tatar Horde. But one insignificant town, called
Moscow, concealed and unapproachable in the swamps and forests of the north, was
spared. Prince Yury Dolgoruky of Moscow had gathered up allies and started winning
back Russian territories. This quest continued until Ivan the Terrible reunited all former
Russian lands under his rulership. The Mongols and Tatars from the horde intermarried
and assimilated into the Russian population, giving it darker hair and slightly Asian eyes.
And so, their children had also become the grandchildren of Siberia.

And now, hear something different? For the first time ever, people are moving into
Siberia, not out. The Russian Cossacks had built the first Siberian towns and fortresses,
followed by farmers and trades people. They discovered small Siberian tribes widely
scattered throughout this huge and desolate land. Siberia was occupied by descendants of
various Mongol and Turkic clans: the Tungus, Yenets, Nenets and Huns, as well as
Buryats, Tuvinians, Yakuts, Evenks and Chuckchis. The Cossacks had also discovered
how amazingly rich this land was in mineral resources.

Unfortunately, at the same time, they found out how convenient it was to build
forced labor camps there. In the eighteenth century, the Russian tsars started a system of
such labor camps called katorga. There was also ssilka, a supervised exile.

Both Lenin and Stalin had spent some time in the Siberian ssilka. “Lenin” was a pen
name Vladimir Ulyanov took in commemoration of his exile. It came from Lena, one of
the great Siberian rivers, whose four thousand kilometer journey to the Arctic Ocean
begins as a mere trickle in the mountain range of northern Baikal. That's where Vladimir



Ulyanov–Lenin lived while in exile.
Stalin had commemorated his years in the Siberian ssilka differently. He re-instituted

the tsarist labor camp system, where both political and criminal prisoners did hard labor
in Siberian mines, known as the gulag, which were abolished after Stalin's death. Siberia,
just like any mother, has all kinds of progeny, and both Stalin and Lenin were also her
children...

Tengis's image dissolved as Maxim opened his eyes. The coach was silent and dark,
with one single reading light shining dimly above his seat. The magazine lay open in his
lap, Professor Usmanov quietly snoring to his left.

Maxim picked up the magazine and read, “Generous Siberian land has some of the
world's largest deposits of almost all economically valuable ores and minerals, including
nickel, zinc, lead, molybdenum, diamonds, silver, gold, oil, and natural gas. Today, the
gifts of Siberian lands are an intrinsic part of our lives. Neither Europe nor Asia could
survive without its oil and gas. Siberian metals and minerals are used in everything from
electronics to advanced medical equipment and space ships. We would have suffocated in
our own atmosphere without the Earth's largest lung, the Siberian taiga. And in the face
of the ultimate planetary water shortage, what would we do without the giant reservoir of
fresh water, the sacred Lake Baikal?”

He put the magazine down and peered outside. Somewhere underneath the plane,
invisible beyond the clouds, the endless sea of taiga still sang its mysterious lullaby.

Siberia... It is the Earth's last unspoiled corner, as well as its final frontier. It is both
the sleeping giant and the sleeping beauty with enormous powers both creative and
destructive, holding both a most wonderful promise and a very serious warning. It has
shaped up our past, and will most certainly influence our future.

Which side of Siberia will be awakened? Which power will be unleashed? And how
will our future unfold?

When Maxim opened his eyes again, Siberia had already ended and the plane had
successfully flown over the Ural Mountains, the almost perfect vertical divider between
Europe and Asia. They were now flying over the European part of Russia—its
heartland—with the ribbon of River Volga glistening dimly under the plane’s wing. The
flight attendants stealthily moved among sleepy passengers, distributing snacks.

”So, is someone meeting you at the airport?” asked Usmanov.
“Niet, just catching a cab, I think. My wife doesn’t know yet that I am back. I

thought I’d surprise her. By the way, do you need a ride? I can give you a tip on how to
get a reasonable one.”

“Thanks, but someone's meeting me,” replied Usmanov.
Maxim quickly walked out of the Sheremetyevo Airport building, breathing in the

midnight air. Even at this hour, the crowd outside was huge. Tourists.
“How much to the center of Moscow?” He overheard a harried man, who was

surrounded by bags and children, asking a mustached cab driver.
“Eighty to one hundred euros, depending on where you want to go,” responded the

driver with a strong Caucasian accent.
Apparently, the quote caused a bit of an uproar in the ranks of tourists, with quite a

few of them scratching their heads, or trying to bargain with the cabbies. Maxim heard a
resounding Russian niet from the cabbie and a muffled “Kavkazskaya mafia” from the
tourists.



Maxim shook his head. They'll end up paying what the cabbie asks, and then some. Poor
suckers, they should have gotten a fixed rate cab inside the airport, but they didn't know
any better and so they’d be ripped off by the Moscow gypsy cab drivers, almost
exclusively immigrants from some Caucasus or Central Asian republic of the former
Soviet Union. Getting a comfy and cheap ride into the city was an art form, and you had
to be a Muscovite to possess its secret. Besides, if he'd started explaining how to save
money to all these tourists in plain view of the cabbies, there was no guarantee he
wouldn't get a knife in the ribs—they were mafia after all, and as he'd heard, a ruthless
one. So, observing an unspoken agreement between Muscovites, Maxim, feeling terribly
sorry, nevertheless walked past the shocked and frantic tourists.

Meanwhile, his travel companion, Professor Usmanov, reappeared, accompanied by
an athletic-looking man in dark shades and a leather jacket. They both got into a large
Mercedes with tinted windows that has been waiting for them by the VIP entrance, and
quickly drove off.

That was strange, the Mercedes and leather-clad bodyguard didn’t fit the man's
profile. He must have relatives amongst oligarchs, decided Maxim. He dismissed his
thoughts, and maneuvered between gypsy cabbies, who tried to grab him by the arm and
lure him into their dilapidated cabs. Having extricated himself from the “Kavkazskaya
mafia” grip, he walked confidently out of the airport gates toward the highway to
Moscow. There, standing on the curb, he expertly flagged down a passing car. A
somewhat shabby Toyota with a cozy-looking interior swerved from the road toward him
and stopped with flare.

“Dollars, rubles, or euros?” asked the driver in a no-nonsense manner.
“Tverskaya at Pushkin Square, twenty euros—thirty, if you can get me there under

forty minutes,” responded Maxim in like. The driver nodded his agreement, as Maxim
relaxed in the back seat covered with beige Berber fleece.

The old Toyota swerved back into traffic on the M10 highway and proceeded to the
Leningradskoye Shosse, the main road into the city. It swiftly carried Maxim away from
the airport, away from Siberia and Baikal, away from Sasha, and straight into a
completely different world of majestic Kremlin towers and shining domes, the world
stewing with change and desire, business opportunities and millions of people.



On the map of southeastern Siberia, the village of Polyanka, located on the western
shore of Baikal, is nothing more than a tiny dot. On the map of the world, it disappears
altogether...

Polyanka was the best-kept secret in Siberia. On the surface, it looked like any other
remote Siberian village. There was no big industry, no theaters, or trendy restaurants
here. There was no reason for it to stand apart from thousands of similar villages all
across this vast land. Except... This was where the Old Man of Siberia lived.

The word polyanka means a little field in Russian. Once tiny and unknown, the
village had become a major tourist attraction and very wealthy, especially by Siberian
standards. All that was thanks to Tengis. He was Polyanka’s major attraction, its spiritual
leader, healer, and elder. He was the Old Man of Siberia, or Sibirsky Ded, as he was
affectionately known everywhere from Moscow to Vladivostok.

In Sasha's opinion, Tengis was about 100 years old, although neither Tengis, nor
anyone else remembered his age for certain. And frankly, no one cared. All everyone
cared about was that Tengis, thank God, was still going strong. He was very important to
so many people. He was just a little Asian man, living in a god-forsaken village in the
middle of the Siberian taiga—the same village where he was born, as was his father, and
his grandfather, and his great-grandfather before him. Tengis came from a long and
distinguished line of Siberian shamans, many of whom were “inducted” in the world's
Shamanic Hall of Fame, or rather, they would have been inducted, if there was such hall
of fame. And shamanism was his heritage, his calling, and his life.

Sasha recalled her father's linguistics lesson: The word shaman comes from the
Tungus-Manchurian language and means “a wise man.”

By the end of the nineteenth and in beginning of the twentieth century, Russian
linguists started studying the rituals, songs, and tales of the disappearing small cultures of
Siberia, and recorded them for posterity. While recording the old shamanic rituals, they
decided to use the word shaman as it was, without translation. Their published works, re-
printed in the West, where interest for indigenous cultures was on the rise, introduced the
word shaman to the rest of the world. The word, christened by Russian linguists, caught
on, first among the scientific crowd, and later, everywhere else. Soon, every indigenous
primordial medicine man, healer and sage, whether in Africa, America, Asia or Northern
Europe, was referred to as a shaman. By the beginning of the new millennium it became



a New Age buzzword and being a shaman turned out to be super-fashionable even in the
most unlikely circles.

And when that happened, Tengis's fame caught on fire, as shamanic winds of four
directions carried his name all the way to Moscow, St. Petersburg, Europe and America.
Before long, people were lining up for healings and consultations.

Visitors from near and far needed a place to stay. Soon the villagers were renting out
spare rooms in their homes. But the home stay option wasn't enough, as more and more
people came, some trying to catch a glimpse of the great shaman, others asking for
shamanic remedies and potions, and yet others hoping to get an appointment. To protect
Tengis's privacy, the villagers constructed a tall fence around Tengis's house and started
regulating the inflow of tourists.

But soon, that too was not enough, as the demand grew too strong. It was then that a
new and very unlikely leader had emerged from their midst. She was an old, but still very
agile grandma, called Baba Natasha (Granny Natasha). She wore a babushka’s scarf and
had one shiny gold tooth that was clearly visible every time she smiled.

Baba Natasha hadn’t always been this way. When she was younger, she was a
downtrodden, meek wife of the village drunk who used to beat her. She was simply
“Natasha” in those days and the two most memorable things about her were that she had
very low self-esteem and bruises all over her body. On many occasions, neighbors tried
to reason with her husband, who seemed to feel ashamed for his behavior on those rare
occasions when he was sober, but the moment he got drunk he’d revert back to his
violent nature.

One day, Tengis asked Natasha over for tea, saying he needed a bit of help in the
kitchen. Natasha, who was always ready to lend a hand, went over to his place. She
stayed there for several hours and neighbors saw the two of them sitting in the kitchen,
talking well into the evening. What they talked about was a mystery, but Natasha
emerged out of the shaman’s house with a smile on her face. She visited Tengis a few
more times, but no one had ever found out what was happening during those visits.
Meanwhile, a miraculous change started happening with her. She walked straighter,
talked with more confidence and generally behaved like a completely different person.

She applied for a distance learning program at an Irkutsk college, from which she
eventually graduated with honors. In the meantime, she also divorced her drunk of a
husband. In several years time, the meek Natasha was completely transformed into Chief
Baba—a strong, energetic and confident business leader, who helped turn Polyanka into
the country-wide attraction and shamanic healing center.

The enterprising Baba Natasha came up with a plan that everyone liked. Following
the plan, the villagers organized a co-op. With the help of some private investments, they
built a spacious pine lodge, where visitors could stay comfortably. The lodge included a
restaurant that served homemade Siberian cuisine; a traditional Siberian bania—steam
sauna with an all-natural spa based on shamanic healing techniques; two classrooms; a
conference room and a gift shop, where they sold healing herbs, dried berries and
shamanic potions made under Tengis's supervision. The lodge also had a private recovery
house where Tengis's patients could recuperate after the healing.

Baba Natasha assembled a team of capable villagers, whom she trained to manage
the lodge, assist Tengis with his healings, sell potions and herbs, tend to the recovering
patients, cook, and perform administrative functions.



Before long, Polyanka was the only Siberian village that didn't have a problem with
young people leaving in search of more exciting life in the city. Why would they leave, if
opportunities abounded right here, under their noses, if there was 100% employment and
villagers grew quite wealthy? Tengis called Baba Natasha “the Angel”, and the villagers
referred to her as “Atamansha,” loosely translated as “Chief Baba.”

Everything started running like clockwork, as Baba Natasha stealthily and
relentlessly moved between workstations, making sure the food was prepared, rooms
were clean, salespeople were courteous, customers were satisfied, and that the great
shaman Tengis always had everything he needed.

Tengis's own house was located at the very end of the village on an elevation. It was
a new wooden structure with a tall fence surrounding the clean yard. The main house
consisted of a living and dining rooms, a study, healing room, Tengis's bedroom, two
guestrooms and a large kitchen complete with an enormous stone pechka—an authentic
Russian hearth. The top floor was occupied by a sanctuary complete with a shamanic
altar, very handy for rituals during tough Siberian winters when it was impossible to
perform any rituals outside.

Behind the main house was another, smaller, wooden structure. It was a spacious
Siberian bania, which no self-respecting Russian could ever live without. A ceremonial
healing circle created out of smooth rocks from the shores of Baikal, complete with a
sacred fire pit in the center, was concealed from prying eyes between the main house and
the bania, for privacy's sake.

Tengis had previously lived in a much smaller house. But three years ago, he
happened to heal the CEO of a major construction company from the large Siberian city
of Irkutsk, about four hours drive from Polyanka. When the man's wife first brought him
to Tengis, the man was skeptical. But he became rather desperate after doctors had given
him less than three months to live. Having been literally reborn after a successful healing,
the grateful CEO immediately dispatched a team of construction workers to Polyanka to
build Tengis a new house.

But Tengis, that staunch follower of the original shamanic tradition, never took
payment for healings, accepting only donations of food and basic necessities. He just
shook his head every time he passed by the construction site. Once his new house was
complete he told the villagers to convert it into a new library. But the villagers, who
already benefited plenty from Tengis's fame and generosity, didn't listen to him this time.
The truth was that Tengis's house was probably almost as old as he was. But unlike
Tengis, the house was falling apart.

“How much house does a man need?” replied Tengis philosophically to the villagers'
attempts to convince him to move into the new, better dwelling.

A month passed, but the new house still stood empty. When Tengis was away for  a
few days, the villagers got together and surreptitiously moved all of Tengis's stuff to the
new place.

They organized everything just in time for his return and waited with trepidation.
When the car brought him to the new house, he got out, looked into the timid faces of his
neighbors lining up the entrance into his new abode, glanced at all his furnishings neatly
and lovingly set just the way he liked it, ran his fingers through the new sunny curtains,
noticed shelves and flowers… and then just started laughing. There was a collective sigh
of relief, as everyone laughed with him.



The housewarming had been a great culmination of the day. Tengis stood up and
announced a toast: “To all my friends and neighbors, somewhat misguided, but still very
nice.”

It was an honor to stay at Tengis's house, which only a few people ever received.
The going joke was that it was harder to get to be a guest at Tengis's than to be invited to
sleep over at the Kremlin. Sasha and Maxim stayed there every summer.

The truth was that Tengis may have been “the great shaman” and “the Old Man of
Siberia” to the rest of the world, but to Sasha he was simply Dedushka Tengis.

Sasha liked Tengis's new house. Her favorite corner in the whole dwelling was the
kitchen. It was very spacious and seemed like a treasure trove of shamanic herbology.
Bunches of medicinal Siberian hay and Tibetan metha, together with necklaces of
aromatic garlic hung from the ceiling. Jars stuffed with delicious pine nuts, Siberian
ginseng, and golden root, as well as glass containers full of wild cranberries and Tibetan
goji berries—an explosion of color and aroma—were displayed on open wooden shelves.

Teas from all over the world: green, red, white and black, oolong and tea kwan yin,
sencha and bancha, pu-er and dragon well, were neatly stored in labeled metal cans. Next
to them was a collection of rare teapots ranging from hand-painted Russian bone china to
iron-cast Japanese tetsubins and Chinese purple clay yixing teapots, said to be the best
brewing vessels in the world. Cauldrons and clay pots of all sizes were stacked next to
the stone Russian pechka. And bunches of Muchomor mushrooms with their cheerful red
and white polka dot tops hung above the window, like unusual window treatments.

They were almost finished with their breakfast served on the generously sized pine
kitchen table, when Sasha decided to attempt a glimpse into Tengis's thoughts.

“It won't work, don't waste your time.” Tengis looked amused.
“Da, da—I know!” agreed Sasha. She could never penetrate the barrier into her

mentor’s mind. “Can't blame me for trying though, can you?”
“No, I can't blame you. But you have to be patient—all will be...”
“…revealed in due time. I know!” Sasha finished impatiently.
She sighed. It was no use. Maxim's thoughts were always so much easier to tap. As a

shaman, Tengis blocked his inner world very effectively, even from her.
All will be revealed in due time... easy for him to say! She promised to wait for her

father's return, because she wanted to relieve his burden, but now she almost regretted
doing that. She could think of nothing else but her vision. Did she see the past or future?
What did Tengis know? And what were they both hiding from her? She had to find out.
But how? All will be revealed in due time... That “due time” had better be soon.

“Look, Sasha, a promise is a promise,” said Tengis. “We'll just have to wait for your
father's return. But there is something else we can do, something you may like.”

“What's that?”
“I have a healing this afternoon, and I'll be honored if you'd assist me.”
“Really?” Sasha's eyes lit up. “I'd love to!”
For the healing, they needed to brew Tengis's secret Muchomor potion. Muchomor

was a mushroom that grew freely everywhere in Russia. It had a red hat with white dots
and a white stem with a pretty white skirt. A very handsome mushroom, easily
noticeable, it was just screaming to be picked. Unfortunately, it was also widely believed
to be poisonous. Mushroom picking was a favorite national sport in Russia, as the woods
near Moscow and throughout the entire country had an abundance of various valuable



and highly nutritious mushrooms. But ever since she was a little girl, Sasha remembered
warnings and horror stories about the Muchomor. Russian children at an early age were
taught to recognize and avoid it at all cost in order to prevent severe poisoning
potentially leading to death.

To her utter surprise, years ago she had found Tengis's kitchen full of strings of
drying Muchomors.

“Muchomor is a powerful consciousness altering substance,” explained Tengis.
“However, one must follow very strict instructions when preparing it for ceremonial
purposes. Those who don't follow proper procedure may indeed get very sick.”

This was the first time Tengis allowed Sasha to participate in the Muchomor potion
making. Prior to that, no matter how much she begged him, he never let her anywhere
near.

Muchomor potion making was a delicate procedure. Sasha was in charge of the
simmering kazan—a rounded bottom cast iron pot, sort of Russian cauldron. She
diligently monitored the intensity of the flame, watching for any changes in the
consistency of the liquid, while stirring occasionally.

The healing was scheduled to begin at sundown, when shadows are long and the
sun’s rays are almost gone; at that mysterious and illusive time, when the death of the
day is imminent, but the night has not yet claimed its dominion over the Earth. It is the
moment when great twilight reigns supreme. It is a window into another dimension
placed between the light and the dark ... and a chance to die and be reborn.

The last rays of the setting sun illuminated the healing circle with a large blazing fire
in the center. It took a full hour to get the fire going with enough intensity. Now the
preparation was complete. Tengis came out wearing his usual shamanic costume
consisting of a long and heavy brocade coat in shimmering hues of blue and red. It was
customary for a Siberian shaman's outfit to be quite heavy.

“Creative and healing powers of the Universe are best accessed in that illusive state
of consciousness when mind and body are too tired to get in the way of a spirit,” Tengis
once told Sasha.

The great shaman brought out his favorite Big Bear Drum. It was clear to Sasha that
he was going to invoke his favorite power animal, the king of taiga, mighty Siberian
brown bear.

“Power animals are powerful helping spirits in animal form, who are here to assist
and guide us,” Sasha recalled from Tengis's teachings. “A power animal must come to
you. You can't force it. Some people have one power animal, others a few, still others
have many. Shamans, because of the great service work they do for others, usually
accumulate many power animals throughout their careers. Sometimes a power animal
will leave after his job is complete, and sometimes a new one will appear as needed.
They are friendly and cuddly, and they never hold a grudge. Highly reliable, power
animals love to be useful, rejoicing when you ask for their help.”

“Dedushka Tengis, what happens if one doesn't have a power animal?” asked Sasha.
“If one experiences a power animal loss, that person will feel disempowered, prone

to accidents, lacking in confidence and most likely, depressed. Health will also suffer.
You probably heard of people who are accident prone, or those who seem to do
everything wrong.”

“You mean the ones called ‘losers’?”



“That's right. People may think they are called losers because they can't win, but the
truth is, they are called that because they lost their power animal.”

“So, how does one lose a power animal?” Sasha was fascinated by the topic.
“There are many reasons. For example a childhood trauma. Or a previous lifetime

block. Power animals won't leave someone voluntarily. They are very loyal. They’ll only
leave if one chases them away or if their work is done. A traumatized person is usually
confused, and may see power animals as a threat instead of a help. His subconscious
mind may chase his power animal away without understanding the consequences.
Without their power animals people become defenseless and disempowered, and the
more disempowered a person feels, the more depressed he or she becomes, which leads
to more disempowerment, and so on. It becomes a vicious cycle, which will continue
until it is broken.”

“But how do you help such a person break this vicious cycle. How do you help
someone find their power animal?” asked Sasha.

“These amazing spirits reside in the lower world, Solnishko. A shaman would
journey to the lower world to retrieve a power animal and heal that person's soul, if
necessary.”

“Dedushka Tengis, when will I be able to help you heal souls?” asked Sasha eagerly.
Tengis gave her a smile. “I will be honored if you help me to do the healing. But,”

he added “...all in due time. You need to grow up a bit first.”
Seeing a disappointed look on Sasha's face, he added, “But I can tell you already,

one day you'll make a great healer of human souls, perhaps, one of the greatest ever.”
Sasha smiled at her memories. Tengis always had a way of making her feel like a

lottery winner, even when his answer was “no.”
Today, she was finally invited to assist Tengis. Sasha's job was to be a support

drummer. She was to keep a steady rhythm going with her favorite, the White Eagle
Drum. The drum chooses the shaman, Tengis used to tell her. So, when she touched the
White Eagle Drum for the first time four years ago, she knew exactly what he meant.

That memorable day, Tengis had asked her to pick her first drum from his extensive
collection. This one had attracted her attention immediately. It was milky white in color,
like white fluffy clouds on a bright sunny day, and on the inside, it had a beautiful white
eagle soaring, its mighty wings outstretched. She seemed to have connected with the
drum immediately. When she touched it, the drum sang in a voice so penetrating, so
melodic, that it took her breath away. Tengis had said that he'd never heard this drum
produce such sounds before. She loved playing her drum, and today, finally it was time
to show what she and the White Eagle Drum were capable of.

The woman whom Tengis was about to heal was brought earlier that day on a
stretcher. She was unconscious. The stretcher was placed inside the healing circle, next to
the purifying fire. The woman's husband and her nurse sat down at a distance to watch.
Tengis took several large swigs of the Muchomor potion from his ceremonial cup and
started circling the fire and the stretcher next to it, while rhythmically swaying, chanting
and drumming. This was Sasha's cue to start drumming, too.

Tengis—small, bowlegged, with white hair and rare Asian beard—moved lightly,
circling the woman and the fire in the center. Yet with every circle, his movement
became more and more bear-like. After about fifteen minutes, the sick woman's nurse
suddenly gasped and grabbed the man's hand. The illusion was complete: the mighty



Siberian bear in Tengis's clothes and drum was dancing rhythmically around the fire.
They were witnessing the true magic of the bear medicine as Tengis's favorite power
animal took over. It was the bear that was guiding the healing now, the bear that had the
power to reach into another dimension and reunite the lost pieces of the sick woman's
soul.

Meanwhile, Sasha was to use the eagle medicine. While the mighty bear was the
king of the taiga, thus dominating the land, the eagle was the visionary that reigned in the
skies. Soaring effortlessly to the clouds and diving to the ground, the eagle was capable
of uniting the Heavenly and Earthly realms of existence. It could see things that no one
else could. The eagle's job today was to help the bear locate the splintered piece of this
woman's soul.

The drumming became more and more intense; the bear in the circle moved faster
and faster; the fire blazed hotter and hotter. Sasha drummed at one end of the healing
circle, when she suddenly felt eagle wings spreading behind her, and a moment later, she
took off and flew free, her wings powerfully outstretched at her sides. She flew over and
around the healing circle, her sharply focused eyes scouting various realms for the
missing soul pieces. Sasha's brain vaguely registered another gasp as, out of a corner of
her eye, she noticed the nurse again clutching the man's hand, her eyes wide open. The
man himself sat still like a statue, his jaw dropping. Both of them followed Sasha’s eagle
flight, as if mesmerized.

At that moment, Sasha-the-Eagle saw it—the splintered piece of the soul she was
searching for. She gave a piercing cry to alert the bear. The bear below responded with a
roar of approval. Right above the sick woman's head, a portal opened up, surrounded by a
nebulously shimmering white circle. The bear reached into the portal and retrieved
something out of it. He leaned over the woman and blew that something into her chest.
The portal started fading away and a moment later it was gone. The bear sat next to the
woman, holding his paws over her chest, and swaying, as if singing a lullaby. Sasha-the-
Eagle slowly descended down to Earth and sat down by the fire, her legs crossed.

Suddenly, the sick woman stirred and turned on her right side to make herself
comfortable. Then she exhaled, and a dark, heavy, foul-smelling cloud came out of her
mouth. The cloud slowly drifted inside the circle until it was swallowed by the purifying
fire and was no more. The woman on the stretcher whispered something without opening
her eyes, as a blissful smile touched her pale lips. In a child-like gesture, she placed her
hands under her cheek and slept like a baby.

Tengis closed the ceremony by thanking Mother Earth and Father Heaven, the winds
of the four directions, his power animal, Sasha and her power animal, as well as all those
who had helped in today's healing.

It was over. Sasha felt incredulous, exhausted and elated all at once. They did it, she
did it!

After the healing ended, Chief Baba's team took over. They carefully capped the fire
with a special ceremonial lid—out of respect for the spirit of fire, it was never simply
extinguished; instead, it was symbolically preserved for future use. A couple of helpers
escorted exhausted Tengis and Sasha back inside the house, where the comfortable
armchairs and strong tea were already awaiting them.

Meanwhile, the sleeping woman was moved to the recovery house. The nurse's eyes
were still open wide, and the husband's jaw was still agape. They both sheepishly



followed the stretcher with the peacefully sleeping woman, while wearing that
permanently stunned look, which Sasha was used to seeing on Tengis's clients after a
similar experience. They really look like they could use a recovery house themselves, she
thought.

“They'll be fine by tomorrow,” said Tengis in response to her thoughts.
Sasha was happy to stretch her body in an armchair by the hearth while sipping the

strong tea prepared personally by Baba Natasha. Amazing, she thought, the healing has
only lasted one hour, but it felt like three.

Meanwhile Tengis, who rested his tired body comfortably in an armchair next to her,
announced that the night was still young and that another treat awaited her—the story of
the Bear Drum, which she'd wanted to hear for a long, long time.



Tengis's favorite drum was large, round like the sun, nearly flat and made of deerskin.
The drum was in very good shape, but it must have been very old, because the deerskin
was yellowing. On the inside of the drum was an incredibly realistic painting of a huge
Siberian bear, standing completely erect on his hind legs. The bear emanated power and,
if you could believe it, spiritual wisdom, all the while managing to resemble the tiny and
slightly bowlegged Tengis.

Usually, Siberian shamans had their power animals depicted on the inner surface of a
drum. This technique, unlike painting your power animal on a drum's outer surface, as
was common with American shamans, ensured that the power animal protected and
empowered its user from the inside. As an added bonus, it also protected the painting
from fading due to frequent pounding on the drum.

Faithful to the ages-old shamanic tradition, Tengis never took money for his
healings. He didn't need much, but the many grateful people he'd helped throughout his
life always worried that the great shaman didn't have enough. As a result, even during the
worst of times, he had everything he needed, and then some. An interesting side effect
was that Tengis owned a collection of over one hundred drums, hanging on walls, sitting
on shelves and stored in closets. Most of his drums were given to him throughout the
many years of his shamanic practice.

The Big Bear Drum—his favorite—was made for him a long time ago by a
celebrated local artisan. Distinguished by its amazing healing voice and unique,
reverberating tone, the drum was later painted personally by Denis Velekh, a renowned
artist from St. Petersburg, after Tengis healed his dying ten-year-old daughter.

Tengis loved to talk to his drums, especially this one.
"A drum represents the wisdom of the Mother Earth," he often remarked. "Strike it,

and you'll hear her heartbeat. The drum will tell you many stories of what was and what's
to come—you just need to listen."

Sasha always wondered how a Siberian bear came to be Tengis's favorite power
animal. And that evening, when the cozy fire crackled merrily in the hearth and Tengis
lovingly stroked his old drum, she finally heard the story.

A very long time ago, when Tengis was very young and his father was still alive, he
was called to heal a deer herder's wife, who was very ill. The herder lived on a remote
farm, far into the taiga. The healing was successful, but the woman was very weak.



Tengis told the man to stay by her side through the night and to keep brewing the special
Siberian ginseng and herb tea that he'd prescribed. Meanwhile, Tengis started getting
ready for the return trip. It was a bit late in the day and the herder tried to convince him
to stay overnight.

"The snow's too deep and the days are too short. Wait until tomorrow morning and
I'd be privileged to take you home personally!" pleaded the herder.

No matter how sunny any given Siberian winter may have been, the locals would
never stay overnight in the frozen taiga, where the temperature could easily drop to
minus fifty degrees after sunset. Besides, while Siberian bears usually hibernated this
time of year, hungry wolf packs relentlessly scouted the forest for any food they could
find. And that was the kind of encounter you definitely wanted to avoid.

But Tengis, with the carelessness of youth, disregarded the herder's pleas. He was
eager to get home. His father promised him an advanced shamanic training early the next
day, and Tengis wasn't about to miss this opportunity.

At first, it was going well as he briskly walked across the forest, but the night was
creeping up on him too fast, with enormous trees obscuring what little light of the day
was left. Sure enough, heavy snow started falling, hiding his path, and with a sinking
feeling, halfway home, Tengis realized that there was no way he could reach his
destination before nightfall.

He stopped by a clearing to catch his breath. As he surveyed the area, he noticed a
tall mound of earth just ahead. The space under the mound seemed protected from the
snow and wind, and it looked like a good place to sit down and consider the next step.
But the closer he got to the mound, the deeper the snow became, and just before reaching
it, he sank in right up to his waist. As he frantically tried to free himself from the huge
snow pile, his heart skipped a beat.

In the distance, where the white snow of the clearing met the darkness of the trees,
he saw a pair of gleaming yellow eyes, and another, and another. He counted no less than
twelve pairs of eyes. Exhausted from the protracted winter, hungry and determined to
have a long-awaited feast, rejoicing that a foolish human had wandered into their domain,
the wolf pack was closing in.

Tengis could sense their excitement and their impatience. He didn't blame them,
knowing that their survival instinct took over. Tengis took a deep breath and assessed his
options. As a shaman and a healer, he didn't carry a gun. His only weapon was a travel
knife, very handy for cutting branches, but hardly sufficient against a hungry wolf pack.
He knew that empty-handed, freezing, and up to his waist in snow, he wasn’t in the best
position to survive.

He decided that his best bet was to lean against the tall mound of earth, therefore
protecting his back, and somehow try and shield his front from the upcoming attack.
Tengis took off his rucksack and threw it as far as he could into the snow. His favorite
drum was inside and he wanted to save it from the wolves. The drum inside the rucksack
made a low reverberating sound, as it touched the ground.

For a brief moment in time, Tengis felt that the whole world had become still. He
threw one last glance around the snowy clearing, took a deep breath, and said a prayer,
“Please help me, Mother Earth… please protect me, Father Heaven… I still have so
much to do here on Earth, so many people to help, so many wrongs to right! It is not my
time to go! Please help me...”



His mind registered the wolves charging at him as if in slow motion as he tightly
covered his head with his arms. His sturdy deerskin coat withstood the first attack.

He could hear the confused growling of the wolves next to him. They were
regrouping. Then they charged again and sank their sharp teeth into the helpless man in
the snow.

The deerskin coat started giving way, and the sound of it being ripped by the sharp
fangs filled Tengis’s ears. The wolves' growls grew impatient as they ripped his coat,
determined to penetrate this unusually resistant outer layer. And then, he heard himself
scream as a wolf's teeth sank into his flesh.

But at that particular moment, another, much louder roar was added to the chorus,
the roar of an angered bear. Tengis cautiously peeked with one eye. A huge bear, rugged
and lean from hibernation, drew up to his full height and charged at the wolves from
under the earth mound behind. The bear advanced, taking wide swipes at the squirming
wolves. He was angry, and he was beside himself that his winter hibernation had been so
rudely interrupted. Startled wolves flew in all directions, yelping in pain, leaving crimson
blood trails, then scrambling back to their feet and sprinting toward the cover of the trees.
Within minutes, all the wolves, except one, disappeared back into the taiga. The
remaining wolf stayed motionless in the snow, a big black ink stain on the pristine page.

Tengis knew that he was next, and covered his head, wondering how much longer
his damaged deerskin shield could withstand the attack. Slowly and grouchily, the bear
approached Tengis and started sniffing him. Then, he poked him with his nose, as if
urging him to start moving toward the cave.

Carefully—incredulously—Tengis raised his head, and their eyes met. In that surreal
moment of suspended disbelief, a complete and total understanding passed between the
man and the beast. The bear resumed his nudging and Tengis understood: he was invited
to come in and warm up.

He found his bag at a distance and threw the last glance at the field of recent battle,
taking in the disturbed white sheet of the snow and a single black stain of a wolf on it. He
took a deep breath of crisp night air and entered the musky realm of the bear cave.

Inside, he sat down, opened his rucksack and got out the provisions the herder had
packed for him for the road—bread, salted fish, smoked meat, and a can of honey. He
laid all that down on a piece of cloth and made an inviting gesture to his gracious host.
The bear sat down on the other side of the cloth and helped himself to the spread. Tengis
smiled at him and could have sworn that the bear smiled back.

The dinner was soon over and the bear was ready to resume his sleep. He lay down
on a bed of straw in the depth of his cave and stared at Tengis, as if inviting his guest to
make himself comfortable next to him. Tengis hesitated, but the chill of the night was
now seeping through his torn coat.

He lay down next to the bear and pressed his shivering body against the animal’s
thick fur. The pervasive musky smell made his head spin, a distraction only for a
moment. Soon Tengis was asleep, cuddled against the enormous body of his furry savior,
secure, warm and peaceful, and completely unaware that the temperature outside dropped
that night to record levels even by Siberian standards, and that the desperately hungry
wolf pack dared to come back to quietly finish off the carcass of the fallen wolf left
earlier on the snow.

Tengis awoke with the sun’s first rays, inhaling the fresh morning air with a smile on



his face. He said thank you to the Mother Earth and Father Heaven, prayed for the safety
and good fortune of the sleeping bear, and surveyed the landscape, mildly surprised that
the dead wolf’s body had gone.

He was home well before lunch, exhausted, cold, but light and inspired. The bear
and the drum of the night had been with him ever since.



There was a time when Aloysius Drakley was an American patriot. He was young and
naïve, and very eager to advance to the top of the American power structure, which at the
time signified to him the very pinnacle of worldly achievement. A relentlessly hard
worker, he possessed sharp intellect coupled with a confident grasp of world events, and
he moved quickly up the career ladder. His specialty—fighting Communism—was
always en vogue.

There was a short hiccup in the 1990s, after Communism in Russia was abolished
and the once mighty USSR fell apart, like an old, poorly constructed shoe. At that point,
it seemed that there was no more enemy left to fight and since it lost its significance
within the American power structure, the once indispensable CIA was left to fend for
itself. It seemed Russia would never recover from the breakup blow, and therefore the
CIA’s role became obsolete.

In the beginning of the new millennium, a new world power started emerging—the
People’s Republic of China. The old CIA wolves rejoiced; again, there was a worthy
enemy to fight! But it soon became clear that the USA couldn’t afford to fight the old
Cold War game with its new competitor, what with China being America’s largest
creditor, holding over a trillion dollars worth of the country’s debt, as well as being the
manufacturer of the majority of the goods on the US market, necessary to feed the beast
of American consumerism.

No, with China they had to tread softly, as stepping on too many Chinese toes could
result in killing the goose that laid the golden eggs. The USA, with its staggering debt
and dwindling economy could not allow that to happen. Of course, there were low-level
spy scandals and the exchange of tough words with the Chinese on various occasions, but
it was nothing like during the height of the Cold War. The CIA longed for the good old
days, desperate to resurrect a reliable enemy. It seemed for a brief moment that the
Muslims could be molded into one, but they turned out to be disappointingly
disorganized, small-minded, and too easy to squash.

It was clear to all that the USA, this greatest of countries, has become the world’s
only super-power. But as everyone in the US government rested on laurels, toasting to
victory over its Cold War archenemy, something was happening in Russia. The new
President of Russia was elected after Yeltsin left with a televised apology to his country
for all of his mistakes. The new man’s name was Vladimir Dobrov, and he quietly, but



purposefully, started turning the country around. Of course, it helped tremendously that
Russia was sitting on the largest deposits of mineral wealth in the world, including over
thirty percent of world’s natural gas and more oil than Saudi Arabia. By the year 2010,
Russia looked nothing like the wreck of a country it was in the 1990s, and based on the
latest intel, they were just warming up.

That’s when it was suddenly remembered that the only worthy geopolitical opponent
the USA ever had was Russia. Who cared about ideology, which was really only an
excuse! Communism, or no Communism, Russia, with its nuclear arsenal, newly
modernized military, booming economy, third largest cash reserves in the world (after
China and Japan), practically no debt, educated population, and independent policy, was
the only real geopolitical threat!

It made no difference that they were not interested in the Cold War replay. Bottom
line, the CIA, NATO and the Military-Industrial Complex needed a worthy enemy to
fight, otherwise what would be left of their raison d’etre? Yes, the fight against the
Number One Geopolitical Enemy was alive and well, and it was in fact the fight for their
organizations’ survival.

But what if the American people didn’t want to get into this fight? They could be
convinced, if need be. This had been done successfully before, and it could be done
again.

And so, Drakley and his CIA buddies were back in business. The CIA once again
became as important and powerful as it had been previously. On the surface, the stated
objective of the agency’s activity was to fight global terrorism and “rogue” nations like
Iraq, Iran, Libya, Syria and North Korea, because all these countries “were developing
nuclear weapons.” It didn’t matter that every time North Korea tested its rockets, they
plunged into the sea, never reaching its target, or that Iraq had never had any nuclear
program, or that Iran had no capacity to send its rockets (even if they had any nuclear
devices) to any targets with proclaimed American “interests.” Bottom line, this was an
excellent cover, and the gullible American public continued buying everything their
politicians and media dumped on them without question. But those in the know had no
doubt that the real geopolitical enemy was Russia—well, and of course, China as well.

Drakley went to Yale and, as many in his class, made a choice of going into politics
straight after graduation. It wasn’t as important to excel academically, as it was to know
the right people. Connections were everything; favors were done for each other as a
matter of course, and fully expected back.

One of his classmates was then Senator Steven Potts’s son, Justin. They were
friendly, and Drakley definitely had to thank this friendship for his advancement within
the ranks of the CIA. Drakley was already almost at the top, almost where he was
convinced he belonged. He was just named the Assistant Director of the CIA, which put
him in such close proximity to his ultimate life’s ambition that he could practically smell
the supple brown leather of the executive chair in the CIA Director’s office.

His boss, this old weasel, was about to retire and move to Florida, or wherever these
old geezers moved to die. Drakley was confident the chair of the CIA Director was his,
when something changed. Steven Potts won the U.S. Presidential Election. He had one of
the first meetings as President-elect of the United States with Drakley. He complimented
him on his work; he told him how much he needed his talent on his side. And just when



Drakley, who was basking in the light of the compliments, expected to hear the news of
his promotion, the President dropped the bomb.

He was bypassing him for promotion; he had someone else in mind, and that
someone else was his son, Justin—the nobody who didn’t serve a day in the CIA, the
imbecile who hardly finished school, and who only got his graduation certificate thanks
to daddy’s generous infusions into Yale University’s coffers.

Drakley swallowed the insult and made himself equally indispensable to both
Pottses, Senior and Junior. He handled all of the CIA’s operations, as Justin Potts played
golf with his buddies. He was the one conducting the White House daily briefings and,
before long, he became the President’s trusted right hand. Or rather left hand, because all
this was supposed to be happening in secret. No one was supposed to know who was
really calling shots within the Administration, and Drakley was fine with that because he
achieved his life’s ambition: unrivaled power over his country. Potts listened to him more
than he listened to his Vice President, National Security Advisor, and Secretary of State
put together. Drakley had become Potts’s shadow, his gray cardinal and puppeteer.

There seemed to be no greater power than Aloysius Drakley’s within the U.S.
Government. Of course, very few people knew about the true extent of his reach, but he
consoled himself with the fact that all those who mattered knew, and that was the most
important thing. He congratulated himself on achieving his ultimate goal of being at the
top, albeit not exactly as he had initially planned. At that point, it appeared that there was
nothing left for him to achieve.

But that’s when it turned out that his entire understanding of world power constructs
was worthless, that he in fact was a nobody. His disappointment was quickly replaced by
euphoria because it was the day when he was approached by The Society. During the
secret meeting, they told him they’d been watching his progress for a long time. They
also explained that the USA wasn’t what he always thought it was. It was by no means
the independent and proud country he’d imagined it to be. No, it was only a tool in The
Society’s global dominance game.

The Society, as it turned out, was simply a group of exceptional men and women,
who by virtue of their exalted birth, wealth, and talents concentrated great power in their
hands. They were above any governments and they sought Ultimate Global Dominance.
Why? Because they could. Because they were smart. They were better than the rest of the
human worms, and therefore, deserved to be on top.

Drakley knew right away that that’s where he belonged. The Society included kings
and queens, authoritarian heads of state, billionaires; in short, the planetary crème de la
crème. And now he was one of them!

The Society had a very rigorous initiation program and a series of tests to prove that
you were worthy. The most important of all the tests was to bring in a valuable piece of
knowledge—so valuable and important that it affected the human race as a whole, and
was the one that would advance The Society’s cause of Ultimate Global Dominance.

Drakley realized immediately what he just learned from Yuun Lin fit the bill
perfectly. This was his contribution to the cause, which would propel him to the very top.
As soon as the meeting with Yuun Lin was over, he knew that his next step was to visit
The Society’s headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland.

At this point, Drakley still was a junior member, and as such, still on probation. He
wasn’t privy to what was discussed during the highly coveted Inner Circle meetings.



What he wanted more than anything in his life was to become a part of that Inner Circle,
but that was extremely hard. He knew he had to play his cards exactly right. The
information he was about to bring to the table was so exceptional, so precious, that he
could use it as a bargaining chip to advance his position in The Society.

Drakley had his car take him to the Four Seasons Hotel, then he dismissed all his
people. His decision was to stay in New York incognito in order to work out his next
move.

Once alone, Drakley picked up his phone, which included a secret chip. Every
member of The Society had a similar chip—the latest Swiss technology—installed in
their phones. When the code only he knew was entered, the chip would switch on the
call-protection device, which would filter the call to select a narrow-banded wavelength,
thus cutting off all other wavelengths in the process. Therefore, even if his phone was
being tapped, which was highly unlikely since he was the boss, no one but the call
addressee would hear anything.

“I have a very important piece of information,” pronounced Drakley into the phone,
“which can impact life on our planet as we know it. I request an urgent meeting with the
Inner Circle.”

“You are only a junior member, Mr. Drakley. I am afraid it’s impossible,” replied a
voice with a distinct German accent.

“Trust me, the exceptionally important information I possess fully warrants such a
meeting.”

“Just like everyone else, you must describe all that in writing and the Circle will
consider it at the next gathering.”

“I am afraid,” responded Drakley dryly, “what I have to offer cannot wait and cannot
be put in writing. It is simply too valuable and too dangerous. I must insist on an urgent
meeting. If there is anything that can expedite The Society’s stated goal of Ultimate
Global Dominance, this is it. Let me put it this way, there are many powerful interests on
our planet, which would be happy to purchase this invaluable piece of information. But I
am offering it to The Society. Don’t make me reconsider.”

“Please wait,” responded the voice after a pause. “I’ll be right with you.”
There was a lengthy silence, which made Drakley nervously pace his hotel room,

and then the voice said, “The Inner Circle has scheduled you for 9 p.m. Swiss time
tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

Drakley caught the first flight to Geneva, and at 9 p.m. sharp, he was walking into a
magnificent room located at The Society’s Swiss Headquarters.

He surveyed the place, noting a circle of mahogany armchairs with burgundy velvet
cushions, which at the moment were filling in with the who’s who of the elite world. He
took a deep breath, savoring his moment of triumph. His most impossible dreams were
coming true as he was about to rub shoulders with the world’s secret movers and shakers,
those who really made the world go round. These were the true power players and
everyone else were mere pawns in their hands.

Drakley cleared his throat. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he started importantly. “I am
here today to tell you what I’ve just learned myself. This is truly and without
exaggeration earth-shattering news!”

He told the Inner Circle assembly what he learned from Yuun Lin, adding that as the
CIA Assistant Director, he alone was in a unique position to get close to the young man



who would become The Society’s key to fulfilling the Ultimate Global Dominance
doctrine. He explained his master plan: courting the young man in question, nurturing his
talents and stroking his ego, until, as had happened to so many before, the young man
would be so corrupted with perks and attention that he would forget right from wrong.
And when the other half of the Key made contact, the same scenario would be applied
again, until the Key was theirs in body, mind, and spirit. Then, they could use the
formidable powers of the Key to advance their purposes, thus making the dream of
Ultimate Global Dominance a reality.

He could tell that the assembly was duly impressed with his master plan, as after his
report he was treated very differently. During a break, they shook his hand with big
smiles on their normally dour faces, and it was clear as day that they were accepting him
as their own.

After the first part of the assembly was over, Drakley prepared to leave, since his
report was finished, his plan approved, and he wasn’t invited to the second part. But as
he was about to exit the room, a tall man whose erect posture resembled a long,
unyielding stick and whom CIA Assistant Director had never seen before, approached
him with a request to stay. Drakley had a professional memory and he would’ve
remembered these thin lips and a long, pedigreed nose.

The man, who was dressed in a gray three-piece suit, took an old-fashioned gold
watch out of his vest pocket. “Part two of our meeting is about to start, Mr. Drakley. I
believe you will find it rather beneficial to participate,” he said with an English accent
that screamed Eton and Cambridge.

Drakley nodded, hardly containing his excitement. “Of course,” he said calmly, as if
he received such invitations every day.

“You may have heard about the man who would be making his appearance in a
couple of minutes,” the man in a gray suit went on. “His name is Boris Konukovsky, he
is the CEO of NORUS, Russia’s largest oil company, and he is the second half of our
two-prong Ultimate Global Dominance strategy. I believe it’s about time the two of you
met.”



Remote viewing is a version of space shifting,
which can be done without leaving your chair.

On the surface, such an exercise appears an expedient shortcut,
and easier than true space shifting,

therefore, relatively large numbers of humans
have been able to perform it.

In the Twentieth Century, intelligence services of then Cold War rivals, USA and USSR,
had opened training centers for gifted remote viewers to deploy them as psychic spies.

Over the years, psychic warriors, as they were known,
managed to glean secret data from their adversaries,

which was impossible to obtain any other way.
After the end of the Cold War,

remote viewing programs were all but dismantled.
However, at the dawn of the new millennium,

psychic warriors were again in demand,
some working for governments,

others for major global corporations,
and the rest, for secret organizations.

Many remote viewers made pretty good money,
exploiting their gifts for profit or someone’s global ambitions.

However, as with misuse of any power,
there is always a steep price to pay.



Maxim asked the driver to let him out on the Tverskaya Street corner, where he stopped
by a market to buy flowers for his wife, a bottle of French wine and a Kievsky cake,
Olga’s favorite. As he was fumbling for the keys in his pocket, he had a smile of
anticipation on his face. Even in this short time, he already missed her, and he was sure
she missed him just as much. She would love the surprise—him showing up so early,
plus the added bonus of his lucrative trip to Spain. They could use the money he stood to
earn during this trip for the upcoming renovations and for Sasha’s college, which she’d
be starting next year.

When he stepped into his apartment, the clock showed 18:20. Humming a merry
tune, he put flowers in a crystal vase, got a white tablecloth out of a cabinet and laid it
out on the dining table, arranging the wine bottle with two wine goblets, two plates and
silverware, as well as the flowers on top. Then, he put the cake in the fridge and waited.

Olga should be home soon. Earlier, he tried to call her, but she probably was in a
board meeting, in which case she obviously turned off her phone. Later, it occurred to
him that it would be much better to surprise her, so he didn’t attempt any more calls.

He took a refreshing shower, changed into a pair of easy linen pants and a clean
cotton tee, and paced the room for a while, then, decided to look through his mail, which
already accumulated in one week of absence. After he was done, he remembered that he
hadn’t eaten since a very mediocre lunch on the plane, and decided to explore the fridge.
He found some cheese, cold chicken, fresh tomatoes and cucumbers. Putting on an apron,
he brewed himself some Turkish coffee, and started making a traditional Russian salad,
consisting of thinly sliced tomatoes, cucumbers, onions and dill, seasoned with olive oil
and a bit of salt, all the while sipping his coffee and munching on a piece of cheese. By
the time he was finished, the clock showed 20:05.

He didn’t want to start eating dinner without Olga, so he put on some romantic
music and decided to check the bedroom. The neatly made bed looked very cozy. Maxim
smiled, recognizing his wife’s touch—she was a master at creating this warm and
inviting ambiance he adored. He decided to rest his eyes for a moment. As his head
touched the pillow, he felt fatigue settling in and closed his eyes. Olga should be home
any moment now. She probably had one of those late nights that were a trademark of
NORUS, and so until she was back, he thought it would be a great idea to relax in order
to be fresh and ready for action when she arrived…



And with this exciting thought, Maxim fell asleep. When he woke up, the clock
showed 4:48 a.m. His hand extended to the other side of the bed, expecting to find Olga’s
familiar form next to him. But the space was empty. He turned on the light and peered at
the untouched bed. Olga wasn’t there.

Surprised, he jumped off the bed and ran to the living room. Perhaps she was on a
business trip and left a message for him on the home phone, or on his cell? He checked
both, but there were no messages. Then he remembered, he didn’t tell her he was coming,
so she obviously wouldn’t know to leave a message should she have to go out of town.
She usually worked locally, but sometimes took brief business trips—several days at
most. This could have been one of those trips.

Mentally berating himself for his silly desire to surprise her, he regretted he hadn’t
been more persistent in trying to reach her during the day. Perhaps then, he’d know
where she was, and perhaps she could then hurry home so he could kiss her before
leaving to Spain. As it was, he had no way of knowing when she’d be returning, and
whether he’d see her before his trip.

His stomach was growling with hunger, so he started some tea and cut himself a
slice of the Kievsky cake he brought for his wife. After breakfast, Maxim felt blood
returning to his brain. He put on his gold-rimmed glasses, which helped him think, and
paced the room. For some reason, he still felt worried, and although it was still only 5:19
in the morning, he dialed Olga’s phone. The phone rang for a while, then the message
turned on that this customer wasn’t available and to please call later. Maxim redialed,
with the same result. If Olga was asleep at a hotel, she may have turned off the phone.
No, this way, he wouldn’t get anywhere. He should try her again after 8. She’d definitely
be awake by then, wherever she was. Besides, she would probably see all his attempted
calls and call him back anyway.

Then, it occurred to him to check for her purse. He opened her wardrobe and looked
on the top shelf. Her purse wasn’t there. He ran up front and opened the entryway
closet—her summer business shoes weren’t there either. So, she was in fact traveling.
Relief flooded his veins. But then, his eyes fell on the satchel hanging in the back of the
closet, Olga’s overnight business bag that she used during her short trips. The bag was
here. He frantically fumbled behind clothes, in the closet’s hidden crevice, where they
kept their luggage and other infrequently used items. Olga’s upright carrier was there,
and so were two other spare suitcases, which meant she couldn’t have been traveling.

Maxim frowned, liking this less and less. He checked his watch, which showed 5:47.
It was futile to try calling NORUS at this hour, but still he tried. First, he called Olga’s
office number, which didn’t accept messages during off hours. Then, he dialed
reception—with the same result.

He dropped the phone, his heart pounding in his chest and a very bad feeling settling
in the pit of his stomach. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm down. Then, he
resumed pacing the room, trying to come up with a plan of action. There still was a
chance Olga had a very brief business trip, and because of the demanding boss, she might
have had no time to pack. By 9 at the latest, he would call Olga’s office and learn
whether this was the case. There was no point in bothering the police before that. Most
likely, they’d tell him to wait. He didn’t want to seem paranoid, but something was really
bothering him. The sequence of events was suspicious and he was pretty sure that all this
was out-of-character for his wife.



But there was nothing to do but wait until he could call NORUS. He paced the
apartment like a caged tiger, periodically dialing Olga’s cell phone—with the same result
as before.

As soon as it struck 8:30, he dialed NORUS. The receptionist told him that she
thought she’d seen Olga in the office the day before, but so far, she hadn’t seen her this
morning. According to the receptionist, no one was in yet, so she couldn’t tell if Olga
was on a business trip or not, but that she would pass along Maxim’s message and have
someone get back to him on that later.

Maxim hung up, feeling a bit better because at least now he knew that Olga was at
work yesterday. While nervously pacing the room, he stopped by the framed photo in
which Olga, Sasha, and he were happily smiling at the world together. Next to it, was a
photo of Olga with her beloved remote viewing teacher and Sasha’s godfather, Semyon
Isayev.

How could he forget about Semyon! He must call Semyon! He might know where
Olga was since they spoke often, but even if he didn’t, he’d be a great help in trying to
find her.

Maxim dialed his number and issued a sigh of tremendous relief upon hearing the
familiar voice.

“Allo.”
“Semyon, thank God you are home!”
“What’s happening, Maxim? Are you calling from Baikal? How’s Sasha?”
“Sasha is fine and she is sending you her love. She is staying with Tengis, but I am

back in Moscow. Listen, I wanted to surprise Olga, and just showed up yesterday without
calling her. But she hasn’t been home, Semyon. I was wondering, did she tell you about
any trip she was planning, by any chance?”

“No,” replied Semyon. “She hasn’t told me anything like that. Let me ask Lena,
perhaps she knows. Hold on.”

There was a pause, during which Maxim heard a muffled exchange between Semyon
and his wife, Lena.

“No, she hasn’t heard from Olga lately. But… did you call her phone? Did you try
her at work?”

“Of course I did. I called her cell phone a million times and it appears to be turned
off. This morning I called her work and the receptionist said that she was in the office
yesterday. Someone’s supposed to get back to me later today about a possible business
trip. But I…I wanted to see if you knew anything. I don’t like it, Semyon. Her luggage is
still in the closet, and only her purse isn’t here.”

“Maxim,” said Semyon, his voice tense. “Don’t go anywhere. I am coming to you.”
Maxim waited for the call from NORUS until almost 10 a.m., then he dialed the

office again.
“Excuse me, I called earlier about my wife, Olga Elfimova’s business trip.”
“Oh yes,” answered the receptionist. “Please hold, I am going to find out.”
There was a pause.
“Mr. Elfimov?” said the receptionist’s voice. “I am afraid, Olga’s supervisor is

currently in a meeting, but he’ll get back to you right after.”
“Is there anyone else I can talk to? I really need to clarify this issue.”



“I am afraid, he is the only one who knows Ms. Elfimova’s schedule, but not to
worry, he’ll get back to you shortly.”

Maxim hung up, trying to keep his cool, although he was feeling more and more like
storming into Olga’s office and dragging that elusive supervisor out of whatever meeting
he was in to demand an explanation. What stopped him was a small possibility that he
was overreacting and that there was a simple explanation for Olga’s disappearance. He
would look foolish if she indeed was on an innocent business trip. He decided to give her
supervisor until noon, and if by then he didn’t have his cooperation, he would storm into
the office and make sure they talked to him.

A few minutes later, Semyon arrived, looking rather grave.
“Show me her wardrobe, Maxim,” he said without preamble.
Maxim obliged. “It appears untouched,” commented the man. “Now, what would she

definitely take with her, if she left overnight?”
“Her overnight bag, which is still here, or a carry-on,” replied Maxim. “She probably

would have taken her travel slippers and robe, but they are here as well. Wait! What
about her toothbrush?” He dashed to the bathroom to check. The toothbrush was in its
usual place. Then he opened the bathroom cabinet, as it occurred to him that she would
have also taken at least some of her creams, nail polish, and such. Maxim was an
absentminded academic and often didn’t pay attention to such insignificant details as
toothbrushes and cosmetics, but even to him it appeared that all the creams were in their
usual place. “It seems everything is here.”

Semyon examined the cosmetics cabinet, frowning. “When did you say her
supervisor is supposed to get back to you?”

“They said shortly.”
“Okay,” said Semyon decisively. “Here is what we are going to do. First, call

NORUS and demand to speak with that supervisor immediately. Tell them you have just
arrived and are concerned about your wife. Tell them, you’ll call the police if they refuse
to talk to you.”

Maxim dialed the same number and gave his ultimatum. Having been put on hold
again, he paced the room nervously, until a man’s voice spoke. “Mr. Elfimov? Good day,
I am Olga’s supervisor and my name is Mikhail Bunin. I’ve been told by our receptionist
that you are looking for your wife. Is that right?”

“Yes, I am, and…” started Maxim heatedly.
“I can only tell you that she was in the office the day before yesterday, as usual.

However, she has shown up neither yesterday nor today. Pursuant to our rules, should she
be absent from work for more than three days without any explanation, she may be
dismissed. We have very strict rules about unexplained absences.”

“So, are you saying she is not on a business trip?” asked Maxim, his last hope fading
fast. “Then, where is she?”

“I am terribly sorry, Mr. Elfimov,” said Mikhail Bunin with deliberate cruelty. “But
I cannot tell you that. Unfortunately, sometimes these things happen. But NORUS’s strict
policy is not to interfere in scandals between spouses. Therefore, I cannot offer you any
further information.”

“Scandals?!” cried Maxim, losing his cool. “Between spouses? Listen, you little…
What do you know about our relationship! Olga is the best wife a man could have, not
that you’d know anything about that!”



Maxim hung up, feeling angry and lost. How could this little weasel say things like
that about Olga? She was the best friend he had! She was his one and only!

“God!” Maxim swallowed hard, feeling tears ready to burst out of his eyes. “This
can’t be… this can’t be. She would never cheat on me.”

He sat on a chair, feeling his body starting to tremble.
“Maxim,” said Semyon, “did you say they suggested she was cheating on you?”
Maxim nodded, unable to move his tongue.
“You do know this is absolute bull, don’t you? Olga would never do that, Maxim.

She loves you more than life itself, and you know it! She is not cheating on you, I
guarantee it.”

“Then…” said Maxim, feeling just a notch better, “where is she?”
Semyon frowned. “I don’t know, but I will do everything in my power to find out.”
He went to Maxim’s study, sat at his desk and dialed a number. After a brief

conversation, he returned to the living room, where Maxim still sat in his chair.
“Maxim,” he said, “we are going to see some people. Please get dressed.”
Maxim nodded, still feeling nauseated from the conversation with Mikhail Bunin.

He gulped down a glass of water, quickly changed, and met Semyon by the apartment’s
front door.

A black car with tinted windows awaited them by the building’s entrance gate. They
got into the car, which took them across the city to a nondescript building located in a
deserted area full of warehouses and hangars. They stopped by a discreet door, which
opened as soon as they exited the car as if someone on the other side was waiting for
their arrival. They proceeded inside the building, the entire first floor of which turned out
to be one giant open space with scores of computers and other equipment set on tables
and desks. One of the walls of the room was covered with huge screens and monitors of
some sort. On the opposite side of the cavernous space a row of rooms with semi-clear
walls was located, which contained comfortable armchairs and coffee tables, as well as
desks and business chairs in the corner. The rooms’ lights were dimmed, as if their
inhabitants had a habit of napping during a workday.

Maxim and Semyon were met by several people, some dressed in tee shirts and
others in business suits. An authoritative-looking man, wearing a white shirt with rolled
up sleeves without a tie, and gray suit trousers, shook their hands. “Oleg Mikhailovich
Vlasov,” he introduced himself to Maxim.

“Oleg,” said Semyon, “what do you know?”
“Absolutely nothing.” Oleg Vlasov shook his head, a frown on his face. “She talked

to her contact as usual, three days ago, reporting that she was getting close and that
everything was going smoothly. She was supposed to be in touch again four days from
now. That was her usual timeframe, unless something extraordinary happened. We are
assuming that nothing did, since she never contacted us.”

“We—Maxim and I—looked through all her stuff. She didn’t leave. Her overnight
bags, clothes, toothbrush—everything’s there, except her usual business outfit, shoes and
purse.”

“Her car wasn’t in its place,” remembered Maxim. “I checked. Her car wasn’t
parked in the usual spot!”

“Her car? Why didn’t you say so!” Oleg Vlasov sprang into action. “Okay,
everyone, you know what to do! Contact the police, both local and regional. Include the



description of Olga and her car. Look at accidents, reports of unusual activity,
everything. Just in case, also check all airports, train and bus stations. Maxim, we have
her picture and a picture of her car, but do you know what she was wearing, I mean her
clothes?”

“I…I can’t be sure…” said Maxim. “I just arrived from Siberia, so…”
“What do you know for sure, then?”
“She definitely wore her business summer shoes with a matching purse.”
“All right, sit down with Tanya and describe both to your best ability.”
Maxim really wanted to ask who these people were and why they had Olga’s picture,

but he decided to postpone his questions. At least they were doing something to find her,
and that was the most important thing. His questions could wait.

The police were immediately advised of all the details, Olga’s photo and her car’s
description were dispatched to all Moscow airports, train and bus stations, and a search
was underway. However, despite all the efforts, by evening, there were no results.

That night, Maxim slept at Semyon’s, because his apartment was much closer to the
“headquarters in search for Olga,” as he mentally called the place. The following day, no
progress was made. Maxim felt a dark, desolate desperation settling somewhere around
his chest and throat, strangling him with its cold, slippery hands. He felt nauseated, and
when anyone offered him food, he just shook his head, trying to keep his mouth shut for
fear that if he opened it, he’d throw up.

By the end of another fruitless day, Vlasov muttered, looking intently at Semyon, “I
can propose a method to expedite our search, but I am afraid Semyon will object.”

Semyon said nothing, just staring back the man.
“I know you are retired, Semyon,” went on Vlasov, “but we can use your remote

viewing ability in this desperate situation. If you remote view where Olga is right now,
we’ll find her much faster.”

“You know I haven’t done this for a while, don’t you, Oleg?” said Semyon.
“You are still the best remote viewer out there, and don’t deny it, Semyon. We need

you!”
“I will do it…for Olga,” agreed Semyon after a pause.
Maxim said, “I haven’t thought about it, but this really does seem like the only

option. It’s been even longer for me, but I’ll join in.”
“No, Maxim, you won’t.” Semyon gently placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“It is better if I do it.”
“But she is my wife! I want to help! I want to know…”
“You will,” said Semyon softly. “You will…”
Then, he asked for several sheets of clean paper and a pencil, walked to one of the

empty rooms with dimmed lights, sat down in a comfortable chair, placed the paper on
the small desk before him, and closed his eyes. Maxim, Vlasov, and a couple of others
followed him and stood by the room’s entrance, holding their breath. The entire floor
grew so quiet that you could hear a pin drop, as everyone watched through the frosted
glass—the legend of remote viewing was about to perform his magic.

Semyon sat still for a minute, breathing deeply and getting into the zone, and then
without opening his eyes, started drawing on a sheet of paper. He drew the Moskva River
Embankment, a small silver Prius, and three trucks on a nightly road. On the next sheet
of paper, his pencil outlined rows of silent buildings divided into blocks by narrow



streets, as well as cast iron guardrails separating the granite steps leading to water from
the sidewalk.

Then, his hand started trembling, as he continued to draw: a huge truck plowing into
the tiny Prius with a woman inside; silver car, crushed; the woman trapped, her body
broken from impact; the Prius tumbling into water and sinking; the woman’s silent cry
for help and her desperate last attempt to open the jammed door.

Semyon clutched at his heart as he drew his last image—an unrecognizably
deformed car with the dead body of his beloved protégé inside, buried at the murky
bottom of the Moskva River.

Semyon opened his eyes, breathing hard and still holding on to his heart.
“I am sorry, Maxim,” he whispered. “So sorry.”
Maxim slowly approached the desk and stared at Semyon’s images, his lips moving

silently. “It can’t be!” He tried to say these words, but no sound came out. He wanted to
scream, but all he could do was issue a dull cry of pain.

Vlasov took Semyon’s drawings and was about to start giving orders, but Maxim
interrupted him.

“I want to see,” he said stubbornly. “I need to see how she died…”
No one objected.
Maxim sat in a chair, as everyone watched, but he had much trouble focusing. His

breathing was shallow and labored, and despite his supreme effort, his eyes refused to
close for fear of what they might see.

Semyon came to the rescue. “Relax, relax,” he intoned, “breathe, breathe, breathe
deeply.” He placed his cool, calming hand on Maxim’s forehead and regulated his breath
with his own. Maxim glanced gratefully at his old teacher, feeling that now he was
almost ready to see.

His glance fell on the blank sheet of paper in front of him, but he didn’t draw—
Semyon had already done that—he simply closed his eyes, got into the zone, and
watched.

It was past midnight and the dark embankment was silent and empty. As she drove
home, Olga pinched herself to stay awake. What was she doing, driving so late? A truck
passed her, and swerving into her lane, blocked her front view, while the truck behind her
also started passing her on the left. After that, a third truck came out of the narrow street,
plowing into her car. The Prius tumbled down the steps, plunging into the water and
sinking. Maxim could see the remnants very clearly at the bottom of the Moskva River: a
wrecked silver Prius—his anniversary present—and the dead body of his wife.

Maxim opened his eyes, as the whole world around him went blank, like the sheet of
paper on his desk.

Meanwhile, Vlasov was back to giving orders. With the new information provided
by Semyon’s remote viewing session, the police quickly found the spot along the
embankment with the broken cast iron guardrails. An elderly witness who lived in an
apartment with a bedroom window overlooking the river said she heard some unusually
loud noises two nights prior, including a collision impact and screeching of tires. But she
hadn’t thought much of it and already being in bed, she didn’t want to get up.

The following day, the divers started working on the site. By the afternoon, they
found Olga and her car. Next, the car was lifted from the river bottom and Olga’s body
was taken to the morgue.



Maxim stood in the morgue, looking at the broken body of his beautiful wife, and
felt numb. His only thought was, “How will I tell Sasha?”

“Maxim!” said Semyon gently, leading him out of the morgue. “We better go.
Vlasov needs to talk to you.”

Maxim obediently exited the place and got into a car, which took them to the same
nondescript door. The door opened as usual to let them in. This time, they were taken to a
large office, where Vlasov stood from behind his desk and asked Maxim and Semyon to
sit down. They sat, while Vlasov himself paced round the room.

“Maxim,” he said. “I have to tell you several things about Olga and her work. She
kept a lot of things secret from her family because she had to—for your and your
daughter’s safety. One of such secrets was that she wasn’t at NORUS by accident. In
fact, she worked for us.”

“And who are you again?” asked Maxim automatically.
“We are the Russian Intelligence. Olga’s assignment was Konukovsky and NORUS.

You must know that a lot of illegal and dangerous things are happening at NORUS, and
Olga was helping us to unravel them. Her death is a huge loss and I would like to express
my deepest condolences to you and your daughter.”

Maxim nodded, looking ahead with unseeing eyes. All this seemed so surreal. Olga
was a remote viewer and she did work for the Russian Intelligence, but hers was
supposed to be a low-key desk job. She remote viewed various locations and events,
drawing them on paper, or describing the images she remote viewed to others, who were
supposed to act on them. She was hired at NORUS as remote viewer.

But for her to turn into a real spy—that was unthinkable! He couldn’t believe it. It
was too incredible, and at this point, it was too much to deal with. After Olga’s death,
Maxim felt that he would have preferred that she cheated on him. His heart would
somehow survive that, as long as she was still alive. The last thing he wanted to know
was that she deceived him in a different way, by hiding how much danger she was
actually in.

Maxim stood up. “Excuse me,” he said, as if in a daze. “I need to go back home right
now. I need to prepare for the funeral and I need to let Sasha know. My daughter and my
teaching, that’s all I have left. I need to go.”

Vlasov looked at Maxim sadly, but still went on. “Don’t you want to know why your
wife died, Maxim? Aren’t you interested who killed her, and why?”

Maxim, who was already heading for the door, stopped in his tracks.
“You should know Maxim—we believe it wasn’t an accident. Olga was killed

because she was getting too close to Konukovsky and his secrets. Unfortunately, we are
unable to prove it, but we intend to keep working on it until we do.”

Maxim, who was listening to all this intently, nodded and placed his hand on the
doorknob.

“Maxim, if you decide that you want to continue this conversation,” said Vlasov,
handing him his card, “be sure to give me a call.”

Maxim automatically took the card and said quietly, “I was Olga’s husband and I
was happy, but now I am just a professor and father, and that’s all I’ll be. Good-bye.”

With these words, he stepped out of the room.



Boris Konukovsky loved to make money—lots and lots of it. This was one thing he
knew for sure since he was about ten. His father was the director of a large warehouse in
the outskirts of Moscow. The warehouse had a lot of interesting stuff in it, some never
seen in Moscow stores. Shortages plagued the Soviet Union in its last years, and every
time one went to a store and looked at empty shelves and bored salespeople, it was
painfully clear that there was no bacon to bring home. The system was broken—very
badly.

Interestingly enough, people didn’t actually starve, because anyone who had gainful
employment, which was about 100% of the population, had other means of acquiring
what they needed. Factories, companies, offices and colleges, who understandably didn’t
trust the normal retail distribution channels, supplied their workers with food and
necessities directly via their own unions. Large companies producing valuable products
often bartered them directly for energy, fuel, parts for their machinery and production
lines, and also for food and necessities for their workers. In addition, some people
learned to supplement their income the old-fashioned way: by stealing parts and
company products and selling those on the black market to buy additional necessities for
their family. This low level stealing and re-selling of everything on the black market
(something that was an exception, rather than the rule in earlier, more prosperous and
more optimistic years of the Soviet Union) had become so pervasive during the USSR
collapse that it was almost expected.

Boris Konukovsky, who grew up with a quick mind and sharp eye, noticed early on
that valuable items available at the warehouse his father managed were exactly the things
that were missing from store shelves. In the warehouse, you could find precious fur coats,
Italian olive oil, choice meats, Swiss chocolates, cheeses from all over Europe, car parts,
Finnish shampoos, Italian shoes, very cool German toys, and many other rare and useful
items. Little Boris also noticed that his father was a highly respected person. He was
often sent tickets to the sold-out shows and best seats to prestigious sporting events,
bosses of large factories talked to him in begging tones, and even the top brass of the
Communist Party spoke to him respectfully.

The boy knew it was because his father was sitting on things they coveted. Calling in
favors and scratching each other’s backs was the norm in the country, and someone who
sat on a lot of valuable merchandise was sitting pretty. Konukovsky Senior didn’t own



the warehouse, or the stuff in it. Like everyone else, he was a hired employee of the state,
but he behaved as if he did own it, and as if he was king and god.

Boris quickly understood that his father’s influence was based on illusion. Clearly, it
was easy to call his bluff. All people had to do was stop sending tickets for sold-out
shows and sporting events; stop doing him favors; or just complain to his superiors. But
no, nothing like that ever happened. And Boris understood that his father was a genius—
he gave a decidedly expanded meaning to “being at the right place at the right time.” His
trick was based on a very simple premise: people were the sheep, and they needed his
father to tell them what to do, and for as long as they allowed the wool to be pulled over
their eyes, the status quo wasn’t about to change.

That’s when young Boris became his father’s faithful disciple. He would observe his
teacher’s behavior, mimicking the smoothness and tone of his speech, the gestures, the
unhurried and purposeful walk, even the facial expressions. At school, he practiced on
his classmates. Like many Jewish boys, Boris was born small, hardly athletic, and
therefore, he couldn’t assert himself through sport. Seemingly, he couldn’t even protect
himself from the bullies, yet he had an advantage no one else possessed, and he used this
advantage to the max. Sometimes, he would bring merchandise from the warehouse to
school. There was plenty of it—they wouldn’t miss a few cans of cola, packs of bubble
gum, or pieces of chocolate. Of course, he would cleverly camouflage the missing items
so no one would notice.

He would give the deficit merchandise, as it was referred to, to those who were on
his side, or those who did him a favor. Sometimes, he would even bring things to his
teachers. It was a miracle what a pair of French pantyhose, a bottle of perfume, or a
coveted book could do for his grades! Before long, he was the unspoken ruler of his
school, and his grades were on par with those of the school’s best students. And the best
thing was, he really didn’t need to move a muscle for all this to happen. He just needed to
bribe the right people with the right items from his father’s warehouse.

That’s when Boris knew that when he grew up, he’d be just like his father, but much,
much better. When the USSR collapsed in the early nineteen nineties, Boris had just
graduated from college, where he continued the family tradition of studying economics
and accounting—a must for what he wanted to do. The country was changing before his
very eyes, and he immediately noticed the immense opportunities opening up.

When Yeltsin came to power and publicly tore up his Communist Party ID,
announcing that Russia was turning towards capitalism, confusion ran supreme as the
country became the wild, wild… east. The old didn’t work any more, and the new would
take years and years to build; it was all completely unchartered territory and no one in the
country had any idea what to do next—no one, except Konukovsky and a few people just
like him. Boris felt that this was the moment he had prepared for all his life. He made
sure he was at the right place at the right time.

Yeltsin’s government hired “advisors” from the USA and UK, who “helped”
developed an intrinsically flawed voucher system, according to which, every worker
received a share in his/her company according to their position, salary, and years of
service. As many prized Soviet enterprises were being privatized with unheard of haste
and at an unheard of discount to their true market value, these vouchers—essentially
stock certificates—were distributed to all workers without proper media campaign,
without any education as to how the stock market worked, or what value these vouchers



represented. No one explained to all these people that if they kept these certificates long
enough, they could appreciate dramatically, thus securing a good education for their
children, or a comfortable retirement for themselves.

Having lived only under Socialism, where retirees received guaranteed government
pensions and the young attended college for free, the people had no concept of the stock
market and didn’t really know what to do with their vouchers. Meanwhile, salaries in the
post-Soviet Russia were often late, and even when they weren’t, the hyperinflation
deemed such salaries useless. People needed supplemental income. That’s when the
vouchers came in handy. Suddenly, some very friendly people with money appeared at
the gates of factories and companies where vouchers where distributed. These people
offered good money for these worthless—as many employees thought—pieces of paper.
The vouchers were re-sold almost as quickly as they were issued.

Konukovsky made sure he was there. He inherited a solid amount from his father,
the original Russian “businessman,” plus his powers of persuasion allowed him to
convince a few investors to chip in. He concentrated on the oil companies, reasoning that
people would always need fuel to power economy and lives, and that oil was the most
valuable export Russia possessed. He did his math and realized that Russian companies
were severely underpriced, that in fact, even if you discounted production, the real estate
alone was worth more than these enterprises were officially valued at. That severe
discount was priced into the value of the vouchers. Just buying up as many vouchers as
possible from employees and holding onto them for a year or two until the market started
pricing these companies a bit more fairly would make him a rich man.

His goal was to buy enough vouchers eventually to take over one of Russia’s prized
oil companies. He found his job exceedingly easy. The employees gladly sold him their
vouchers straight at the gate, usually at a significant discount to their already discounted
value, happy to receive ready cash instead. Konukovsky realized that this kind of activity
would have been considered illegal during Soviet days, and back then, he would have
landed in jail. But now that the country lived under capitalism, it was perfectly fine. This
was the way his heroes, the bankers and magnates of the United States of America, rose
to wealth and power back at the beginning of the Twentieth Century. It was now his turn.

The only thing he needed in abundance was money, lots and lots of it.  But that was
a problem. He soon spent all of his money, as well as the funds he raised from his
investors, yet he only scratched the surface. Many people, having heard that “this nice
young man” was buying up useless vouchers in exchange for ready cash, begged him to
accept theirs. Some poor souls were ready to swap shares in a valuable oil company for a
couple of bottles of booze, in order to drown their sorrows and confusion over the turn
the country was taking.

Boris’s frustration was overwhelming. All these vouchers were his for the taking,
and he ran out of money! To add insult to injury, others like him caught on and started
buying up vouchers, too. Every day, the competition for vouchers was getting steeper and
steeper.

Konukovsky was getting desperate. He needed a very big sponsor, and quickly. Any
capital infusion he was getting from time to time was a mere drop in the bucket.
Meanwhile, there was still a sea of vouchers to be had, and his appetites now grew—he
didn’t just want one oil company, oh no, now he wanted several, plus a few food
companies, and perhaps an aluminum plant.



Finally, when he was at his wit’s end as to where get enough money, an angel
investor appeared. The man who rang Konukovsky’s bell was a foreigner. He spoke
Russian very well, but with a British accent. He said that he represented a wealthy British
businessman, who wanted to invest anonymously in a Russian oil company and that
Konukovsky came highly recommended. By the time the conversation was over, Boris
found himself richer than he’d ever been, and with a promise of virtually unlimited funds
to purchase new vouchers.

Konukovsky didn’t waste a second. He hired several people to buy up vouchers on
his behalf, and since he couldn’t trust anyone, he also hired very well compensated
security and surveillance personnel, both to guard himself and his precious vouchers, and
to keep his voucher buyers honest. Before long, he was the majority holder of two large
oil companies located in Surgut, the Russian oil-producing region in Western Siberia.

He wasn’t satisfied with this, and kept buying up the shares of competitive oil and
natural gas companies, as well as other Russian natural resource giants. From time to
time, he received visits from his new British friend, and sometimes, he flew to London to
talk to him. He still hadn’t spoken to the angel investor behind his contact. But that didn’t
bother him. One day, he would meet this man and thank him. He also wasn’t bothered by
the fact that only a fraction of this wealth was really his. He was an excellent accountant,
and in fact, he made infinitely more on these deals than he disclosed to his sponsor. Most
of the time, he paid less for vouchers than he reported. Other times, the actual number of
shares was substantially larger than his sponsor knew. He made sure the incognito
businessman from England was happy—what was wrong with making himself happy
along the way?

Following the advice of his British friend, Konukovsky took over the boards of
directors of both oil companies, while buying up the remaining shares in the open
market. Then, he merged both companies into one, creating NORUS, aka North Oil
Russia. He soon added to his assets, scooping up three other small oil and natural gas
companies. As a result, NORUS became the largest oil-slash-natural gas company in the
country. Konukovsky made sure the company was organized according to the best
Western practices. It was all modern, transparent (of course, only on the surface), and
very attractive to foreign investors. Konukovsky was a frequent guest in New York,
London, Berlin, Zurich and Geneva, where he promoted his company, as well as
investment in Russia in general. He became the poster boy of a New Russia, and the
darling of the Western press. He was often invited to advise the Russian President, Boris
Yeltsin, on the economy and even the political direction of the country. He was featured
on the cover of Time as a new generation of the Russian businessmen—the New Russian,
while Forbes promoted him as Russia’s richest man.

Konukovsky liked the spotlight and all the attention. But what he liked even more
was that his dreams of consolidating control over a large chunk of the country’s
resources were coming true. His star was shining brightly, but Konukovsky was a careful
man, and he made sure he didn’t put all of his eggs in one basket. As soon as he had his
first billion, he funneled one-half of it offshore. He opened numbered accounts in several
Swiss banks, but also distributed money between Cyprus, London and the Caimans. His
agents quietly acquired real estate in the Mediterranean, London and USA, just in case he
needed to leave the country in haste.



NORUS was soon listed on the New York Stock Exchange. The IPO was a huge
success. The media campaign was tremendously favorable, and overnight his wealth
quadrupled. After the IPO, the company stock kept going up, up, up, and Konukovsky
found his face on the cover of Time magazine—again. While he was being praised in the
Western media for all his achievements, the Russian population at large had a hard time
getting paid for their work, the infrastructure was crumbling, and previously well taken
care of retirees resorted to going through trash to find food, as their pensions turned to
nothing due to the rampaging hyperinflation.

Konukovsky still couldn’t believe how easy it was to take control of his gigantic oil
empire, any moment expecting a rude awakening. He frequently woke up from a
nightmare in which he found himself in court, where a thunderous voice announced the
dreaded: “Stand up, Citizen Konukovsky! You are being charged with illegal activities!”
But nothing like that ever happened. It seemed all his offshore precautions were
unnecessary as the country became more capitalist, and as other oligarchs emerged
alongside, making his fortune legit in the eyes of the law. His empire grew like
mushrooms after a spring shower, and eventually he felt more and more comfortable in
his new shoes as Russia’s richest man.

Then, amid popular discontent, tipsy Boris Yeltsin left his post at the last chime of
the Spassky Tower clock that ended the Twentieth Century. His televised apology to all
Russians for what he had done to the country was broadcast on national television. The
new millennium started and the new man emerged. His name was Vladimir Dobrov, and
he wasn’t anything like Yeltsin.

Konukovsky saw the difference between the two, and adjusted quickly. By popular
demand, Dobrov started looking into how the fortunes of the top Russian oligarchs were
acquired back during the nineties. Dobrov was a patriot, deeply wounded by the
humiliation the country had to go through in the previous decade, convinced that breakup
of the Soviet Union, albeit unavoidable, was a humanitarian catastrophe, and determined
to bring the country back to the top—even if he had to drag it into the new millennium
kicking and screaming.

Konukovsky knew just how to bribe this man. He heard on the grapevine that
Sotheby’s of New York was auctioning off the extensive Forbes family collection of
Russian art, including Faberge eggs, icons, and other items, no doubt stolen after the
1917 Revolution. He immediately arranged for the pre-auction purchase via an
intermediary, sweeping up the entire collection for an undisclosed amount. Later,
Sotheby’s bragged that an unknown Russian billionaire had made them an offer they
couldn’t refuse. And while the exact amount was a secret, it was well over $150 million.

When the collection arrived in Russia, Konukovsky asked for an audience with
President Dobrov, where he solemnly presented his gift to the Russian people.

“Mr. President,” he said, addressing Dobrov, “these treasures were stolen from
Russia. I brought them back to the people.”

For a year, the collection traveled from city to city, resulting in a ton of positive PR
for NORUS and Konukovsky personally. After his “patriotic” act, Dobrov gave him a
rare smile. Konukovsky noticed a marked change in attitude towards him by Dobrov and
his people. He was now invited to the Kremlin, and even nominated to the advisory panel
on economy, but most importantly, he stopped feeling as if someone was breathing down
his neck. He was now left alone, and that was all he wanted, because he had big plans,



both for Russia and for himself. But to accomplish his life’s ultimate ambition, Boris
Konukovsky needed to buy time.



The Lees resided on the seventh floor of a tall condo building located in New York’s
Chinatown, just a couple of blocks from Canal Street. When young and newly married
Chang and Dao-ming Lee first arrived from Hong Kong, Chinatown wasn’t the
gentrified, wealthy place it is today. There were lots of very poor people who were happy
to work for peanuts and a roof over their heads. The streets were noisy, dirty, and smelled
like raw fish, and the restaurants weren’t as elegant and richly decorated. Today,
Chinatown was every bit as noisy, but everything else had changed.

In those days they lived in an old tenement building, full of rats and cockroaches.
Chang Lee quickly found a good job—he was a skilled electrician and handyman, and
Bell Atlantic was hiring. After rigorous testing and interviews, he received an offer as
one of the maintenance men at the company’s Manhattan facility. Chang was a good
worker and he was eventually put in charge of a maintenance team. Of course, there were
no Baby Bells any more, as the company he had worked for was now called Verizon, but
that was fine, because his stock and profit sharing grew together with the company.

After Chang Lee received a promotion, he bought this condo in the newly built high-
rise, at a time when Chinatown was still viewed as a slum of Manhattan. It turned out, he
made a very good move—in more ways than one—because just several years later, living
in Chinatown became fashionable as scores of investors made money on the stock market
and more and more people wanted to live in Manhattan. The value of their two-bedroom,
two-bath condo, with a large balcony and extra storage, went through the roof. By all
accounts, the Lees were sitting pretty.

Dao-ming Lee was finishing making dinner. All her men would be home very soon,
her sons from school and her husband from work. Hers was a traditional Chinese
household: men worked or studied, while she cooked, cleaned, and did laundry. This was
the only role she had ever envisioned for herself in this world, and she wasn’t burdened
by it as some of the Occidental women seemed to be. She treasured it, as these functions
were a part of being a matriarch. Yes, the matriarch, that’s what she was—gently
guiding, directing and reprimanding when necessary, so her men would stay on track and
so they would never forget their life’s responsibilities. Dao-ming had trouble learning
English, although she honestly tried, so to this day, she felt uncomfortable leaving the
house by herself. What if she couldn’t communicate with the Occidentals? For that
reason, she was always accompanied by her husband or one of her sons when she was



shopping or visiting a doctor. However, inside the walls of their family home, her
authority was supreme—and that was all that mattered.

As Dao-ming was finishing her famous Rose Fish stew, she heard a knock on the
door. She lowered the flame to a minimum, just in case, and hurried to open it.

“Hello,” said a young Occidental man, smiling. “Is there a Kei Lee residing here?”
“Yeah, Kei, yeah,” nodded Dao-ming energetically. “No home, come late.”
“Oh, that’s okay. I was just asked to give him this. Please pass it on to him when he

returns.” The young man rolled a beautiful new bike into the apartment and quickly left.
Dao-ming admired the bike for a moment, wondering what all that meant, then, went

back to the kitchen to take a look at the stew. She finished her cooking and, covering the
steamed Chinese vegetables, Rose Fish stew, and jasmine rice, she left everything on the
stove so it wouldn’t get cold.

She took off her apron, washed her hands, and went to the living room to take a brief
break before setting the dinner table. Her hand habitually reached for a family album,
which she loved looking at as her way of relaxing. It was full of photographs from the
old country and the whole Lee family clan was smiling at her from every page—
nephews, nieces, aunts and uncles, grandmas and grandpas. Ah, and there were her
beautiful sons, her babies, almost grown up now. She was so proud of both of them—but
in very different ways. Still, there was so much she worried about…

With all her motherly heart, Dao-ming knew that Kei and Win were about to step out
of the protective cocoon in which she had enveloped them from childhood, into the big,
scary world outside. They were about to start living their destinies. She smiled at the
photo of Win, taken on the day he graduated grammar school. Win had always been
overachiever. He showed up first from his mother’s womb. It was a difficult pregnancy,
and a difficult birth.

Dao-ming was a small woman, as many Chinese women of her generation tended to
be, so carrying twins took quite a toll on her. She had a relatively easy time birthing Win,
but Kei was another story all together. He was always stubborn and a wise Alec at that.
As if bent on proving that he was his own person even when he was still in his mother’s
womb, he delayed coming out until he was ready.

The doctors almost gave up and were readying a C-section procedure, but she always
knew—she always believed. When she was on the verge of fainting from strain and
exhaustion, and they were about perform a C-section incision, Kei suddenly popped out
as if nothing happened, more than an hour after his brother. She always thought that even
as a fetus he knew exactly what was going on, and that he did that on purpose. She
should have called him “wise Alec,” or “Trickster,” not Kei.

They called the boys Wei and Kei, after their two grandfathers; good, solid Chinese
names—anyone would be proud of those. But when Wei turned sixteen, according to
American law, he could choose to change his name to whatever he wanted. He wanted an
English name. He always admired Winston Churchill, so he chose that name, and before
anyone in the family knew what hit them, he became Win.

As usual, the family celebrated the twins’ birthday on March 1. There was much to
celebrate. A year earlier, they were both accepted to Stuyvesant Academy, a Manhattan
school for talented kids, where admission was based on strict examinations. Acceptance
to such a privileged school was a feat in itself, but in addition, they were allowed to skip
a grade, which was almost unheard of.



As always, it was easy with Win. A brilliant scientist, he passed his exams with
flying colors and received his invitation early, after winning the National Science
competition. The family was celebrating, but that left Kei behind. No one really expected
him to get into Stuyvesant as well, what with all the classes he had skipped. He was just
as brilliant as Win was, at least in his parents’ eyes, but he didn’t seem to care at all
about his grades.

Imagine the surprise and the relief when one day, the invitation also arrived for Kei.
It turned out that he secretly prepared for and passed the difficult entry exam, not
wanting to be left behind. Chang and Dao-ming were so proud of their son for making
this extra effort! Now the parents knew both of the twins’ futures were bright, and what a
relief it was that they would again be together.

The conversation at dinner revolved around the new bike that arrived for Kei. There
was a note attached to the saddle: To replace the one you lost while saving a life.

The note didn’t say anything else and everyone agreed that it must be from the man
Kei and Win saved. Throughout the evening, everyone’s glances kept darting towards the
new bike.

“Wow, it’s a BMC track bike!” exclaimed Win in admiration. “Worth at least a cool
three thousand dollars!”

Kei couldn’t believe his eyes. The Swiss BMC brand was the pinnacle of desire of
many boys his age. And now, he had one! The whole thing seemed almost a miracle and
Kei wanted to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

Chang Lee frowned. “I don’t think you can keep such an expensive present, Kei,” he
said. “You didn’t earn it, and everything in life should be earned. You won’t appreciate
this expensive bike because you received it too easily. When you earn things through
hard work, all fruits taste sweeter.”

But Win swiftly came to his brother’s rescue. “Dad,” he said, “we don’t know who
sent the bike. Therefore, we can’t possibly send it back. Besides, Kei did earn it. He
saved a man’s life, as even the card on the bike states. Surely, such feat is worth a bike in
your book! There are different kinds of work, Dad, won’t you agree? I say, saving a life
qualifies as a worthy endeavor just as much, if not more than just about any other type of
work.”

Chang Lee didn’t say anything, just made a “hmm…” sound, wondering when his
son became so smart. Then, shaking his head in half-amazement, half-admiration, he
made a beeline for the new flat screen TV to watch the Chinese news.

The twins exchanged a glance—their father’s reaction meant that the bike could
stay. Kei could hardly contain a huge grin, sitting down to play a nice game of chess with
his brother. Kei played absentmindedly, throwing periodic glances at his new bike, and
observing his mother, who was resting on the sofa after a day of housework and flipping
through the pages of the family photo album. He noticed her pause on the page with his
pictures, her fingers tracing through his 8th grade photo. He observed her with a tender,
yet mischievous smile, knowing full well what was going through her head.

Stuyvesant… That was his first real achievement. He saw how disappointed the
family was when he didn’t get in, besides, he couldn’t bear being separated from Win.
Ever since they were born, they were together. Sure, Kei played the independence card
once in a while, but everyone knew how attached the twins were to each other.



Kei noticed a long time ago that when he concentrated on an object hard enough, he
could change its appearance. Once, when he was just a kid, he broke the family treasure,
a genuine Ming Dynasty vase, which his mother inherited from her mother. He tried to
glue pieces together, but nothing worked. In desperation, he just stared at the vase,
wishing with all his might that the vase wasn’t broken. All of a sudden, the broken pieces
moved, re-forming the vase, and a moment later it stood in front of him, whole and
flawless, as if nothing had happened. He touched it gingerly, afraid to believe the
miracle. Then he rubbed his eyes, and even pinched himself. He put the vase back on its
display stand and didn’t tell anyone.

Kei was ready to dismiss the whole thing as his imagination, or a dream. But when
he nearly forgot about this strange incident, something else happened. He was playing
with his friends in a small courtyard behind their building, when the football went
through the huge display window of the nearby shop. Everyone issued a gasp as the glass
shattered. This was really bad; the owner of the store, Mr. Tong, was an angry old man,
whom the kids feared and hated with all their hearts. How many times were they told not
to play near his store! Any moment now, his angry face would show up by the doorway,
then he’d call the police, then he’d make sure he complained to each and every one of
their parents, who in turn would ground them… As the nightmare was about to unfold,
Kei looked at the glass intently, wishing for it to be whole again. A moment later, the
football flew out of the broken window and landed back in the hands of the boy who
threw it. As the shocked children watched, their mouths hanging open, the glass mended
itself to perfection.

Mr. Tong appeared at the door, his face a stormy cloud.
“Again these intolerable kids,” he yelled. “This time I’ll get you all for good! This

time you’ll be rotting in jail where you belong!”
“What are you talking about, Mr. Tong?” asked Kei innocently.
“My beautiful display window! Who broke it, you rascals?” Mr. Tong turned to face

his store and his jaw dropped—the window he had witnessed shattering, was intact.
“Suggest a visit to an optometrist, Mr. Tong,” murmured Kei, as the whole gang left

giggling.
No one talked about what happened that day, chalking it up to a collective

hallucination, but Kei knew differently.
He used his newly found ability once in a while ever since, primarily when he

wanted to skip school or get a nice gift for Mom’s birthday, but he told no one about it,
not even Win. Sometimes, he would catch his parents’ glances, as if they were quietly
watching him, and wondered whether they had somehow found out. But he still didn’t
tell them because he liked having his very own, private secret, which no one—not even
his brother or his parents—knew about.

He mentally referred to himself as the changer and his biggest triumph came last
year. When Win got accepted to Stuyvesant, Kei decided that it was time to use his gift
for something truly meaningful. Being great at computers, he could have hacked into the
school records and changed them, but hacking always left traces, no matter how you tried
to hide them, besides, hacking was so…yesterday. His changing ability was so much
cooler than that, warranting a more creative approach. He never tried to use it with
something he couldn’t see, like school computer records, but he was up for the challenge.



He closed his eyes and concentrated very, very hard, imagining the records in
question buried deep in the main frame and willing them to change. He went through his
middle school and junior high records systematically, changing his bad grades to straight
A’s, and adding a win in a science competition he’d never entered. Then he exhaled and
opened his eyes. He’d know soon enough if he succeeded.

The next day, he noticed a commotion at the school office. Later, Principal Kloden
called him to his office to ask whether he wanted to tell him something.

“No,” Kei shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing.”
“I never knew you took part in the New York Science Fair, let alone won it,”

murmured the principal.
“What do you mean, Mr. Kloden?” said Kei. “You recommended me yourself.

“Don’t you remember?”
“No,” said Mr. Kloden. “And I never forget a thing.”
“I suggest you check your records then.”
Mr. Kloden got up from his chair and went to his filing cabinet. A minute later, he

was back at his desk, holding a piece of paper. “Extraordinary, simply extraordinary,” he
murmured, staring at the paper incredulously.

Shortly before going home, Kei noticed a couple of people running some kind of
tests on the school computers—looking for traces of hacking, no doubt. Of course, they
found none. They probably also checked for fingerprints, signs of forced entry, and other
suspicious activities. They can look till next year, and still find nothing, thought Kei.
Eventually they would have no choice but to stop looking and try to forget this
unexplained phenomenon.

Everything happened as Kei predicted, and not a single trace of meddling with
school records was found. As a result, the administration and teachers simply tried to
forget it, their fear being that they were all hallucinating. Collective hallucination by the
entire teaching body would not be a good thing. If that were true, they could all lose their
jobs, and none of them wanted that. It was better to expunge it out of their collective
memory, and so they did.

Meanwhile, Kei did the same with Stuyvesant entry exam results, giving himself the
top score. After everything was fixed, he went for an interview he was never supposed to
have. Once inside the building, he slipped into a restroom and concentrated on a broom
in the corner. A moment later, the broom was gone and standing in front of him was his
Science teacher in the flesh. He looked a little disoriented, but all in all, he was a very
good imitation. After all, Science teachers are almost obligated to look a bit distracted.

“Come on, Mr. Stein,” said Kei. “It’s time for our interview.”
“Excuse me, Dr. Pallini,” said the secretary. “Your appointment is here. Mr. Stein

and Kei Lee—a new student interview.”
“I don’t have any interviews this afternoon,” responded Dr. Pallini, checking her

calendar.
“Oh yes, you do,” said the secretary. “It’s right here, on my calendar.”
“This is strange,” said the Stuyvesant principal. “I have nothing here.”
“It’s understandable. You’ve had a lot on your plate lately.”
“That’s true,” agreed Dr. Pallini. “Ask them in.”



That day, after his fake Science teacher gave him a glowing personal
recommendation, Kei was accepted to Stuyvesant, to his parents’ and teachers’
amazement.



When he fixed his grades to get himself into Stuyvesant, Kei never thought about what
he would do next. His immediate idea was to be near Win, because somehow he felt he
needed to watch over him. Why did he have this feeling? He wasn’t sure. He just knew
beyond a shadow of a doubt that he did, and he was used to trusting his feelings, since
they never let him down. But soon he realized that he might have bit more than he could
chew.

Unlike him, Win was in his element. He took as many classes as he could,
participated in a myriad of science projects, quickly became the president of the Science
Club and was already preparing for the next science competition. But Kei was struggling.
After all, he was not a geek, like his brother. He was a true free spirit. He loved to race
on his bike, or explore the lesser known parts of Manhattan. He was starting to suffocate
inside these walls.

More and more, Kei was falling behind in his studies, so he began using his power to
change his grades, to avoid being kicked out of Stuyvesant. He personally didn’t care
about his education, thinking it was all hogwash, but he couldn’t bear the look he’d see
on his parents’ faces if he were kicked out. Besides, he needed to keep an eye on Win—
deep in his gut, he was confident of that.

Kei needed some air, so after his classes ended, he decided to take a walk back
home. Win stayed behind for some kind of a conference with high-profile scientists who
were visiting the school. As usual, Win was every teacher’s darling; Kei never was.

He walked through the Battery Park City, where the school was located, deep in
thought.

The sound of a roaring motorcycle yanked him out of his inner world.
“Hey,” rang a young woman’s voice next to him. “Want a ride?”
He raised his eyes and shook his head, preparing to decline politely.
“Thank you, but I need to get some fresh air…” He stared at the face of the dark-

haired young woman. Dressed in black leather cat suit and boots, topped with a slick red
leather jacket that accentuated her thin waist and sensuous form, she straddled a Harley,
smiling at him with her cherry-red lips. It was clearly the same woman he saw on Canal
Street when he and Win helped the man suffering from a stroke.

“I think,” said the beautiful apparition, handing him a helmet, “you need a ride. All
free spirits do.”



“True,” he said, accepting the helmet. How did she know what he was thinking?
“I am a mind reader,” replied the woman to his thought, laughing. “Name’s Red.

And you are Kei.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. But how did you know my name…”
“Told you, I’m a mind reader.”
A moment later, they were flying through Manhattan. They visited the Upper West

Side, then drove through Central Park and ended up in Harlem. After that, they rode back
to Battery Park, where they stopped by a street vendor who was selling falafel wraps.
Red ordered a couple and they stood by her Harley, munching on their snack and
laughing.

It was already getting dark when she finally let him off in Chinatown.
“When will I see you again?” whispered Kei, staring mesmerized into the divine

creature’s cat-like dark eyes.
“Any time you want,” she responded.
“Then…tomorrow!”
“Tomorrow’s Friday,” she said. “A good day to explore Underworld.”
“Underworld? What’s that?”
“It’s a great joint in the Hell’s Kitchen area. You’ll love it.”
“Hell’s Kitchen? That’s close to the Times Square, isn’t it?”
“Kinda.” She nodded with a twinkle in those bewitching eyes. “It’s between 9th and

11th Avenues at 47th. And I promise a hell of a time!”
Kei’s eyes followed the Harley as Red rounded the corner. He thought about her all

evening, and when he went to bed that night, he had a blissful grin on his face. He was in
love for the first time in his life. The feeling was so all-encompassing, so overwhelming
that his heart pounded like a hammer. Yet, he also felt like he was about to fly.

In his state, he failed to notice that Win also went to bed with a blissful smile.

******

On Friday, Kei met Red at the corner of 47th Street and 9th Avenue. She wore skinny
jeans, high heels, and a sleeveless black tunic with sequined accents, which highlighted
her dark hair and eyes, and made her look positively ravishing.

“We are going to an underground night club, fittingly called Underworld,” she
explained. Kei didn’t care whether they were going to Underworld, or to the end of the
world. He was ready to follow her anywhere.

The Hell’s Kitchen area of Manhattan was once where prostitutes, drug addicts and
other rather unsavory characters found refuge because it was cheap. Now of course, the
entire Manhattan was so gentrified that even here you wouldn’t find a shoe-box-sized
apartment for less than $3,500 a month.

It was only 6:30 p.m. and still early by the nightclub goers’ etiquette. Red knocked
three times on a nondescript, metal door painted dark brown, which was buried in a walk-
down. At eye level, the door had a small window with jail-like grates. There was
movement behind the door and the non-smiling face of a burly dude, who belonged in a
Pro Wrestling rink, appeared behind the grates.



“We are cl…,” he started. Suddenly, his expression changed and he hurriedly opened
the door, muttering apologetically, “Yes, of course, come in, come in—welcome, my
Lady.”

“Thank you, Heraldo,” Red replied regally, making her way past the huge bouncer.
Kei followed, throwing cautious glances at the towering mountain of muscle guarding the
door.

“I am actually not of age…yet,” admitted Kei when they were safely out of the
bouncer’s earshot.

“Not to worry,” said Red, smiling. “It’s covered.”
At this hour, the bar was still dark with only a couple of people sitting in high chairs

with drinks in their hands. There was no one else—not even a bartender—around. The
whole place gave out the air of forlornness typical of nightclubs before patrons pile in
and the show begins.

“Light, please,” said Red into thin air, making herself comfortable at a tiny table for
two, located not too far from the dance floor.

The moment she finished her sentence, the candles set in whimsical cast iron candle
holders burst into flame around them, giving the space an immediate feeling of mystery
and magic.

“My Lady, what an honor to serve you!” A slick waiter, dressed all in black with
white gloves, materialized in front of them with a bow. “What can I offer my beautiful
queen and her handsome prince?”

“You are such a joker, Emmanuel,” murmured Red. “The usual—for two.”
“Of course, my Lady.” He melted into darkness, as if he never existed.
“Wow,” said Kei. “What is this place? They haven’t even asked for my ID, and they

treat you like a queen…”
“Do you like it?”
“Yeah, it’s great, but how is that possible? You are no more than twenty, right?”
“Something like that,” said Red, smiling serenely.
“Then, how come they know you so well here? Are you a celebrity of some sort?

Should I know you? Of course,” Kei continued his monologue, “of course, how silly of
me! You must be a celebrity—just look at you! You are so beautiful. I am just surprised I
can’t remember you from a movie or a magazine.”

“Let’s eat, shall we,” replied Red with a mysterious smile, as a whole procession of
servers, directed by Emmanuel, brought out their dinner.

Somehow, the table they sat at started expanding to accommodate all the dishes
being laid out before their eyes. Kei closed his eyes, and rubbed them vigorously. When
he opened them again, everything seemed back to normal.

Meanwhile, Emmanuel was describing the bounty on the table. “Exquisite eggplant
caviar—goes wonderfully with the Russian pancakes; fresh vegetarian pate—just in from
our French suppliers; artichoke and olive salad; assorted cheeses from Holland, France
and Greece; guacamole and rainbow-hummus platter, created by our chef especially for
you; Middleastern salad; jasmine basmati rice with pine nuts, and of course…,” with
these words Emmanuel conjured a large carafe filled with dark red liquid, solemnly
placing it on the table. “Fresh from the vines of Tuscany, just as you like it, my Lady.”

Kei’s eyes widened. Having grown up in a Chinese family, he never tried wine
before. At sixteen, he still had much to learn about the world around him.



“Very nice, Emmanuel, you’ve outdone yourself,” said Red approvingly.
The waiter and the servers bowed and vanished into the darkness.
“Let’s begin, shall we?” said Red. “I am starving.”
“Wow, this is quite a spread,” commented Kei. “Wine, my Lady?” He tried to sound

mature while picking up the carafe to pour some wine into Red’s goblet.
“Yes, please,” she said with the same smile, pushing her goblet closer to Kei. She

had to reach all the way to the middle of the table to do so, and again, Kei got a distinct
feeling that the table was actually much larger than it visually appeared.

He chased the thought away, preparing to pour the beautiful dark liquid into Red’s
goblet, and hoping—praying—that he’d be able to handle the wine.

“It’s actually not wine—it’s grape juice, from the best vines of Tuscany,” she
explained in response to his unspoken fears.

“Oh…” Kei’s hand twitched and he spilled a drop of dark red liquid. The drop kept
expanding, forming a blood-red stain on the snow-white tablecloth.

Red glanced at the drop, and then back at Kei. “I’m really not much of a drinker, and
you are not of age yet.”

“Right,” said Kei, inadvertent relief spreading through his veins. He confidently
poured the juice into goblets. No more spillage.

As they started their meal, soft, romantic music filled the space. It appeared to be
coming from everywhere, floating into the club, as smells floated in—through the air.

Kei enjoyed everything on the table. Most of these things he never tried before, as
his diet consisted of Mom’s wonderful Chinese cooking. He imagined himself moving
around the globe as he ate: Provence, Tuscany, Middle East, Russia, Holland, Greece…
The tastes and textures were delicate and rich. Soon, he found himself drifting off into
oblivion filled with soft music and romantic flicker of the candles.

Meanwhile, the club started filling with patrons. The live orchestra replaced the
background music, continuing to play surreally romantic melodies. Two women stepped
on the dance floor, moving with fluid seductiveness. Kei watched mesmerized as the two
vixens weaved their sexy dance, culminating it with a long and passionate kiss straight on
the dance floor. The patrons exploded with applause, as the floor filled with more
dancing couples, some of different genders, and some of the same.

“How do you like it so far?” Red, who just a moment ago sat on the opposite side of
the table, was suddenly next to him. She put her cool hand on top of his. “Enjoying
yourself?”

Kei found his lips in dangerous proximity to Red’s, and before he knew it, they were
locked into one long and passionate kiss. He kissed her as if drinking in the best Italian
wine (sorry, grape juice), and savoring every moment of this intoxicating reality. The
music played, couples danced, people moved past, and candles flickered. But Kei didn’t
see or feel anything around him, besides her. They were locked in their kiss for so long
that when they finally woke up from it, the dance floor was empty, the band was on a
break, and patrons started their dinner.

“Wow,” said Kei, “that was…”
“…delicious,” finished Red.
“Intoxicating,” added Kei.
“Would you like to stretch your legs a bit?” she asked.
“Outside? I kinda like it here…” he started.



“No, I have a better place in mind.”
With these words, she got up and headed to the back of the club, Kei in tow. Red

paused by the dark mahogany door, flanked on both sides by two sultry belly dancers,
each holding a sword in one hand and a curved knife in another.

“Interesting choice of guards.” Kei just couldn’t help a “wise Alec” remark.
“Oh, they are so much more than that,” replied Red. “Girls?”
The two belly dancers bowed deeply to Red and as they straightened out, their

appearance changed. Now flanking the door was a pair of leather-clad dominatrix,
straight from a Miss Kick-Your-Ass world championship. Kei’s eyes widened and he
pinched himself. A moment later, the two girls looked again as delicate belly dancers,
smiling demurely at them.

Kei blinked. Was he hallucinating? Did he inhale something in this place? Unlikely,
as the air here was fresh, as if they weren’t in the middle of the city, and underground,
but had windows open into the great outdoors somewhere in the country. Perhaps drugs
were a common occurrence in some other clubs, but not here. Red actually came across
as somewhat of a health nut. She only drank juice and, judging by the dinner, didn’t even
appear to eat meat. It was unlikely that she would go to a place with drugs. He again
brushed all these thoughts aside, as he was very curious to find out what was behind this
mysterious door.

The door opened and they stepped into an elevator. Unlike the club, which gave
away the feel of gothic whimsy, the elevator was super high-tech. Its slick interior was
equipped with cameras and a myriad of gleaming buttons. Each button had something
written on it. Kei looked closer.

“Floors,” he read. “Minus ten, minus fifty five, minus one hundred, minus five
hundred… Is all this going deeper underground? What is this—some kind of secret
government installation under Manhattan?”

“Hardly,” replied Red with her usual twinkle. “This is my home.”
“Minus five hundred floors underground? How can that be?”
“Actually, my home is on minus one hundredth,” she replied. “You really want to

avoid the five hundredth, unless you know what you are doing.”
And with these mysterious words, she pressed the gleaming button with “–100” on

it.
“Oh, by the way, this is a bullet elevator, so hang on to your pants…” she added as

Kei began to sense movement.
“Wha…. ahhhhh…”
Kei felt himself dropping into abyss at an ultra-sonic speed. The sensation was that

not only his pants couldn’t catch up with this impossible speed, but also the entire
contents of his stomach, which appeared to remain on floor “0,” as the rest of him
dropped precipitously to “-100.” Without a warning, the elevator slowed down, coming
to a softly cushioned stop.

Kei staggered out, feeling nauseated and holding back the urge to puke the contents
of his fab dinner on the gleaming marble floor. He checked his stomach—still with him.
Other body parts—intact. He exhaled and straightened out.

“It always feels a little odd the first time,” Red remarked calmly, “but I am afraid I
have no patience for slower elevators. Anyway, I am glad you are okay.”

“Just barely.”



“You’ll get used to it.”
“What is this place?”
“Welcome to my home,” she said with a sweeping gesture.
Kei followed the movement of her hand. They were in what he could describe as a

magnificent underground Gothic castle. The hall they were in featured a vaulted ceiling
disappearing into the darkness above, frescoes and mosaics, illuminated by burning
torches set in whimsical cast-iron wall sconces.

A row of cast-iron chandeliers above them had hundreds of candles illuminating the
huge hall, and the arched Gothic windows, which let in surreal light. Wait, how could
there be any light, if they were 100 floors underground?

“There is plenty of light underground,” replied Red to his thoughts, “if you know
where to look.”

They walked out of the hall into a spectacular underground garden, where flowers of
unheard off beauty were illuminated by the same surreal light. They walked along a
meticulously tended gravel path toward the marble fountain where a coiled dragon
spewed water into a round basin. Kei noticed flashes of color between tropical
vegetation—birds. Beautiful birds that he’d never seen before flew back and forth in
flashes of red, blue, and green, chirping merrily, as if excited to have a visitor.

“I simply can’t believe it!” exclaimed Kei playfully. “This is some kind of
underground paradise! I can’t even imagine what kind of miracles, my Lady, you could
be hiding at the notorious minus five hundredth, which no doubt reaches into the very
heart of the Earth. Of course, according to some, this is where Hell is located, but judging
by all this, it couldn’t be any further from the truth.”

In response, his enchanting hostess gave him a Mona Lisa smile. “The very heart of
the Earth, as you put it, reveals its secrets only to a few rare and fortunate souls.
Everyone will see it according to their own perception. To some it may be Hell, but to
others it’s Paradise…”



After Olga’s funeral, the Elfimovs’ apartment had become a lonely place. Olga was the
fine, but extremely dependable glue that held everything together in their household.
Now that she was gone, so was that intangible quality that made the home a joyful and
desirable place to be. The laughter that was one of the main attributes of their lives had
all but disappeared.

Of course, their friends were always there for them. Maxim’s colleagues stopped by
frequently, trying to infuse the place with the kind of joy, which the Elfimovs’ parties
were so famous for. Olga used to organize these parties for their many friends, alas, they
were only a memory now that their heart and soul was gone.

Semyon and his wife Lena, who were both retired, now spent a lot of time with
Maxim and Sasha. Both Sasha and Maxim were grieving, but at the same time, as was
customary in their family, they tried to be especially protective of each other.

When school started, every morning, Maxim got up at dawn and washed clothes,
made warm breakfast, packed lunch, and generally made sure Sasha had everything she
needed before leaving for school. After that, he often insisted on accompanying her there
under the pretext of needing to buy something along the way, or wanting to consult her
on an issue of importance that couldn’t wait. Her school was an easy walking distance
from home, as Russian city schools tended to be. Sasha saw through all these excuses,
but she didn’t say anything, allowing her despondent father this daily indulgence—for
just a little while longer being close to the only family he had left.

Before disappearing inside the school doors, she would usually give Maxim a kiss on
the cheek, placing her steadying hand on his shoulder and looking into his sad eyes. As
was usual for her, she tried to use her mind shifting ability to take off some of his load.
That was her way of protecting him.

“Now go, Papa, you’ll be late for work,” she would usually tell him encouragingly.
Maxim would nod silently, giving Sasha a grateful smile, and making sure she got

inside the school building, he would mechanically walk to the nearest Metro station,
where he would catch a ride to work. He would get off at the Moscow University station
and take his usual morning walk to his office.

Because of his walks with Sasha, he now was often late for his lectures. And the
spark, the wit, and the passion that used to make him the most beloved linguistics teacher



on campus was gone. But both his students and his colleagues forgave him for that,
hoping that in time, the old Professor Maxim Elfimov would return.

Sasha would sit through her classes, where she would go through the motions, just
like her father. Before school even started, she received early admission to Princeton,
which was Olga’s dream for her. Olga’s best friend, Dasha, married a professor there.
They lived within walking distance of the Princeton University campus and if Sasha got
in, Dasha and her husband would welcome her in their home so she wouldn’t be alone in
a foreign land. Unlike Russian schools of higher learning, American colleges did not
require entrance exams, which in this case was a godsend, because Sasha completely lost
any interest in her education. Her answers and test results still were a solid “Five”—the
equivalent of an American “A”—but compared to her last year’s performance, it was a
step down.

Her teachers cut her some slack, knowing what she was going through, but it
appeared she didn’t care one way or the other. Through the entire school day, she was
surrounded by her two loyal friends, Misha and Zeena, who seemed to be glued to her at
all times. It was getting to the point of being ridiculous, when Zeena insisted that she
needed to go to the bathroom every time Sasha went. And if Zeena were absent, Misha
would often stalk her, waiting for her at the bathroom door.

Annoyed at this over-protectiveness, Sasha finally decided to explore what was
causing it and tapped into her friends’ minds. That’s when she realized that her mind
shifting powers were not the same. She could catch some of their thoughts, but it was
nowhere near as clear as it used to be. She used to see people’s thoughts and hidden
motivations with the clarity and sharpness of real events. Sometimes, it would appear in
her mind as a wide screen motion picture, and sometimes, as a stream of consciousness.
The problem with her mind shifting power wasn’t a pleasant discovery, as her powers
were the only thing that kept her level on the earthly plane, and she thought that they
were the one thing she could never lose.

Worried, the next morning, Sasha decided to test her mind shifting power on her
father.

As he was preparing to accompany her to school as usual, she laid a relaxing hand
on his shoulder and, looking him straight in the eye, said, “Papa, I want to go to school
by myself today. You must go to work, otherwise you’ll be late.” Usually, after such
suggestion, Maxim’s tension would start leaving his shoulders and he would readily nod.
Sure, Sasha, he’d say, if you want to be alone today, I certainly understand. I’ll see you
tonight at dinner.

But this time, it didn’t happen. He didn’t relax from her touch, nor did he nod. She
kept hypnotizing him with her eyes, still hoping for the right response.

Instead, Maxim shook his head and said, “You know, Sasha, I would still like to
come with you, if you don’t mind, because we need to discuss dinner preparations for
tomorrow, when Uncle Semyon and Aunt Lena come to visit. And don’t worry about my
work, my first lecture is not before eleven.”

Now Sasha knew beyond the shadow of a doubt—her mind shifting power was all
but gone. Completely immersed in her grief and consumed with helping her father
through this difficult time, for a while she completely forgot about her powers. Every
morning, she used them on her father, attempting to shift some of his burden from his
shoulders, and only now she realized that her cure wasn’t as effective as she thought. It



appeared that every time he nodded and smiled at her in the morning, he was only doing
it to reassure her. She thought she was helping him, but instead, he was trying to help her.
This was a crushing thought.

Sasha didn’t tell her father about her discovery, deciding to test her time shifting
power first. Her plan was to do that when she went to bed that night. Yet, somewhere
deep down, she already knew that he realized the problem with her powers, but for some
reason kept it from her. She wanted to think it was because of his usual protectiveness.
Perhaps he thought that it was an understandable reaction to the kind of shock she was
going through and perhaps he hoped her powers would be restored in due time. She
didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily, deciding to get to the bottom of what had
happened, before breaking the bad news to him.

It never occurred to Sasha that when Maxim realized that she was unable to use her
mind shifting power on him any more, he rejoiced. He always nurtured a secret hope that
his daughter wasn’t the Key of Destiny, and that she would be spared the impossible
responsibility that came with this “honor” she (as he imagined) had never asked for. Now
that he lost his beloved wife, he was doubly passionate about that. He didn’t tell Sasha
that he noticed her mind shifting power had diminished, every morning imitating his old
reaction and pretending to do exactly as she told him. It was easy, since after taking her
to school, he needed to leave for work anyway. His wonderful daughter thought she was
helping relieve his burden, and he gladly let her think so. His grateful smiles to her
weren’t fake at all, as he really felt immense gratitude for her support, and genuine relief
that she had lost her powers.

Unlike Sasha, Maxim felt pretty confident that her time shifting ability was gone as
well, because every night ever since Olga’s death, he set his clock to wake him up at 3:30
a.m. in order to make sure Sasha was in her room. It wasn’t difficult to wake up every
night at such an ungodly hour—most nights he couldn’t sleep anyway, frequently
checking up on Sasha, reading, doing laundry, cleaning, or simply staring blankly at the
ceiling. Sasha never time traveled since he started monitoring her, and to him it was a
clear indication she was unable to.

Of course, he kept that to himself as well, taking advantage of the fact that Sasha
seemingly lost interest in her powers as a result of the shock of her mother’s death and
hoping this interest would never return. He congratulated himself on successfully
keeping his daughter in the dark, until he slipped up that morning by disagreeing with
her. His desire to make sure she was all right by accompanying her to school was so
overwhelming that he inadvertently gave himself away.

He realized it almost instantly, and now he knew that Sasha knew as well. Next, she
would attempt to test her time shifting ability, and by morning, she would know for sure
that she had lost both of her powers. He didn’t know what to do after that happened, but
decided to monitor the situation and act accordingly.

That night, Sasha cooked dinner, which they ate in silence. After dinner, she kissed
her father on the cheek, washed the dishes, and went to her room to do her homework.
Maxim retired to his study to prepare for his lectures. At ten, Sasha said “good night” and
went to bed, as usual.

Meanwhile, Maxim stayed up, intending to monitor his daughter. He was confident
she’d be testing her time traveling power that night.



Sasha’s time traveling often started after she read about a specific historic period, or
learned it in class, so before going to bed she made sure she had read her history book.
She closed her eyes and willed herself to be in the Nineteenth Century Paris, where she
was planning on meeting Alexander Dumas… but nothing happened. She opened her
eyes and stared at the dark ceiling. She was going about it all wrong; she was supposed to
fall asleep first, and then she would time travel!

She started breathing deeply, expanding her stomach muscles with every inhalation
and contracting them as she exhaled, just as Tengis had taught her. As she did, she sent
mental commands to her body parts to relax: my feet are relaxed, so relaxed; my legs are
relaxed, so relaxed; my arms are relaxed, so relaxed; my shoulders are relaxed; my neck
and throat… and so on.

It went like this for a few minutes, until she noticed that the boundary between sleep
and wakefulness started blurring. She reminded herself that her next stop was to be Paris,
but before she fell asleep completely, a treacherous thought crept into her mind that her
time travel shouldn’t be forced, that it had always been natural and effortless. With this
last disconcerting thought, she drifted off.

That night, Maxim checked up on Sasha several times, until he became so sleepy
that he simply had to catch a brief nap before waking for work. Every time he looked, his
daughter was safely asleep in her bed, to his inexpressible relief. Her time traveling
experiment was obviously a failure, as she would find out in the morning. Maxim knew
his daughter well—she wouldn’t give up that easily. She would try again and again, until
she was convinced. His job was to monitor her progress and to try to distract her from
continuing on this path. Hopefully, in time she would give up and they would have a
normal life together, just the two of them.

Maxim was right. Sasha woke up the next morning, knowing that her time traveling
experiment was a failure. She went through the motions of brushing her teeth, dressing,
eating breakfast, and walking to school, accompanied by her father. She didn’t say a
thing about her problem, but she seemed unusually preoccupied.

The next night, she tried to repeat her experiment, again without any success. The
following night, she got the same result. She continued for several more nights, but
nothing happened. By Sunday, she was absolutely sure that her powers were gone. When
Maxim stepped out to buy some provisions for the next week, she decided to call Tengis.

Tengis usually didn’t fly. For one, he didn’t have to, since when people wanted to
see him, they always came to him; secondly, he was very, very old, although he was still
in better shape than most people half his age. In addition, he simply didn’t like planes,
thinking them an unnatural human invention. For someone who could travel in spirit to
other dimensions any time he wanted, planes were a limiting, if laughable, crutch.

But the old shaman made an exception after Olga’s death, personally attending the
funeral to show Maxim and Sasha his support. He left for home with a very heavy heart,
and ever since, he mentally projected to both of them, unobtrusively monitoring them to
make sure they were all right. Tengis already knew that Sasha was struggling with her
powers, and that Maxim was rejoicing that she had lost them. To him, Sasha’s call wasn’t
a surprise.

“How are you doing, Solnishko?” he addressed her.



“I am okay, Dedushka Tengis, I guess,” said Sasha. “Papa is okay, too,
considering… I am a little concerned about him not sleeping, but other than that he is
holding up, I think.”

“I know, it’s been hard,” piped in the shaman sympathetically. “No one should have
to carry this kind of burden at your age. Be strong, my dear, and never give up. Your
father needs you, and eventually it will get easier.”

“I hope so, Dedushka Tengis, I really hope so. So far, it’s been very hard. But I think
both of us can’t afford to fall apart for each other’s sake.”

“I know and I am very proud of the both of you. You should know, Solnishko, that I
am always here for you, and all you have to do is ask.”

“Thank you, I know that, Dedushka Tengis. But this is why I am calling. Listen, I
can’t figure it out and I need your help… I seem to have lost my powers. I tried tapping
into my classmates' minds, but couldn’t get much. I also tried to help my father relax and
take away some of his burden, and again, nothing happened. Then, I tried time traveling
for several nights in a row, but got absolutely nowhere. I…I am worried. What if my
powers never come back? I never thought such a thing could happen to me. What do I do
now?”

Tengis contemplated his answer. “Solnishko, I want you to relax and stop worrying
about it. This way, you will not be able to achieve anything, and you may even make it
worse. The powers may weaken because of trauma or stress. In cases like this, time is the
best healer. Let us hope that as the time passes, all your amazing abilities will be
restored.”

“But my powers haven’t just weakened,” objected Sasha. “They are gone! You
should have seen me, I couldn’t even make my father relax and go to work on time for a
change. He still insisted on accompanying me to school as if I was six years old. And the
worst thing, he knows I lost my powers, but pretends like I still have them, probably
doesn’t want to worry me.”

“Right… doesn’t want to worry you,” muttered Tengis. “Typical Maxim, isn’t he?”
“Dedushka Tengis, this is serious, and I am extremely concerned. My powers are the

most important thing in the world for me—after my parents—and now that my mother is
gone… I… I… simply can’t lose them too. Please help me, I beg you!”

Tengis thought for a minute and then said, “You are right, Sasha, your powers are
the most important thing, perhaps much more important than you realize. I will come and
visit you soon. Just let me wrap up a few things here. I think with concentrated work, we
can restore your powers.”

“You’ll come to visit? Really? That would be so wonderful! With your help, I’m
sure we’ll restore them in no time!” Sasha felt immense relief.

“For the time being, I just want you to take it easy. Do deep breathing exercises and
take more walks. That will help you relax. Don’t try to force any of your powers. Give
them a rest.”

“I can do that,” agreed Sasha. “But when will you be here, Dedushka Tengis? Can
you hurry?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” replied Tengis. “I’ll contact you once I have my
ticket. All you’ll have to do is meet me at the airport.”

“Thank you, thank you, Dedushka Tengis, I really appreciate your doing this for
me,” said Sasha, feeling better than she had in ages. “I know how much you hate flying.”



“Don’t mention it, Solnishko. You are the most important thing in my life.”
Sasha hung up, feeling elated, and she even started humming a merry tune—for the

first time since her mother’s death. She went to the kitchen to make herself some tea,
while she was waiting for her father. Until it was imminent, she decided not to tell him
that Tengis was coming. She’d tell him before Tengis’s arrival. It would be such a nice
surprise.

What she didn’t know was that while she was on the phone, Maxim had returned
from shopping. He passed by the closed door to Sasha’s room, just as she was asking
how soon Tengis would be coming to visit. He expected that. Now it was his time to act.

Later that day, when Sasha went out with her friends, he called the shaman.
“Tengis,” he said, “I know that Sasha has asked you to come over. Don’t deny it, I

overheard her talking on the phone with you.”
“I wasn’t going to deny it,” replied Tengis calmly.
“You know I am always happy to see you, Tengis. But this is different. Sasha needs

time to grieve. I don’t want you to come and disturb her now. I want you to give her time.
She is better off without you.”

“Maxim, I only wanted to come because Sasha is worried about the loss of her
powers. You have to understand, they are very important to her. She is not like you in
this respect, she treasures them and she wants them back. She asked me to help her
restore her powers.”

“If they come back naturally, so be it,” said Maxim. “But as Sasha’s father, I am
against you interfering, as I am against forcing her recovery. Perhaps her powers will
never come back, and then we’ll be able to live like normal human beings.”

“I know this is your hope, Maxim, but it would be a huge loss for Humanity.”
“Call me selfish, but at this point I am much more concerned with Sasha’s

happiness.”
“Have you ever considered that her powers are precisely the thing that makes her

happy?”
“Maybe,” retorted Maxim stubbornly. “But she will learn to live without them—and

she will be happier and healthier for that.”
Tengis issued a sigh. “As you wish. I see that I cannot convince you, and I am

deeply sorry. What do you want me to tell Sasha?”
“Tell her you are unable to get away.”
“She will see it as betrayal. I cannot do that. I will have to tell her the truth.”
“Then she would see my position as betrayal,” realized Maxim. “I can’t have that

either.”
“In that case, we would have to agree on a compromise,” said Tengis.
“Fine, what do you propose?”
“I will tell Sasha that I have some unfinished business that can’t wait, while she

needs to give herself a bit more time to recover. I will tell her that, if her powers do not
get restored naturally before the end of the year, then I will come during her winter
break. The New Year 2012 starts in a month. This year, we are expecting a very harsh
winter in Siberia. By then, we’ll likely be buried in snowstorms. That’s what I foresee. It
will be very difficult, if not impossible, to catch a flight out of here. I will tell her that
due to weather conditions, we’ll get together for spring break. I think she should come to
Baikal. It is a pristine, quiet environment, and it will be good for her to take her mind off



things at home. By the way, you are invited too, Maxim. You both are welcome, as
always. Do you accept my compromise?”

Maxim mulled over the entire scenario in his head and in the end he had to agree that
this was a very intelligent compromise that kept the delicate balance of their life intact,
while giving him hope that by next spring, Sasha would move on with her life, forgetting
entirely about all this “shifting business.”

“It’s a deal,” he said. “Please call her tomorrow to explain the situation, and I
promise to keep my end of the bargain. She can spend her spring break with you. Perhaps
by then, everything will be resolved.”

“I hope so, too,” echoed Tengis.
They disconnected, both feeling hopeful that things would somehow work out in the

end, yet assigning a very different meaning to the same word.



Before recorded history, before Humanity, since times immemorial,
Earth Keepers have been watching over our planet.

Mankind has inherited the venerable institution of Keepers
from its ancestors, the Lemurians,

who were designated the first Keepers of earthly civilization soon after their arrival
from the dying planet Catharsis,

located on the outskirts of the Andromeda Galaxy.
Marked at birth and endowed with supreme powers,

each new Keeper is called to duty when the previous one passes.
The nine chosen ones have always been, and continue to be,

Earth’s record keepers and moderators, and when the time comes,
ultimate decision makers.



Tengis hung up, shaking his head. He threw a quick glance outside, pausing by his
village home’s second story window. His house, sitting atop a hill at the very end of
Polyanka, afforded a great view of the whole village, which was buzzing with joyful
activity even on this cold day. Baba Natasha always had fun events in store for the many
visitors and curiosity seekers, as well as fans of the great shaman Tengis. Even now, she
was probably preparing something special for the holidays.

By the end of November, Siberian winter was already upon them, a thin crust of ice
over Lake Baikal and light snow covering trees and roofs of structures. He contemplated
the village view for a minute or two, and went to check up on the fire in the authentic
Russian pechka, sort of a cross between a fireplace and an oven, which occupied a large
portion of his kitchen. He stoked the fire and added two more logs, then—still shaking
his head—proceeded to the sanctuary, located in the attic of his house. What had
happened warranted a serious discussion.

He burned some Shaman Smoke mixed with cleansing white sage in the copper
burner located on the altar. After that, he sat down on the round Turkish rug, which
covered the middle of the large room, and prayed to Father Heaven and Mother Earth to
give him wisdom to handle this situation with foresight and sensitivity it required.

Next, he closed his eyes and focused, inhaling Shaman Smoke—a crutch that
shamans used sometimes to help them travel to other dimensions. Usually he didn’t
require any dimension-traveling aids, as such travel was a rather ordinary matter for him.
But this concerned Sasha, who was both the daughter and granddaughter he never had. It
was very difficult for him to stay detached in this situation, no matter how hard he tried.
He felt weakened by the whole tragedy of Olga’s death and by Maxim and Sasha’s
grieving. He was very concerned for both of them and, as a result, he felt his judgment
could be clouded.

This was why he needed to talk to the others. They were infinitely more detached
than he was; they would see the events for what they were. Besides, he realized fully well
that now they were really running out of time. He needed help, and urgently.

Tengis sat on the carpet, his legs folded, inhaling deeply and focusing his mind. All
of a sudden, a golden glow started emanating out of his body in expanding waves that
enveloped him whole, and he floated upwards off the floor just as he sat, without opening
his eyes or moving a finger. As the glow around him intensified, and as the boundaries of



the sanctuary dissolved into nothingness, eight vibrating golden rays extended in
different directions from the shaman’s body. At the end of each ray, wrapped in the same
golden glow, appeared eight different figures, each sitting in the same lotus pose, and
each emanating eight golden rays of their own, connecting all nine figures together in
one intricate network. The rays kept expanding until all nine floating figures were
completely covered in a shimmering golden cocoon.

“Good day to all,” said Tengis.
“Good day, Tengis,” echoed several voices.
“Good to see everyone here, in the good old Keepers Realm of the Planet Earth.

Mohammed… Anastasia… White Hawk… Juan… Hiroshi… Cassandra… Joanna…
Agyei… and Tengis,” said the shaman nodding to each figure in turn. “Welcome to the
emergency session of the Earth’s Council, which I have summoned because I need your
input and help.”

“What is troubling you, Supreme Keeper?” asked Agyei, the Keeper of Africa.
“This is about my charge, Sasha Elfimova,” replied Tengis, the Supreme Keeper of

the Earth. “As you all know, she has recently experienced a death in her family.”
“Yes,” said White Hawk, the Keeper of North America, “what a loss. Olga was a

brave and light soul. Mankind is so unfortunate to lose her. But how did it happen?”
“She was found out by Konukovsky’s people and killed,” said Tengis. “I agree, this

is a huge tragedy for us all. She was destined to do much good. But my main concern and
reason for calling this meeting is Sasha.”

“Sasha is the best hope we have,” noted Anastasia, the Keeper of Russia and the
Arctic. “Without her, Humanity may never advance to its next level. What is the problem
and how can we help?”

“Sasha is taking her mother’s loss very gravely. It is possible that on some level she
is blaming herself, as children often do in such cases. Unfortunately, as a result, she has
lost her powers.”

“Lost her powers!” exclaimed several Keepers at once. “How did that happen?”
“You all know that I took Sasha on as my personal charge ever since we learned that

she was the one,” said Tengis. “I always felt that she could benefit from close shamanic
mentoring, which in turn allowed me to monitor her progress as the Key. Ever since Olga
died, I’ve been watching over Sasha. I knew that her powers were dwindling, but decided
to give her time to recover from the loss of her mother, with the hopes that in time she
would re-acquire them. But it hasn’t worked out this way. She seems to have lost her
powers altogether.”

“This is very bad news, Tengis,” piped in Hiroshi, the Keeper of China and East
Asia. “What do you propose to do?”

“I need the Council’s advice. As you know, I have never married and never fathered
any children because I didn’t want my family duties to interfere with my duties as a
Keeper. But over the years, Sasha has become like my daughter. And now, for the first
time in my life, I have found myself too close to the issue of great importance to us all. I
fear, my friends, that my judgment is clouded and that I have lost my perspective.”

“How can we help?” asked Joanna, the Keeper of Australia, Oceania, and the
Antarctic.

“Sasha has called me to report the loss of her powers. She was very concerned and
worried, begging me to come and help restore them.”



“The child is right to ask for your help,” said Cassandra, the Keeper of Europe. “The
human psyche is fragile and delicate, and trauma such as hers may have caused an inner
block that perhaps will never dissipate on its own. Help from a skilled practitioner like
you, Tengis, may be the only way to effectively unblock it.”

“Yes,” agreed Agyei, the Keeper of Africa. “I sense Sasha’s spirit is blocked, as she
sees the world in dark colors now. Her spirit is struggling to keep afloat, but she fears she
is drowning, like her mother. This is very bad.”

“This indeed is the case,” nodded Juan, the Keeper of South America. “I see her
spirit struggling, too. You must go—you must help Sasha, Tengis!”

“I would have gladly helped her, and I intended to catch the first flight to Moscow,
although you know how little I fancy flying. But Maxim, her father, called me back and
told me to leave Sasha alone.”

“Ah yes, Maxim,” nodded Mohammed, the Keeper of India and the Middle East.
“Looks like he still cannot accept his responsibility as Protector.”

“No, he can’t. We have done everything Maxim asked of us,” Tengis reminded his
fellow Keepers. “If you recall, when Sasha got her time shifting power, he requested that
we shield any discussions or thoughts related to her destiny from her. We complied, and
that’s why she was never able to access her parents’ thoughts since then, despite all her
attempts, and despite all her formidable powers. Maxim also demanded that we delay
revealing Sasha’s destiny until after she turned sixteen. We complied with that as well,
because that was actually a reasonable request. Sasha had to be mature enough to
understand the full scope of responsibility that comes with her position. The crucial
conversation was scheduled to take place during Sasha and Maxim’s visit to Polyanka
this last summer. However, after Sasha’s Vision was fully awakened when she saw the
Comet of Karma, Maxim panicked and did everything to avoid the revelation. He used
the excuse of an urgent business trip to delay the inevitable yet again. I must say, I do
sympathize with him as her father, but Sasha’s destiny is the most important thing and he
should not deny it to her. Still, when he was leaving Polyanka for his business trip, we
agreed that we would reveal Sasha’s destiny to her together, after his return. However,
because of Olga’s death, the conversation never happened.”

“What?” exclaimed Joanna. “She still doesn’t know?”
“Unfortunately not. It is fully my fault and I accept the responsibility. Maxim was

very insistent on being present and I felt he had a right to do so. He was high-strung after
Sasha had a vision of the Comet of Karma, and I thought it best not to aggravate the
situation further. Should I have not honored his request to wait, he would have
completely stopped trusting me and, who knows, he might have even cut me off from
Sasha. As you all know, she is not of age yet and he is, after all, her father. I judged it
wiser to wait.”

“But it was obviously impossible for you to strike up this kind of conversation after
Sasha learned of her mother’s death,” added White Hawk. “That’s understandable.”

“Right.” Tengis nodded, continuing his explanation. “I helped Sasha pack and we
called the car service to take the first flight to Moscow. I wanted to be there for her, so I
came to lend my support at Olga’s funeral. Both Maxim and Sasha were taking it very
hard—secretly, in their own way each blaming themselves for her death. I tried to
alleviate their pain, and I partially succeeded, but as in all such cases, one needs to
grieve. So I left them alone and returned home, giving them time to come to terms with



their new reality. It’s been almost five months. But unfortunately, Sasha’s powers, rather
than recovering, are getting worse.”

“What concerns me greatly is that she still doesn’t know her destiny,” said Hiroshi.
“Agreed,” said Mohammed, “this is very troubling.”
“Tengis, you must tell Sasha who she is,” said Joanna. “She must know!”
“Maxim and I have arrived at a compromise. We agreed that I would refrain from

coming to Moscow at this time, thus giving Sasha more time to recover. But during her
spring break, she would come to Polyanka, where I would reveal everything to her. I
don’t need to tell you that Maxim has his own reasons for the delay; he is still hoping
beyond hope that Sasha will forget her powers and start living a normal life.”

“Do you think it wise to wait, Tengis?” asked Juan.
“I think this was the only option available to me at the time. But I need your input to

make sure I acted correctly.”
“I believe it’s too dangerous to wait. Time is short,” remarked Hiroshi.
“I agree,” said Anastasia, nodding. “Too many dark things are happening yet again

in the world, and they will eventually lead to the ultimate destruction, if the Key does not
step in on time.”

“The Keepers interfered in 1908, saving mankind from the Comet of Karma,” noted
White Hawk. “But despite that, Humanity seems bent on attracting another disaster with
its greedy and irresponsible actions. This is especially visible living at my home, in the
USA.”

“This civilization was given its one chance in 1908,” reminded Tengis. “The Keepers
agreed not to interfere, should Humanity again attract the Comet of Karma.”

“In my opinion, we are sliding too fast toward a new global catastrophe,” interjected
Agyei. “Unless Sasha is told about her destiny soon, this civilization doesn’t stand a
chance.”

“But at the same time,” objected Cassandra, “if we act in haste and tell Sasha the big
news before she recovers sufficiently from her loss, she may not appreciate the whole
significance of the message, and she may never become the Key we all hope for.”

“True,” said Mohammed. “She may never have the right energy, nor burning desire
to find her counterpart, and therefore, the Key may never be consummated.”

“This is my main concern, too,” agreed Tengis. “I don’t want to do it too early, and I
am reluctant to alienate Maxim in the process. Remember, he is still a very important part
of the plan and we don’t want to lose him.”

“It’s a very delicate situation and you don’t want to press too hard,” agreed Joanna.
“Remember, we also have to abide by the free will provision.”

“It appears,” said Juan, “we have no option but to wait.”
“While it’s dangerous to wait too long,” said White Hawk, “I have to agree, we have

to allow the events to unfold naturally, while monitoring the situation closely.”
“Then we all agree that the compromise I worked out with Maxim is the best

option?” asked Tengis.
“There seems no other way,” replied Anastasia for everyone. “Let’s just hope we

won’t be too late.”
“Yes, let’s hope…” echoed other members of the Earth’s Council, nodding in

agreement.
“So be it,” summed up Tengis. “I shall act as the Council has decided!”



He fell silent and only the golden cocoon pulsed and shimmered, enveloping the
floating figures with its nebulous light. A moment later, the cocoon started separating
into an intricate network of golden rays, which still connected the nine figures. Then, the
network of rays began slowly disengaging, finally vanishing altogether. Tengis’s body,
surrounded by the golden glow, slowly landed back on the floor and he opened his eyes,
again alone in his sanctuary.



Kei became a regular at Red’s. He would usually ride his bike from Chinatown to the
Underworld Club, knock on the inconspicuous door, which would open to let him in,
leave the bike in the clock room, and proceed through the spacious club to the elevator.
He got used to the speed—the trick was to inhale before it started moving and exhale
while it was in motion. Every time the elevator started its descent, he tried not to think
how deep into the crust of the Earth he was moving. He focused on Red—the mysterious,
the beautiful, one-of-a-kind, the kind of woman any man could only dream about and
would gladly die for.

She wouldn’t tell him her age, and every time he tried to ask, she’d just laugh with
that sexy laugh, which electrified his entire body with goose bumps. By the way she
looked and dressed, he guessed she was about twenty-two or twenty-three, although
sometimes she behaved as if she was an old soul. But the best part was that he absolutely
didn’t care. Only sixteen-and-a-half and pretty lucky with girls, he was very cognizant of
the fact that he could wait his entire life and never be lucky enough to meet such a
woman. He knew what he wanted, and age had nothing to do with that. He wanted to
hold on to this miracle and never let her go. For some reason he couldn’t quite
understand, she seemed interested in him. That was fine with him—all he wanted was to
be with her.

Kei descended the elevator as usual and was met by the bowing guard down below.
He nodded casually and walked past the guard, straight into Red’s drawing room.

“Kei, darling,” she purred, her sultry body so close to him that his heart skipped a
beat. “I was just going to call you. I have a surprise for you.”

“Surprise? What kind of surprise?”
“Do you like cars?” she continued, her hand caressing the biceps on his right arm,

then proceeding to his chest.
“Cars?” he murmured breathlessly. “What cars?” In her proximity he hardly

understood any human words. She was so intoxicating that he was ready to do anything
she wanted, and go anywhere she commanded.

“Really fast and cool cars, darling,” she purred on. “But let’s go outside and I’ll
show you what I mean.”

“Oh, but I just got down here.” He said that with regret. “I was hoping we could
spend some time here…alone.”



She gave him a seductive smile. “Alone—later. I promise you’ll like the car. Let’s
go.”

He followed her back to the elevator, remembering to inhale before and exhale
during the trip up.

They got out of the building through the back and entered a small parking lot
attached to the building. There were several cars, including a Ford SUV, a Mercedes, a
Range Rover, and in the most prominent spot, he saw a shiny yellow Ferrari. He held his
breath—the car was beautiful.

“Like it?” she said, smiling. “It’s yours.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, absolutely serious.”
“I can’t accept this kind of gift, it’s too much.” He shook his head. “I’ll never be able

to repay you. Besides, I don’t even have a driver’s license. And even if I did, how would
I explain it to Mom and Dad?”

“You don’t ever have to repay me anything. I enjoy giving gifts. And you don’t have
to tell your parents either. Keep the car here, and when you need it, just come over.”

“This is way too generous.”
“Don’t worry about it.” She shrugged her shoulders easily. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s

take it for a spin.”
“Okay. Where do you want to go?”
“How do you feel about drag racing? Despite not having a driver’s license, you can

drive, right? Judging by how you handle your bike, you are a natural.”
“Of course I can drive!” A sly smirk slowly unfurled across his face. “Drag racing is

a great idea—always wanted to try it. I just need to make a quick call.”
He got out his cell phone and dialed home.
“Mom, I will be home late. I am at Alex’s,” he lied. “There are several guys here and

we’ll be hanging out. How late? I don’t know, but don’t wait up. Just don’t bolt up the
door so I could get in.” He listened for a moment, and then continued. “Well, it’s Friday
night, no school tomorrow, so there’s no problem, right?”

Red smiled approvingly at him as he talked. He hung up the phone and said, “All set.
Let’s go.”

They drove onto the crowded New York street and quickly made their way towards
the Brooklyn Bridge. The car was exquisitely responsive and handled like a dream, as if
it was an extension of his body. He felt exhilarated. It was the best present anyone had
ever given to him, and probably the best he’d ever get.

They crossed over the Brooklyn Bridge and headed to Canarsie Pier. Canarsie Pier,
located in the slummy part of Brooklyn, was a sleazy local drag racing hangout.
Abandoned warehouses lined the shore, and police rarely showed up there. The die-hard
drag racing crowd would take bets as cars raced along the deserted stretch. They arrived
early; drag racing started at 1 a.m.

“I tell you, dude, the police is on our tail,” said one drag racer, tall, black, and clad
head-to-toe in shiny black leather. “I can’t race like this. The moment I see police, I am
outta here.”

“Hey, Mike, I bet on you, so you can’t just split,” objected another, apparently his
fan.



“I can’t help it, dude. I’ll keep my end of the bargain if everything’s quiet, but I can’t
have them take away my driver’s license, or worse, put me in jail. I have three mouths to
feed.”

“I also have money on you, Mike,” yelled another man.
“And me.”
“And me.”
“Me too.” It appeared Mike was very popular.
“He is the best,” murmured a man next to them as if to confirm their initial

impression.
Kei sat inside his new Ferrari, as other drag racers made their last preparations. The

tall guy in black leather on his right turned out to drive an old, and somewhat beaten up
silver sports car. Their eyes met.

“First time?” he asked.
Kei nodded.
“Fancy wheels, dude,” he said enviously to Kei. “You do realize this is a drag race,

so what’s with the Ferrari? We race for pink slips, you know.”
Seeing that Kei just stared at him blankly, he added, “You lose, I keep your car

man!”
“Not really,” responded Kei. “I intend to be ahead of everyone, so that won’t be an

issue.”
“Wrong answer, dude,” grinned the drag racer. “I always win, so get ready to hand

over the keys.”
Kei stared back at the man with confidence. He liked his competitive spirit, but

today Red was watching and he intended to win no matter what. As they pulled up to the
starting line, a girl upfront suddenly whipped off her bra, waving it like a flag. Kei
watched her every move, waiting. Suddenly, she dropped her bra and immediately the air
filled with the sound of roaring engines and screeching tires. The race was on!

Kei took a deep breath and floored it. Obediently, the car responded to the slightest
move of his foot or turn of the wheel. Kei felt the exhilaration of the race, concentrating
on the stretch of road in front of him. Soon, all the other cars were indeed left behind,
except Mike’s. Kei threw a quick glance in his direction, trying to assess his competitor’s
chances.

Mike was one with his car, his eyes glued to the road in front, immense
concentration on his face. He didn’t look like that sociable and easy-going guy with
whom he just spoke. Now, the look on his face was that of a hunter with a killer instinct.

Kei increased his speed, but surprisingly, his competitor kept up. He glanced at
Mike, whose face was now contorted into a grimace. They were approaching a narrow
sleeve on the road, which also had a difficult hidden curve. Kei was unaware of all this,
but as he threw another glance in Mike’s direction, their eyes met and Kei read
everything on his competitor’s face.

All of sudden, the entire road materialized in front of his eyes, as if a giant map
floating in thin air. All the twists and turns, as well as gravel and potholes were laid out
before him. With a jolt, he realized that he had tapped into Mike’s mind, but not in his
usual way. This time, he not only read everything Mike was thinking, but also visualized
the whole thing on-screen, like a 3-D roadmap, mentally downloading the entire pool of
Mike’s drag racing experience available to him.



He allowed Mike to get ahead of him so he wouldn’t collide with his competitor on
the difficult curve ahead. This little trick was also supposed to lull Mike into false sense
of security. When Kei fell behind, the poor guy already thought he had the race in his
pocket.

“Just you wait, Mike, just you wait,” muttered Kei in a singsong voice. “I am so
coming to get you…”

Once they passed the curve, Kei floored the gas pedal again and swiftly maneuvered
around the silver car, passing it before Mike could understand what hit him. The next
curve is crucial, came in Mike’s new thought. I’ve got to get ahead now in order to be on
the winning  inner side of the curve.

Thanks for the tip, Mikey-boy, murmured Kei. He maneuvered the car as close to the
right as possible and managed to reach the crucial curve first. He emerged onto the final
stretch and threw his faithful steed into one last attack. At the finish line, Kei came to an
abrupt, but artistic halt, raising a huge cloud of dust.

He won. He threw a glance of triumph at Red, who was watching him from the
crowd’s first row, her face one big, sexy smile. The silver car reached the finish a second
or two later, as Mike, dark as a storm cloud, jumped out of it. Soon, other drag racers
started arriving.

“Great ride,” Kei said to him, extending his hand. “Don’t worry, you’ll win next
time.”

“I don’t have that much time left,” murmured Mike.
Kei was going to ask what he meant, but didn’t get a chance. At that very moment,

they heard sirens and a bunch of police cars surrounded the area.
“Damn,” whispered Mike. “I hope they didn’t get it on camera.”
“Attention everyone, get out of your cars and line up here. In case you were

wondering, we’ve got everything on tape,” announced police captain with a smug
expression on his face. “Get out your driver’s licenses so I can see them.”

Kei threw a quick glance at Mike, who stood quietly next to him, apparently
resigning to the fact. He handed his driver’s license to the policeman, who was writing
something down on a sheet of paper. “Your ticket, and this is your court appearance date.
Don’t miss it, so you avoid further problems.” Mike took the ticket and the court date slip
with a dejected look on his face.

“How about you, young whippersnapper?” The policeman turned to Kei. “I bet you
are not even old enough to drive. Now, just look at the car you are driving. I wonder
where you got wheels like that. Not stolen, is it?”

Kei opened his mouth to say that he forgot his driver’s license at home, when Red
appeared next to him.

“Excuse me, officer,” she said with the most charming smile. “Here is his driver’s
license—he gave it to me to hold on to.” And she handed the policeman a driver’s
license.

“John Ping,” murmured the policeman. “Nineteen years of age. Hmm… I could have
bet anything that you were younger.”

“All Asians look younger,” replied Red promptly. “Excuse me officer, but if there is
nothing further, we should be going. It’s pretty late.”

“You are free to go,” said the officer. “Unfortunately, he isn’t going anywhere yet. I
need to issue him a ticket and schedule him for court.”



“Based on what?”
“Based on the fact that he was drag racing, and we’ve got everything on tape.’
“Racing? In what?” inquired Red innocently.
“In this yellow Ferrari,” replied the officer, starting to lose his patience.
“What Ferrari?”
The officer turned his head to the right and blinked. Kei blinked, too. Where just a

moment ago was his brand hew car, stood a bike.
“What the…” said the officer in bewilderment. “Where did it go? Hey Cap, did you

see the yellow Ferrari?” he asked his captain.
“Ferrari?” The captain frowned. “What Ferrari? Are you okay, Jim?”
“Yes, I am.” The policeman looked confused.
“So, officer, we’ll be going if you don’t mind,” said Red, gently pulling the driver’s

license out of his hand.
“Wait, what were you doing here then?” asked the policeman, trying to re-acquire

his grip on the situation.
“Watching, of course,” replied Red.
“Okay, you may go, but don’t think this is over. I am going to watch the tape, and if

the yellow Ferrari is on it, I’ll come after you, so it better not be there.”
“Of course,” said Kei, smiling.
As they started walking away, Kei whispered to Red, “You are amazing, you know

that? But what about the tape?”
“What tape?” asked Red with a mischievous grin.
Kei grinned at her with appreciation. “I always thought we were kindred spirits.”
As they were leaving, he caught a miserable look on Mike’s face and felt sorry for

him. “Are you sure the tape is not a problem? I feel sorry for that guy, Mike.”
“The tape will be blank,” replied Red. “They’ll have to let him go, so not to worry.”
They walked for a couple of blocks, Kei walking his bike, formerly known as the

beautiful yellow Ferrari. “We should catch a cab. The nearest subway is probably too far,
plus it’s very late.”

“I have something better,” said Red. She turned her head to the right and to the left
to check that no one was watching. Then, she lightly touched the bike and a moment
later, a slick black BMW was standing by the curb.

Kei whistled. “You are much better at this than I am. No contest. And there I thought
I was pretty good.”

“You are very good. I am just more experienced. If you want, I can teach you some
of my tricks.”

“Of course,” said Kei. “That’s one neat trick—turning a bicycle into a BMW. That
kind of trick I definitely want to learn.”

“There is so much more than a mere car that you can do with this trick,” said Red.
They arrived back at the Underworld Club and Red parked the BMW in her parking

lot.
“You did well today,” she said to him.
“So did you. I was very impressed,” echoed Kei. “Too bad my Ferrari is gone.”
“Who said she was gone?” Red mischievously pointed into a shadowy corner of the

parking lot. There, behind a Mercedes and a Ford SUV stood his yellow Ferrari, which
he already had fallen in love with.



“You are amazing, Red, did you know that?” he said adoringly, stroking the car’s
yellow hood, as if it was the voluptuous body of his beloved sexy brunette.

Red responded with her trademark Mona Lisa smile. Now she was absolutely
confident—Kei was hers, in body, mind, and spirit.



For the Elfimovs, the New Year 2012 came and went rather uneventfully. Sasha still
struggled with her powers, sometimes despairing whether she would ever get them back,
and sometimes acquiring new hope.

Both Tengis and Maxim kept their ends of the bargain. Tengis persuaded Sasha that
she needed a longer healing period, promising he would come to Moscow during her
winter vacation. However, exactly as he predicted, this winter was especially cold and
snowy in Siberia. Now, even if he wanted to fly, he couldn’t, what with the icing of the
roads and cancelled flights. When it became clear to all that he couldn’t make it, Tengis
proposed instead that Sasha and Maxim come to visit him for the spring vacation, which
Maxim immediately accepted, pursuant to his earlier agreement with Tengis.

On January 30th, they celebrated Sasha’s seventeenth birthday at home, without
fanfare, surrounded by closest friends. Without Olga, it was a very subdued event—she
always brought the special air of magic to any party, and now that she was gone, it was as
if the heart and soul of the party had left with her. Now a year older and considering
herself mature enough, Sasha watched over her father, making sure he ate his breakfast,
slept well, and that generally everything was humming along. Their friends were a great
help, as always, and little by little, life in the Elfimov household started normalizing.

Meanwhile, Sasha became resigned to the fact that she needed to wait longer for her
powers to be restored, concentrating on school, as well as her last year in Moscow with
her friends. In all honesty, she had doubts whether she should be leaving her father to
study in the States. He was still grieving and she was concerned for him. Although he
was putting on a brave face for her, and although her powers weren’t back yet, she still
knew him well enough to see right through his pretense.

However, Maxim was convinced that Sasha should go to Princeton because, for one,
this was her mother’s dream for her, and secondly, he had started to hatch up a secret
plan, of which she wasn’t supposed to know. In fact, it was much better if she was
nowhere near Moscow when Maxim started executing his plan—half across the globe
would be ideal.

And so, April came as nature awakened with abandon, fresh spring air filling the
streets of Moscow—well, apart from the car fumes, of course—and spring vacation
started. To Sasha’s surprise, in the last minute Maxim declined Tengis’s invitation to
come to Siberia, explaining that he had an important foreign lecture tour for which to



prepare. Maxim’s cancellation wasn’t a surprise for Tengis, though. As before, the
shaman continued projecting psychically into both Sasha and Maxim’s minds, using his
Keeper’s powers in order to monitor their recovery. This was perhaps an intrusion into
their privacy, but he did that because he was concerned for both of them, and also
because they both were so extremely important…

Something else was brewing between Maxim and the shaman, which was supposed
to remain a secret. One week before Sasha’s trip to Baikal, Maxim called Tengis and
explained his secret plan, the nature of which his daughter could never know.

“I’ll make you a bargain, Tengis,” he said.
“What kind of a bargain?” asked Tengis, already knowing what was to follow.
“You are free to explain to Sasha everything about her destiny,” replied Maxim.

“And if she wants to restore her powers, I will not be in the way as I can see how
important they are to her. Besides, watching my daughter’s progress, I resigned myself to
the fact that sooner or later her powers would be restored anyway. But in exchange,
Tengis, I need your help.”

“What kind of help?” asked Tengis, although he foresaw this conversation well
before it happened.

“I need to be shielded completely from Sasha’s mind shifting ability when she
regains it,” said Maxim firmly.

Maxim knew Tengis’s capability, because in the past he had once shielded Olga and
Maxim’s thoughts so the young Sasha wouldn’t find out about her destiny as the Key
before she was ready and mature enough to deal with her powers. Maxim also guessed
that Tengis had shielded Olga’s mind from Sasha as well, and that it was the reason Sasha
never saw how dangerous of an assignment her mother had.

One month prior, when he first figured it out, Maxim called Tengis and confronted
him about his wife, accusing him of her demise. “Tengis, you are responsible for Olga’s
death because, if Sasha knew what was really happening, she would have alerted me and
I would’ve been able to save my wife!” At these words, Maxim’s voice trembled, but he
steeled himself to continue the difficult conversation.

Tengis listened to the angry speech by his former dear friend and sighed, deciding
that time for the truth had come. The old shaman did blame himself for failing to protect
Olga, although it was an irrational feeling, because of all people he knew very well that
no one on Planet Earth could ever avoid their destiny.

“I admit,” said the shaman, “that I did know all about Olga’s assignment. But
Maxim, you have to understand something: she did it because she was a Protector and it
was her job—her destiny. However hard it is for you to accept it right now, Protectors
have often sacrificed their lives for Humanity’s sake, and they did so to assist the Key.
That’s what Olga did.”

“I don’t understand, how was what Olga did related to the Key?” asked Maxim.
“Maxim, I can tell you that what’s presently brewing at NORUS is to create a chain

of events that would eventually lead to a new global war and mankind’s demise, if it is
not stopped. Several years ago, when I revealed Sasha’s destiny to both of you, Olga had
approached me privately, asking how she could make her daughter’s journey easier. I
explained to her that certain forces were gaining momentum, which would drive the
world closer and closer to its destruction. If these forces were allowed a free rein,
eventually they would make the Key’s job almost impossible. Olga then volunteered to



help, and I showed her the way. I shielded her psyche from any possible intervention, as
much for Sasha’s sake as for protection against her adversaries. Olga then went to work
for NORUS in order to attempt to derail Konukovsky’s plans. She was getting close, but
somehow, they found her out before she was able to complete her mission.”

After that conversation with Tengis, Maxim saw everything in a new light. Turned
out, what his wife did, she did it for Sasha! That was when Maxim started to get his idea.
In order to make that idea work, he needed two things: Sasha safely out of harm’s way,
for which her Princeton study was admirably suited, and Tengis’s help.

Tengis listened to Maxim carefully and approved his plan, explaining that what
Maxim wanted to do was consistent with the Universal Plan, and that in fact, he would be
helping Sasha tremendously in her Earth Shifter quest. Tengis promised that he would
use his Supreme Keeper’s power to safely shield Maxim’s mind from any psychic
intervention, whether Sasha’s, or anyone else’s. They struck a deal, although Tengis
omitted to mention one detail—that Maxim finally came into his destiny as Protector.

******

Spring vacation came and Maxim gave Sasha a hug as she disappeared through the
airport security. He knew that by the time Sasha returned to Moscow, she would know all
about her destiny, and that her powers would likely be restored. He made peace with all
that, because now he knew secrets that he didn’t understand before. The most important
thing was that Sasha would be far away when the wheels of his plan would be set in
motion. As for Maxim, he needed to stay in Moscow not so much for the sake of his
foreign lecture tour, as to make all the necessary preparations for his plan.

Sasha was excited to see Baikal and Dedushka Tengis again. After six hours on the
plane, a car service picked her up at Irkutsk Airport, taking her to Polyanka. Another
four-and-a-half hours of bumpy Siberian roads, and Sasha was finally hugging the
shaman.

They sat in Tengis’s spacious kitchen, next to his warm pechka, drinking his famous
jasmine green tea with buckwheat honey and fresh bubliki, and Sasha was telling Tengis
all about her news. They talked well into the night, and Sasha finally went to bed,
convinced that everything would be much, much better. For the first time in ages, she
slept with a smile on her face, waking up refreshed and optimistic.

The very next day, Tengis started Sasha’s training, judging that she could benefit
from this early immersion into the shamanic world.

“In the old days, shamans were counselors, healers, and even meteorologists of their
respective tribe,” said Tengis, puffing his inseparable pipe. “But their most important
occupation was to be the gatekeepers.”

“Gatekeepers?” said Sasha.
“Yes, gatekeepers, connectors, and shuttles, if you will, between three realms of

human existence. The Lower World, also called the realm of Mother Earth, the Upper
World, or the realm of Father Heaven, and the Middle World, or the realm of man.”

It was early in the morning. They made a ceremonial fire on the shore of the sacred
Lake Baikal, in one of their favorite little hidden bays surrounded by sentinel-like rocks,
where the demure waves quietly licked the pristine shore and where on a sunny day you
could spot a black stork or a white-tailed eagle watchfully gliding above water.



“Shamans would travel to either world,” continued Tengis, “to obtain information
crucial to the survival of their tribe. For example, you would descend to the Lower World
for healing and for dealing with the past. You would go to the Upper World to find out
about the future and you'd travel in the Middle World – the realm of man - to psychically
see what was happening in another location at the present time.”

“So,” said Sasha pensively. “Last year, when you did that healing I participated in,
you journeyed to the Lower World to retrieve a splintered piece of that poor woman's
soul to make her whole again?”

“That's correct,” confirmed Tengis.
“So, you'd also journey to the Lower World to see the past?”
“Yes,” said Tengis, “oftentimes, that's what would happen, Sasha. On the other hand,

you could also journey to the Upper World for the same purpose. It really depends on
many factors, and the shaman would normally judge the right course of action.
Remember what happened last summer, when you saw the Comet of Karma? After you
managed to tap into the Universal memory in your sleep, you journeyed to the Upper
World. However, you actually saw the past. That Comet of Karma crashing into the Earth
was one of the versions of the July 30, 1908 event that almost came to pass. Somehow,
you tapped into that early version.”

“I see,” murmured Sasha, stoking the fire with a long stick and recalling her last
year’s Armageddon vision. So much had happened since then that she had almost
forgotten about it. But here, next to the taiga and the quietly splashing Baikal, with fire
merrily crackling at her feet and Shaman Tengis rhythmically puffing his perpetual pipe,
it was coming back so vividly, as if it had happened yesterday. She recalled the whole
vision now, and frowned. “You know Dedushka Tengis, there was a problem with my
vision I meant to tell you about, but never got a chance.”

“What do you mean?”
“Last year, I didn’t see the past—I saw the future!”
There was a momentary silence as they both digested this revelation.
“Show me what you saw,” asked Tengis, extending both of his hands toward Sasha.

“Don’t worry about your powers, just trust in yourself. I’ll guide you.”
If Sasha trusted anyone in this world, it was the old shaman. She extended her hands,

until they met his, and closed her eyes, recalling.
“When I saw the Comet, I was a spark rising up and flying all the way into Outer

Space,” she remembered.
“Be that spark, then. Fly to the sky, just like last summer,” guided her Tengis.
Sasha tried, but no vision came. “I can’t,” she finally said, shaking her head. “It’s not

working.”
“Do you remember how you felt that night, Sasha?”
“Yes,” said Sasha, without opening her eyes. “I was… happy.”
“Do you remember how you felt when you were the spark?”
“Yes, I felt… playful… effortless… light.”
“Then, be that again, child! Be that again…”
As Sasha concentrated on these long-forgotten feelings she used to experience near

Baikal, she felt electric currents flowing through Tengis’s hands into hers. These amazing
currents of energy made her whole body tingle as they slowly made their way through
her body. It felt joyful, exhilarating and light, and suddenly, she wanted to smile. She



realized that Tengis was helping her get into the right mode by sharing his own energy,
and she gave his hand a grateful squeeze.

As her body felt lighter and more joyful, the vision of last summer slowly trickled
into her mind. The trickle became a stream, then expanded to a river of memory, and
then, as if the floodgates had opened, it flooded her mind. But it wasn’t just her vision; it
appeared that she tapped into Tengis’s mind and somehow both of their visions became
intertwined. She had the fleeting thought that her mind shifting ability was coming back,
but there was no time to rejoice, as the powerful vision took over her mind completely…

A small man clad in a shabby overly long monk's robe, followed a tall guard through
the Vatican’s majestic halls adorned with splendid Renaissance masterpieces.

“I am so glad you could make it, Father Ignatius,” said another man with a lionesque
mane of snow-white hair. Clad in a magnificent Pope's robe made of the finest white silk,
this man was a staggering contrast to the shabby monk.

“Any news, Father Ignatius?” said the Pope, bowing respectfully to the humble
monk.

“The Comet is heading towards the Earth,” said Ignatius.
“So we'll all perish?” The Pope’s voice was sad.
“Dark times are coming to Earth, Pius. Wars, weapons of mass destructions,

countless millions will die. The Keepers must act before it's too late.”
“But what about the good people? What about hope?”
“Hope is still there. The consensus may still change.”
“But how?”
“Some of us saw the new Key being born.”
“So, there is hope!” The Pope was excited.
“Only if those of us who saw the Key, can convince the rest.”
“How much time?” asked the Pope.
“Till tomorrow.”
“Bless me, Father.” And the Pope dropped to his knees before a simple monk!
“Peace be with you, my son, peace be with all of the Earth’s children,” said Father

Ignatius, and then, leaving the overwhelmed Pope in the kneeling position, purposefully
directed his steps towards the guest quarters.

Disregarding the Spartan-looking bed and a chair in the corner, he sat on the carpet
in the middle of the room. His body in a lotus pose, he closed his eyes and as he did so, a
golden shimmering glow enveloped him whole and he floated off the floor, as the room
dissipated into nothingness. Eight other figures appeared, all emanating the same golden
light, all connected together in a shimmering network of golden rays, and all as one
enveloped in one shimmering golden cocoon.

“An emergency meeting of the Earth’s Council is open,” said a tall, wise-eyed man
with a long white beard dressed in a Russian linen shirt. “All nine Keepers of the Earth
are present. Let me remind everyone that this is the final debate and vote to decide the
fate of this human civilization.”

“I was able to see the Key being born as well,” said a petite Asian woman with small
cherry lips and dark, almond-shaped eyes. Her delicate wrists were wrapped in green jade
bracelets and her thin body in a violet Chinese dress. “Only, the new Key is not Russian,
but Chinese, and it's not a female but a male. But Lev,” she inclined her head toward the
tall, wise-eyed man, “and Ignatius,” a nod towards the monk, “you both are right—there



is hope. I am changing my vote to pro.”
“Ling,” said a man with a tall forehead and a thin black mustache, dressed in an old-

fashioned black suit. “You know that the evidence is inconclusive. Only a few were able
to see the new Key. Meanwhile, we all agree that the Twentieth Century would witness
two world wars and nuclear weapons that could kill hundreds of millions, and potentially
destroy the current civilization. And with it, all the souls on Earth may perish.”

“I agree with Nikola,” said a muscular man, dressed in a plaid shirt with rolled up
sleeves, pensively stroking his bushy mustache. “In the past, Humanity has not shown
good judgment in situations of conflict, so what makes us think they'll act differently in
the future?”

“Yes, John,” replied Ignatius. “That's true. But let's not forget that the appearance of
the Key means that there is enough goodness left in mankind.”

“Why wouldn't the Key appear now then, Ignatius? Why in a hundred years?”
interjected a beautiful Indian woman in a brilliantly colored magenta sari. Her slim arm,
which had on it several bright-yellow gold bangles, extended in a graceful gesture to
illustrate her point. “We all know that the Key appears during a need, not after. For
example, that's how it happened with Jesus and Buddha. I am afraid this Key may be too
late. We cannot risk it.”

“Deva is right,” spoke up a large man, dressed in a brightly colored robe with
African tribal markings on it. When he spoke, the man's teeth shone brilliant white in
contrast to his dark skin and his voice sounded like a tuba. “Our responsibility is to save
as many souls as possible, and if we don't act now, all souls may be lost.”

“Yes, Usaama, that's true,” said the white-bearded Lev. “But some of us believe that
the Twentieth Century is just the prelude to the dangers and possibilities of the Twenty-
first. That's when the Key will be truly necessary. And what's your opinion, Tengis?” Lev
turned to a small, bow-legged Asian man to his right.

“You all make very good points,” said Tengis, nodding to each Keeper in turn. “Yes,
Humanity is running a higher than usual risk of self-destruction. And yes, it is our
responsibility to save all the souls we can. But we can't act without properly considering
the prophecy. And the prophecy states clearly that the new Key will appear at the dawn
of the new age in order to open the door into the next dimension for mankind. As to
whether it will be a male or a female, born in Russia or China—it will be both.”

“How can it be both?” exclaimed several Keepers at once.
“The prophecy refers to the Yin Yang Key. This means that, unlike previous Keys,

for example, Prometheus, Buddha, and Jesus, this Key is both male and female, and it is
both assertive and receptive.”

While the Keepers contemplated Tengis's words, Lev addressed the olive-skinned,
poncho-clad shamaness, who had been silent up till that point.

“Dona Isabella, your final word.”
“I agree with everything Tengis said,” she spoke up. “I saw the dual Key being born

and I believe that it could show the way to the new age for humans. But… I don't believe
it will get the chance. My vote is against saving this human civilization.”

“Very well,” said Lev in his deep voice, which now was tainted by sadness, “the
council has spoken. I, Lev Tolstoy, the Supreme Keeper of the Earth, hereby declare that
the final vote of the Earth Keepers stands thus: four pro, five con. Consequently, the
Keepers agree not to interfere when the Comet of Karma collides with the Earth, so that



this civilization may reap the consequences of its past, present and future actions.”
All nine Keepers of the Earth inclined their heads in a silent agreement, some

solemnly, some reluctantly, some sadly. The golden cocoon enveloping the keepers
started extending upwards, reaching all the way into Outer Space. As if waiting for this
signal, the Comet of Karma speeded up towards the Earth, and it became clear just where
it was aiming its giant rock-head. The target was one of the most populated areas on
Earth, somewhere between southern Germany and Austria.

In the midst of the Keepers Realm, all nine Keepers floated in their shimmering
cocoon, eyes closed, in a deep silent meditation. The Comet was now very close, moving
faster and faster towards the Blue Planet. As the Comet’s head was about to penetrate the
Earth’s stratosphere, and its long nebulous tail—about to start burning through the
atmosphere, Nikola's eyes fluttered open, as sudden doubt appeared on his face. “This
feels wrong! I feel like we are overlooking something. We must make absolutely sure we
are not making a mistake!” Now, all the nine Keepers had their eyes wide open.

Nikola addressed Lev and Tengis. “This is a bit late, I know, but you must show us
what you saw. Perhaps, if all of us could see what you have, then we'd have a better
chance to judge...”

“Nikola, it's too late,” said Deva, a little uncertainly. “The Comet is too close now.”
“We still have time,” said Nikola decisively. “We must act immediately, if we have

indeed made a mistake. Please,” he looked imploringly at Lev, Tengis, Ling and Ignatius,
“you must show us now, before...”

Lev, Ling, Ignatius, and Tengis exchanged quick glances and nodded. All nine
Keepers again closed their eyes, some ready to give, others to receive the vision.
Rainbow-colored electric sparks passed between the floating figures, morphing into
steady streams of multicolored vibrating energy.

And then Sasha saw it. Floating in the center of the cocoon, surrounded by the
rainbow waves of energy was a smiling young girl with long, shimmering hair the color
of golden wheat and enormous eyes, which were as bright as a summer sky. The girl held
hands with a boy, whose hair was raven black and whose almond-shaped eyes were juicy,
like ripe purple plums. The boy also smiled, and his was a smile that could melt hearts...

Sasha stared at the boy with almond-shaped eyes. He was the boy from the dreams
she used to get as a child; and she recognized the girl too—in fact, that girl was she!

All nine Keepers opened their eyes. There was silence.
Nikola was the first to speak. “We must stop the Comet.”
“What if it's too late?” asked Usaama.
“We must do everything we can.”
All nine Keepers inclined their heads in agreement and concentrated on the Comet,

which was already in the outer layers of the Earth's atmosphere. The Keepers looked at
each other. It was too late now to divert it away from the planet. There was only one
thing they could do—buy time.

As hours went by, all nine Keepers floated in their shimmering cocoon, their eyes
closed, not daring to break their concentration. They pulled all the energy available to
them, using the entire power of their collective mind and tapping into all the psychic
powers they possessed for one, and one purpose only: to hold the Comet at the outer
limits of the atmosphere until it reached one of the least inhabited areas on the planet.

At the same time, they tried to burn and chip off as many smaller pieces as possible,



so that when the inevitable happened, the Comet would turn into a relatively small and
largely innocuous piece of extraterrestrial rock. Slowly, the planet rotated in its orbit and
the ever-diminishing Comet menacingly hung, first over the unsuspecting Western
Europe, then over Great Britain, after that, over the Atlantic, where ocean liners and
fishing schooners crossed in all directions. After that, it was the turn of the United States
of America, followed by Japan—and on to the Far East of the vast Russian Empire.

But despite all their efforts, the menacing rock was still too large and, what was
worse, because of the gravity, it kept sliding down slowly, but surely—lower and lower,
towards the surface of the unsuspecting planet.

Just when the Keepers felt that they couldn't hold the Comet any longer, a
considerably smaller and hardly recognizable rock was finally over the Podkamennaya
Tunguska in Eastern Siberia. Taiga stretched in all directions in the completely
uninhabited area. The Keepers knew that they would not get a better chance—it was now
or never! They concentrated all that was left of their formidable collective power on this
remaining piece. It was still too large to let it fall to the Earth, as even in this diminished
size it could generate a catastrophe of staggering proportions. The safest thing to do was
to explode it as high in the atmosphere as possible.

As they concentrated on it, the falling rock started vibrating, then it turned red-hot,
catching fire, and within seconds, a deafening pop of the explosion reverberated some six
kilometers above the planet's surface. However, it wasn't over. Smaller rocks splintered
off the comet, speeding toward the surface in a wide radius. These pieces weren't large
enough to cause planetary damage, but they could still be disastrous to some inhabited
areas of Siberia. The Keepers fixed their attention on each stray rock in turn, causing
them to explode one after another with more loud pops.

Although the main explosion happened six kilometers up in the atmosphere, the
surface impact was still huge. Millions of trees fell concentrically in the epicenter of the
main explosion, a large radioactive lake formed in the place of a crater, and a heat wave
hit even distant locations. Small particles of sparkling dust hung in the air, obscuring the
sun for days, and Aurora Borealis could be observed all over Europe and Asia.

Nights became as bright as day, and even as far as England people could read
newspapers at midnight without turning on the lights. But two months passed and the
unusual phenomena were forgotten, as mankind went back to living their normal
everyday lives.

And so, it was final. For better or for worse, this human civilization entered the most
turbulent century it had ever experienced.



Tengis’s vision was over, but neither of them opened their eyes. It was now Sasha’s
turn...

Sasha was a playful spark from the campfire, and together with other sparks, she
floated up, higher and higher, until she passed the atmosphere, then the stratosphere, and
finally, floated free beyond the Earth’s confines. The never-ending Outer Space—the
beautiful color of midnight velvet—was generously studded with inviting stars.

“Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Neptune, Saturn…,” Sasha-the-Spark counted. “Hey, guys,
it’s nice to meet you all! I am small, but I can give light, too!” She floated some more,
enjoying the depth of the surrounding space, the sensation of weightless freedom and the
absolute peace. She felt a strong urge to become one with the Universe.

Just when her separateness from this beautiful new home was about to become
unbearable, an enormous shadow obscured the stars. A growing white-and-blue tail of
sublimated gas and sparkling dust grew behind the comet as it relentlessly accelerated in
the direction of the Earth and the Sun. Faster, faster... Closer, closer... Was the tail now a
hundred thousand... five hundred thousand... a million kilometers long? The comet kept
steadily and unfailingly moving towards the small Blue Planet in its path.

Sasha-the-Spark tried to grab the comet by its huge tail, but the force of the giant
was too much for her. There was no way she could stop the comet by herself, tiny and
insignificant spark that she was, she discovered in a panic. In fact, she hardly managed to
avoid getting sucked into the sublimated gas of the comet's tail, and she had to use all her
strength and ingenuity to break free from the sucking vacuum of the giant.

Before Sasha knew it, the comet was already in the outer layers of the Earth's
atmosphere, and there, pulled by gravity, it started its steady elliptic descent.

The blinding tail stretched behind the comet as it burned its way through the
atmosphere. Sasha-the-Spark watched in horror as the fiery plume with the giant rock for
a head took aim at one of the most populated areas on Earth. It lingered in the
atmosphere just long enough to give Sasha false hope, but a short moment later, the
comet hit the eastern coast of the United States, somewhere between New Jersey and the
Island of Manhattan.

The explosion equivalent to the force of thousands of nuclear bombs burned
everything in its path as a giant mushroom reached to the sky. Sasha watched, paralyzed,
as the waters from the Atlantic Ocean rushed into the crater the size of the sea,



swallowing New York City, New Jersey, and Connecticut. The shock of the collision
created tsunami waves everywhere from the Atlantic to the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
Tsunami waves opened their greedy mouths, getting ready to devour everything in their
path—islands, cities and countries.

Kilometers-tall walls of impenetrable grey dust slowly wrapped around the Earth, as
it kept rotating in its orbit. Horrified, Sasha-the-Spark observed the inevitable. Those few
souls who managed to survive the blast had nowhere to escape from the aftermath and
they would die a slow and desperate death as the Sun disappeared forever in the dust
cloud. Cold and darkness would first kill plants, then animals and people. And in ten
years time, life on Earth as we know it would cease to exist.

Sasha opened her eyes, feeling inexplicably chilly. “See, Dedushka Tengis,” she
whispered. “It is the future.”

Tengis considered his response, puffing his pipe. “Sasha, you are right, this will be
our future, unless you do something about it.”

“But what can I do? Even in this vision of mine I had not succeeded. If this is
Humanity’s future, I don’t know how I could help.”

“I need to talk to you, Sasha,” said Tengis as they put out the fire and headed back to
Polyanka for lunch. “This is an involved conversation and it would be done better after
lunch.”

They ate their lunch at Tengis’s ample pine table, next to the crackling fire in the
kitchen pechka. After they were finished, Tengis took Sasha upstairs, to his sanctuary,
where they sat in a lotus pose on the comfortable cushions placed on the round carpet.

“Last summer,” said Tengis, “when your father was here, we were supposed to tell
you about your destiny together, but after your mother died, the conversation had to be
postponed. Yet the fate of mankind and of the entire planet depends on you, Sasha.”

“Is this some kind of a joke?” Sasha frowned. “If it is, it’s not funny.”
“No, Solnishko, this is not a joke. You saw it for yourself. Don’t you remember the

end of the Keepers’ vision? It was you as a young girl, and the boy you were holding by
the hand is to be your counterpart. You need to find this boy, Sasha, who would be your
age, except he was born exactly 30 days after you. Together you will become The Key of
Destiny, which will open a new age for Humanity.”

“You are serious, aren’t you?” Sasha was trying to digest everything she saw and
heard so far, but since she was still not fully recovered from the loss of her mother, her
mind had trouble processing all this flood of information. “I… I don’t know. I don’t think
I am ready for this.”

“You are much more ready than you think, my dear,” replied Tengis. ‘This is why
you received your gifts. Your mind and time shifting powers were given to you in order
to use them for the benefit of all.”

“I can’t use my powers any more,” objected Sasha, “and you know it. They are all
but gone.”

“You just had two perfectly good visions, using both your mind and time shifting
abilities. There is absolutely nothing wrong with your powers. You just need to regain
your confidence.”

“I only used my powers with you next to me, holding my hand—literally. I am not
sure I could do the same on my own.”

“You will, Solnishko,” replied Tengis confidently, “and sooner than you think.”



“Khorosho, say I believe you, and say I am the Key. What am I supposed to do with
this knowledge? I have no idea how to use it to shift the entire planet.”

“You are only half of the Key,” corrected her Tengis. “The second half is the young
man you saw. Certainly, he now would be substantially older than in your vision, and you
would need to find him, since without him the Key of Destiny cannot be consummated.”

“I did see this boy in my childhood dream,” admitted Sasha. “That was my favorite
dream when I was little, but I have no idea how to find him. He could be anywhere in the
world. It might be easier to find a needle in a haystack.”

“You’ll need to trust your intuition and your vision, Sasha,” said Tengis. “You will
find him because it is meant to be, and I have full confidence in you!”

“But what if I can’t? What will happen then?”
“You know what will happen then—you saw it, Solnishko,” uttered Tengis softly.
“You mean the Comet of Karma will arrive to wipe out our failing civilization?

Great, just great—no pressure whatsoever.”
“Affirmative,” said Tengis, nodding. “There is no pressure. Look at it this way: if

you are meant to meet him, and if mankind is meant to advance to the new level of
development, it’ll happen. If not, then it won’t. See what I mean—why worry about it?”

Tengis and Sasha talked for several more hours, and the old shaman passed to her all
his knowledge about the Earth’s hidden history, the prophecy of the Key, and the legend
of the Earth Shifter.

“The boy you will connect with has to possess two other shifting powers. He must be
a Space and Matter shifter, which will compliment your own powers of time and mind
shifting. Together, your power will be multiplied exponentially, and you will become the
Earth Shifter.”

“So, where do I start?”
“Tomorrow, I’ll work with you on restoring your powers, and after that, we’ll

discuss other useful information. You must be well prepared for your destiny, Solnishko.
Other than that, we don’t need to do anything special. When the time comes, you’ll know
what to do.”

“I just have one more question,” said Sasha. “The old Keeper Tengis from my
vision—he was your father, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” replied the shaman proudly. “My father was the Keeper of Russia and the
Arctic. In 1910, Lev Tolstoy died. He was pretty old at the time, and the effort of holding
off the Comet of Karma took quite a toll on him. His health was never the same
afterwards, since being the Supreme Keeper, he took the brunt of the responsibility,
expending more energy than others. After the great man passed, Father was elected
Supreme Keeper, which he was until the early 1930’s. He watched mankind go through
the madness of World War I; he observed the bloody Russian revolution and Civil War;
the rise of Stalin and the beginning of the rise of Hitler. He and other Keepers saw what
was happening, but they could not interfere, as humans chose their destiny, and now, it
had to play out. After my father died, I took his place at the Earth Keepers Council, first
as the Keeper of Russia and the Arctic, and later, as the Supreme Keeper.”

“But why didn’t the Keepers interfere when all these atrocities were happening?”
asked Sasha, frowning.

“Due to the free will provision, such interventions are not permitted. We can only
watch, monitor and gently guide. The only time we can interfere directly is if and when



the Comet of Karma arrives. Other than that, it is up to Humanity what road to choose.
My father and the other Keepers chose to give mankind a chance back in 1908, although
they foresaw what was to happen during the Twentieth Century.”

“They did seem to take quite a leap of faith,” noted Sasha. “Why?”
“Because of you, Solnishko,” replied Tengis. “They saw you together with the young

boy, the two perfect beings who were to become Humanity’s salvation—and they knew
that all was not lost. The thing is, arrival of the Key is such a rare and blessed event that
it has to be treasured. Great things are awaiting you, my dear. You just need to have
faith!”

“I’ll try,” murmured Sasha.
On that note, they said good night and went to bed, having agreed that tomorrow

Sasha would have a training day.
For a week, Sasha and Tengis worked on restoring Sasha’s powers, learning the

theory, and practicing new skills. At times, she felt overwhelmed by her new role and
responsibility. Just find the other half of the Key! Easy to say, not to mention, how do I
start? she thought in such moments.

“I know how you feel,” remarked Tengis, seeing what she was going through. “This
is an enormous responsibility, much more than any human should ever bear on his or her
shoulders. But I know how strong you are, Solnishko! Besides, you must always
remember, I'm with you every step of the way, even when I am halfway across the
globe.”

“Thank you,” whispered Sasha, throwing her mentor a glance of gratitude.
“And another thing, if you need help, all you have to do is ask and it will be given to

you.”
Sasha nodded, feeling a little better.
“And as to how to start,” continued Tengis, “first let's remember your latest lessons.

Lesson number one: power animals—always use them. This is the kind of loyal and
powerful help that will always be available to you on demand, instantly. Lesson number
two—Three Realms of Existence. A shaman would move between the Three Realms
effortlessly and constantly. That's how we weave the tapestry of life. However, of the
utmost use to you in finding the second half of the Key would be traveling in the Middle
World, the Realm of man, or as it's known today, remote viewing. Just remember that in
this instance, you'll be concentrating not on a location, but on a person.”

Lessons continued.
“I need to tell you about the Key of Destiny Prophecy,” said Tengis once. “It states

that the new dual Key, a powerful union of a very special young man and an even more
special young woman (a proud glance towards his student), will possess all four shifting
powers, thus culminating as the Earth Shifter and causing a powerful Consciousness Shift
for the whole planet.”

They were seated on a rustic pine bench in Tengis's secret garden, where a clear
brook sang its crystal melody, birds sang their odes to the awakening nature, and first
blooms nodded their heads in the light spring breeze. The nature around them
communicated a message of serenity in its own language, something that human
language could rarely convey with such fullness and beauty. They were in Tengis's world,
the one where words were superfluous. Sasha listened to Tengis silently, her eyes closed,
inhaling the surrounding peace and trying not to disturb the perfect balance of this place.



After a week spent with Tengis in the pristine environment of Baikal, Sasha’s powers
were almost back to normal. She was still a bit shaky with her mind shifting, and still
tentative with her time shifting. However, at least she could now use her abilities. Tengis
was confident that as time passed, she would fully regain them back, as long as
everything went well and she practiced every day.

Before leaving back to Moscow, Sasha decided to have a chat with her mentor.
“Dedushka Tengis,” she said. “I wonder what you think about this. I thought about it

and I am inclined to forget about Princeton. My father still needs me, and I am not so
sure I should leave him alone yet. Besides, I’d be closer to you if I stayed in Moscow. I
think it would be better—and cheaper—if I went to Moscow University instead. What
am I going to do in America? For all we know, the second half of the Key could be all the
way in China. If anything, it makes sense to go there rather than to the USA, which is on
the opposite side of the planet. What do you think?”

“I think, Sasha,” replied Tengis, “that first, you don’t have to worry about me—I’ll
always be with you in spirit, wherever you are on the planet; two, your father is an adult
and he knows how to take care of himself; three, Princeton was your mother’s dream. It’s
a great place and an experience you shouldn’t miss. And four, you never know whether
USA might actually be the place for you to be. Don’t worry too much and relax as your
future unfolds. Remember, when the time comes, you’ll know what to do!”

Sasha trusted her mentor implicitly, so she relaxed and decided to follow Tengis’s
advice.



Dao-ming and Chang Lee were spending their Friday alone. Kei was hanging out with
his friends, and Win had called to let them know that he was working on a new science
project at school and would also be late.

This was a new and unfamiliar reality for the Lee family. The long-standing family
tradition had always been to have a Friday dinner together at the dinner table, while the
twins used to spend most of their time together. Yet, Dao-ming clearly saw that they
were drifting further and further apart.

She always knew that the day would come when Kei and Win would have to go their
separate ways in order to fulfill their individual destinies. She was very proud of them
both, although at the same time hoping such a day wouldn’t come for a very, very long
time. Still, all indications were that it was upon them, and there was nothing to do but to
accept it.

That day, as usual, Dao-ming made dinner, consisting of a healthy carrot soup for
vitamins, salmon marinated overnight in scallion ginger sauce, Chinese eggplant in spicy
oyster sauce, as well as daikon stir-fry, all served with steamed brown rice. The dinner, a
bit fancier for the occasion of Friday, was waiting on the stove, and the dessert—moon
cakes purchased at her favorite bakery—in the cupboard.

Chang came back from work, taking his shoes off immediately by the entrance. He
changed into his house slippers, so as not to bring any dirt together with negative energy
from the outside into the residence. The ritual of taking off your street shoes right by the
entrance into a home was both literal and symbolic, much like the dirt outside was
deemed both physical and energetic. The Lees had few very strict rules, but this
particular one, customary to all Oriental households, was observed in the strictest manner
possible.

After taking off his shoes, Chang washed his hands and the couple sat down to
dinner. Their traditional Chinese dinner table was made of rosewood and had dragons
carved into its apron. Dragons were also carved into the backs of matching dinner chairs,
cushions of which were made of red brocade. The dining room was finished with a large
China cabinet, also decorated with carved dragons.

They sat down to eat and spent a few minutes discussing each other’s day, as well as
tomorrow’s shopping. After these topics were exhausted, there seemed not much more to
say. Chang had a busy day at work and he slurped his food off his plate, smacking his



lips (according to the old Chinese custom) in appreciation of his wife’s efforts. Dao-ming
always loved to receive this kind of compliment, and he gladly gave it to her. After his
first hunger was satisfied, Chang noticed his wife’s glances at their sons’ unoccupied
seats. The table and the house did seem empty without them, and he understood perfectly
how she felt.

Chang placed his hand on top of his wife’s. “We knew this would happen one day,”
he said. “They can’t always be together, and they can’t always be with us.”

“I was hoping this would not happen so soon,” she uttered.
“They may be twins, but they couldn’t be any more different,” said Chang. “They

were bound to get interested in doing things on their own.”
“I always knew that here,” replied Dao-ming, pointing at her head, “but it’s a much

different thing to accept it with my heart.”
“Our sons have grown, and we should be very proud of them. Very soon, they will

start living their true destiny. Our job is to raise and nourish them, as well as teach them
real values. The rest is up to them. We can’t stop what is supposed to happen. We can
only guide and support them along the way.”

Dao-ming nodded as her husband pronounced all that—he was a wise man and she
completely agreed with him. If only her heart stopped throbbing, as if something was
happening… but what it was that made her heart worry so much for her sons, she
couldn’t tell.

They finished dinner, after which Dao-ming cleared the table, washed the dishes and
put away some of the food for her boys. Both Kei and Win said not to wait up, but they
could still be hungry when they returned home. What could they eat out there? Coffee,
muffins, pizza, and other things Occidentals liked? What kind of nutrition was that? Dao-
ming was sure they would miss her food.

Chang and Dao-ming Lee watched Chinese TV programming for an hour or so, and
then played a game of mahjong. After that, they went to bed. It was unusually quiet
without the boys and, lying in bed next to her husband, Dao-ming couldn’t get rid of the
feeling that something was happening that she couldn’t quite see. It was something just
beyond her mind’s grasp, but a feeling of unidentified danger kept nagging and nagging
at the pit of her stomach until she fell asleep.

******

Win didn’t lie to his mother when he said that he was working on a scientific project at
school—not technically. He did have a meeting with someone who could definitely help
him to get ahead on his projects. Win had many, many ideas, which he wanted to
implement, but any scientific project of large magnitude required solid financial backing.

Scientists in the USA usually secured their funding only after many years of college
and Ph.D. study, after wasting their time on writing dissertations, articles, and slaving
away at some research institute or university. Years and years were wasted on attempting
to earn a scientific reputation and the recognition of colleagues. Then, and only then,
they could hope to get research grants for their pet project or study.

But Win couldn’t afford to wait all this time. At sixteen, he already knew exactly
what he wanted to do with the rest of his life—he wanted a lab where he could create and
invent things that would benefit all of mankind. His genius mind was bursting with ideas



and discoveries. All he needed was a truly rich and understanding sponsor. He didn’t
know where to find such a sponsor, his age being an obvious limitation, and even if he
found him, how would he convince said sponsor to invest in the future of a brilliant, but
as yet unknown scientist, namely Winston Lee.

So far, his dreams seemed a pie in the sky, yet the sponsor Win dreamed about
practically fell into his lap.

Introducing himself as CIA Assistant Director Aloysius Drakley, the man he met at
the New York Science Fair explained that the U.S. Government was seeking out
exceptionally talented young people for a variety of science projects of strategic
importance that would eventually change the world. The government was prepared to
invest in such young people by providing scholarships for their education and by
building labs where they could put their considerable talents to good use.

Win was a tad surprised how much the American Government was interested in his
humble persona, but such interest was fine with him. Aloysius Drakley appealed to Win’s
need and desire to find someone who would recognize his scientific achievements, as
well as his potential. However, Drakley didn’t stop at flattery. He also offered something
practical, like full scholarship to a school of Win’s choice, as well as employment, and
not just in some distant future, but during his college years! That wasn’t all, as Drakley
also waved a carrot any scientist would die for—he promised Win his own lab as soon as
he graduated college.

Win was a scientist, priding himself in his cool, detached logic, as well as powers of
reasoning. To anyone’s ear, including his own, all these promises should have sounded
too good to be true, but Win was so full of burning desire to reach his goals, he was so
determined to fulfill his dream of helping mankind through scientific breakthroughs and
inventions, he was so sure of his own genius, that it didn’t occur to him to question what
Drakley was saying.

Win had several conversations with his new friend, in which he explained about his
plans and goals. Drakley seemed to have keen interest in science, and a sharp mind. Win
started genuinely enjoying his company. The “CIA guy,” as Win mentally referred to
him, spent quite a bit of time in New York, explaining that the CIA had offices in the
City, which required his presence. They became so friendly that they even played chess
together.

Drakley fulfilled one of his promises in the fall of 2011. One day, Win received an
official letter, offering him a full scholarship to the school of his choice. He chose
Columbia University. After he received early admission—with full scholarship to boot—
he knew Drakley was awesome! His parents were happy about his early admission, and
relieved about his scholarship, because it would’ve been a burden for the family to pay
for Columbia tuition.

Win never told them who was behind his scholarship, because secrecy was one of
the conditions on which Drakley insisted.

He explained it this way, “If you want to work for the government, you need to
follow protocol. Many of the projects you will be working on will be so important and so
sensitive that they will have to be kept under wraps until we are ready to implement them
for the betterment of mankind. Otherwise, they can fall into the wrong hands. The bad
guys will not be as scrupulous as we are about using your inventions for their own
purposes. They could use them for terrorism or else abuse them in the name of a lowly



goal of world domination. Therefore, we are looking for people who can hold their
tongues. During your college internship, and one of the things we will be looking at to
help us decide whether you are suitable for this work, is how well you can keep a secret.”

Win nodded, determined to prove how good he was with secrets. That’s why he
could never tell his parents, or Kei, about Drakley—otherwise he’d be violating his
sponsor’s trust.

Another condition was that after graduating from Columbia University, Win would
work only for the US government and no one else, but that didn’t bother him, since all he
wanted was his own lab, and he didn’t care where the sponsorship came from.

When April 2012 rolled in, Drakley told him that it was time to take their
relationship to a new level. Together they got into a slick black Cadillac, which took
them across Hudson River to New Jersey via the Holland Tunnel.

They emerged on the New Jersey side near Hoboken and proceeded along a wide
highway with various commercial establishments on the left side of the road, and a long
vertical cliff-side on the right. After a minute or two of driving, the Cadillac made a right
turn, slowing down before a tall electric gate, which slowly opened to let them in. They
drove into an empty concrete courtyard with no vegetation or buildings whatsoever,
proceeding to a military style roll-up gate, which was—strangely enough—built straight
into the cliff-side. Win noticed that at least a dozen or so cameras, sticking straight out of
the cliff, were trained on the gate and the courtyard. The roll-up gate opened to let them
into a spacious chamber, built into the rock.

“Please, step out of the car, gentlemen,” said an invisible female voice.
They all stepped out of the Cadillac.
“Please identify yourselves,” continued the voice.
“Aloysius Drakley, CIA Assistant Director, and guest, Winston Lee.”
“Tom Brown, Mr. Drakley’s driver.”
“Please step up to the eye scanner.”
One by one, they obediently proceeded to the eye scanner.
“Please proceed through the body scanner.”
They went through the body scanner, the driver first, Drakley second, and Win last.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” said the voice. “Please proceed to the elevator.”
As they walked toward the elevator under the unwavering surveillance of a bunch of

cameras following their every move, Win heard a sound from behind and turned to look
what was going on. Their car was slowly moving underground on the platform that used
to be part of the floor. A few seconds later, it disappeared from view. As they got into the
elevator, the platform rose again, re-forming the floor of the room, without the Cadillac.

“There is an underground garage underneath this chamber,” explained Drakley.
“This facility is top-secret and all cars are parked inside.”

Win nodded. That at least explained the barren landscape of the courtyard.
“This is a scientific and technological facility, where cutting edge discoveries and

breakthroughs are achieved almost daily. Most employees live in New York and New
Jersey, but because of the limited garage space, we use shuttles, which take people to the
facility in the morning and back home in the evening. Fewer cars, less activity—we want
to be as discrete as humanly possible. Besides, our scientists don’t like to drive,
preferring to kick back and think about experiments they are working on in their labs.”



The elevator descended several floors down and they emerged into a giant bay,
which seemed the size of a soccer field. People moved around the cavernous space, the
walls of which were enormous screens, showing everything from global weather patterns
to satellite traffic data. Rows of desks located at intervals were occupied with people
busily typing something on their computers.

“This is our data entry and programming bay,” explained Drakley.
They walked past the giant space, emerging onto a landing with a security scanner

and stairwell, which took them one floor down.
“This is the science floor, where you will find a number of very important labs. One

day, Win, you may have a lab here as well.”
They proceeded along a corridor with various labs located on both sides. Win

peeked through the semi-transparent glass of some of the labs, in one of which he saw a
floating nebula, much like on a Hubble telescope image. A woman wearing thick rubber
gloves and a blue lab coat poked the strange formation with her finger and the nebula
recoiled, forming a different shape. In another lab, a man was testing a robot, which
performed different athletic movements. Suddenly, the robot jumped high in the air, did a
gymnastic flip, and landed on its feet. In the next lab, which turned out to be a
greenhouse, Win noticed giant cucumbers that were taller than the man who was working
on them, and so on, and so on.

“Impressed?” asked Drakley with a smile.
“Very,” replied Win.
“Of course, there is much, much more to see,” said Drakley. “For example, we have

a lab that works on weather patterns, and the one that deals with new alternative fuels.”
“What’s below?” asked Win, seeing that they reached a door with an eye scanner

and another set of stairs behind it.
“The next floor down is where the stock market crash-protection team is located. It

was set up after the 1987 market crash, but no one can access that floor without special
permission.”

“Stock market… what?”
“That’s not important.” Drakley waved away his question. “The important thing is to

see the science floor, right?”
“Right,” agreed Win, whose eyes shone with excitement. “This is an awfully cool

place, Mr. Drakley, and I am very grateful you brought me here.”
“I knew you’d like it,” said Drakley, smiling. “Now, let’s sit down somewhere and

I’ll explain my plan to you.”
They made their way to the empty lounge area, behind which Win noticed another

long corridor with many doors on both sides. The place seemed to be an underground
hotel.

“This is where people who have a hot project going on can bunk overnight,”
explained Drakley. “Some of our employees are so dedicated that they actually live right
here, on campus.”

“Wow, this place is enormous,” observed Win, looking around.
They found a quiet corner with comfortable leather chairs and a coffee table and sat

down.
“Here is what I wanted to propose, Win,” said Drakley. “I think it would be

beneficial for you to start working with us as soon as this summer. You can help us out



on some projects as an intern until you begin your studies at Columbia in the fall. I will
personally authorize your clearance and, by the way, we have a very convenient shuttle
that stops not far from your home in Chinatown. Of course, you may not disclose to
either your parents or anyone else the place and nature of your employment. You will tell
them that you found a paid internship with a science lab in New Jersey and that the
company bus takes you there daily. Incidentally, this position pays twenty dollars per
hour. After you start at Columbia, you can still help us out here during vacations, as well
as your free days. You will gain experience and make some pocket money. What do you
say?”

Win was speechless. This was such a great offer! He hoped Drakley would invite
him to work here after a year or two at the university… but before he even started college
and while he was only seventeen—that was amazing!

“I…I don’t know what to say," he mumbled. “I…I’d love to! I don’t know how to
thank you, sir! You won’t regret it!” He jumped to his feet, not knowing whether to
dance or to shake his new boss’s hand.

“Terrific,” said Drakley, his face bearing the expression of a kindly uncle, happy to
bestow gifts on his beloved nephew. “You deserve it. If my intuition is correct, with your
talent, you may one day invent something that will change life on Earth as we know it.”

The “CIA guy’s” Cadillac took Win back to Chinatown. He thanked the driver, who
let him out a few blocks from his building, and walked home, smiling. His dreams were
coming true faster than he imagined.

Back at the underground facility, Drakley watched on the security monitor how his
car carried his protégé out of the gate and back to New York City. He also had a smile on
his face. Win Lee bought it—hook, line, and sinker. Everything was going according to
plan.



On a beautiful spring morning of April of 2012, Semyon slowly pushed the stroller with
his little granddaughter through a small Moscow park filled with blooming trees and
chirping birds. He passed children flying a kite, babushkas gossiping on the bench, and
retirees just like him, playing chess on a picnic table under a sprawling oak tree. On a
different day, he might have joined this casual neighborly game, but today he had too
much on his mind.

It was time for little Lena's breakfast. Semyon pushed the stroller into the elevator of
his high rise, located conveniently near the University and overlooking the Sparrow Hills
Park. He got off on the ninth floor, where Grandma Lena patiently awaited their return in
her colorful apron adorned with flowers and matryoshkas.

He kissed his little granddaughter and his wife, who in return gave him a fleeting
look of concern. But she said nothing. Lena was his wife of forty-six years, and that
whole time, through his entire career, he could always rely on her for her patient support
and silent understanding. She was one of the dying breed—the old Soviet school—who
followed her husband wherever he was sent, no questions asked. And this tried and true
mode of communication, in which words were superfluous, stayed with them in
retirement.

As Lena went to the kitchen to feed their granddaughter, he retired to his study. On
the hanger in the corner of the room hung his freshly pressed dress uniform, khaki green,
adorned with an ornate gold sash and large stars on shoulder patches—one star per patch.
The walls of his study were decorated with several of his treasures.

A piece of parchment in an expensive mahogany frame with the official Russian
State Seal on it read: Colonel Semyon Matveyevich Isayev, for outstanding and heroic
services to the Motherland, is hereby promoted to the rank of Major General. Hanging
next to it was a glass display case with an ornate golden frame, containing an impressive
gold star. The plaque underneath the star read: The Gold Star of the Hero of the Soviet
Union is awarded to Lieutenant Colonel Semyon Isayev. The Gold Star was the Soviet
Union's highest award, and he received it at the height of the Cold War for a clandestine
operation, which was classified to this day. But suffice it to say that as a result,
Americans had to withdraw their nukes from a country by the warm southern sea, which
happened to be located too close to the Russian borders for comfort. Another display
showcased the Order of Georgy Pobedonosets, or Georgy the Victory Bearer, which was



the ancient Russian Order resurrected in the nineteen nineties as the new Russia's highest
honor. He recently received this award personally from President Vladimir Dobrov at a
lavish Kremlin award ceremony in commemoration of his services to the country during
the nineteen eighties.

Semyon’s desk was clean, with the exception of a stack of white paper and a pencil
holder with a bunch of sharpened pencils in it. Even though he didn’t do remote viewing
anymore, having a stack of paper and sharp pencils on his desk was a long-time habit that
he never intended to change.

His desk also contained just one single photo. Three people smiled at him from it:
Maxim, young and happy; Olga, also young and incredibly beautiful; and him, without
any grey in his hair. They were his favorite students, ever since he was in charge of the
Remote Viewing Workshop at Moscow University back in the early eighties. It was the
time of the Cold War and the workshop was organized to attract talented and well-
educated young people to the Remote Viewing Department of the Soviet Intelligence.

The department was top secret, and only a few select people were supposed to know
it existed. The workshop at the university was presented as a fun hobby and an offbeat
activity conducted by trained specialists, while no real teachers’ names or ranks were
advertised. The university students flocked into the workshop, fascinated with its
amazing possibilities.

However, while students were busy practicing to project their vision onto some
distant object and then recreating it on paper, they were observed carefully by Semyon
and his assistants in order to identify those one-of-a-kind gems that could be trained for
spying against Americans.

Soviet Intelligence discovered the value and usefulness of remote viewing back in
the fifties. Soon the Department of Remote Viewing was organized. A number of talented
psychics were invited to participate in the project, their job being to mentally project into
far away locations identified by Intelligence, and then to describe what they saw, or draw
images they perceived on paper. All that was done without leaving their chairs, in offices
where lights were kept dimmed to assist in the remote viewers’ meditative concentration.

In a world where the two superpowers constantly balanced on the brink of a nuclear
war, and spy satellites hadn’t been invented yet, the advantage of such information was
enormous, even if the accuracy of the remote viewer’s perception was only seventy to
seventy-five percent. The School of Remote Viewing was soon organized and technology
developed to train these clandestine psychic warriors. That increased accuracy by another
few points. But it could not be denied that talent, not training, was the most important
ingredient of success.

By the late sixties, Americans caught on to the Soviet Intelligence Remote Viewing
program and swiftly organized their own. The battle of remote viewers began, oftentimes
performed by geeky-looking guys who sat in their little back offices with stacks of paper
and sharp pencils on their desks, drawing things no one else could find, and places they
couldn’t possibly know about: locations of top-secret rockets and military installations,
space program's inner workings, and strategic scientific discoveries.

Drawn by curiosity, Olga and Maxim both came to the remote viewing workshop at
Moscow University where they were students. Curiosity quickly turned into fascination,
and then into love. The two of them were the best in class, and their accuracy was
phenomenal. During graduation, Semyon pulled them aside one by one and offered a job



with The Remote Viewing Department. Maxim declined, preferring to work on his Ph.D.
thesis on comparative linguistics, but Olga accepted.

Semyon did manage to convince Maxim to become a reserve remote viewer, since
his remote viewing talent was quite exceptional. Semyon always thought that Maxim
agreed so he could be closer to Olga. Maxim understood that he could be mobilized in
case of war or other emergencies. He was given a pseudonym and a top-secret ID
number, just like everyone else in the department. However, he'd never gotten a chance to
use his skills and his pseudonym never went to the grid.

Olga started with the department in 1988, shortly after her graduation. She was
anything but a geek, and when she first walked through the door, her appearance caused
quite an upheaval with the guys, who were in constant competition to pull out her chair,
fetch her tea, and impress her in every possible way. They all finally settled down when
Olga married Maxim. It was a small, private wedding and Semyon was invited.

As the department grew, Semyon moved up in rank and position, but Olga remained
his favorite. He became the Head of the Remote Viewing Department in 1991. However,
this was the beginning of the end of once mighty Soviet Union. Just several months later,
Gorbachev was no longer the head of the country, and the USSR was no more.

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, many at the department found themselves
at crossroads. The Cold War was over and the Russian State didn't seem to be as
interested in their services as before. Their once quite substantial salaries and perks
gradually turned into dust as the ruble collapsed.

During the turbulent and miserable nineteen nineties, most of his best students
scattered around the world. The fame of the Russian remote viewers preceded them and
many of them found gainful employment in Japan, America, China, and Australia. All his
top remote viewers left one by one. Rumor had it that Nikolay Ryabov was with Sony's
super secret industrial espionage department, teaching the Japanese how to spy on
competitors. And he also heard that Vova Zhilin, his one-time number two, was
profitably employed as a remote viewer somewhere in America.

Olga staunchly stayed with her beloved mentor as everyone else left for greener
pastures and even as Maxim's once respectable professor's salary turned into a pittance
and the Elfimovs were on the verge of losing their apartment. In 1995, in the midst of a
rampant economic crisis, Sasha was born, and Semyon became her godfather.

Semyon tried to retire in the end of the nineties, when under Yeltsin his work
practically ground to a halt. He felt that the country he always served was no longer in
need of his expertise. But at that very time, something started changing. At first, it was
subtle, as suddenly his boss looked a bit perkier, walked a bit more briskly, and generally
exuded an air of confidence. Then, at the dawn of the new millennium, a new young and
energetic president came to power. Suddenly, remote viewing was again en vogue, and
their department was again hiring.

Semyon’s boss refused to accept his resignation, explaining that they were in urgent
need of the major general’s expertise. He needed to train new remote viewers, reorganize
the department and help get the whole machine of the Russian Intelligence properly
working again in order to be ready to respond to the emerging threats in the new world.
Semyon stayed on for a few more years, and then passed the baton to his young and
capable assistant, Oleg Mikhailovich Vlasov, finally hanging his remote viewing hat in
2005.



After her teacher left, Olga remained with the department for a couple of years, and
then she finally succumbed, too. No one could blame her as she found a very lucrative
position with the rising oil company called NORUS. And then, the unthinkable
happened—Olga was killed on her way home…

It had now been almost nine months since the tragedy, but Semyon still couldn’t get
used to it. The shock of her death, his still young and beautiful protégé, almost sent him
to a hospital. But he somehow pulled himself out of his health crisis, since Sasha and
Maxim needed him. He also felt an urge to change certain things in his life. He had a
loving wife, beloved daughter, Victoria, and two grandchildren he adored. He wanted to
live out the rest of his days in peace, caring for his family, and as far away from madness,
war games, and danger as possible. The loss of Olga made him wish he’d never heard of
remote viewing and that he’d never been an Intelligence officer. However, for a man in
his position, this wasn’t an option, since Intelligence was like marriage—till death do us
part. He often wished he could get a divorce, but it had many times been proven to be an
impossibility. It seemed his past was there to haunt him, no matter how he tried to avoid
it.

In the past nine months, Semyon and Lena did everything they could to be there for
Maxim and Sasha. Finally, the acute pain of Olga's death started subsiding, as life for all
of them started getting back to some semblance of normalcy. So, it all went fine and
uneventful in his retired life until one day a couple of weeks ago, he received a call from
General Ushakov, Head of the Russian Intelligence. And that's when it had all gone to
hell.

“How is retirement going?” said Ushakov by way of a greeting.
“You didn't really call me to inquire about my retirement, did you?” responded

Semyon bluntly. What could Ushakov, at his forty-seven years of age, know about
retirement? Besides, a call from the Head of the Russian Intelligence could only mean
one thing—something serious was up.

“No, not really,” admitted Ushakov. “I need to talk to you as soon as possible. The
car will be at your door in twenty minutes.”

“Look, Dmitri,” said Semyon, “I don't do this any more, you know that. Can't you
find someone else? There are plenty of good remote viewers out there who don't mind
being...” Semyon tried to find the right word, “a part of it.”

There was a silence. Apparently, General Ushakov was trying to decide how much
he could reveal in a telephone conversation. “I'm afraid, Semyon,” he finally said,
“whether you like it or not, you've already been made a part of it. Twenty minutes,
please.”

Twenty minutes later, Semyon was reluctantly riding in a large black Mercedes with
tinted windows towards the Russian Intelligence headquarters.

“It was Nikolay Ryabov,” said General Ushakov, “who'd alerted us. NORUS is
trying to hire a new remote viewer, Semyon!”

“And how did Nikolay found out about this? He's in Japan—Sony is it?” Semyon
seemed visibly uncomfortable with this conversation.

“The NORUS people approached him. The offer was exceedingly generous. But he
is comfortable in Japan, moved his family there... Besides, he's fully aware of what
happened last summer...”

Semyon cringed. He really didn't want to discuss Olga's death with Ushakov.



“Sorry, I know it's a difficult subject for you.” Ushakov was as sharp as ever. He
contemplated Semyon’s face, and then went on. “Nikolay contacted us right away.
Apparently, they are having no success trying to find a replacement remote viewer for
their industrial espionage unit. Everyone knows about Olga, even though we’ve never
been able to prove NORUS was behind her death—sorry Semyon, but I must talk about
this—so naturally, no one wants to work at that hornet's nest, no matter how good the
compensation. Besides, NORUS has no choice but to be extremely discrete about their
search for the new remote viewer. They can’t afford to put us on alert after Olga. Since so
far no one but Nikolay contacted us, we can safely assume that they are bent on hiring
one of the top remote viewers on the market.”

“So, what does it all have to do with me?” asked Semyon. “You know I'm too old for
this.”

“Yes, I do know. But there is someone else who may just be perfect...”
“I don't know anyone who...” started Semyon, and then it hit him—Maxim, he was

talking about Maxim!
“Yes, Semyon, you do,” said Ushakov significantly.
“Now, just a minute,” Semyon protested. “Maxim will never agree to this. I won't let

him agree to this!” This was a low blow and he was utterly unprepared for it.
“But you are forgetting something,” said Ushakov.
“What's that?”
“It's Maxim's decision, not yours.”
Semyon contemplated that for a moment. Ushakov was right; it wasn't his decision.

And it was his firm conviction that Maxim wouldn't do it anyway. Before, Semyon was
never able to convince him to come and work for him, no matter how he tried. Maxim
valued his work with the University way too much, and he would never leave it.
Besides—and most importantly—he had Sasha to take care of. And all Sasha had left
was Maxim. He was now both her father, and her mother, and this was all he really
wanted in his life. For Sasha’s sake, he’d never be cavalier with his life. With relief,
Semyon realized that perhaps the situation wasn't that bad after all.

“Khorosho, suppose you are right, and it should be Maxim's decision, not mine.
Suppose I talk to him. But how would they know about Maxim? His name had never
gone to the grid, since he’d never officially used his abilities. So, how would they even
know he's on the market?”

“That’s where you come in, Semyon. The thing is... hmm...” Ushakov seemed
uncomfortable. “When Nikolay said niet, they pressured him into giving them an
alternative contact, and so he did. He gave them your name, Semyon.”

“I can't believe he'd do that! He knew I didn’t want any part of this!” exclaimed
Semyon indignantly.

“Semyon, Nikolay asked me to say he was sorry,” Ushakov sounded genuinely
apologetic. “Listen, he had very little time to react. He needed to give them a name that
was credible, and someone who’d lead them back to us. He figured they knew you
anyway, because you are the best. The reason they aren't interested in you is obvious –
they need someone younger and healthier. But as a source for finding a remote viewer
discretely, you could be invaluable to them.”

Semyon could see the logic in all that.
“We just need your participation at this initial stage,” continued Ushakov. “Very



simple game: they come to you, asking for a name; you give them Maxim's and they
leave you alone. The rest is our job. We think that you're absolutely safe, but just in case,
we'll have a team watching your apartment and family around the clock.”

“All right, say I play along with this. Say I talk to Maxim about it. I just don't want
you to get your hopes high. As I said before, he wouldn't agree.”

“Yes, this is the risk we are going to have to take. I hope he agrees, but if he doesn't,
then we'll move to Plan B, which, of course, would complicate our life tremendously...
For now, we are just asking for your unbiased participation. Let Maxim make his
decision on his own. Agreed?”

As usual, Ushakov wove a devilishly convincing tale and Semyon found himself
fresh out of arguments, so he just sat in the office of the Head of the Russian Intelligence,
weighing all the pros and cons. He could say niet, but then they would go to Maxim
directly, and Semyon didn’t want them to bother his grieving friend. Besides, they would
never leave the two of them alone until they got what they wanted.

No, it was better to play along, until Maxim explained to them why he couldn’t do it.
His reasons would be convincing; he was a single parent and Sasha had no one except for
him to take care of her, he had his University tenure that he couldn’t just leave, and he’d
never been truly trained for this line of work. So, after a minute of silence, in which
General Ushakov observed him intently, Semyon Isayev ended up saying “yes” because
he was absolutely convinced that Maxim would say “no.”

Semyon sat at his desk, holding the photo with three smiling faces on it: Olga's,
Maxim's, and his own. Guilt and remorse overwhelmed him as he whispered, “What have
I done... it's all my fault. Please forgive me, Olga.”



Sasha returned back home from Baikal a new person. Her powers were practically
restored, which made her happy, but at the same time, she had a newly added load on her
shoulders, the knowledge of who she was and how her actions could impact life on the
planet. She still couldn’t get used to all this, but felt a bit better about it as the days
passed.

After a bumpy ride on an endless Siberian road and a nearly six-hour flight, she was
relieved to see the lights of Moscow. She was doubly happy to see Maxim, Semyon, and
Lena waving to her at the airport. Aunt Lena prepared a nice welcoming dinner and they
all sat at the table, eating, talking, and laughing—just like in the good old days. The
following day, Misha and Zeena stopped by to say “hello,” and the day after, school
started again.

The last semester of her school life came and went, and before long, Sasha received
her diploma after a lavish graduation ceremony. Maxim suggested that she should leave
for Princeton as soon as possible after graduation because she needed time to acclimate
on foreign shores before her college classes began in the fall.

“Sasha, you should definitely go early,” he said. “Don’t miss this opportunity to
travel around a little and to immerse yourself in American culture before you start school.
It will be good for you.”

Indeed, what could be better than to spend a summer in Princeton, where Dasha and
her husband, Professor Richard Clarke, were ready to welcome her with open arms? She
was invited to stay with them for as long as she wanted; she could take trips to New York
City, and Philadelphia, which were both only a one-hour ride from Princeton, and she
could also visit Washington D.C. for a few days. This was a great idea, Sasha realized
that. Still, something was holding her back, as if there was some unfinished business that
she’d forgotten about. But Maxim kept up with his enticing arguments, and after a few
days of hesitation, Sasha agreed that leaving for the USA right away was indeed the best
thing to do.

Now that the school was over, she packed day and night. Her flight to Newark was
only four days away, and she still had lots to do. Her best friends, Misha and Zeena, took
her out for a scrumptious lunch at the posh Pushkin Cafe, which probably cost them a
chunk of their pet-sitting/math-tutoring savings. They walked back home casually,
chatting about this and that, how Misha was about to start his PhisTech Institute entry



exams, which was the Russian equivalent of MIT, and how Zeena was going for a
Biology degree at Moscow University.

They rounded the corner from Tverskaya into Nastasiinsky Pereulok. Zeena was the
first to see them, and as usual, she somehow shrank in their presence. Misha, on the other
hand, put his hands in his pockets, his brows knitted and eyes narrowed defiantly. Sasha
was so happy to be with her friends and so absorbed in their discussion that she was late
in noticing a marked change in the atmosphere.

Standing across the street from the ornate iron gate into Sasha's building were Igor
Zhdanov and Sergei Zamyatin—the famous local bullies. Zeena slowed down drastically,
as if her feet refused to carry her towards the bullies she had dreaded all her life. Even
though she already graduated school, the memory of a torment she’d experienced was
still with the poor girl.

Zhdanov, followed by Zamyatin, started moving towards them, undoubtedly to
reassert their power over her. Zeena stopped altogether, her eyes wide. Misha stopped as
well, taking his hands out of his pockets, his fists clenched and moving sideways to
shield her.

Sasha glanced at her friends, then at the two approaching figures, and sighed. Pity,
and the day had started so nicely. But what had to be done could not be helped.

Zhdanov and Zamyatin were inseparable ever since she knew them. Zhdanov's father
was a colonel, who was downsized in the nineties, when the pre-existing structures in the
post-Soviet society crumbled. That included the army.

But at the very same time, a demand for private security services was on the rise,
going hand in hand with demand for contractual killings. And that’s where many
disgruntled, but highly trained military and special ops personnel headed, making a
killing (no pun intended) on their new profession. Politicians, policemen, journalists, and
business people who’d crossed someone or didn't pay someone off became the obvious
targets. Zhdanov's father created a “private security services firm” as he referred to it.
Officially, his firm provided bodyguards and other security personnel for the rich and
famous of the capital. However, rumor had it that unofficially he also accepted much less
savory offers from various undisclosed clients.

The Zhdanovs lived in the building just across the courtyard from Sasha's, which
was recently converted into luxury condos. The whole family was oversized and low
class, like McDonalds’ burgers. Igor took after his father, a large and beefy man with a
huge, beetroot-red face. His mother always wore a hard expression on her face, and
walked improbably straight, carrying her large frame and protruding stomach with great
pomp. Sasha knew that the Zhdanovs were exceedingly proud of their family roots. After
all, Colonel Zhdanov was directly related to Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin's right hand who, at
one point, was rumored for grooming as his successor. Andrei Zhdanov was the author of
the Zhdanovism doctrine and was known for phrases like: “In Soviet literature the
conflict can only be between the good and the best.”

Zhdanovism, short-lived in the USSR itself, became a prototype and inspiration
behind the brutal Cultural Revolution in Mao's China, where Shakespeare and Dickens,
and even Tolstoy, were declared to be a harmful “foreign bourgeois influence.”

Zamyatin's father, on the other hand, was a perpetually sour-looking man, who,
rumor had it, drank heavily. A long time ago, Zamyatin used to work at a factory, but
now no one really knew for sure what he did. However, sometimes neighbors heard



female screams coming out of his apartment, with police frequenting their place. His wife
was seen in public with bruises on her wrists and an occasional black eye hidden behind
dark shades.

At school, both Zamyatin and Zhdanov were mediocre students, but they always
excelled at physical education, their favorite subject being shooting. They had shooting
as part of their phys ed curriculum in the ninth and tenth grade. Sasha hated it, and got a
“three”, the only mediocre grade of her life. Misha didn't do so well either, and Zeena,
the kindhearted, animal loving Zeena, failed the test altogether.

Zamyatin and Zhdanov, who couldn't recall any names of the literary classics, who
couldn’t tell you the location of the Atlantic Ocean, and who managed to flunk both
algebra and science, got the highest scores and the only two “fives” in their entire class.
Shooting became their favorite hobby and they spent a lot of time in the amusement park
arcades, shooting at everything they could get their hands on. Later, they even took
shooting lessons. Besides that passion, the two of them were also famous for bullying
everybody they could lay their hands on. Anyone who was weaker, kinder, or simply
different became their target. For some reason, they never bothered Sasha, but Misha had
to endure their taunting when he first started with their school, and Zeena, plump, sweet
Zeena, was their prime target since the first grade.

But one day, when they were all in the eighth grade it all had changed. Misha had
recently moved from Siberia to Moscow and already had a few unpleasant encounters.
One day, Sasha and Misha were walking home after school, absorbed in their
conversation, when they heard a blood-curling scream. A heart-stopping meowing
accompanied that scream, as both Sasha and Misha sprinted quickly in the direction of
the noise.

They saw Zhdanov, his face contorted with a cruel smirk, holding in his huge red
hand a small grey kitten with a beautiful fluffy tail and cute white paws. He held the
kitten by the small of his neck, as the poor little thing struggled, desperately trying to
break free. Zamyatin stood next to him, laughing, while Zeena, who was normally
petrified of the school's main two bullies, was upon them, screaming as hard as she could
and attempting to free the poor kitty. Zhdanov pushed Zeena away with one hand and she
landed hard on the ground. Meanwhile, he swung his other hand with the kitten in it and
banged the little fluff ball against a wall. The kitten's body went instantly limp. Zeena
jumped to her feet and charged like a bull at the huge Zhdanov.

Zhdanov's face registered surprise, even as his hand gripping kitten’s limp fluffy
body, swung again, aiming for the kill. By then, Misha and Sasha had almost reached the
scene, and the skinny Misha tackled the oversized Zhdanov with all his might.

As Zhdanov lost his balance, his grip loosened and Zeena managed to snatch the
kitten out of his hand, running as hard as she could. Meanwhile, Zamyatin’s dull face
registered a slow realization that something “out of the ordinary” was happening, and he
sprang into action, preparing to beat the intruders into a pulp. Meanwhile, Zhdanov
straightened out, his face an ugly purple color, trying to figure out where Zeena ran in
order to pursue her.

“Sasha, run! Follow Zeena!” yelled Misha, preparing to fight the bullies to give
Zeena time to escape.

But Sasha decided that there was a better way. She planted her feet firmly on the
ground facing the approaching bullies, and looked them straight in the eye. Then, she



raised her right hand to shoulder level, palm facing toward Zhdanov and Zamyatin. The
bullies stopped, as if they encountered an invisible wall. They struggled to overcome this
unseen obstacle, but it wasn’t working. Zamyatin's face contorted from effort, while
Zhdanov's started turning magenta red.

Sasha looked unblinkingly at the bullies, her eyes blazing. “I bind you from doing
harm to innocent animals forever,” she said, adding for good measure, “and you will stay
on this very spot without being able to move a muscle for another hour!”

“Let's go, quick!” she yelled to Misha. “No time to waste—we must find Zeena.”
They found Zeena sitting on a bench, huddling the lifeless form of a kitten in her

arms, tears streaming down her face.
“I couldn't save him, I couldn't,” she repeated again and again.
Sasha took the kitten in her arms and sat next to her.
“What are you doing?” asked Zeena through tears, making a move to take the

kitten's limp little body back.
Sasha didn't say anything—there wasn't time. She just shook her head as if to say,

“Don't interrupt.”
She put the lifeless fluffy body on her lap and placed both of her hands on top of the

kitten’s chest. She closed her eyes and started whispering something softly, just like she'd
heard Tengis do during a healing. Swaying rhythmically, she continued to chant, until a
bright golden light started emanating out of her hands. Next, that light began flowing into
the kitten's body. A minute passed, then another, and another. Nothing happened. Sasha
was starting to get tired from the strain, but she was afraid to move for fear of breaking
the lifeline she extended to the kitten.

All of a sudden, the little body had stirred and as a few more seconds passed, the
gray kitten opened his eyes and gave a soft meow. Zeena laughed, crying and dancing at
the same time. After gently making sure that all his bones were intact, she wrapped the
kitten in her sweater and whispered sweet and loving things into the little bundle. As the
kitten started recovering, his curious little face peeked out of Zeena’s makeshift shelter.

Seeing that the kitten had returned to normal, Sasha broke a smile, congratulating
herself on a job well done. Only then, she realized that she had just attempted her very
first shamanic healing, and it had worked!

That was the day the three of them became very close friends. That was also the day
Zeena adopted the kitten and decided to become a biologist. And finally, it was the day
the two bullies started avoiding them. Their teasing of Zeena and Misha greatly
diminished and they tried to stay as far as possible from Sasha.

It was indeed very strange that these same bullies were so unusually bold today.
Sasha had no intention of spoiling such a nice day with an unpleasant encounter, so when
the bullies were close enough, she simply said, “How are you two? Good day, isn’t it? I
do believe we should all go our separate ways now.”

But the bullies kept advancing. So, it couldn't be helped. Well then, she concentrated
on Zhdanov, the leader of the duo, looking intently into his small, deep-set eyes. Zhdanov
tried to avert them, but it was as if Sasha held him on a string.

“You go that way,” she said to him mildly, “and we'll go this way.” Zhdanov
obediently turned and started walking in the direction Sasha pointed out for him.
Zamyatin just followed, as if strung along, confusion slowly spreading all over his square
face.



Sasha watched them move slowly away with a little smile. This little experiment just
showed beyond the shadow of a doubt that her mind shifting power was fully restored.
That was really good news. She turned to her two best friends and said, “Let's go home.”

“That was so funny.” As they walked to Sasha’s, Zeena couldn’t stop laughing with
that bell-like laughter of hers. “It's amazing the things you can do, Sasha!”

“Yeah, she is incredible,” said Misha, throwing Sasha a glance of admiration.
“When Zhdanov finally wakes up from the spell a few blocks from here, he won’t

know what hit him,” continued Zeena. “All they know is that you have some kind of
power over them, and that’s why they are so afraid of you, always giving you as wide a
berth as possible. I wonder why they were so bold today?”

“I heard them brag,” said Misha, “that they’ve got a very important job with
Zhdanov father's company.”

“You mean that so-called ‘security services firm’ of his?” Zeena raised her
eyebrows. “You are kidding!”

“Unfortunately, not,” said Misha. “And I bet that's why they've suddenly become so
bold in Sasha's presence. Their newly found sense of self-importance had played a trick
on them.”

Zeena snorted. “It appears all those shooting lessons are about to pay off.”
Sasha frowned, finding the thought of guns in such hands to be a deeply

discomforting one.
But she didn't want to think about that now. Tonight, she invited her two best friends

for a sleepover. She wanted to think about the night ahead, full of laughter and delicious
smells wafting from the kitchen, magical childhood memories and talks of grand future
plans—the unforgettable all-night party, the one that would always warm her heart when
she was far from home.

Two days later, Sasha said “good-bye” to her father and friends at the airport.
Maxim hugged her tight and said softly, “I am very proud of you, Sashenka. I want

you to study and have fun in America. Think good thoughts and stay positive.
Remember, your future is bright, and I will always be with you, no matter what. I love
you with all my heart, dochen’ka.”

“I love you too, Papa. Please eat well and get lots of walks. I will call you every
week.”

“Don’t you worry, Sasha,” piped in Semyon. “We’ll take care of him for you.”
As she was going through security, Sasha threw the last glance at the small group,

with her father standing up front. She gave him a last smile, and in response, he waved
his good-bye.

Eight hours later, Sasha landed in Newark Airport, where she was greeted by old
family friends, Dasha and Richard Clarke. They loaded Sasha’s luggage into their Volvo,
and in less than two hours she was already having tea in their Princeton home, located in
the exclusive Riverside neighborhood of this swank town, telling them all the latest
Moscow news.

Professor Richard Clarke was Princeton University’s Head of the Electrical
Engineering Department. He met Dasha during his month-long exchange trip to Moscow
University when he was still a young graduate student. Dasha, who studied linguistics
together with Olga and Maxim, was smitten with the scholarly, bespectacled young man,
and he was head over heals in love with the pretty Russian girl. As his exchange trip



neared the end, he suddenly proposed, and she immediately accepted.
Dasha called her parents in the Siberian city of Novosibirsk to tell them that she was

getting married and moving to America, only to hear that they forbade her to do either.
This was a very bad idea, they said. What will you do in a foreign land all by yourself,
and what will happen if he decides to abandon you—after all, you could never trust these
Americans! It was a very unpleasant conversation, but Dasha knew her doting parents
were afraid for her future, and they panicked due to such sudden turn of events. Because
of all that, she didn’t hold it against them.

When Richard called his own parents in Colorado to relay the blessed news, he got
the same kind of reaction for completely different reasons. Couldn’t you have found a
nice American girl, Richard? they berated him. You are such a catch, going for your
Ph.D. and all. Is she a mail-order bride by any chance? Isn’t it what Russia is famous for?
Such people have no morals, she is probably marrying you for the green card, and when
you become a famous professor, she’ll divorce you, taking you for everything you’ve got.
You can never trust these Russkies!

And so, Dasha and Richard got married without their respective families’ blessings.
But, well over twenty years later, their marriage was still going strong, despite their
relatives’ predictions to the contrary. Dasha became a Russian language instructor at
Princeton and they had a wonderful home where they raised two boys who were now in
college and where they entertained guests and visitors from all over the world.

Sasha quickly fell in love with Princeton, the spirit of which was academic, yet fun,
and that reminded her a little of Moscow’s college neighborhoods. With Richard and
Dasha here, she didn’t feel alone, as Dasha made every effort to introduce Sasha to
American culture. They did short overnight trips to various points of interest, visiting
museums, towns, national parks, and beaches. By August, Sasha could honestly say she
knew more about the Northeast of the United States than many locals did.

At the same time, Sasha always remembered that she was supposed to look for the
second half of the Key—that elusive young man, who could be anywhere in the world.
To this day, she wasn’t so sure she was on the right continent to accomplish that.

But for some reason, Tengis was convinced that she was just where she was
supposed to be. He wouldn’t tell her why, explaining that it was up to her to connect with
the young man she’d seen in her childhood dreams, and that only her free will was to be
the guiding principle in this quest. Sasha trusted Tengis, and because of that, she never
questioned his judgment. Except, her search wasn’t going so well. No matter how she
tried to focus on the young man in question, she was drawing a blank, which made her
worry whether her mind shifting power might be getting shaky again.

Sometimes, she heard Tengis’s encouraging voice in her mind, “Don’t worry,
Solnishko, when you are ready, he will appear.” These little messages always made her
smile. Dedushka Tengis kept his promise—he was watching over her.

One day, Dasha took her to New York’s Chinatown. They wandered around the
Canal Street area, stopping at many Chinese shops selling everything from antiques and
rare statues, to feng shui remedies and various trinkets. After having sampled Italian
cuisine at Mulberry Street—in the heart of Little Italy—they resumed their Chinatown
exploration. Sasha stopped by one of the shops, attracted by its sign that read:

DRAGON PEARL FENG SHUI



Yuun Lin
Renowned Feng Shui Master and Astrologist
Readings – Consultations – Remedies – Cures

As she peeked inside, a young man exited the store, walking his bike.
“I am glad you are feeling a little better, Auntie Yuun. So, we’ll see you at dinner

tonight. And don’t you worry, we’ll help you with the shop,” he said to the haggard-
looking Chinese woman, who slowly followed him from the inside of the store. The
woman stood by the door, watching with her mournful eyes as the young man got on his
bike and rode away.

Sasha’s eyes followed the young man’s back as his bike confidently merged into
Canal Street’s relentless traffic, soon disappearing from her sight. There was something
familiar about him, and the way he spoke. Who was he? The answer was stirring
somewhere in the very depths of her mind, as she stood in the middle of the street, still
peering in the direction in which the young man had gone.

“Sasha, Sasha, are you coming?” She heard Dasha’s voice, which yanked her out of
her pensive state. Sasha hurried to join her hostess at the corner, where a cab was
awaiting them.

The cab took them to the World Financial Center pier, where they caught a ferry to
New Jersey. That day, Dasha’s husband, Richard Clarke, was visiting an important
government science lab near Hoboken, where he often consulted on secret cutting-edge
experiments. They were supposed to meet him in Hoboken, to explore the town and to
have a nice dinner, before heading back home.



“Maxim,” said Semyon, “I am very concerned. I wish you'd reconsider. In fact, I'm
begging you to reconsider, for Sasha. It's too dangerous.”

They were taking a morning stroll at the Sparrow Hills overlook, where the
sweeping view of Moscow opened up. Maxim was deep in thought. Semyon, a slight,
balding man in his late sixties, a pair of oversized old-fashioned glasses on his nose,
pushed a pink stroller.

At a distance, one could spot six of the Seven Sisters—grandiose skyscrapers from
Stalin’s era –built in strategic points around the city so they would all be visible from its
high points. The buildings formed a wide circle around the Kremlin, Russia's seat of
power. They were designed to mimic and augment the Kremlin towers. The last of the
Seven Sisters was right behind them. It was the famed main building of Moscow State
University, where Maxim had tenure.

Maxim interrupted his thoughts, returning to reality and to Semyon. “I can't,” he
said, shaking his head. “You do realize that this could be the only chance to get into the
very hornet’s nest. We may never get another.”

“If you feel you owe it to Olga...” started Semyon carefully.
“I do owe it to her. But it goes way beyond that. I owe it to Sasha, too. It's

complicated.” Maxim concentrated on the panoramic view of Moscow in front of him to
avoid looking into Semyon's probing eyes.

“Look, I feel I should say this as your friend and Sasha's godfather. You owe it to
Sasha to stay alive; to be there for her when she graduates from college, gets married,
and has her first baby. That's what you owe her.” Semyon looked down at the stroller he
was carefully navigating on the walking path, where his two-and-a-half-year-old
granddaughter napped.

“The man who owns NORUS is not to be toyed with. There are rumors of him
killing his enemies ruthlessly, without regret. His style is insidious. Even if the killers are
caught, there is no way of linking him to the execution. No one has ever been able to
implicate him, Maxim.”

“I know that,” said Maxim quietly. “Do you think I don't know that? But this has to
be done…”

“But...” Semyon wanted to say that this wasn’t something to treat lightly, that he was
very worried, and that it was his fault that Maxim was in this situation. The old remote



viewer had never imagined that Sasha’s father would agree to General Ushakov’s offer,
but to his utter shock, Maxim had immediately said “yes.” His only condition was that
the operation would start only after Sasha had left for Princeton. No one objected
because it was in everyone’s interest that his daughter was out of harm’s way.

The entire spring, Maxim and the Russian Intelligence worked hard, preparing for
the operation. He received a new name and identity, which he had to learn by heart. He
needed to practice his remote viewing skills, which were rusty to say the least. He had to
start living in his new apartment, which he was to use for the duration of the operation,
and he needed to learn certain clandestine techniques that would help him collect and
record data. There were things to consider and many loose ends to tie up before the real
work began.

Maxim felt as if his whole life was on hold. He couldn’t wait for Sasha to graduate
and leave to the USA, which was a very bizarre emotion for such a devoted father. His
heart wanted to be with his daughter, yet it was only after she was far and away that he
could finally start doing what he had to do. He breathed a big sigh of relief when she
finally left. Now he needed to check a few things off his list, and he was in business.

Maxim stopped and hugged his old teacher tightly. “Don't worry, old friend,” he said.
“I'll be careful.” As he looked straight into Semyon's worried face he forced a smile. “I
fully intend to be present at Sasha's college graduation, and her wedding, and of course,
at the birth of her every child. I promise.”

Semyon didn't seem convinced, but clearly, the subject was finished. They strolled
some more around the park, and then Maxim headed toward Moscow University's
building towering in the background.

Talking to Semyon was the first thing on his list—one down, three to go.
Maxim got out of the elevator on the thirtieth floor of the Moscow University's main

tower. The sign on the door read:

Professor Larisa Golubkina
Head of the Comparative Linguistics Department

He knocked on the door, steeling himself for the upcoming conversation.
“Come in,” said a pleasant female voice that contained a touch of authority. Larisa,

his boss, looked well put-together, just as she always did.
“Larisa, I’ve come to say that I am resigning from my post at the university effective

today. Please accept my resignation.”
“I don’t understand, Maxim!” exclaimed Larisa, losing her usual composure from

the unexpected shock. “Is this some kind of a joke?”
Maxim sighed. This kind of reaction was expected. “No, I am serious.”
“You want to resign just like that, out of the blue? But what happened?”
“Nothing happened. I was just offered a lucrative position and I decided to accept

it.”
“But what about your tenure, your students? What about your Italian tour? You

know how much we need you!”
“Alexei can take my Italian tour—that'll make him happy, and he can split my

lectures with Zhanna.”
“I don't understand. If this is about the money...”



“No, it's not about the money,” started Maxim. He then realized that his reasoning
wouldn't sound plausible, so he added, “Well, not solely about the money, although I
have to admit that NORUS pays about five times more.”

“I can't match that,” gasped Larisa. “But I could see what we could do about a raise.
I could give you a new office and an assistant. Also we could...”

“Larisa, please.” Maxim gently placed his hand on top of hers. “I need this—for me.
Please understand.”

Larisa Golubkina looked at him silently, and then her lips started to tremble. “Please,
don’t leave, Maxim,” she whispered.

Maxim stared at her with surprise. This looked like more than a mere boss’s request
to stay. This looked like something else. But he already made a commitment, and there
was no backing off now. Perhaps, if he got out of this alive, he could come back to the
university… He shook off the momentary weakness. He couldn’t afford to think like that!

“Sorry, Larisa,” he said to his boss. “I must accept this new position. I made a
commitment. Please understand and don’t fault me.”

The corridors were deserted and the great lecture hall was unusually silent due to
summer vacation. But in his mind, it was full of voices. He heard his own voice,
lecturing: “Ancient Greeks emphasized two disciplines, philosophy, translated as ‘the
love of wisdom,’ and philology, translated as ‘the love of word.’ And of course the word
logos also gave birth to the contemporary word ‘logic’.”

Maxim stopped by his office to pick up his notebook and a favorite pen. He sat in his
chair, his fingers stroking the weathered wood of his desk. Would he ever see his office
again? Would he ever say these words in front of hundreds who came to listen to his
lectures in the great hall? “Comparative linguistics emphasizes similarities between
languages and cultures before their differences. It teaches us to see how close humans
are, not how far apart. The ancients used to say that as many languages you know, that
many times you are a person, thus emphasizing that only by communicating and
understanding each other, can we become true humans.”

Maxim took a last long look around and headed towards the exit, checking this item
off his mental list. Two down, two to go.

As part of his new role, he was required to change his appearance. His new friends at
the Russian Intelligence saw to it that he looked different. A few days ago, he received a
very short cut and a clean shave. He missed his hair, which he usually let grow almost
shoulder length, and which made him look both scholarly and a bit mysterious (at least
according to his female students). Instinctively, he touched his chin. The short beard he
wore ever since last summer was also gone. General Ushakov explained that the goal was
to make him look as different as possible, in case someone from NORUS had ever seen
him with Olga. Besides, it didn’t hurt to look more corporate. After a haircut and a
thorough shave, Maxim didn’t recognize himself in the mirror. He had no doubt that
others would have trouble recognizing him as well.

Walking back home, he felt unusually exposed without the familiar beard and the
long hair. He turned into Nastasiinsky Pereulok, one of the charming, quiet lanes just
around the corner from the always super noisy and hyperactive Tverskaya Street.

By the gate into his building, he noticed a small group of teenagers. A skinny, pale-
faced girl in a skimpy skirt, probably the same age as Sasha, smoked something that
looked suspiciously like weed. So did the two broad-shouldered young men, who were



chatting with her. The girl giggled uncontrollably, practically hysterically.
These three were from Sasha's former high school class, realized Maxim. They all

lived somewhere nearby: the girl, whose name he couldn’t remember, and the boys, Igor
Zhdanov and Sergei Zamyatin. The girl said something, laughing. As Maxim got closer,
he opened his mouth to greet the trio. But before he got a chance, the bigger of the two
boys, Igor Zhdanov, suddenly turned beetroot-red and slapped the giggling girl hard
across her face.

This was so unexpected that both the girl and Maxim froze. Then, the girl started
sobbing, her eyes wide with fear, and her hand covering delicate cheek, which was
slowly turning purple. The red-faced Zhdanov raised his enormous paw to strike again,
with the poor girl cowering pitifully before him. Meanwhile, another boy observed the
scene indifferently, as if it was the most usual thing in the world.

Maxim knew he had to act. He lunged at the outstretched arm and intercepted it
before it made contact with the girl. Zhdanov was very strong. Maxim, who wasn't so bad
himself, hardly managed to hold him off. The pitiful girl issued an almost inaudible wisp
of relief and quickly scurried off in the direction of Tverskaya.

The two young men hardly glanced in her direction. Instead, they rounded up on
Maxim, whom they didn’t seem to recognize. Out of nowhere, a sharp knife appeared in
Zhdanov's hand. This didn’t look good, thought Maxim, weighing his options.

The street was deserted, he was outnumbered and, judging by how they treated the
girl, he could expect neither reason nor mercy from these two. hadn't Sasha once told him
they were the biggest bullies in her school? Weren't they the ones who harassed Misha
and Zeena, and the only reason they never came near Sasha was because they were
subconsciously afraid of her? Just great! What had he gotten himself into, and just before
his meeting with Konukovsky! However, he had no choice but to fend off this attack as
best he could, hoping that someone might see what was happening and call the police.

Maxim surreptitiously edged towards the building wall, and as soon as his back felt
the security of the wall behind, he froze, waiting for the impending attack. The world
around him shrank to a tiny size, as the two menacing shadows rounded up on him.

But at that moment, a window opened on the third floor across the street, and a man's
face appeared in it, looking very much like an older copy of Sergei Zamyatin. The man in
the window yelled, “Sergei, home immediately. I need to talk to you!”

Zamyatin promptly deflated, his broad shoulders hunched up and he obediently
shuffled home, a guilty expression on his face. Zhdanov's knife disappeared just as
suddenly as it appeared, and he vanished in the opposite direction.

Maxim let out a sigh of relief and hurried home, trying to digest what had just
happened. And these kids went to the same school as Sasha, Misha, and Zeena? How
could that be? What made them this way? They seemed from another planet. Hell, they
seemed from another galaxy!

Back in the sanctuary of his home, Maxim took a long, hot shower, which helped
him get back to his senses. Sitting on his bed, he picked up Olga’s photo from his
nightstand. His beautiful wife smiled with that radiant smile of hers, a twinkle in her
eyes, her long hair, which was just like Sasha’s, flying in the wind.

“Sorry, my love,” Maxim spoke to his wife's picture. “I must... There is more than
just my life at stake here. Much more. But I promise to you, I'll be careful—for our
daughter.” He closed his eyes and held his wife's picture close to his heart. “I miss you so



much.” Then slowly, reluctantly, he put the picture back on the nightstand. This was item
number three on his list.

Only one thing was left to do.
Maxim went around the apartment, making sure he hadn’t forgotten anything.

Semyon already picked up all the plants, which Lena promised to water for him. The
Isayevs would visit his apartment once every couple of weeks to collect mail and make
sure everything was all right.

He put on a dark suit and blue tie—to highlight the dark blue of his eyes—as well as
a pair of business shoes, everything he’d prepared ahead of time especially for this
occasion. When he was finished, he looked at himself in the mirror. Staring back at him
was someone he hardly recognized: a close shave, tight crew cut, and sharp business suit.
No more beard, longer, slightly bohemian hair, no more turtlenecks or corduroy jackets
with leather elbow patches, or soft moccasins.

He threw one last glance around, said good-bye to his old apartment, locked the
door, and stepped into the sunny street. Going forward, he would be staying at a different
place not too far from here, and under a different name.

Traffic on Tverskaya was heavy with Mercedes, Audis, and Range Rovers moving
bumper to bumper, all rushing somewhere and paying zero attention to pedestrians on the
raised, extra-broad sidewalks. There was no chance of finding a ride here. He decided to
walk, since his interview wasn't that far away.

Besides, he never missed the opportunity to take a walk along the favorite street of
his beloved city. Everything in Moscow was oversized, grandiose, and expansive. But
after you got over the shock of feeling tiny and insignificant in this city of grand scale,
you and the city would start breathing as one, with you first dissolving and then
expanding together with it. In the end, the Moscow experience could become one of the
most liberating experiences of your life.

Maxim briskly passed the statue of Pushkin surrounded by elegant lanterns and
wrought iron benches on Pushkin Square. A few blocks down, he walked past the posh
Eliseevsky supermarket, a palatial store brimming with exotic edibles. A few more
blocks, and he came to a large, impressively restored building that would have been
considered a palace anywhere else, but was a common sight on Tverskaya. NORUS, read
a gleaming sign to the right of the front door. Maxim pushed the revolving door and
walked into a gargantuan marble foyer. This was the last thing on his “to do” list.

******

“Who is this Piotr Nemov?” asked Boris Konukovsky, scanning the dossier on his desk.
“He is the remote viewer you requested, sir,” responded NORUS's head of security,

Nestor Prokopenko.
“As I recall, he is not the one we've discussed,” said Konukovsky, frowning. “Didn't

I request the best remote viewer available on the market?”
“Yes, that's true, sir, you did,” said Prokopenko. “But the number four remote viewer

out there, Nikolay Ryabov, the one I was hoping to hire, is employed by Sony, and he's
not leaving.”

“I see,” said Konukovsky, displeased. “So, what happened to the top three?”
“The number three—Zhilin is his name—had moved to America years ago and his



whereabouts are unknown.”
“I see.”
“And the number one, according to everyone we spoke with, is the retired General

Semyon Isayev himself. But he's now sixty-eight, and had suffered two heart attacks, so
he’s pretty much out of the question due to his age and health issues. Besides, his moral
code may not be flexible enough because he’s old school. We knew he wouldn't do it,
so...”

“Could you dispense with the long-winded explanations,” interrupted Konukovsky
sharply. “I got the picture after your first sentence. My IQ is much higher than most, you
know, and I recommend that you keep up if you want to keep your job. But what really
interests me is why you haven't contacted the number two remote viewer out there?”

“Because the number two,” said Prokopenko, eying his boss with a crooked smile,
“is, or rather was, Olga, who has been out of the running for the past year.”

“Right…” said Konukovsky.
“That's why,” continued Prokopenko, encouraged by lack of a caustic remark, “we've

contacted General Isayev. We had a hunch that retired or not, he'd be the best judge of
who was still available on the market. It was he who recommended Piotr Nemov.
According to Isayev, he is the fifth best remote viewer available on the market today.”

“I assume you checked him out?”
“Of course. He checks out all right. Single, was with the Remote Viewing

Department for most of the nineties, when it got tough—salary in arrears, the department
was on the verge of being dissolved—he was hired away by the British.”

“What company?”
“Shell Petroleum. He worked there in his official capacity as remote viewer with

Shell’s industrial espionage division, according to his official dossier. Our sources
confirm that there was a Piotr Nemov with Shell at one time. But we were unable to
confirm dates, nor specifics of his employment.”

“I see,” said Konukovsky.
“Mr. Piotr Nemov,” announced Konukovsky’s assistant Mikhail Bunin, opening the

door to let Maxim in.
“Mr. Nemov,” said Konukovsky, extending his hand in a gesture of exaggerated

hospitality. “Very nice to meet you. I've heard a lot of good things about you.”
“Pleasure is all mine,” said Maxim, shaking the oligarch's hand.
“I hear you’ve been with Shell?” Konukovsky smoothly transitioned to English. His

pronunciation is correct, but rather rigid, noted Maxim.
“That's right,” he replied in perfect English. He found this test a bit amusing. “I've

been with Shell as a remote viewer since nineteen ninety-nine.”
“Your English is excellent.” Konukovsky equally smoothly transitioned back to

Russian.
“That's what happens when you have lived in England for nine years,” said Maxim.
And that's the best you've got? Some test, thought Maxim. Ushakov’s people warned

him that Konukovsky was likely to test him both for knowledge and loyalty. But so far, it
was way too easy.

“You are too modest, Mr. Nemov. Speaking English like you do,” Konukovsky
raised his eyebrows appreciatively, a look of warm admiration on his face, “requires real
talent. You are a very gifted man, I see.”



“Thank you,” said Maxim, pleased despite himself. He basked in the light of the
compliment, starting to feel quite comfortable about his work at NORUS. Perhaps
Konukovsky isn’t such a bad man, after all? Perhaps he had nothing to do with what
happened to Olga? he thought. And that's when he realized that Konukovsky, that well
known fox, was lulling him into a false sense of security.

He'd been warned about it; this was the oligarch's special talent. Once people started
feeling secure and trusting, he'd make his move, whether it was to swallow his
competitor's assets, or dupe thousands of people out of their savings. Careful, Maxim!

“So, how is my friend, George Henley? He was your boss, wasn't he?” asked
Konukovsky casually.

And here it is! George Henley was the Director of Advanced Development Division
of Shell, known to the few, privy to the inner workings of the company, as Shell's
Industrial Espionage Division. The remote viewing unit was part of that division. Maxim
spent two weeks memorizing names, positions, ins and outs of everyone and everything
at Shell, conveniently provided by the Russian Intelligence. He mentally thanked God for
blessing him with an eidetic memory. He knew that name very well. But here was the
hitch—George Henley died in 2004.

“I'm sorry to be the one to break the bad news to you,” said Maxim with an
appropriately mournful expression on his face, “but George Henley died in 2004 from
heart failure.”

“You don't say,” gasped Konukovsky quite believably. “I didn't know that!”
Sure you did, you sly fox.
“Yes, very tragic,” agreed Maxim. “Since then, the head of our division has been Ms.

Jemma Foley.”
“I see.” said Konukovsky. Maxim knew, so far, he was passing with flying colors.

But something was telling him it was too early to relax.
“So,” continued Konukovsky, “when you were with the Remote Viewing

Department of the Russian Intelligence, did you get a chance to work with Olga? Olga...
ehh… what was her last name?” Konukovsky looked at Maxim innocently.

Maxim froze. This was the lowest of blows. He did not expect that.
Feeling his throat tighten, he managed to breathe out, “Elfimova. Her name was

Olga Elfimova.”
“That's right.” Konukovsky smiled nonchalantly. “Olga Elfimova. Did you happen to

work with her?”
“Yes, I did, until I left to work for Shell.” Maxim made a massive effort to recover

his composure. “I haven't seen her since.”
“Her death was a real tragedy and a great shock for all of us here at NORUS.”

Konukovsky shook his head with a sigh. “Real tragedy…”
Son of a bitch—what a performer! Maxim felt his fists starting to clench of their own

accord. With superhuman effort, he restrained himself from lunging at Konukovsky. He
mentally counted to three, forcing his face into an inscrutable expression. How much
longer could he last? Should Konukovsky throw him another curve ball, the volcano
boiling within was bound to explode.

“Well, Mr. Nemov.” Konukovsky extended his hand cordially. “Welcome to
NORUS. When can you start?”

“I can start right away,” Maxim replied quickly.



He walked out of the building and stopped around the nearest corner to catch his
breath. Inhaling deeply, he tried to recover.

After Maxim left, Konukovsky turned to Nestor Prokopenko, who'd been silent for
the duration of the interview. “What's your impression?”

“His answers check out. His reaction to Olga's name was a bit off perhaps, but I'd
say, within standard deviation. He seems for real.”

“Yeah, it appears that way,” muttered Konukovsky pensively. “What are the odds of
another Piotr Nemov working for Shell, and this one knowing all that he knows. Still,
just in case, keep him on a leash.”

“Consider it done.”
Maxim opened the door into the apartment, which was to be his residence while on

this assignment. With trembling hands, he took off his business suit. Feeling he was
about to suffocate, he untied his tie and took off his white shirt, which was all soaked
with cold sweat, and threw everything carelessly on the bed. Then he filled up the
bathtub and submerged his tortured body into its soothing warmth. Ever since he'd left
the NORUS building he couldn't stop shaking. He closed his eyes and tried to relax.



Boris Konukovsky knew full well his worth to The Society—after all, without him, they
would never be able to get their Ultimate Global Dominance doctrine off the ground. In
fact, he was the one who approached them with his ingenious plan.

Konukovsky, who made his billions in the nineties, when the old Soviet laws and
regulations were already abolished, and the new ones hadn’t been created yet, knew that
sooner or later, the government would start looking into exactly how his enormous
wealth was acquired. There were constant rumors among the population and frequent
articles in the Russian press that alluded to the unsavory methods he’d used to take
control of the many enterprises his company owned.

And then, there was the problem with contractual killings. Certainly, he was always
extremely careful and never put anything in writing. In addition, there were layers and
layers between him and those who executed the killings. These people were always hired
from the outside and, more often than not, they were rotated to avoid creating a pattern
that would lead investigators back to the source.

Konukovsky always considered himself a very “measured and fair man,” and he
prided himself on the fact that he only resorted to contractual killings in the most extreme
circumstances, after all other means of persuasion failed. Take for example the recent
case of the Mayor of Surgut, Ivan Sholokhov. The City of Surgut in Western Siberia was
located in the very heart of the Russian oil-producing industry and it was strategically
important to Konukovsky as a major part of his production took place in that area.

Back in 2004, as demand for Russian oil grew exponentially, Konukovsky
approached the Surgut Mayor for an urgent permit to build a new pipeline to China that
would go through some of the city’s sensitive areas, including residential neighborhoods
and nature preserves. There was such a bonanza to be had from the surge in foreign
demand for oil that he couldn’t wait to start pumping it to the new buyer. Of course,
Russian law prohibited building the pipeline through residential neighborhoods or nature
preserves. But it was so much more expedient, as giving a wide berth to these areas
would have made the construction much more expensive, and it would waste a ton of
precious time.

Konukovsky wasn’t worried about the mayor. As was customary, together with the
application, he added a very lucrative bribe, which included a little extra something for
the expedited permit. To his utter surprise, his application was denied and his bribe



returned untouched. He tried again, increasing the amount, but the result was the same.
After a third fruitless attempt, he followed up with some additional persuasion in the
form of threats and minor incidents, including a fire at the mayor’s office. But nothing
worked and he clearly saw that the wrong man was elected to this very valuable office.

This was the last resort situation, when all he could do was authorize “taking care of
Ivan Sholokhov.” After the obstinate mayor was stabbed to death near the door into his
residence, Konukovsky made sure a friendlier face was now sitting in the Surgut Mayor’s
chair by secretly financing the election campaign and by manipulating votes.

However, something went wrong. The wife of the fallen mayor raised a huge noise,
telling everyone who’d listen that Konukovsky had more than once threatened her
husband and her family, and that he was the man behind the killing. As major
newspapers and TV stations talked about these allegations, the federal investigation into
the demise of Ivan Sholokhov was underway.

And although they could never prove anything, Konukovsky felt it wise to tread
softly. He had to forget about the lucrative pipeline to China, which could have
tremendously boosted NORUS, this “best managed and most transparent of the Russian
companies,” as foreign analysts described it. What was especially frustrating was that as
a result of his pipeline, his reputation among foreign investors was bound to go through
the roof, together with the value of his company.

Konukovsky didn’t like what was happening in the country. He couldn’t give bribes
as easily as he used to, as fewer bureaucrats were condoning them, as the population was
becoming more vigilant and as new regulations and oversights were slowly introduced.
He couldn’t influence local elections, or get rid of people who stood in his way anymore.
How much easier it was to do business in the nineties! But the CEO of NORUS was a
pragmatic man, who knew that there was no profit from crying over spilled milk. That
glorious time was gone and now it was time to create a new reality.

That’s when he came up with his ingenious plan. He recalled the doctrine by a
famous 1980s National Security Adviser to the U.S. President, stating, “He who controls
Eurasia, controls the world.” Of course, this was political speak for, “He who controls
RUSSIA, controls the world.” He also recalled the words spoken by a very smart woman
who was in the nineties the first female U.S. Secretary of State. She once said that it was
preposterous that Russia owned Siberia—with all its riches—alone. Konukovsky was a
huge admirer of these brilliant American statesmen, and incidentally, they both were
prominent members of The Society.

Realizing full well what these people really wanted, but could never possess due to
Russian nukes and military technology, he hatched his brilliant plan. He called it the
“Russian Trojan Horse,” and it was adopted by The Society immediately and with much
enthusiasm. On the surface, the plan looked absolutely legitimate. His company,
NORUS, would first merge with an American oil company—they were now negotiating
which one would have the honor. He would initially stay on as a CEO of the combined
company so not to raise any suspicions. Shortly after, he would announce his bid for the
Russian Presidency, and since he couldn’t stay with NORUS while campaigning, he
would leave his post with great reluctance, transferring it to his Western counterpart, who
was handpicked by The Society. He would sell his controlling stake for an undisclosed
cash amount, which would be deposited for him offshore. In exchange, foreign interests



would now fully own all of NORUS’s facilities and production, which would put them in
charge of a large chunk of Russian natural resources.

But this was only Stage One of the plan. He would then start his Russian Presidential
Election campaign as an Independent. With his persuasive powers and managerial ability,
he was bound to become popular, especially if he was able to buy enough votes, as he
was confident he would. He judged that the Russian people were getting tired of the
incumbent president, whose super-long tenure was posing questions of whether there was
democracy in Russia after all.

Certainly, most rational people knew very well why Vladimir Dobrov still had such
overwhelming popularity—after all, he was the man who turned the country around and
made it prosperous again. Despite that, “Dobrov fatigue,” as it was called, had started to
settle in, and protests against his continued grip on power intensified. However, there
was a small detail very few knew about: many of these protests were financed by either
Konukovsky or his Western friends, but that was supposed to be a secret.

Konukovsky calculated that a desire “to play democracy”—a new and unfamiliar
game for Russians—would cause part of the population to vote for him instead of
Dobrov come next year. Coupled with his money and other invaluable skills,
Konukovsky knew he had a very good chance to win the election.

Once he became the President of Russia, it would be easy for The Society to control
it. And when that happened, The Society’s Ultimate Global Dominance plan would be
well underway. All they would have to do after that would be to gain control of China.
As a result of Operation Russian Trojan Horse, Konukovsky saw himself among The
Society’s select Inner Circle elite set to control the entire world.

Of course, there was this newcomer with a very weird name—a virtual nobody, who
was trying to steal the spotlight from him. Aloysius Drakley was only the Assistant
Director of the CIA, yet he fancied himself as the rising star and he was undoubtedly
aiming for the same coveted Inner Circle membership. His story of the all-powerful Key
that could be corrupted sounded fantastic and far-fetched, yet The Society jumped on it
as if it was their biggest hope.

Konukovsky felt furious about this slap in the face—and that was at the time he
offered them Russia on the platter! He was determined to show The Society that he was
the real Inner Circle material, and not that nobody, Aloysius Drakley, with an
unpronounceable name. He was ready to execute his Russian Trojan Horse plan.



The summer after graduating from Stuyvesant, it became clear that Kei and Win were
going their separate ways. Dao-ming and Chang Lee saw what was happening, but didn’t
say a word because their boys had to find out for themselves where their true destiny lay.
As always, it was easy with Win—he received full scholarship to Columbia and was
doing summer internship with a science lab in New Jersey.

But Kei was a separate story. After graduation, he announced that he wasn’t
interested in college, and that he would pursue a career as a car racer. As if that wasn’t
bad enough, Kei started disappearing from home more and more often, but he wouldn’t
tell them where he spent his time.

August was upon them, and Dao-ming was getting more and more concerned. As
Kei pecked her on a cheek that Saturday morning, preparing to leave the house as usual,
she asked him to come home early so he could help her with shopping. Along the way,
she was planning on stopping at a Chinese café for a casual mother-son dinner where
they’d have a chat, during which she was hoping to discover more about his outings.

Having promised to help his mother, Kei rushed to see his beloved brunette, trying to
find some quality time with her before returning home. First, Kei and Red took his
yellow Ferrari for an early morning spin, after which they had a nice breakfast at her
underground castle. While taking a leisurely after-breakfast stroll in Red’s romantic
garden, they sat on a bench by the cupid fountain, holding hands. Their eyes met, and as
it always happened in such cases, their lips joined of their own accord in a passionate
kiss. After what seemed like an eternity, Kei remembered his promise to take his mom
shopping. Slowly and reluctantly, he detached his lips from Red’s and got up.

After Kei left, Red languorously stretched on her drawing room sofa, still feeling the
taste of his kiss on her lips. This little human was a very good kisser. She slowly savored
the memory, sipping dark grape juice from the ancient silver goblet, her luxurious golden
silk gown flowing in sensuous waves all the way down to the floor.

Anton came in with a bow. “My Lady, your mother requests your presence.”
Red nodded. She was expecting that. Mother didn’t always approve of her choices.

But Red knew what she was doing; as always, she had a plan.
“Help me, Anton,” she said.
Anton obediently helped Red out of her golden gown, revealing a red silk slip

underneath that accentuated the sexy curves of her body. Anton’s eyes paused briefly on



his mistress’s breasts, but he immediately snapped out of it and discretely looked away,
successfully putting a mask of helpful indifference on his face.

Red slipped into a pair of black leather pants and a matching leather jacket,
completing that outfit with a pair of leather boots.

“Where this time?” she asked Anton.
“At your mother’s favorite Eastern abode, under Osaka, Japan,” he replied, bowing

respectfully.
“Predictably,” murmured Red.
Red headed to the furthest corner of her castle’s cavernous hall, which drowned in

murky twilight. She rounded the corner, emerging into a small nook, which turned out to
house a heavy cast iron door. The door seemed to be at least a thousand years old, and
judging by the rust, had not been in use for centuries.

As she approached the door, Red inclined her head imperceptibly. As if expecting
that, the heavy door started opening, but not outward or inward; rather, it started
recessing into the nook’s stone wall. As she continued walking, Red didn’t pause, as a
mere second later, the door was no more and in its place was a gaping black hole.

Red confidently stepped into the hole, as if it was something she’d done every single
day. Invisible from the other side of the door, beyond the gaping hole, lay a nebulous
road, suspended in the Earth’s bowels among majestic caves with giant stalactites and
underground lakes with magnificent waterfalls. As soon as Red stepped on it, the
nebulous road started moving—faster and faster—until caves, stalactites and lakes were
flashing past it at enormous speed.

Completely unfazed either by the speed, or by the beauty of the environment, Red
just allowed herself to be carried onward. As the nebulous road began slowing down, she
snapped her fingers. All of a sudden, the sexy brunette started changing. Her leather-clad
arms and legs became powerful five-toed paws; huge red wings sprouted behind her
back; her raven-black hair disappeared, giving way to large pointy ears. Her jaw
stretched forward, her mouth filling with menacing teeth; her entire body grew into that
of a beast, and her tight, curvy bottom became a long tail. Soon, the beautiful woman was
no more and in her stead appeared a magnificent dragon, colored red head to toe.

The dragon languorously stretched its expansive wings and stepped off the nebulous
road as it finally came to a complete halt.

The end of the road was a majestic underground cave with a river flowing by the
cave’s side and many beautiful stalactites hanging off its expansive domed ceiling. The
cave’s walls sparkled like a million colorful stars. Red Dragon unhurriedly made her way
along the highly reflective red marble floor of the cave to where, surrounded by a myriad
of torches, stood a tall throne that seemed no less than five stories high. Opposite it, in
the middle of the cave, was placed a lonely chair, the dimensions of which rivaled those
of the throne.

“A chair,” murmured Red Dragon to herself. “Mommy isn’t too happy. What have I
done this time?”

Red Dragon deliberately slowed her pace. Noticing a particularly large sparkly stone
in the cave’s wall, she paused to pluck the stone out, examining it curiously. “Ah, just a
diamond,” she said, dropping the stone indifferently at her feet.

She wasn’t in a hurry to face her mother. Granted, she couldn’t have known
everything about Red’s plans, but apparently, she learned something about the human.



Red didn’t always see eye to eye with her mother. Lately, they disagreed on everything,
and every time their meetings ended in arguments. Red always left such meetings in a
gloomy mood. Mother wanted her to stop “her human schemes,” as she called them, but
Red was convinced she was doing the right thing.

Ironically, every time they argued, the Earth shook—literally—and her mother’s
beloved humans had to experience deadly tsunamis and devastating earthquakes. Wasn’t
it better to end these pointless arguments? Red thought so. She was going to continue
doing what she was doing anyway. But it seemed her mother didn’t want to stop trying to
convince her otherwise, no matter what happened on the planet’s surface.

Red reached the throne and uttered into the empty space, “Hello, Mother, it is good
to see you.”

As she did, the throne started filling in with a shimmering female form in free-
flowing white gowns. A brilliantly sparkling crown adorned her head. The form
materialized in an unhurried fashion, until the towering figure of a beautiful woman sat
regally on the throne. The woman was frowning.

“What is this new game with a human, Red?” she asked instead of a greeting.
“His name is Kei and I happen to like him,” replied Red defiantly. “Didn’t you

always want me to get married?”
“Isn’t he a bit too young for you?”
“What is age,” replied Red philosophically, “but mere chronology. Look at yourself,

for example. Who would ever give you your billions of years?”
“True,” agreed the woman, flashing a rare smile. Apparently, she wasn’t entirely

immune to flattery. “But isn’t he one of the twins?”
“So what if he is? I can’t like one of the twins?”
“Red, we had this conversation many times before—stop interfering with human

destiny!” said the woman, raising her voice. It was evident that she was starting to lose
patience with her offspring, and as she pronounced these words, the cave shook just a
little.

“Mother,” noted Red calmly, “you should really control your voice. You know that
you cause quakes and tsunamis when you talk like this. It would be so much nicer for
your beloved humans if you didn’t. Last time, you caused that huge quake and a tsunami
wave in Japan, which incidentally is right above us. Don’t you remember the level of
destruction? Do you really want that to happen again?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” replied the woman, cringing. “I keep promising myself to
never lose my patience with you, Red. But you seem out of control, and frankly, as your
loving mother, I have no idea what to do with you. You don’t seem to listen to me at all.
How many times did I ask you not to mess with the humans? And now—the twins!”

“I told you,” repeated Red patiently, “I happen to like him. That’s all.”
“I know you, Red. It’s never this simple with you. You always a have a trick or two

up your sleeve.”
“No, I don’t. Not this time.”
“Yes, you do. I just want to know—what is it?”
“No trick, Mother,” insisted Red.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I am sure.” Red shrugged her shoulders. “Can I go now?”



“Why is it so hard to get through to you?” asked the woman in an exasperated sort of
voice, again starting to lose her patience.

“I must go now, before you lose it again,” said Red impatiently, getting up from her
chair and preparing to walk away, her tail twitching.

“Don’t you turn your back on me, young lady!” The woman’s voice sounded like a
thunder. The cave shook again—harder than before.

“I am of age,” replied Red, beginning to lose her patience as well, “and have been
for a long, long time now. Besides, I also have free will just like your precious humans,
whom you appear to favor no matter what they do to you!”

“How can you say this? I love all my children, you know that,” said the woman in a
wounded sort of voice. “I saved your race from the ultimate extinction by hiding you and
your siblings in my belly. Don’t you remember that?”

“Oh, yeah? And what about humans hunting down the remaining dragons, huh?
Since medieval times, they have slain so many of us that only a few are left. To add
insult to injury, we, who once ruled the surface, have to hide underground, like a bunch
of criminals. And what about humans killing the Earth’s animals? How does that make
you feel? You have charged me with watching over the animals, my little brothers and
sisters, right? You know I’ve always complied, both to atone for the early sins of my
race, and because I love the little creatures with all my heart. So here I am, speaking up
on their behalf. How come you don’t do enough to protect your animals from humans,
Mother?”

“I know how much you and your siblings have done to protect my animals, and I
appreciate all that you’ve done to atone for the sins of your ancestors. But humans are a
much younger race, and they still don’t understand the law of consequences. Just give
them time, Red. I promise, one day they’ll come along. After all, they are your brothers
and sisters, too,” said the woman pleadingly.

“Sure!” Red’s sarcastic laughter reverberated like thunder against the cave’s walls,
causing a few stones to plummet into the abyss. “It would be nice if they remembered
that.”

“True.” The woman issued a sad sigh. “But they may change. There is still hope and
there is still time.”

“How come no time was given to my race, Mother? How come my kind was
exterminated by the Comet of Karma? Why do humans receive such preferential
treatment, huh?” Red gave herself a solemn promise to keep her cool during this
conversation. But as it progressed, she was becoming more and more infuriated. She
practically yelled—no, roared out—these words. The walls of the cave shook hard. Red
came to her senses, realizing that it was advisable to leave before this got out of hand
again.

“Good-bye, Mother.” Red turned again and started leaving.
“I know you are planning something! I know you are!” yelled the woman after her.

“Don’t you turn your back on me! Come back right this instant!”
Red spread her wings and took off.
“I need to stretch my wings, Mother. I’ll see you again soon.”
“How do you know he is the one?” Her mother’s voice caught onto her as she was

flying away.
“I don’t,” she roared back. “Not for sure.” But I hope he is, she thought.



“Leave him alone!!!” Her mother’s voice was like thunder, making the Earth’s
bowels shudder.

Red pretended she didn’t hear that. She flew underground, past magnificent lakes,
rivers, and waterfalls, past beautiful amethyst mountains and ruby caves, stretching her
enormous red wings to her heart’s content. When she felt that she had calmed down
sufficiently, she landed back on the lazily flowing nebulous road, which immediately
speeded up. Red snapped her wings and started shrinking, turning back into the leather-
clad brunette. A few moments later, she was exiting through the gaping hole, back into
her underground castle. The heavy cast iron door behind her snapped back into place,
looking again as if it hadn’t been opened for centuries.

Feeling depleted after a conversation with her mother, Red dropped onto her TV sofa
and inclined her head just slightly. In response, a huge flat screen TV came alive on the
opposite wall. Red blinked several times, until she found CNN.

The newscaster announced, “A new powerful magnitude seven earthquake has jolted
Japan. It is early to assess the full damage, although Japanese authorities have said that
the most affected city is Osaka. It is hoped that there will be no repeat of the previous
environmental disaster when a number of leaking nuclear plants had to be shut down. To
this day, it is unknown what damage to the planet’s oceans has been caused by the last
radioactive leak.”

“Mother, Mother,” murmured Red, as she turned off the TV with a slight nod. “What
did I tell you? First, we cause quakes with our arguments, and then, your silly humans,
who had built their nuclear plants on fault lines, pollute the oceans, ground and skies as
these awful nuclear contraptions of theirs leak out radiation. It would have been so much
better if you just let me handle the situation, really! My solution is the best, Mother. I
only hope that one day you’ll finally realize that, and I only hope it’s not too late!”



August in Princeton was hot and quiet, as students and professors hadn’t returned yet
from their summer vacations. Sasha could honestly say that she was acclimating pretty
well. She took daily morning walks through Riverside, sometimes heading to the trail
along the defunct Delaware-Raritan canal, which was turned into a recreation area, and
sometimes opting for a nice stroll across town.

She loved walking along Nassau Street, the main artery of Princeton, with all its
shops and restaurants, oftentimes stopping at the popular Small World Cafe for a nice pot
of green or oolong tea, and then proceeding through the university campus to meet some
Russian friends she found at Einstein Drive, where the Institute of Advanced Studies was
located. It turned out that the Institute was staffed in large part by Russian scientists who
left the country during the turbulent nineties, and a few of them had children her age or
slightly younger.

Once a week at an agreed upon time, Sasha spoke with her father. She would tell
him about her travels to New York and Philadelphia, and he would relay the latest from
Moscow. It seemed, life in Moscow was quiet and Maxim always sounded perky, but for
some reason, every time she hung up the phone, she had a strange aftertaste, as if there
was something just outside her scope of vision that she should have seen, but could not.
She couldn’t understand what it was that worried her because every time she projected
into her father’s mind, it appeared calm and usual. Nothing special was going on in his
life, and he confirmed it every single time they spoke. She finally convinced herself that
it was all her imagination. Clearly, she was homesick, although Princeton started to feel
more and more like a home away from home to her.

But just before the next scheduled call, the feeling that something was wrong
overwhelmed her anew. When Maxim dialed her, she immediately asked, “Is everything
all right, Papa?”

“What do you mean?” asked Maxim, taken aback. “Everything’s fine.”
“Really? Because I keep having this feeling that something’s wrong, but I don’t

seem to be able to put my finger on it.”
Maxim convinced Sasha that everything on his end was simply awesome, that he

was preparing for the new school year, working on his lectures and articles, taking nice
walks and having fun with Semyon and other friends. Sasha hung up, relieved.



Meanwhile, back in Moscow, Maxim hung up with a concerned frown on his face.
He immediately dialed Tengis, waking him up, since it was still very early morning on
Lake Baikal. But Maxim didn’t care. He urgently needed to talk to the shaman.

“Tengis,” he started, “are you sure you have placed a proper shield around me?”
“Of course, I did,” replied the sleepy shaman. “Why do you ask?”
“I am concerned that Sasha can see through this shield of yours. You promised me

she wouldn’t, remember? Today, she told me she was worried about me, but didn’t know
why.”

“Maxim,” said Tengis in a calming voice, “if I hadn’t placed a shield around you,
believe me, Sasha would have known the truth within a minute. You wouldn’t be able to
hide anything from her. My shield is very good. In fact, to make it extra-strong, I had to
tap into the collective Earth Keepers’ energy resource. ”

“In that case, why does she keep feeling that something’s wrong?”
“Because,” Tengis slowly explained, “Sasha is too powerful, even for us. We are

lucky that her powers have not been restored to their 100 percent capacity yet. After that
happens…”

“You have to increase the shield, Tengis,” said Maxim. “I can’t risk her finding out.
If she feels I am in danger, she might decide to come back, and I can’t allow that to
happen.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” responded Tengis. “But the shield is already at practically
full capacity. I don’t know how much more shield energy we can spare.”

“Please, try your best!”
Maxim hung up, hoping Tengis would do something about the shield quickly. He

couldn’t afford to worry about Sasha finding out about his assignment. Too much was
going on, and too much was at stake. The thing was, Maxim was getting close to his goal,
and he was hoping to wrap up this assignment pretty soon. After he handed Konukovsky
to authorities, he could afford to relax, and perhaps even take a trip to Princeton to visit
his daughter. Maxim couldn’t wait to be himself again, but for now, he couldn’t let his
guard down even for a moment.

He took a few deep breaths, repeating like a mantra, “I am Piotr Nemov, I am Piotr
Nemov, I am Piotr Nemov. I am an unmarried and unattached remote viewer, who used
to work for Shell, and who now works for NORUS. I am Piotr Nemov…”

Earlier in the spring, when Maxim said “da” to working with General Ushakov and
the Russian Intelligence, they worked out what kind of intel Maxim was to look for at
NORUS. Although it was clear that Konukovsky’s ultimate goal was treason, and
although he was implicated in contractual killings, they were confident that they would
find no compromising records that could be used later in court. Therefore, it was decided
to take another route.

There had always been a suspicion that Konukovsky was involved in large-scale
money laundering and tax evasion. It was estimated that he illegally funneled offshore
something to the tune of fifty billion dollars of tax-free assets, some of which were
shareholder money and some, as authorities suspected, belonged to his foreign sponsors,
who secretly owned a large chunk of his company. But all these were suppositions. Hard
proof was needed, and Maxim was tasked with obtaining it.

Once he received the necessary proof, Konukovsky could be arrested, tried, and
jailed based on the money laundering/tax evasion charges, for which he would be



guaranteed anywhere between six and ten years. While he was in jail, it would then be
possible to address other charges against him, including contractual killings, and of
course, suspected treason.

Maxim thought it was a reasonable plan because in his opinion, Konukovsky
belonged in jail for life after all the atrocities he committed. The most important thing
was to tear out his venomous teeth, so he couldn’t harm anyone else. Every day, Maxim
kept reminding himself why he was doing all this.

“For Olga! For Sasha!” he repeated like a mantra every morning before work. His
confidence fortified, he would then get dressed and head to NORUS.

By early August, Maxim managed to get some of the compromising information he
was after. He lucked out when one of Konukovsky’s lieutenants brought a few sheets
containing Cyprus and Swiss offshore bank information to the meeting with top brass of
the company, As everybody else stepped out to get lunch in the adjacent room, Maxim
stayed at the table, pretending that he needed to finish his notes. As soon as he was alone,
he swiftly snapped photos of the compromising papers with a discrete camera that was
installed in the top button of his jacket. The first chance he got, he passed on his intel to
the right people. It turned out to be a very good first haul.

Maxim also managed to record several potentially compromising conversations
between Konukovsky and his top lieutenants. But it was all small fry compared to what
was to happen in the middle of August.

Maxim learned that Konukovsky planned a meeting with one of his foreign sponsors,
whose name was kept secret. However, when he described the circumstances of the
future meeting to his Intelligence friends, explaining that they were awaiting an
important guest from the UK whom Konukovsky worked with since the nineties, he was
immediately told to concentrate on this meeting full time. When Vlasov’s people
matched their records with Maxim’s information, they discovered that this mysterious
guest could be just the person they were looking for.

Maxim’s priority task was to try and get a recording of their private conversation.
For that purpose, his friends at the Russian Intelligence had equipped him with a bug to
be planted in the executive conference room.

Maxim’s office was located on the same floor as Konukovsky’s executive suite. The
day before the British guest’s arrival, he walked into Konukovsky’s reception and told
his faithful Cerberus, Mikhail Bunin, that he’d left his pen in the executive conference
room. Bunin said that it was virtually impossible that the pen would still be there,
because the room had been cleaned. However, Maxim insisted, explaining that it was his
favorite pen and that he hated to lose it. Bunin shrugged his shoulders and unlocked the
conference room door to let him inside.

Maxim pretended to search for the pen under the conference table, and as Bunin
turned away to answer the phone, he quickly planted the bug underneath it, next to the
seat usually taken by Konukovsky. After that, he emerged out of the conference room.

“Couldn’t find it,” said Maxim with a sigh. “Too bad, I really loved that pen.”
He was standing by the elevator, planning on going down for lunch, when three

people exited the elevator next to him, heading to Konukovsky’s office. He knew one of
them. It was NORUS’s Head of  Security, Nestor Prokopenko, but the other two he
hadn’t seen before.



One of the men, dressed in a khaki jacket that was almost white from constant
exposure to the elements was talking to the other two. “I have very good news to report
to Mr. Konukovsky. We’ve finished the geological survey ahead of schedule and my
report will be on his desk by tomorrow night. This means we can file for the pipeline
permit as soon as next week.”

Hearing about the geological survey, Maxim looked at the khaki-clad guy more
closely. Something about him was familiar. He recalled his last year’s flight to Moscow
and his sociable co-passenger who was telling him about Siberian riches and his work as
geologist. His name was Baldazhan Usmanov. He was that same guy who Maxim had
seen getting into the slick black Mercedes at the Sheremetievo airport, which Maxim
thought was completely out of character. Turned out, the modest geology professor
worked for Konukovsky. At least that explained the Mercedes. But what if Usmanov
recognized him? Granted, he had a very different look than when they met last year, but
still… Maxim had only a brief second to react.

As he overheard Nestor Prokopenko respond, “This is welcome news, especially
before his talks tomorrow…,” he tried to quickly slip into the elevator. But Prokopenko
noticed him. “How are you, Mr. Nemov?” he greeted Maxim.

Maxim had no choice but to respond. “Quite well, Mr. Prokopenko, and how are
you?”

“Not too bad, just very busy. Lots happening in the next few days. By the way, let
me introduce our esteemed head geologist, Dr. Baldazhan Usmanov.”

“Pleasure,” said Maxim, shaking the man’s hand and praying that he wouldn’t
recognize him. “Piotr Nemov.”

“Mr. Nemov works on some rather cutting edge, super-secret stuff here,” explained
Prokopenko semi-jokingly.

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Nemov,” said Usmanov, holding Maxim’s hand in his
a bit longer than was customary. “Haven’t we met before?”

“I don’t think so.” Maxim shook his head, slipping his hand out Usmanov’s grip. “I
have pretty good memory.”

“I have pretty good memory, too,” said sociable Usmanov. “A good geologist always
remembers every undulation and every curve of the land. That’s why I remember faces
very well—it’s all about shapes and curves. And your handshake seems familiar, as well.
Could we have met at a scientific event of some kind, or at a university?”

“No, you are mistaken. I’ve never been to any scientific events. I have worked for
large corporations for the past ten years.” Maxim decided that it was a good time to exit
and added, “If you’ll excuse me, I really need to be going.” With these words, he stepped
into the elevator.

As the elevator door was closing, Prokopenko, Usmanov, and another man walked
into Konukovsky’s reception. The last thing Maxim overheard were Usmanov’s words,
“I am confident I’ve seem him somewhere before, but where? I won’t rest until I
remember.”

Usmanov’s presence was a huge inconvenience and Maxim made a mental note to
avoid him like a plague. From personal experience he knew, academics as a norm had
excellent memories, since they had to sift through and memorize enormous amounts of
data on an almost daily basis. If he recognized Usmanov and recalled his name almost
instantly, it wasn’t improbable that Usmanov might remember him soon, despite a



difference in his appearance. This meant that he had to complete his mission before such
a thing occurred because if Usmanov’s memory indeed was as good he claimed, it was
only a matter of time before he remembered his real name and before Prokopenko put the
two and two together.

******

The bug Maxim installed in Konukovsky’s conference room transmitted to a recorder he
kept in his desk at NORUS. Initially, it was hoped that the recording could be transmitted
to a nearby building where a surveillance team would be monitoring the situation.
However, it turned out that NORUS headquarters was equipped with a very powerful
radio frequency scrambler and nothing could be heard outside of the building. It was
decided that Maxim would have to record locally. He was equipped with a lighter, which
contained a tiny, but powerful, recording chip. This microscopic chip could be taken out
and hidden practically anywhere, if necessary.

On the day of the meeting with the mysterious British guest, Maxim was at his desk.
At 16:30, there was a commotion. He stuck his nose out of his office and noticed several
security people, including Nestor Prokopenko himself, accompanying the man everyone
was waiting for.

The meeting lasted for nearly three hours. Maxim stayed at his desk late, pretending
he was working, but in reality, he kept his eyes and ears open. It was almost 19:30 when
he heard a group of people exiting the executive suite. He waited a few more minutes and
stuck his nose out of his office to make sure they left. The corridor was deserted.

Maxim removed the chip out of the lighter, and carefully placed it in his pocket.
Then, he turned off his light and headed to the elevator. As he was waiting for his
elevator on the deserted landing, the elevator next to him came to a stop and the bearded
man Maxim was supposed to avoid like a plague stepped out, loaded with a bunch of
papers, as well as a tray with soil samples. Maxim swore silently. He desperately wanted
to avoid the encounter, but there was nowhere to hide on the exposed landing. Baldazhan
Usmanov looked preoccupied, but the moment he saw Maxim, a smile appeared on his
face.

“Ah, my mystery friend,” he greeted Maxim. “Mr….eh…”
“Piotr Nemov,” Maxim reminded him. “Have a good day, Mr. Usmanov.”
As his elevator arrived, he quickly pressed on the first floor button and breathed a

sigh of relief as the door closed and the elevator started moving. What was Usmanov
doing here this late? Probably he’d brought his geological study to show Konukovsky, as
he’d promised. This man could spoil everything with his obtusely cheerful curiosity.
Maxim just needed a few more days at NORUS to wrap everything up and exit carefully
to avoid disturbing the big fish.

He hoped that what he’d managed to record today would be the final nail in
Konukovsky’s coffin. But he still had to deliver the chip to the drop off point and they
still had to make sure it contained the information they needed to act against
Konukovsky.

Maxim headed home, where he took a shower, ate dinner, and relaxed his eyes on
his bed. It was almost midnight when he got up, and changed into jeans and a casual



white cotton shirt. Carefully hiding the chip in his pocket, he locked the door of his
apartment and exited the building.

As Moscow started calming down for the night, he decided to take a nice, refreshing
stroll to his drop-off point. The city seemed unusually quiet as the streets became
deserted. Maxim breathed in the night air, feeling satisfied with himself for the work well
done. His assignment was nearing an end, well ahead of schedule. After he handed
Konukovsky to the authorities on a silver platter, he would take some time off and go see
Sasha. Who knows, he might be able to get a position at Princeton, with the help of his
friends. This way he could be near his daughter at all times. As he dreamed about his
future, he smiled.

What Maxim didn’t know was that at the very same time he was eating dinner and
resting his head on the pillow, Usmanov was having a lengthy discussion with
Konukovsky about his geological survey and the prospects of the new pipeline. In the
middle of his report, as Usmanov was proudly talking about Siberia’s riches and
resources, he suddenly remembered where he’d seen the man he kept bumping into.

He recalled last year’s flight he took from Irkutsk to Moscow, where he sat next to
this man who was lucky to get the only available seat because of a cancellation.

“That’s it!” he suddenly exclaimed to his listener’s surprise. “Now I remember
where I saw that guy by the elevator!”

“Excuse me?” said Konukovsky, raising his eyebrows.
“You know,” explained the bubbly Usmanov, “the guy Nestor and I bumped into

yesterday as I was coming to see you! I just couldn’t sleep trying to remember where I’d
seen him. Something about him was such an enigma, and today I understood what
puzzled me… I bumped into him again tonight at 19:30. Isn’t it a coincidence? He must
be a hard worker, still in the office this late…”

“Who are you talking about?” asked Konukovsky, frowning.
“Piotr Nemov, isn’t that the name he uses here?”
“What do you mean, ‘uses’?”
“Well, he looks different, with this tight crew cut and clean-shaven chin. That’s what

threw me off initially. But when I met him a year ago, he introduced himself as Moscow
University’s professor of linguistics, Maxim Elfimov. I have professional memory and I
never forget a f…”

As Usmanov talked, Konukovsky’s face became progressively darker. He pressed
the intercom button, looking positively dangerous. “Mikhail, come in immediately, and
tell Nestor to drop whatever he is doing. My office—now!”

“The meeting is over, leave—now!” he barked out. Confused, Usmanov hastily
collected his papers and samples, and filed out without further ado.

Konukovsky paced his office, until Bunin and Prokopenko appeared at the door.
“You should both be fired!” roared NORUS’s CEO.
“What’s the matter, boss?” asked Bunin, trying to look as small as possible.
“Do you know who your Piotr Nemov really is?” asked Konukovsky furiously. “He

is Professor Maxim Elfimov, Olga’s husband!”
“That can’t be,” murmured Prokopenko. “I checked him out extremely thoroughly.”
“Apparently, not thoroughly enough,” thundered Konukovsky. “He can be here for

one reason only…”
“Wait,” interrupted Prokopenko. “How do you know who he is?”



“This talkative idiot, Usmanov, blabbed it out. Turns out they met a year ago and he
remembered him despite a difference in facial hair.”

“He did mention something like that,” recalled Prokopenko, “when we bumped into
Nemov yesterday by the elevator. But I think we need to make absolutely sure there is no
mistake. Follow me.” Prokopenko led the other two to his office, which he unlocked with
his personal key.

He turned on his computer, retrieved the photo of Piotr Nemov from his electronic
files, and then did an archive search for the photo of Olga’s husband, Maxim Elfimov.
After that, he superimposed both pictures: the clean-shaven, shorthaired face of Nemov
on top of the longhaired, bearded face of Elfimov.

The three of them peered at the screen. When you got past the hair length and the
beard, there was no mistake—looking from the screen was the same man.

“Okay,” said Konukovsky. “We need to figure out exactly what he is after, and
quickly.”

“You had a meeting with the British guest today, boss,” suggested Prokopenko.
“Could that be it? Could he be after incriminating evidence?”

“He hasn’t left his office today, as far as I know,” said Bunin. Then suddenly, his
face went pale. “Oh, my God,” he whispered. “Oh, my God!”

He dashed out of Prokopenko’s office, the other two in tow. “Yesterday, he came to
me and said that he lost his favorite pen in the conference room during the last board
meeting, and that he had to find it. He was alone in there for at least thirty seconds.”

Bunin quickly ran into the executive conference room used earlier for the meeting
with the mysterious Brit.

“Look for a bug or a microphone,” mouthed Prokopenko, putting a finger to his
mouth and scanning the perimeter of the room. From his experience, in such a scarcely
furnished environment, the best place for a device of this kind would be under the table.
He dropped to his knees, and the others followed.

“Here it is,” he mouthed, retrieving the bug Maxim placed there the day before. He
dropped the bug on the floor and stepped on it hard. The bug made a loud crunchy noise.

The trio returned to Konukovsky’s office. “I’ll do a thorough sweep of the entire
executive suite in a moment, but there is something that bothers me,” said Prokopenko.

“What’s that?” asked Konukovsky.
“We use a state-of-the-art radio frequency scrambler. Suppose Elfimov were

collaborating with Intelligence. The thing is, this bug would be useless because they
would never be able to catch anything from the outside. Therefore, there had to be a
signal recorder inside the building.”

“Usmanov mentioned that Elfimov left only at 19:30, which was shortly after my
meeting with the British guest.”

“He must have had it in his office!”
They dashed to Maxim’s office, where after a brief search they discovered remnants

of his lighter.
“This lighter has been recently taken apart,” noted Prokopenko.
“But Nemov, I mean Elfimov, doesn’t smoke,” said Bunin.
“In that case, everything’s clear. That’s where the recorder was,” concluded

Prokopenko. He turned to Konukovsky. “What do you want to do?”



“You know what to do,” said Konukovsky sharply. “Get back the recording,
whatever the cost, and take care of Elfimov.”

“There is no time to make it look like an accident,” remarked Prokopenko.
“Just do it!” hissed Konukovsky. “Make this son of a bitch suffer! But as usual,

make sure you use outside help—with zero connection to me, or NORUS.”
Prokopenko, accompanied by Bunin, immediately sprang into action. In less than an

hour, they selected the “firm” to execute the hit. All the details, including name, address,
photo, and assignment details were communicated. Once that was done, all that remained
was to sit and wait.

At the same time Maxim was exiting his building, three armed men in black were
approaching it.



It felt good to breathe in the night air. The street was completely deserted and Maxim
felt that for a brief moment the whole city belonged to him and him alone. He walked to
the corner, taking a left turn into an equally deserted alley, and looked at his watch. He
still had plenty of time, as the drop was supposed to take place at 1 a.m. He decided that
a longer walk would do him good and he headed towards a small neighborhood park
where during the day mothers walked their grandchildren in strollers, retirees played
chess on picnic tables, and grannies gossiped on garden benches. It was a nice, if a bit
noisy, little park and he used to come here with little Sasha, sometimes by himself, and
sometimes together with Olga and Semyon.

The alley, surrounded by old residential buildings with ornate gates and tall
windows, was dark and quiet. For a brief moment, it seemed to Maxim that he’d heard
steps, and he turned to see who it might be. But there was no one behind him. He kept
walking towards the park, thinking of Sasha and how he would surprise her in Princeton,
after all this was finally over.

It started drizzling—a warm, summer drizzle. Maxim mentally berated himself for
not bringing an umbrella, but it didn’t seem to be real rain, so he decided it wasn’t that
big of a deal. He almost reached the little park when again he heard footsteps. He stopped
and looked both back and forth. Like the last time, the street appeared deserted. He
shrugged his shoulders and stepped into the park.

The rain seemed to stop, but soon it started again, a little harder. Maxim began
doubting that his idea of taking a longer walk was such a good one after all. He
lengthened his stride, deciding that he should get to his drop point early and wait there
under cover of a building.

That’s when he heard the footsteps with full clarity. Behind him, someone did a
quick run, and then stopped. He turned to look back, but the park was deserted. He turned
to look ahead and again heard footsteps behind him. This time, he turned very quickly,
managing to catch a glimpse of a dark shadow.

This could only mean one thing—someone was following him. Maxim started
running. He immediately heard his stalker following him, but wait, they were multiple
footsteps, which meant that he was outnumbered! Just as he increased his speed to try
and get away from his tail, he heard a dull pop, as if someone opened a champagne
bottle. A millisecond later, something burning-hot hit the left side of his body.



Maxim tripped and almost fell on slippery asphalt, but kept running, zigzagging to
make it more difficult for his attackers to aim. Unfortunately, his white shirt made him a
very good target, even in the dark. His hand briefly touched his left side, where the bullet
hit him—it was wet. This wasn’t good, not at all. He turned back to look at his attackers
and saw three black silhouettes, which were quickly gaining on him.

It was clear that he had very little time left, and that he had to act in a very precise
manner in order to accomplish everything before it was too late. Disregarding his
bleeding wound and the fatigue that threatened to overtake his body, he made a sharp
right into a darker park alley, which was lined up with benches on both sides.
Simultaneously, he whipped out his cell phone, praying that Semyon with his insomnia
would still be up. He pressed the speed dial button, while still running forward as quickly
as possible.

“Come on, pick it up, Semyon,” he murmured, breathing hard. He had literally
seconds before his attackers reached the corner and saw him. Once he was set in their
sights, they’d know he spoke to someone on the phone. “Come on, Semyon!”

“Hello,” said Semyon’s voice.
“Semyon,” whispered Maxim, gasping for breath. “You have to remote view me

now! I am in the park where we used to take Sasha when she was young. I’m shot… not
going to make it… leaving the chip on the park bench… Tell Sasha I love her.”

Maxim disconnected, immediately turning off the phone. Then, he threw a quick
glance back to see whether the assassins had yet turned the corner. They still hadn’t
caught up, but it was just a matter of seconds until they did. He quickly discarded the
phone, tossing it as far as possible into the surrounding bushes.

As fatigue started to overwhelm him, he slowed down, breathing laboriously. But
running wasn’t important any more. The main focus now was to hide the chip. He leaned
on the nearby bench to catch a breath as three black shadows appeared at the end of the
alley, gaining quickly.

Maxim hesitated for a brief moment—his left hand on the back of the bench, and
another on its seat—as if he was about to sit down. But then, apparently changing his
mind, he staggered away, limping and periodically glancing back at his pursuers. The
most important thing right now was to lead them away from the bench. He tried to run
again, but his legs wouldn’t listen.

As Maxim Elfimov slowed down, breathing hard, he felt something hot hit him in
the back… and fell. He tried to get up, but could not. The three assassins caught up, and
one of them raised his revolver, which was equipped with a silencer, firing three more
shots, execution style. The shots hit the helpless man on the ground, as large bloodstains
slowly spread all over his white shirt. The victim convulsed and stopped moving. The
two younger assassins turned the body over. Maxim’s face was serene and his blue eyes
stared silently into the night sky.

“Find it, and quickly,” said the older assassin to the other two. They nodded, and got
busy searching their victim’s pockets. But however hard they looked, they failed to find
the thing they were after.

“Search again,” said the senior assassin, sounding annoyed. Round two brought the
same result. The man swore and crouched down, going through all the pockets and any
other possible hiding spots on Maxim’s body. When he straightened up, his face didn’t
look happy.



“It’s done, but the chip isn’t with him,” reported the senior assassin into the phone.
“We searched the body top to bottom. Yes, it’s possible he left it for someone to pick it
up. Yes, we’ll search the park in the morning—it’s too dark now, and we can’t use our
flashlights, as it might draw someone’s attention.”

The three assassins carried Maxim’s body into the nearby outcropping of trees,
where they covered it with branches. After that, they quickly walked away from the
scene of the crime.

When they exited the park, the senior assassin said, “We’ll have to search for the
chip once the sun is up, in case he left it for someone to pick it up.”

“It really doesn’t make any sense, Father,” objected one of the young assassins.
“Even if he did leave the chip somewhere around here, how would anyone know where
to look for it? He couldn’t have given a signal to anyone while we were hot on his tail, so
how would anyone know?”

“Exactly,” agreed another young assassin. “He didn’t even have his cell phone with
him.”

“Look,” said their boss sharply. “I don’t think he could have done it either, but the
client is paying us handsomely for this, and he wants it done. There was some kind of
important secret conversation recorded on that chip. If they want us to look for it, we’ll
look for it. And pray to God we find it too, because that’s my money on the line. Here is
what we are going to do: I will take the first shift from now till 6:30. At 6:30 sharp, both
of you will be here—to look for the chip and to watch the park, in case someone does try
to retrieve it. Till then, get lost.”

******

“Wait, Maxim, what are you saying?” yelled Semyon into the phone, but Maxim had
already hung up. Semyon dialed him back, but his friend’s phone was off. There was a
certain finality with which Maxim spoke. This didn’t sound like a joke.

“Is everything all right?” Lena’s sleepy face appeared in the door of his study.
“Yes, yes,” said Semyon, trying to keep his voice even while hastily placing a stack

of clean paper and a pen on his desk, and making himself comfortable in his old remote
viewing chair. “Please go to bed, dear. I have to remote view.”

Lena looked at the clock and wanted to say something, but noticed the expression on
her husband’s face and silently closed the door.

Semyon dimmed the lights and closed his eyes, willing his body to relax. He
breathed deeply for a few seconds, getting into the zone and focusing on the little park
not far from Maxim’s house, where they used to take little Sasha…

Semyon took the pen into his left hand and prepared to witness his friend’s murder.
The wounded man in a white shirt staggered away from three black-clad assassins.

The man held his hand against his side, where a large bloodstain was spreading over his
white shirt. It was hopeless, as the assassins were clearly gaining on him. The wounded
man paused by the bench, as if giving up any hope. He rested for a moment or two, and
then, with renewed determination, staggered onward. But his strength was almost gone as
he slowed down again. At that very moment, another bullet hit him in the back… and he
fell.



Semyon kept drawing with a trembling hand, disregarding the fact that his face was
wet with tears and his forehead was covered in cold sweat.

Assassins caught onto their victim, mercilessly finishing off the wounded man, until
he moved no more. Then, they searched the body, looking for something that wasn’t
there.

By the time Semyon finished the drawing of his friend’s beautiful face, his blue eyes
staring unblinkingly at the night sky, his hand was numb, and so was his mind. Clearly,
he could no longer go on. But he stubbornly shook his head and gritted his teeth. He had
to continue, no matter what!

Semyon realized that he had a unique opportunity—the last generous gift from
Maxim to the living—to follow the assassins back to their lair. If he succeeded in remote
viewing where they were hiding out, he could give them to authorities on a platter, thus
saving many future lives. He left alone the one who stayed in the park, concentrating on
the other two. He quickly drew their young faces, and when they reached their respective
residences where they were supposed to catch a few hours of sleep, he also noted their
street addresses and apartment numbers.

Now Semyon could open his eyes. He did so, staring blankly at the sheets of paper
with the horrifying images on them. His eyes were dry; it seemed by now he used up his
tears.

Instead, his heart began to hurt—a dull pain that no doctor would be able to cure. It
ached for his lost friend who died in front of his eyes, while there was nothing he could
do to help. Semyon still sat at his desk, paralyzed, as the clock struck 4 a.m. He lifted his
head with a jolt and surveyed his study, as if surprised he was still there. Then he got up
and quietly headed out. Standing in the apartment’s corridor, he peeked into the
bedroom, where his wife slept, snoring lightly. His little granddaughter, who was visiting
with them, slept peacefully in her little room next door.

Semyon tiptoed to the kitchen, where he downed a glass of water. Then, he opened
the entryway closet, trying not to make a sound, and felt his way inside, deciding not to
turn on the lights for fear of waking his wife. He found some old jeans and an equally old
tee shirt, as well as a pair of worn sneakers, which he used for garden work during his
trips to their family dacha.

After that, he headed back to his study and spread the jeans and tee on his desk. With
scissors, he cut out holes in his jeans and ripped his tee by the shoulder. For full measure,
he collected some dirt from Lena’s planters and smeared it liberally over the ripped tee,
as well as shabby jeans. Satisfied, he put on both items and examined himself critically in
the mirror. To look like a genuine Russian drunk, he also needed blood-shot eyes. But
that was taken care of by Maxim’s tragedy and the sleepless night. For all intents and
purposes, his camouflage wasn’t bad.

What he was missing to complete the picture was disheveled hair and a bottle. He
messed up his hair as much as he could, but the cut still seemed too neat. Instead, he
found an old cap, which he deliberately wrinkled up. He placed the cap on his head, and
went to the kitchen to look for a bottle. In the fridge, he found a nearly full bottle of
vodka, which he half-emptied into the sink, screwing the cap back on. He hid the bottle
into a small sack, put on his worn sneakers without any socks, locked the door and
briskly headed to the deserted Metro station to catch a train. As he was going through



security, the Metro supervisor looked his shabby attire top to bottom and made a move to
stop him.

“It’s fine,” said Semyon. “I am undercover.”
At 5:30, as Moscow started waking up, he got off on Tverskaya and walked a couple

of blocks until he found the place. Before entering the park, he opened the vodka bottle
and took a sip, swishing it in his mouth and spitting it out. He also splashed his jeans, as
well as one of the sleeves of his shirt with some vodka and screwed the cap back on.
Now, if anyone came close to him, he’d give out a typical smell of a bad drunk.

At 5:45, Semyon entered the park. He staggered through the main road, murmuring a
drunken song, and made a right into the alley he had remote viewed just a few hours
prior. He knew that somewhere in this park, a pair of assassin’s eyes carefully watched
his every move, and should his act be less than believable, his life would be in imminent
danger.

As he continued staggering and swaying, while singing his drunken song, he
mentally counted benches. One, two, three, four, five… The target bench was sixth on
the right. As Semyon shuffled onward, he paused, as if he was overcome with sudden
dizziness. Dropping on the bench like a heavy sack, he unscrewed his bottle’s cap and
attempted to drink from it, but due to his drunken state, he managed to spill more than he
was able to get into his mouth.

Then, he screwed the bottle’s cap back on and lay down on the bench, hugging his
bottle. A blissful smile appeared on his face, as he closed his eyes and seemingly fell
asleep. He snored for a few minutes, but then, all of sudden, he remembered something.
Murmuring to himself that he should really be getting back home, he got back up and
slowly shuffled out of the park, still hugging his precious bottle and singing a drunken
tune.

He continued with the same routine for another couple of blocks. Then, he stopped
and carefully surveyed the surroundings to check whether anyone had followed him. To
be absolutely sure, he hid just inside the gate into the nearest courtyard, watching the
area. After a minute or two, he was confident that he was alone.

He emptied out his bottle and threw it away, briskly heading back to Tverskaya. On
the corner, he got out his cell phone and dialed a familiar number. A few minutes later, a
black car with tinted windows came to a stop next to him. The car took Semyon to the
same non-descript building surrounded by warehouses and hangars, where the Head of
Intelligence, General Ushakov, awaited him together with Colonel Vlasov.

Semyon took the chip out of his pocket and handed it to Ushakov. “This is Maxim’s
recording,” he said. “He accomplished everything you wanted him to do, but paid with
his life.” And he recounted his remote viewing session.

Vlasov sent his assistant to pick up Semyon’s drawings, and to explain to his wife
where he’d gone. Semyon took a shower and changed out of his vodka-drenched attire
into some fresh clothes. Maxim’s recording gave them enough to arrest Konukovsky and
his associates, while Semyon’s remote viewing session had revealed the assassins’
whereabouts. The entire office, fortified with select personnel from other departments,
was working on a master plan, which included many moving parts that had to be
coordinated so as not to scare off the big fish. It was going to be a busy day.

Normally at this point, Semyon would have bid farewell. Announcing for the
millionth time that “he didn’t do this kind of stuff any more,” he would have insisted on



being taken home. But this time was different; by killing Maxim, they made it intensely
personal, and Semyon vowed to do everything to get those sons of bitches, even if it was
the last thing he’d ever do.

The entire operation was developed in record time. By 11 a.m., the NORUS building
was surrounded by Special Forces. Konukovsky and his top lieutenants, as well as Bunin,
and Prokopenko, were arrested. All employees were sent home as a team of experts took
over the building, working on company’s computer and security data in search of
additional incriminating evidence. At the same time, a surveillance team was shadowing
the three killers. It turned out that the “firm” that executed the killing belonged to
Zhdanov Senior, who was also the elder assassin at the park. To everyone’s surprise, the
young assassins turned out to be Sasha’s former classmates, Igor Zhdanov and Sergei
Zamyatin.

Semyon insisted on being present during Zhdanov Senior’s interrogation.
“How could you stoop so low as to use these young people, fresh out of high school,

for this gruesome task?” he asked.
“It was an urgent order,” explained Zhdanov, shrugging his shoulders, as if he was

talking about an order of beef to be delivered to a customer. “They needed us there
without delay. There was no time to get anyone else, and the boys were fully qualified
for the job. After all, I trained them myself since they were young. Besides, if I didn’t act
on it, I would’ve lost a valuable customer—you know business is business…”

“No, I don’t,” responded Semyon dryly. He stared at the mindless face of the
assassin, and for the first time in his life, he had urgent desire to strike him hard until he
bled, and keep striking until he moved no more, like he did to Maxim.

Despite all his famous self-control, the urge was getting so strong that he didn’t
think he could resist it.

“Excuse me,” he said to Vlasov through clenched teeth. He quickly got up and
stormed out of the room.

Semyon stood in the corridor, trying to regain his balance. The horrible thought that
kept replaying in his mind was, “What will I tell Sasha?”



It was 4:30 p.m. in Princeton. Sasha was having afternoon tea with Dasha and her
husband, when the teacup in her hand started trembling. She jumped up from the table, as
the cup dropped to the floor, tea and broken pieces of china splashing all over the dining
room.

“No,” cried Sasha, overcome by a sudden sense of despair. “No! Please, don’t die!”
She stood with her eyes open wide, watching a horrific show, which unfolded like a
movie on her mind’s screen. It was the kind of thing no child should ever have to see—
she watched her father die.

Wounded, Maxim Elfimov staggered away from the three assassins, and then he fell
as a bullet hit him in the back. Three menacing black figures were upon him, and one of
them shot the helpless man—again and again—until he moved no more. Sasha looked
into her father’s glassy eyes as they gazed into the night sky, silently moving her lips.
“Please, don’t die, Papa.” But it was too late. Maxim was already dead.

“Sasha, what’s the matter?” Dasha appeared next to her, holding her tight to calm
her down. “Is everything all right?”

“I have to go home right now,” pronounced Sasha, feeling her body shivering
uncontrollably. She dashed to her bedroom. Grabbing her purse, she checked for her
wallet, passport, and other documents. Then, she hurriedly stuffed a few items into an
overnight bag as her teeth chattered.

“Aunt Dasha, I need you to drive me to the airport,” she said, her tongue moving
with difficulty.

“Sasha, please explain what is happening?” said Dasha. “I don’t understand…”
“I can’t explain everything.” Sasha shook her head. “There is no time, but I need to

go home to save my father, if it’s not too late.”
Richard and Dasha exchanged a look, and Dasha said in a concerned voice, “Are you

okay, Sasha?”
“No, I am not okay,” said Sasha impatiently, “as you well can see. I really don’t

have time to explain all this. Please just take me to the airport. This is a matter of life and
death! If you don’t take me to the airport now, I’ll call a cab and go by myself.”

“Sasha,” said Richard reasonably, “I’ll take you to the airport, but where do you
want to go?”



“I am going to Moscow.” It felt harder and harder to hold back her tears. “I just saw
my father being killed. I only hope it’s the future and I can prevent it from happening. I
have to go immediately!”

“Wait, you saw your father being killed?” exclaimed Dasha. “Like a premonition or
something?”

“Something like that,” said Sasha, catching Richard’s skeptical glance. “I have no
time to explain. Are you taking me, or do I call the cab?” She started moving toward the
phone.

“Wait,” said Richard. “First, we need to find out when the next flight is and whether
there are seats.”

Sasha had to agree, this was a reasonable suggestion. She let Richard dial the airport,
and as he talked to the operator, she stood next to him, her heart pounding like a hammer.

There was a flight at 7:15 p.m. and she could make it if she hurried.
“Sasha,” said Richard, “did you try your father’s cell phone?”
“No.” She shook her head. For some reason, she was confident he wouldn’t answer,

and that’s why she didn’t attempt to call. She just knew that she had to fly to Moscow
immediately, whatever Richard and Dasha thought.

Still, calling her father was a reasonable suggestion, so she dialed his phone. As she
suspected, the pre-recorded message announced that this customer wasn’t available,
suggesting she should try him later. Dasha, who was starting to get concerned, tried
Maxim from her phone, with no success.

As Dasha and Richard got dressed, Sasha paced the hall, feeling progressively
worse. While Richard drove to the airport, both Dasha and Sasha tried calling Maxim
again and again, first on his cell, then on his home number. By the time they reached
Newark Airport, Dasha was worried too, promising that she would keep calling, while
Sasha was en route.

The entire eight-hour flight to Moscow, Sasha stared silently ahead, praying that
what she saw was the future.

When she got out of the plane at Sheremetievo-2 Airport, she saw a grave-looking
Semyon and another man she’d never met, waiting for her. She slowly walked towards
them, feeling her feet turning into lead. Semyon held her tight, and told her that her father
was dead.

The rest of that day was covered in a gray haze. Sasha knew that Semyon, Lena,
Misha, and Zeena, as well as a few other people, were fussing around her. But she didn’t
feel anything. The horrible scene of her father’s death kept replaying in her mind. If only
she saw it earlier… if only she could’ve known ahead of time… perhaps, she could have
warned him! Why couldn’t she see it ahead of time? Why was it that she was able to
foresee global cataclysms, but not her own father’s fate? What good were all these gifts if
she couldn’t help her parents when they needed her most? Were these gifts in fact a
curse?

Lena and Semyon stayed overnight. Lena tucked her into bed, and kissed her good
night.

“You need to get a good night’s sleep,” she said. “You will need your strength
tomorrow.”



Sasha couldn’t sleep. All night she stared at the dark ceiling. In the morning, she got
up and made herself some warm tea. Lena awoke too, and started preparing breakfast.
Sasha sat at the table, looking at eggs, buns, jam and butter and feeling nauseated.

After breakfast, Semyon got into the car and left without a word. A few hours later,
he returned together with Tengis, who turned out to have just flown in from Siberia.
Normally, Sasha would’ve been ecstatic to see the shaman, but this time she simply
hugged him and said, “I couldn’t save him, Dedushka Tengis. I couldn’t!” Hot tears
trickled out of her eyes.

Tengis’s face was grave when he said, “Sasha, I need to talk to you privately.”
Sasha took him to her bedroom, noticing with surprise that the shaman’s eyes were

red.
His voice trembled as he spoke. “Solnishko, I am guilty before you and I ask your

forgiveness.”
“What for?” asked Sasha in astonishment. She’d never heard Tengis talk like this

before.
“Please, never blame yourself for not being able to save your parents. It’s not your

fault you couldn’t see, and it never was.”
“But it is my fault,” interrupted Sasha. “What good are all these gifts if I can’t use

them to help my parents? Why couldn’t I see how much danger my father was in? By the
time I saw, it was too late. This is cruel and unfair! I don’t want these gifts anymore!
They are a curse!”

“Dear child, you are not to blame, trust me,” said Tengis, holding Sasha’s hands and
looking into her sad eyes. “Please don’t blame it on your gifts. I am the one to blame. I
put an impenetrable psychic shield around your father, and before that, around your
mother, so you wouldn’t see how dangerous their work was. It was only when Maxim
placed his life in ultimate peril that you were able to see, because this horrific tragedy left
such powerful energetic imprint on the fabric of the space-time continuum that even my
shield wasn’t enough. Your power broke through the shield and you saw…”

“What?” Sasha yanked her hands out of Tengis’s, stepping away from him. “You
placed a shield around them so I couldn’t see? So I couldn’t help my parents? So I
watched my father die? How could you do such a thing?”

“I am very sorry,” said Tengis quietly. “I know that nothing I say can undo what
happened, and nothing can bring back your parents.”

Sasha looked at the shaman in disbelief. The great wizard she always looked up to
was gone. Instead, before her stood a small, old man with sad eyes. Tengis hung his head,
and even his powerful personal shield that she was never able to penetrate before, was
gone. He deliberately lowered his defenses, allowing Sasha to see him naked, as his soul
and his mind opened up to her. In it, she found much sorrow and self-doubt that she had
never imagined existed.

But aside from that, she was also able to read the whole story of the bargain her
father made with the shaman behind her back. This revelation was such a crushing blow
that for a moment she felt the world dissolving in front of her eyes.

She had trusted this old man so completely that she never questioned either his
words or motives, and he betrayed her! She felt dizzy and had to sit down on her bed,
short of breath.



“Sasha, are you all right?” The shaman put his calming hand on her shoulder, an
expression of concern on his face. But for the first time in his life, this gesture produced
the opposite effect.

Sasha pushed him away, jumping back to her feet. “You knew,” she said accusingly.
“You knew he was risking his life! And you did nothing! You said nothing!”

“I am profoundly sorry, Sasha,” replied Tengis. “But there was nothing I could do.
Maxim knew what he signed up for. He was a Protector. It was his job.”

“His job?! His job was to be my father, to teach his students, and to protect me! Do
you understand, you, foolish old man! You never had a family, and you are so old that
you probably don’t even remember your own parents. Come to think of it, in all the time
I knew you, you’ve only talked about your father once, and only after I’d asked you. You
probably never cared about anyone in your entire life!”

Sasha was almost screaming at Tengis, and it felt good to do so. More than anything,
she wanted to hurt this man, to beat him into a pulp. Even in her state of extreme grief,
when her whole body and soul were hurting from her loss, she was fully aware that she
was torturing Tengis with her cruel words. But he said nothing, just silently gazing at her
with his squinty Asian eyes. Those eyes were normally alert and penetrating, as if
reaching into the deepest compartments of one’s soul. However, now they looked
clouded and sad.

Tengis just kept looking at Sasha until a lone tear slowly made its way down his
cheek. Sasha noticed the tear and stopped. That she didn’t expect. Overwhelmed by her
own grief, she didn’t want to feel sorry for Tengis. He didn’t deserve it, not after
deceiving her and sending Maxim to his death! Yet, she couldn’t help it. Despite herself,
her heart felt Tengis’s pain. She looked more closely into her mentor’s eyes and read the
whole story of the man’s life.

Tengis was twenty-four when his father, the old Shaman Tengis, was taken to a
Siberian gulag camp. It was early thirties and Stalin’s purges had begun. Religion was a
taboo during the Stalinist Soviet Union. Those who practiced despite the prohibition
were subject to arrest. The old shaman, practicing the ancient indigenous religion of his
people, was arrested and sent to a camp in northern Siberia.

Once, there was a brawl in the barrack where Tengis Senior lived together with
twenty other prisoners. A young man of no more than twenty or twenty-one had just been
transferred to their barrack. Thin and gangly, he wore glasses and was a political
prisoner, unlike most others at the camp. It was well known that political prisoners didn’t
mix well with criminals.

The criminals that dominated the barrack started taunting the young man, who tried
to make himself as small as possible on his bunk, hoping that his bullies would soon get
tired and go away. He didn’t respond to their teasing and this infuriated the inmates.
They made him stand up, and when he did, they began hitting him. The young man
begged them to stop, but the beating continued. The rest of the population of the barrack
tried to make themselves invisible, and only Tengis got up from his bunk and approached
the thugs.

“Please, stop,” he said simply.
Normally, the criminals didn’t touch him. There was a modicum of respect, and

perhaps fear, towards this mysterious man. But at that moment, the inmates were too



heated up to heed his words. They simply laughed and continued beating the poor young
man, who started coughing out blood.

Tengis took the biggest bully by the wrist and pressed on it lightly. It seemed like a
very innocuous move, but the man shrieked, as if burned. Attracted by the noise, the
guards burst in and saw the thug’s face contorted in pain. He dropped to his knees and
couldn’t stop screaming.

Other inmates testified that Tengis had done something to him. The guards led
Tengis and the young man out of the barrack. It was clear that the young man was a
victim, but the guards seemed not to care. It was extremely cold, as the temperature
outside dropped precipitously for the night.

The guards took the two men to what was called a stone sack. It was a small stone
chamber dug out in the ground, where there was just enough room for the two people to
stand. They couldn’t move a muscle, and leaning on the walls was impossible, because
the stone was desperately cold. Immobile, the two men were supposed to spend the night
in that tiny space. In a few hours, they both were frozen. The young man was doing
especially poorly. Unused to such low temperatures, and having been beaten by the
thugs, he was drifting in and out of consciousness.

Tengis knew that he would never survive until morning, unless a miracle happened.
He had to make a decision: whose life was more important. At dawn, when the
temperature in their stone grave dropped to the impossible minus seventy degrees
Celsius, Tengis gathered all the energy he still had left to warm up their prison. Tengis
was old, and so it took a lot out of him to keep the place warmed up. The young man
stopped trembling, and his blue lips slowly re-acquired normal color. Tengis touched the
young man’s right hand, followed by his left. Both hands were severely frost-bitten.

“Here,” said Tengis. “You’ll still need your hands. You will be teaching young
people soon, and a teacher needs his hands intact.”

The young man watched in astonishment as frost-bite seemed to fade, eventually
disappearing altogether and the normal pink color returned to his hands.

Then, Tengis touched the young man’s numb cheeks and nose, which were also frost
bitten. They also re-acquired their normal pink color.

“How did you do that?” asked the young man, whose tongue was moving with
difficulty. But at least it was now moving.

“That’s not important,” said Tengis. “The important thing is that you are well again.”
Feeling that the end was near, the old shaman mentally projected to his son, Tengis.
“Good-bye, my son,” he said. “I am going. It is your turn to serve as a Keeper. I

leave this responsibility in your hands.”
Many miles away, on the shore of Lake Baikal, Tengis Junior woke up in his bed as

these words from his beloved father rang in his head. “No, Papa, no! Don’t go! The
world needs you—I need you…” His soul ached for his father, begging him not to go.

“Life has become too heavy for me,” responded Tengis Senior. “It’s your turn. Be
well, my son.”

The old shaman sent one last pulse of hot energy to warm up the stone sack, and fell
silent. An hour later, the young man heard loud voices.

“Are you crazy?” the camp warden reprimanded the night guards. “Leaving people
overnight in the sack at these temperatures! Open it immediately! If they are dead, I’ll
court marshal you!”



With a screech, the heavy door into the sack opened up, and the young man blinked
in the light of early morning. The guards took him outside, and then carried out Tengis’s
body. To everyone’s shock, not only was the young man alive and well, it was actually
quite warm inside the stone sack.

Sasha peered at Tengis. “Your father died in that sack,” she said. “But why? Wasn’t
he the all-powerful Supreme Keeper of the Earth? I don’t understand why he had to die.
And why did you never tell me this story before?”

“Everyone on Planet Earth has to die at some point, Sasha,” said Tengis quietly. “I
know with all my heart how difficult it is to accept this right now. That night, after my
father projected to me to say good-bye, I remote viewed how he died a slow death, while
giving away all his warmth, so that young man could live. I was twenty-four—older than
you—but still pretty young. I loved my father, and I also felt it was unfair. He left me
with a terrible heartache and lots of responsibility. However, there was no choice as I had
to try my best to fill his shoes. So, I accepted my destiny. I was a shaman, and shamans
had always served and protected their people.”

“This may be true, but I don’t know whether humans deserve being protected. I am
not sure I want to help them,” said Sasha. “I’d be helping the same humans who’d killed
both of my parents, and by the way, the same exact humans who killed your father. Why
should I?”

“You don’t really mean that,” said Tengis, shaking his head.
“Yes, I do!” Sasha started heating up again. “Why should I help those who killed my

father and my mother? Give me one good reason!”
“Because without you, they are going to die. They need you.”
“Is this a good enough reason?”
“Yes, it is.”
“I am not so sure. Your father, he died for nothing. He was a powerful Keeper, and

he didn’t need to go to that awful camp. He could’ve easily gotten out. And he didn’t
need to die in that stone sack. He just got tired and disgusted with humans. There is only
one explanation—he gave up on them! He didn’t want to be a part of this existence any
more.”

“True, he was tired, but he didn’t give up. On the contrary…” And again, Tengis
peered silently at Sasha, as she read the whole story in his dark eyes.

The young man from the sack was released several months after that incident, and
the authorities explained that he was imprisoned by mistake. After getting out, he became
a teacher. He didn’t go back to the comforts of Moscow, but stayed in Siberia.
Throughout his life, he taught many kids, some of whom went on to become famous
artists, scientists, and cosmonauts.

Meanwhile, bizarre and unexplainable things started happening at that particular
gulag camp. For some strange reason, the warden and all guards resigned within one
month. Authorities attempted to replace them with new guards, only to see them resign in
droves as soon as they’d arrived. Many of the former guards left the prison system
altogether in order to work with animals, help in hospitals, or orphanages. The
transformation also started happening to the inmates, including the most hardened
criminals. The entire population of the camp became polite and helpful. No one was
bullied or beaten any more, and some earned early discharge due to good behavior.



Eventually, the camp had to be closed down, as it seemed no one wanted to work
there. The last camp warden resigned just after five days on the job, while many of the
personnel cited very painful pangs of conscience and feelings of remorse.

“See, Sasha, it wasn’t in vain,” concluded Tengis. “Nothing is in vain.”
“Time to go,” said a somber-looking Misha, poking his head into the room.
“Coming,” replied Sasha, getting up.
She turned to Tengis. “I see what you are trying to say, but I just don’t know. At this

point, it is very hard for me to feel differently. I don’t feel that humans deserve my help,
and I’m not sure I am interested in my so-called destiny. You say it’s up to me to find my
mysterious counterpart, the second half of the Key? You say together we are supposed to
open the new era for mankind? Why should we? So that more good people would get
killed by maniacs? Look around. People always struggle and fight. They had never
managed to learn to live in peace and they never will! And if the Comet of Karma comes
to re-start the clock, so be it! I happen to agree with the Karmic mechanism. The Earth’s
clock needs restarting. This human civilization is a failure. So, why should I go back to
Princeton? Why should I look for the second half of the Key? My home is here. I prefer
to spend whatever time is left for me with my friends, in the city I love, close to my
parents’ graves.”

“Sasha, please give yourself time to recover before making any decisions. I don’t
believe you mean what you are saying right now,” said Tengis quietly.

“Believe it,” said Sasha sharply. “Guess what, back in 1908, the Keepers made a
mistake. They shouldn’t have allowed this civilization to continue. It simply doesn’t
deserve it. They shouldn’t have diverted the Comet. If I was the Keeper, I would’ve
voted con!”

With these words, Sasha left the room as Tengis followed her slowly.
They both headed to the courtyard, which was full of people. Many neighbors came

to offer their condolences, while Maxim’s coffin was carried by four of his colleagues.
The large funeral wagon awaited by the gate to take the coffin to the Moscow
University’s Grand Hall, where it would be on display so Maxim’s students and
colleagues could say good-bye to him.

The procession slowly passed the sobbing crowd, with Sasha, Tengis, and Semyon
following the coffin directly, and Misha, Zeena, and Lena right behind them. All of a
sudden, the huge frame of Ludmila Zhdanova, Igor Zhadanov’s mother, blocked Sasha’s
way.

“It’s all your father’s fault,” she spat out. “They arrested my husband and my son!
How could they do this to us? What am I going to do without them? How will I live?”
The woman’s hair was disheveled, her eyes wild, and her face contorted.

“How dare you!” said one of the neighbors.
“Leave Sasha alone, old crow!” said another.
“How could they do this to me?” Zhdanova howled, disregarding the crowd.
“You should be ashamed of yourself! Sasha lost her father because of your husband

and your son!” Now, everybody was screaming at the old woman all at once.
“But I have no money!” whined the woman. “Who will take care of me now, at my

old age? I have no profession; I never had to work a day in my life! And now I am too
old to learn new skills!”



“You should have worked, like other people,” said Misha furiously. “You won’t find
any sympathy here. There is nothing to talk about; just get out of the way!”

“I am not going anywhere,” screamed the woman, “until someone tells me how I am
supposed to feed myself when both of my breadwinners are in jail?”

“You should have thought of that before,” yelled someone from the crowd.
“I have no one left,” cried Zhdanova, tearing her hair out. “No one to take pity on

me.”
The crowd was getting visibly agitated, shouting insults at Zhdanova and even

physically pushing her away. Someone suggested contacting the police so they’d put her
in jail, too. There seemed to be consensus that was where the whole family belonged.

 Sasha listened, frowning. “Silence!” she said in her clear voice, which carried like a
trumpet, reverberating against the courtyard walls and immediately getting the crowd’s
attention.

She dug into her wallet and emptied it out. She had about two hundred dollars left
from her trip, plus a bunch of rubles, and she handed all that money to the poor woman.

“Here,” she said. “Take it. That’s all I have. This should be enough for now. Later, I
am sure we’ll be able to figure out something else.”

The woman extended her trembling hands to take the money. As she did, some of it
spilled to the ground. She hastily stuffed the banknotes into her pockets and dropped
down to her knees, greedily picking up the rest. She crawled on the asphalt, throwing
periodic suspicious glances at the crowd. When she was done, she counted her fortune
and walked away without a word.

The funeral procession resumed, while the crowd got busy gossiping about
everything they’d just witnessed. Sasha silently followed her father’s coffin, her eyes
fixed straight ahead, but what she failed to notice was that Shaman Tengis wore a smile
of sheer triumph on his face.



After the funeral, General Ushakov personally came by to express his condolences and
offer support. He said that both of Sasha’s parents had been posthumously nominated for
Russia’s highest honors, but the details of their participation in this high profile case had
been sealed, therefore, there would be no public recognition of their heroism.

However, the Russian Government was prepared to offer Sasha all the financial
support she needed to attend a school of her choice, and to cover any of her living and
travel expenses as well.

She thanked him for his generous offer, having mentally decided not to return to
Princeton. If she applied to Moscow University instead, she could be around her dear
friends, in her city, near her parents’ last resting place. Her unresolved guilt kept
whispering into her ear that if only she didn’t leave to America, if only she stayed in
Moscow, her father’s tragedy could’ve been averted.

Another idea was to forget about college altogether and to travel around the world
for a year or two, as it appeared she wouldn’t have to worry about financing her journey.
Perhaps, Misha and Zeena could join her, too. Besides, there was certainly a much higher
chance of bumping into the elusive young man of her destiny while traveling, rather than
sitting idle.

But then she remembered her decision to forget about her destiny. This meant that
she didn’t need to look for her counterpart after all; instead, she was free to do whatever
she wanted with her life. And if the Comet of Karma arrived, as she foresaw, so be it. At
least she would have lived fully until it happened. In her current state, all this sounded
like a great idea, yet something still bothered Sasha. What if she was making a mistake?
What if by forgetting about her destiny, she was cutting off the unexplored and amazing
possibilities for herself and others?

She vacillated between decisions for several days, not being able to settle on any.
Days were hard and she couldn’t wait to get to bed at night, willing herself to sleep in
order to forget. After breathing deeply, counting down, and applying every trick in the
book, she would finally fall into a heavy dreamless slumber, which was very unlike her
usual lucid dream journeys.

What she didn’t know was that every night Tengis took away part of her pain, so she
could get a full night’s rest. Because of that, with every passing day she would awake a
bit more refreshed, and more at peace.



The old shaman stayed with Sasha, cooking for her, answering phones, and taking
care of all her daily needs. Semyon and Lena, as well as Misha and Zeena, also came by
to lend a hand on a daily basis. With all her close people crowding the house, Sasha
should have been feeling better, but she never felt more alone in her entire life. She
didn’t blame Tengis for her parents’ deaths anymore because she understood and forgave
him. His motivations were rooted in the highest good, she knew that now.

But instead, another treacherous thought started bothering her, that of her parents’
motivations. How could they not think about her when they agreed to their dangerous
assignments? How could they not think about what would happen to her if they both
died? These bitter thoughts became so pervasive that Sasha was starting to have
nightmares, despite Tengis’s quiet efforts to soothe her pain.

The shaman saw what was happening and decided that a serious talk was in order.
“Sasha,” he said, “your parents were heroes who sacrificed their lives for mankind.

But while doing that, they thought about you, first and foremost.”
“How can you say that?” replied Sasha bitterly. “Don’t you understand that for me it

would have been much better if they had stayed alive? I loved my parents with all my
heart, but it doesn’t appear they were thinking of me when they agreed to spy on
NORUS.”

“I know, right now you feel this way,” agreed Tengis. “But consider this. Every
parent wants their child to live in a better world. The world we would have ended up
with, had Konukovsky’s plans come to pass, would have been one of terrible conflict,
leading to the Ultimate World War. The Russian Government knew about his plans, and
they suspected who was behind it. They knew of CIA’s involvement and that of the
power elites from other countries. Do you really think that Russia, with its entire nuclear
arsenal, wouldn’t have responded to these attempts to take away its sovereignty and to
turn it into a mere satellite? A global nuclear conflict would have made your job as the
Key virtually impossible, Solnishko. Not only that, this would doom your life in general,
because you know what would have happened as a result—you saw it in your last year’s
vision.”

“The Comet of Karma would hit the Earth between Manhattan and New Jersey,”
whispered Sasha.

“Yes,” said Tengis. “So, you see, both of your parents thought of you, first and
foremost.

Sasha was deep in thought for the rest of the day. That night, she time traveled.
As she was lying in bed, she recalled what she recently read about World War I and

the reasons for the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. She was especially struck by
the paragraph about the infamous monk, Grigory Rasputin, his influence with the last
Russian Tsar, Nikolay II, and especially his wife Alexandra. The book described the
terrible death of Rasputin at the hands of nobles, who sought to “free” the tsar from the
monk’s clutches. It seemed that Rasputin’s power over Nikolay and Alexandra stemmed
from his ability to alleviate the pain of the heir to the throne, little Alexei, who was
suffering from hemophilia. It appeared that Alexandra, who was very worried about her
son’s life, trusted the monk implicitly, and he used this trust to worm his way into her
confidence.

According to historic accounts, Rasputin’s ultimate goal was to influence tsar’s
actions. Considering that in 1916 Russia was in the middle of World War I, this influence



worried many. Rumors were that the tsar was considering pulling out of the war at the
time. But what did Rasputin aim to achieve? There were only two, mutually exclusive
goals that mattered: either Russia stayed in the war, with disastrous consequences to its
own population and economy, or it pulled out, thus leaving the British and French to deal
with Germans on their own. What was especially intriguing was that the mysterious
monk was loved by the first family, but hated by everyone else: Russian aristocrats, who
wanted to stay in the war; simple people, whose lives were devastated as a result of it,
and who wanted to live in peace; the Bolsheviks, who simply hated everything related to
the tsar and his family as symbols of oppression; Great Britain and its allies, who wanted
Russia to stay in the war in order to take the brunt of German attacks.

Sasha’s mind couldn’t accept the monk’s story as it was officially portrayed;
something in it made no sense. For one, all historians agreed, Rasputin could heal and
alleviate pain. Tengis taught her well and Sasha already knew beyond the shadow of a
doubt, healers could not be evil. It simply didn’t work this way. To heal with one’s
hands, one had to have pure energy emanating from the heart, one had to have high and
compassionate thoughts. Therefore, Rasputin could not be evil as everyone believed him
to be.

In that case, what was it that irritated everyone about Rasputin? What had he done?
Where did all this contempt and hatred come from? These questions floated in her mind,
as her eyes closed and she fell asleep. Except this night, it wasn’t the heavy slumber she
was used to.

When she opened her eyes, she found herself in a dark corner of something that
looked like a basement of a very large building. She stood behind what appeared to be an
oversized barrel, trying to get her bearings. An ample wooden table, surrounded by
benches and chairs, occupied the center of the spacious room. The table was full of wine,
Smirnovskaya vodka and Cognac bottles, as well as snacks on small plates, including
various cheeses, smoked fish, pickled cucumbers, black Russian bread, and salami.
Several candles were set in candleholders, illuminating the table and everything on it.
Since the candles only reached as far as the end of the table, the corners of the room
drowned in almost complete darkness and Sasha found herself well hidden, while
observing the developments in the room.

Despite such a wealth of stuff on the table, the only person at it was a man dressed in
what appeared to be a monk’s attire: a long black robe with stand up collar, covering the
man head to toe, and an oversized gold cross hanging on his neck. Underneath his robe,
he wore leather boots, and on his head, a winter hat with black karakul fur trim. The
man’s black toolup, a rawhide coat with fur lining and trim, was set on one of the
neighboring chairs. He seemed drunk, a half-filled glass of vodka in his left hand,
swaying and staring ahead with his clouded black eyes. The man’s large, meaty nose was
red and his lips moved silently, as if in a prayer.

The door upstairs opened and Sasha quickly ducked behind the barrel. Several men
were walking down the stairs. They stepped quietly and talked in hushed tones, as if
afraid to disturb the sleeping. When the group reached the bottom of the stairs, they
stopped abruptly, silently observing the swaying man at the table.

“How can this be, Yusupov?” uttered one of the men in a trembling voice.



The man he had addressed stood with his torch ahead of the group, shaking his head
in disbelief and silently biting his thin, aristocratic lip. His pale face with perfectly
groomed black moustache was contorted in an unpleasant half-scowl.

“Prince Yusupov, I don’t like it,” whispered another man.
“Neither do I…” piped in another.
“What do we do now?” came another whisper from the group.
Sasha didn’t like what she was seeing. Something here didn’t look right, but she

needed more information. She quickly focused on the aristocratic man with the torch,
who seemed to be the leader. His thoughts were all jumbled. She picked up right away
that this man whom his companions called Prince Yusupov, was the owner of this large
mansion, and that the man sitting at the table was Grigory Rasputin.

Prince Yusupov made up his mind and sprang into action.
“Grigory, my dearest friend!” he addressed the monk in an oily voice. “Sorry we left

you alone in here—responsibilities, my dear, you know how it is. I sincerely hope you
didn’t feel lonely here all by yourself? No? Oh, good. I was concerned about that. But
now we are all back and we’ll continue our very interesting discussion.”

Yusupov sat next to Rasputin, hugging him around the shoulders. “Another?” he
asked, holding up a bottle of Smirnovskaya vodka. Rasputin nodded silently as the clear
liquid was poured into his glass, along with everyone else’s.

All these well-dressed people were utterly uncomfortable sitting next to Rasputin,
Sasha could tell from their thoughts. Uncomfortable? Oh, no—it was much worse than
that! They were simply terrified! Yet, they stayed. Why? That was the question.

Sasha’s eyes were glued to the scene as she tried to understand what was going on.
And then, a thought floated into Yusupov’s mind that almost made her choke. She had to
cover her mouth as hard as she could to avoid giving herself away. The thought simply
was, “How the hell do we end Rasputin if even deadly poison doesn’t work on him?”

Sasha stared at the table. Now it was clear; they were all here to kill him. The
question now was how she could help the poor monk to avoid such terrible fate?

The man with the oversized gold cross on his neck kept swaying in his chair, still
staring ahead with his clouded, tearing eyes. Periodically, Yusupov added vodka to
Rasputin’s glass and the monk downed it in one gulp. After that, he would sit swaying
again, and the cycle would be repeated.

Sasha’s eyes surveyed the table, peering into the thoughts of other members of this
strange gathering, attempting to figure out what else they were thinking, and what she
should do next.

A silent man with a well-groomed, thin moustache, dressed in a black dinner jacket,
caught her attention. He said nothing since the group came in, quietly biding his time in a
corner, as if determined to avoid attracting attention to himself. His dress was a bit
different from that of the others, but what was especially interesting was that his thoughts
weren’t in Russian as those of everyone else—they were in English. His mind was far
more focused than the rest and he wasn’t as terrified as the others. In fact, he seemed the
only one in control, although overtly he remained in the shadows.

“How do I make these idiots to finally finish him off?” was his prevailing thought.
“His Majesty would be very displeased should I fail to complete this mission,” was
another. And, “Good-bye promotion, if I fail,” was the third thought. This last thought
seemed to spur him into action, as he whispered something quietly into the ear of the man



sitting next to him. The man shot the Englishman a terrified glance, shaking his head
vigorously. In response, the Englishman gave him a fierce look. The man reluctantly
stood up, walked over to Yusupov and whispered something in his ear.

Yusupov’s eyes widened as he listened, and his pale face turned deathly white. But a
brief moment later, he was back to refilling Rasputin’s glass and otherwise playing the
perfect host.

Sasha’s mind continued to struggle with interpretation of murderous thoughts, and
she felt disgusted having to delve into such ugliness. But having lost both of her parents,
she was absolutely determined never to allow anyone to be killed in cold blood in front
of her very eyes, be it Rasputin or anyone else. She stared at the well-dressed killers at
the table, feeling her blood starting to boil. She would destroy their ugly plans, whatever
it took! She would save the unsuspecting man from his terrible fate!

If she had any hope of saving the monk, who seemed a sitting duck in this scenario,
she had to continue listening. She caught a few new thoughts, which indicated that the
conspirators had resolved to change their tactics. Originally, their choice of weapon was
poison. It appeared that earlier that night, they added enough arsenic into Rasputin’s
drink to kill a horse. Having done that, they all left upstairs, explaining their sudden need
to leave with some kind of lame excuse. At the time Sasha time traveled to Prince
Yusupov’s basement, the conspirators were returning, confident that Rasputin would be
dead.

When it became clear that the monk was immune to poison, they decided to shoot
him, at the suggestion of the quiet Englishman, after which they would tie him up, put
him in a sack and throw the body into the frozen Neva River. Even if he were still alive
after being shot, he’d die from drowning and exposure.

While all this was happening in the murderers’ thoughts, while they whispered to
each other about their new plan, the monk seemed oblivious. He just kept drinking. Only
once, he lifted his tearing eyes from the vodka glass to contemplate the quiet
Englishman. Then, almost immediately, he lowered his eyes again. However swift that
glance was, Sasha noticed that it was sharp. Although it was hard to imagine after all this
vodka, it appeared the monk wasn’t as drunk as he pretended to be. Sasha vaguely
remembered that Rasputin was famous for being able to drink anyone under the table. It
seemed the man in black robe wasn’t as oblivious to the events around him as everyone
thought. The question then was—why wasn’t he doing something about it? Why wasn’t
he trying to escape?

Again, the people at the table exchanged whispers, after which Yusupov said to
Rasputin in the same oily voice as before, “Grigory, my dear, please wait for us a few
minutes. Help yourself to anything you like on the table. We will be back very soon.”

After that, the whole group got up and left.
Sasha decided that it was now or never and she quietly got out of her corner. She

carefully approached the monk, who didn’t express any surprise whatsoever at her sight.
“Aah, it’s you,” he said, downing another glass of vodka. “I was wondering when

you finally would make your appearance.”
“You knew about me?” asked Sasha, surprised.
“Of course.” The monk didn’t elaborate.
“But how did you know? Unless you can read thoughts, too…” murmured Sasha.



“I am much more like you, Sasha, than you think,” said the monk, looking at her
seriously with his strange, teary eyes. “Much more than you can imagine.”

Sasha was at a loss for words, which didn’t happen too often. “You know my name,”
she noted for lack of anything more intelligent to say.

The monk just shrugged his shoulders as if it was the most obvious thing.
How did he know her name? Did he read her mind? If he did, he was really, really

good! What else did he know? Did he understand what was about to happen to him? If
so, why wasn’t he trying to escape? Sasha shook off these thoughts that whirred through
her mind, concentrating on the fact that she was here to help this man. There was no
other explanation as to why she time traveled to this moment. She recalled her first time
travel when she helped Peter, and a proud smile touched her lips. This time must be
similar. It seemed her task was to help Rasputin avoid his terrible death.

The monk watched her as she went through all these thoughts, and amusement
registered on his haggard face.

“We don’t have much time,” Sasha whispered urgently. “I am here to help you.
These people are about to kill you. We must escape immediately.”

Rasputin didn’t seem at all surprised at this revelation. “In your books, you read
about my death and what happened next both in Russia and the world, didn’t you?” asked
the monk quietly.

“Yes,” said Sasha, “but we can change that, I am sure!”
“Change that? Dear girl, it’s too late to change anything. Too late…”
“No, it’s not,” objected Sasha ardently. “If you just trust me. All you need to do is

get up. I might be able to find another exit, or a good hiding place, or…”
“Dear girl, both Russia and the world have chosen their destiny,” said Rasputin

dejectedly. “I did everything I could to stop it from happening. I almost succeeded in
convincing Nikolay to exit the war. Almost… And now… I have to die. I could do a lot
still, but I won’t. The world has chosen its future. As a result of my death, rivers of blood
will purge the sins of mankind, in this war, and in the next. The rivers will flow together
and become a sea of blood. Mankind will be purged in this sea of blood, or it will drown
in it. There is no other way.”

Sasha shivered from this terrifying prediction, which only strengthened her resolve.
“I know you are tired and drunk,” she whispered again, “but I am convinced I can

help you. I’ve already done that once. I must be here for this reason.”
“You have a good heart, but you can’t help everyone, my dear,” replied the monk.

“Sometimes, you are just meant to observe. You are here to learn and try to avoid my
mistakes, when it’s your turn.”

All this sounded terribly ominous, but Sasha didn’t allow herself to be distracted.
She was convinced that she had to help this poor man. He must be drunk out of his mind,
and perhaps, he is even delirious, she thought. He clearly doesn’t know what he is saying.
She made one more attempt to talk some sense into him.

“Do you know that they intend to shoot you and then drown you in the Neva River?”
she asked. “It seems they tried to poison you, but it didn’t work.”

“Of course I am aware, my dear girl,” responded Rasputin. “They put a huge dose
into my drink and went upstairs, as if they had business to take care of, leaving me here
to die. What they don’t know is that I am able to neutralize almost any poison. Now that
they’ve seen the result, they are back upstairs, plotting how to do away with me. I have



no doubt they’ll shoot me multiple times to make certain it has worked, and although my
body can take a lot, I am afraid all this will be too much. Too much and too late… I feel
so tired…” Rasputin put his head on the table and closed his eyes.

Sasha shook him. “We have very little time. You’ll sleep it off later, after we
escape.” But the man didn’t move.

At that very moment, the door upstairs screeched and she heard voices, as the group
of killers slowly made its way back into the basement.

“Please, Grigory, get up, we have no time!” Sasha desperately shook Rasputin again,
trying to get him to move.

He lifted his head, grabbed her hand, and pierced her very soul with his black eyes.
“Listen to me, Sasha,” he whispered quickly. “Go back now. Don’t wait—what will

happen next is too ugly to watch. It’s too late to put it right at this point in history, but
you can still change the future if you go back. Run, now!” And he pushed Sasha away.

The conspirators’ voices were getting closer and closer. Any moment they would
approach the last flight of the stairs, and then they would see her. Sasha had no choice
but to hide again behind her barrel.

Indeed, a moment later, the group came into view. They all sat around the table,
Yusupov again talking to Rasputin in his oily voice.

“Having a good time, Grigory? More vodka?” It was clear they were trying to get
Rasputin as drunk as possible before they’d finish him off.

Sasha was still frantically mulling over possible how-to-help-him-escape scenarios,
when she heard in her head, loud and clear, “Go, dear girl, go now. Don’t wait.
Execution is about to start and it promises to be way too ugly for you to watch. Go now!
You know what to do when you get back. Tell them I did everything I could.”

Rasputin’s voice in her head was so unexpected that Sasha made an abrupt move,
bumping her shoulder against the barrel. The disturbance was minimal, but people at the
table heard it.

“There is someone in that corner,” said Yusupov, frowning. Two of the men got up,
intending to check on the nature of the disturbance.

At that moment, Sasha heard Rasputin’s voice again. “Go now, girl, go! I’ll hold
them off.” As the men approached the barrel behind which she was hiding, Rasputin
lifted his tired body from the chair and threw himself forward with a cry of desperation,
toppling over the two men. The others joined in the struggle, trying to subdue the huge
monk, who was a difficult opponent even in his present state. As the group wrestled on
the floor, the Brit, who didn’t take any part in the brawl, quietly made his way towards
Sasha’s barrel, carrying a torch in one hand and pulling out his Smith and Wesson with
another.

He was bound to discover her any moment. She threw a glance to the right, then to
the left. There was nowhere else to hide.

“Go, girl—go now! It’s too late for me!” She heard the monk’s desperate cry.
She concentrated on home, and a moment later, she opened her eyes in her own bed,

her whole body covered in cold sweat.
Early in the morning, Sasha told her story to Tengis. The shaman didn’t seem at all

surprised at her experience, explaining that Rasputin was a very powerful protector,
whose job was to attempt the impossible—averting the Twentieth Century’s worst-case
scenario. If he succeeded in convincing Tsar Nikolay II to exit World War I, it would be



possible to avoid the revolution, subsequent devastating civil war, and Stalin’s regime in
Russia. It would also create a different time line, in which it would have been more
difficult for Hitler to come to power. As a result, World War II—the deadliest war
humans have ever known—might have never happened.

But some very powerful interests were determined to keep Russia in the war. The
Englishman Sasha saw was a British intelligence agent who was behind the whole
Rasputin assassination idea. It was known that Rasputin tried to convince the tsar through
Alexandra to pull out of the war, and the United Kingdom simply couldn’t allow that to
happen. At the time, the British Empire had two very ambitious geopolitical enemies,
who threatened its influence in different parts of the world. While Germany was its overt
enemy, Russia was the covert one. It was necessary to keep Russia in the war both to
weaken the country and to make British participation in it easier.

“I get it about the Brit in this scenario,” said Sasha. “But what about all the Russians
at that table? What was their interest?”

“Several of the conspirators were there because they felt Russia should stay in the
war to honor its obligation to its allies. Tsar Nikolay was an inept ruler, and the upper
classes lived in their own world, oblivious to the suffering of the simple people. The
country was devastated as no one worked the fields and as illness and famine started to
spread. Before the war, Russia had been the bread basket of Europe, yet afterward, it was
never able to restore its agriculture to pre-war capacity.”

“But what about the host, Prince Yusupov? He seemed to pursue different purposes.”
“Prince Yusupov was the tsar’s cousin and his motivation was indeed different.

Nikolay was only able to produce one heir, Alexei, who suffered from hemophilia and
wasn’t expected to survive, especially if Rasputin wasn’t around to help him. Yusupov
was promised the Russian throne if he did away with the monk and if Russia stayed in
the war. If not for the revolution, which began only a few months after Rasputin’s death,
Nikolay would have been deposed or killed anyway, with Yusupov ascending to the
throne. But the monarchy ceased to exist and Yusupov ended up emigrating a short while
after.”

“It appears Rasputin’s prediction about rivers and seas of blood had come to pass,”
said Sasha. “He also said that it was still possible for me to change the future, and that I
should learn from his mistakes. What mistakes was he talking about?”

“That, Solnishko, is for you to figure out. He told you what you needed to hear, but
it’s your ultimate decision which will shape the future of our world.”

“To be honest, I’ve been seriously considering not to pursue my destiny as the Key,”
confessed Sasha. “Is that what he meant by ‘mistake’?”

“Due to the free will provision, it is a mistake only if you think so, Solnishko.
However, always remember that you are intrinsically connected with the entire mankind.
You are its ultimate reflection and its highest manifestation, Sasha. Should you decide
not to pursue your destiny,” Tengis issued a sigh of regret, “it would mean that Humanity
is not able to advance to the next level of consciousness, and that it hit the dead end of its
development. Pity, it could have been such a glorious new age! It would also mean that
your mother and father, and so many others, had sacrificed in vain.”

Sasha remained pensive for the rest of the day. When evening came, she said to
Tengis, “I have made my decision.”

Tengis watched her silently, waiting.



“I have decided,” continued Sasha, “to pursue my destiny as the Key, because I do
not believe that my parents’ sacrifice was in vain.”

“I knew it!” Tengis gave her a big hug, his face stretching into a happy smile. “I
never stopped believing in you!”

“I still am a little shaky, Dedushka Tengis,” said Sasha. “I need your help and
guidance. I only ask one thing of you, never manipulate or conceal the truth from me
ever again, even if you think it’s for the best. Deal?”

“You have my solemn promise,” responded Tengis.
“Good! In that case, I need to know why you are so insistent that I should return to

Princeton?”
“Sasha, you are twisting my arm.” Tengis shook his head. “I am not supposed to tell

you anything that interferes with your free will choices.”
“You must tell me this if you expect me to trust you.”
“Fine, but remember, in the end, the ultimate choice must be yours. Only then the

Key can be consummated.”
“Relax, it will be my choice, I promise.”
“In that case, I’ll tell you just this once, because this kind of direct help is strictly

forbidden.”
“I am all ears.”
“The thing is, the other half of the Key is currently living in America. That’s why it

is crucial that you are there as well.”
“In America!” exclaimed Sasha. “I suspected that much. Tell me, where? Where do I

look? I bet you already know!”
“Sorry, Sasha.” Tengis shook his head. “This is as far as I go. The rest is up to you,

my dear Solnishko. I wish you the very best of luck in your search, and remember, I’ll
always be watching over you.”



Every time Humanity reaches a crucial threshold,
the Key of Destiny appears to show the way forward.

It has happened before,
some of the most prominent Keys being

Prometheus, Buddha, and Jesus…
And it is happening now.

Except this time, it’s different,
as this Key is unlike any in history.

Unique and precious, even by the Key of Destiny standards,
it is simultaneously male and female,

nurturing and assertive, dark and light.
Its yin-yang nature signifies the divine union of the opposites

that seamlessly blend together in order to create one perfect whole.
However, together with its special significance,

come especially difficult challenges.
Only when the two rare beings

choose one another of their own free will,
can the Key be consummated.

The obstacles in their path are many,
yet hope always remains that the Key succeeds

in opening the coveted door into
the new world—the world of reaching which had always dreamed

Humanity’s most advanced souls and best minds.
It is then that the Key of Destiny becomes

THE EARTH SHIFTER.



So, it was final. For better or for worse, Sasha was to pursue her destiny. On September
1, as Tengis left back to his Siberian home, Sasha packed her bags and caught a plane to
America.

Like the last time, Dasha and Richard met her at Newark Airport and drove her back
to Princeton. School was to start in one week, but until then, Sasha decided to
concentrate on finding the young man of her destiny. She meditated daily, attempting
remote viewing sessions, and went on day trips to New York, Philadelphia and other
places, peering into people’s faces and trying to project into their minds, hoping to catch
the elusive vibe that would lead her to him…

By the end of the week, she felt exhausted, yet still had nothing to report. She was
starting to feel the urgency of accomplishing her task. Classes started soon, and she
didn’t think she’d have much time to look around once that happened. Somehow, she had
to speed things up. But how, she didn’t know.

On Sunday, Princeton buzzed with festive excitement of the annual Big Apple
cycling race, which connected New York City and Princeton. The town was crowded, but
Sasha wasn’t in the mood for any celebration, so she decided to stay in.

On the same evening, Dasha and Richard hosted a quiet remembrance get-together
for Maxim. More people showed up than was originally anticipated, including Dasha and
Richard’s academic friends, the Russian scientists working at Princeton, and Maxim’s
American colleagues, who’d heard of his death and came to pay their respects. It turned
out that a lot of people knew Maxim and cared about him, even this far from home.

Electric lights seemed somehow inappropriate, so electricity in the house was turned
off, pure beeswax candles illuminating the entire space. Maxim’s portrait stood in the
Clarkes’ spacious living room, surrounded by scores of candles. People drank wine and
talked about her father. Later, according to the Russian tradition, someone pulled out a
guitar, and they all sang Russian songs that Maxim loved so much. Sasha sang with the
others, tears clouding her vision. She knew that all these people came to offer her their
support, but the beautiful songs of her childhood awoke memories, which grew so
piercingly unbearable that she didn’t know whether she could stand it any longer.

Sasha wanted to be alone and she slipped out of the living room and into her
bedroom the first chance she got. Her room was illuminated with a single candle, which
threw flickering shadows on the wall, where she hung her favorite White Eagle drum—



the gift from Shaman Tengis. The Princeton night was warm and quiet. She opened her
window and as the light breeze fluttered the curtain, she lay down in her bed.

She knew what needed to be done. She had to find the other half of the Key, the
young man, born exactly thirty days after her, and that young man was to be her destiny.
This was the prophecy.

She had already tried everything she knew. What else could she do? Where should
she look for him? She threw these pressing questions to the Universe in general, and
waited for the answer. However, the Universe was silent. Tengis made it clear that it was
up to her to find her counterpart. And no one in the whole wide world could help her
with that. It was all down to the most exquisite and delicate reaction between the two
halves of the Key, the sort of fusion that no one could predict or duplicate. And the math
was excruciatingly simple. If it happens, mankind gets to progress to the new level of
development; if it doesn’t, this human civilization is doomed.

“I need help,” she whispered into the darkness. The candle flame flickered in the
silence as the guests in the living room again started singing to the guitar’s
accompaniment. She recognized the song her father so often sang to her, the song after
which she was named: Sasha—Alexandra…

The guests sang, “Alexandra, Alexandra, this world is yours and mine, our destiny is
intertwined, just look into its many faces…”

She gazed at her White Eagle drum hanging on the opposite wall. In the flickering
light of the candle, the eagle depicted on the drum seemed to be moving his wings. The
illusion of eagle’s flight was so complete that Sasha had to blink. No, the drum was still
on the wall, and of course, the eagle wasn’t moving.

She got up and approached her beloved drum. “If even you can’t help me find what I
am looking for…” As she ran her fingers lightly along the drum’s surface, it made a low
reverberating sound, as if sympathizing with Sasha’s plight.

“I know you understand,” she said, “but that’s not enough.”
She blew out the candle and headed for the front door. Quietly putting on her shoes,

she slipped out of the house unnoticed. It was good to inhale the fresh night air. She
decided to take a walk. As she headed out of the front yard towards the center of town,
she noticed a shimmering form floating ahead of her.

She stopped. Was that her eyesight, or… She blinked, clearing her vision, but the
form remained in her path, just in the shadow of a sprawling oak. She took a few steps
forward and looked closer. The form reminded her of a bear. She took several more steps
and extended her hand to touch the form. Her fingers reached for the shimmering
substance and as she came in contact with it, she felt a tingling sensation of warmth. The
kind of warmth that she used to feel in the presence of her mother, father and…

“Tengis?” Sasha whispered. The bear form smiled and nodded its head. Then, the
bear waved for her to follow him and slowly floated towards the center of town.

Princeton was in celebration mode. The Big Apple cycling race had just ended.
Princeton’s many trendy cafes, bars and shops were full of people. Nassau Street
resembled an excited beehive with spectators, students, and cyclists mingling, laughing,
drinking and celebrating. Sasha followed her nebulous guide past all this excitement,
looking around with much indifference, but making sure the bear still floated before her.

The strange thing was that although she could see the bear quite clearly, no one else
could. She was absolutely fine with that, as people didn’t need to see something they



couldn’t understand. There were many things people didn’t understand. For example, no
one but her realized that their world, together with all this celebration and the beautiful
town of Princeton, along with the City of New York, could simply cease to exist without
any warning should she fail to find the second half of the Key. Because this time, the
Comet of Karma would strike smack between New York City and New Jersey.

The shimmering bear suddenly stopped and smiled at Sasha. With a quick nod, he
started dissolving.

“What? That’s it?” she whispered. “Can’t you stay any longer?”
“Sorry, Solnishko,” she heard Tengis’s voice in her head. “You know I am not

supposed to help you. Even what I did is against the rules and there could be
consequences.”

“What consequences?” Sasha whispered.
“The Comet of Karma may be sent earlier. The rest is up to you…”
“Great,” murmured Sasha. “No pressure whatsoever.”
“Whatever is meant to happen, will happen,” said Tengis’s voice, as the bear form

slowly dissolved.
“Wait!” Sasha almost cried out in frustration. “But why did you bring me here?”
No response came.
Sasha looked around. At the nearby Kilarney Pub, students were chattering loudly

and the Old World Pizza joint had a line extending to the curb. A few cyclists walked
their bikes past her, talking and laughing. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.

I should really head back home, thought Sasha, looking around. This is all my
wishful thinking, there is nothing here for me. She was about to turn back, when someone
spoke to her.

“Excuse me.” She spun around. Smiling at her was a handsome young man, his bike
next to him. He was lean and tall and his dark, juicy eyes were a bit squinty, as Chinese
eyes tend to be. “Sorry to bother you, but do you know by any chance where we can get a
nice cup of green tea around here?”

“Well, well,” said another young man playfully, stopping his bike with a flourish
next to them. Slightly shorter than the first, his well-appointed muscles and tapered waist
were accentuated by his tight cycling jersey. “I leave you for one minute, and already
you’re in a company of a beautiful woman.”

“You have to forgive my brother,” said the first young man. “He can be a little…”
“I am always fun,” interrupted the second young man, showing off his white teeth in

the most gorgeous smile she’d ever seen, “and he is always serious. I am Kei, by the
way.”

“Sasha.”
“What a beautiful name,” remarked the first young man. “I am Win.”
“Are you twins?”
“Yes, but not identical, of course,” explained Win. “I was born first, and then Kei

followed about one and a half hours later, undoubtedly, to secure himself a different
birthday than me. Mom says he’s always been his own person, even in the womb.”

“Mom knows,” said Kei with a laugh. “Now that we are all properly introduced,
perhaps we could go and sit down somewhere. My legs are killing me.”

“Were you in the race?”
“Yes, and we are dying of thirst.”



“Oh, yes,” said Sasha. “You want green tea. I know just the place. It’s called the
Small World Café, and it’s right around the corner.”

“Small World Café—how fitting,” murmured Win, his admiring gaze fixed on
Sasha.

She noticed and blushed. Kei noticed as well, and gave Sasha a wink.
“Follow me,” she said as her heart did a joyful pitter-patter.
They walked to the Small World Café, Sasha in the center, the two brothers flanking

her on both sides together with their bikes. Sasha smiled to Kei on her right and he
returned her smile. His lips were large and succulent and his eyes shone in the light of the
nearby lantern like two juicy plums. She turned left to look at Win. There was an
expression of tenderness on his usually serious face. It was a very handsome face, which
was touched with that rare smile that could melt hearts.

As Sasha walked, her heart danced in her chest. This was the first time she felt happy
and elated since her father died. “Thank you, Dedushka Tengis,” she said mentally.
Somewhere ahead, where the shadows deepened, she saw a quick glimmer, a sudden
spark, and she knew the shaman was still watching over her.

It felt incredibly comfortable to walk with these two handsome young men holding
her in their protective embrace. She had a feeling of belonging and she knew the end of
her journey was near. There was no mistaking it. She found him—her destiny! There was
still the question which of them was The One. But Sasha wasn’t concerned with that just
now. Tonight, they’d go to her favorite Small World Café and have a terrific pot of
jasmine green with tiramisu. They’d listen to music and enjoy themselves.

******

Tengis sat in a lotus pose in the middle of his sanctuary. Closing his eyes, he floated off
the floor, as eight rays of golden light extended from his body in various directions and
as eight different figures magically appeared at the end of each ray. The rays kept
expanding, until all nine figures floating in the Realm of the Keepers were enveloped in
one shimmering golden cocoon.

The cocoon of light shimmered and pulsed as the nine Keepers of the Earth gathered
for their session. In the center of the cocoon appeared a portal through which the Keepers
watched the three young people, as if on a television screen.

“They’ve met,” said Tengis triumphantly. “This human civilization is saved!”
“Not quite,” responded Anastasia. “It is still hanging in the balance. She has yet to

choose The One. And from what I see, it will be a difficult choice.”
“And if she chooses incorrectly?” asked Hiroshi, frowning.
“Then the union is not consummated and we are back to square one,” responded

White Hawk.
“I am concerned she might be leaning towards the wrong choice,” said Agyei.
“I am afraid of the same,” added Mohammed, shaking his head. “Chances are, this

human civilization is still doomed.”
“I know she’ll choose well! I have complete faith in her!” objected Tengis.
“Should we help her?” offered Cassandra.
“This is forbidden and you know it!” reminded Juan. “Remember, we are supposed

to be impartial. It’s up to her, and her alone.”



“We have no choice but to wait,” concluded Joanna.
The Keepers all nodded their agreement. They watched the young people sit down

inside the Small World Café and order tea and tiramisu. Then, the portal in the middle of
the cocoon started getting smaller and smaller, and finally closed down completely. The
shimmering cocoon began separating into the interconnected rays of golden light, as each
Keeper slowly disengaged from the collective and returned to the Realm of the Earth.
Finally, only Tengis remained floating in space. A moment later, the contours of his
sanctuary materialized around him, and his body slowly floated back down to the carpet.

All he could do now was wait.

******

Drakley was playing host to The Society’s Inner Circle at the Hoboken underground
science facility. Strictly speaking, the facility was a highly classified property of the
United States government and it was supposed to be off limits to outsiders. But that was
for everyone else; he, Aloysius Drakley, set his own rules.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he addressed the assembly, which included the most
powerful people on the planet, “I have invited you here to witness a triumph of our
Ultimate Global Dominance doctrine. In just a moment, we will be able to view on this
screen the all-powerful Key of Destiny, which will deliver us to our goal.”

“Good man,” said the man with a hawkish nose and British accent that practically
screamed Eton and Cambridge, rubbing his dry hands in anticipation. “After the
Konukovsky fiasco, you are our best Trojan Horse.”

“I just don’t understand why the theatrics?” said the woman, who had regal posture
and a face used to giving orders. “Can we get straight to business?”

“But of course, your…” started Drakley with a bow, but quickly corrected himself,
recalling that the Inner Circle protocol prohibited titles, “…madam.”

As the Inner Circle members got comfortable in their chairs and lights in the room
became dimmed, Drakley nodded to someone in the shadows. A new man appeared in
the room and silently sat in a comfortable chair in the corner, facing the large screen on
the wall. In front of him was a monitor with a helmet attached to it. The man picked up
the helmet and placed it over his head. Then, he placed his hands, palms down, on the
monitor and waited.

“Allow me to introduce Vova Zhilin, our star remote viewer, who will be helping us
tonight…”

“Vova Zhilin?” interrupted one of the Inner Circle members, whose voice sounded
alarmed. “But that’s Russian! What are you doing with a Russian remote viewer,
Drakley?”

“Not to worry, ladies and gentlemen!” Drakley raised a calming hand. “Mr. Zhilin
indeed used to work for the Remote Viewing Department of the Russian Intelligence
back in the day. But he has been working for us for years since. He has transferred a lot
of valuable knowledge that was unavailable to us previously, and he has trained multiple
agents. He doesn’t speak much English, preferring to talk through his remote viewing.
We thought that drawing images on paper, as per Russian tradition, was a bit… archaic.
Therefore, we have tasked our scientists with developing a revolutionary technology that



would allow us to tap directly into the remote viewer’s mind, subsequently transferring
these images on screen. Prepare to watch a fascinating movie, ladies and gentlemen!”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to simply follow them and get them on camera that way?”
asked another member of the Inner Circle skeptically.

“I thought you might ask that!” Drakley made a theatrical gesture, as if conjuring
something out of thin air. “That’s where the beauty of my idea lies. See, we are dealing
with some extremely powerful beings who can read minds and do other pretty mind-
boggling things. We also don’t know who else may be watching them. It can be safely
assumed that our agents may be spotted, or their minds read, unbeknownst to them. We
don’t want to alert anyone to our plans before we are ready, do we? That’s why remote
viewing is our one and only option.”

Drakley nodded to the man, and the large screen on the wall of the screening room
lit up. The members of The Inner Circle made themselves comfortable, preparing to
watch the show.

They observed the meeting of Kei and Win with Sasha, they followed them to the
Small World Café, and they witnessed the bond that immediately formed between the
three young people.

“We are present at a historic moment, which will mark the beginning of the new era
on our planet. This truly is a night for celebration, ladies and gentlemen, which calls for
champagne,” announced the man, whose accent practically screamed Eton and
Cambridge, circling the room with his cold, gray eyes. “And I think we can safely say
that our newest Inner Circle member, Mr. Aloysius Drakley, has truly delivered.
Congratulations!”

Drakley shone like a new silver dollar. His dearest dream came true—he was
accepted by the world’s elite as one of their own. Not bad for a simple farmer’s son!

“Find out everything about this girl, Drakley,” commanded the same man in a
completely different tone. “We want to know all about her. Who is she? Where is she
from?”

“Consider it done, sir,” said Drakley with a bow, while someone opened a bottle of
champagne and poured it into glasses.

“But are we sure we have the right twin?” asked another man, who spoke with
distinct German accent.

“Oh, yes!” Drakley nodded with a smug look on his face. “Absolutely sure. Win is
our man! Once we harness the energy this couple generates, the world is ours! May I
propose a toast, ladies and gentlemen! To Ultimate Global Dominance!”

“Ultimate Global Dominance,” echoed the rest in a chorus.

******

Red inclined her head just a notch, and immediately the wall of her TV room turned into
a screen. Following a mere flick of her wrist, the screen lit up. Red languorously
stretched on her sofa, sipping the dark grape juice from her favorite silver goblet and
watching the amusing show in which the Lee twins, together with the girl, talked and
laughed while at the Small World Café.

So, the three little humans have met. She had to admit, the girl was very pretty. As
for Kei, he led her exactly where she wanted, and now, she could kick back and watch.



She would stay in the shadows, then, at the right moment, she would make her move.
The trick was to keep it secret from her mother, until the time came…

******

The early September evening was pleasantly warm and Princeton was abuzz with its
usual social activity. The three teenagers sat at the Small World Café as if they’d known
each other their entire lives, having just reconnected after a long period of separation.
Win couldn’t take his eyes off Sasha, while Kei grinned at her with his mischievous, but
oh, so sexy smile. Out on the street, people mingled and laughed, and inside, the
orchestra played romantic jazz as couples danced.

Sasha gazed at both of them in turn as they sipped their jasmine green teas and
shared tiramisu, chatting well into the night. It occurred to her that it would be a very
difficult choice to make, although she knew that she would have to make it soon, whether
she wanted to or not.

But it wouldn’t be tonight… Tonight, she simply allowed herself to be happy.

THE END

****************************
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