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The king’s soldiers closed in on Enrico Rodríguez, the baying of the Spanish hunting dogs 

growing louder. Trained first to chase, then corner their master’s prey, their job was to weaken 

Rodríguez and leave him an easy target for the soldiers. 

The sole survivor of his party, Rodríguez knew the king’s men wouldn’t stop until they 

either caught him or killed him for betraying the king. From the start, problems had plagued his 

group’s foray to verify the source of the living water. They had closely guarded its location since 

Juan Ponce de León had discovered it, and de León himself had reported his mission a failure, 

hoping to dissuade King Ferdinand from further seeking it. But unbeknownst to de León, the 

king had planted a spy in his party who had revealed the truth to his majesty. 

Fortunately, the spy was not a skilled navigator and could not provide the exact location 

of the discovery, causing Ferdinand to allow de León to launch his secretive second mission. 

They had traveled for weeks before discovering the king’s men following at a distance. 

Rodríguez’s team had tried to escape to no avail. One by one, they had succumbed to the harsh 

conditions of the swamp and then to Ferdinand’s soldiers. 

Rodríguez knew the fate that awaited him if Ferdinand’s men caught him. They would 

offer him a choice: Reveal the location of the living water and face a quick, painless death or 

suffer at the hands of the king’s torturers until he provided the king with the information. 

As horrifying as the prospect of torture was, the truly frightening thought racing through 

Rodríguez’s mind was of Ferdinand possessing the elixir of eternal life. The king was old and 

desperate to cheat death and would use all of his resources to do so. 



Rodríguez stumbled through the mangrove swamp, the muddy water sucking his feet 

with every step. He struggled past gnarled tree stumps, branches, and vines tugging at his dark-

brown pants and sweat-stained shirt. His foot caught on a submerged object, causing him to 

tumble into the water, striking his head on a stone. 

It would have been easy to lay there and quit, but Rodríguez willed himself to his feet. A 

cascade of bloody water spilled down his face. He wiped it as best he could with his soaking 

sleeve and felt for his pistol. It was still there, along with the single bullet he would use to take 

his own life if needed. 

Dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy, creating alternating streaks of sunlight and 

shadows. Every muscle in Rodríguez’s body burned with fatigue. He needed to rest a moment 

and leaned against a tree stump, sucking air in deep gulps. 

The shouts of the soldiers rose from behind. He would easily be within musket range if 

not for the dense foliage. Some movement caught his attention. Water splashed, and something 

snaked through the swamp. The first dog had found him. Bared fangs and a low, guttural 

rumbling warned him not to move. The dog circled from the side, its eyes locked on Rodríguez, 

who backed away slowly, feeling his way with an extended hand. 

The sound of rushing water met his ear, announcing that rapids were nearby. If he could 

only reach the waterfall, he might survive the day, but he had to deal with the dog first. 

They purposely starved the animal to make it more vicious. Its eyes glistened with rage as 

it closed in. Rodríguez had one chance. He slid his pistol from his waistband as the dog drew 

within several feet. Rodríguez aimed just as the dog jumped. The pistol blast rang through the 

swamp, and the dog yelped as its head struck Rodríguez in the stomach. The animal dropped into 

the water, blood gushing from its side. 



“Over here! The bastard shot the dog!” 

Another blast thundered through the swamp as a musket ball shattered the tree bark 

several feet above Rodríguez’s head. Shouting and barking filled the air as Rodríguez sprinted 

forward. 

He pulled to a stop at the tree line where a twenty-foot waterfall awaited him. Another 

musket shot rang out, this one grazing his right shoulder, causing him to lose his balance. 

Rodríguez tumbled into the churning water below. 

 

  



Chapter 1 

 

Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú 

March 17, 4:12 p.m. 

 

 

The emergency speaker blared a warning that gunmen were on campus. It was every school 

administrator’s nightmare, and it was coming true in all of its horrifying detail. Professor 

Francisco Andrade snatched his phone from its cradle and dialed his vice president, Dr. Andrea 

Fernández. “Andrea, what’s going on? Are gunmen on campus?” 

“Francisco.” Andrade could hear Fernández fumble the phone. “Are you there?” 

“Yes. Where are the gunmen?”  

“Our security video captured them entering your building—” 

The line went dead. 

“Andrea? Are you there? Hello. Hello!” Francisco pounded the keys, but silence filled 

the line. He set the phone back on its cradle. Though no one had fired any shots, one thing was 

inescapable: The gunmen were coming for him.  

Andrade had to hurry. He knew they wanted the document containing the information 

that he and his associate had spent over a year researching. He couldn’t allow the gunmen to find 

it, even at the cost of his life.  

The document—a parchment slightly larger than a standard piece of paper—had to be 

protected, both from the gunmen and from damage, but where to hide it? In a file cabinet? No, 

too easy. Maybe between the pages of a large book? Better, but again, the men after him would 

tear apart his office.  

Gunshots echoed down the hallway, followed by screaming. 

“Take cover!” 



More gunshots.  

He was running out of time. Andrade searched frantically, the perspiration coming in 

sheets now as his heart beat wildly. He closed and locked his office door, as if that would keep 

them out.  

Andrade’s eyes fell upon the pictures hanging on his wall, and an idea struck him. He 

removed a picture and laid it face down on his desk. He then removed the parchment from his 

desk drawer and compared sizes. They matched. His fingers fumbled with the small metal tabs 

that held the picture backing in place. He forced one up, then another, cutting his finger on the 

third, cursing his injury.  

He forced up the fourth and then the fifth, lifting the backing from the frame but leaving 

the picture and the decorative matting.  

Footsteps stopped outside his office door.  

Andrade dropped the parchment into the frame and, with shaking hands, replaced the 

backing, forcing down several tabs.  

Pounding on his door told him he was out of time.  

Andrade rehung the picture, then shoved the other one into his desk drawer.  

A thundering crash echoed throughout his office as the door caved inward and several 

armed men funneled into the room, their faces concealed by black masks. They all trained their 

weapons on Andrade, who could only stare. A final gunman entered and walked to Andrade, 

stopping just short of him. 

“Where is it?” 

“I don’t know what you mean,” Andrade sputtered. 

The gunman cocked his weapon and pointed it at Andrade’s head. “I won’t ask again.” 



Chapter 2 

 

Ciudad Perdida, Colombia  

March 18, 11:27 a.m.  

 

 

Nick Randall rested on his cot inside his tent, which sat on the edge of the excavation pit. 

Accessing their current site had required a strenuous three-day hike through mud and tropical 

heat, but the work was paying off. Believed to be built by the Tairona people, Ciudad Perdida, or 

The Lost City, had battled to keep its secrets hidden, but the team had finally made some 

headway, discovering what they believed to be a ceremonial site hidden beneath the earth on a 

flat tableau.  

They had been working since 0500, and Randall was just now getting around to taking a 

break. Though he loved working with the students and the other archeologists and staff, he had 

been looking forward to having time to dive into a book he had acquired on his last adventure.  

Someone had hidden the book, written by Benjamin Franklin, underground in a 

previously undiscovered set of rooms, beneath the gravesite of George Washington. He had 

given the book to the Library of Congress, but with the help of some friends in the Department 

of Defense, Randall had borrowed the book for a couple of months.  

Given its delicate nature, the Library of Congress had stored the book in a small, climate-

controlled box, which Randall had carried with the rest of his gear when they had hiked into the 

site. He had wanted to study the book for some time, but given the required planning for the dig, 

followed by the actual hike and setting up of camp, he had been too busy to crack it open. Now, 

he settled in for an hour of undisturbed time to read and learn from a giant of American history.  

He removed the book from its protective case and heard a low thrumming in the distance.  

What’s that sound? 



The thrumming grew louder with each passing moment, so he rose to his feet and walked 

to the entrance of his tent and looked out.  

A helicopter approached the camp. 

Randall walked out of his tent and watched as a large chopper loomed from the west. 

From his previous military experience, he recognized it as a Sikorsky Seahawk. A ship-based 

chopper, Randall had ridden one a year ago, and now this one headed for one of the site’s tiered 

plateaus.  

As it touched down, a voice called out over its speakers. “We need to speak with Nick 

Randall.” 

Movement to his left caused Randall to turn as two British researchers exited their tent. 

The taller one, Dr. Burton, stared at the chopper, a look of confusion and horror on his face as 

the prop wash blew dirt, plants, and whatever else was on the ground into the freshly excavated 

pit. Dr. Wilson, the second professor, stared daggers at Randall. The two had arrived the 

previous day and had barely had time to speak. 

Several soldiers disembarked from the chopper and made a beeline for the camp tents. 

Dr. Greg Salomon, the other American researcher and Randall’s friend, strode up by his 

side. “That’s not something you see every day on a dig.” 

Randall gave his friend a sideways glance.  

“You certainly know how to make a first impression, Nick,” Salomon said, nodding to 

their British counterparts.  

The soldiers arrived at Randall and Solomon’s side. “We’re looking for Dr. Nick 

Randall.”  

“That’s me.” 



“Dr. Randall, General Flores requests your presence to discuss a matter of national 

security. We need you to come with us,” the soldier said as his three counterparts stood at 

attention, surveying the camp. 

Randall cocked his head. “Do you know the nature of the situation?”  

“Negative, sir. But I’d recommend you pack a bag.” 

Randall read the soldier’s name tag. His last name was Lewis. 

Randall understood. If James Flores had sent these men for him, it meant he wouldn’t be 

back for a while. Randall handed the book to Solomon. “I’m going to need you to take care of 

this. There’s a special climate-controlled case for it in my tent. Make sure you protect this with 

your life.” 

“Understood.” Solomon took the book and held it carefully in his hand as Randall walked 

back into his tent.  

Randall had only taken a few items out of his bag, so packing was a straightforward 

affair. He zipped his duffel closed and realized Lewis was standing behind him. 

“We really need to move, sir.” 

Randall nodded, and the two men exited the tent. The other soldiers fell into step behind 

them.  

“Whatever it is, good luck!” Solomon yelled.  

Randall turned to look back over his shoulder at his friend, who waved to him. Randall 

returned the wave before turning to face the chopper. They closed the distance in a few minutes, 

and a soldier inside slid open the side door. Randall climbed aboard, strapped himself in, and 

donned a pair of headphones to protect his hearing as the engine roared to life. Again, the prop 



wash from the blades stirred up a hornet’s nest of material from the earth, further contaminating 

the site. He could sense Dr. Wilson’s anger from the camp.  

The other soldiers climbed into the chopper, which lifted off from the grassy plateau and 

banked hard to the right, entering a steep climb. The chopper flew west, and before long the 

green, mountainous countryside fell away as the chopper flew over the Caribbean Sea. Randall 

spotted a large ship in the water directly in its flight path. As the chopper closed in, six additional 

shapes came into view. Randall recognized they were heading for a carrier strike group. A short 

time later, the Seahawk landed on the deck of the Carl Vinson, and the door opened again. 

A crew member sporting a white jersey, known as a “white shirt,” greeted Randall as he 

climbed down from the chopper. 

“Dr. Randall, your team is waiting for you. Follow me,” the white shirt yelled above the 

din of the flight deck. Randall wondered what he meant by “your team.”  

The two made their way to the carrier’s island, where they accessed a flight of stairs that 

took them below deck. Randall followed the white shirt into a small room to the side of the stairs 

and found four others facing a video screen as Flores remotely briefed them. The team included 

three men and one woman, and Randall thought it was odd that they were all wearing civilian 

clothes.  

“Nick, thank you for joining us,” Flores said via cyberspace, causing the others to turn in 

unison to face him.  

Randall took an empty seat at the back of the table. “James, good to see you. What’s 

happened?”  



“I’ll let the team introduce themselves after, but I’ll get right to the point. Someone 

kidnapped Francisco,” Flores replied. “Gunmen stormed his campus, shot several people, and 

took him. We need your help.” 

The revelation hit Randall like a punch to the gut. Francisco Andrade was a close friend 

and mentor who had stuck his neck out for Randall when most other people at Nick’s university 

wanted his head. A doctoral candidate, Randall had made the error of opposing several leading 

theories, drawing the ire of many tenured faculty at the university who wanted him removed 

from the program. Andrade had been the only person to stand by his side, and because of his 

support, Randall completed his dissertation and earned his PhD. 

“What’ve you found out so far?” Randall asked.  

“Not much, but these men were professionals and knew exactly where to find him. This 

was clearly a planned and coordinated hit, and they escaped prior to the authorities arriving.” 

“Any clues about who did this?”  

“Not at this time.” 

Randall knew the next question would make the conversation uncomfortable, but he had 

to ask it. “Was Francisco working for you?” 

Silence from Flores. 

That’s a yes. 

“What was he working on? That should shed light on who might have wanted him,” 

Randall said. 

“Commander Davis has all the information we’ve gathered so far and can brief you on 

the plan. I know it’s a big ask, Nick, but I thought since you’re close to Francisco, you’d be the 

right person for the job and would want to be part of this operation,” Flores replied. 



Randall nodded. “Thanks, James.” 

“I take it, then, that you’re joining the team. Commander Davis, please share all details of 

the operation with Dr. Randall,” Flores instructed. 

Randall turned to Davis. “Before I officially join, I want to be armed for this assignment. 

No offense, Commander Davis, but I’ve been through this before, and this time, I want to protect 

myself and not rely on your detail alone.” 

Davis bristled. “General, I know you authorized Dr. Randall to hear this intel, but I’d like 

a little more information about his qualifications. Also, I’m not keen on arming a civilian.” 

“I understand your hesitation, Commander, but I’m former Special Forces.” Randall 

looked straight at Davis. 

“I’ve seen your file, and that was a long time ago. Have you had any training since you 

left?” Davis asked. 

“How about live field experience on four previous missions? All of which General Flores 

is aware of, and if he knows, then you know as well.” 

The tension in the room ratcheted up, neither man willing to concede. Randall searched 

the faces of the remaining three team members. The woman and one man sat poker-faced, but the 

largest member of the team cocked his head to the side with a slight smirk. 

“General Flores, you appointed me commander on this mission, and I’ve stated my 

preference. I’d like a decision before we leave this room,” Davis demanded. 

Flores sat up straighter, his demeanor more serious. “Commander Davis, we will fully 

integrate Randall into this team and provide him with all our information, as well as a sidearm. 

Am I clear on that?” 

“Affirmative,” Davis said, his eyes boring through Randall. 



“Before I go, there’s one more thing, Nick,” Flores said, causing Randall to shift his eyes 

from Davis back to the screen. “Francisco was working with an associate on this project, and I’m 

going to contact her. Whoever took Francisco may be after her next.” 

Randall’s brow furrowed. “What’s her name?”  

“I’ll get you that information shortly.” 

Randall nodded. No point in arguing with Flores, especially since he had just dressed 

down his mission commander to support him.  

“I’ll leave you to the mission. Good luck.”  

The video screen went black. The group sat around the table, the tension thick in the 

suddenly small room. Fear of silence in such situations normally results in the least secure 

speaking first and, realizing that fact, Randall kept quiet.  

Finally, the big man rose from his seat. “If we’re going to keep playing charades, I’m 

going to hit the head.” 

“Sit down, Mr. Cooper,” Davis ordered. His expression softened ever so slightly. 

“Dr. Randall, as you’ve already deduced, the gentleman to your right is Agent Dan 

Cooper,” Davis said.  

Cooper grinned at Randall. 

“To his right is Agent Blakeley Allen and next to her is Agent Kyrylo Budanov.”  

The two nodded in unison, Blakeley studying Randall closely. Not in a threatening or 

emotional way but in a more clinical manner.  

“What about you?” Davis asked.  

“I’m Nick Randall, a professor of archeology at George Washington University in DC. 

I’m a former Ranger who left the service to become a civilian over thirty years ago.” 



“Rangers lead the way!” Cooper barked, sitting up a little straighter and drawing an eye 

roll from Allen.  

Randall smiled. “I’ve worked with General Flores on several projects, which is why he 

contacted me.” 

“And Andrade was your mentor and provided your only support, which permitted you to 

finish your doctoral degree,” Davis added.  

Randall had to give the commander credit; he had clearly done his homework. “That’s 

correct. He’s also a good friend and a close colleague. Francisco and I go way back, and I know 

him better than just about anyone.” 

“Not that you’re bragging or anything,” Allen said, more of a statement of fact than a dig. 

Cooper pursed his lips, frowned, and shook his head. “Ouch, Blake.” 

“Ms. Blakeley, I’m assuming you’re military or former military?” Randall asked. 

Blakeley nodded. 

“The way you bonded with your fellow soldiers on deployment, especially active duty, 

that’s the way Francisco and I bonded. We’ve been through a lot together, and I consider him 

family.” 

“Understood, Dr. Randall.” 

Randall noted that each member of the team had spoken, except for Budanov. The man 

had sat quietly studying the discussion, taking it all in. Though he wondered about Budanov’s 

backstory, and the rest of their backstories, for that matter, his concern for Francisco caused him 

to focus on the next steps. “So, what’s the plan?”  

“You’ll get a full assessment of the situation, per General Flores, on our way to Dr. 

Andrade’s office. We brought you in because you understand the professor and what he might 



have been studying. We’re short on time and even shorter on information and need to figure out 

who’s behind his kidnapping,” Davis replied.  

“Sounds good, Commander. I’m here to help.” 

Davis nodded. “Grab your gear. We’re leaving in five.” 

  



Chapter 3 

 

Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú 

March 18, 3:38 p.m.  

 

Francisco’s office looked like a tornado had hit it. No, that wasn’t right. A tornado was 

indiscriminate. Although papers were strewn about and furniture was upended, someone did this 

in a thoughtful and precise manner. Almost as if whoever had done this knew how to search a 

room in an orderly fashion. Someone removed and turned over every desk drawer, pulled every 

file from every file cabinet, and detached several ceiling tiles, likely to check above the office for 

anything concealed in an area most criminals would never check.  

Commander Davis continued to speak with the local authorities, who clearly didn’t like 

Americans poking around their crime scene.  

“I can understand how you feel, but as you’ve seen by our papers, we’re allowed to be 

here,” Davis explained. 

Inspector Verdugo stared roughly at the unwelcome people rifling through his crime 

scene, his arms folded across his chest. “I don’t know how you gained the authority to enter this 

office, but if you do anything to taint my crime scene and compromise my investigation, you’ll 

wish you never stepped foot into my country.” 

The inspector’s English was flawless. Clearly, this was a well-educated man, speaking 

English so fluently that it appeared to be his native tongue.  

“Duly noted, Inspector. Now if we could have some time alone to assess the situation, we 

would appreciate it,” Davis said, doing his best to defuse the tense situation.  



Verdugo shook his head and addressed his associate, who walked out of the office. “I’ll 

give you fifteen minutes, then I’ll be back and you’re out.” Verdugo motioned with his thumb, 

turned, and walked out the door.  

“That went well,” Cooper quipped. 

Davis pointed a caramel-colored finger at his large direct report, who held up his hands in 

the universal sign of sorry.  

“You have fifteen minutes, Randall. Get to it,” Davis ordered.  

Randall rifled through the files on the floor of Francisco’s office. Though normally not 

wanting to leave fingerprints, Verdugo had informed them they had combed the room for prints 

but had found only Andrade’s. Another sign that the men who had taken Francisco were 

professionals. 

“How many people did they kill in the kidnapping?” Randall asked as he searched for 

anything that might provide them with a lead. 

“One killed, two injured. Whoever did this probably had military training and combat 

experience,” Blakeley replied, confirming what Randall thought. “They did their homework and 

knew where to find your friend and how to get out as quickly as possible.” 

“You almost sound impressed, Blake,” Cooper joked as he joined the search.  

Blakeley shook her head. “Just can’t help yourself, can you, Coop?”  

The two seemed to have a good working relationship, Randall noted, continuing his 

search. As before, their teammate Budanov worked silently, laser-focused on the task at hand, 

following the pattern he had showed on the carrier and the flight to Francisco’s school. The man 

had barely spoken since they had left the Vinson.  



After searching for ten minutes, the group was no closer to finding the reason for 

Francisco’s kidnapping. All they found were typical professorial files and notes, showing the 

classes he was teaching and his lesson plans.  

Davis put his hands on his hips. “Any luck?”  

All the team members shook their heads.  

“Randall, as the resident expert, what do you think?” Davis asked. 

It was a fair question. Flores had brought Randall on as the resident expert on Francisco 

and the subjects he taught, but at the moment, Randall was no more help than the chair sitting 

overturned in the corner of his friend’s office. They had to be missing something unless the 

attackers had taken every file related to Francisco’s kidnapping. Randall took a step back toward 

the doorway and once again surveyed the room. 

“We’re running out of time,” Davis said, irritation in his voice. 

Randall’s eyes swept the room.  

“Are you going to answer me?” Davis asked. 

Three pictures hung askew on Francisco’s wall. The first was of Francisco with his 

family at his fiftieth birthday party. Randall recalled the party, feeling like a Lilliputian in the 

land of giants as every member of Francisco’s family towered over him. Even his female 

relatives averaged six feet tall. At five feet ten inches, Randall was of average height, but 

compared to Francisco’s family, he was short. 

The second picture was of young Francisco at a dig site, his first as a professional. He 

was smiling from ear to ear, his face young, smooth, and tanned. Randall grinned, seeing his 

friend so young and happy. 

“Randall!” Davis demanded.  



The third picture confused Randall, though he recalled the day it was taken as if it were 

yesterday. Francisco stood in the middle, flanked by Randall and Charles Young. Young and 

Randall had both been graduate students under Francisco, the former being a consistent thorn in 

Randall’s side. Charles had tried to leverage the other faculty’s resentment of Randall by 

lobbying to get Randall removed from the program. Even now, hard feelings rose to the surface, 

and Randall had to push them down. Why would Francisco have that picture on the wall? 

“Dammit, Randall, I’m talking to you!” Davis growled.  

Randall walked over to the photo and studied it closer. It was crooked, seemingly 

disturbed by someone when they were kidnapping Francisco and searching his office. Randall 

straightened it, then removed it from the wall.  

“Earth to Randall,” Cooper said.  

Davis held up a hand to quiet Cooper.  

Randall flipped over the picture and saw that two tabs were not pressed down like the 

others. He placed his fingernail beneath a tab and forced it up, then did the same with the others 

while the rest of the team drew near him. He lifted the backing of the picture and found an old 

piece of vellum tucked into the frame. Gently, he lifted it out and flipped it over. It was a 

medieval drawing of what appeared to be a well with the words vitam dare aquam printed above 

the picture. 

“What’s that?” Davis asked. 

Randall studied the vellum. “It’s an illuminated manuscript drawing.” 

“Is that Latin?” Cooper asked, looking over Randall’s shoulder. 

Randall nodded. “It is. It says ‘life-giving water.’” 

“How about the other writing?” Blakeley asked in the crowded space around the desk.  



Randall shifted his attention to several lines of additional text, neatly written in 

calligraphy below the picture. The writing was so precise that an untrained eye would think a 

printer had created it, but Randall knew better. The writer who created this beautiful document 

was as much a master artist as any painter of his day. “They’re Bible verses.”  

“Bible verses?” a voice asked from behind. Randall turned to find Budanov. “What do 

they say?” 

Randall lifted the vellum for Budanov to get a better look. Budanov studied the document 

and dropped a finger on a set of numbers beneath the Bible verses. “Those look like coordinates.” 

Randall adjusted his glasses. “You’re right.” 

“But what’s their significance?” Budanov asked.  

“I’m not sure, but whatever’s at these coordinates must be tied to Francisco’s kidnapping.” 

 “We should probably store that somewhere. I think our friend is coming back,” Davis 

said before Randall could answer.  

Randall quickly rolled the vellum and tucked it into his gear bag. He then put the frame 

back together and hung it on the wall.  

Moments later, Inspector Verdugo returned. This time he had another gentleman with 

him. This one was older and carried a much more serious look and tone.  

“Gentlemen, your time is up. In case you want to raise an issue, I brought my chief with 

me,” Verdugo announced. 

Davis grumbled before speaking. “Fine, we’re done. Let’s go.” 

Davis played the role of a disgruntled agent well, which clearly convinced Verdugo and 

his chief that he wasn’t happy, which caught Verdugo off guard. 

“Did you find anything?” Verdugo asked as Davis and his team filed out the door. 



“What do you think?” Davis responded.  

The team made their way down to their vehicle, a black Chevy Tahoe, and climbed in. 

Budanov started the SUV and pulled away from the school. 

“Nice acting job, Commander,” Randall said. 

Before Davis could answer, Cooper cut in. “That’s why he gets paid the big bucks.” 

  



Chapter 4 

 

Macro Genomics Corporation, San Diego, California 

March 18, 10:38 p.m. 

 

High-tech fortress came to mind when describing the layered security approach at Macro 

Genomics Corporation in San Diego. To break into this place and get away with any of the state-

of-the-art sequencing machines was impossible.  

Unless you had someone on the inside.  

Dr. Randy Song checked his watch for the hundredth time in the past hour, nervously 

waiting for 11:52 p.m. to arrive. It was the planned time when he would access the facility’s 

security center and disable the monitoring system for sector two, just as Mr. Azarian had shown 

him. Azarian had been very patient, answering all of Song’s questions and explaining each step 

and contingency in painstaking detail. Even now, Song palmed the USB device Azarian had 

given him, flipping it over in his pocket again and again.  

A nervous twitch, to be sure. Of course, Song would have preferred never to have been in 

this situation, but his former wife, Guadalupe, had been merciless in their divorce proceedings, 

taking most of his pension and pay in their settlement. Song cursed the day he had met her. He 

had gone from being a wealthy genomics researcher to barely being able to afford the rent for his 

small apartment, his car payment, and groceries, while she lived the high life on his dime. Song 

angrily squeezed the USB drive, thinking about how she had swindled him.  

Then Marco Azarian had come into his life. He had commiserated with Song and given 

Song a way out of his financial troubles. At first, Song had been reluctant, but with a little 

prodding and small bank deposits, Song had reacquired the taste for the finer things.  



Azarian had known that the company had developed the fastest and most compact 

sequencer on the market. Only a handful of people knew of its development, the company eager 

to protect its intellectual property rights, which would generate billions. Best of all, the 

sequencer could analyze poorly preserved DNA, previously unreadable by other machines.  

Song checked his watch again. It was time. He walked slowly, trying to look calm, 

though his heart raced. Azarian had explained that the program loaded onto the USB drive 

contained the code that would allow the program to defeat the company’s firewall and only 

target the specific security settings they needed to slip into the facility, get the sequencer, and 

leave undetected. The program would also wipe the server of Song’s entry into the room both on 

camera and via key card. 

Song used his key card to access the server room. The supercooled air stole his breath as 

he scanned the massive rows of devices. He walked to the third row, as instructed by Azarian—

how he knew where the specific server was remained a mystery—and walked to the fifth rack 

from the back wall. Midway up was the USB port, just where Azarian had said it would be.  

He took a final breath and plugged in the USB drive, its red light flashing to life, letting 

him know it was working. He began counting to thirty as instructed. When he reached seventeen, 

the lights in the server room flickered off. Song panicked, cast into darkness. He fumbled in his 

pocket for his cell phone and dropped it on the floor. His panic intensified as he groped for it.  

His sweaty hand finally found the phone. He picked it up, clicked the side button, and the 

screen came to life. Turning on his flashlight, he found the USB drive, ripped it from the server, 

and made a beeline for the door. He jogged down the pitch-black hallway into the main office 

suite and found every room also in darkness. Something was desperately wrong. Azarian had 

never said this would happen.  



A muffled explosion arose from the west side of the building, toward the rear parking 

area. He heard the shouts of the security team as the lead guard barked orders to his men. Gunfire 

erupted, followed by the sound of screaming.  

The facility fell silent. 

Song’s eyes went wide, and he sprinted toward his office, entered, and locked the door 

before hiding under his desk. He tried using his cell phone, but he couldn’t get a signal. 

Footsteps arose down the hallway.  

Song shrunk into the cavity under his desk, pressing himself against the very back, 

wishing he was invisible. The footsteps stopped outside his door, and someone jiggled the 

handle, then stopped.  

Song squatted under his desk, his breathing fast and heavy. He waited for what seemed 

an eternity. 

Maybe they left.  

A loud crash came from his door, and a beam of light swept his office. He held his 

breath. 

“Dr. Song?” a deep voice called out.  

Song didn’t move. 

The light swept around his desk and soon pointed directly at him.  

“Get up,” the voice said.  

Song slowly climbed from under his desk and rose to his feet, hands up, his every move 

followed by the light. “Mr. Azarian said no one would be hurt,” Song squeaked. 

The last thing he saw was a red dot resting on the left side of his chest over his heart. 
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