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FOREWORD

Are you ready to explore the world’s greatest and
oldest secret, kept in the deep waters for millions of
years—older than the history of mankind?

There are places on Earth that remain unexplained not

because we lack the technology to reach them, but because
we have not yet learned how to ask the right questions. For
centuries, human beings have looked toward the stars
searching for evidence that we are not alone. We rarely look
beneath our feet.

Beneath the ice of Antarctica. Beneath the ancient waters of
Lake Baikal. Beneath kilometers of rock, sediment, and frozen
darkness, there may be histories that existed long before the
first human civilization recorded a single word.

This novel begins with a real explorer:

Jacques-Yves Cousteau spent his life going where almost no
one else was willing to go. He descended beneath the oceans,
entered environments hidden from ordinary human sight,
documented unknown forms of life, and transformed the
underwater world into something millions of people could
see.



Near the end of his life, Cousteau's attention turned toward
one of the most extraordinary bodies of freshwater on Earth:
Lake Baikal. The real expedition happened. The mystery that
follows did not. Or at least, there is no surviving evidence that
it did. What you are about to read begins at the boundary
between documented history and speculation. From that
boundary, the story asks a dangerous question:

What if some of the oldest mysteries on Earth are not
buried in temples, pyramids, or ancient cities?

What if they are hidden beneath the water?

And what if humanity has mistaken the ruins of something
unimaginably old for the remains of something that came
from somewhere else?

“The Deep Origin” is a Work of a Science Fiction.”
Its places are real.
1Its story begins in Lake Baikal, the deepest lake in the world.

Its scientific questions are inspired by real discoveries. Its
historical figures belong to our world. But the secret that
connects Baikal to Antarctica, the impossible structures
beneath the ice, the electromagnetic signal, and the ancient
technology at the center of the story belong to fiction.

For one reason:

Sometimes fiction is the safest place to ask a question that
history has not yet learned how to answer. And every great
discovery begins with a question. This one begins beneath the
ice. And some secrets should have remained beneath the ice!
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THE TRUTH

Jacques-Yves Cousteau was a world-renowned French naval
officer, oceanographer, filmmaker, and co-inventor of the Aqua-
Lung, who was born in 1910 and passed away in 1997. He
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dedicated his life to exploring the world's oceans onboard his
famous ship, the Calypso, bringing the wonders of the deep sea into
millions of homes through his groundbreaking documentaries.

There are places on Earth that seem impossible long

before anyone finds anything impossible inside them. Lake
Baikal is one of those places. From the surface, it does not
look like a mystery. It looks like water.

It is an enormous sheet of blue stretching across southern
Siberia, surrounded by mountains, forests, cliffs, and
settlements that disappear beneath the severity of winter. In
January, much of the surface can freeze into a vast field of
translucent ice. Wind moves across it without obstruction.
Temperatures fall far below freezing. The landscape becomes
almost silent.

But the silence i1s deceptive. Below the ice lies one of the
most extraordinary environments on Earth. Lake Baikal is
approximately twenty-five million years old. It is the world's
deepest lake and one of its most scientifically important
freshwater ecosystems. UNESCO describes it as containing
roughly twenty percent of the planet's unfrozen freshwater
reserves and an extraordinary concentration of species found
nowhere else.

Its maximum depth is generally given at around 1,642
meters, although published references sometimes round the
figure differently. That number alone is difficult to
comprehend. More than a kilometer and a half of water
separates the surface from the deepest known floor of the lake.
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For a human being standing on the frozen surface, the bottom
might as well be another world. And perhaps that was
precisely what made Baikal so interesting to Jacques-Yves
Cousteau.

* k%

Regarding the popular conspiracy theories and myths
surrounding his late career, urban legends claim that Cousteau’s
expeditions to deep-water anomalies uncovered dark secrets.
According to these widely circulated internet myths, during his
team's final missions to the ancient Lake Baikal in Siberia and the
frozen shelves of Antarctica, they reportedly discovered mysterious,
non-human underwater structures and encountered bizarre, high-
speed anomalies often associated with USO (Unidentified Submerged
Object) or UFO lore.

Cousteau had spent a lifetime descending into places where
ordinary human beings could not go. He had explored
beneath oceans, beneath ice, inside caves, along reefs, around
shipwrecks, and into environments where darkness began
only a few meters below the surface. He understood
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something that many scientists learned only after years of
fieldwork:

The most important discoveries do not always announce
themselves. Sometimes they appear as an absence. A strange
reading. An unexpected temperature. A species found where
it should not exist. A shape that refuses to match the
surrounding geology. Or a signal that should not be there.

Cousteau's career had been built on paying attention to
such things. By the final decades of his life, his work had
expanded beyond exploration. He had become an advocate
for the protection of the oceans and fragile environments
across the planet. His expeditions were increasingly
concerned with documenting ecosystems before humanity
altered them beyond recognition.

His relationship with Antarctica was already decades old.

In 1972, the Calypso expedition ventured beneath icebergs
and sea ice, documenting an environment few people had
ever seen directly. In 1990, Cousteau returned to Antarctica
with an international group of children, using the expedition
to draw attention to the continent's ecological importance and
the need for its protection.

Antarctica had already taught Cousteau an important
lesson. Ice did not conceal an empty world. It concealed an
inaccessible one. And there was a difference.

* k%

[8]



He also created the legendary documentary The Silent World
(Le Monde du silence), spending years exploring the deep to uncover
the unknown mysteries hidden beneath the oceans. While
conspiracy theorists claim these classified findings involved
extraterrestrial bases concealed beneath the ice and deep waters,
official scientific records from the Cousteau Society focus strictly
on the extreme biodiversity and vital climate data gathered during
these dangerous polar and deep-lake operations.

Then came Baikal. The documented expedition belongs to
the final chapter of Cousteau's life. In the historical record,
the purpose was scientific exploration: to investigate and
document the extraordinary lake, its wildlife, and the
environment beneath its winter ice. There is nothing
mysterious about that. At least, not in the official record. The
expedition took place in 1997.

Cousteau's team worked in conditions that were difficult
even by the standards of experienced polar and underwater
explorers. The lake was frozen. The surrounding landscape
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was severe. Beneath the ice was cold freshwater, enormous
pressure, darkness, and a depth that exceeded the practical
reach of conventional diving.

The real Baikal was already extraordinary enough. It did
not need a myth. Yet myths have a habit of growing around
places that are difficult to reach, and Baikal seems almost
designed for them: roughly twenty-five million years of
geological history, a depth greater than one and a half
kilometers, a unique ecosystem, ancient rock formations,
tectonic activity, and submerged landscapes.

Ice that can become transparent enough to reveal darkness
beneath the surface. And a biological world that evolved in
isolation for millions of years. To the human imagination,
such a place feels less like a lake and more like a sealed
archive. The difference is that an archive contains something
deliberately preserved. Baikal had no known librarian.

* k%

Underwater divers who have dived in Lake Baikal at various
times—including Captain Cousteau—have noticed and recorded
the presence of very interesting structures and strange, illuminated
objects descending into the depths.
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The official story of Cousteau's Baikal expedition is
fascinating. But the story of this novel begins with a question.
What if the official purpose of an expedition was only part of
the story?

‘What if a scientific observation had been made that was too
strange to publish?

What if a sonar operator had seen something that could not
be explained by geology?

And what if Cousteau, after decades of exploration, had
recognized a pattern that no one else was looking for?

There is no historical evidence that this happened. The
records do not establish the existence of an extraterrestrial
structure beneath Baikal. They do not establish a secret
electromagnetic signal. They do not establish a hidden portal.
And they do not establish that Cousteau discovered evidence
of an ancient non-human civilization.

Those elements belong to the fiction that follows. But the
questions surrounding them begin with something real.
Baikal itself.

* k%

Imagine the lake without the photographs. Without the
documentaries. Without the tourists. Without the maps.
Without the satellites. Imagine standing on its surface at
night. No city lights. No traffic. No distant ocean.

Only mountains disappearing into darkness. Above you, a
sky almost untouched by artificial light. Below you, hundreds
of meters of frozen water. And below that— a world no
human eye can see. The first explorers of the deep oceans
used simple instruments compared with the machines
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available today. A compass. A pressure gauge. A depth meter.
A camera. A sonar.

Each instrument translated something invisible into
information that human beings could understand. Depth
became a number. Distance became a line. A hidden object
became a shape on a screen. That last transformation would
eventually change the history of exploration. Because sonar
does not show you what something is.

It shows you what it reflects. A rock can produce a return.
A wreck can produce a return. A cliff can produce a return. A
wall can produce a return. And, theoretically, something
buried beneath sediment can produce one too.

The problem begins when the shape of the return does not
resemble anything that should exist there. That i1s where
science becomes investigation. And investigation becomes
obsession.

* k%
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Satellite photographs have captured circular formations on the
ice of Lake Baikal from space. The unexplained frozen “crop
circles” of Lake Baikal can be seen clearly in satellite imagery.
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Cousteau knew the difference. He also knew that the first
responsibility of an explorer was not to believe. It was to
observe. Then record. Then verify. Only after those steps
could a discovery become knowledge. That principle matters
because the story of Baikal has accumulated many legends
over the decades.

Stories of strange lights. Unidentified objects. Unusual
underwater phenomena. Ancient civilizations. Unknown
structures.

Visitors from elsewhere.

Most of these stories are unsupported by reliable scientific
evidence.

They belong to folklore, speculation, witness testimony, or
popular mythology.

But a mystery does not have to be true to be dangerous.
It only has to be believed by the right person.

And sometimes the most dangerous mystery is not the one
that 1s false.

It is the one that contains a fragment of truth.

* k% %
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- o 5
— SEVEN SOVIET DIVERS DESCENDED INTO LAKE BAIKAL.
AFTER AN ENCOUNTER WITH :
UNIDENTIFIED HUMANOID FIGURES BENEATH THE SURFACE.

AKE BAIKAL - SIBERIA - 1982

A MYSTERIOUS GATEWAY DISCOVERED
BY SCIENTISTS
IN ANTARCTICA, IN OCTOBER 2024
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In the winter of 1997, Cousteau's team entered the Baikal
story for reasons that were, on the surface, entirely scientific.

The lake itself was enough.

Its biology was extraordinary.

Its geological history was extraordinary.
Its scale was extraordinary.

The expedition belonged naturally within Cousteau's
lifelong mission: to go somewhere difficult, observe what
existed there, and bring that hidden world back to the surface
through images and records.

That is what the world remembers. But history is often
remembered through what was published. Not everything
that is observed becomes a publication. Not every
conversation enters an archive. Not every notebook survives.
And not every question is asked publicly.

This is where our story begins. Not with a spaceship. Not
with an alien. Not with a portal. With a question written in
the margin of a scientific log. A question so simple that, at
first, it could have been ignored. Why does the bottom of the
lake reflect like a wall?
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Lake Baikal

Irkutskaya Oblast

Lake Areq - 31,722 sq kilometers
Deepest Point - 1,642 meters

An illustrative image of a UFO-like (USO) object beneath Lake
Baikal, alongside a map of the lake. The image is fictional and is
included for atmosphere; the novel does not present it as historical
evidence.

[17]



Based on eyewitness accounts, an illustrative “ UFO-Like Beings”
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They have hands. They have feet. They are very intelligent. Even
more so than humans. But they are not human. They are
mentioned in the “Quran”. The “Bible”. And almost all holy books.
As “Gog-Magog” or “Reptilians”. It is said that they have existed for
millions of years. For a very long time. Even before “Atlantis” and
the lost civilizations. They are underground. They existed even
before humanity.

There are thousands of eyewitnesses from thousands of years
ago. But to this day, no trace of them has been captured alive. All
of them were either hidden by the authorities. Or the evidences was
destroyed. One day, not one by one, but all at once, they will
overcome the barrier that holds them back. And emerge onto the
surface. They will attack. Is a great invasion imminent?
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' HIDDEN CITYA:
;BENEA’[H EARTH

~ DIFFERENT
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A “Real Underground World Map”

(Derinkuyu, Cappadocia, From Turkey)
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Are there great gates to them on Earth? If so, where? In which
country are the greatest gates hidden? Do the UFOs seen in the sky
for centuries? And the USOs that dive into the deep waters beneath
the earth, belong to them? Or are they the architects or source of
the incredible technology on Earth that often surpasses our human
minds and develops rapidly?

Throughout this book, while not focusing solely on the greatest
hidden truth of this history. But rather on finding evidence to
explain it. And without straying too far from fiction, we will follow
some footprints and sounds leading down that path. We will also
pursue this great truth, which has been told since prehistory. And
ultimately try to solve a part of the great puzzle.

The Deep Origin does not claim to prove these legends. It
follows the evidence that fiction allows us to imagine: ancient
structures, impossible technology, hidden chambers, unexplained
signals, and traces leading beneath Lake Baikal, Cappadocia,
Antarctica, and beyond.

Perhaps the greatest mystery is not whether they existed.

Perhaps it is why humanity has forgotten them.
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The first person to take the question seriously was not
Jacques Cousteau. It was a man who would enter the story
decades later. His name was John Smith. American
archaeologist. Specialist in ancient symbolic systems. Expert
in geo-archaeological patterns. A man who had spent years
studying civilizations that disappeared without leaving
conventional explanations behind.

John believed that symbols were not merely pictures. They
were instructions. Sometimes they recorded a story.
Sometimes they recorded a measurement. And sometimes, if
they were old enough, they recorded something their creators
believed future generations would need to understand.

He had never believed in extraterrestrial civilizations. He
had never searched for UFOs. He had never considered
himself a conspiracy theorist. He believed in evidence. That
was precisely why the envelope frightened him. It contained
no return address. No sender. Only his name. And inside it
was a single photograph. A black sonar image. Three
concentric circles. A vertical line. And beneath them, written
by hand in faded blue ink, were six words:

DO NOT LOOK FOR THE SHIP.

John stared at the sentence for several seconds. Then he
turned the photograph over. There was another line. Four
words this time:

LOOK FOR THE DOOR.
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CHAPTER 1
THE LAST LOG

The rain had started before midnight. By two in the

morning, it had transformed the streets of Boston into long
black mirrors, reflecting the yellow glow of streetlamps and
the occasional headlights of taxis moving through the
deserted avenues. The old university buildings stood behind
the rain like dark monuments, their stone facades shining
beneath the wet night, their windows glowing here and there
with the stubborn light of people who had forgotten that the
rest of the world was asleep.

John Smith stood beneath the broad stone awning outside
the university library and looked at his watch.

(26 October 2026)
2:17 a.m.

He had promised Katya he would be home before
midnight. He had broken that promise before. More than
once. He slipped his phone from his coat pocket and looked
at the screen. Two missed calls. Both from Katya. There was
also a message from Elsa.

“Daddy, are you coming home tonight?”’
John smiled despite himself. He typed a reply.

“Yes. Soon.”
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He stared at the message for a moment before adding:
“] promise.”

He almost deleted the last two words. Promises were
dangerous things when made by a man who spent his life
following questions. John put the phone away. The rain
intensified. For a moment he considered leaving
immediately, but then he looked back through the glass doors
of the library. He could still see his office on the third floor.
The light was on. And beneath that light sat the reason he was
still there:

A stone tablet.

Four thousand years old, perhaps older.

Its exact origin remained uncertain. The university had
acquired it through a private collection several years earlier,
and although the provenance documents suggested that it had
come from a Central Asian archaeological site, John had
never been completely convinced. There were too many gaps.
Too many missing years. Too many hands between the
excavation and the museum. He had spent months trying to
1dentify the markings carved into its surface. Most of them
were familiar. Astronomical symbols. Seasonal divisions.
Possibly references to lunar cycles. But one symbol refused to
fit. Three concentric circles crossed by a single vertical line:
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It appeared twice on the tablet. The first occurrence was
shallow, almost hidden beneath a layer of mineral deposits.
The second was deeper, carved deliberately into the stone as
though whoever had made it wanted to ensure that it would
survive long after everything around it had disappeared.

John had copied it dozens of times. He had searched
archaeological databases. He had examined thousands of
photographs. He had contacted colleagues in Ankara, Berlin,
London, Moscow and Ulaanbaatar. Nothing. No match. No
explanation. No civilization in the relevant period had used
the symbol in precisely that form. That should have made it
interesting. Instead, it made John suspicious.
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Archaeology was full of things that looked mysterious
simply because the evidence was incomplete. He had built a
career on resisting that temptation. Ancient symbols were not
magical messages. Ruins were not automatically lost
civilizations. Unexplained objects were not evidence of
visitors from another world. And a gap in historical
knowledge was not an invitation to invent an answer.
Evidence came first. Always. John had repeated that principle
to students for years.

Tonight, however, he had begun to wonder whether he had
been applying it too rigidly. He looked again toward the
library. Then his phone vibrated. Katya. This time he
answered:

“I'm coming home.”

There was a pause.

“You said that an hour ago.”
John smiled.

“I know.”

“And two hours before that.”
“I know.”

“John.”

He could hear the tiredness in her voice. Not anger. That
would have been easier.

“You've been there since dinner.”
“I lost track of time.”

“You always lose track of time when you're trying to prove
yourself right.”
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“That's not fair.”

“No,” Katya said. “It's accurate.”

John laughed quietly. She had known him too long.
“How's Elsa?”

“She is awake.”

John's smile disappeared.

“Still?”

“She was waiting for you.”

He closed his eyes.

“I'll be home in twenty minutes.”

“You said that too.”

“This time I mean it.”

Katya was silent for a moment. Then her voice softened.
“Drive carefully.”

“T will.”

“And John?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you're looking at tonight can wait until
morning.”

John looked through the glass doors toward the third floor.
“No,” he said quietly. “I don't think it can.”

Katya sighed.

“Twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes.”
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The call ended. John slipped the phone into his pocket. He
turned toward the street. And stopped. Across the road,
beneath the pale light of a streetlamp, stood a man. John
couldn't see his face clearly. He was wearing a dark coat,
completely inappropriate for the heavy rain. He had no
umbrella. Water ran from his shoulders and down his sleeves,
but he did not seem to notice. He was simply standing there.
Watching. John remained still. The man did not move. A taxi
passed between them.

For two seconds, the vehicle completely blocked John's
view. When it disappeared, the man was gone. John looked
toward the sidewalk. Nothing. He stepped out from beneath
the awning. Rain struck his face. He scanned the street again.
Empty. He told himself there had been nothing unusual. A
passerby. A security guard. A delivery driver. Someone
waiting for a taxi. There were a hundred explanations. He had
spent too much time in archaeology to allow his imagination
to fill gaps in evidence.

He turned back toward the library. That was when he
noticed the envelope. It lay on the stone step behind him.
Cream-colored. Thick. Completely dry. John stopped. He
looked at it. Then at the rain. The envelope was sitting
directly beneath the open sky. Water was running down both
sides of the steps, yet the paper remained perfectly dry. He
bent down and picked it up. His name was written across the
front:

DR. JOHN SMITH

28]



Nothing else. No university address. No return address. No
stamp. No indication of where it had come from. John turned
it over. A symbol had been drawn on the back in black ink.
Three concentric circles. A vertical line through the center.
He stared at it. His first thought was the tablet. His second
was that someone had been watching him. His third was that
the symbol was not identical. It was better drawn.

More precise. Whoever had made it had not copied the
mark from memory. They knew exactly what they were
drawing. John looked toward the street again. The man was
still gone. He carried the envelope inside.

* k *

The archaeology department occupied the oldest wing of
the university library. The corridor leading to John's office
was narrow and silent. Portraits of former professors hung
between glass display cases containing fragments of pottery,
bronze tools, carved stones and pieces of ancient writing
tablets. At night, the department always seemed different.

During the day, the objects represented history. At two in
the morning, they looked like evidence. John entered his
office and locked the door behind him. He placed the
envelope on his desk. For several seconds, he simply looked
at it. Then he pulled a pair of cotton gloves from a drawer. He
put them on.

It was an wunnecessary precaution, but years of
archaeological work had trained him to treat unknown
objects carefully. He photographed the envelope from every
angle: Front, back, seal. Handwriting and symbol. Then he
enlarged the photograph on his computer. The ink was
ordinary. The paper was old-fashioned but not ancient. The
handwriting was steady. Whoever had written his name had
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not been nervous. John sat down. He opened a new document
and began recording the details:

Object: paper envelope. Estimated age: modern. Origin:
unknown. Delivered without visible postal markings.
Recipient: Dr. John Smith.

He paused. Then added:

Possible connection to unidentified geometric symbol found on
Central Asian tablet.

He looked at the sentence. He deleted the word possible.
Then put it back. Evidence first. Always. John reached for a
paper knife. He cut the envelope open carefully. Inside was a
photograph. And a folded sheet of paper. He removed the
photograph first.

It was black and white, slightly damaged at the edges. The
image appeared to show a sonar display. At first, John saw
nothing unusual. The image was dark. There were blurred
returns. Layers of interference. A curved geological
formation. Perhaps sediment. Perhaps rock. He adjusted the
desk lamp.

Then he saw it. Three concentric circles. A vertical line.
John stopped breathing for a moment. He leaned closer. The
geometry was too precise. Natural formations could produce
strange sonar reflections. Echoes could distort shapes.
Multiple reflections could create patterns that appeared
geometric. But this was not merely geometric. It was
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symmetrical. Perfectly symmetrical. John turned the
photograph over. Two words had been written on the back:

LAKE BAIKAL Below them: 1,487 METERS John
frowned. The number was not the maximum depth of
Baikal. He knew that. The lake was deeper. Much deeper.
So why 1,4877 He wrote the number down. Then he noticed
the final line:

DO NOT LOOK FOR THE SHIP.

John read it again. He turned the photograph over. Nothing
else. He opened the folded paper. There were four sentences:
The official record is incomplete. Cousteau saw the first
signal. He did not understand what he had found. You will.

* k%

John sat very still. Jacques-Yves Cousteau. The name
belonged to another generation. An explorer. A filmmaker. A
marine scientist. A man whose face had become inseparable
from the oceans themselves. John knew the documented
history of Cousteau's work. He knew about the Calypso. He
knew about the underwater expeditions. He knew about
Antarctica. And he knew about the Baikal expedition. But
there was nothing in the official record about a structure
beneath the lake. Nothing about a signal. Nothing about a
sonar anomaly resembling a geometric door. John reached for
his computer. He opened an archive database. Then another.
He searched Cousteau:

Baikal, 1997 Sonar. Underwater structure. Electromagnetic
anomaly. Nothing. He tried different combinations. Still
nothing. He searched French archives. Nothing. He searched
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Russian sources. Nothing. Then he searched the number.
1487 Baikal Cousteau. Thousands of results appeared. None
of them explained the photograph. John leaned back. For the
first time that night, he felt something colder than curiosity.
Someone had deliberately chosen him. The question was
why. Something small fell from the envelope. It struck the
desk with a metallic sound. John looked down.

A circular object lay beside the photograph. It was
approximately the size of a coin, but heavier than it looked.
He picked it up. Cold. Not simply cool. Cold enough to make
his fingers ache. He placed it beneath the lamp. Its surface
was perfectly smooth. There were no screws. No seams. No
engraving except the three circles and the vertical line.

John rotated it. The symbol appeared to change. He
stopped. Rotated it again. The circles seemed to shift in
relation to one another. He brought it closer to his eyes.
Nothing moved. A reflection. That was all. He placed it on
the desk. Then the lights went out. John froze.

The entire building disappeared into darkness. Emergency
lights should have activated. They didn't. Outside, thunder
rolled across the city. John reached for his phone. Its screen
illuminated his office. For several seconds, he could see
nothing except the pale blue glow of the display. Then he
heard something. A sound from the corridor. Three slow
footsteps. John stood. Another step. He moved toward the
door:

“Hello?”

No answer. He opened it. The corridor was empty. The
emergency lights flickered once. Then came back. John
looked down the hallway. Nothing. He returned to his office.
The metallic object was still on the desk. But the photograph
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was gone. John stopped. He searched the desk. The floor. The
open envelope. Nothing. Then he noticed something beneath
the photograph's original position. A second piece of paper.
He picked it up. There was only one sentence:

YOU ARE ALREADY LATE.

John stared at it. His phone began to ring. Unknown
number. He answered.

“Hello?”

For several seconds there was only static. Then a man's
voice emerged. Weak. Distorted. Almost inaudible.

“Professor Smith...”

John straightened.

“Who is this?”

The voice breathed heavily.
“Listen to me.”

“Who are you?”

“You need to leave the university.”
John glanced toward the corridor.
“Why?”

“They know you have it.”

John looked at the desk. The metallic object. The envelope.
The photograph that had disappeared.

“Who?”
The voice hesitated. Then whispered:

“Everyone.”
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The line went dead. John remained motionless. The word
echoed in his mind. Everyone. He lowered the phone. Behind
him, the door to his office slowly moved. John turned. The
door was opening. No one was standing there. He took one
step backward. Then another. The metallic object on his desk
began to vibrate. Very slightly. Almost imperceptibly. John
stared at it. The three circles had changed. He was certain of
it now. The outer circle remained still.

The middle circle had rotated. The vertical line was no
longer vertical. It pointed toward the window. Toward the
north. Toward somewhere thousands of kilometers away.
John reached for the object. The moment his fingers touched
it, the vibration stopped. The office became silent. Then
someone knocked on the door. Three times. John didn't
move. A familiar voice came from the corridor.

“John?”

Gregory Kravnik. John exhaled. He opened the door.
Gregory stood outside, soaked from the rain, his gray hair
plastered against his forehead. He looked older than he had
that afternoon, as if the journey across the city had taken years
rather than minutes. He looked at John. Then at the desk.
Then at the metallic object. His face changed.

“Where did you get that?”
John closed the door behind him.
“You tell me.”
Gregory didn't answer. John held up the object.
“You recognize it.”
“I recognize the symbol.”
“That's not what I asked.”
[34]



Gregory walked into the office. He looked at the
photograph that had somehow returned to the desk. John
followed his gaze. He hadn't noticed it. The sonar image was
there again. Exactly where it had been. John stared at it.

“How did that happen?”

Gregory's eyes remained fixed on the photograph.
“You need to destroy this.”

John almost laughed.

“You came into my office at two-thirty in the morning and
your first advice is to destroy evidence?”

“It's not evidence.”

“Then what is it?”

Gregory looked at him.

“A warning.”

John placed the photograph on the desk.

“You said you've spent thirty years looking for this
symbol.”

“I said I tried to understand it.”

“Where did you see it?”

Gregory hesitated.

“In a field notebook.”

“Whose?”

Gregory's silence answered the question before he did.
“Cousteau.”

John felt the room become colder.
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“Jacques Cousteau?”

“Yes.”

“Where is the notebook?”

“Gone.”

“Destroyed?”

“I don't know.”

“Then how do you know what's in it?”
Gregory walked toward the window.
“Because I saw it.”

“When?”

“Thirty years ago.”

John waited. Gregory's reflection appeared in the dark
glass.

“I was young,” he said. “Younger than you are now. I was
working on a historical survey connected to Siberian
archaeological sites. Nothing important. At least that's what I
believed.”

He turned.

“Then someone showed me a page from Cousteau's notes.”
“What did it say?”

Gregory's expression hardened.

“I don't remember every word.”

“But?”

“I remember the drawing.”

John held up the photograph.
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“The three circles.”
Gregory nodded.

“And beneath it?”
Gregory looked directly at him.
“A coordinate.”

John's pulse quickened.
“Baikal?”

“Yes.”

“What coordinate?”
Gregory did not answer.
“Gregory.”

The historian looked toward the door. Then lowered his
voice.

“1,487 meters.”

John stared at him.

“You've got to be kidding.”

“I wish I were.”

“Why didn't you tell anyone?”
“Who would have believed me?”
“Me.”

Gregory gave him a tired smile.
“Would you have?”

John had no answer. Gregory walked back to the desk. He
looked at the sonar photograph. Then at the three circles.
Then at John.
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“You've spent your life studying ancient civilizations.’
“Yes.”

“You've always believed that symbols are records.”
“They can be.”

“Not just records,” Gregory said. “Instructions.”
John frowned.

“Sometimes.”

“That's what I thought too.”

Gregory pointed at the sonar image.

“This isn't a symbol.”

John looked at him.

“What is it?”

Gregory's voice dropped.

“It's a map.”

John said nothing. Gregory continued.

“And if I'm right, that line isn't pointing up.”

He touched the photograph.

“It's pointing down.”

Outside, thunder rolled across Boston. John looked at the
image again. For the first time, the three circles no longer
looked like a symbol. They looked like an opening. And
somewhere beneath more than a kilometer of cold water,
something had been waiting in the darkness for a very long
time.
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CHAPTER 2
THE DEAD MAN

John did not sleep that night. By the time he left the
university, the rain had weakened to a thin drizzle, but the
streets were still shining beneath the streetlights. Gregory had
refused to let him take the photograph home, insisting that
they needed to examine it properly before making any
assumptions. John had disagreed, but he had eventually
placed the photograph and the strange metal object inside a
temporary evidence envelope. He carried neither with him.
Somehow, that made him feel less exposed.

Katya was waiting when he arrived. The kitchen light was
on, and the smell of coffee filled the apartment. It was nearly
four in the morning. She was sitting at the table in a gray
sweater, her arms folded, her expression somewhere between
anger and relief. John stopped in the doorway.

“You said twenty minutes.”

“I know.”

“It has been almost two hours.”

“I know that too.”

Katya studied his face. “What happened?”

John took off his coat and hung it beside the door. For a
moment, he considered telling her everything. The envelope.
The photograph. Gregory's reaction. The voice on the
telephone. The three circles.

Instead, he said, “Something came up at the university.”
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Katya's expression hardened.
“You're lying.”

John looked at her.

“I am not.”

“You are,” she said quietly. “You only lie when you think
the truth will create more problems.”

He had no answer. A small movement came from the
hallway. Elsa appeared in the doorway wearing pajamas, her
hair untidy and her eyes half closed.

“Daddy?”
John's face softened immediately.
“Hey, sweetheart.”

She walked toward him and wrapped her arms around his
waist. John bent down and held her tightly. For several
seconds, the university, the photograph, Gregory, and the
strange voice disappeared from his mind.

“You came home,” Elsa whispered.
“I promised.”

She pulled away and looked at him seriously. “You said
that yesterday too.”

Katya almost smiled.

John looked at his daughter. “You're keeping track now?”
“Yes.”

“How many promises have I broken?”

Elsa thought about it.

“Seven.”
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John laughed softly. “Seven?”

“Maybe eight.”

Katya shook her head.

“Go back to bed, Elsa.”

“But Daddy just got home.”

“He'll still be here in the morning.”

Elsa looked at John.

“You will?”

John hesitated for only a fraction of a second.
“Yes.”

She nodded, satisfied, and disappeared down the hallway.
Katya waited until she heard the bedroom door close. Then
she looked at her husband.

“What happened?”

John sat opposite her.

“There was an envelope at the university.”
Katya's expression changed.

“What kind of envelope?”

“One addressed to me.”

“From whom?”

“I don't know.”

She studied him carefully. “And what's inside?”
John looked toward the hallway.

“A photograph.”

“Of what?”
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He remembered the sonar image.
“Lake Baikal.”
Katya was silent.

Then she said, “Why would someone send you a
photograph of Lake Baikal?”

“I don't know yet.”

“And Gregory?”

John looked at her.

“How did you know Gregory was involved?”

“Because whenever you say ‘I don't know yet,’ it usually
means Gregory knows something.”

John smiled despite himself.
“That is annoyingly accurate.”
Katya reached across the table and touched his hand.

“John, whatever this is, don't let it become another
obsession.”

He looked at her.
“I don't think I have a choice.”
“You always have a choice.”

John thought about the voice on the telephone. They know
you have the photograph. He did not tell her about that. Not
yet.

* k%

At 8:06 the next morning, John's phone rang again. He was
still at home. Katya was in the kitchen preparing breakfast,
and Elsa was sitting at the table trying to finish a bowl of
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cereal while simultaneously reading a book. John glanced at
the screen. The number was unfamiliar. He answered:

“Professor Smith?”
The voice belonged to a woman.
“Yes?”

“This is Detective Laura Bennett with the Boston Police
Department.”

John straightened.
“How can I help you?”

“There was an incident at the university early this
morning.”

His stomach tightened.

“What kind of incident?”

“We need you to come in.”

“Why?”

There was a pause.

“Because your name was found at the scene.”

John looked toward Katya. She immediately noticed the
change in his expression.

“Where?” he asked.

“Your colleague's apartment.”
John stood.

“Whose apartment?”

The detective took a breath.

“Professor Gregory Kravnik.”
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For several seconds, John heard nothing.
Then he said, “What happened?”
“Professor Kravnik is dead.”

The room seemed to become unnaturally quiet. He turned
to Katya. Then at Elsa. His fingers tightened around the
phone.

“How?”
“We'll discuss that when you arrive.”

John closed his eyes. The voice from the previous night
returned to him. They know you have the photograph.
Detective Bennett continued.

“Professor Smith, there's something else.”
John opened his eyes.
“What?”

“We found a piece of paper beside Professor Kravnik's
body.”

John said nothing.
“It has your name on it.”

The call ended. John remained standing in the middle of
the kitchen, the phone still pressed against his ear. Katya rose
slowly from her chair.

“What happened?”
John looked at her.
“Gregory 1s dead.”
Elsa stopped eating.
“Daddy?”
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John forced himself to breathe. He looked toward his
daughter, then back at Katya.

“We have to go.”

Outside, a police siren moved through the morning traffic.
John listened until the sound disappeared. Then he looked at
the clock. 8:09. Three hours ago, Gregory Kravnik had been
standing in his office. Three hours ago, he had told John that
the symbol was not a symbol. It was a map. And now he was
dead.
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CHAPTER 3
THE COUSTEAU FILE

By the time John reached Gregory Kravnik's apartment, the
rain had stopped. The city was beginning to wake. Delivery
trucks moved slowly through the streets, coffee shops opened
their doors, and commuters hurried along the sidewalks with
the distracted expressions of people already thinking about
the day ahead. Nothing about Boston looked different from
the morning before.

But John felt as though the entire city had shifted slightly
out of place.

A police cruiser was parked outside Gregory's building.
Two uniformed officers stood near the entrance, speaking
quietly. Yellow tape had been stretched across the lobby
doors. John stopped on the sidewalk. For a moment, he
simply stared at the building. Gregory had lived there for
almost twenty years. John had been inside the apartment
countless times. They had spent evenings there discussing
archaeological discoveries, arguing over translations,
drinking terrible coffee, and occasionally working until dawn
when a manuscript or excavation report refused to make
sense.

The thought that Gregory would never open that door
again seemed impossible. John walked toward the entrance.
A uniformed officer stepped forward.

“Professor Smith?”
“Yes. ”
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“Detective Bennett is waiting for you upstairs.”

John showed his identification. The officer checked it and
stepped aside. As John entered the building, he noticed
something on the marble floor near the reception desk. A dark
stain. Someone had tried to clean it. The attempt had failed.
He looked away.

Detective Laura Bennett was standing at the end of the
corridor on the fourth floor. She was in her early forties, tall,
composed, and dressed in a dark suit beneath a long police
coat. Her expression was professional, but there was
something in her eyes that told John she had already formed
several theories about what had happened.

“Professor Smith.”

“Detective.”

She extended her hand. John shook it.

“I need to ask you some questions.”

“I assumed you would.”

“You knew Professor Kravnik well?”

“For more than fifteen years.”

“Colleagues?”

“Friends.”

Bennett studied him for a moment.

“Then you'll understand why I need you to be precise.”
John nodded. She opened the apartment door.

“Before we go inside, I should tell you something. We
haven't released the cause of death.”

John looked at her.
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“Was he murdered?”

“We're treating it as a homicide.”
“Why’??)

Bennett hesitated.

“Because of the scene.”

She opened the door. John stepped inside. The apartment
looked almost exactly as he remembered it. Books.
Thousands of them.

They covered the walls of the living room, filled wooden
shelves in the hallway, and occupied nearly every available
surface.  Ancient history, archaeology, linguistics,
anthropology, geology, mythology, ancient astronomy,
Russian history. Gregory had never believed in empty
shelves. John walked slowly into the room. A lamp was still
on beside the armchair. A book lay open on the coffee table.
There was a cup of coffee beside it. Half full. John stared at
1t.

“When did he die?”

“Preliminary estimate puts it sometime between midnight
and three.”

John looked toward the kitchen.
“Someone was with him?”

“We don't know.”

“Was there forced entry?”

“No.”

“Then he knew whoever came inside.”

“That's one possibility.”
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John looked at Bennett.

“What is another?”

She didn't answer. Instead, she walked toward the study.
“Come with me.”

The study was at the end of the hallway. The door was
open. John stopped before entering. Gregory's desk was
visible beneath the window. Papers were scattered across the
floor. Several drawers had been pulled open. Books had been
removed from shelves. A chair lay on its side. But there was
something else. The wall behind the desk. One section of the
wooden bookshelf was completely empty. John frowned.

“What was there?”

Bennett looked at him.

“How do you know something was missing?”
“Gregory didn't leave empty shelves.”

She nodded.

“We found the same thing.”

John walked closer.

“What was here?”

“We don't know yet.”

“You don't know what was missing?”

“Not specifically.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”

“Because your name was written on something we found.”

John looked at her. She reached into an evidence bag.
Inside was a folded piece of paper. John recognized the
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handwriting immediately. Gregory's. Bennett handed him a
photograph of the note rather than the original. The words
were brief:

JOHN —IF I AM DEAD, DO NOT TRUST THE
OFFICIAL RECORD.

John read it twice. Then looked at Bennett.
“When was this written?”

“We don't know.”

“Where was it found?”

“Under the desk.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes.”

She handed him another photograph. This one showed a
small notebook lying on the floor. John recognized the cover.
It was one of Gregory's field notebooks.

“What about it?”

“It was open when the forensic team arrived.”
John studied the photograph.

“What page?”

“Page 117.”

“Where is the notebook?”

“Evidence.”

“Can I see it?”

“Not yet.”

John looked at her.
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“Why?”

“Because we're trying to determine whether your friend
was involved in something that led to his death.”

John's expression hardened.

“Gregory wasn't involved in anything illegal.”
“I didn't say illegal.”

“What are you saying?”

Bennett looked at the shelves.

“I'm saying someone searched this apartment for
something.”

John looked around. The overturned books. The open
drawers. The empty section of the shelf.

“Was anything stolen?”
“We're still cataloguing the apartment.”

“Then how do you know someone was searching for
something?”

Bennett pointed toward the desk.
“Because whoever did this ignored the expensive things.”

John looked at the desk. Gregory had owned several
antique objects that would have been worth thousands of
dollars. They were still there. His computer was still there.
His watch was still there. A collection of old coins remained
untouched. Whoever had entered the apartment had not
come for money. They had come for information.

John walked to the empty shelf. He ran his eyes over the
remaining books. Ancient Mesopotamia. Central Asian
archaeology. Siberian cultures. Prehistoric astronomical
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systems. Then one title caught his attention: The Unknown
Depths of Baikal. John pulled it out. There was dust on the
shelf behind it. Except for one clean rectangular space. A
book had been removed recently. He looked at Bennett.

“This was taken.”

She nodded.

“We think so.”

“Do you know what book?”
“No.”

John examined the shelf again. Gregory's books were
arranged according to a system only he understood. Not
alphabetical. Not chronological. Geographical. John had
always found it irritating. Now it might be useful. He studied
the neighboring titles: Russia. Siberia. Baikal. Antarctica.
John's eyes stopped:

“Antarctica”

He pulled another book from the shelf. It was a thick
academic volume about subglacial lakes. He opened it.
Several pages had been marked. Not with bookmarks. With
pencil. John turned through them: Lake Vostok Subglacial
water systems. Seismic mapping. Electromagnetic surveys.
Ice cores. Microbial life. He looked at Bennett.

“Did Gregory study Antarctica?”
“He was a historian.”

“That wasn't my question.”
Bennett watched him carefully.

“He had published several papers related to early Antarctic
exploration.”
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John turned another page. There was a handwritten note in
the margin. Three circles. A vertical line. And beneath them:
NOT THE FIRST. John's heart began to beat faster.

“Did the forensic team photograph this?”

Bennett frowned.

“I don't know.”

John pointed at the page.

“This wasn't part of Gregory's usual notes.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because he used blue ink.”

John touched the margin without actually touching the
page.

“This was written in black.”

Bennett looked at him.

“Does that matter?”

“It means someone else wrote it.”

Silence. John closed the book:

“What else did you find?”

Bennett hesitated.

Then she said, “A photograph.”

John looked at her.

“What kind?”

“Underwater.”

His stomach tightened.

“Show me.”
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