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To my daughter, Layla

May one day parenthood 

give you as much joy, love, and happiness, 

as you have given me.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Tariq (tah-reek): An orphan; kidnapped and sold to Caid Ali Tamzali to 

race in deadly camel races 

Fez: A friend of Tariq’s; fellow slave to the tyrant Caid Ali Tamzali 

Aseem (ah-seem): A friend to Fez and Tariq; fellow slave to Caid 

Ali Tamzali 

Count Nikolai Shirokov: A former major in Russian army, old friend 

of Scopas 

Margaret Owen: An English girl; kidnapped and sold to Caid Ali Tamzali 

Razikov: An evil Russian monk, mystic of dark arts

Zijuan (zee-wan): A gifted Chinese woman and sage martial artist; res-

cued Tariq from streets of Tangier 

Malik (ma-leek): A respected tribal leader; part of the resistance

Sanaa (sah-nah): A beautiful Moroccan assassin; part of the resistance, 

instrumental in prison escape 

Inez (ee-nez): Former student at St. Catherine’s

Reinhold: A German boy who helped Inez and Margaret

Sophie and Alice: Former roommates of Margaret’s at St. Catherine’s

Charles Owen: A decorated colonel in the British army; kidnapped by 

pirate crew, father to Margaret and David 

Azmiya (az-mee-uh): A girl rescued from an evil uncle by Tariq 

and friends

Foster Crowe: A master of the Red Hand. He runs a circus that travels 

across the world which is actually a training ground for agents of the 

Red Hand; determined to protect the Red Hand teachings.
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PREVIOUSLY IN  
BOOK IV 

THIEVES OF THE BLACK SEA

Barely escaping death after being pulled from the sea by the jovial 

Greek gypsy sailor, Captain Scopas, all three boys—Tariq, Fez, 

and Aseem—are rescued and nursed back to health. On a mission to 

help Scopas, they navigate the bustling maze of streets in ancient 

Constantinople with the help of local urchin, Pakize, determined to set-

tle an old score with Abdullah Ozek, the evil animal trader and ruthless 

gangster terrorizing the city and acting as muscle for the corrupt sultan 

of the Ottoman Empire. 

Inez’s capture by German spies, and Margaret’s effort to save her, 

results in hot pursuit on a long trek through Germany trying to get 

home to St. Catherine’s in France. Inez has her first crush while escap-

ing with Margaret on foot through the Black Forest and discovers she 

is tougher than anyone realized. Deception and lies further Margaret’s 

resolve to make amends for a mistake and once again wisen her to the 

ways of the world. 

Meanwhile, Wu Chiang meets his match as the unrelenting Foster 

Crowe tries to end this menace. Unfortunately he can’t prevent the 

assassination of Austria’s Archduke, which sparks the beginning of the 

First World War.

Back in Constantinople, a strange map showing a dangerous route 

to India comes into the boys’ possession. Along with the rare diary of 

Alexander the Great given to Tariq by Melbourne Jack, the boys now 

follow the mysterious map’s ever-changing markings which send them 

on a brave journey across the Black Sea, headed to a Russian port, not 

knowing why, but trusting the prophecy of the Red Hand that binds 

them together.
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C H A P T E RC H A P T E R_ _ 1  1   _ _

TO RUSSIA WITH LOVE

The fog sat heavily on the port city of Rostov-on-Don, Russia. As 

night descended, the buildings were cocooned in gray. Streetlamps 

powered by a jar of oil and a solitary wick were lit by boys carrying long 

sticks with a flame at the end. They went from streetlamp to streetlamp, 

reaching up with their poles until the oil was ignited in each. At dawn, 

they would go along the same route, this time to extinguish the flames. 

Slowly, some semblance of light spread along the cobblestone streets. 

Fez, Tariq, and Aseem guided their sailboat into the harbor. There 

was a slight breeze, which made docking easy. Fez eased the boat safely 

into an open berth so Aseem and Tariq could jump off and tie the bow 

and the stern to the dock. The sea smelled of salt and fish, and all around 

the harbor were ships and boats of every size and make. Many were in a 

condition of disrepair. A solitary seagull landed next to Aseem, silently 

hopping behind him, intrigued by the new visitors. 

After securing the boat and sails, the boys packed up all their belong-

ings in a gray knapsack that Tariq threw over his shoulder. It carried 

only a change of clothes and a few essentials. The diary of Alexander the 

Great lay hidden under his shirt and strapped across his chest. The map, 

folded neatly, was secured in a leather pouch hanging from Aseem’s neck 

and covered by his shirt. 

These two items were the reason for the boys’ adventure. The diary, 

given to Tariq by Melbourne Jack just before he had perished in the 

Mediterranean Sea, represented the secrets of the Red Hand. The map, 

obtained at a bazaar in Constantinople, was serving as a mystical guide: 

it switched and morphed as a compass might aboard a ship surviving a 

tempest, serving as a trusted guide during chaos and uncertainty.

Walking along the creaky dock, Fez looked wistfully back at the small 

boat. Out of the three boys, Fez was especially drawn to it. She had been 



his first command, and he’d been the one to navigate and captain her the 

most. This was a goodbye.

She had been a good boat and had provided safe passage the length 

of the Black Sea. They’d managed to avoid a major storm, and they had 

proved able fishermen. Yet the journey had taken much longer than 

expected—months longer, in fact—as they’d run into many unexpected 

delays and adventures along the way. 

But those stories were for another time. 

Walking through the thick mist, the boys entered the town. Two 

sailors, both dressed in black pea coats and smoking strong unfiltered 

Russian cigarettes, studied them as they walked past. The men each 

had an unkempt beard, and the stench of their body odor lingered in all 

directions. One man’s knuckles were scabbed and red, as if he had beaten 

something—or someone—unmercifully. 

As with most port towns, Rostov-on-Don had more than its fair share 

of cutthroats, pirates, bandits, and rogues. 

Tariq took a piece of paper from his pocket given to him by Captain 

Scopas. It had the word ‘Marius’ and an address on the front along with 

a stamp made up of a cross within a circle intersected by two daggers. 

They had absolutely no idea how to find this Marius now that they 

were here. They didn’t speak the language and they didn’t have a map 

of the city. There was no rhyme or reason to the street names and most 

streets went unnamed anyhow.

They wandered aimlessly for half an hour until, exasperated, Tariq 

went to one of the lamplight boys to get some directions.

At first, Fez continued to study the buildings and surroundings, 

amazed by the architecture and the colorful churches that lined the cob-

blestone streets. But then the smell of freshly made rassolnik soup made 

his stomach rumble, so he walked over to join Tariq. 

The lamplight boy was young, maybe ten, and covered in dirt and 

grime. His clothes were little more than tatters. 

“Hello,” Tariq said in Arabic, and the boy turned around and 

stared at him. 
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“Hello,” Fez said in Turkish, Greek, and then English. A linguist, he’d 

picked up bits of all three languages. 

Still, the boy stared at them. 

“Marius?” Tariq asked. 

“Eh?” said the boy. 

“Marius?” Tariq asked again. 

“Ah,” the boy answered, and stared at the three of them. He seemed 

to be sizing them up, studying their dress and mannerisms. Seemingly 

puzzled by the exotic-looking foreigners standing in front of him, he 

tilted his head like a dog when it’s confused. 

Then he began walking away. 

The boys just stared at him until, after ten steps, he looked back and 

motioned for them to follow him. 

“You think he knows what this Marius is?” Aseem asked. 

“I don’t know,” Tariq answered. “He’s pretty young, but what do we 

have to lose? We’ve been walking in circles.” 

“Well, he does light streetlamps for a living. He might just know 

every business in the city,” Fez responded in agreement. 

They walked for a block, and then turned into a dark alley. Tariq 

felt a shiver down the back of his neck, looked at Aseem, and all three 

slowed down.

“You think we should follow him?” Aseem asked. 

Something didn’t feel right. 

Before they could take another step, the boy whistled. Suddenly, 

shadows moved all around and, in an instant, six boys had surrounded 

Tariq, Fez, and Aseem. They were rough-looking—dirty and nasty. 

The tallest of them, obviously the leader, said something in Russian 

in a menacing manner. Tariq simply stared back at him. He knew what 

was coming, and there was no talking their way out of it. 

The boy said something else and then looked at his friends. Neither 

Tariq, nor Fez, nor Aseem said a word. They didn’t try to reason with 

him. All understood this was a robbery. They each took a step backward, 

so they were back-to-back, and formed a circular wall. 
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The Russian boy said something else and looked at his friends. He 

stuck out his chin and tried to look intimidating, but Tariq stared right 

back at him. None of the boys were carrying weapons, so Tariq decided 

not to bring out the hidden dagger strapped to his right calf. 

It was a standoff. 

“Wait for them to attack. Don’t get separated,” Tariq whispered. Both 

Aseem and Fez nodded in understanding. 

The tall Russian boy was at an impasse. These boys obviously didn’t 

understand him; what’s more, they looked like they could handle them-

selves in a fight. He knew he couldn’t back down, so he did what they 

had come to do: he quickly lunged for the strap of the knapsack hanging 

around Tariq’s neck. 

Tariq easily moved the strap and brought his right elbow down hard 

on the boy’s wrist. 

“Awww,” the boy yelped, snapping his arm back and holding his wrist. 

He stared at Tariq, this time with a different look in his eyes. He 

showed a bit of fear…and respect. He spoke animatedly to the other boys 

and then said something to Tariq. 

Tariq braced himself. 

The boy nodded to his friends, and, in an instant, they charged. But 

Tariq, Fez, and Aseem were expecting a charge, as gangs usually follow 

a strict routine, no matter the country. They studied the gang’s move-

ments and how they held their arms as they rushed in, watching for easy 

counterattacks. These boys resembled most street gangs, hardly more 

discipline and technique than a group of rabid apes. Their arms were 

down and wide, which allowed for easy strikes to the abdomen, throat, 

and ears, and they practically ran in, causing them to become off-balance 

and unable to defend themselves. 

Tariq, seeing the leader come at him, merely twisted his torso and 

extended his left arm six inches, like a cobra striking a mouse. His left 

fist met the boy’s abdomen, knocking the wind out of him and doubling 

him over. As the boy bent over, Tariq twisted his torso again—at the hips 

as Malik had instructed him—and slapped the boy unmercifully on the 

left ear with his right palm.
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The maneuver popped the boy’s eardrum, causing him to writhe in 

pain and stumble backwards. 

Tariq looked over his right shoulder and saw that Aseem had easily 

disabled his assailant. The other boy was holding his face, blood dripping 

to the ground, and he spit out two teeth. Fez had managed three kicks to 

his opponent’s shin, knee, and, finally, his groin. Then, as the boy dou-

bled over, Fez pressed firmly on the back of the boy’s head to guide his 

face directly into the full force of his knee. The boy let out a yelp and 

dropped to the ground.

The other three boys held back. They looked at one another, shouted 

some obscenities in Russian, then grabbed their fallen comrades and 

retreated down the street. 

Tariq exhaled. He had been trained by some of the finest assassins in 

all of Morocco—and probably all of northern Africa. These thugs never 

really stood a chance. 

“Welcome to Russia,” Fez said, and Aseem and Tariq smiled. 

They walked away, more lost than when they’d started. After criss-

crossing the city and walking up and down almost every street, they 

finally came upon a mysterious old woman dressed in a dark green 

shawl in front of an old and decrepit building. Showing her the letter, 

she proceeded to lead them for six blocks to another ancient building, 

pointed at the door, and then walked away, disappearing into a fog that 

had descended over the wet city streets. 

The front door was nondescript. It was wooden, with flaked red paint 

and a brass handle. Opening it, the boys walked up a narrow staircase 

barely lit with just one lantern. They came to another door at the top. 

Aseem knocked on it, waited, then knocked again. 

“Maybe there’s nobody here,” Fez suggested. 

Aseem impatiently knocked a third time, and, finally, the door slowly 

opened. The boys found themselves face to face with a man about sixty 

years old. He wore a traditional Russian fur hat and a wool jacket that 

looked to be of the military kind. His brown eyes had an air of deter-

mination about them. He was handsome, and thick around the face and 
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belly. His face was brown from the sun, and crow’s feet featured promi-

nently around his eyes. 

“Da?” he asked in Russian. 

Tariq looked at him and cautiously put his fingers on the letter from 

Scopas. His nature was to be conservative, and, although they were 

apparently in the right place, they still didn’t know this man. 

Still, what choice did they have?

He finally produced the letter and slowly handed it over. The man 

took one look at it and stared at the boys. 

“Egyptian?” he asked in perfect Arabic. 

“Moroccan,” Tariq answered. 

The man smiled. 

“Come in, please. I was about to pour a cup of tea and I would enjoy 

the company.”

The boys looked at one another and smiled. It was a relief to hear 

someone talk in their native tongue. 

They exchanged pleasantries and the boys cautiously entered the 

room and were presented with what could only be described as an hom-

age to exploration. Maps were affixed to every wall. Stacks and stacks of 

books on geography, architecture, metallurgy, history, warfare, oceanog-

raphy, and even astronomy were strewn about the room on makeshift 

tables and bookshelves. The floor was covered with a multitude of col-

orful and intricate rugs, as well as a massive brown bear hide. The vari-

ous shelves were lined with odd-looking wooden masks, fanciful swords, 

antique knives, and pottery that looked very old. Paper lanterns hung 

from the ceiling in the colors of indigo, chalk, ruby, and juniper, and 

the room smelled of incense, tea, and the faint scent of gunpowder. On 

one of the tables sat a board with wooden soldiers. It looked to be some 

kind of game. 

They were urged to sit down at a large sofa while the man prepared 

the tea. After a few moments, the man proceeded to pour four cups of 

tea in the traditional Moroccan manner. Each cup was given a generous 

portion of mint and sugar, then the tea was poured from a spout held two 

feet above until each cup was filled. 
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“How fortuitous this is, as the only tea I drink these days is the 

Moroccan variety. I find it to be the best in the world. And to be joined 

by some young Moroccan adventurers—this is a good day, indeed!” He 

presented the tea to the boys as they sat at the largest table in the room. 

The man stirred his tea vigorously, then finally took a sip. Satisfied, 

he looked at the boys. 

“That symbol is only to be used in an emergency and is only known 

by a small group of people. How is it that you come to sit in front of me?”

The boys looked at one another. The man seemed entirely trust-

worthy; his nature was warm and inviting, yet there was also a sense of 

leadership about him. 

“Captain Scopas told us to find you. My name is Fez, this is Tariq and 

Aseem. We need to get to Delhi, India.” 

“Delhi?” the man asked. 

“Yes. Captain Scopas said you might be able to help us,” said Tariq. 

The man took another sip of tea. 

“I owe Scopas more than I could ever repay him in this lifetime. For 

him to send three young boys on such a long and dangerous journey…

this must be an important errand.”

“I suppose so,” Tariq answered, still not entirely trusting the man.

“Hmm…and do you have any money for such a journey?” he asked. 

“No, just a small boat to sell,” said Tariq. 

The man studied the boys. They were young, but they had a maturity 

and toughness about them. That Scopas sent them more than vouched 

for their character. 

“Boys, let me tell you about myself. I am Count Nikolai Shirokov. 

I am a former major in the Russian army. My friendship with Captain 

Scopas goes back thirty years, to the days of the Great Game. He is one 

of my oldest and most trusted comrades. If he sent you to me, then I will 

give my life for you. But…I need to know why he sent you.”

The boys looked quickly at one another. They were normally dis-

trustful of everyone they met. But this man was different. He exuded a 

quality that made them want to trust him—and even follow him. 
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Aseem slowly brought out the pouch next to his chest, got a nod from 

Tariq and Fez, and then unfurled the map and placed it on the table for 

all to see. 

Count Nikolai suddenly became animated. He stood up and began 

studying the map intently. 

“Where did you get this?” he asked. 

“At a bazaar in Constantinople,” Tariq replied. 

Count Nikolai studied the map carefully for three minutes before 

speaking. 

“What is that trail? Did you make it?” 

“No, it was there when we were given the map.”

“It leads from Constantinople to Delhi. Is that an accident?”

“We don’t know,” Fez answered. “We were given an appointment to 

go to Bangalore…but then we found this map.” 

“I’m terribly confused, boys. An appointment in Bangalore?”

Tariq met Count Nikolai’s gaze. He was still assessing the man, and 

although he was a friend of Scopas, Tariq decided to withhold that their 

mission was to return the diary of Alexander the Great. 

“We have to meet some people in India. We were going to Bangalore, 

but after finding this map, we think we should go to Delhi.”

“And why would you think that?”

“The Red Hand,” Fez replied, and Tariq shot him a look. 

Count Nikolai appeared more than a little surprised. He suddenly 

grew silent and looked back at the map. There, at the top right-hand 

corner, was a red handprint. 

“Of course, how could I have missed it?” he whispered. 

Rubbing his beard with his right hand, he stared at the map and then 

at the boys. 

“This trail on the map, you know the country it goes through?” he asked. 

The boys looked at one another, perplexed. 

“Not really,” Fez replied. 

“My boys, this trail goes straight into the Hindu Kush. You’ve heard 

of the Hindu Kush?”

The boys shook their heads. 
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“The Hindu Kush is the most notorious mountain range in the 

world. It’s full of bandits, thieves, warlords, slave traders, and the most 

savage tribes known to man. Nobody just walks into the Hindu Kush 

and expects to survive. To safely pass, you must be a ghost.”

“A ghost?”

“You must be invisible. You must blend in completely, for the slight-

est suspicion will surely see a blade across your throat. You two will have 

an advantage because you’re brown; but Aseem, your black color may set 

off an alarm. So, we must disguise you.”

“Wait, you mean you’re taking us?” Aseem asked. 

“Yes. The Wheel has placed you in my care. I was preparing an expe-

dition to the Hindu Kush when you knocked at my door. It can’t be a 

coincidence; we were meant to find one another. Another day and you 

may have missed me,” he explained, taking a gulp of tea. 

“The Wheel?” Fez asked. 

Nikolai laughed and took another sip of his tea. 

“The Wheel of Life, my dear boy. We all play it. Sometimes we win 

and sometimes we lose. Sometimes circumstances—or people—are 

thrown into our lives and we must stop everything and pay attention to 

them. Not quite a game of chance, but certainly a game of skill.”

The boys smiled. Tariq, especially, was growing to like Nikolai. 

“What’s this expedition?” Fez asked. 

Nikolai lit a cigarette and offered one to the boys. Each shook his 

head, feeling that smoking was a smelly and nasty habit. 

“I have been visiting the Hindu Kush for decades; ever since the 

British and Russian empires engaged in the Great Game. I have an 

important errand there. Really, it’s more of a crusade at this point in my 

life. We will depart in three days’ time. That will give us enough time to 

sell your boat and provide each of you the proper provisions.”

“What is the Great Game?” Aseem asked. 

“Ah, you should really read Rudyard Kipling’s book, Kim. It will tell 

you all about the Great Game! You boys even remind me of Kim. A bit 

of mischief and a lot of boldness in each of you. Oh, what an adventure 

we shall have!” Nikolai’s eyes gleamed with excitement. 
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The boys smiled at one another. 

“But boys,” Nikolai’s tone became more serious as he lowered his 

face toward them, “make no mistake: this journey is one of the most 

difficult journeys a man can embark upon. It will mean hiking for over a 

thousand miles, crossing deserts filled with the bones of men and beasts 

who didn’t make it out alive. It will mean treacherous mountain passes 

and, as I’ve said, cutthroats at every turn. You must have steel in your 

body, mind, and heart to even think of taking on this appointment. Do I 

make myself clear?”

Fez gulped loudly. 

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison. 

“Good. Now, as you are my guests, I have some extra bedding. You 

can sleep in my guest room tonight. We will begin preparations immedi-

ately, as there is no time to waste.” 

The boys each took a sip of tea. The images of bones in desert sand 

and murderous tribesmen filled their imaginations. Yet, in spite of the 

danger, each was secretly giddy with excitement. 

Tariq looked at Fez and Aseem. 

“We must become ghosts of the Hindu Kush,” he whispered. 

The boys finished their tea and were brought to a back room where 

they could stretch out and, soon, all had fallen asleep. Nikolai returned 

to his main study and sat down at his massive mahogany desk and 

leaned back in a leather chair made comfortable by years of reflection, 

preparation, and contemplation. His study smelled of tobacco, cinna-

mon, with just a hint of mink oil and Sulphur. It was his place of soli-

tude filled with only his most important artifacts and memories. Some 

tobacco was produced from a silk pouch and he slowly rolled himself 

a cigarette, allowing the sweet strands of tobacco to run along his lips. 

Taking another drink of tea, then lighting his cigarette, he took out a 

black and white photograph of a woman and ran his thumb along the 

picture of her face. She was young in the photograph, perhaps twenty, 

and dressed in a head scarf. 

“What to make of these boys my sweet Asmaan?” he said to himself 

while longingly staring at the photograph. 
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“Why would Scopas send them on such a dangerous appointment? 

He knows of the dangers that lie ahead,” he continued to talk to himself, 

still smoking and drinking. His thoughts drifted to a far-away past in a 

much different place. 

But the photograph did not answer his questions. The beautiful 

woman in it frozen in time. 

“How I miss you,” he finally said before returning the photograph 

to its place. 

Finishing his cigarette, he took out a map and slowly wrote some 

travel notes in a leather-bound notebook. 

“Why did you do this Scopas? Why are these boys so important? The 

errand for such young ones is impossible!” he whispered again before 

placing the notebook in a travel satchel.

He sighed heavily and took one last gulp of tea. Shaking himself out 

of his stupor, he began preparations for the expedition ahead. 
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