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SPIRITS spirit.hunt.tc

Key Components 
Seekers were given a letter dated February 17, 1930, 
ostensibly from FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover at the 
Department of Justice to George Fabyan at Riverbank 
Labs in Geneva, IL—regarding materials intended for 
incarcerated gangster “Machine Gun” Kelly and his 
associates. Included were the intercepted Western Union 
telegram and a news clipping, each presumed to carry 
embedded ciphers—and assigned by Fabyan with urgency 
to a codebreaker named “Ruby.”

T
he trick to understanding Kindred 
Spirits lies in discerning fact from 
historical fiction, while at the same 

time deciphering a series of ciphers, each 
intended to point at (and help solve) the 
other. Layered together, the clues chronicle 
a hidden history, converging on an old tree 
stump at the historic Great Northern Railway 
Depot in Minot, North Dakota—Prohibition’s 
“Little Chicago.”

Fact & Historical Fiction
Kindred Spirits draws on the real-world legacy of Colonel 
Fabyan and his Riverbank Laboratories—America’s first 
private cryptographic research center, where a cadre 
of early “code girls” pioneered modern codebreaking 
techniques. During Prohibition, figures like George Francis 

“Machine Gun Kelly” Barnes and associates such as Kathryn 
Thorne became embroiled in federal investigations 
that increasingly relied on intercepted and decrypted 
communications. Within The Heartland Saga, this history 
is refracted through one Ruby Barnes Norton, whose work 
decoding such messages places her in quiet opposition to 
Kelly—her estranged half-brother— and binds family legacy 
to the emerging science of cryptanalysis.

“Great Divide” Cipher
The telegram’s seemingly random six-letter words resolve 
through their third letters, spelling: ”MSG RCVD. CODE 
CORUPTED. RUBY KNOWS. KINDRED SPIRITS. STIL 
NOT SAFE. FATHER ALIVE,” while the stamped symbols 
in the news clipping isolate a hidden message: “THIRD 
LETTERS CIPHER BUNCO.” Finally, the clipped news brief 
itself conceals a structured substitution: by dividing the 
combined letter counts of adjacent content words against 
intervening functional “short” words (articles, conjunctions, 

prepositions), Seekers derive a sequence revealing the 
precise hiding spot: “MINOT  GREAT NORTHERN DEPOT  
TREE NOTCH  POUCH  X.”
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