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      FIVE DAYS AGO

      

      “Is everything in place?”

      The men and women around the table looked first to each other, nodding each in turn before turning back to face him.

      The Chairman watched the wave of affirmation that was making its way around the oval table. All in agreement. All in accord.

      The weight of this decision, however, was heavier than usual. It was rare that the Chairman felt such personal hesitation over something so unanimous. In all the years since he’d taken this role, he’d never felt so out of sync with the Board. Not this board, at any rate. The second board. The secret board. The hidden organization within a hidden organization.

      Secrets within lies within riddles. It had been a way of life for the Chairman for as long as he could remember.

      With these few, the secret board, there had always been some sense of unity, as if these men and women were just an extension of his own personality, his own power and influence.

      They were unified by purpose. They wanted to change the Jani from within.

      Not a simple task, considering the Knights of Jani were a two-thousand-year-old secret order with tendrils of power and influence woven through just about everything—from governments to corporations to amusement parks. Changing something so vast, so entwined with reality, so rich in history—it was far from an easy task. It was as close to impossible as anything could be.

      They were doing it, though. Slowly, over centuries, but it was happening. And the people in this room were unified in their goals, always on the same page.

      But now …

      He nodded as well. The vote was cast. The decision was made.

      “We begin in one week.”

      “A week?”

      The voice was younger. Male. The new one. The one the Chairman had opposed, but the rest of the Board had voted in almost unanimously. The impatient, impulsive go-getter.

      The Influencer.

      Among the Jani it was customary to use call signs. For some, these came from military careers. Others chose their own names. And some, like the Influencer, were named by their peers. His reach, his fame, his personal power and charisma, and above all his audience—or his platform, as he called it—these had been the drivers behind his christening as the Influencer.

      “In a week we will have already lost all momentum,” the younger man said. He stood, moving so that he was silhouetted by the large windows displaying the night skyline of D.C. The Capitol glowed in the distance. The Washington Monument towered and radiated, like a solid beam of light pointing mankind to the gods above, the heavens and the stars, as if it were humanity’s destiny to ascend. America’s destiny. The Influencer stood before the view as if he had created it all by the wave of his hand.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “We should act now. Tonight. We should give the call.”

      “You’re being impatient and imprudent,” the Chairman said calmly, his voice quiet but firm. “This Board never acts in haste. Every move is calculated. Every action is measured and ...”

      “And delayed,” the younger man interrupted. He, too, spoke calmly, quietly, firmly. But somehow his voice carried more youthful energy, more vibrancy, more charisma. “We have already calculated. We have already measured. And we have already decided.”

      The lights in the room were low, casting a cool, wintry glow onto everyone present, allowing for deep, saturated shadows to fill the corners and undulate across the polished oak of the conference table. The things decided here were best considered in those shadows. The work that came from this Board was best done under cover of darkness, with discretion.

      But the Influencer wasn’t accustomed to being unseen, unrecognized. He had a following. A platform. He was given to deciding and acting quickly, and changing his mind slowly. To the world out there, the crowds of admirers and followers who clung to the Influencer’s every word, he was a charismatic wunderkind. To the Chairman, he was merely impulsive.

      There was no room for impulsiveness here. That was what the Chairman knew. What he had always known. Planning, patience, and cunning were how the order had risen in power. And it was how the Chairman had risen to power within the organization. Prudence, wisdom, and patience were the Chairman’s tools, and he was a master craftsman.

      But the age had turned, and now men like this—influencers who had no patience and saw impatience and impetuousness as virtues—were starting to redefine wisdom. They were beginning to replace prudence with decisive, immediate action, under the auspice of a new aphorism: "We can pivot if we need to."

      The arrogance. The unearned confidence. The gall. It made the Chairman’s stomach churn.

      But he had been outvoted by the Board, and the Influencer had taken a prominent role with the board. He had influence, even here. The Chairman would abide by the traditions and rules, even though it galled him for this young man to have unearned power.

      There was another difference between the Influencer and the Chairman, and it was a difference that the Chairman thought of as foolish, even dangerous.

      The Influencer wanted them to step out of the shadows and into the light. He’d made this known from the start. His was the way of reach, of followers, of having all eyes, ears, and minds tracking him as he moved, hanging on—depending on—his every word and his every thought. The Influencer wanted to redefine the Order, to … to run some sort of PR campaign and introduce the world to who and what the Order was. No more operating behind the scenes. No more operating in the shadows. This would be a new day, a new light, and they'd walk out into it, in full view of the world, and pivot if they made a mistake.

      It was absurd. It flew in the face of millennia of wisdom and experience. It seemed typical, to the Chairman, that this generation thought they were somehow mentally superior to every generation that came before them—that they alone knew the truth of the world, and knew how to usher in a new age. It was the way of the young. It always had been.

      Children, the Chairman had thought. Every generation assumed it knew better than the last, taking the lessons that were hard-earned by one generation as if they were common sense. As if everyone who came before should have simply known better, seen clearer, thought with more perspective.

      Unearned confidence and unwarranted disdain were the earmarks of every new generation. Today, however, it seemed that anyone with a YouTube account had the power to build or destroy lives. Allowing that to infect the Order could be disastrous, in the Chairman’s opinion. Revealing their existence to the world was a mistake. The Chairman knew it straight to his marrow.

      For now, at least, they remained clandestine in all of their operations. For now, they were sticking to the shadows, where they were most comfortable and most effective. The Board was intrigued by the Influencer, but they weren’t yet ready to give up the safety of darkness.

      But a move like this—an impulsive, hurried move to take action before giving it time, before taking a moment to study and consider all the potential outcomes—this would move them closer to the Influencer's vision. And, the Chairman feared, closer to the fall of the Order.

      The Influencer’s voice had been heard, and to the Chairman's dismay, there had been a wave of nods and agreement, though no official vote had been called. It may as well have been.

      “Act now,” the younger man said. “Make the call now. We’ll take them by surprise. We’ll make progress while they sleep.”

      Nods again. An ocean of agreement that the Chairman couldn’t ignore.

      He cleared his throat, and leaned forward, his left hand a fist, his right hand clasping it, his elbows on the table.

      The Chairman looked over his hands at the men and women gathered in shadow.

      Did they even realize what the Influencer was committing them to?

      Not this decision. Not the push to start now, to refuse to delay for only one week. That was just one small sign.

      What the Influencer was proposing was a sweeping change to the way the Order operated. He was pushing them toward evolution. And in every leap of evolution, the old world died while the new world arose.

      The Old Gods would be replaced by the New Gods. And the New Gods would shed the skin of the old Order like a snake slithering its way into the open, baring its fangs, threatening to strike down its enemies.

      The trouble with a snake in the open, the Chairman mused, is that sooner or later someone comes along to chop its head off.

      “Shall we vote?” the Chairman asked, though he knew full well what the result would be. They had already voted, even if unofficially.

      Once more the wave of nods swept around the oval of the table, coming at last to the Chairman, who hesitated only an instant before he shook his head in objection.

      It wasn’t unanimous then. For once they were not all in agreement. But the die was certainly cast, all the same.

      He sighed. “We have a majority consensus,” the Chairman conceded. “We act tonight.”

      The Influencer, still standing with his back to the D.C. skyline, turned now to look out over that glittering horizon. He had his back to the others as if he was leaving them behind, here in the shadows and darkness of the boardroom, so that he could go out and join the array of manmade stars and monuments of power that spread like jewels over the landscape.

      The Chairman wasn’t sure, but he thought he caught the faintest reflection of the younger man’s face in the glass pane of the window.

      He thought he saw the Influencer smile.

      It sent chills through him—a ripple of dread that rolled through him, from his throat to his guts, to his very bowels. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to shiver or to gag. He suppressed both.

      He rose, along with the rest of the Board, and they all left the Influencer to gaze out upon the worlds he was set to conquer.
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      Kotler clung to the rock face, his hands chalked for grip, his arms and legs trembling slightly from the effort. He tried not to think about the burning in his arms and shoulders, in his side, in his legs. He tried not to think of the sheer drop below him.

      He glanced down and saw the vertical horizon of rough stone, tufts of green growing from some of the crags. Beyond that, in every direction, was a landscape of colorful New Hampshire trees, an inferno of oranges and yellows and greens, painted over the terrain like a secret work of art. Artwork that you could only see if you were insane enough to grip and hoist your way up the side of a rock, hand-over-hand, inch-by-inch, without so much as a man with a gun chasing you.

      Still, it was breathtaking.

      As long as he wasn’t plummeting toward it.

      “Catch up!” Liz yelled down to him.

      He looked up, seeing her move like she was born on the mountainside. Her dark skin contrasted pleasingly against the lighter slate grey of Cathedral Ledge. A goddess held to the mountainside by her own power and strength. Kotler never stopped being impressed by her.

      Without pausing she turned her attention back to the rest of her climb, tugging at the line, making sure it was secure, and scaling the stone with speed and grace that Kotler envied.

      She was leaving him further and further behind, and Kotler knew it was time to get moving.

      His arms and legs burned from the exertion, his fingers ached from the pressure of supporting his weight, but he pulled, he pushed, he gripped. Sometime later he finally reached the summit, and pulled himself over, rising to stand beside Liz as she stood near the edge, smiling out over the pastoral New Hampshire scene before them.

      She laughed. “Took you long enough. Didn’t you just do a climb like this, a few weeks ago? In Mesa?”

      Mesa. The mountains of the Sonoran Desert, where a network of tunnels and caves had been the site of intense conflict, and where dozens of SWAT officers had been injured or killed, caught between two clandestine forces as they battled for control of a vault of ancient secrets.

      The Jani—ostensibly the good guys, though the verdict was still out in Kotler’s estimate—and the New Gods. Or whatever name they were calling themselves, at any given moment. They were an offshoot of the Jani, and a rogue faction bent on using ancient knowledge and items of power to give them control over world governments, and thus over the world itself.

      The bad guys, and Kotler was very comfortable in calling them that.

      The circumstances surrounding his time in Mesa had done a lot to make him rethink his relationship with Dr. Liz Ludlum. He had realized that he couldn’t allow himself to fall back on old patterns and habits if there was going to be any hope of happiness with her. He couldn't treat her as secondary to his pursuit of knowledge, his search for meaning in history and the universe. He couldn't keep secrets from her if he honestly wanted this to work.

      Which was why Kotler had felt guilty since Granger—one of the Jani—had made him an offer to join their ranks, to be part of the organization. It would mean leaving behind everything Kotler knew. His consulting work with the FBI. His career, writing and speaking about history and anthropology.

      Even his relationship with Liz.

      All of these things were very important to Kotler, though not precisely in that order. And this was a terrible deal. Yet, he hadn’t said “no.”

      What bothered him was that even now, as he stood with Liz and looked over the idyllic New Hampshire landscape, as he looked into her glowing and inquisitive eyes, he still couldn’t determine why he hadn’t just said no.

      Kotler shook his head, smiling and laughing lightly. “We were up against the clock at the time,” he said. “There’s something to be said for the motivation of not wanting to be shot.”

      “I can relate,” Liz smiled, nodding.

      That was true, Kotler knew. Liz had been kidnapped a few months ago, held hostage by two former Soviet operatives who’d gotten into the mercenary business. She’d been tied up and threatened, used as leverage in an elaborate plot to push Kotler to do as he was told.

      She had also fought her way out of captivity and proven herself more than capable of not only taking care of herself but of taking care of the bad guys. Liz had been instrumental in taking both out, and saving Kotler’s life in the process.

      She was, as Kotler had always suspected, incredibly formidable.

      Kotler studied her face for a moment, as she looked out over the horizon. His heart was pounding, and only partly due to the climb. Liz could get his heart racing with just a glance.

      He put his hands on his hips and turned his gaze to look at the scene, feeling the calm of it wash over him. It was peaceful here. He was with someone he loved and respected and admired. He had a life anyone would envy.

      The niggling feeling in his gut, however, still asked:

      Why didn’t you say no?

      

      After returning to their campsite Kotler got a fire started and got to work preparing a meal for the two of them while Liz used the little camp shower to clean up. Kotler kept his eyes and his mind on the food, struggling to stop himself from dwelling on Liz being stark naked only a few feet away.

      They’d been taking things slow.

      Too slow, if Kotler was reading Liz right. She'd hinted, indicating that she was ready to take things to the next level any time he was. And Kotler, for his part, was more than willing.

      But he hesitated here, too.

      In his life, Kotler had been with a lot of women. He had, for a time, been something of a womanizer, he was willing to admit. His wealth and lifestyle had made him a bit of a celebrity. And this had only been exacerbated after his appearances in a few History Channel and Discovery Channel programs. Following the events in Pueblo, Colorado, after the theft of the Coelho medallion, Kotler had enjoyed a great deal more notoriety. It was as if the media was intrigued by the angle of a wealthy, independent anthropologist who was beholden to no university or other organization. “A real-world, modern-day Indiana Jones,” some called him. He wasn’t entirely opposed to the comparison.

      His consulting role with the FBI’s new Historic Crimes Division had also given him a popularity boost. It had leaked out gradually, as Kotler was spotted at several high-profile crime scenes alongside his partner, Agent Roland Denzel. It hadn't taken long for someone to put the pieces together.

      All of that had added to the air of mystery and intrigue surrounding Kotler, and there were certain women—and even a few men—who wasted no time letting him know that the intrigue was working for them. Kotler had enjoyed a few relationships with beautiful women, some of whom were celebrities themselves, but he hadn’t had any serious connections with them. They were flings. Indulgences. He took them for what they really were—temporary spoils from a life that the public found unusual and intriguing enough to reward. Ephemeral pleasures. It wouldn’t last.

      His serious relationships had all ended in disaster. Some even in death. Evelyn Horelica had been one of those, and in his most honest moments, he could acknowledge that the two of them had been doomed well before she’d been abducted and used as a bargaining chip against him.

      Gail McCarthy had been a completely different story. She had dogged him for nearly two years, manipulating him to help her further her agenda and rise to power within an organization she’d inherited from her grandfather and his business partner. For a time she’d been in control of the most powerful smuggling network on the planet.

      She had died at Kotler’s hands—the only way he could see, at the time, to stop her from acquiring a power that would let her rule the world.

      That action, the decisions that had driven it, the consequences of it—it all still haunted him.

      So yes, he’d decided to take things slow, both to protect himself and Liz from any unnecessary pain, and also for the simple reason that he wanted this to work, and he knew it was worth it.

      This decision, to take his time, had led him somewhere he never expected—a life of celibacy, but also a relationship that might just be the best thing to come into his life in years. With someone—it could not be understated—that did not want to kidnap, torture, or murder him.

      So far.

      The only trouble was that now that he was considering a future with Liz, the devil had sidled up to ask if he’d rather have the world instead.

      And he hadn’t said no.

      Liz unzipped the flap of the little shower stall they’d set up. She was wearing a T-shirt and a pair of khaki hiking shorts, both of which did little to hide her form and mostly served to accentuate it. She was toweling her face and neck, patting herself dry, and she slipped her feet into a pair of sandals so she could walk over to join him.

      Kotler smiled up at her as she took a seat in one of the folding camp chairs.

      “He climbs. He cooks. He solves ancient mysteries. My man,” she smiled.

      “Wait until you eat this before complimenting me on the cooking,” Kotler replied. “There’s a reason that most of my meals come from restaurants.”

      “Are you saying there’s something the multi-hyphenate, multi-talented Dr. Dan Kotler, man of adventure and climber of mountains, can’t do?” Her eyes were wide in mock surprise.

      “Do, yes. Do well, maybe not so much,” he laughed. “But I’ve managed to live through my own cooking, so you might, too.”

      He used a small hand towel to take the frying pan off of the folding grate that spanned the fire. The contents were sizzling and aromatic, and as Liz held a plate out Kotler spooned a small pile of chopped potatoes, onions, and ground beef for her.

      “So it’s hash?” Liz asked, smiling.

      “Only the finest,” Kotler grinned.

      She laughed lightly and used a fork to take a bite. After a moment, she nodded. “It’s good,” she pronounced, dabbing at her lips with a paper napkin.

      Kotler let out a breath. "Chalk up one more skill for the amazing Dr. Kotler," he smiled and spooned a portion for himself. “Rudimentary cooking skills.”

      He took a seat beside her, and the two of them stared out over the fire, into the rolling distance of the New Hampshire wilderness. The sun had just started to set, and the light of the sky was a brilliant array of reds and purples and deep blues, almost a counterpoint to the Fall-like hues of the valley stretching before them. The shadows started to grow deeper in the forest, saturating the ocean of color until it was washed over and homogenized by the impending night.

      “It’s beautiful here,” Liz sighed. “I’m glad you invited me.”

      “I’m glad you agreed to come. I felt like we could both use a break.”

      “Amen,” she said. “Oh! Wait, I have something!” She stood and rushed into the tent.

      The tent they would share.

      Tonight.

      Kotler felt his heart pounding again, and this time he couldn’t blame it on the climb.

      A moment later, Liz came out of the tent with two plastic wine glasses, filled with red liquid and capped with foil flaps and plastic tops. “I didn’t want to bring glass,” she said. “I hope this is ok?”

      “Perfect,” Kotler said.

      Liz smiled and opened a glass for each of them, then rejoined him next to the fire. They sat, sipping wine and savoring both the meal and the surroundings.

      It was a perfect evening.

      They chatted about the scenery, about the climb, about the wine and the food. The conversation turned then to things back home, books they were reading, documentaries and other programs they’d watched.

      “I felt just sick to my stomach,” Liz said. “I mean, I cried!”

      “Cried!” Kotler laughed. “But it isn’t even real!”

      “Listen,” Liz said, leaning forward and giving him a critical look, the plastic cup of wine tilted perilously in her hand. “When that dragon died and hit the water, I felt it! That was Dani’s baby! Mother of dragons!”

      Kotler laughed again and shook his head. “I’ve never seen it.”

      Liz bolted back as if she’d just been slapped, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. “Oh my God, what did you just say?”

      Kotler shrugged. “I’ve been busy! I don’t really watch a lot of fictional TV these days.”

      “You should! Dan! This is history!”

      Kotler laughed. “Fake history!”

      Liz laughed as well, then nodded. “True. But you’re the one who is always looking for some kind of unifying theory of human meaning. Don’t discount fiction. There can be a lot of truth in the stories we tell ourselves. I think you told me that once.” She smiled coyly, teasingly, proud of the point she’d just made.

      Kotler wasn’t quite listening, however.

      He was studying Liz. Her face. Her mocha skin. Her bright eyes. Her lips.

      She noticed.

      His heart pounded again, and he leaned forward, hoping.

      She met him halfway.

      The kiss was sweet. It lingered. They had kissed before, and he knew they would kiss again. And again. But this time felt special. This moment felt unique.

      “I think …” Liz said quietly, her forehead pressed against his, “… it’s time to go to bed.”

      “I think you’re right,” Kotler said, just as quietly.

      They arose and walked hand in hand to the tent. They each kicked off their shoes, and Liz stepped inside first. Seconds later, Kotler stepped in, and without even zipping the flap closed the two of them attacked each other.

      Clothes flew to the corners of the tent. There were giggles. There were quiet mutterings. There were fumblings and caresses.

      A phone rang.

      There was cursing.

      “I’m sorry,” Liz said. “That’s … it’s the special ringtone. The one I have set for Dani.”

      “Agent Brown?” Kotler asked.

      “It means there’s an emergency,” Liz said.

      Kotler nodded. He understood.

      Liz bent and picked up the phone, answered. Kotler tried not to listen to the conversation but caught snatches of it. To keep from prying, to distract himself, he picked up his own phone.

      It had been set to vibrate, and there were half a dozen calls and messages from Agent Denzel.

      Kotler read through the texts and listened to a voicemail. He looked up as Liz stood before him, phone dangling to her side.

      In unison—in twinned regret—they spoke at the same time …

      “We have to go.”
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      The FBI offices were a rush of measured chaos as both Kotler and Liz stepped out onto the dedicated floor of Historic Crimes Division. They parted out of the elevator, a quick peck on the lips as Liz rushed to the forensics lab. Kotler made his way up the rising curve of stairs to the second level and along the catwalk overseeing the bullpen of agents below. He rapped on the glass door to Agent Denzel's office.

      Denzel was on the phone, standing and staring out of his window at the Manhattan skyline. He turned and waved Kotler in.

      Kotler took a seat, conscious of the fact that for the second time in 24 hours, he was trying not to listen in on someone else's phone conversation. This time, at least, he wasn't feeling regret over any what-might-have-beens. He and Liz had promised they would make up the time lost, once the current crisis was dealt with.

      Kotler had to admit he was secretly relieved for the pause.

      He was frustrated, in all the usual ways, for sure. But the brief interlude also gave him a moment to think it all through, to consider his relationship with Liz in light of the offer from Granger, to join the Knights of Jani. And a moment to consider his consideration—to ask himself why he was even entertaining such an offer, knowing what it would cost him.

      Because it would cost him everything he thought of as himself and his life.

      For now, he’d keep his focus on current events, helping in any way he could.

      Kotler was fiddling with his phone, reviewing emails, doing some spot research on what little he knew, when Denzel ended the call and hung up, leaning forward and pressing both hands onto the surface of his desk. His expression was grim.

      “Fourteen,” Denzel said.

      Kotler blinked at the news. "Fourteen …" So many people, it seemed impossible. It hinted at something well-organized. "What do we know so far?”

      Denzel shook his head and sighed, exhaling in a long breath. He looked like he hadn’t slept much in the past 24 hours, which seemed about right. Judging from the state of the offices, no one in the FBI was getting much sleep right now.

      “So far we know that these guys burst into a Senate hearing and made off with ten members of Congress and four of their aides. The whole thing was broadcast live on C-SPAN, so there’s no keeping it out of the media. Every news station on the planet has been running it on repeat for the past day. Speculation is all over the place.”

      “Do we know anything beyond the speculation?” Kotler asked.

      "Not yet. No word from the people who did it. The video is being scanned and scrutinized pixel by pixel, but if they've found anything, it hasn't trickled down to me yet. The witnesses and the remaining Congress members have all been sequestered for the moment. There are security details on their families, but word is all of them will be rounded up and put in a secure location together, to minimize the number of personnel needed."

      Kotler considered this. “Ok. So what’s our role in this, exactly? I imagine Secret Service and the NSA are involved, as well as the FBI. How does Historic Crimes factor into this?”

      “It’s an all-hands scenario, for a start,” Denzel said. “But that call you walked in on was the fifth one I’ve gotten from my superiors this morning, from all the way up the food chain. They’ve given me some specific directives. Which is why I called you and Ludlum in. You’ve been requested.”

      “Requested?” Kotler asked, surprised. “By who?”

      “By people high enough in the pecking order that they aren’t bothering talking to me directly or explaining their reasons,” Denzel replied. “I don’t know why. Not yet. But they just requested that you and I be at a meeting in DC in two hours. We board a helicopter in twenty minutes.”

      Kotler glanced down at his attire—jeans and a plaid button-up over a black T-shirt. Clothes meant for camping and hiking, not meeting with high-powered government officials and God knew who else. “I don’t suppose we have time to swing by my apartment for a change of clothes?”

      “You heard the twenty minutes part, right? You’ll be fine.” Denzel stepped away from his desk and grabbed his suit jacket from the hanger by the door. He pulled it on as he moved out onto the catwalk, motioning for Kotler to follow him.

      “I have got to start keeping a change of clothes here,” Kotler muttered as he rose from his chair and trailed after the agent.

      

      This was a war room if Kotler had ever seen one.

      He and Denzel were seated alongside a dozen other people, around a large, rectangular conference table. The table was oriented so that everyone in the room could turn to face the bank of flat-panel monitors that dominated one entire wall, from floor to ceiling. At the moment, however, everyone, including Kotler, was facing the opposite direction, where a four-star General—General George Pershing—was briefing them on what he'd just learned from the President.

      Of the United States.

      It was surreal, just being here.

      Kotler kept quiet during all of the discussions and planning and strategizing, and he was grateful that he'd been handed a legal pad and a pen as he'd entered. He was making a note of key facts as they arose, but that was mostly a way to keep himself alert and attentive, to start piecing details together in a way that made sense to him. He wasn't having much luck with that, but the exercise kept him present in the conversation.

      The real trouble was that he couldn’t fathom why he was here.

      He wasn’t a strategist, and he had practically no background in negotiating with terrorists—beyond some personal experiences that were really more about maintaining his survival, and that of the people he cared about, than any negotiation “best practices.” So far, no one had asked his perspective or opinion on any of the details of the abduction, on the nature of the operation, or on the demands of the terrorists—or lack thereof. And as far as he could tell, there was nothing of historical or archaeological significance associated with the event, beyond the fact that it was going to be one hell of an addition to the history books going forward.

      Kotler just couldn’t understand why he was here. Nothing in his skillset would make him more valuable than any of thousands of experts, negotiators, and profilers.

      Why had his presence been requested?

      The conversation was tense, but without any direct engagement or a personal stake beyond concern for the congresspeople and their aides, Kotler's attention threatened to drift. He fought this by noting details, jotting speculations, even calling to mind historical precedents that might be relevant or might offer some strategic direction. He was absolutely certain that the men and women in this room did not need his perspective on the Alexandrian wars or the Battle of Waterloo to piece together a strategy, but it was an engaging enough exercise that it helped him to feel relevant and useful.

      He’d become particularly involved in outlining the abductions in light of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War when he suddenly realized that the four-star General had said his name.

      Twice.

      He looked up from his notes to realize that everyone in the room was fixed on him. “My … apologies,” Kotler said, feeling his face go flush and sweat start rolling down his sides. “I was … making some notes.”

      “Dr. Kotler, I had a note myself,” the General said, his voice a low and gravelly growl. “From the President. He requested that you be included in these discussions, as recommended by one of his trusted advisors.”

      Kotler felt his pulse quicken, and his eyebrows went up. The President had requested him? “I … I’m flattered. But to be honest, General, I can’t quite see why. So far, nothing about this seems to be in my wheelhouse. I’ll help in every way I can, of course, but at the moment, I'm not sure how.”

      General Pershing nodded to the wall of screens at the opposite end of the room, and Kotler hesitantly turned, along with the others, to see the displays come to life. A series of images appeared, including still frames from C-SPAN, video of black-garbed military SWAT sweeping a remote location, and what seemed to be a live stream of a man garbed in a tan prison jumpsuit, sitting on a bunk with his arms wrapped around his knees.

      Kotler stared at the man and felt the heated flush of his skin drain away, the sweat running down his side dried instantly into rivulets of ice.

      There before him was a face Kotler had not seen in four years and had never expected to see again.

      The face of Anwar Adham.

      Kotler’s jaw had dropped, but he recovered control of himself, glancing across the table to Denzel. The agent looked as shocked as he did, staring at Adham with at first surprise and then a set grimness.

      Anwar Adham was, in many ways, the reason Kotler and Denzel even knew each other. Four years earlier Adham and his men had attempted to detonate a home-brewed nuclear bomb under Cheyenne Mountain, in an attempt to destroy NORAD and cast the United States into a panic-fueled war. They had used an underground river that had once been sailed by the Vikings, as a means of traveling from the Northern Territories to the far Southern region of North America, emerging in Pueblo, Colorado, of all places.

      Kotler and Denzel had both become involved in the events in Pueblo after the Coelho Medallion had been stolen—an artifact discovered by and named for Dr. Eloi Coelho, a friend and compatriot of Kotler’s. Coelho had eventually died after being injured in a gunfight with Adham’s men, and Kotler had nearly joined him after being kidnapped and tortured in a network of smuggler caves, forced to aid Adham in solving the mystery of the Coelho Medallion, to give the terrorists access to the underground river.

      “How can he still be alive?” Kotler asked General Pershing. “He … he died, on that river. I shot him myself—saw the blood. His … his body was never recovered.”

      "He was found clinging to a rock downriver," Pershing said. "He'd been treading water for two days. The cold water had helped staunch the bleeding, is our best guess. Either way, he was damn near dead when we found him. Our people pulled him out, patched up his wounds, and buried him someplace where even he can't find himself. He's been in that cell ever since."

      Kotler shook his head and turned back to the image of Adham. He studied the man. He was slimmer, more gaunt than the last time Kotler had seen him, though he’d been a fit and trim man even then. This was the thinness of captivity, Kotler knew. The frame of a man who’d had a regimented three prison meals per day.

      Likewise, Adham’s hair and beard were unkempt and long, untouched by either trimmers or oils in years. When Kotler had last seen him, the man had a glow of wealth and power about him, a look of refinement and impeccable grooming habits. Now, he looked clean enough, but he seemed pale and disheveled. It was clear he hadn’t seen daylight in some time.

      “Where is he?” Kotler asked, a harder edge to his voice than he had intended.

      “That’s classified,” Pershing said, watching Kotler closely, measuring his reaction. “But you’ll be taken to him this afternoon.”

      “Taken to …” Again, Kotler looked around the room, at the gathering of far more qualified and far more powerful people, then turned back to the General. “Why?”

      “We believe his organization has ties to the abduction,” Pershing responded. “We want you to question him. You know him. You were instrumental in identifying him, last time. And we’ve heard about your … facility … with reading body language. You were the top choice for interrogating him about this.”

      “What do you expect him to know, after four years in a cell?” Kotler asked.

      “Right now,” Pershing replied, “we’re looking for anything and everything we can get. You’re our best bet for that, so it’s going to be on you. And on Agent Denzel, of course.”

      This last was said with a finality that told Kotler there would be no point in questioning it further. It had become a fact of life now. Kotler looked again to Denzel and saw the resolution in his partner's eyes. Denzel would do his duty, Kotler knew. Which meant Kotler would help, in every way he could. For Denzel’s sake, and for the sake of those members of Congress.

      Still, there were things Kotler needed to know.

      “What was it that made you think Adham had ties to these abductions?” Kotler asked.

      Pershing again motioned to the screens at the end of the room. A grainy photograph appeared—an enlarged and enhanced image featuring a partially obscured tattoo on the neck of one of the abductors. It was obscured by the man’s collar and the chin-strap of a helmet, and it was only visible thanks to digital enhancement. But Kotler knew instantly how it was connected to Adham.

      Kotler had seen this symbol before—a Viking rune that meant “gateway.” It had been one of the runes engraved on the Coelho Medallion, and on a totem that Adham and his men had stolen and forced Kotler to translate. Kotler had detailed this in his debriefing, complete with accurate sketches and scans of the rune. Its appearance must have triggered the Adham connection.

      But it wasn’t the rune alone that made Kotler feel a slight queasiness in his stomach.

      He stood and moved to the screen, peering closer at the enhanced image. The rune was encircled by a pattern reminiscent of certain Mayan designs, which served to cement the connection to the Coelho Medallion further. But arcing along the interior of the circle was a series of Latin characters—and in fact, there were enough of them that Kotler recognized a Latin phrase, despite the overall tattoo being obscured. A single Latin phrase that translated to something that sent dread pounding in waves into Kotler’s stomach.

      “Novensiles,” Kotler said. He looked up and saw that everyone in the room was watching him closely.

      “What does it mean?” Pershing asked. “We saw the characters, but I was told it wasn’t a complete phrase.”

      Kotler shook his head. "It's not. And … it could be a bit of cognitive bias on my part." He looked at Denzel, who was staring at him just like the others.

      “Cognitive bias,” General Pershing said quietly. “Why is that, Dr. Kotler? What does it mean?”

      Kotler looked from Denzel to the General. “Novensiles,” he said again, his voice firm. “It’s Latin.”

      He glanced at Denzel, who had a perplexed expression and was shaking his head, telling Kotler he didn’t know what it meant, or why it was relevant.

      But he would, Kotler knew. He of all the people in the room would understand why it was relevant.

      Kotler turned back to the General, huffed a breath. "It's Latin," he said again, steeling himself against the twist in his guts. "It translates to 'New Gods.'"
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      Senator Arania Acosta was new to Congress, but even she could tell that this was something far from ordinary.

      When the men had burst into the Senate hearing, she’d been the one with the floor, questioning one of the three Silicon Valley founders who had been asked to talk about online privacy and data breaches.

      This wasn't really her area of expertise.

      Less than a year earlier she'd been a barista, slinging coffee for the masses of New York City, barely scraping by on a salary that was just above minimum wage. Plus tips.

      Between double-hot-no-foam-low-fat-lattes she'd heard plenty of conversations about the tech industry, passionate arguments over online security, even dramatic-sounding stories of identities stolen and lives ruined. But that was as far as she'd ever looked into it. That, and making sure her Instagram privacy settings were on point.

      Her platform had been less about social media and more about social reform. She was fighting for the everyday New Yorker, who slaved under an unfair and unjust system where the rich made all the rules, and people starved because their minimum-wage jobs weren't enough to pay for food, let alone rent and other expenses. Living in New York City wasn't cheap.

      Neither was living in other cities across the country, for that matter. She assumed. She really hadn’t been to many other cities, but her team told her things were just as awful. Her team told her a lot of things.

      They had recruited her for all of this, hiring her out of a casting call, and then prepping her with a sort of crash-course in politics and history and economics. They had groomed her to be a shining representation of Socialism. They had told her that as a Socialist, she was at the forefront of a new era of equality and the redistribution of wealth. It would be a new era of social consciousness for the United States, where education and healthcare and housing and food and pretty much everything would be free.

      It all sounded so good, even if she didn’t quite understand how all of it could work.

      Acosta hadn’t known she was a Socialist—or even what a Socialist was—until her team had told her what it meant. But the idea of redistributing wealth, giving people free healthcare and a free place to live, using all that money being hoarded by the rich to raise everyone else up—she’d never even imagined that such a thing could be possible. She was all in. And before she knew it she was handing over her apron and taking over an office, with a staff and a very large salary, and a whole new set of responsibilities.

      So this hearing hadn’t been entirely in her wheelhouse, but it was part of the job. Her team had briefed her on what questions to ask and what statements to pounce on, if the Silicon Valley people said this or that, or didn’t answer a question with a yes or no, or tried to insert more information than she was looking for.

      The yes or no questions, those were her favorite. Acosta memorized dozens of them, and she liked that no matter how anyone answered, her team had written a response that made those guys the bad guys and made Acosta the hero. She barely knew what was going on, half the time, but she felt absolutely brilliant after these hearings. She felt like she'd just defeated someone smart by being smarter. It was a rush.

      When the men in black burst in, shouting and pointing guns, Acosta wasn't entirely sure what was happening. She'd been in the middle of asking a question and thought maybe some Republicans in the audience were getting rowdy. That happened sometimes. Neo-Nazis and fascists and white supremacists would come to these things and make a scene. She’d almost gotten used to it, and she knew that if she just waited, just kept her eyes on the person she was questioning, not only would the ruckus pass but it would mean a great photo op. The media loved her, and they loved showing her being strong.

      But it took only an instant to realize this time was different.

      One of the men approached her from behind, grabbed her and yanked her to her feet. She’d barely managed to stand and walk before she found herself shoved through one of the doors and pushed along down a corridor.

      The men had grabbed other Senators, too, as well as practically all of Acosta's team members, who were in the room, gathered close to her during the hearing. They were always close enough to signal or whisper or mouth something she needed to know.

      She had come in with six aides, and four of them were herded out along with her and the others.

      All of them were pushed, threatened if they stumbled or lagged or talked, and ultimately forced into a couple of large SUVs. Their doors locked from the outside, and a metal plate divided the back from the front. The windows were blacked out, throwing everyone into deep darkness as the doors closed. Acosta found herself crammed into the SUV with five other people, blind and squished uncomfortably against the car door.

      They talked frantically as the SUV started moving, and they tried to assess who was in the vehicle, what everyone thought might be happening, and who might be responsible. “Terrorists” was the consensus, but no one could get more specific than that.

      The conversations eventually died out as the SUV rolled on relentlessly, carrying them further from the Senate floor, deeper into the unknown.

      Acosta was afraid. She was crying. She took deep, trembling breaths, trying to get herself under control. More importantly, she was trying to get mad.

      She’d had a lot of success with being mad. It got her results. It got her press coverage.

      The tours she did along the border, inspecting the camps where families were detained as they tried to cross into the United States—those were almost always fruitless. But finding a way to be publicly outraged about something, anything, consistently got her the kind of press coverage her team required. Being angry and disgusted when touring corporate offices or city government buildings always yielded sound bites and photo ops that her team applauded. They still lectured her and tutored her when she slipped and said something without thinking, or when she went offscript. But over time she was getting better at all of this. Being publicly angry was becoming a weapon she could use to get whatever she wanted.

      If she could get mad, she could claim some authority. She could have some control. It was all she had. The only weapon in her arsenal.

      The SUV stopped, and the doors were flung open. More armed men yelled and pointed guns and ordered them out, then shoved them ahead, corralling them into a large room with no windows and only two doors, one on either end of the room. Both doors were slammed and locked as the Congress members were pushed inside.

      Gathered in the harsh fluorescent light of the large room, Acosta and the others stood, blinking and trying to get their bearings. The men left them, without a word, with no instructions, and without much in the way of creature comforts.

      In the middle of the room were stacks of rations, along with a pile of folded blankets. In one corner of the room was a stainless steel toilet with a water fountain mounted on top. From the looks of things, it would be the only source of both relief and water—and for how long was anyone’s guess.

      Acosta shivered with revulsion, though she wasn’t sure if it was from the idea of having to use the toilet in front of a room full of people, or from the notion of drinking toilet water from that fountain. Both were repugnant and humiliating. Total human rights violations, which probably meant their kidnappers were Nazis. Or worse … Republicans.

      Things settled after a while. The frantic worrying and questioning and shouting and pounding at the doors started to die down. Eventually, everyone retrieved a blanket and huddled in any spot they could find along the walls.

      There were fourteen of them in all: Ten Senators, mostly Democrat, and Acosta's four aides.

      There was some question about that, from the three Republican Senators in the room. Why had the men grabbed Acosta’s people, and no one else’s? Wasn’t it strange, they wondered aloud, that Acosta was the only one who’d been grabbed with a team? Wasn’t Acosta the one speaking when all of this went down? Was this another dramatic ploy for press coverage? Another wailing attempt to get attention and leverage it to push her Socialist agenda?

      There had been some bitter bickering back and forth over that, and Acosta had managed to get mad and stay mad, to be outraged, to accuse the Republicans and even some of the more moderate Democrats of having orchestrated all of this themselves, to derail her social reform efforts.

      She threatened. She demanded. And ultimately she was told to can it by one of her own team.

      “We’re here. We’re stuck here,” Cameron Michaels said, squaring off with her at the pique of her tirade.

      Cameron had been one of the originals—one of the group who had cast her and tutored her into all of this. He was the one who came down on her hardest when she slipped up in a press interview, or when she flubbed a question or statement in the Senate. He was the one who reprimanded her like she was a child when she screwed up.

      He was also her lover, which made all of this so much more difficult.

      "What do they want?" Acosta asked again, leaning in and whispering in an angry, clipped hiss. She wasn't expecting an answer but she was so frustrated with all of this that she wasn't sure what else to do or to say. She wasn't sure who to trust, either.
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