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      It was quiet, and Ashton Mink hated quiet. He’d been in the music business for nearly forty years now, and there had been very few moments of absolute quiet during his life. He had always lived for the noise. It fed him, nourished him. It was part of his DNA. Sound made him who he was.

      Even now, after retiring from touring, he still hit the stage for local sets. He still recorded and produced and performed. He helped other musicians get their sound right, get in front of the right audience, and get into the business of spotlights and autographs and groupies.

      It was never about the spotlight for him, anyway. The girls and the drugs and the parties were perks, but it was always, could only have been, would forever be all about the sound.

      In fact, sound was at the heart of everything Ashton did in his life. His charity, for example, was built on the idea of sound changing the world.

      It had started with that little girl.

      Agnus Janson. Known as “Aggie” here in the states. She was a Latvian orphan whom Ashton met while on his final tour. She’d been a big fan of his—Latvia had only just opened as a market for Ashton and other musicians, a few years ago. Decades of music that had played out in the States was now fresh and new in some parts of the world. Little Aggie had just discovered Ashton Mink when she moved to the US. As a treat, her guardian brought her to one of his concerts, and somehow managed to get her backstage to meet Ashton and the band, to get some photos and, hopefully, an autograph.

      It was the kind of thing that happened all the time, and Ashton wasn’t upset about it in the least. It was routine. He’d probably signed a million autographs and posed for a million photos with a million little girls over the years. And so, he had knelt beside her, put an arm around her, and said, “Smile for the camera, love.”

      And for the first time he noticed that her guardian, standing just to the side of the photographer, was using sign language.

      The photographer snapped the photo, and Ashton turned to face little Aggie. It was the first he noticed the bulky devices behind each of her ears, hidden somewhat by her hair, but still visible if you were looking. Aggie was smiling, blissful, and she hugged him tight. He returned the hug, and patted her on the back as she ran back to her guardian, the two of them signing to each other in excitement.

      Before they could leave, Ashton caught up with them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to the guardian. “But, is she … well, is she deaf?”

      The guardian, whom Ashton would later learn was named Amanda, nodded and smiled. “She has cochlear implants, but she still has profound deafness. It’s hard for her to make out what people are saying in situations like this,” she waved a hand around the crowded room, where thousands of Ashton’s fans were waiting for autographs and photos of their own.

      Ashton shook his head. “Why bring her to a concert? Can she even hear the music?”

      Amanda laughed. “She feels it! And yes, she can hear it. It’s … well, it’s kind of loud.”

      Ashton smiled and laughed a little. Loud was part of the game.

      Amanda and Aggie left, but not before Ashton had his manager get their contact information. He wanted to follow up with these two, later. He wanted to know more.

      He had heard of cochlear implants, but they weren’t really anything top of mind for him. His world was absolutely filled with sound—music and crowds and a million other noises and tones that washed over him every day. But he had a secret. Something he hadn’t told anyone but his closest friends.

      The sound was starting to fade.

      He’d noticed it in the studio first. He kept having to up the gain on his headphones, to make out the nuances of the tracks he was producing. He could once pick out a sour note buried three tracks deep, and now he was struggling to hear all the subtleties of even one track.

      Doctors confirmed it for him. He was losing his hearing. Years of exposure to loud environments had wrecked him. It was part of the reason he decided to retire after a forty-year career. He kept the real reasons quiet, of course. Publicly, he was “just ready to move on to other challenges.”

      He would still be a part of the industry, still produce new music with new artists. And he’d play from time to time, with some ear protection in place. But how could he walk away from music entirely? It was unthinkable.

      But there were other things in life besides music. If he was being honest with himself, Ashton was starting to feel the pull of paths he hadn’t taken. Not regret, exactly. More like a longing for things he’d left undone to the point of never doing them at all. A family. A legacy.

      He wanted to leave something behind in the world that wasn’t just plug-and-play. Years on the road had prevented him from having any real family, but maybe he could leave something else as his legacy. Maybe there was a way to do some good in the world, and have that be what people remembered about him.

      After meeting Aggie and Amanda, and later talking with them at length about Aggie’s implants, Ashton felt he had his new mission.

      Cochlear implants weren’t a new technology. They were invented in 1979, by Professor Graeme Clark, at the University of Melbourne in Australia. Over the next thirty years they saw a great deal of advancement and improvement, and by 2012 there were over three-hundred-thousand implants in use, worldwide. Almost forty-thousand of those who depended on cochlear implants were children.

      In the years since that official number, hundreds of thousands of additional adults and kids had gotten cochlear implants. A quick tour of YouTube had shown Ashton dozens of “first sound” videos—children and even adults hearing the sound of a loved one’s voice for the first time in their lives. These videos were profound, and brought tears to his eyes. He could barely imagine what it would be like, to suddenly hear for the first time.

      It didn’t happen all at once, but over the course of months, after retiring from the stage, Ashton started to come up with a plan. He consulted with his business manager, who put him in touch with a few people in the know. From there he met with experts and advisors. He’d seen more suits in the past two months than he’d seen in his entire life up to then, but they were telling him exactly what he had hoped to hear.

      After half a century of being a rock star, he had the money and the connections to do something, and as someone suffering from progressive hearing loss himself, he had plenty of motive. But the real driving force for him was Aggie, and kids like her. He had a chance to leave a legacy that involved children after all.

      Within six months of retiring from the stage, the Ashton Mink Sound Lab was established—a research and development facility set up as a hybrid charity.

      That last bit had been particularly interesting to Ashton. It had come as advice from several of the big movers and shakers he knew—people who regularly did TED Talks and created startups that had a real impact on the world. Ashton had played enough charity and fundraising events for these folks that a lot of them knew him, liked him, even owed him favors. And it was through them that he came across the hybrid charity concept.

      The idea was that, overall, charities weren’t very effective.

      Completely reliant on donations and good-will benefactors, charitable organizations rarely had the funds to attract top talent, much less to conduct the kind of highly technical and innovative research that Ashton wanted his organization to do. The real movers in the world were businesses—corporations set up for profit. The problem was, for-profit businesses tended to make decisions based on what was in the best interest of shareholders, while charities were designed to benefit people in need.

      One of Ashton’s high profile friends pointed him to a TED Talk by Dan Palotta, titled “The way we think about charity is dead wrong.” Palotta’s talk focused on the concept that a charitable organization could do more good if it could attract better CEOs, better marketing experts, better researchers, and so forth. The only way to attract that kind of talent, however, was with money. An organization that is set up for profit is in a better position to fund humanitarian efforts than a non-profit.

      This presented some challenges.

      The answer, according to Palotta, was a hybrid of the two models, in which a for-profit business used part of its revenue to further humanitarian causes, typically in exchange for tax relief and other benefits. The result, though, would be a corporation built around people in need as its primary shareholders.

      That talk changed everything for Ashton, giving him a perspective he’d never had before. It also cinched what he planned to do.

      Rather than make his organization a non-profit, he instead made it a profit-based business that shared what it produced for the benefit of those in need. The direction and goals of the company incorporated two directives, with the for-profit side directly facilitating the non-profit side.

      AMSL—often pronounced AM-SUL by the press—conducted research and developed new sound-based technologies that were sold or licensed for profit. Those profits were used to fund the growth of the charitable side of the business, which was aimed at the development of better technologies to help the hearing impaired.

      It worked better than Ashton had even dreamed. With his endorsement, and with the company’s ability to attract top talent—from marketing to management to research—the business grew rapidly. Within the first year, AMSL had hired some of the most respected experts in a variety of disciplines, and it was starting to make waves in the world, across a variety of industries.

      To date, AMSL held nearly a thousand new patents, and was licensing many of those to major corporations worldwide. The business was directly responsible for radical new advancements in fields such as surround sound, noise cancelling, improved smartphone tech, and more. Even the medical industry was benefiting from advancements in sonic-based equipment, including new non-invasive scanning and surgical tools.

      But the biggest success came from the original mission—these new advancements were making cochlear implants better by reducing their size, increasing their capabilities, and dramatically reducing their costs. In the three years since founding AMSL, the cost per implant had gone from nearly fifty-thousand dollars per unit to around five-thousand. And for every implant sold, another was donated to a child in need.

      It was a company and a legacy to be proud of. It was something honorable for Ashton to leave in the world. His music had touched hearts and changed lives over a long and successful career, but his technology would improve the lives of millions, and for centuries to come. He couldn’t think of a better mark to leave.

      And then there was the discovery.

      It had started innocently enough. One of the researchers and his partner pitched the idea of technology that could directly interface a cochlear device with a human brain, without the need for surgery. A ‘wearable,’ as they called it—a device tuned to the individual, and something they could carry with them, without having it attached to their skull. Maybe it would be a necklace. Or a watch. Or a pair of glasses. It could even be integrated with existing technology, such as a smartphone.

      If this team succeeded, it would change everything for so many people. A new way to bring hearing to the deaf, better hearing to the impaired, maybe even super hearing to people with no impairments at all.

      Basically, the pitch was a cure for deafness.

      That really got Ashton worked up. He was all smiles about it, every time the updates came. He didn’t have much to do with the day-to-day research of his company, since he was more of the face of the business than a director. But he’d taken a very personal interest in this one. He was highly invested.

      The coolest thing, though, was that the research was based on something old and archaic.

      The lead researcher—Dr. Simon Patel—happened to have a background in studying acoustic theory and technology throughout the ages. He was an expert on everything from the inventions of the phonograph and the telephone to more obscure audio technology that was nearly lost to history. He was a profoundly gifted engineer, Ashton was told, and brought a very fresh and innovative perspective to his work.

      Ashton wasn’t much for history, but he appreciated the idea of taking something old and making it serve a new purpose. Maybe it was his age. He was feeling a little ancient, these days, but he’d managed to find new purpose, to be put to new use. So, he could appreciate what Dr. Patel was bringing to the game.

      In fact, Patel’s knowledge of history eventually led to an obscure collection of research conducted in the early 1700s.

      Ashton couldn’t remember all the details, but he knew that it involved a priest or a monk or someone studying the tritone—what a lot of people referred to as ‘the devil’s interval.’ Some chords were thought to cause people to think naughty thoughts, was how Ashton perceived it. The devil in the music.

      Ashton knew what a tritone was, of course. Most musicians did.

      Basically, a tritone, or a ‘tri,’ was half an octave, or three whole steps between two notes. It was a perfect fifth, with a flat, or an augmented fourth, with a sharp. When you played a series of tritones it could sound like an old horror movie soundtrack—kind of creepy and edgy. But most music resolved the tritones, transitioning into music that people were familiar and cool with. Music with an emotional impact tended to stick with a listener.

      The point of what Simon Patel uncovered, however, wasn’t really the tritone itself. He’d come across research about how tone and frequency could influence people, creating feelings and impressions, maybe even hallucinations. And even better, he’d discovered that the right frequencies created these impressions even in people who were incapable of hearing.

      Sound could influence thinking, even if someone couldn’t hear it.

      That was exactly what they needed. And as soon as Ashton heard it he put the full weight of his 51 shares in AMSL behind digging deeper, making sure Patel got all the funding and resources he needed.

      For months, Patel led a team of squints—Ashton’s name for the white-coated lab workers who mostly knew his music from TV commercials and movie soundtracks. They were a square bunch, but very good at their work. It took less than a year for them to make the breakthrough everyone had been hoping for, with Patel feeding them insights and ideas to drive things along. Patel was a marvel, coming up with new theories and practically inventing new technologies overnight. And this tech, which they had jokingly codenamed “Devil’s Interval,” was purely next-level. Patel would go into the history books over this work.

      They had technology that could transmit sound directly into the brain, without the need for surgery.

      Trials started as soon as they had a prototype, and that was when Ashton wanted to yank his hair out. There was a protocol to these things, he was told repeatedly. Everything had to be done in order, and on a timeline, before they could get approval for human trials. But eventually those hoops were jumped through, expedited a bit by donations to the right lobbyists at the right time.

      Ashton felt no particular shame about influencing the system a little. This work was going to do so much for the world. A little rule bending wasn’t going to kill anyone.

      The research continued, and things went very, very well. The first people to take place in the trials could hear the test tones easily, though many of them had no way to actually interpret this new sensation. It was like watching those “first sound” videos all over again, Ashton had thought with pride.

      It took fine-tuning, but every test subject eventually reacted to the test tones, even if they’d never heard a sound in their entire lives.

      It was the breakthrough they’d been hoping for, and it was a cause for huge celebration. Ashton had arranged a big party, right here in his own penthouse, to laud Patel and his team.

      Too soon, as it turned out.

      Within weeks of the first successful trials, the team started to report side effects among the test subjects. Ashton didn’t understand quite everything they brought to the next review meeting, but he understood the implications of it all. Their technology, which was such an amazing hope for the world, was dangerous. Scary dangerous.

      Ashton sat in with the team and AMSL’s CEO and COO when the results were given. It was a pretty dark day. A scary day. And Ashton found himself wondering how he, of all people, had come to be in this place, making the choices he was forced to make. He was a musician, an artist. His work had been rock-and-roll, up until just a few short years ago. In a lot of ways, music was still the only thing he really knew. What was he doing, sitting at the head of a table full of people who were discussing something so dangerous, it could be compared to the atomic bomb?

      It was a hard decision, but everyone agreed that this research had to be scrapped. Every public record of it would be erased, and related research kept aside would be classified to the point of being nearly non-existent.

      Ashton had agreed to all of this. He owned this company, and controlled a majority of the shares, and so he’d been included in the decision. But he could tell that his CEO and COO would have preferred to keep him out of it. Maybe to protect him. Or maybe to keep him from interfering, if he hadn’t agreed with them. But he had agreed. Of course, he had agreed.

      The data was wiped from AMSL’s systems. The prototypes were all destroyed. And Patel and his team were all forced to sign non-disclosure agreements, with penalties that would have caused Bill Gates to file for government assistance.

      It was done. Buried. No one would explore that avenue again—not in that direction, at least, and certainly not at AMSL.

      Except …

      Ashton was no scientist. He’d done rather poorly in grade school, and had dropped out of high school to start his first band. But over the years he’d come to appreciate learning and knowledge, and there was a part of him that couldn’t stand the idea of letting something brilliant be lost forever. It would be like losing a tune that came to you in a dream—losing perfect lyrics that could move someone to tears. He couldn’t stand the thought that they’d come so close to this, and now it had to be torn down by their own hands, lost to history forever.

      His legacy. Lost.

      He couldn’t just let it go.

      So, he’d made a copy.

      It was just the data from the company’s network. The prototypes were all destroyed. But Ashton had used his own personal clearance to snag the bits and pieces that AMSL had agreed to keep. And he’d gotten lucky. Six months earlier, Patel’s research partner, Dr. Bristol, had died in an accident, and her records had all been secured and stored. That was the rule, put in place by AMSL’s security chief, Nick Peters. And it was a lucky break.

      Her files contained sensitive information, about ongoing projects. Including this one. If he was being honest, Ashton had to admit that he had no idea how complete this data was. But Bristol had been active in the start of the trials, so there was a good chance she had records of nearly everything.

      Ashton wasn’t sure how he’d stumbled across her files. He’d been in the system, rooting around for anything related to the project. It had a very memorable codename—Devil’s Interval. Ashton wasn’t much for computers, but he could use a search engine, and he grabbed anything tagged with that codename. His clearance must have given him access to the secured and archived files as well as active ones. That’s all he could figure.

      He had used microSD card to smuggle out everything that had been on the system—a maneuver that rather made him feel like a spy. He had, in fact, hummed the ‘Mission Impossible’ theme as he made his exit.

      Getting that SD card out of the building was as easy as pie. No one ever searched the owner of the company. In fact, unlike everyone else, who had to trot in and out of security on the main floor, Aston had the option of leaving by helicopter from the roof, unmolested and unscanned. Which was exactly what he’d done.

      That had been two weeks ago. The research was all gone now. The prototypes all destroyed. Every bit of progress they’d made had been set back.

      Ashton was now considering his options. At first, he thought he might approach some of the other researchers from the company—those who had not signed the NDA. But that might tip someone off, and cause headaches he wasn’t prepared to deal with. So instead he reached out to his network again, asking around to see who might be able to take on this level of research and development. Maybe he could hire someone privately. Someone who wasn’t already working for him.

      His business manager had some promising leads, and he was already scheduling meetings with a few people. One of those meetings was to take place in the morning, right here in Ashton’s penthouse. It was the safest place, with no chance of paparazzi or eavesdropping.

      That appointment put Ashton here in his home for the first time in weeks. Travel had always been a part of his work, mostly on tour buses, but also First Class flights and then, eventually, private jets. His travel had always been about the music before, but these days, as often as not, it was about AMSL business. He was constantly making appearances, doing interviews, meeting with investors and shareholders and potential partners. He let his business manager handle all the finer details, but it was important for Ashton himself to be there, as the face of the company.

      It was boring, and exhausting, but as long as he had a guitar with him he weathered it well enough. He could handle just about anything, with a guitar in his hand.

      Now, though, he had hope for once. And he was having mixed feelings about it.

      His apartment was dark and quiet, which was always a little unnerving to him. It reminded him too much of the hearing loss he was suffering. These days he could use tech from his own company to compensate for his hearing loss, but he was holding out. Devil’s Interval would have been an invisible way to restore his hearing. He wasn’t ready for the world to see him with even one of AMSL’s sleek and streamlined hearing aids.

      He looked out over the Manhattan skyline, a perforated pattern of lights interrupted by streams of neon. Spotlights ranged and roved in the distance, sweeping signals across the sky, telling people where to find the party. The sounds of the street were muted from this height, and from the thick glass of his windows. Ashton shook himself, and took his phone out of his pocket. After a few taps there was music, playing just loud enough from speakers around the room that it could wash over him and make him feel more at home and less isolated.

      Much better.

      He also brought up lights from under the cabinets and racks around the space, providing some ambient atmosphere. Nothing too jarring. This had been a long day, and he just wanted to relax a bit before turning in. He’d pour himself a whiskey—probably Wild Turkey. He might have money and might have a skyline view of Manhattan, but he was still a Texas son. It was hard to beat the small town out of somebody, even after several decades.

      He sat at his piano—a refurbished Steinway Grand from the 1800s that had cost him ninety-thousand back in the 80s. It was perfectly tuned, and playing it had always taken him back to his early days, learning piano from his grandfather, playing Baptist Hymns on the rickety box that Gramps kept in a shed behind the house. It had been too big to be in the house proper. And unfortunately, after years of sitting in the heat and humidity of that backwater Texas town, it had suffered a great deal of rot and decay.

      By the time Ashton had become successful enough to afford restoring it, there wasn’t enough left to restore. He’d had to settle for having the old piano bench fixed and polished—though he kept the nicks and dings, the character of the thing. He paired it with this very expensive older cousin to his grandfather’s rickety instrument, and the incongruity of it made him smile every time. He could just imagine Gramps scoffing at the finery of the Steinway, telling Ashton, “You might get the sound out of that thing, but you won’t get the soul.”

      Ashton smiled. He patted the bench, and then looked up at the old, ragged hymnal that he kept on the Steinbeck’s music rack. He’d opened that hymnal only a handful of times over the past few decades. More so recently.

      Ashton’s career had been hard rock-and-roll, but he still appreciated the classics. The soulful sounds of R&B. The sexual undertones of smooth jazz. And, maybe out of a sense of familial nostalgia, the strident and hopeful marches of those old country hymns.

      He played one now—Amazing Grace—and smiled as he thought of Gramps belting out the lyrics in his gravely baritone, as if singing it loud enough might save someone’s life.

      Ashton stopped playing when he heard another sound, though, from somewhere in the apartment.

      “Hello?” he called.

      Maybe Richard, his business manager, had stopped by. They had partnered to produce a few new artists, and sometimes that work went late. Richard had a key, and an open invitation to use the spare bedroom, even if Ashton was out of town.

      “Richard, that you?” Ashton called, still tinkering with the keys of the Steinway.

      But there was no answer.

      Ashton stood from the bench and looked around. The darkness of the apartment was broken by the downlights below the cabinets and above the racks of albums and CDs and awards. There were still deep pockets of shadow everywhere, though. And for the first time, those shadows were giving Ashton a bad feeling.

      “Anybody here?” he asked.

      There was a slight thump, and it sounded like it was coming from one of the guest bedrooms. Maybe it was Richard, after all? But something wasn’t right.

      Ashton moved toward the sound, picking up one of his guitars in the process. They didn’t call these things ‘axes’ for nothing. It wouldn’t be the first time Ashton had used one to beat the crap out of an overzealous fan.

      He reached into his pocket and took out his phone, hitting speed dial for the front desk. “I think I may need security,” he said to the girl who answered.

      “We’ll have someone up there in just a moment, Mr. Mink. Do you need me to dial 911?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m not sure, actually.”

      “I’m calling to be safe. Please find a safe place, Mr. Mink. Security should be there any second.”

      He hung up. “Any second,” he said to whoever was hiding in the space. “You hear that? Now look, I don’t like having lay a beat down on somebody. And I’d rather we didn’t have any problems. If you’re a fan, I get it. I’m happy to sign something. I can even give you a little gift. If you’re here to rob me, then just take what you want and leave now. I won’t even try to stop you.”

      Again, there was no answer, and Ashton was starting to wonder if he was imagining things.

      He was about to give up, to go out into the hall and wait for security. He’d let them do a sweep, just to make sure things were ok. But he was sure at this point that he was imagining the whole thing.

      Suddenly, someone pressed something hard and frightening into his back.

      “Tell me where you have hidden the data,” a man’s voice said.

      “I …” Ashton started, but was cut off as the gun was pressed harder into his back.

      “Before you lie to me, I know that you have it. I know it was taken from your company’s network, two weeks ago, and I know that you saved it to a microSD. Where is it?”

      Ashton shook his head. “It ain’t here, brother. I don’t have it.”

      “You have one more chance,” the voice said. “If you don’t tell me now, I’ll kill every guard that comes through that door, and then I’ll kill you. Do I sound like someone who would bluff about that?”

      Ashton swallowed, and felt sweat moving down his side, under his shirt. “No,” he said. “Please …”

      “Where?” the voice asked.

      Ashton pointed a shaking hand at his piano. “There,” he said. “The … it’s in the hymnal.”

      The man jerked Ashton backward, then pushed him forward toward the piano. “Grab it,” he said.

      Ashton reached out and grabbed the old book, knocking a ream of blank composing paper and a couple of pens to the floor as he picked it up.

      The hymnal was one of the few things he had left from his grandfather. It had been part of Ashton’s origin story—part of the beginning of his career. It had started all of this. It was the foundation of everything, including AMSL. Ashton hesitated as a part of him rebelled, wanting to protect the book from this man.

      “Give me the chip,” the man said.

      His hands shaking, Ashton opened the hymnal to the back cover. He worked a fingernail into the seam where the cover met the pages, and peeled the paper backing away just enough to reveal the microSD, stuck with a bit of adhesive to the cardboard stock. He lifted the tiny memory card out between his index finger and his thumb.

      There was a hard knock on his front door then.

      “Mr. Mink, this is building security. We are using our master key to enter.”

      “Give me the card,” the man said, holding out a gloved palm.

      Ashton shakily placed the card in the man’s hand. “Please, just leave, ok? I’ll distract the guards, have them look in my bedroom. You can just hide near the door and rush out. They’ll never see you.”

      The man said nothing, and the front door opened, casting a cone of light across the floor.

      The guards were ex-police officers, hired at salaries that far exceeded what they made on the Force. They were trained, and they knew how to deal with hostage situations. They were skilled in negotiation, and in taking down bad guys.

      They were dead before they’d even drawn their weapons.

      Two silenced shots from the man’s gun, striking the chests of the two former police officers.

      Ashton let out a yell, and as hysterics overtook him it turned into a scream. Years of belting high-pitched lyrics on stage made that scream powerful and even, and there was a hope that maybe someone would hear it. Maybe they’d come to his rescue.

      The man shoved Ashton hard, sending him to the floor. As Ashton rolled over, the man aimed at him. “I loved your music,” he said. “Big fan.”

      He pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          MANHATTAN FBI OFFICES

        

      

    

    
      The Manhattan offices of the FBI’s new Historic Crimes Division were just a couple of cramped rooms crammed into a far corner of the FBI’s regular, newly-remodeled offices. One space served as a conference room, for those very rare times that there were more than two people working a case. The other served as Agent Roland Denzel’s office.

      Dan Kotler had wandered into the latter with two cups of coffee in his hands. He placed one on Denzel’s desk, and was in no way surprised when his agent friend didn’t so much as look up from his laptop. Denzel reached for the coffee, brought it to his lips, and then looked at Kotler, surprised.

      “This is good,” he said.

      “It’s from that new place a block over.”

      “The Greek place?”

      Kotler nodded, smiling and sipping at his own dense and dark brew.

      Denzel nodded appreciatively and turned back to his screen. “Welcome back. How are things in Atlantis? You were there nearly three weeks this time.”

      Kotler laughed. “Good, but slow. I was helping to organize dive teams to explore the sunken parts of the city. There’s a lot down there, but the currents and some tectonic issues make things dicey. We sent a robotic probe in and got some amazing images, though. I expect it will be a few more months before the research team decides to make an official public announcement. Also, we’re not sure it’s Atlantis.”

      This made Denzel finally look up. “What?”

      “Well, it has all the earmarks,” Kotler said. “The evidence for is pretty strong, but the evidence against is getting stronger.”

      “But we were shot at,” Denzel said.

      Kotler laughed again. “That isn’t really considered proof, Roland.”

      “What about all that nonsense with Gail McCarthy and Eric van Burren?”

      Kotler shrugged. “That only proves that they thought it was Atlantis. We’re still verifying everything.” Seeing the look of near devastation on Denzel’s face, Kotler retreated a bit. “Don't worry, it's still a significant archeological discovery. At this point, there’s just as much a chance that it really is Atlantis. But you wouldn’t arrest someone without proof, right? You'd make a case, based on facts. It’s the same thing. Think of archeology as the FBI of history.”

      Denzel scoffed and sipped his coffee, shaking his head in quiet disbelief.

      Kotler knew what he was feeling. It was so tempting to just give over, to decide that things were settled and all the facts were known. It would be so much easier, and so much more fun, to just accept everything at face value and call the mystery solved. Especially in cases like this one, where both speculation and emotions ran high, and where so many lives were affected. Being able to publicly announce the discovery of the true, real, not-a-myth-or-legend Atlantis would change the world. It was disappointing to even think that they might not have it after all.

      Especially after everything they'd gone through with that case (such as getting shot at), and all the lives that had been impacted.

      Eric Van Burren was currently in witness protection, which was a touch better than either Kotler or Denzel had wished on him. That was frustrating, but also necessary. He had a lot of information about his grandfather’s smuggling network, and the FBI was keenly interested in dismantling that. So, appalling or not, giving Eric a comfortable bed in a nice house, nestled into a suburb somewhere in the Midwest—that was the annoying and necessary reality of things.

      Far worse was the fact that Gail McCarthy had escaped. Using that same smuggling network, Gail had managed to make a run for it and stay hidden all these months. There hadn’t been a peep out of her. No clue as to where she was or what she was up to. That was frustrating to both Kotler and Denzel, for a variety of reasons. But mostly to Kotler.

      Gail had played him worst of all, masquerading as a neighbor, as a victim, even as a lover. She had been far more devious than Kotler could have anticipated, and had nearly had both Kotler and Denzel killed on multiple occasions. Worse, though, was that Kotler had been fooled so completely. He was highly trained to read body language, to see the signs of lies and deception, to intuitively and overtly understand the drives and motives behind a person's actions. He hadn't seen Gail coming until it was too late.

      But that was yesterday’s story. At least for now. Today was a new day, with new promise. The Atlantis project was continuing, and was now at a point where Kotler could step away, and concentrate on other things. Which brought him to here and now, in the Manhattan offices of the FBI.

      Kotler needed a new thing to concentrate on.

      He sipped his coffee and said, “What’s on the docket these days? Anything interesting?”

      Denzel leaned back, stretching a bit before folding his hands over his stomach. “I’m glad you asked,” he said. “We still have the map thing.”

      Kotler shook his head. “The map thing isn’t historic. It's not real."

      “It’s being played off like it is,” Denzel replied. “That’s the problem.”

      “It’s a forgery. A good one, but still a forgery. That isn’t really our thing, is it? Isn't that a White Collar case?”

      “They’re booked up,” Denzel said. “And there’s the whole ‘lost civilization’ thing.”

      Kotler nodded, and sighed. When this new division was commissioned, Denzel was two-for-two with solving crimes the FBI only barely had bandwidth for. He’d become something of a hero in the Bureau, after bringing down Director Crispen and solving two high-profile, history-related crimes in a row. There was buzz that echoed all the way to the Hill, where it was determined that there was a growing need for this sort of thing.

      As a reward for his work in Pueblo, and at the Atlantis site, Denzel had been given the helm of a new division, and carte blanche to pick personnel to man his team. As his first pick, Denzel had engaged Kotler as a resource on retainer, though Kotler had set things up so his fee went to charity. He had no need for a salary, and didn’t feel right taking one. It was better for the money to go to a good cause, such as funding science and history programs in underprivileged schools.

      For a few months after the Atlantis case, Denzel and Kotler had been rock stars at the Bureau. Every case that had even a hint of ‘misplaced history’ was sent their way. Most turned out to be mundane, lacking any real connection to actual historic or archeological facts or events, and often turning out to be scams or forgeries.

      Case in point, ‘the map thing,’ which Kotler had determined to be a forgery of a sixteenth century nautical map, that supposedly pointed to a lost civilization in the Antarctic.

      It had taken Kotler only thirty minutes to prove the map was a fake, but the case persisted because the forger had not yet been apprehended, and the suspect who had tried to sell the map was insisting that it was a replica of a real document, and that it was accurate.

      The case wasn’t quite in the purview of the new Historic Crimes Division, but it was deemed ‘close enough.’ Kotler was happy to help, in all the ways he could, but at this point there really wasn’t much left for him to do. Unless they could locate the forger, and somehow verify that the fake was based on a real map, Kotler’s usefulness amounted mostly to helping Denzel brainstorm leads.

      He was about to comment on this, again, but at that moment Denzel’s desk phone rang. “Agent Denzel.”

      Kotler settled into his chair, sipping his coffee and looking at the decor of Denzel’s office, which trended toward memorabilia. There were framed photos of Denzel with various political figures and a couple of celebrities. A signed Nolan Ryan baseball card was in a small frame resting on a shelf next to an autographed baseball from the same pitcher. There was a photo of Denzel with President Obama, and another with President George W. Bush. There were also photos with various high-ranking officers of the Bureau, though notably no photo with Director Crispen.

      And, to Kotler’s delight, there were news clippings about the Coelho Medallion, as well as a photograph of the ruins at the Atlantis site. These told Kotler a story about Denzel—that he was proud of his work, but also inspired by it. And as a part of that work, Kotler was gratified to know of its impact. Maybe he would take this ‘map thing’ a bit more seriously.

      “Detective Holden?” Denzel asked. “What can I do for you?”

      Holden. Kotler recognized that name, but it took a moment to place it. Detective Peter Holden, with the NYPD. He’d been the lead detective working the murder of Morgan Keller, the former Head of Acquisitions at Baker Tait. She had been murdered by Gail McCarthy, or by someone she’d hired—though they’d been unable to prove it so far. Was this something to do with that investigation?

      “Detective, I’m afraid I don’t really handle murder investigations, so …”

      Kotler watched as his friend’s face went through a rainbow of micro expressions. There was skepticism, or something akin to it, and a bit of stubbornness as Denzel internally decided to ignore Holden’s request for assistance. Then something changed. There was a spark. Denzel’s eyes darted to the newspaper clipping and the photo on his wall, and Kotler could see that his interest had been piqued.

      “That does sound interesting,” Denzel said. “Hold on.” He held the phone aside and looked at Kotler. “What do you know about something called ‘the Devil’s Interval?’"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They arrived at the high-rise home of Ashton Mink less than an hour later. It was quite close to Kotler’s apartment. In fact, Kotler had bumped into Ashton a few times at local events—the type where Ashton was asked to be a guest rather than a performer, and where he and Kotler were valued more for their checkbooks than for whatever their contributions to society might be.

      For all that, Kotler hadn’t really known Ashton very well, and wasn’t sure Ashton knew who he was at all. But the man had seemed interesting and kind, if a bit eccentric. And his company was doing amazing things in the field of acoustic research. Some of the technology used in Kotler’s own field was built around AMSL’s patents.

      Kotler and Denzel were greeted by two uniformed police officers standing in the doorway to Ashton’s apartment. Denzel showed his badge and Kotler showed his FBI consultant ID. It was the coolest thing about his contract with the Bureau, and Denzel had made him swear on his life that he would never abuse it for fun. Kotler had mostly lived up to his word on that promise.

      Inside the apartment, a forensic team was at work combing through everything. Kotler saw with relief that the victims had already been removed. There were little numbered cards placed on each blood-soaked spot on the carpet, but no taped outlines or other evidence that a body had lain there.

      Kotler had no problem with dead bodies—he'd seen more of the dead than most living people ever had. He had no driving desire to see more, however. He could live with a corpse-free day, just fine.

      Detective Holden was consulting with a lab tech, whose white polypropylene coveralls stood in stark contrast to Holden’s rumpled brown suit and coffee-stained shirt. His necktie was loosened just enough to reveal a missing top button on his shirt collar, its severed threads coiling and bending away from the fabric like thin, white weeds. Holden looked exhausted, which was exactly how Kotler remembered him from the last time.

      “Agent Denzel, thank you for coming,” Holden said. He then turned to Kotler. “And you’re the squint.”

      Kotler nodded. “We’ve met before.”

      “I remember,” Holden said. “You’re the archeologist guy. The one who found all those Vikings in Colorado. I read about you.”

      Kotler only nodded. Holden’s body language was sending all sorts of signals, particularly his disdain for Kotler. But he was also showing signs of deep respect for Denzel, which seemed unusual. The FBI and the NYPD had a notoriously bad relationship at times. At least, if the whole of modern fiction was to be believed.
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