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            PROLOGUE

          

          XI’PAAL ‘EK KAAH, CENTRAL AMERICA

        

      

    

    
      Dr. John Graham was more than a little perturbed by being the first European descendent to set foot in Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah.

      Oh, the discovery was incredible, to be sure. His name would certainly go in the history books, and everything he discovered here, doubtless, would be sensational to the world at large. Not since the days of John L. Stephens and Frederick Catherwood had there been such international buzz about the discovery of a Mayan city. But Graham knew that the buzz wasn't so much about the discovery, as it was about the discoverer—a thirteen-year-old boy named Henry Eagan, from Rhode Island.

      Graham mopped sweat from his brow with a soiled handkerchief. He swatted at yet another mosquito, grateful that he'd been inoculated against malaria but wishing he'd remembered to attach the mosquito netting to his hat before setting out this morning.

      He pulled his sweat-soaked shirt away from his skin, flapping it to produce a small breeze and get at least a tiny bit of relief from the oppressive humidity that threatened to drown him on dry land. And he rubbed at his bandaged forearm, where earlier he had fallen and sliced it against a clump of razor sharp pampas grass. All the while, he thought of little Henry Eagan, nearly four thousand miles away, who had discovered all of this and set this entire expedition in motion using an iPad and Google Earth.

      The little snot.

      Graham chastised himself. There was no sense in being annoyed with the boy, for God's sake. This city would still be here, covered in jungle growth, going undiscovered for perhaps another thousand years, if not for Henry. Graham only had the funding to come here and do this work, because Henry's story had been such a media sensation.

      Still …

      Graham stood aside as four men came through, carrying recently felled branches and trunks, clearing trees and vines from the entrance to a promising structure. It appeared to be a temple—one of the ovoid pyramids similar to those discovered in other Mayan sites, with sets of stairs formed by immensely heavy blocks of stone—stone that had to have been ported here from elsewhere, somewhere immensely far from here. There were no quarry sites nearby, nowhere to find this much stone just naturally lying around. In short, the mere presence of these massive stones, in all their bulk and girth, carved as they were to such exacting precision, should have been impossible.

      It was part of the mystery of this place. How had the early Mayans managed to build it at all, particularly with the jungle as a barrier to travel? Not to mention the jungle's tendency to fill in any space that was open to the sun and the sky, continuously threatening to consume the place and bury it forever?

      These were mysteries that the archeological community had yet to solve, even after hundreds of years of study and research. With all that, they had barely scratched the surface of who the Mayans were, and where they'd come from. This city, itself, was proof that all of their knowledge about this great and ancient race was barely enough to provide a decent start.

      But here they were. And thanks to the wonders of modern technology, Graham and his team were about to enter a structure that hadn't seen human life in perhaps a thousand years. Regardless of how it was discovered, the accomplishment was remarkable. History was being made, right here and right now.

      The stairs that Graham was now facing led to tiered landings above, and he stared up into the rise of the temple. It was hard to make out most of the details of the place, even with a lot of the overgrowth cleared. This ancient structure had been firmly and resolutely reclaimed by the jungle, after humanity had left it, and it wouldn't be given up easily.

      Graham opened his canteen and took a long sip of water. He had conserved, as they moved through the jungle to get here, but now that they'd made camp there was plenty of water. They'd ported in large containers of it, which was absolutely necessary in most cases. But they'd gotten lucky, too. On their trek to Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah, they had stumbled across a nearby cenote—a natural sinkhole in the local limestone bedrock, which had become a cistern of sorts. It gave them access to fresh groundwater, and it was so clean and pure, they could drink it without boiling it, if they wished. A mercy, here in the rainforest, where nearly everything was trying to kill you.

      Still, they filtered it thoroughly before drinking, anyway. The last thing anyone wanted was a stray bacterium making their lives miserable, hundreds of miles from the nearest pharmacy. Or toilet.

      Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah. “Star Boy City.” Or, better translated “Boy Star City,” which made it sound like a boy-band retrospective.

      It still galled Graham even to say the name of the place, but he again forced himself to be reasonable. It was named as an homage to Henry Eagan, the boy discoverer, and for the method by which he had found this place. Using star maps and maps of the known Mayan ruins, gathered from various internet sites, and comparing those to satellite imagery freely available online, Henry had discovered an anomaly in the region. He lined up all the known Mayan cities and temples, and decided to test the “Orion correlation theory.” This was a hotly contested idea, stating that some ancient sites, such as the three pyramids of the Giza plateau, were actually aligned with the three stars in the belt of Orion. It was an intriguing hypothesis, implying not only that these ancient civilizations had a deep knowledge of astronomy, but they also, bizarrely, had a common interest in the constellation of Orion.

      Mainstream archaeologists tended to doubt the premise, for numerous reasons. The first was the simple fact that in order for the three pyramids in Giza to line up with those belt stars, one would have to rotate the map of the site, reorienting it so that their relative position to the stars matched, but throwing everything else into the wrong position.

      Still, the theory remained popular and, Graham had to admit, there did seem to be some weight to it. He wasn't ready to discount it entirely, at least. And in fact, Henry Eagan's discovery cast the theory in new light.

      Because, as Henry had determined, the site at Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah did, in fact, align with certain astronomical phenomenon. And in fact, within the site, there were three structures that aligned with the stars in Orion's belt, though that hadn't been confirmed until very recently.

      Henry had found this site, however, because he'd determined that there was a correlation between several ancient Mayan sites and the alignment of certain stars and constellations beyond Orion. He was able to line up numerous Mayan cities with star maps, which seemed to confirm the theory. But that was when he discovered a problem.

      There was a city missing.

      Henry had used common tools and apps to predict where that final temple would be, overlaying star maps with Google Earth, noting the known structures and then zooming in to inspect the region where the remaining city should have been seated. He'd done this as a complete amateur, but had apparently become obsessed with the idea of lost cities and ancient cultures, as well as the disciplines and techniques used by those who researched and studied these cultures. Essentially, he began to replicate the disciplined approach to research that a graduate student might have applied.

      He put a child's imagination to work alongside all of the information and resources and data made freely available online, and had determined that within a very specific jungle region of Central America, there should be a city—but all he could see was jungle canopy.

      He then used Google Maps to zoom in on that region, to study it.

      There was something there.

      A shape in the tree growth emerged as Henry zoomed in close. It looked too perfect to be anything but manmade, and that had been very exciting to both Henry and to his father, who encouraged his son to document his find, and to take it public.

      Henry put together quite a presentation, then, and made his big announcement on YouTube, of all places. He used screen captures to show the site, zoomed in, outlined the structure he believed he was seeing, and overlaid star maps to show the correlation he was trying to prove. He was so thorough and so professional in his approach, it couldn't help but get attention.

      The video almost immediately went viral. Within 48 hours of uploading his evidence and speculation, it had been shared by over 20 million viewers. It had been picked up by other YouTube vloggers by that point, many of whom shared their own opinions and speculations about the site, including their doubts and misgivings, if they had any. Some dismissed the satellite imagery, saying the rectangular shape could just be a digital artifact or one of Google Earth's famous rendering glitches. Others weren't so sure. They saw how well Henry had lined up various Mayan sites with known cosmic points of interest, even going as far as to use online resources to illustrate celestial alignments from thousands of years earlier. Many were convinced.

      It wasn't long before the mainstream media picked up the story, and started reporting on the find. It was too cool to ignore, really. A thirteen-year-old boy, discovering a lost city in the jungle, while sitting comfortably in his bedroom, thousands of miles away. Without certification, they immediately hailed him as a genius, lauding him for his brilliance in outpacing modern science, using public domain tools that were available to everyone. How could it not be a sensational story?

      Thanks to all of the media attention, academia became involved. Universities and research centers clamored to be the first to bring Henry to their facilities, to encourage photo ops with Henry getting tours while looking through microscopes, holding ancient Mayan artifacts in his hands, and palling around with seasoned archaeologists and researchers.

      Graham had met Henry at one of these events, and had managed to get in on several of the prominent photos. He'd given Henry a tour of his own offices, in fact, and the two of them had bonded over a shared interest in both archaeology and astronomy.

      When Graham wrote up a proposal to go in search of this place, to use LIDAR technology to digitally peel back the undergrowth and see if something really was there, he'd gotten approval and grants with almost no opposition. This was, after all, one of the biggest media frenzies concerning an archeological site since that whole Viking affair in Pueblo, Colorado. Dr. Coelho, and that damned Dr. Kotler, had stirred up quite an appetite for this sort of thing. The public was hungry for more, and Graham's underwriters knew when to seize an opportunity.

      Here he was, then, covered in sweat and grime, probably already hosting some foul, undiscovered bacteria or viral infection, but thankfully staring into the ruins of a lost city. Who really cared how it was discovered? It was Dr. John Graham who would be the first to bring this place and all the secrets it held to the light of day. He may not have been the one to find it in the first place, but he would be the first human to step into its secret depths in well over a thousand years. That was something. There was honor in that.

      “Dr. Graham!” one of his assistants shouted. “We've found something you'll want to see!”

      Graham again mopped his brow, and hurried toward the site where two of his assistants were pulling away twisted vines and brushing dirt from a large, rectangular stone. It was inset into a small alcove, one of several they'd encountered just inside the ruins of the temple itself. This one was in an area far less accessible from the outside, however. They were well within the temple now, and the foliage had thinned, though it still wound through here in living pillars and rails, searching for light or water or anything else it needed.

      The vines were dry and brittle in this part of the temple, but still difficult to remove. It was like sawing through tree branches. His work was made shorter by chainsaws, but since fuel was a limited resource the men had been using hand saws for most of the work. Progress had been somewhat slow.

      This area of the ruins had only been accessible because of a collapse in the outer wall. It had appeared to be a passage, which turned out to be true, but Graham hadn't yet figured out what function it played. Until this very moment.

      He recognized some of the markings carved into the walls here, and in the stone itself, and he felt his pulse come to speed.

      The stone that had the attention of his assistants was an ornately carved rectangle, with precise edges, so straight and perfect that they fit almost invisibly within the rectangular alcove. The seams were so tight, in fact, it would be difficult to wedge a sheet of paper into them.

      It was an intriguing mystery. No one knew how the Mayans—a people supposedly bereft of technology even as basic as the wheel—had managed to quarry and move immense stones from miles away. Even more of a mystery, however, was how they had managed such precise and intricate ornate stone carving, often with no sign of tool marks, and with apparently no hardened metal tools available to them.

      This stone represented another piece in a growing puzzle about the Mayan culture.

      It also marked the site of a tomb.

      Graham felt his heart quicken further. His breathing increased as well. His excitement was mounting.

      This was where the men were separated from the star boys, he knew. No iPad or satellite or LIDAR array could have detected this very spot, nor what might be found beyond this stone slab. It took feet on the ground, sweat and grime caked over one's body, and a will and determination to bring long-buried secrets to light.

      Before him was a door to a whole new world, and it would be Dr. John Graham who discovered it first.

      “There will be a trigger,” Graham said to them, his breathing already heavy. “A release that opens this.”

      “It's a door?” asked Charlene Voss, the younger of his two assistants.

      “Oh yes,” Graham said, smiling. “And beyond it, we may find a treasure more valuable than any found in recent history.”

      “Gold?” asked Derek Simmons. Derek had always been a bit too eager to be a treasure hunter, in Graham's estimate, but he was smart and diligent, and his work was exemplary.

      “No, not gold,” Graham said, shaking his head and smiling. “If I'm right, we may find actual human remains on the other side of this door!”

      Both assistants picked up on his excitement, and mirrored it, though they may not have considered finding dead humans to be all that fascinating.

      Graham, however, knew that finding preserved remains, these days, was rare. Particularly in the highly humid climate of Central America.

      Beyond natural decay and degradation, however, the rarity of either remains or artifacts was a common problem thanks to the Conquistadors, and to that most invasive of cultural standbys—religion.

      Starting in the 1700s, many Mayan tombs were desecrated by either the Spanish or by “explorers,” mostly treasure hunters, in the centuries that followed. Guerrilla fighters, in particular, were a problem—using ancient ruins as a base of operations, hidden from the reach of authorities. They would loot the ruins for anything of value, and often damage artifacts and structures through careless use.

      There were guerrillas and bandits all through this region, in fact. Which was why Graham had brought along a sizable security contingent. That red-headed and mustachioed security chief that the University had hired, along with his gaggle of ex-military guns for hire, had been a necessary nuisance during this expedition. Graham was glad to have them, though, for the safety of himself and his people, even if he wasn't always pleased with their manners. They had been a great help in bringing provisions, including the large water tanks and other supplies. And they had pitched in to help clear the site, though in truth they did this to provide a camp and to secure the area. The needs of Graham's team and those of the security contingent overlapped in helpful ways.

      On the whole, Graham would rather have them here than not have them. He felt safer with them guarding the site.

      Graham and his assistants were feeling around the carved stone now, using small brushes to clear dust from crevices, occasionally pouring a bit of water onto the ornate design, to see if any of it seeped through. This was how they found the trigger.

      It was, ostensibly, the ornate eye of a Mayan chieftain or religious figure, carved in a reclined position and surrounded by some apparatus. It was similar to other carvings in Mayan culture, though no one knew for certain what it represented. There was speculation that it was Quetzalcoatl, the famed “winged serpent” god who often took human form. He was the god of intelligence and self-reflection, but also the god of creation, among the Maya.

      But the figure carved into this stone was different than most of the portrayals of Quetzalcoatl. For starters, this figure had a beard.

      “Viracocha,” Graham whispered.

      Another creator god, though from an earlier legend than Quetzalcoatl. Viracocha first appeared in the historic record as a god of the Inca, a culture even more ancient and mysterious, in most ways, than the Maya. In fact, there was a debate in the archeological community as to whether the Inca or the Maya were the first people of this region—some even speculated there was another culture, even older, that predated everything modern science and exploration had yet uncovered—a “third party” civilization.

      The third-party theory had been popularized by Egyptologists, but was finding purchase in other cultural research as well. In short, archaeological evidence suggested that rather than the slow development of most civilizations, certain cultures seemed to have emerged all at once, and fully formed. The transition from a primitive culture to an advanced society occasionally appears to have happened almost overnight. Technological skills that should have taken hundreds or thousands of years to develop seemed to become part of some cultures with no apparent cycle of growth or evolution.

      The most logical explanation—the Occam's Razor—suggested that these cultures hadn't developed the technology at all, but had instead inherited it from an as yet unknown third party.

      The same might be true of certain legendary or historic figures, particularly among the Maya and Inca cultures. Indeed, all of the ancient Mesoamericans shared certain stories and folklore, some of which even felt eerily similar to the mythos of faraway cultures such as the Egyptians, the Phoenicians, even the ancient Celts. Among these were stories of “saviors”—great men who appeared like prophets, espoused virtue and enlightenment, and acted as guides for humanity's development into civilization.

      Viracocha was one of these figures.

      Graham wasn't quite ready to accept that there was one predominant, ancient culture that predated humanity's earliest records and memories, but he couldn't quite exclude the possibility, either. Viracocha's legend might have been handed down from that earlier, mythic line. Graham felt that as a very distinct possibility.

      Because of that beard.

      Records of early Mesoamerica were scarce, with a great deal having been destroyed by the Spanish Conquistadors, under the command of the Catholic Church, on a tear to dispose of heathen gods and demonic depictions wherever they surfaced. What little that survived that brutal desecration, however, was intriguing.

      Viracocha was the first of a line of “Caucasians,” all bearing the same name, in the Mayan and Incan records. Viracocha, the first among them, had one day arrived from the sea—the origin of his name, which meant “sea foam”—and had at once begun teaching the fundamentals of civilization and morality to the natives of the Americas, long before either continent possessed that name.

      Viracocha was described, by those ancient indigenous people, as a white man with a beard, wearing robes, who performed miraculous healings and taught a message of acceptance and peace. He was accompanied by “disciples,” who could perform many of the same works, in his name.

      This description, as one might imagine, sparked all sorts of controversial but intriguing ideas among the academic community, as early as the mid-1700s. A clearly European man, appearing several millennia prior to the discovery of the Americas, and sounding a great deal like a certain carpenter from Bethlehem, was something rare and unique indeed. It was intriguing to the public, sparking a wildfire of speculation and fantasy, a love for the ever-growing mystery of this region.

      It was a stack of historic anomalies that gave men like John Graham nightmares.

      What did it mean, and how had it come to pass? Thanks to overzealous Spanish friars and those who followed their orders, the world might never know. Men such as Friar Diego de Landa, acting on behalf of the Church, gathered and destroyed any Maya codices his men could find, along with any idols and altars they came across. Ironically, de Landa later had a change of heart, and started actively gathering everything he could find, in an effort to preserve Mayan culture. A bit too late, for the most part. In no time, an ancient culture was practically erased from history.

      Now, here in this lost temple, Graham found himself rediscovering at least some part of that culture—coming face to face with a possibility and a legend. There were no prior records to indicate that Viracocha's mythos might have strayed to this region of Central America, and so finding this tomb could open a way to retrieve some of that lost history. It was possible that Graham could learn the truth about Viracocha and his disciples. It was possible that he could unravel a lost legend.

      If this turned out to be the tomb of Viracocha …

      “Step back,” he said to Derek and Charlene.

      They stepped a few paces back, and Graham took a deep breath. He reached out with a shaking hand, and pressed the stone trigger, feeling the grind of it against the grit of the ornate door.

      There were clicks and other noises from within the stones, signaling that the walls themselves were hollow, and housed some ancient mechanism. Graham stepped back now, and watched in fascination as the ornate stone doorway tilted upward, pressed from its top by some counter-balanced weight, and turning on an unseen fulcrum. The stone became a door, and the doorway to the crypt beyond stood revealed.

      Glancing back at his assistants, Graham smiled. He took out a flashlight, and wiped his brow once more with the handkerchief. “Derek, go report this to the others. Tell them to come back here, but not to enter unless I'm not heard from in an hour. Charlene, follow me, but don't stay too close. Step only where I step, and be prepared to backtrack quickly, if anything happens to me.”

      Derek seemed a bit disappointed at being excluded from exploring this new find, but he did as he was told. And Charlene did exactly as instructed, brandishing her own flashlight as they entered the passage.

      The stone corridor was dark and dank, and smelled of loam and rotted vegetation. Not a good sign, really. It meant that if there were still remains down here, they might not have fared well over the centuries. But any find would be incredible, at this point, and Graham could barely contain his excitement. He carefully moved through the tunnel, sweeping his light across the path, the walls, the ceiling. These ruins were notorious for housing traps—one of the details that films such as Indiana Jones got right. For a supposedly primitive culture—one that many archaeologists still foolishly believed hadn't even discovered the wheel—the Mayans and other ancient Mesoamerican cultures were profoundly proficient with clever, mechanical apparatus. Particularly if they were meant to kill intruders.

      They made their way deeper into the temple, and Graham was relieved to see that the air was becoming dry and cool. The humidity dropped, vegetation thinned, and the walls started to look dryer, the stones free of the glistening moisture that lined the tunnel entrance. There was the hope of a preserved cadaver here, after all, Graham thought.

      The tunnel opened into a larger chamber, and Graham stopped, his breath taken by the sight. This was the place. This was where he'd find a treasure for the ages. Perhaps he'd find Viracocha himself. No internet hype could stand a chance against the sensation he would unleash on the world, once he'd found physical proof of an ancient god!

      This was his, alone. The first of modern man to set foot in this tomb, and the first of any human to be here in thousands of years. His underwriters would lose their minds. He would be funded for decades to come. He smiled.

      “Dr. Graham,” he heard Charlene say.

      He looked back at her, the smile still firm on his features. He saw that she was standing to the side, having disobeyed his rule about following in only his steps. But he was willing to forgive it, here in this chamber, where a legend might be unearthed. He was willing to overlook just about anything, now that he'd made some real progress here. He was already calculating the best way to go about excavation and inspection. They'd have to proceed very carefully, to avoid both dangers and damage to whatever they found here. It would be work, but it was what they'd come here for. The discovery would make it all worthwhile.

      Charlene was pointing.

      Graham followed her gaze, and trained his flashlight on the spot she indicated … and his heart sank.

      They had found human remains, after all. They had, in fact, uncovered a perfectly preserved corpse.

      She was wearing Prada.
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      Dr. Dan Kotler wasn't very patient, for an archaeologist. It was one of his greatest failings, and he knew it. He had gone to great lengths to overcome it.

      For quite some time, he had studied multiple disciplines and practiced meditative arts, meant to center him, to keep him focused on the present moment. He had studied Yoga and Tai Chi, as well as more combative martial arts. He had also found and studied under a guru, learning the art of meditation, and endeavoring to reach a higher plane of consciousness with every long, leg-cramping session.

      It wasn't his favorite pursuit.

      The best he'd managed from all of this disciplined training was an ability to control his breathing and clear his thoughts, when things were getting stressful. That was good enough, his guru assured him. Good enough for now. Patience, and all good things will come.

      Kotler couldn't help feeling his guru might be practicing patience every time Kotler came to call. He wasn't a very good student, when it came to these things. Prayer and meditation weren't his strengths.

      At the moment, however, he was bent in an almost prayerful way, though it wasn't precisely a meditation, in the Eastern sense. He was staring through a photographer's loupe at tiny, nearly imperceptible etchings on a brass plate, trying to decipher any meaning he could.

      Prayer, in its way. Though an aggravating kind that only brought bliss when the answers finally came.

      If they ever came.

      Kotler was examining a small hole, about the size of a US dime, encircled with characters that he thought might be Phoenician, but weren't quite matching up. He sat up and once again consulted several texts, both in the form of paper-bound books and, more frequently these days, as digital scans on an iPad. Again and again he had come back to these references, each time discovering that close was not good enough, when it came to language. These markings might look Phoenician, but they weren't translating as such.

      It was all just gibberish, at the moment. Frustrating, infuriating gibberish.

      He tossed the loupe to the side, and it bounced once before landing on its edge, rolling in a circle and coming to a rest against the compass. Kotler picked this up with the same feeling of disgust and frustration as he'd had examining the brass plate.

      The compass also had its markings, though these were not the same language. These markings were Latin, and were easily readable. In fact, he had already translated the message around the rim of the compass: "Here there be monsters."

      It was an old and familiar phrase, and one that appeared frequently on ancient maps, warning travelers of unexplored regions where both real and imagined dangers might hold sway. Europeans had written that passage on maps for hundreds of years, even after most of the world had been "discovered." Seeing it etched onto an ancient brass compass was unusual, but not so much that it rang with significance.

      The implications, though—those were interesting. Marking unexplored territory on a map was one thing, but a compass was a guide to exploration in general. Etching that phrase along its edge implied that the maker of this artifact somehow saw the entire world as being dangerous. Everything, to this engraver, was unexplored. Everywhere, there be monsters.

      Kotler sat back on his stool, leaning away from the workbench, and sighed. In a very real way, that ancient engraver was profoundly right. Here, there, and everywhere, there be monsters. It was certainly true of the woman who had given these objects to him.

      He reached out and picked up the crystal that had been one of the three objects handed over by Gail McCarthy—the monster in question. He looked through the crystal at the bright LED light hanging over his workbench. It wasn't quite the same as looking through it in daylight, but he could still get a feel for the diffused light, illuminating the opaque crystal from the other side.

      This was a sun stone—something the Vikings used to help them find the position of the sun, as they sailed the ocean through deep fog and overcast days. This simple crystal made it possible for the Vikings to sail across the Atlantic, to become the first non-indigenous people to step onto the shores of the Americas.

      At least, that was the theory.

      It was a plausible one, considering all the evidence that had mounted over the decades, particularly within the past two years. Vikings, it seemed, had overcome their millennia-long historical shyness, and emerged on the world stage in full regalia, calling attention to themselves in almost absurd ways.

      The Coelho dig site, in Pueblo, Colorado, had proven to be a treasure trove of new information about the Vikings in America. Kotler himself had spent quite a bit of time at that site, and had helped uncover many of its secrets. In a way, Kotler's present life began with those discoveries, like a new epoch following an apocalypse. Even these three artifacts, plaguing him with unanswered questions, had come to him because of the events he had experienced in Pueblo.

      Gail McCarthy. She had come into his life because of those events, as well.

      Gail had first approached Kotler by posing as one of his neighbors. An easy feat for the granddaughter of one of Manhattan's most prominent real estate moguls. As it turned out, however, she had a darker agenda than simply asking for a cup of sugar. She quickly enlisted Kotler in a series of events that led to none other than the discovery of Atlantis.

      Or, at the very least, the most promising lead on Atlantis the world had, to date. The jury was still out, regarding its authenticity.

      For months, now, Kotler and a team of researchers and scientists had explored the small island hidden in the Indian Ocean, relatively close to Sri Lanka. Small enough, in fact, that it eluded modern maps. It could be spotted on satellite imagery, if one were looking for it. Otherwise, it was a pixel on the larger map of the region, easily overlooked.

      The ruins there, along with artifacts found both above and below the ocean's surface, were very promising indeed. They, along with the pages of one of Thomas Edison's lost journals, made a strong case for it being Atlantis. But there was enough doubt to keep Kotler or anyone else from naming it definitively or officially. Time, and more exploration, would tell.

      But aside from a potentially history-altering discovery, Gail McCarthy had also pulled Kotler and his partner, Agent Roland Denzel of the FBI, into a level of danger and intrigue that neither had expected or prepared against. Gail, it was later revealed, was making a power play, to gain control of a vast smuggling empire operated by her mentor, Richard Van Burren. Her own grandfather, Edward McCarthy, had served as Van Burren's commanding officer in Vietnam, and together they had used their Special Forces training and connections to create one of the most efficient smuggling operations on the planet, using a billion-dollar real estate business to hide their comings and goings, as well as to launder their ill-gained fortune.

      Gail had set her sights on that empire, after the death of her grandfather. Kotler and Denzel had stopped her.

      Despite losing the gambit to mine Atlantis for its wealth and treasures, Gail had managed a coup by taking over Van Burren's smuggling operation. Which, as it turned out, may have been of greater benefit to her than her original goal.

      The network turned out to be so far-reaching, and so well connected, that Gail was able to use it to move freely around the globe, undetected. It had given her quite a bit of power and reach, as she had proven only months ago.

      Kotler and Denzel had assisted Detective Peter Holden, of the NYPD, in the investigation of the high-profile murder of rock-legend-turned-technologist, Ashton Mink. In the course of that investigation, they had discovered that a new and sinister technology was being developed—one that could dominate the free will of anyone who came into contact with it. The 'Devil's Interval' became the focus of the investigation, and Kotler once again found himself using his knowledge of history and science to prevent global catastrophe.

      In the midst of that investigation, however, Gail had shown herself again. This time, she had Kotler abducted—largely as a show of her power and reach—and had then given him these three artifacts.

      "Solve this and you'll find me," she had said to Kotler, just as she boarded a private jet and disappeared, once again out of reach to even the FBI.

      "Solve this," Kotler said, mocking, dropping the sun stone back on the table with a click.

      Solving this was proving to be an impossible task. There was something missing, and Kotler wasn't at all sure what it might be. He had hints, he felt. There was something there. But for the moment, it just wasn't coming to him.

      He reached up and turned off the light above his workbench, slid the stool back to its place in the corner, and "dusted himself off," more figuratively than literally, smoothing his shirt and waving his hands as if clearing away a metaphysical miasma.

      Whatever the mystery of those artifacts, and however they might connect to Gail McCarthy, for the moment it would all have to wait.

      Kotler left the room he affectionately referred to as his "lab"—really just one of the spare bedrooms of his Manhattan apartment, remodeled to fit his needs. He went to his kitchen and eyed the espresso machine. It had been an expensive investment, nearly twenty-thousand dollars, but he'd only used it three or four times, that he could recall. It was noisy and complicated and time consuming. He had an appreciation for it as art, and as an accomplishment of engineering, as well as for the wonderfully artisanal espresso it could produce, when properly operated. But he wanted coffee now, dammit. He'd leave the artistry to the professionals.

      Besides, he needed a change in venue. He was thinking in circles, getting nowhere.

      He grabbed a coat from the rack near his front door, locked the door behind him as he left, and rode the elevator to the lobby.

      Ernest, the building's doorman, was waiting at his station, as always.

      "Good morning, Dr. Kotler," Ernest smiled, folding a good, old fashioned newspaper and placing it on top of the podium before him. "Would you like me to call a cab?”

      Kotler smiled. “How many years have I lived in this building, Ernest?"

      Ernest pursed his lips and looked up and to the left, thinking. "More than ten years, I believe," he said. “Think I'd already been here for about twenty years when you moved in.”

      Kotler grinned. "Sounds about right. You've been here every day of it, that I can tell. Don't you ever take a vacation?"

      Ernest grinned. "Dr. Kotler, you're here maybe ten days out of thirty every month. I've taken dozens of vacations over the years, you just weren't around to know it."

      Kotler laughed. "True. I don't know what this place would do without you. Unlivable, I suspect.”

      Ernest waved this off, shaking his head and smiling. “These days? The tenants barely need me. I'm a convenience bordering on a luxury,” he laughed. “But it's good to have a friendly face, to greet you as you come and go, isn't it?”

      Kotler nodded. “It is, yes. I confess, sometimes yours is the only friendly face I see in a month.”

      Ernest laughed. “With all your traveling? I imagine that might be true, Dr. Kotler!”

      Kotler smiled, but something about this exchange was hitting him in a tender spot. He thought of the unused espresso machine, the empty spare bedrooms of his apartments, the solitary travel days, ferrying to and from archeological sites by air. Kotler worked with hundreds of professionals and researchers, around the world, but the majority of their interactions was purely professional. Most were entirely virtual, as well. He had a better relationship with Facebook Support than he had with most of his colleagues in anthropology and archaeology.

      His recent blacklisting in that community had only exacerbated the problem. He was an anthropologist in exile.

      “No worries about a cab, though,” Kotler said brightly, mentally shaking off the feeling that was settling on him. “I like using Uber. The drivers are often fascinating people."

      Ernest nodded. "Are you visiting the FBI today, Dr. Kotler? I haven't seen your friend around for a while."

      "Agent Denzel," Kotler said, suddenly a bit guarded again, but still smiling. "No, he and I haven't talked much over the past few weeks."

      Kotler didn't feel like going into any details, and really couldn't have even if he'd wanted. Some of the particulars about their last case were still confidential and under further investigation. Some, such as the existence of the Devil's Interval technology, would always be confidential, for the safety of everyone.

      Detective Holden had warned Kotler not to talk to anyone, especially the press, about the murder of Ashton Mink, the rock star turned philanthropist who had inadvertently introduced a horrific new technology to the world. The case had a lot of tricky variables at play, and Holden had his hands full enough without the press discovering some of the scarier parts.

      That had proven to be a tall order, however. Kotler had a bit of notoriety himself, as a world-renowned archaeologist, and one of the most public faces of the Coelho discovery. It helped that he was wealthy, and connected. The press tended to treat him as a celebrity. Perhaps not at Ashton Mink's level, but the two had run in overlapping circles.

      After being spotted at the scene of a very public display, on the part of the man who had contracted the murder of Mink, Kotler had once again been hounded by the press, asked about his involvement with the FBI. The public was becoming intrigued by the mysterious anthropologist working as a consultant to the Feds. There had been more than one favorable comparison to Indiana Jones, which Kotler couldn't bring himself to feel too embarrassed over.

      Still, despite all the attention, it somehow made him feel more isolated than ever.

      Kotler had called for an Uber while chatting with Ernest, and stepped out now into the cool Manhattan air. Winter was coming. Or so he'd read. And today the evidence of a harsh winter was gathering. There was enough of a nip in the air to warrant a coat, and he wondered if he should have brought gloves and a scarf.

      His driver dropped him at one of his favorite cafes, where they served Greek coffee that was "hot as hell, black as sin, and sweet as the devil." He preferred it with no sugar, which the barista obliged, and he sank into a booth by the window, sipping and savoring a brew that was strong enough it might hold a spoon upright, if given the opportunity.

      The coffee hit home in just the way he'd wanted, and he smiled a bit, savoring the roasted taste, the aroma, even the atmosphere and ambience of the coffee shop, with its golden light and warmth pushing back the growing gloom and cold of the streets outside.

      He had started coming to this place because it was far from where he and Gail had shared coffee and spent time, before she had betrayed and endangered him. It was also far from where he and Evelyn Horelica, his ex-girlfriend and a fellow researcher, had spent long mornings in each other's company, talking about their work and, on rare occasions, their future that now would never come.

      The events surrounding Pueblo, and the Coelho Medallion, had been the final gasp of their relationship, though it had really ended months earlier. He and Evelyn had been sublimely compatible in all ways except the one that mattered most: They couldn't agree on when it was time to take things to the next level. Evelyn had been ready. Kotler had not. And though Kotler had always assumed they were on the same page, with their careers at the center of their shared lives, Evelyn had decided she couldn't wait any longer. She moved on, without him.

      He smiled a bit, thinking of Evelyn, and the new life she'd built since the events in Pueblo. He'd gotten emails from her, followed her publications in journals and online, and had even talked with mutual friends about her. She had a new life, centered, at the moment, around a new career opportunity. He couldn't fault her for any of it. Pueblo had been a frightening experience for her, and though Kotler had been instrumental in her rescue, he was still a part of why it had all happened to her in the first place. No fault of his own, but that would be small comfort, he figured. It was little comfort to him, after all.

      He shook himself. No time for thoughts like that. He purposefully shifted his thoughts to something else. The coffee. The deliciousness of the coffee. The heat of the coffee. The searing pain of drinking the coffee too fast. Dammit.

      His guru would be proud. Such self-control, despite wanting to scream.

      Thinking of all these things, he remembered that he had made a promise. He took out his phone and texted Roland—Agent Denzel—to tell him where he was. It galled him to do this—checking in like a latchkey kid, every time he so much as went to a diner or a museum. He valued his autonomy and freedom. But it was the compromise he'd made, after turning away a subdermal tracker, a ward against Kotler's tendency to get himself abducted.

      True, Kotler tended to be an "abduction magnet." But then, he'd always survived those abductions. Maybe he should get a bit of credit for that.

      He knew, though, that Denzel was at least right about one thing: Kotler needed to do something to make himself less vulnerable to disappearing without a trace.

      It could make him a liability, for starters. And in his new role as a consultant to the FBI, being a liability was worse than being useless. More than that, however, Kotler was starting to wonder about the implications of his lifestyle.

      His conversation with Ernest rang back to him. The realization that if he were gone for months, it wouldn't raise any red flags at home—that was something to consider. In light of that, sending the occasional text message to his partner, his friend, didn't seem quite so limiting.

      His phone pinged, and he looked, expecting to see an acknowledgment from Denzel, as usual. The message was indeed from his partner, but it wasn't what Kotler had expected.

      Come in to the office, Denzel wrote. We have another case that needs your expertise.

      Kotler studied the message, and replied, Can you send me details?

      It was a cop out, he knew. A stalling tactic. He'd been avoiding Denzel for weeks, burying himself in the work of cracking Gail McCarthy's riddle, deciphering what the three artifacts might mean, and the message she was sending him.

      If he were honest, however, Kotler had to admit that he'd been hiding, avoiding the complications and questions and requirements that were circling him like sharks in the water. Consulting with the FBI, as part of their new "Historic Crimes" division, had seemed a natural fit before. Now, however, Kotler wondered if he'd be better off diving into full-time research and exploration again, traveling the world at will, writing and publishing his own papers and books. He'd been blacklisted by some of his former academic contacts—mostly a political move, after Pueblo—and it was likely he couldn't get a paper as far as peer review, these days. But he had enough fame and notoriety, thanks to the Coelho Medallion, to successfully publish on his own. He didn't necessarily need gatekeepers. He didn't need funding or approval, either. He had everything he needed to go it all on his own, and be very satisfied with his life.

      Of course, he could do all that while still working with Denzel and the FBI, if that's what he wanted.

      Did he want it?

      Another text popped up.

      Come in. You've been requested by Dr. John Graham.

      John Graham?

      Kotler knew him. He was a rival, of sorts. They had done some work together at a few sites, primarily in Central America.

      Graham was smart, and good at his job, but he had something of an ego. And he wasn't overly fond of Kotler's style, or of Kotler himself. He was one of those who had spoken out against Kotler, in fact, decrying him as a rogue, lacking the same academic credentials as the rest of them, with no university backing, and no underwriters.

      Of course, Kotler had no need of either a university or underwriters. He preferred working in private research facilities or on site, anyway, and his own wealth was more than enough to fund him. More reasons for Graham and others to scorn him, Kotler supposed. They had to work so hard for funding, and had to please the “masters” who agreed to back them. It must seem that someone like Kotler was spoiled and entitled. He'd never be able to convince them that he worked as hard as anyone, that he had his own challenges to face. Money was a useful resource, but it couldn't replace the people you'd lost, and it couldn't give you a purpose, if you lacked one.

      Still, Kotler wasn't an idiot. He knew that his wealth was as much a barrier as a resource, causing many in the academic and the archeological community to resent him.

      So, for Graham to ask for Kotler specifically …

      Be right there, Kotler replied, and then called for another Uber.

      He downed the rest of his coffee, and regretted it immediately, wincing through the scalding pain as he gathered his things and walked out into the chilling bloom of winter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      It had been a few weeks since Kotler's last visit to Agent Denzel's offices, tucked into the back of one floor of the FBI's Manhattan headquarters. The last time he'd been here had been a grueling experience, as he endured hours of questioning from Denzel's superiors, as well as from Internal Affairs, over his use of Agent Denzel's weapon.

      The fact that Kotler had used the weapon to apprehend a murderer and potential terrorist hadn't quite appeased anyone. Kotler had taken his lumps for only so long before he had pushed back. He was, after all, a consultant for the FBI, at their own request, and not an agent. He had no qualms in dressing down the IA agent or the Assistant Director, both of whom had resorted to repeating their line of questions from the beginning for the third or possibly fourth time in a row.

      Letting himself get irritated with high-ranking FBI agents was likely a bad idea. But by that point, Kotler was already wondering if perhaps he'd had enough of the FBI, and whether it would be worth it to just go back to archaeology and anthropology full time. There were slightly fewer instances of being shot at, in the ruins of ancient cultures, and virtually no instances in which he'd be locked in a room and interrogated. Fewer than he'd had over the past year, at any rate.

      Denzel had ultimately intervened. He had, in effect, talked both Kotler and his examiners off the ledge, pointing out that Kotler had been instrumental in resolving not one but three major cases, including more than one terrorist action against the United States.

      The IA agent had pointed out that Gail McCarthy was still in the wind, and he made a point of calling out that Gail and Kotler had been in an intimate relationship. It was then that Denzel tore into the man himself, unraveling any headway made in calming the situation.

      In the end, the Director finally stepped into the room, and presented a pardon that had come down through the ranks. It called off the Internal Affairs investigation, absolving Kotler and Denzel of any misconduct. Despite this, however, the Director strongly cautioned Agent Denzel against letting Kotler have use of his weapon, ever again.

      These were easy terms to agree to. Kotler even considered asking permission to carry a weapon of his own, but had decided it wasn't the best time to ask. Better to accept the reprieve, and move on without comment.

      Now, as he walked back through the bullpen of agents, each busily fielding phone calls or typing reports, Kotler felt his irritation with the FBI return, and wondered again what he was doing here. Was he really doing any good, for the FBI or himself, by being part of this new division? What was he really getting out of this anyway?

      But the answer to that was simple, if mired a bit in some of Kotler's subconscious and unexplored baggage.

      Kotler had met Denzel during the events in Pueblo, and they became friends, even if Denzel would grumble before admitting it. Working with the FBI, alongside Denzel, had given Kotler a new sense of mission, just as the bedrock of his old life was crumbling somewhat. It was a chance to use his expertise in a whole new way, and to help to keep the world a bit safer. It was a rare opportunity to do some real good in the world, alongside someone whom Kotler had come to respect.

      Kotler cracked the door and peeked into the conference room that was just off of Denzel's office.

      “Roland,” he said, smiling. It was the way he'd always greeted his friend and partner, and Kotler realized there was nothing forced about it. He was genuinely glad to see his friend. The tension he'd felt, walking through the FBI offices, melted immediately.

      The agent looked up as Kotler entered the room, and nodded. Which was, Kotler admitted to himself, also part of their standard greeting.

      Denzel was leaning against the sill of the conference room windows, with the Manhattan skyline stretching into the background behind him like a photographer's backdrop, lit by the diffused daylight that came with the approaching winter. Denzel looked as brooding as ever, of course.

      Kotler chuckled, and all feelings of animosity were suddenly gone. Roland Denzel was his friend, as well as his partner. He was a good man. And good men were hard to come by, at times. Even harder to ignore, for long. He suddenly felt that he'd missed Denzel a great deal over the past few weeks. Perhaps it had been a mistake to stay away for so long.

      Another man sat at the long table of the conference room, with his back to Kotler, and as he turned Kotler recognized him immediately.

      Dr. John Graham.

      “Good to see you, Dan,” Graham said, though the set of his jaw told Kotler that Graham wasn't all that enthused.

      Kotler's mood brightened even further, though it was hard to say if he was glad to see his old colleague, or if he was secretly glad to cause him a bit of discomfort. The latter would be a bit petty, Kotler knew, but in a friendly way, of course. Friendly pettiness was excusable, Kotler figured.

      “John,” he nodded, smiling. “What sort of trouble have you uncovered, and how can I help you get out of it?”

      There was an almost imperceptible flare from Graham's nostrils, but to his credit he took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh, and glanced at Agent Denzel.

      “Take a seat, Kotler,” Denzel said, motioning to one of the empty chairs.

      Kotler sat, and before Denzel himself took one of the remaining chairs, he walked to a Keurig coffee maker, took one of the ceramic mugs by the handle, and waved it to Kotler and Graham, offering.

      Kotler knew what this was. More than just an offer to make coffee, which was rare for Denzel anyway. This was an olive branch. A gesture. Clearly Denzel had understood that Kotler needed some space, and this was the start of asking if things were good.

      Kotler nodded, as did Graham, and Denzel busied himself making three hot cups of coffee as he spoke.

      “Dr. Graham is in from Central America. He was leading a team into that new Mayan city. The one that kid found using Google Maps.”

      “Henry Eagan,” Graham said, his expression sour, though subtle.

      “Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah,” Kotler said, nodding. “I've been following your progress, John,” he said to Graham. “You're doing incredible work.”

      “I was,” Graham said. “They've halted everything.”

      Kotler's eyebrows arched. “What happened?”

      Graham made a noise, and shook his head with a sickened expression. “That girl happened.”

      Kotler was confused, and glanced at Denzel. The agent had finished two of the three cups, and brought them to Graham and Kotler.

      “Dr. Graham is referring to the murder victim,” Denzel said. “A Caucasian woman, American, approximately 18 to 20 years old. She was found in the ruins.”

      “Specifically, in a tomb that, I had thought, had not been opened for thousands of years,” Graham said, the bitterness evident in his voice.

      Denzel returned to the coffee maker, and Kotler took a sip from his own cup. His tongue was still burned from rapid-firing scalding Greek coffee earlier, and he wasn't able to taste the full flavor of the coffee. Even without his complete faculties, however, he could tell it wasn't exactly the best cup of joe he'd ever had. Something about these pod machines made them adequate, but not great.

      Kotler would admit he was something of a coffee snob, but he was also an “any port in a storm” consumer, preferring to make do rather than go without. And the pods, at the very least, weren't on the “awful” category.

      “So, someone contaminated the site before you got there,” Kotler said, sipping again. “Maybe she was drawn there by all of the hype surrounding Henry Eagan's story.”

      Graham scoffed. “Not unless she had a time machine,” he said.

      Again, Kotler glanced at Denzel, who was finally returning with his own cup of coffee. “The girl in question died several years ago. We're still awaiting results on an exact time and cause of death. The conditions of the site are making the usual forensics difficult.”

      Kotler nodded. “The jungle environment. It can be pretty rough. But, you're sure her death wasn't recent?”

      “She was mostly bones when we found her,” Graham said. “And there was evidence in her handbag that indicated she'd been there for at least five years.”

      “Five years?” Kotler asked, astonished.

      Denzel used a remote to turn on the large flat screen at one end of the conference room. There were images already on display. One was a driver's license for Margaret Elizabeth Hamilton.

      Kotler was surprised, and peered closer. “Margaret Hamilton. Maggie Hamilton? The Broadway star?”

      Denzel nodded. “DNA is still out for verification, but since she had the right New York driver's license, we figure it's her.”

      “She did disappear about five years ago,” Kotler said. “The story circulating in the media was that she was likely abducted and murdered by her ex-boyfriend. The producer.”

      “Leonard DeFranco,” Denzel said. “He was never officially charged, and with no evidence against him, the investigation went cold.”

      “Has anyone reached out to him since this has come up?” Kotler asked.

      “I'm making arrangements to visit with him this afternoon,” Denzel said. “I was hoping you'd go with me. Maybe give me a read of the guy.”

      Kotler nodded. His ability to read body language had come in handy more than once, since he and Denzel had been working together. “My afternoon is clear.”

      Denzel turned to Graham. “Can you run through everything you told me, to bring Dr. Kotler up to speed?” He handed Graham the remote.

      Graham clicked through to a new image, this one a shot of the Mayan city—Xi'paal ‘ek Kaah—shrouded in bright green jungle overgrowth. “After Henry Eagan's initial discovery, we spent some time poring over more advanced satellite imagery, to make sure there was really something there. An expedition of this type can be quite expensive, as you know. And quite dangerous. We found enough trace evidence, by examining the canopy, to warrant a flyover with LIDAR.”

      Kotler nodded. LIDAR—an acronym for Light Detection and Ranging—was a detection system that worked on the same principles as radar, but used lasers to scan and generate a 3D model. Kotler had frequently used the system himself, on both large and small-scale sites. Most recently, he had used LIDAR to aid in searching the alleged Atlantis site, scanning the ruins and the island itself for traces of anything hidden.

      He had also used LIDAR to scan a storage room built on the estate of Thomas Edison, in an effort to find the access point to a hidden chamber. He'd done this under duress—Gail McCarthy's henchmen had weapons trained on him, Agent Denzel, and a bystander, at the time. But the scan had paid off, revealing a hidden chamber beneath Edison's old carriage house, containing an immense treasure, culled from the Atlantis site by Edison himself.

      Edison's estate had been the site of the showdown between Kotler and Gail McCarthy. Given everything that followed, it was hard to say who had come out of that conflict as the winner. Gail had escaped, and assumed control of Robert Van Burren's immense smuggling empire, even as Kotler and Denzel had secured the treasure and the Atlantis site itself.

      Kotler could only think of that as a draw.

      He shook off the memory, and refocused his attention on Graham's presentation.

      “The 3D scans verified young Mr. Eagan's discovery,” Graham continued. “We found several structures on the site, including a step pyramid, similar to the one at Chichén Itzá, in the Yucatán. The designs are very similar. I'm even hoping there will be a sun feature, like the feathered serpent shadow at the Yucatán site.”

      Kotler caught Denzel's confused expression. “During the equinox, you can stand at the base of Chichén Itzá and watch as the stairs form a long, undulating shadow, which connects with the serpent headed statues at the pyramid's base. It's quite an event, and shows just how aware the Mayans were, when it came to celestial phenomenon.”

      Denzel nodded, and gave a wave to Graham, who continued.

      “There are no serpent heads at the base of the steps for these pyramids, unfortunately. Not that we've determined. The undergrowth is still very heavy there, and more excavation is needed. For now, there are no proper names for these new structures. I was hoping to gain the right to name them myself, but that may not happen for quite some time.”
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