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      Mesa, Arizona

      Motes of dust drifted and swirled in a slant of sunlight allowed grudging passage through the filthy window of the old shed. It was the primary light source for the shed, during the day. A lamp picked up the slack when things got dark.

      The shed itself was hardly worthy of the name. It was a patched and rickety pile of wood and nails, more of a lean-to against the cinder wall at the back of the property than a structure standing all on its own. In fact, the shed was built mostly of rotting plywood and two-by-fours, anchored to the cinderblock wall that may have been the only thing keeping it standing.

      It would be considered hazardous by the standards of the city, and badly in need of a good fire by the standards of Ricky’s kin.

      His grandfather had built the shed more than seven decades earlier and hadn't put much stock in fancy modern conventions, such as building codes or architectural best practices. He knew how to make a pile of sticks stand up for 70 years, though, so that was something.

      Anyway, it was Ricky Miller’s inheritance, and the only one he’d ever gotten. And he put it to good use nearly daily.

      Somewhere along in its history, someone had decided to install electricity in the shed. Though install was maybe too strong of a word for it, Ricky figured. The shed’s electrical grid, in its entirety, consisted of a weathered, orange extension cord that had been stapled in place along the rafters, terminating at two grounded sockets in a molded orange rubber nub, affixed to the wall just above the workbench. The cord had been cut, spliced, patched and taped so many times over the years, it resembled a sort of rag-doll garden snake, slithering in through a grime-filled gap in the cinder block wall and trailing along the plywood ceiling like it was preparing to drop down and strangle its prey.

      It wasn’t pretty, and it was likely a fire hazard, but it at least gave Ricky the means to plug in the table lamp he’d rescued from the curb. It only added a weak amount of light to the space, but at least he could move it closer.

      Ricky was holding the lamp like a torch, letting the naked incandescent bulb cast light on something he couldn’t quite wrap his head around.

      Spread out on the wooden workbench, among a scattering of hand tools and fishing lures, were three sheets of old, tan-colored paper. The sheets had handwriting on them, and though they were tough to read, Ricky figured the writing was Spanish.

      Each page had its straight edges, but also a torn edge along one side like they might have been ripped out of a book at some point.

      Ricky didn’t know much Spanish, but he could recognize a word or two. He couldn’t really make heads or tails of what little he could read, though.

      But there were a few things on these pages that needed no translation.

      There were drawings—sketches. And he recognized some of it.

      Ricky was a local history buff. And local history, in Mesa, A-Z, meant the Hohokam—a long-gone tribe of Native Americans who had lived in the Sonoran Desert before the Europeans showed up and started causing troubles for the natives. Here locally, the Hohokam were run off or killed off, it was hard to know for sure.

      The ruins and leave-behinds of the Hohokam had earned them their name back in the ‘30s. An archaeologist named Harold S. Gladwin had chosen the name for its irony. Hohokam was an O’odham word that meant “all used up” or “those who are gone.” It wasn’t clear which meaning Mr. Gladwin had in mind, but the name had stuck.

      Gone people, was how Ricky thought of them. He'd thought that was clever because it sounded like the titles of all those books they sold at the Dollar Save. He'd picked up a couple of them on grocery and beer runs but hadn't read any of them yet. He preferred history.

      Ricky wasn’t an archaeologist by any stretch, but he had studied the Hohokam as a personal hobby ever since his retirement, and he knew Hohokam artifacts and symbols when he saw them. And right now he was seeing plenty.

      Most of the sketches were Hohokam objects, including bits of what looked like handmade jewelry and carved stone statues, bowls, and other utensils. There was a lot that Ricky recognized, and a lot more that he didn't.

      But the thing that had Ricky’s undivided attention was something that didn’t look Hohokam at all. In fact, it looked like something that shouldn’t be anywhere near the Sonoran Desert, particularly in Mesa, Arizona.

      It was a drawing of a rocket ship.

      The thing was cigar-shaped, with wings on either side and a finned tail that ended in a fanned cone. To Ricky, it looked  like a rocket booster. He’d seen things like this when he was in the Army. Though not exactly like this.

      It was just about the most 50s-looking rocket design Ricky could imagine. Like the toys he had when he was a kid, and the TV shows from that time. Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. This thing looked a little like a shuttle, but it didn’t have the stubby nose or the landing gear.

      It was completely out of place—a rocket ship from a time when nobody would even know what a rocket ship was. And what really set it apart, Ricky figured, was that it was covered in symbols and drawings just like the designs on the Hohokam jewelry and pottery. A Hohokam rocket. He could hardly believe it. In all the years that he’d studied up on the Hohokam, he’d never once seen anything like this. Not here. But he’d seen something like it somewhere else.

      Ricky had watched plenty of Ancient Aliens. It was practically the only show the History Channel ran these days, and it interested him. It made him curious about all the weird coincidences in ancient cultures—the links between the Egyptians and the Mayans and the Aztecs. All of them supposedly had nothing to do with each other, thousands of years ago. But then there were the pyramids and snake gods and legends about this or that, and it was all very similar. There were symbols carved into temples in Egypt and Central America that looked like tanks and helicopters and rocket ships.

      It was all too much to ignore, Ricky thought.

      Aliens were real, as far as he was concerned, and he figured the government knew all about them. The government knew a lot it wasn’t telling people. Aliens and lizard people and secret mind control technology—Ricky had heard it all and believed most of it.

      These papers might prove something like that, Ricky figured. Maybe prove that aliens existed, and they built the pyramids and Stonehenge and all of it. Maybe the History Channel would pay him something for them. Maybe they’d let him meet that dude with the hair that looked like a riled turkey. Maybe, Ricky thought, he’d get on TV.

      That was a lot of maybes in one place, and if his grandpa had taught him anything, it was never trust a maybe. Trust what your eyes could see and what your ears could hear, and what your hands could hold. Right now, Ricky was holding something that might or might not have anything to do with aliens, but by his estimate, was a significant archeological find. Something that might make him rich and famous.

      Ricky was retired. He was living on a pension and what little savings he’d managed. He was eating bacon and cornbread for most meals and washing it down with tap water. He could use some extra money coming in, and it wouldn't be too shabby to have his name on the news and in the history books, either.

      Wouldn’t that get the attention of his family? Bunch of no-goods never respected him and never would. Unless he got famous. They’d come around asking favors then, he knew. And he could tell them all where to go.

      He carefully put the lamp down and gathered the pages. They had been preserved in a leather pouch, which was weathered but had fared pretty well, considering. The storage unit he’d found them in hadn’t been climate controlled, but the dry air of the desert had helped keep things from rotting or falling apart.

      Just to be safe, though, Ricky put the pages back in the pouch and then put the pouch in an ice chest along with a container of marine desiccant. That would keep the humidity down, just in case. For double good measure, he sealed the ice chest with duct tape. And to keep any looky-loos out of it, he used a Sharpie to write “mule deer stool samples, do not turn over.” He had no reason to keep such a thing around, but snoopers might not know that.

      He turned then to his laptop—a barely-working Dell that his boy had given him and set up for him. Ricky opened his email and typed in the address he’d found online.

      There was a man—an archeologist, according to his LinkedIn profile. Dr. Dan Kotler. He wasn’t a professor and wasn’t with any universities or museums.

      But he spoke at a lot of places. He’d even done one of those TED Talks. And he was known to answer emails from strangers, and to look into new things found by amateurs who might not know what they had.

      Ricky had seen him in an interview on the History Channel, maybe even on Ancient Aliens, though he wasn’t too sure about it. But Dr. Kotler was talking about ancient cultures and artifacts, and how they were all connected somehow. And it was him that found that Viking city in Pueblo, and that island that might be Atlantis. So Dr. Kotler was legit. He seemed nice, but he also seemed open to almost any idea.

      Ricky typed out his message with two fingers and then attached photos of the pages before he hit send.

      A day later, he got a reply.

      Dr. Kotler responded and asked a few questions. Just sort of following up, getting things clear. There was a lot there, and Ricky was starting to wonder if he’d made a mistake, showing these pages to somebody he didn’t really know. But the email ended with three sentences that made Ricky smile:

      I think you’ve found something significant. Send me your address. I’m boarding a plane for Mesa in an hour.
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      Dr. Dan Kotler was used to getting cryptic and strange messages via email. He had a special email address just for the purpose, and it was publicized just about everywhere. He used a service to cull through the crackpots and the attention seekers, to help him cull down the pile. Occasionally there was a death threat or some sort of stalker-like missive, and his team took care of it, reporting it to the authorities. They were pretty good at clearing away the rubble and forwarding on the messages that mattered.

      This one mattered.

      It wasn’t the email itself that had piqued Kotler’s interest, but the photos. Six images of three torn pages, front and back. The handwriting was in Spanish, which he was able to read with little trouble. And there were drawings, hand-sketched explorations of Hohokam symbology and artifacts. These were fascinating all on their own—a relatively detailed study of a handful of pieces from a lost culture. The mail service knew he’d be interested, and they were right.

      And there was that rocket ship …

      That was the phrase Ricky Miller had used, and Kotler was inclined to see his point. The sketch certainly looked like a spaceship, complete with a booster and tail fins. The fact that it was covered in Hohokam symbols made it all the more intriguing.

      Kotler had seen similar objects before, even among Hohokam artifacts and dig sites. The “rocket” resembled the Quimbaya airplanes—Colombian artifacts that dated as early as 1,000 BC and gaining some notoriety in 1994 after a team of aeronautical engineers built a model airplane based on the design. The model was able to fly—demonstrating an understanding of aerodynamics from a civilization that disappeared a thousand years before the Wright Brothers were born.

      To Kotler, however, the design more closely resembled common artifacts among the Hohokam. Archaeologists had recovered hundreds of pieces of jewelry, crafted mostly from shale, carved into the shapes of birds and insects. This design was a bit more elaborate and had more Hohokam symbology worked into it. Kotler couldn’t rule out an Ancient Aliens-like theory of prehistoric space travel, but he wasn’t quite prepared to accept it as fact just yet.

      What compelled Kotler to book a flight and get to Mesa as quickly as possible came less from potential alien influence and more from the description, handwritten in Spanish, in a paragraph next to the sketch.

      Alongside descriptions of some of the Hohokam objects they were sketching, the author of these journal pages had also written the phrase División Azul—the Blue Division.

      That caught Kotler's attention because it helped to date these pages. And the date wasn't quite as ancient as Ricky Miller had hoped. It was, however, even more intriguing for its implications.

      During World War II, while under dictatorial rule by General Francisco Franco Bahamonde, Spain did all but ally itself with Nazi-controlled Germany. As a way to repay Germany for its aid during the Spanish Civil War, Franco offered to allow Spanish citizens to volunteer for service on the front. The caveat was that Spanish troops would only confront Communist Russia and no other Western Allies.

      It was a fine line, and it was apparent that Franco was playing both sides. He wanted to please Hitler, to absolve the debt between their countries. He wanted to push back the advance of the Russians, who had been a threat for decades. But he also wanted to keep his options open with the Allies, just in case. Spain had to keep up its trade and relations with the West, after all, regardless of who won in this conflict. It was impossible for Spain to remain entirely neutral, but they could limit their exposure.

      Hitler agreed to Franco’s terms, and Franco commissioned a new military branch—the Blue Division—to rise in defense of Spain against Russian intrusion. On behalf of Nazi-controlled Germany, of course.

      Consisting of some 18,000 men, and including its own Air Force squadron, the División Azul became Hitler’s best weapon against the Red Army. The Blue Division was so proficient, in fact, that Hitler commissioned a unique medal to award to its members, for efficiency in routing the enemy on the Eastern front.

      It seemed Franco’s half-hearted commitment was paying off. And Blue Division continued operation until 1943, when it was finally ordered to withdraw and disband, largely at the request of the Roman Catholic Church.

      When Kotler spotted the reference to División Azul, in connection to North American native artifacts, he immediately wanted to know more. And since he had some time on his hands, he figured this was as good an opportunity as any to take a little vacation of sorts.

      Kotler and FBI agent Roland Denzel had returned home from an excursion in Egypt nearly a month earlier, a bit battered and bruised, and somewhat unsure of what would happen next. Their adventure in Egypt had been unique in several ways, not the least of which was the presence and exploration of an elaborate Druidic archeological site in the mountains of Egypt, and the discovery of a vast, underground ecosystem referred to as the Otherworld.

      During those events, both Kotler and Denzel were abducted by members of a cult calling itself Alihat Iadida—The New Gods. Kotler had encountered them once before, years ago and under a slightly different name, though he hadn’t realized just how powerful the organization had become.

      Powerful enough that it had been able to recruit both members of the archaeological team on site, and a Captain of the Egyptian military, along with his men, all providing security on location. The implications were frightening. The reach of the Alihat Iadida was far more significant than Kotler would have expected.

      Once they were back stateside, both Kotler and Denzel endured an elaborate debriefing that included both the FBI and the State Department. Compared to some other debriefings Kotler had been subjected to, this one went very smoothly. Denzel had officially been on vacation, and Kotler had been invited by the Egyptian government to oversee operations at the site. Neither had known of the actions of the Alihat Iadida, before arriving onsite. Both had been abducted and forced to comply against their will with the demands of the rogue military unit. It was all pretty straightforward, considering.

      What had not been revealed was Agent Denzel’s willingness to hand over one of the site’s artifacts, in ransom for Kotler’s life. Thankfully anyone who was aware of that exchange was either dead, imprisoned, or on their side. But even if it had been revealed, Kotler was pretty sure they could mitigate it. The move had been strategic, as part of an effort to save Kotler's life. And a result of the plan, an entirely new level of historical exploration had been uncovered.

      At the moment, Dr. Kotler was very popular with the Egyptian government, having uncovered this plot and discovered a new archaeological gold mine, in the process.

      His popularity, of course, had not extended to allowing him to stay in Egypt to oversee exploration of the new site. But by the time he’d arrived home, he was more than ok with that outcome.

      He’d come to some conclusions, while in Egypt.

      The first was that, though he enjoyed participating in dig sites and explorations, he was no longer content with the notion of overseeing such a site full-time or long-term. Kotler was associated with several archaeological sites worldwide, some of which he’d helped to discover. Many of these were tied to his consulting work with the FBI, which gave him a particular perspective that he'd lack otherwise.

      That led to the second conclusion. Though he’d had some setbacks over the past two years, with threats to his life becoming alarmingly regular and mundane, he’d also grown fond of his work with the FBI and had discovered something of a personal mission.

      He had, in just over two years, helped the FBI to take down multiple terrorists, to recover a trove of lost historical artifacts, to dismantle a powerful smuggling operation, and to thwart the plans of would-be conquerors and emerging world powers. Not bad for an anthropologist with no academic affiliation.

      The events in Egypt had given him something to consider. His work with Historic Crimes—the FBI division headed by Agent Denzel—gave him access to a world that few others would ever see. It allowed him to not only explore the mysteries of ancient world cultures but to make a difference on the modern world stage. Through his work at Historic Crimes, Kotler could put his talents and abilities to good use, for the benefit of humanity. It was a lofty idea, which just added to its appeal.

      Kotler had also determined that this work with the FBI was furthering one of his long-standing personal ambitions.

      Kotler had spent his life in pursuit of answers to certain questions. Science and history had been his primary tools of exploration, in all that time. He had a background in anthropology, but also in quantum physics and a few other fields. He was a practiced and astute observer of humanity, from its ancient practices to its modern-day psychological nuances. His background in science gave him insight into the mechanics of the universe as well. And all of it had been cultivated toward one purpose: Kotler wanted to understand.

      He was seeking the meaning for humanity, and humanity’s role in the greater universe. He had studied everything he could find in this pursuit and had embraced history and cultural studies as the primary key to his goals. But he’d come to realize that applying what he was learning to the here and now, assisting Agent Denzel and the FBI to help preserve humanity against those who would seek to dominate or destroy—that was gratifying on a level he’d never expected. And it was giving him new insight into the answers he sought. He was learning, as he helped to solve these cases.

      And so he’d decided that he would stay as a consultant to the FBI. He would continue to be a part of Historic Crimes, and he would use it as a tool for finding more answers while helping to protect humanity itself.

      Noble and altruistic ideas, he knew. And maybe they were all part of some sort of self-aggrandizement. Kotler certainly had ego to spare. But he was also sincere in his pursuit, and in his empathy for others. For now, this was a good fit for his life and his career and his ambitions. He believed he could find answers here.

      As his flight was approaching Mesa, Arizona, he contemplated another aspect of his decision.

      He was not going to limit himself merely to the cases the FBI brought to him. There were more questions out there that he was uniquely capable of solving. Not all of them were the result of terrorists or smugglers or secret cults. Some were just the sort of challenges that only someone like Kotler could resolve.

      Of course, it didn’t hurt to have a little help from a US federal agency.

      He had been using his iPad to do a bit of research on the Hohokam and the Blue Division when a text message popped up from Agent Denzel, back in Manhattan.

      You left in a hurry, Denzel wrote.

      Kotler smiled and responded. I’ve had my fill of government offices for the moment. Got something interesting from my email service. I’m headed to Mesa, Arizona.

      Will you be gone long? Denzel replied.

      Not sure, Kotler wrote. I’ll be in touch. Anything going on?

      I have something I thought you might be interested in, but it’ll keep.

      Kotler considered for a moment before responding. Send me details. I’m meeting with someone in Mesa to look over some papers he’s found. I don’t think it should take too much time. I can look into whatever you have when I get a chance.

      Kotler watched the screen as the pulsing set of dots appeared, indicating that Denzel was typing a response. It must have been a doozy, as things were still pulsing when the Captain came over the intercom to tell them they were about to land.

      The in-flight WiFi must have been shut off in preparation for landing, and Kotler tucked his iPad into his bag and returned his tray to its full and upright position, just as the flight attendant asked. He’d check in on Denzel’s message once he was on the ground.

      The landing went smoothly, and Kotler moved through the airport quickly. He had arranged for a rental car while in the air, and at the rental counter, he went through the requisite requirements of filling out paperwork, handing over credit cards, and going on the hunt for his rental.

      He forgot about Denzel’s message, in the shuffle, and focused on finding his way to Ricky Miller’s home.
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      “Found ‘em when I was picking through a storage unit I bought at auction,” Ricky said as Kotler peered over the papers.

      They were sitting in Ricky’s kitchen, at a worn and chipped Formica table that seemed as if it might once have been in a diner. A lot of Ricky’s possessions seemed to be repurposed rescues, from the vintage post office box attached to the frame of his front door to the Coca-Cola beverage cooler being used as a refrigerator. Ricky seemed to be from that cut of humanity’s cloth that wasted nothing and salvaged everything.

      Lucky thing, too, Kotler thought as he scanned over the papers as well as the leather pouch that had contained them.

      “Do you know anything about the previous owner?” Kotler asked, looking up.

      Ricky shook his head. “Not really. A lawyer, I think. Died a few months ago, and no one came to claim his lot. I paid fifty bucks for it. No one else wanted it. Full of old clothes and animal heads.”

      “Animal heads?” Kotler asked, confused.

      “Trophies,” Ricky shrugged. “Guy was a hunter.”

      Kotler nodded. “Did you find anything else in there?”

      Ricky shook his head. “Nothing useful, and nothing like this,” he motioned to the pages. "I went back through all of it after I found that. I thought the leather pouch was empty at first. It was dark in there, and when I opened it, I didn’t notice those. I was going to use it as a tool pouch or something, out in the shed. Or maybe cut it up to use the leather. But then I saw those and the rocket ship, and I knew it had to be about the aliens.”

      Kotler fought the urge to laugh or even smirk. He didn’t want to offend Ricky, who appeared to be a true believer. It was just that it caught him off guard to hear aliens get so casual a mention.

      It wasn’t that Kotler didn’t believe in aliens—the universe was a strange place, and they’d only explored it to the width of a hair, in relative terms. They had peered into the void through the equivalent of a keyhole and had only seen vague shadows on a cave wall. It gave humanity a sense of what was out there, but no actual answers. Not yet.

      But Kotler found he really appreciated Ricky’s take on this.

      It was just that Ricky had already made up his mind about what this was, and what it represented. An armchair archaeologist who wanted to believe. He did his own work, and his own research, without anyone’s help and without any need for the approval of others. In the end, he and Kotler weren’t so different.

      “I’m going to be honest with you …. I’m not so sure this is aliens. But that doesn’t make it any less fascinating.”

      Ricky was nodding. “What about that rocket ship?”

      Kotler also nodded. “That’s pretty interesting. And I’m not saying it’s not a rocket. There are artifacts resembling this in a few Mesoamerican cultures. We’re still working out what they mean. But what brought me out here was something written here next to the sketches.” Kotler pointed to a section of handwriting. “División Azul. It translates to ‘the Blue Division.’ Are you familiar with that?”

      Ricky thought for a moment. “Spain,” he said. “They worked with the Nazis.”

      Kotler smiled and nodded. “Exactly. So you can see why this is a fascinating find. Why is there a mention of a World War II Spanish squadron scrawled next to a sketch of a Hohokam artifact? That’s the kind of riddle I like.” He grinned, and Ricky joined him.

      “So even if it ain’t aliens, it’s something big,” Ricky said.

      Kotler could see in the man’s body language that he was excited by the prospects of this. Mostly, Kotler figured, he was interested in some sort of payday. And Kotler thought he might be able to arrange that, even if it meant paying the man a little something out of his own pocket. If this led to a paper or some other publication, Kotler would happily give Ricky Miller all the credit of discovery, if he wanted it.

      “Ricky, can I take these with me? I want to take them to someone for authentication and analysis. I can leave you with a voucher, as proof that you had these and that I’m borrowing them.”

      “Well …” Ricky said, angling his head. “You see, Doc, vouchers don’t really pay for much, now do they?”

      Kotler did laugh then and shook his head. “No, they don’t. So you’re looking to sell them?”

      “I did pay for ‘em,” Ricky said. “They’re my property.”

      Kotler nodded. “Alright. I don’t normally buy artifacts—it’s kind of an ethics thing. But how about this: I will pay you a commission for reaching out to me with this. If you'll allow me to take these for authentication, and if you agree to let me pass them along to a museum or institution for study and display, I'll promise to make sure you are listed as the owner and donor. They’ll remain your property, and I’ll help make arrangements for compensation and insurance, whatever comes of them.”

      Ricky blinked. "That's … I appreciate that,"; he said. "I wasn't expecting anything like that. I figured you’d just pay me off and take credit for finding ‘em.”

      Kotler smiled and shook his head. “I don’t operate like that. So how much did you have in mind?”

      Ricky turned his face away slightly, as if suddenly ashamed of what he’d planned to ask for. He gave a slight shake of his head.

      “Go ahead,” Kotler said. “You’re not going to offend me. Tell me what you think is a fair rate, and I’ll pay it as a commission.”

      Ricky looked at him, considering. “I was going to ask for twenty grand,” he said.

      Kotler considered this for a moment, then reluctantly shook his head. “I can’t pay you twenty grand for this,” he said.

      Ricky looked a little deflated but nodded, as if he’d overreached.

      “It’s worth far more than that. I’ll give you fifty grand. That’s your commission, and if this goes on display somewhere, I’ll arrange for you to be compensated as the patron. Sound fair?”

      Ricky looked at him like he was a talking tree stump but nodded. “More than fair, I’d say.” He was excited, Kotler could see, but holding it together. Then, pausing and considering, he asked, “Why would you do this?”

      Kotler had his reasons. Mostly, as he looked around at Ricky’s place, he felt the retiree could use the money. But it went beyond that. He’d only known Ricky for an hour or so, but he liked him. He could sense the man’s loneliness and even a bit of his anger. He had described his home as his inheritance, and he’d talked about his living relatives as if they wanted nothing to do with him. Kotler could relate.

      Kotler’s brother, Jeffrey, had recently cut off nearly all communication, after being caught up in one of Kotler’s cases. Jeffrey had been abducted and chained to a wall, with a bomb strapped to his chest, by one of Kotler's former physics professors. It was all part of an elaborate plot to steal government secrets and to exploit a cache of historical documents from the early days of the NSA. It was understandable that the experience had left a bad taste in Jeffrey’s mouth. Kotler wasn’t sure if the rift between him and his brother could ever quite be bridged, but he remained hopeful.

      So sympathy and empathy, more than anything, were making Kotler act.

      “I want you to get what’s fair,” Kotler said. “I don’t always have a way to make things fair. But this time I do.”

      Ricky watched Kotler’s face during this exchange and nodded. Whether he understood the nuances of what Kotler was feeling, there was no way to tell. But both men were fine with letting an unnamed and unacknowledged connection pass between them.

      Kotler gathered up the pages, gave Ricky a check for the full amount, and then asked for any and all information he had on the storage unit. Ricky gave him some names and addresses, mostly for the auction house and the storage building’s owners. It was a start.

      Kotler bid Ricky farewell, promising to keep him updated. As he climbed into the rental car, he closed the door and rolled down the window. “Ricky … don’t tell your family about the money.”

      Ricky laughed. “You kiddin’? I ain’t tellin’ anybody about the money. My bank’s only going to know about it ‘cuz I can’t deposit it otherwise.”

      Kotler smiled. “Take care, Ricky. I’ll be in touch.”

      With that, he pulled out of Ricky's driveway and started toward town. Within the hour he was checked into his hotel room. He'd only brought a backpack with a few essentials, including a change of clothes. He preferred traveling light when he could.

      He was taking his toiletries out, intending to shower and rest up so he could start following some leads on the papers in the morning.

      His phone buzzed.

      With a start, he remembered that he hadn't checked Denzel's message, once he'd gotten to the ground. Everything had moved pretty quickly since landing, and between meeting Ricky and studying the papers, Kotler had never actually looked at his phone.

      He picked it up now, noting that there were two messages from Denzel and one from Liz Ludlum.

      Liz was saying she hoped he had a good trip, and that she missed him. He smiled at that. The two of them had only just started dating and weren’t yet past the get-to-know-you stage. They were still shy and sweet with each other, which was nice. Kotler knew that he was keeping the pace of their relationship slow, for a lot of reasons. But he missed her too. He sent her a note to say so. He promised dinner and a night on the town when he was back.

      He glanced through Denzel’s message.

      Got some leads on the Alihat Iadida. Made a definite connection to the other group you told me about, in Scotland. They’re the same bunch. And we found links to some local branches, here in the US. We’re still looking into it. I’ll let you know what we find.

      Then, the message that had just arrived:

      Not sure if you got my last message, so I sent via email. But something else has come up. I got a call from someone there in Mesa. Local authorities. They wanted to know why the FBI was sending a consultant without alerting them ahead of time. What exactly are you telling people?

      Kotler was confused. He tapped in a reply.

      I haven’t told anyone anything, he wrote. Haven’t even talked to anyone, aside from the rental car people and the man I flew in to see. Did they say how they knew I was here?

      A moment later. They said you came in flashing your FBI credentials, demanding anything they had on some guy named Ricky Miller.

      Kotler felt his heart pound. Ricky Miller is the man I came to see. But I never talked to the authorities here. I didn’t even bring my FBI credentials. Forgot them in my rush to pack. This wasn’t me. But now I’m worried about Ricky.

      Denzel responded, I’m booking a flight. I can be there in a few hours. Stay put.

      What about Ricky? Kotler replied.

      I’ll ask the locals to go check on him.

      Kotler considered for a moment. I’m going out there, he wrote. Tell them I’ll be there.

      Kotler just stay put, Denzel wrote.

      Tell them I’m there, he replied, and slipped the phone in his pocket as he made for the door.

      He paused, his hand hovering over the door handle, and then turned back to his bag. He fished out the leather envelope and the pages, then opened the closet. There was a safe inside, and he took the papers out of the leather envelope and put them inside before locking the safe door with a code. He then dug back through his bag and found some pages of notes. He shoved these into the leather envelope and then left it on the small desk.

      It was a precaution. He wasn’t even sure if it would be necessary. But someone was here in Mesa, impersonating him and looking for Ricky Miller. It wasn’t a stretch to think they’d come here. The Spanish papers were the only connection Kotler could think of. If someone was after them, then it seemed in everyone’s best interest to keep them hidden. He hoped they’d be secure enough in the safe.

      In a rush now, Kotler left the room, making sure the door was secure behind him. He rode the elevator to the ground floor and paid the valet to let him tag along to where his car was parked so he could leave in a hurry.

      He prayed that Ricky was safe.

      In his gut, he felt as though his prayers might be in vain.
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      Liz Ludlum had just gotten back from a run when her phone buzzed. She saw Kotler’s message and smiled. It was nice. It was also safe. She shook her head.

      She and Dan Kotler had flirted for a good long while before that first kiss, after an adrenaline-fueled encounter with a Russian assassin. Since then they had dated, in a casual, almost chaste sort of way. Which wasn’t so bad, considering. She knew Kotler had a reputation for being something of a womanizer, and she had no intention of being someone’s conquest.

      Though Kotler’s proclivities had changed a couple of years ago. His name was still in the papers, but his photos had far fewer women in evening gowns draped on his arm. These days he was getting more attention for his academics than for his presence on the social scene.

      And more, Kotler had poured himself into his work over the past two years in a way that bordered on obsessive. Some of that might have been due to the increased notoriety and credibility that had come as a result of being associated with a handful of significant discoveries. Some may have been the result of his work with the FBI, and the challenges that presented. But Ludlum could see that something had changed in Kotler over the past two years, mainly when it came to his relationships.

      Ludlum couldn’t be sure if it was Evelyn Horelica or Gail McCarthy who had put Kotler into a romantic tailspin. He and Evelyn had already more or less split before things really went sour, during the events in Colorado. Evelyn had been a rock for Kotler—a relationship he’d come to depend upon to the point of taking it for granted.

      When Evelyn had cut things off, after her abduction and rescue, it had disrupted Kotler somehow. It had awoken something in him, Ludlum thought. It made him realize that he was vulnerable, and that games of the heart made everyone a loser, in the end.

      Evelyn Horelica’s leaving had made Kotler realize what he was missing out on.

      But Gail McCarthy … she had done more than break Kotler’s heart.

      For the better part of two years, Gail McCarthy had played mind games with Kotler, while also toying with the FBI and every other US alphabet agency, plus dozens of law enforcement agencies worldwide. Gail had been the heir to a vast smuggling operation—potentially the biggest in history. She was brilliant, driven, and from what Ludlum could determine, a complete sociopath.

      Before any of that had come to light, however, she and Kotler had been involved. And though it turned out to be the first of many head trips, Kotler hadn’t quite gotten past it.
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