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      For my dad—Cecil Tumlinson.

      I’m sorry we never got along.

      I’m happy we managed to come together

      before the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a sharp, metallic smell in the air, and Carter instantly recognized it for what it was, cursing as he crawled out of the sleeping space above the cab of his truck. He climbed down to the camper’s floor, pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, slipped his feet into a set of flip-flops by the door, and rushed to the ruin he knew would be waiting for him.

      It had been a longshot, but what could he do? He was stuck out here, in the middle of nowhere, for at least the night, if not the next couple of days. The truck's broken axle wasn't something he could fix with the tools at hand. There was no cell signal in this part of the desert. All he had was what he'd brought in.

      And now, apparently, some of that was fried.

      He checked the time. Three in the morning. So yesterday, then, he'd broken the axle and found himself short one battery and one charging cable to run his emergency GPS beacon. It had been a dumb mistake, leaving the battery and cable on his desk back at the university. A lack of preparation on his part, which galled him more than anything. He was the guy who was always prepared, always ready.

      He’d just been so excited, so impatient to prove he was right.

      Carter clicked on his flashlight and used it to scan the ground for snakes and scorpions as he followed his nose to the spot where the inevitable would be found. His path was clear, thankfully. And when he got to the GPS, he could see instantly that it was lost to him. The plastic casing was swollen and melted. The wires, spliced from a set of headphone cables—the only non-essential wires he had on him—were burnt and blackened as well. In general, his MacGyver’d solution had melted down. He was lucky it hadn’t caught the truck on fire.

      The problem had been the voltage.

      He had two 12-volt batteries, one from the truck itself and one operating as the house power for the camper. He had pulled the one from the truck since that wasn't going anywhere anytime soon. And with that, he used the headphone cables to connect to the battery terminals in the GPS. The problem was that the GPS ran on five volts, not the twelve provided by the battery.

      Carter had tried to jury-rig a way to step the voltage down. He had a rudimentary understanding of electricity and knew that if you wanted to step down voltage, you could cut it in half by tapping into the path between two equal resistors. Any two should do if his memory served him. But they had to be the same if you wanted it to be half. Unbalanced, and ...

      Well, he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t quite remember what happened if you tried this with two unmatched resistors, but he gambled that it would just be a little higher than half, or a little less than half, depending on which resistor came first in the series.

      It was dizzying, trying to think through it, dredging up the bit of hobbyist electronics knowledge he’d gained in college. But he felt he had it down enough that he could take the risk. Because, ultimately, the two resistors he managed to scrounge out of an old wind-up radio were not matched at all. He couldn’t even remember the color codes to determine what their values actually were, but they definitely were not matched.

      It was the best he could do. He needed the GPS. He needed to get a signal out and needed to call for help. This solution was janky, but it was all he had.

      And when he'd cobbled it all together, it had worked. It felt a bit warm to the touch, though, so he had decided—wisely, it turned out—to keep his Frankenwiring outside the camper and away from anything that might catch fire. He’d landed on placing it on the ground near the front of the truck.

      He picked up the GPS and sniffed it briefly, frowning. It was definitely the source of the burnt smell. The plastic was not only bubbled and melted, he could also see blackened bits, where components had given way to excess voltage inside and gotten hot enough to nearly make their escape through the casing. He felt a sick disappointment, taking in all the damage.

      “Now what?” he asked the night around him. The dim moon gave no answer, but somewhere in the distance was the howl of a coyote, which didn’t inspire him with confidence.

      He sighed and pulled all the wiring, disconnecting from the truck battery so that there was no chance of reigniting a fire. After a moment's consideration, he resolved to go back to bed and deal with everything in the morning. He might have to pack up, provision himself as much as possible, and march out of the desert under his own steam. It wasn't ideal, but it might be his only chance.

      Or maybe he should wait?

      Did the transponder manage to send a signal before it burned out? His rigged system seemed to work for a few hours, at least. Maybe he was best off staying put, seeing if someone came by, before risking a trek across the desert with improvised gear.

      Again ... morning. He would deal with it in the morning. Until then, he could probably use as much sleep as he could get. The next day was going to be challenging, no matter what he decided to do.

      This entire trip had turned out to be a bad idea, apparently. Coming here, alone, just to try to prove he was right ... it had been a mistake. And things were serious enough that he could die here if too many more things went wrong. So definitely better to get some sleep and attack the growing list of troubles and problems in the morning, with a fresh mind.

      He was just opening the door to the camper, about to step up and inside, when he heard the sound. It took a moment to realize he was hearing it, and another beat before he clicked as to what it was. Once he recognized it, however, he felt his heart pound.

      He stepped away from the camper, clicked on his flashlight, and started waving it frantically in the direction of the noise.

      There was a truck out there.

      After a moment, the sound grew louder, and Carter spotted the first visible signs of it. Headlights. And more than one set. There were at least four large trucks in what appeared to be some kind of convoy rolling across the desert. Kind of unusual, considering it was 3 AM in the literal middle of nowhere.

      Had the emergency GPS signal worked? Had someone picked up on it, and sent a rescue team? Why would they send more than one truck?

      There was something about this that didn’t sit well with Carter, but he found himself shaking off the feeling in light of having no real options. Faced with riding it out for the night and possibly having to hike the desert in the morning, he couldn’t look this gift horse in the mouth, no matter how odd it seemed.

      Instead, he doubled down, waved more, and swept the beam of the flashlight toward the convoy, flicking it in a sort of SOS pattern.

      It worked.

      The trucks had been making a parallel line to him, but suddenly turned, moving in unison like a pack of dark, immense, lumbering wolves, chewing over the landscape. Their engines roared as they came closer, and there was a squeal of brake shoes on drums as they stopped, clattering impatiently in the Mojave night.

      Carter stood, hand shading his eyes, looking into the lights. He found himself enveloped by both the light and the rumble of the engines. He couldn’t help feeling like the proverbial deer in headlights, surrounded by the growling bulk of larger animals, glaring down at him.

      A door opened.

      “Hey!” Carter said. “Hey, I’m really glad you showed up! I’m in a little trouble here.”

      “I can see that,” a man’s voice said. His voice was low and gravelly, like two heavy stones grating against each other. He was completely obscured by the headlights. “You broke down?”

      “Yeah,” Carter said, waving to the truck. “Broken axle. I thought I’d have to walk out.”

      “Long walk,” the man growled. “Rough terrain.”

      Carter nodded, smiling. “That’s why I’m so happy to see you guys. I don’t suppose you could help me out?”

      “Are you alone?” the man asked.

      Carter felt a sudden clenching in his gut. A feeling that was pure instinct. He knew then that something wasn't right.

      He was in danger.

      “I ...” he started but wasn’t sure how to finish.

      He needed rescue. He needed help. He couldn't just ignore this, beg off, and claim he'd be alright. He couldn't just send these guys on their way, just because he had a bad feeling.

      Was he just spooked? The coyote’s howl had stirred a bit of dread in him. Was he just transferring that feeling to this situation?

      “We can help,” the man said.

      Carter felt a wave of relief. The offer of help was the most welcome thing he could think of. He relaxed, let his guard down. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it,” he said. “I thought for sure I was ...”

      There was a sound, like a hammer striking a loose board. Loud. Startling. A crack that peeled through the night.

      And Carter felt heavy and light at the same time.

      He looked down, feeling a strange sort of numbness. A wet numbness.

      His shirt was covered in something. It spread, warm and autonomous, moving with its own purpose. Red and dark.

      Blood.

      Carter felt himself lose all strength, and in the next instant, he crumpled to the ground. He reached out, trying to get the man to help him, struggling to say something, but his voice was trapped, and all he could manage was some sputtering sounds that filled him with dread.

      He could smell the coppery scent of his own blood. He could feel his shirt sticking to him, picking up grit from the ground beneath him.

      He couldn’t feel the gunshot wound.

      That was the strangest part. Shouldn’t he feel it? Shouldn’t it hurt?

      The last buzz of his brain—a mind trained to analyze evidence and glean information from fragments of data—told him the truth of what had happened to him.

      He’d been shot.

      He’d been betrayed.

      He’d been murdered.

      He felt numb, he felt no pain, because this was a fatal wound. A sudden, explosive trauma that had already done its work. His brain, in a final effort to protect him, had turned off the part of himself that could feel the wound. He could die without the pain, at least.

      A mercy, Carter thought finally, surprisingly calm about his fate as the light dimmed, faded, disappeared forever.
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      “Dr. Kotler?”

      Dan Kotler looked up from his laptop. The man in front of him was young, dressed in a loud, tropical-patterned shirt and crisply creased khaki shorts. He wore a name badge that identified him only as Carlos.

      He handed Kotler an envelope. “This was left for you at reception,” Carlos said, smiling.

      Kotler took the envelope and nodded, returning the smile. As Carlos retreated to the front of the lobby, Kotler inspected the envelope. It was marked with only his name, "Dr. Dan Kotler."

      He opened it and took out the slip of paper inside.

      It was so unusual, in this age of email and text messages and social media posts, to get a message on actual paper. In all honesty, it gave him a twinge of paranoia. He'd gotten notes like this, and in this manner, on occasion. They always led to trouble.

      He braced himself for whatever shoe might be about to drop and read the note.

      

      Dr. Kotler,

      I wanted to extend my appreciation for your talk this weekend. We were honored that you could make the time to speak to us, and I personally found your presentation fascinating. I would very much like to meet with you to continue the discussion, if you are available. Please feel free to ring my assistant to arrange a time before you leave.

      Again, my sincere gratitude for your generosity in sharing your expertise with us.

      Ethan Patterson

      CEO, Athena Astronautics

      

      It was a nice gesture, even a little old-fashioned considering it was written by the head of a private space exploration company. Kotler smiled to read it. Handwritten notes of any kind were such a rarity, and it was refreshing to receive one, especially if it didn’t contain death threats or cryptic codes for him to decipher.

      That happened occasionally.

      Kotler chalked the courtesy up to Ethan Patterson’s fairly unique personality—an anachronism of more old school, traditional virtues coupled with a drive to disrupt major industries, develop future-shaping technologies, and propel humanity into an expansion to worlds beyond Earth. Lofty goals from an elevated thinker, Kotler thought. But if anyone could bring them all to heel, it would be Ethan Patterson.

      The invitation to speak at this week's event had been a surprise all its own. Kotler had, in fact, been forced to reach out to the PR team at Athena Astronautics directly to ensure there hadn't been some mistake.

      Though Kotler did have a background in quantum physics, Athena Astronautics had reached out to him to talk about his work in anthropology and archaeology. Specifically, they were interested in his perspective on comparative mythology—a topic on which Kotler was a world-renowned expert.

      Kotler had to admit, this was something of a relief. For years, even decades, he had focused almost entirely on archaeology as his primary field of study. It had become a comfortable topic and his primary expertise. And he put it to work often, these days, with lectures and books and explorations of dig sites worldwide. And, of course, during his consultancy with the FBI's Historic Crimes Division.

      The now-defunct Historic Crimes Division, he reminded himself.

      That was still a topic too fresh and painful to contemplate, and Kotler took a breath, counted to four, and let it go. He shifted his thoughts, instead, to the enigma of being asked to speak about archaeology to a room full of physicists and engineers.

      He couldn’t imagine what his archaeological work might have to do with an endeavor to lift off from Earth and explore the solar system, and possibly the galaxy beyond. But he knew that sometimes industries liked to bring in outside perspectives, from a variety of disparate fields, in order to seed and cross-pollinate ideas. This had to be about that, he figured. There had to be very little that ancient cultures and hidden tombs and troves of cultural treasures and artifacts could teach an auditorium full of engineers and physicists and other scientists, regarding the pursuit of a private space program. The best Kotler could think of, as a motive for all of this, was that you never knew where the next good idea might come from. It was a philosophy that Kotler, himself, lived by.

      And, ultimately, Kotler had researched Ethan Patterson and had learned that the eccentric billionaire held exactly that philosophy as well. Patterson had been quoted many times on the topic of encouraging his team to look far and wide for new ideas. He encouraged them to look to the past, to help visualize a new and bold future.

      Kotler had been given leeway to speak on any subject he liked, and so he had landed on discussing current theories on comparative mythology—the study of commonalities and similarities between the various mythologies of the world. History was replete with crossover, even among cultures that should, in theory, never have had any form of contact. Everything from similar god archetypes to shared symbology, the history of even the most widespread and isolated cultures somehow shared common threads. Kotler had become something of an expert in comparative mythology, especially over the past three years.

      This was a much broader topic than it might first appear, and Kotler used the wiggle room to go far afield, to present ideas he’d mulled over for some time now, but which the academic community had a difficult time embracing. He discussed the many ancient civilizations that had risen and fallen before known history had recorded them. He discussed the hints of advanced societies, some reputed to have technology that rivaled or even surpassed that of modern humanity. He touched lightly on the idea of “ancient aliens,” though he made it clear that the science was far from settled when it came to the exploration of that idea, even as some were being blacklisted in academic circles for their public support of it.

      This could be dangerous ground, Kotler knew. He was already something of a pariah in certain academic circles, despite his growing notoriety and his lectures, plus his inclusion on popular television programs. He was "mainstream," according to some of his colleagues, and that lent an aura of taint to some of his theories, in their eyes.

      But if Ethan Patterson truly did value the cross-pollination of ideas and the inspiration that can come from history and mythology alike, Kotler’s discussion presented rich and fertile soil for the engineers. He pulled all the stops and gave them some of the wilder theories, backing everything up with research and details that were often ignored by traditional academia.

      It was fun. And to Kotler’s relief, the talk had gone over well. He’d received quite a bit of applause, and many of Patterson’s people had stayed after to pepper him with questions and ask if he would expand on some thread of an idea from his talk. It was all a bit flattering and overwhelming, and Kotler found he enjoyed himself more than he had in months. He left the talk feeling energized and motivated, and had immediately sat in the lobby of the resort hotel, coffee at hand, working on an outline for a book that would congeal all the topics of the talk into something he could present to a publisher.

      It was a good distraction, and Kotler welcomed it.

      And then there was this invitation.

      Ethan Patterson himself had been nowhere in sight during the talk, as far as Kotler could tell. And Kotler had not had the opportunity to meet with him at any time during his stay. So this invitation came as somewhat of a surprise. And a pleasant one.

      Kotler immediately decided to take the man up on the offer.

      He emailed Patterson's assistant, who responded within minutes, and an appointment and transportation were arranged. Kotler had to reschedule his flight back to Manhattan, but at the moment, there wasn't much to go back to. His work with the FBI was done. Things were on the outs with Liz Ludlum. He hadn't spoken to Agent Roland Denzel for some time.

      He'd mostly been running, if he was honest. Keeping himself buried in a search that was getting him nowhere. Before this talk, he'd become frustrated and angry and was feeling suddenly very lonely. He was also feeling a bit ashamed. And he wasn't yet ready to face the reality of returning home. Not yet.

      So it wouldn’t hurt to spend a few more days in Tampa. Especially in the company of a brilliant billionaire who, apparently, had an interest in Kotler’s work.

      Kotler wanted to see where this led.
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        * * *

      

      Patterson's assistant arranged for a town car, and Kotler rode for nearly half an hour in luxurious comfort. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had a driver who didn't work for Uber or Lyft, but as he sunk into the plush leather seats of the town car, he began to consider the perks of scaling up his ground transportation. He may not have revenue coming in from Vellar-Kotler Genetic Research anymore, after the events of the previous six months. But he was more than financially comfortable, thanks to other investments and holdings, not to mention residuals from his books, television appearances, and a few patents.

      He could swing some luxury and a bit of pampering from time to time. Perhaps he should.

      The car pulled to a stop at the gated entrance of a large Florida estate, and after a brief pause, the gates swung open slowly and allowed them entry. It was still several minutes later before the driver pulled in front of the massive estate's front entrance, under a large portico supported by Greek-inspired columns, carved with statuary depicting gods and philosophers, all deep in thought or gesturing toward the heavens.

      Patterson had a Greek fetish it seemed.

      His estate showed clear signs, well beyond the portico, of Greek influence in the design, the layout, the groundskeeping. And the name of his company—Athena Astronautics. Named for the Greek goddess of wisdom.

      Though, Kotler mused, she was also considered the Greek goddess of warfare.

      He hoped that didn’t portend anything in particular, as an outcome of this meeting.

      Patterson's other companies bore similar Greek monikers as well, as Kotler had discovered in his research into the man. It felt like a pattern, and Kotler made a note to dig deeper, to try to work out whatever insight he could into Patterson's plans and character, based on how he chose the names of each business, and on his public statements. Patterson was known as a sort of futurist philosopher, doling out pearls of wisdom via Twitter and during interviews with the media. Kotler had been intrigued by the man's stoic nature and wanted to look closer, to learn all he could about the billionaire and any agendas he might hold.

      A pet project, maybe. Or was Kotler still being paranoid? Powerful people came and went in his life, quite often, and they almost inevitably had an agenda in mind. Often not a very good one, and even more often one that caused trouble for Kotler and anyone close to him.

      Kotler’s curiosity about Patterson might be more about self-preservation than actual interest.

      Time would tell.

      As they parked under the portico, Kotler was ushered from the car by a valet, dressed in light linen pants and shirt, but wearing white gloves and a pin on his lapel. His collar was buttoned at the throat, held by a jeweled clasp that Kotler registered as a sort of insignia of rank. Kotler noted as well that the man's body language exuded both confidence and authority. So perhaps more than a mere valet. This man held sway on the estate.

      What did it say, that Kotler was greeted by someone of rank among Patterson’s staff?

      "This way, Dr. Kotler," the man said, a gentle hint of an accent in his voice that couldn't be immediately placed. Kotler followed.

      If the outside of Ethan Patterson's estate hinted at historical and mythological Greek influence, its interior was a deep dive into that ancient culture. As Kotler was led through the expansive front chamber, up a set of marble steps to a second floor, and through corridor after corridor lined with deep, richly woven rugs and an endless display of art, artifacts, tapestries, and statues, he felt more like he was in a museum than a home.

      Kotler had seen immense wealth on display before. He’d been in the company of billionaires many times. But he’d rarely experienced opulence like this in a personal home—particularly a home that was but one of many scattered around the world. This place was more like a palace than a mansion.

      Though Kotler himself had what many would consider “great wealth,” even he was somewhat intimidated by his surroundings. And he suspected that was exactly the point.

      Ethan Patterson, from everything Kotler could find on the man, was brilliant and shrewd. He had a well-developed appreciation for finery and quality, and that appreciation spilled over into everything he did. Athena Astronautics—the tenth multi-billion-dollar business he'd embarked upon since his early twenties—was known for not only its astounding developments in private space exploration but also for the sheer aesthetic beauty of everything it created. Patterson demanded flawless beauty from his creations, right down to the technology that powered them. The designs of his rockets alone evoked a feeling of nostalgia and a sense of poetic beauty that can only come from a well-considered design.

      Patterson was a complex man, that much was obvious. It was still to be seen what that complexity added up to.

      Kotler was shown to a large, airy space at the back of the mansion, with an entire wall of windowed panels that could slide open to allow in breezes from the Gulf of Mexico. Though it was a bit warm in this part of Florida at the moment, the doors were indeed open, and Kotler found it pleasant, regardless. The humidity was low, for once, and there was a sort of energy permeating the air, like an ionic charge that clung to everything in the room, including Kotler.

      He turned to the man who had been his guide, smiling.

      The man bowed his head. “I am Stavros,” the man said. “I see to all of Mr. Patterson’s affairs.”

      “You’re not the assistant I’ve spoken with,” Kotler said, frowning.

      “No,” Stavros said. “Mr. Patterson employs a service for more mundane tasks.”

      Kotler smiled lightly. “I’ll try not to take offense,” he said.

      “No offense was offered,” Stavros said, bowing his head again, slightly. “Mr. Patterson prefers to silo his affairs. I oversee everything, however, and report directly to Mr. Patterson himself. During your visit, should you need anything at all, Mr. Patterson has asked that I grant it to you.”

      “I wouldn’t turn down one of those town cars I rode here in,” Kotler smiled, joking.

      “Do you have a preferred color?” Stavros asked.

      Kotler got a distinct impression that the man was only half kidding. Or perhaps not kidding at all.

      “I’ll ... be fine, thank you. When can I expect to meet Mr. Patterson himself? I’ve been very impressed with everything he’s done, and I was honored to be asked to speak to his team.”

      “He will be with you shortly,” Stavros said. “In the meantime, I have prepared refreshments for the two of you.” He waved Kotler out onto the marble porch, overlooking a private beach and an expansive ocean view.

      The Gulf of Mexico was a far stretch from the crystal blues of the Mediterranean, but this region had its own white-sand beaches, and with the landscaping and stonework of the estate, the illusion of being in some coastal region of Greece was convincing.

      Kotler found himself impressed by Patterson’s level of commitment. He knew, as well, that Patterson did own an actual Greek estate. This home, on the coast of Florida, was more of a layover for when he was working intensively with his pet project—the small matter of propelling humanity to the stars.

      Stavros guided him to a table that bore several crystal decanters, as well as a couple of glasses. There was an array of fruits and cheeses and other small finger foods as well. “Mr. Patterson knows of your love for fine whiskeys,” Stavros said. “The decanter to your left is a Macallan M, aged 70 years. Enjoy, with Mr. Patterson’s compliments.”

      Kotler blinked.

      He was, if anything, merely an amateur whiskey connoisseur. But he did have an appreciation for it. And even with his limited palate, he knew that Macallan M was one of the finest whiskeys in the world, with bottles weighing in at nearly a million dollars, in some instances.

      Kotler looked no gift horse in the mouth and nodded when Stavros offered to pour for him. He accepted the glass as if he were being handed the Holy Grail, and sipped slowly, savoring and experiencing the finest beverage he’d ever consumed. It was surprisingly smooth and was every bit as robust as Kotler would have expected. The notes of Spanish oak were detectable and gave the liquid a palatable texture that Kotler knew would haunt him the rest of his days. He might never imbibe something so precious again, and he almost regretted getting this taste of near perfection. It would spoil him for all other whiskeys, going forward.

      Still… he intended to experience it fully.

      “I really have to put more effort into being a billionaire,” he said to Stavros.

      A voice came from behind them, “It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be, but it does have its advantages.”

      Kotler and Stavros both turned in unison to see a well-tanned man in his early forties, dressed in light linen clothing, similar to that worn by Stavros but far more casual. His shirt was unbuttoned to nearly his navel, revealing a well-toned body.

      "Dr. Daniel Kotler," Stavros intoned, "I present to you, Ethan Patterson."

      “A pleasure,” Patterson said, stepping forward and shaking Kotler’s hand in a firm and assuring grip.

      “All mine,” Kotler replied.

      Stavros bowed his head to both men and exited, leaving the two of them alone on the marble porch overlooking the very Greek-inspired view.

      “I saw your presentation,” Patterson said, smiling. “Very impressive. I’ve heard many of those theories before, but you seemed to lend a level of credibility to some, which I’ve rarely encountered.”

      “I’ve ... had some personal experience that gives me a little more authority over the subject,” Kotler said, smiling.

      Patterson had moved to the small table and was pouring himself a healthy serving of the Macallan M. “Ancient aliens?” he asked, his eyebrows arched.

      “Not exactly,” Kotler replied. “But some sites I’ve been to have provided new insight into a variety of ancient cultures and their pantheons. The gods ... well, whatever they were, I’m pretty convinced they were real. Where they came from and where they’ve gone, that’s still a mystery.”

      Patterson sipped his whiskey, and Kotler was pleased to see the billionaire take the same moment of appreciation, experiencing the finery rather than taking it for granted. It spoke volumes about the man.

      Patterson looked at Kotler and nodded. “I’ve followed some of what you’ve experienced,” he said. “Though some of it was classified, I discovered.” He gave Kotler a side-glance look. “Government secrets?”

      “Nothing along the lines of hidden aliens or anything,” Kotler smiled. “At least, as far as I know.“

      Patterson nodded, still eyeing Kotler as if maybe he didn't quite believe that. "The site in Egypt. That one intrigues me. I've funded the exploration there as a favor to the Egyptian government.

      Kotler kept himself in check, refusing to react to the notion that a private US citizen might be asked to fund something on behalf of the Egyptian government. It was mind-boggling in its implications. Instead, Kotler nodded and replied, "It's a crucial dig. I've wanted to return, but so far, the Egyptians haven't approved it. There was an ... altercation. There's a lot to learn there."

      “Would you like to head the dig?” Patterson asked.

      Kotler hesitated, uncertain if he’d just heard what Patterson had said. “Head the dig? I ... I’m not even sure I’m allowed back into the country yet.”

      Patterson held up his glass of Macallan. “Funding has its privileges,” he said, taking a long swig, then turning to refill the glass.

      Kotler sipped, slowly.

      “If you’re interested, I can arrange it. And I’d be happy to,” Patterson said, taking his drink and motioning for Kotler to follow him to the stone railing, overlooking the grounds of the estate.

      Kotler followed, shaking his head, processing. “I’d be thrilled,” he said, joining Patterson at the rail.

      “Of course, I have something else I’d like you to look into first, if you don’t mind.”

      “Ah,” Kotler said. “The price!”

      He was joking, but Patterson met his gaze and nodded. “There’s always a price. But I think this one is something you’ll be interested in. It lines up with your recent work, with the FBI.”

      Kotler had been on the verge of taking a sip but stopped, lowered his glass.

      “I’m no longer consulting with the FBI,” he said, his tone flat.

      Patterson nodded. “I know. Which is why I’m able to make this offer. I want you to pick up the work of Dr. Thomas Carter.”

      Kotler frowned. He recognized the name. “I know him,” he said. “A researcher. I worked with him briefly on a site in ... well, in Greece, actually.” Kotler waved his glass to indicate their surroundings, the obvious theme making his point.

      Patterson nodded. “I’m sorry to say, his body was recovered two days ago in the Mojave desert. He was there, I believe, continuing a project I hired him to look into. I suspect he was closing in on something.”

      “Mr. Patterson ...” Kotler began.

      “Call me Ethan,” Patterson said, sipping his whiskey.

      Kotler nodded. “Ethan. If you’re implying that Thomas was murdered in the desert, I think you need the FBI more than you need me. I still have contacts in the Bureau. I can put you in touch with Agent Roland Denzel ...”

      “I’m already in touch with Agent Denzel,” Patterson said. “Indirectly, at least. I’m also aware that the Historic Crimes division has been shut down. But I have enough pull to persuade the FBI to send him to investigate Thomas’s murder. And I’m hoping to convince you to go to the Mojave and pick up the trail he was following, to see if you can find what he was searching for.”

      Kotler took this in, the weight of the glass in his hand suddenly seeming heavier. He placed it on the railing. “What was he searching for, Ethan?”

      “Something ancient,” Patterson replied, smiling. “Something that can change history.”

      Kotler studied the man’s face and saw on his features an expression he’d seen on powerful men before. Not zealotry, exactly. But something close.

      Passion.

      Patterson had a passion, and it was driving him. The problem, as Kotler saw it, was that passions could sometimes become obsessions. And that was where all the trouble usually started.

      Kotler picked up the Macallan and drained the glass. “I’m going to have more of this. And then we can get me filled in on exactly what you know and what you expect from me.”

      Patterson smiled and led the way back to the little table, filling Kotler’s glass himself.

      It was a very generous pour.
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      Agent Roland Denzel was not in a good mood.

      The past six months had been a bit grueling, with heavy conversations that bordered on interrogations, coming at him from every corner. He had faced his superiors in the Bureau, he had faced questioning in closed sessions with Congressional committees, and he had faced scrutiny from other US agencies. By his reckoning, he had spoken to more high-powered people in six months than he’d spoken to in his entire life prior. And all of them wanted to know one thing:

      What was the story with Dr. Dan Kotler?

      Denzel did his best to assure everyone that Kotler was no threat and was, in fact, a valuable asset. He pointed out the numerous times Kotler had risked his own life to save thousands, even millions. More than once, Kotler had risked everything to ensure that the world stayed safe from some new global threat. It was a matter of record. It was who the man was.

      The problem was that the frequency of Kotler’s name appearing in reports of these global threats was also causing a growing suspicion among certain people. People with real influence, who had little tolerance for coincidence and no patience for context. What they wanted to know, they asked over and again, was how Kotler always managed to find himself in these situations.

      “More often than not,” Denzel usually replied, “it’s because we put him there.”

      That was the other sticky situation that Denzel was dealing with. The nature and origin of the FBI’s now-defunct Historic Crimes Division.

      After the events surrounding the raid on Vellar-Kotler Genetic Research, one of the facts that came to light was that an agent—Daniele “Dani” Brown—had been looking into the division’s charter, trying to determine how this new chapter of the Bureau had been opened, and who was behind it. Agent Brown had also enlisted someone to help her with the digging ...

      Dr. Elizabeth Ludlum.

      That was problematic all on its own.

      Liz Ludlum was the Lead Forensics Specialist that Denzel, himself, had recruited from the NYPD to be a part of the FBI’s Historic Crimes Division. Her specialty was forensic anthropology, but she was also a cracker-jack specialist in blood splatter analysis and DNA evidence. She had an exemplary record of service with the NYPD, and she had proven a valuable asset in more than one of the Historic Crimes cases, even prior to Denzel extending an invitation to join the team. She was, by every measure, an outstanding FBI asset.

      She was also romantically involved with Kotler.

      This had not been a factor in her employment—she and Kotler had not been involved when Denzel had extended his invitation. But it did raise some eyebrows when it became known to the people questioning Denzel over recent events. It had made for more than one uncomfortable conversation.

      Denzel had not been aware of Brown and Ludlum’s investigation into Historic Crimes, which actually worked in everyone’s favor. It was a bit of a black eye for Denzel, given that he was the one in charge of the division, and was the direct report for the two people looking into it. He should know what’s happening with his own subordinates.

      But the insulation from their investigation gave Denzel some plausible deniability regarding some of what they’d uncovered. He had no knowledge, beforehand, of Cristoff Vellar’s apparent involvement in the founding of the division, for example. Though the exact nature of that involvement was still unclear.

      Vellar—the former research and business partner of Kotler’s father—had not exactly confessed to his connections with Historic Crimes. But he had given Liz and Dani inside information to help guide their investigation. And once his records and computers were seized, it became clear that he had deep connections within the Bureau, and other agencies as well. It was equally obvious that he knew a lot more about the day-to-day of certain agencies and operations than a civilian should.

      The fact that he was business partners with Berrett Kotler—Dan Kotler's deceased father—had complicated things beyond comprehension. Tying Kotler's name to some sort of conspiracy to manipulate the Bureau had been an instant off-switch for Historic Crimes. Denzel had been reassigned, along with most of his team. Agent Brown had been promoted and given a department of her own to head. And Liz Ludlum had been put under Brown's authority.

      Kotler had been cut loose entirely.

      That was strange all on its own, Denzel thought. All of this—all the suspicion, the questioning, the drilling and digging—all of it was a tsunami of molten lava, pouring down on Denzel and everyone else who was a part of Historic Crimes. Everyone, that was, except Dan Kotler.

      Denzel suspected he knew why.

      Kotler’s grandfather, Richard Kotler. The Chairman.

      He was a member of the Jani, which was an ancient order that apparently had its tendrils in every government and superpower on the planet, from Senators to CEOs. Worse, within the Jani, there was a split. A faction calling itself the Novensiles—“New Gods”—was operating with Jani resources in a literal bid to control the world. Richard Kotler, the Chairman, had been a high-positioned figure among the Jani and Novensiles.

      A fact that Denzel felt should be contained, for now. And not the only one.

      No one knew the man was alive, outside of a tight circle that included Denzel, Liz, and the two Kotler brothers. For the moment, Denzel was choosing to keep it that way. Dan Kotler was already under enough scrutiny and suspicion without intel about his grandfather coming into the mix. For now, Kotler had the freedom to move about in the world unhampered. If this information got out, however ...

      It might be a mistake, Denzel thought. But he knew Kotler was innocent of any wrongdoing, and he didn’t want the sins of the father—or grandfather—visited upon his friend. More than that, however, it was Denzel’s only card at the moment, and he was keeping it in the hole.

      Of late, the Novensiles had been responsible for a number of the cases investigated by Historic Crimes, as well as several global threats that Denzel and Kotler had aided in quelling. Historic Crimes had been a pawn in this dark order’s grander schemes. At least, that was how it was starting to appear.

      The Chairman had to have been involved with the founding of Historic Crimes, at least in part. He also had to be the reason Kotler was allowed to just go free, without so much as an inquisition. Denzel couldn’t think of another logical explanation.

      Kotler didn’t have a free pass, of course. He was being investigated, and if anything could be found on him, Denzel suspected, he’d be shoved into a cell somewhere, buried deep, before he even knew what hit him.

      And Denzel might join him. Not an optimal outcome, in his opinion.

      For the moment, however, Kotler was coming up clean, and it was driving a lot of folks crazy. And in lieu of Kotler, everyone was pouring their suspicion and hard questions onto Denzel’s head.

      It was a lot of heat, but Denzel remained stoic and composed during all the questioning. He did nothing but vouch for Kotler, praising him for his work and for his willingness to risk his life to save thousands, millions. He was a hero, Denzel insisted. And to his relief, there were plenty of people in higher stations who backed him up on this. Members of high station in the US government were very vocal about what they knew of Kotler's work, and the number of lives he'd saved with his selfless actions.

      One surprising supporter was Senator Arania Acosta.

      As far as Denzel knew, she'd never met Kotler. But she must have been made aware of his role in her rescue after she and thirteen other members of Congress were abducted right off of the Senate floor. The abduction had happened in broad daylight, live on C-SPAN, and carried out by members of the Jani, by all indications.

      Or the Novensiles, Denzel suspected.

      Acosta was an unlikely ally for Kotler. She was a young freshman Senator with a bent toward socialism and a penchant for taking outrageous positions that became the buzz of social media. She was almost a direct contrast to Dan Kotler, a conservative, level-headed archaeologist who approached everything with reason and logic—if a bit improvised from time to time.

      Despite any apparent differences, though, Acosta was insistent that Kotler couldn’t be held responsible for the sins of his father’s business partner. His name alone, she said, didn’t brand him as a criminal. His record and his actions were what mattered.

      Denzel agreed with all of this. He just couldn’t understand why Acosta, of all people, was the one saying it.

      But he was glad for it. She was something of a hero at the moment, after taking charge and leading the abducted Senators in a revolt against their captors. She had become the public face of the entire story and was regularly a feature on news programs around the world. Her opinion carried a lot of weight right now, and the fact that she was advocating for Kotler might be the bulk of the reason he was free to roam the globe at will.

      It was the kind of thing Denzel wasn’t inclined to question too closely. At least, not publicly.

      Privately, however, he had his concerns. And he intended to follow up on them.

      That was, if he could ever get back to his office.

      Since the events in Cheyenne Mountain, and the infiltration of Vellar-Kotler, Denzel had been placed back into fieldwork. He retained his pay grade and security clearance, but he was finding himself on more soft-run tasks. When he wasn't being grilled, he was being sent to look into things that anyone else could have handled just as well, without Denzel having to pack up and fly on a moment's notice.

      He was being tested. Or punished. He couldn’t be sure. But he could see the signs. Someone was pushing him to see if he’d break, and what would come out when he did.

      He had no intention of giving them the satisfaction.

      But he was getting tired. And he was considering his future.

      His career in the Bureau was distinguished, but if the origins of Historic Crimes were going to become some sort of black mark, he needed to think about where to go next. He was law enforcement, through and through. And he was honored to be in the FBI. He'd dreamt of it his whole life. But he wasn't deluded. There might be no way to recover and continue on with the Bureau if his superiors suspected he was part of some dark plot.
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