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      Prime Alert Fire Safety Products, Inc. — New Mexico

      Alarms were already blaring, echoing through the canyons of corrugated aluminum among the outbuildings and warehouses of Prime Alert Fire Safety Products.

      Alarms were a bit unusual here. The facility was located in an expanse of desert nestled in among a collection of foothills in New Mexico, near the Colorado border. The closest town only had a few hundred people, officially. Unofficially, maybe a few hundred and fifty. None of them had any interest in breaking into a bunch of warehouses a hundred miles south of anywhere, where nothing better than smoke detectors were manufactured and stored.

      Except for tonight.

      Henry “Hank” Lott was pretty sure this would turn out to be a case of some bored teenagers getting a little too drunk and a little too rowdy. He figured he would find them next to one of the metal outbuildings with a can of spray paint and more than a few bottles of beer, tagging the giant metal canvases of the warehouses to show their virility before slinking off to diddle each other in the brush.

      Guys and girls, Hank figured. Kids.

      Hank was the night shift here, and he had no issues with that. It was hours and hours of being alone, with nobody but Hank Williams Jr. and Johnny Cash and a few other bad seeds for company. And that was a bit of alright for Hank. He’d had enough of most folks. They could keep their Facebooks and Tweeters. Hank would stick to a good book and a country music soundtrack.

      It helped quite a bit that the job was pretty routine. Nothing much ever changed, and Hank liked it that way. He made his rounds in the same beat-up Chevy pickup that the company had issued him almost three decades ago. He stared out at the same New Mexico desert, night after night, and woke up around noon every day to go fishing in the same creek, with the same rod and reel he’d used for thirty years. And every so often, he ran off the same sort of teenagers who were probably causing all the ruckus tonight.

      The monitoring service had called just 20 minutes ago, and Hank rolled out from his little spot overlooking the mountains and the flat-pan of the surrounding desert. He was a bit grumpy about putting down the book he was reading—a Nick Thacker thriller that was really killing the hours. But he so rarely saw any activity here, it was tough to be mad for too long. There was always the chance he might catch some burglars trying to steal computers from the offices or something. He’d be a hero in the morning. Maybe he’d get a bonus or a raise. He hadn’t seen either of those for a few years now.

      He pulled up to Building Three, one of the staging warehouses where boxes of smoke detectors were stored before shipping. From here, Prime Alert reached out to the Walmarts and Targets and Home Depots of most of the United States, selling a reliable and inexpensive product to the masses. Hank felt a certain amount of pride, working for a company that actually did save lives—even if it was indirectly.

      The roll-top door of Building Three’s front entrance was open when Hank arrived, and a large moving truck—one of those that could be rented from a home storage center—was backed up to the bay. From his vantage point, Hank saw two men moving within the barely lit interior of the warehouse. They were using hand trucks to load stacks of boxes into the moving van as rapidly as they were able.

      Hank shut off his radio and then stepped out of the Chevy as he drew his weapon—an aged .45 that he’d had since he left the service. It was his personal weapon, and much more comforting to him than the little.9mm pea-shooter the company had tried to issue him. It would make a big bang and a big hole if the need arose. Thankfully, the need never had.

      Hank also took out his mobile phone and dialed 911. In a whispered rush, he told the operator the situation and his location and said that there was a robbery in progress. He advised them that he was armed and about to engage the suspects. Before the operator could tell him to stand down and stay put, he hung up. The police wouldn’t be here for quite a while—the facility was at least half an hour from the closest police station. But by then Hank hoped to have these guys rounded up and held at gunpoint. He might have to lock them in one of the offices in the back of the warehouse, he figured. That was as long as they didn’t try anything.

      He stepped away from the Chevy without closing the door and crept quietly toward the gap between the moving truck and the door frame of the loading bay. When he was close enough, he saw that there were actually four men moving around inside, not just two. They were quickly loading the hand trucks and then rolling boxes of smoke detectors into the van before speeding back to reload.

      “That’s enough,” he said loudly, aiming his weapon at the men, who were clustered around the next batch of boxes.

      They froze and then turned on him.

      They were dressed all in black except for olive drab coats, which looked to be military surplus. Their faces were covered in black ski masks so that only their eyes were visible, and their hands were sheathed in black gloves.

      Definitely not kids, Hank thought. For the first time, he was feeling as if this might have been a mistake. Four masked men, and only one Hank. At least he had the gun.

      “Just step away from the boxes with your hands in the air. Get down on your knees, out here on the open floor.”

      Hank had stepped through the gap and into the loading area of the warehouse, and he kept the gun trained on the men as he moved. His mind was racing with the possibilities of what he should do with them. He glanced to the back of the warehouse, to Eugene Spencer’s office and realized that all the keys were hanging from the ignition of the Chevy at the moment.

      Dammit, you old fool, Hank thought. He’d have to keep them on the floor and wait for the police to arrive.

      The men made no move to do as he had ordered.

      In fact, it almost seemed like they had no idea what he was even saying.

      There was a sound then, from behind him. It was a series of clicks that Hank immediately recognized, and it sent goosebumps up his back and made him break out in a sweat. Hank had heard that sound before, back in the war. He knew what it meant.

      It meant he was a damned fool for not checking the truck.

      “Lower your weapon,” a voice said from behind him. It was strongly British, and the man sounded a bit young. But it was firm and left no room for doubt as to what the owner of that voice would do if Hank didn’t do as he was told.

      Hank raised his left hand even as he knelt down and placed his weapon on the ground. When he stood up again, he raised his right hand and turned slowly to look into the back of the moving van.

      A man stood among the stacks of boxes that the burglars had already loaded. It was quite a number of boxes, actually. In the short time it had taken for Hank to put down his book and get to Building Three, these men had systematically emptied a substantial portion of the warehouse. There were thousands of smoke detectors already loaded into the van.

      “You called the authorities, I assume?” the man asked. He, too, was wearing a mask and gloves, as well as the olive drabs. And he had a weapon aimed directly at Hank’s head.

      “Yeah,” Hank said. “They’ll be here any minute. So I’d…”

      “You couldn’t have called them more than ten minutes ago. It will take half an hour at best for anyone to get here.” The man stepped carefully down from the back of the truck, the weapon trained on Hank, never wavering. “We have ample time.”

      “They’ll be here any⁠—”

      Before Hank could finish, the man raised the weapon and fired a single shot, striking Hank in the chest. He flinched back and then fell, slamming to the ground. He clutched at the wound, coughing and sputtering from the pain. He rolled and tried to crawl away, but the man stepped forward until he was practically hovering over him.

      Hank looked up at him, rolling onto his back. The man stood above him, held the weapon in one hand, and put a bullet in Hank’s head.

      With the deed done, the man said something in Arabic to two of his men, and they rushed to move Hank’s body out of the way, then scrambled back to the boxes. In moments, they had emptied the warehouse and sped away into the night even before the sound of sirens rose in a warble somewhere distant in the New Mexico night.
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        * * *

      

      Memorial Park — Houston, Texas

      Dr. Evelyn Horelica tried to ignore the pain in her wrists as the thin zip ties cut into them.

      She ignored the gag in her mouth as well—as best she could—and concentrated only on breathing as steadily and calmly as she could around the gag, pulled tight over her mouth. Her nostrils flared. Her eyes were wide with fear. Her heart was thumping hard enough that she could hear it pulsing in her ears.

      She had no idea why she had been kidnapped. She feared rape, but the kidnappers had given no sign that they were even remotely interested in that. They had simply grabbed her, with no warning, before she’d even fully realized they were there.

      She had been nearly finished with her run—the full three-mile circuit around Houston’s Memorial Park Golf course—when two men had rushed out of the tree line, gagged and tied her, and dragged her into the woods before she could even react. They’d been so fast, and so efficient, Evelyn hadn’t even put up a fight. It was over before she’d realized she was in danger.

      Once they had her trussed up, they swiftly lifted her onto their shoulders and rushed her into the woods, emerging into a secluded clearing where the van waited.

      The graphic on the side of the van read “Menton Landscaping and Irrigation.” Evelyn had seen vans like this a thousand times around Houston. She used Menton for her own landscaping in the rental house she was using during her time here. The guys who showed up were always nice and polite, even if most of them didn’t speak English. She’d never felt unsafe around them.

      She was thrown into the darkened interior of the van, and the door was slammed shut, leaving her bound, gagged, and now blind. The sounds from outside were also muffled, and she realized the walls, the floor, even the ceiling of the van were all covered in some sort of spray foam, deadening all sound from the outside—and from the inside.

      Dr. Horelica kicked at the side of the van and tried to scream, but the sounds were muted, falling back on her in dull tones.

      These men had been too good—too methodical—to be mere rapists or kidnappers. Grabbing her wasn’t part of a whim, it was part of a plan. She was being kidnapped by professionals.

      But why? What could someone want from her? She was a linguist. She specialized in dead languages and ancient symbolism. She wasn’t part of any government contracts, and she had no connection with national security or anything that could influence tides of money or politics. She was, as most of her friends thought of her, the most boring type of researcher there was—one who reads for a living.

      She felt more than heard the slight thud of the van’s doors closing, and the rumble of its engine starting. In seconds they were moving, and Evelyn started screaming through the gag, kicking frantically at the sides of the van, the floor, the back doors. Some part of her knew it was pointless, but these were the options she had left to her. This was the only fight she could give.

      It wouldn’t be enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      American Museum of Natural History — New York, New York

      The medallion was part of an exhibit of ancient American artifacts.

      The very phrase seemed like an oxymoron to most museum patrons. The words “ancient” and “American” just didn’t belong in the same sentence, and that was precisely what made it intriguing. America was and had always been the new world. The civilization that currently stretched between her shores had a lifespan that could be measured only in centuries, not millennia. There wasn’t anything ancient here.

      At least, that was the way most people thought of it.

      The truth was, European descendants were relatively new to the ecosystem of the Americas. They’d been preceded in North and South America by cultures extending thousands of years into history: Aztec, Mayan, Inca, hundreds of indigenous tribes—the so-called “Indians”—all had cultures that stretched back almost infinitely beyond the arrival of the Niña, Pinta, and Santa Maria.

      In fact, as it was turning out, Europeans weren’t even the first non-natives to set foot in the Americas. Now making headlines, in archeological and historical circles at least, was mounting evidence that Vikings had once landed on the eastern shores of what would become Canada and the United States. And as it turned out, Eric the Red was just the tip of a Scandinavian iceberg.

      It was all so astounding.

      Vikings—making a home for themselves in a world that was so far from their native soil it wasn’t even supposed to exist. This was the edge of everything, to the ancient seafarers. But nothing as trivial as the edge of the world, or a harsh and freezing expanse of empty ocean, could possibly keep Vikings at bay.

      The possibility of something ancient in the new world might be bizarre to most of modern society, but it was no less a reality. The medallion hinted at that new reality, providing tantalizing proof of something... well, something impossible by the standards of current archeological research and the known historical record.

      Named for its discoverer, Dr. Eloi Coelho, the Coelho Medallion had been found in perhaps the most startling location anyone could think of—a dig site near Pueblo, Colorado.

      This was the spark that ignited a raging fire of public astonishment and excitement. Pueblo, deep in the center of North America and surrounded by an expanse of mountains and foothills, was the very last place anyone expected to find any sign of the seafaring Vikings.

      It seemed impossible.

      It was captivating.

      It hinted at an alternate history of the United States, filled with mystery and adventure and a strange new perspective that no one in either the public or the scientific community had ever considered.

      No one knew for certain what the history of the medallion might actually be, and that was its most attractive feature.

      Deepening the mystery further, there were markings on the surface of the medallion, both front and back, that could count their origins among any number of Native American cultures. But it was the symbols that looked for all the world as if they were Norse that were fueling a flood of speculation from both inside and outside the scientific community.

      This led a few brave researchers to wonder—aloud and in print, no less—whether there had been some kind of intimate contact between several of these pre-European North American cultures and the Norse.

      Why not? In light of recent discoveries, it seemed plausible enough. Sure, it went against hundreds of years of established facts and known history, but discovering something like the medallion—a sort of Rosetta Stone of ancient American culture—put every former idea under a microscope for reexamination. These were new and exciting days.

      These well-meaning researchers, of course, were quickly snubbed, and their careers briefly called into question, highlighting the dangers and foibles of daring to question the status quo in academic and scientific circles. New ideas and new perspectives were not always welcome—hardly ever welcome, if one were being honest.

      All of that aside, however, the controversy surrounding the medallion, and its lack of an origin story, made it just the sort of mystery that the American Museum of Natural History needed. It had given the Museum a much-needed boost, amounting to the biggest attraction in decades.

      Dr. Albert Shane, the museum’s Curator of Human Origins, was tickled by the press coverage of the event. He particularly liked a quote from the New York Times:

      “At the heart of the exhibit, a mystery: What is the origin of the Coelho Medallion, which headlines the event? A circular object, two inches in diameter, covered with ancient symbols and images—the medallion inspires the imagination toward fantasies of khaki-clad archeologists on a quest to solve the mystical riddles of a lost culture.”

      That had just the right flavor, Dr. Shane thought. It set the tone for the entire exhibit. It attached a bit of mystery and intrigue to the medallion that overrode any academic or scientific controversy. And the controversy itself, he had to admit, only propelled more people to want to see the medallion for themselves.

      So far thousands of people had come through the museum’s doors, wandered among the glass cases and read the placards, looking to be even a small part of that figurative “khaki-clad archeologist’s” quest. Those same patrons bought trinkets and souvenirs in the gift shop, concessions from the cafe, and more than a few season passes.

      These were good days for the bottom line. Dr. Shane felt they had a winner on their hands—and it was about time.

      For most of his tenure here, the museum had seen only modest and fairly dull returns on exhibits and showings. Frankly, they made more money on the novelty events—cocktail parties and high school lock-ins among the exhibits, all of which required having unhappy employees on hand to keep people from messing with the displays.

      The most popular exhibits tended to be novelties as well—cringe-worthy collections such as “royal sex toys” and “ancient cursed treasure.” The public just didn’t have an appetite for mummies or dinosaur bones or broken shards of pottery anymore. They could see all of that on YouTube while seated on the toilet, and it cost them nothing. Why should they shell out money to see these things in a stuffy building that didn’t even have a Starbucks?

      But the Coelho Medallion was different.

      Nothing stirs the public like an ancient mystery. The mere fact that this object and the other artifacts from the dig site pointed to Vikings in the mainland was stirring all sorts of interest from the public, who had a constant craving for something new and interesting and exotic, especially if it was right in their own back yard.

      Of course, that mini-series on the History Channel had helped a bit. Some museum patrons even recognized Dr. Shane as he moved about, his bow tie and suspenders making him easy to recognize. He was even being asked for his autograph—definitely not an everyday occurrence!

      It was definitely a banner event for the museum, and for Shane’s career.

      Dr. Shane felt so good about the exhibit, in fact, and about the positive impact it was having on the museum, that very day he’d given the green light for an extension. The artifacts would be on display for an additional two weeks before they were taken on a national tour. By his calculations, that would mean another hundred thousand dollars in ticket sales alone. The concessions, the souvenirs, and season pass sales would be through the roof.

      It was enough to make him feel ok with his life choices again.

      Back at the start of his career, Shane had wanted very badly to be like one of those khaki-clad adventurers mentioned by the Times. But life didn’t always take the turns one expected, and his experience, not to mention his need for a steady income, had eventually made working in a museum the best alternative to a career spent crawling around in ancient ruins and digging up artifacts from lost cultures.

      He might still have preferred being out in the field, actually being part of the discovery, to sitting behind a desk in an office tucked into the back corner of a museum. Being in the field had always been the dream of his youth. He had never wanted to be the Curator. He’d wanted to be that khaki-clad adventurer. But this was good, too. He had learned to be satisfied with his career and his life. It was comfortable, and it gave him some notoriety and respect. That was reward enough, he had long ago decided.

      It was later, on a Thursday night, after Dr. Shane had retired for the evening and was just pulling into his garage when his mobile phone rang. The caller ID showed the number for museum security.

      His stomach twisted instantly, and all of his life choices once again seemed to press in upon him.

      “This is Dr. Shane,” he answered.

      “Sir, you’d better get back here right away,” said Neil Gossner, head of museum security.

      “Neil, I’ve just arrived home,” Shane replied. “Unless this is something of vital importance…”

      “The exhibit has been robbed.”

      It was so abrupt. So matter of fact. Not a hint that Gossner was aware of the crushing, existential meaning that came with the words.

      “Robbed?” Dr. Shane said quietly. He felt like throwing up, and before he even asked, he knew what Gossner’s answer would be. Still, he had to ask. It was his job. “What was taken?”

      “We’re not sure how they did it, sir. Not yet. But it looks like the only item stolen was the medallion.”

      The only item stolen?

      The medallion?

      The centerpiece of the entire exhibit?

      “I’m on my way,” Dr. Shane said, his voice hoarse from the feeling of dread that was gripping him.

      He sat for a moment, feeling his heart pounding, feeling the blood rushing in pulsing waves through his body, his face and neck flushed and warm and wet with perspiration.

      Then, as if he’d been shocked awake, he put the car in gear and stepped on the accelerator.

      He slammed the brakes at the last second as he almost lurched through the back wall of his garage, having put the car in the drive without thinking. He shifted into reverse then, calmly and deliberately, then sped backward out of his driveway and onto the street with a thud, squealing away in the direction of the museum.
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      Columbia University—New York

      “As far back as the 10th century AD, there is evidence of... well, let’s call it Norse dabbling in North America.”

      There was a minor chuckle at this, mostly from the heavy academics in the room, and Dr. Dan Kotler was grateful for it. When he had agreed to speak on this topic, the research was already making its rounds through the scientific community, but it hadn't yet caught on. Most of his fellows thought of it as absurd, despite all the best evidence.

      Kotler was able to lecture openly about Norse influence on North America only because he wasn’t bound by the usual limitations of academia and science. He was an independent—as credentialed as any of his contemporaries, holding multiple PhDs in Anthropology and Quantum Physics. But he had the good fortune of being his own benefactor, thanks to his personal wealth. This, coupled with his lack of direct affiliation with any given university or institute, ensured he was free to posit any absurd theories he wished with very few repercussions.

      Well, other than occasionally being blackballed from certain peer review journals and thought of as a fringe lunatic by his peers. Consequences he could live with, for the most part.

      He worked hard, however, to present impeccable research and evidence for any claims he made or conclusions he drew, which kept him more or less in the good graces of the scientific community.

      More or less.

      His musings on the Norse influence on North America had ridden the fine line of academic absurdity and legitimate archeological research for years now, and he was fully aware of that. The theories were starting to gain acceptance in the broader scientific community, an inch at a time, but only grudgingly. Kotler felt sure he'd been invited to do this talk only because of recent findings in Pueblo, including the medallion unearthed by Dr. Eloi Coelho and his team. If not for the popularity of that medallion and the exhibit associated with it, Kotler might still be lecturing, just on a very different topic. The symbolism of ancient pottery, perhaps.

      Then there was that History Channel miniseries.

      Vikings in America had been rushed through production, spurred at least in part by the exhibit that included the Coelho Medallion itself, but that hadn’t stopped it from catching fire with the public. For an audience weaned on Ancient Aliens, and other programs that routinely presented wildly speculative theories and viewpoints of history and archeology, Vikings in America was almost tame by comparison. The show had just the right mix of dramatized reenactments, as well as testimonials from some rock-star level researchers and scientists in History Channel’s roster, to create a frenzy with the public. Everyone wanted to know: How had Viking artifacts come to be found nearly 2,500 miles from where they’d initially landed in the New World?

      It was the sort of baffling mystery that set public curiosity on fire.

      Kotler had been asked to be a part of the program, as an expert on both Norse history and mythology and as a general anthropologist and cultural expert. During his interview, he'd spoken at length about symbology, specifically about the symbols discovered at the site, and he had outlined much of the history he was discussing today, in this very lecture hall. A lot of what he'd said ended up on the cutting room floor, but some more sensational revelations had come directly out of his mouth. And that had given him a nice boost as a minor celebrity, he had to admit.

      The miniseries event had aired over the course of four nights, and it had brought in high ratings for the channel. It had fueled a passion for finding out more about this strange idea—Vikings discovering America before Europeans had ever set foot here. Suddenly the whole discovery became wildly popular, drawing a crowd to the exhibit and, somehow, to this lecture that had never been intended as anything serious. This was supposed to be a cheeky nod to the quirks of history, with the Viking discovery presented as a one-off anomaly. Now, suddenly, it was a standing-room-only presentation.

      They were forced to upgrade the venue at the last minute to accommodate all the ticket-buying patrons who wanted to learn more. Now, instead of the few dozen academics and graduate students Kotler had expected, the auditorium was jam-packed with highly interested...

      What was he to call these people? What was the half-joking nickname that Evelyn Horelica had used? History groupies?

      “We’ve long known that Vikings had at least two settlements in Greenland. But what has come to light more recently is evidence of a small settlement in L’Anse aux Meadows, in Newfoundland.” Kotler touched the screen of his iPad, and the large display above him changed to show a collage of shots from L’Anse aux Meadows. “What looks like a fenced-in grassy knoll at first glance is actually the remnants of what we have confirmed to be former Viking houses.” He paused for effect. “This is a Viking village on the shore of Médée Bay, right here in North America.”

      He advanced the presentation again, and now the audience was treated to a computer model of what the village might have looked like circa 1,000 AD. Kotler was again pleased to hear some satisfied ahs and oohs from the audience.

      He advanced the presentation to show some artifacts. This was one of the things the history groupies came to see. The weird and mysterious stuff. The unusual that hinted at some tantalizing and hidden history.

      They hung on his every word as he described the function of various pieces, their role in Viking culture, and the conditions under which they were unearthed. He cycled through various carved stones and markers, to the pleasure of the audience.

      “This is one of my favorites,” Kotler said, pausing on an image of a man in a top hat standing beside a large stone with white runes carved into it. “This is Dighton Rock, which was discovered half-buried in the mud of the Taunton River, in Massachusetts. It was discovered as early as the 17th century when it was at first mistakenly determined that these markings were made by Native Americans. Later, in the 19th Century, they were thought to be Phoenician, and later still they were even thought to be Portuguese. But I prefer a 20th century interpretation,” he paused, looking around at the rapt faces in the audience, “which identifies them, correctly, as Norse runes.”

      He let that soak in. Norse runes in Massachusetts, of all places? Even the academics in the room were whispering to each other at this point, though Kotler decided they were probably discussing how best to crucify him.

      Kotler had personally concluded that these were unquestionably Norse runes, despite the current academic position that they were unverified. He had brought more than his own expertise to the table with this. Doctor Horelica—Evelyn—happened to be a top-notch linguist, as well as someone dear to him. She had verified that the runes were more than just random carvings.

      There was a message there. There was meaning.

      That was enough to convince Kotler, but he’d gone ahead and had their speculation and insights verified by a few more independent experts, anyway. Every one of them came back with the same conclusions, and after the third or fourth confirmation, Kotler no longer had any doubts.

      Again, he advanced the presentation. “This is Viking Tower, in Newport, Rhode Island.” And again, “This is Thorvaldsen Rock, in Hampton, New Hampshire.” And again, this time a shot of several easily identifiable swords, axe heads and other ancient objects, “All of these artifacts—nearly two hundred of them—were discovered near Cheboygan, Michigan, on the coast of Lake Huron. A lot of good things come out of Cheboygan, but it’s surprising to learn that an ancient armory was one of them.” He got the laugh on that and went on. “And lest you think that Vikings only spent time in the Northeast...”

      On the large screen, several images were gathered in a collage. “The Beardmore relics, of Beardmore, Ontario. The Heavener Runestone in Le Flore, Oklahoma. And, most infamous and most controversial, the Kensington Runestone, found in Alexandria, Minnesota.”

      The crowd really appreciated those little tidbits and thrilled to the idea of Vikings coming inland, hitting the interior of the United States. Kotler imagined everyone asking the same questions he had asked: How had they gotten there? Some of these places weren’t accessible by lake or river, so did they portage their ships across dry land? How far did they get?

      Those were the questions that quickened Kotler’s own pulse, but they had surprisingly raised the eyebrows of the public as well. Kotler had become accustomed to a somewhat apathetic reaction from the public, so this booming interest in his field of expertise was both welcome and invigorating.

      Kotler glanced at some of his colleagues in the front row of the auditorium. He took note of several looks of disapproval and expressions of out-and-out denial. He was schooled in reading body language—was quite good at it, in fact—and could see from their postures and expressions and impatient ticks that they weren’t enjoying this talk nearly as much as he and the rest of the audience. He was already on the academic naughty list after his participation in Vikings in America, and now he was sure to see some blowback as the maven for this event.

      And he hadn’t even gotten to the good part, yet.

      He sighed, steeled himself, and then said, “These finds are remarkable, and point to a hidden history of the Americas that we’re only just starting to uncover. Our history is more ancient than we realize. But even more intriguing is that we are finally discovering evidence of something entirely unexpected. Artifacts are coming to light that provide tantalizing proof of a connection between Norse culture and that of several pre-Columbian native cultures—including the Aztecs, the Mayans, and most recently the Pueblo Indians. Effectively, we now have evidence that Vikings may have had more influence on ancient Americans than we ever realized. And it’s a discovery that changes everything we know about American prehistory.”

      As the audience reacted to this, and his colleagues grumbled to each other in the front row, Kotler brought up a side-by-side image of the front and back of a disk-shaped gold medallion, inscribed with hundreds of marks and symbols. “This is the Coelho Medallion, discovered by Portuguese archeologist Dr. Eloi Coelho, while on a cooperative dig in Pueblo, Colorado. The area is rich in Pueblo ruins, and during an exploration of these, Dr. Coelho found a structure that had been buried in an avalanche for more than five hundred years. He and his team were able to determine the general timeframe by carbon dating the remains of animals that were killed in the collapse. It’s safe to say that no one has seen this structure for at least that 500-year range, and possibly a great deal longer. It went undiscovered during the whole of United States history.”

      There were murmurs of appreciation and speculation from this, and Kotler let that simmer just a bit before continuing.

      “The medallion contains markings from numerous pre-Colombian cultures. But it is these markings⁠—”

      Kotler tapped the iPad, and the image on the screen expanded and dimmed, with a bright circle illuminating a short series of symbols near the center of the medallion.

      “—that have caused such a big stir in the research community. That, ladies and gentlemen, is a confirmed set of Norse runes.”

      He turned to the crowd, all of whom were silent, rapt by the presentation. “Evidence, it would seem, of ancient contact between the Norse and pre-European Americans, deep in the interior of what would become the United States of America.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dr. Kotler?”

      Kotler had just signed dozens of autographs, including copies of some of his books, and at this point, he was really just interested in getting to the men's room. His colleagues—all of whom had glared at him even as they marched out of the auditorium in a stodgy line—would be in touch later for a bit of rebuttal, he was sure.

      The man who had addressed him stepped in front of him, dressed in a dark suit and white shirt. He had a plain, dark tie, and his shoes were shined and very practical looking. They looked as though they were designed to fit a more formal look, but it could give plenty of traction in a sprint if needed.

      “I’m sorry,” Kotler smiled. “I really have to use the restroom. Can I sign whatever you have once I’m back?”

      “We’re going to need you to come with us,” the man said. And for the first time, Kotler noticed there was another man, dressed exactly like the first, standing just on the other side of the door. Both wore very sober expressions, though the other man was watching the crowds rather than Kotler himself.

      Kotler had let himself be distracted by the urging of his bladder, and only now looked at the man before him with a more critical eye. His body language told Kotler that the man was disciplined, probably ex-military. He was fit and had the bearing of someone who could spring into action at any moment. There was a slight bulge to his coat that practically screamed “weapon.” The man stood directly in Kotler's path, hands held in front of him, one over the other, ready to do whatever needed to be done if Kotler didn’t comply.

      “FBI?” Kotler asked.

      There was the tiniest register of surprise in the man’s eyes before he reached into his coat and produced an ID and badge. “Agent Roland Denzel,” he said. Then, with a slight, amused quirk on his lips, “FBI.”

      He nodded to his partner. “This is Agent Richard Scully.”

      As Kotler smirked and raised his eyebrows, Agent Denzel quickly added, “No relation to the X-Files. And he would appreciate it if you didn’t mention it.”

      “Fair enough,” Kotler nodded. “But I was serious about the restroom. If I could...”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to hold it, sir,” Denzel said. “I’m sorry.”

      “No more than I am,” Kotler said, and grimaced as Denzel put a hand on his arm and led him down a side corridor, away from the crowds, and into a conference room, where he was instructed to wait.

      Denzel and Scully took positions outside the door. Kotler sat in one of the leather chairs. And crossed his legs.

      A few minutes later, the door opened, and an older man entered wearing a suit only slightly different from those of the agents—a bit more tailored, and a bit more expensive. He was balding but well-groomed, and he had the sort of wry-looking expression that Kotler had always interpreted as intelligent but skeptical. It was the sort of expression one wore when they thought they had more information than you knew. They were usually right, and it usually meant trouble.

      “Dr. Kotler,” the man said, shaking Kotler’s hand and motioning that he should stay seated. “I apologize for shuffling you away like this, but it was unavoidable.”

      “Who are you?” Kotler asked. His ability to play games of politeness or politics with these people was severely compromised by the pressure on his bladder.

      The man sat across the table from Kotler and opened an iPad that was in a clamshell case, with a keyboard that made it look like a tiny laptop. The older man peered down his nose at the screen, tapping and swiping until he came to whatever it was he was after.

      “You are an acquaintance of Dr. Evelyn Horelica? The linguist?”

      At the mention of Evelyn's name, Kotler felt a wave of mixed emotions. He had just been thinking of her during the talk. But if he were being honest with himself, he'd thought of her often over the past couple of years. They still talked frequently, still had contact when they could, despite ...

      “Actually, yes. I’ve spoken to her recently. A couple of days ago, I believe. Is she ok?”

      “You’ve spoken to her numerous times over the past several months, according to phone records.”

      Kotler blinked. “Yes. Though I don’t see why that’s any of your business. Unless something has happened. Has something… is she hurt?” Kotler felt dread at the thought of what this man was about to tell him.

      The man looked up from his iPad, and then leaned forward slightly, twining his fingers together as he propped himself on his elbows.

      “Dr. Kotler, I’m Director Matthew Crispen, with the Manhattan offices of the FBI. I’m afraid Dr. Horelica was recently abducted. It happened on a Friday evening, unfortunately, and so it was nearly 72 hours before anyone realized she was missing. The FBI is investigating the abduction. In the course of that investigation, your name surfaced. Numerous times, actually.”

      “Abducted?” Kotler felt his stomach clench. “Wait, 72 hours? My God! That’s... That means the trail…”

      “Cold,” Crispen nodded. “But we have a few leads. We believe the abduction had something to do with the work she was engaged in. And there, again, we found a connection to you. She was in Houston working with a new employer, but she was also continuing to collaborate and consult with you on some of your work. This… Viking thing,” Crispen said, waving vaguely in the direction of the lecture hall. “But in looking through emails on her laptop, not every communication she had with you was professional in nature.”

      Kotler felt his face flush and nodded. “Well, I won’t make any secret of our relationship, Director Crispen. Evelyn and I were dating. For a while, anyway. These days, we’re mostly pen pals.” Kotler smiled lightly, hoping it would break some of the tension, but the Director remained tensed.

      There was something about the man’s body language that was setting off alarm bells for Kotler. Something about the way Crispen was conducting himself, as if he held all the cards, and was about to deal Kotler a blow. Kotler had no idea why, but he was suddenly feeling as if he’d been caught doing something wrong. He couldn’t imagine what it could be, but there was always that sense, when dealing with people in authority, that there may have been some mistake you’d overlooked. It was similar to seeing police lights come on behind you—even when you knew you weren’t speeding, you became paranoid that you were being pulled over and given a ticket.

      “I haven't seen her in person for a few months. She's been in Houston working on a project funded by an oil company there. Something about determining whether some of their land overseas should be classified as a historic site, which would prevent them from drilling without a lot of special precautions. She was helping with translations and some of the research.”

      “But that’s not why you were in contact with her,” Crispen said.

      “No,” Kotler said. “Most of our calls and emails were personal.”

      “Most, but not all,” Crispen replied.

      Kotler considered this. “I did send her scans of the Coelho Medallion, which were passed to me by Dr. Eloi Coelho himself. She was helping me to identify and translate some of the symbols and languages. I have a background in languages and symbology, but she’s a specialist, and I wanted her insight. She and Dr. Coelho have also been in touch about this.”

      “The Coelho Medallion,” Crispen said, peering once again at his iPad. “That’s the artifact that you believe links Vikings and Aztecs?”

      “As well as Mayans, Pueblos, and several other indigenous American cultures we are still cataloging.”

      “Very interesting,” Crispen said, and for once he looked up from his iPad and smiled. “I have something of an interest in archeology myself. But... you’re not an archeologist, are you Dr. Kotler?”

      Kotler raised his eyebrows. “I am, actually. However, if you mean that I’m not officially affiliated with a university or museum, you’re right. I’m a private researcher. I have a background and PhDs in archeology, anthropology, etymology, and symbology. I also have PhDs in quantum physics and quantum mechanics.”

      “Quite a resume!” Crispen said, tapping the table between them with the fingers of his right hand, before leaning back a bit and folding his hands together. “And diverse. From quantum physics to symbology? How does one make that transition?”

      Kotler shrugged. “It's not really a transition if you're still doing it. When it comes down to it, I'm on the same quest everyone else is on.”

      Crispen waited, then prodded Kotler, “Which is?”

      “Meaning,” Kotler said. “I’m looking for meaning. In history. In the Universe. Even in cultural relationships.”

      “It seems to pay very well,” Crispen said. “You have no employer, and yet your lifestyle seems to be fairly comfortable.”

      “I’m not short of money. I have an inheritance. And investments.”

      “Quite a few,” Crispen said, nodding. He was looking at the iPad again, scrolling through whatever was hidden from Kotler’s view.

      Kotler immediately caught on to the fact that Crispen had been deliberately misleading him. Was he testing Kotler? Trying to see if he'd be honest about his finances? Or was he trying to keep Kotler off balance for some reason?

      “I’m sorry. Are you investigating me for Evelyn’s disappearance?”

      Crispen looked up at him as if surprised. “Should we be?”

      Kotler peered at him, trying to figure out the game. “You’ve seen something. Something in the research I shared with Evelyn. What is it?”

      “It’s your research, Dr. Kotler. Why don’t you tell me?”

      Kotler shook his head. “Nothing from the translations I’ve gotten so far. Mundane greetings, that sort of thing. But there were the new runes. A series that looked like ‘city’ and ‘gold.’ They’re in an associative relationship with the rune for ‘river.’ Evelyn thought that together they might be taken as a place name. The name of an ancient North American city, perhaps. Possibly a translation of something the pre-Europeans introduced to the Vikings. Or vice versa.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit, Dr. Kotler. Why don’t you tell me... what do you know about this city itself?”

      “Exactly what I’ve told you,” Kotler said. “Why, what do you know about the city?”

      Crispen laughed, then shrugged. “I know that Dr. Horelica sent you an email about that translation, then went for a jog. And an hour or so later, she was gone. Which, you have to admit, is somewhat suspicious.”

      Kotler thought about this and realized there was a lot about it that just wasn’t adding up. “Director Crispen, why exactly is an FBI Director handling an interrogation like this personally? And why cast suspicion on me? She was in Houston—I couldn't have abducted her, even if I'd had reason to. If you've seen our emails, you know that Evelyn and I were intimate at one time and that we still have a good relationship. I care for her very much. I would certainly never do anything to harm her, and especially not over anything to do with the medallion. So, what’s really going on here?”

      Crispen shook his head as if disappointed in Kotler. “Dr. Kotler, you were the last person to be in contact with Dr. Horelica. Can you account for your whereabouts on Friday?”

      “I was here, in Manhattan,” Kotler said.

      “Can anyone corroborate that?”

      “I’m sure someone can. Do they need to? Do you have something that might indicate I’m lying?”

      “Give me the names of people who can place you in New York on Friday. Also,” Crispen reached into his coat and pulled out a thin sheaf of papers. “This is a warrant for full access to your apartment, your phone, and your computers.”

      Kotler took the warrant and read through it. “I’m being investigated for the kidnapping of Evelyn Horelica?”

      “In part,” Crispen said. “You’re also being investigated for your role in a potential terrorist collusion.”
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      Columbia University—New York

      This had all the earmarks of the FBI covering its own butt, and Kotler was apparently just the pair of tighty-whities for the job. That was enough to make him want to take a swing at somebody, but at the moment he was more concerned about Evelyn.

      As breakups went, theirs wasn't necessarily that bad. It was almost mutual. She had gotten the offer from Houston, and it was too good to pass up.

      Kotler, on the other hand, liked his life essentially the way it was. He traveled and visited excavations and archeological sites; he spoke and lectured at museums and universities; he did his research, and he wrote his books—and then he returned to his apartment in Manhattan, living in the sort of building one would typically be unable to afford on an anthropologist's income. Perks of being wealthy.

      Kotler loved traveling and enjoyed spending time in remote sites, learning new and interesting things about ancient and modern cultures alike. But he always returned to Manhattan. The city was home. It was where he recharged. And he liked it that way. There had been nothing to draw him to Houston.

      Which was the problem.

      His needs were more than taken care of by his inheritance—he'd be considered wealthy regardless of where he lived in the world. The only thing he ever felt was missing in his life was companionship. And... well, that was usually just a temporary deficiency. For an academic, Kotler kept in good physical shape. He was considered handsome, though not particularly on the cutting edge of fashion. And despite being somewhat of a pariah in particular scientific and academic circles, he often found himself associating with the city's elite—another perk of wealth. His books, the television appearances, and his speaking engagements gave him that air of minor celebrity as well. All of these combined had given him plenty of opportunities with the opposite sex. He couldn’t complain.

      For all the trysts, though, Kotler often still felt a bit lonely and isolated in his daily life. He had always needed someone who was an intellectual equal—someone who shared his passions, if not his viewpoint. So it was good that he’d found someone who was both a loving companion and a good friend, with an intellect that he found as attractive as her physical beauty.

      Things had been good with Evelyn. The two of them had been running in the same circles for years, catching glimpses of each other at symposiums and academic events. They had spoken to each other often, on topics ranging from lofty personal insights and speculations over the purpose of the Great Pyramids to mundane conversations about restaurants they liked and their favorite flavors of ice cream.

      Kotler had suspected for some time that eventually they might take a turn together—slipping away from friendship and delving deeper into the waters of a more intimate relationship.

      Evelyn was a knockout, with a model's figure and a mind that could put most of her male counterparts to tearful shame. Kotler was attracted to her immediately, but he had never acted on it until he felt for certain that she reciprocated. Which did happen. Eventually.

      That first night, after a museum banquet, it had been almost inevitable that the two of them would sneak off for some private moments in the ancient hominid exhibit. In fact, it was almost cliché that they’d snuck away in the middle of a black-tie event. Which might have been what appealed most to Kotler. His life was often so unpredictable, sometimes even dangerously so. A bit of inevitability was good now and then. A spot of predictability was soothing for the soul.

      But predictability soon wears out its welcome, and Kotler found that he didn't particularly want to be in a committed relationship at this point in his life. He was too mobile. His life was too fluid. And, if he was being honest, he liked women a little too much to settle on just one at the moment.

      He knew what that would look like to anyone on the outside. He was sure to be billed as a philanderer. A womanizer. And in today's over-politicized, militantly correct climate, such a thing made him almost an anachronism, and certainly someone to be sniffed at derisively, if the topic ever came up.

      That didn't really bother him.

      It didn't seem to bother Evelyn, either. In fact, she didn't seem to mind the breakup at all. When she gave Kotler the news that she was taking the job, and moving to Houston indefinitely, her entire demeanor was that of a woman who was tying up a loose thread. She was still sweet, and kind, and loving. They still had passion between them. But now it had the tone of something laced with farewell, rather than monogamous commitment.

      Maybe she sensed that Kotler was getting restless. Or maybe she had just had enough of him and wanted to move on and explore other avenues herself. Or it could be that she never thought Kotler was “serious relationship material,” which would have been a fair point.

      He knew that he could be distracted to the point of it being ludicrous when he was working. It might be days before he even looked up from what he was reading or examining, whatever ancient puzzle he was trying to solve, and uttering more than a grunt or monosyllabic exclamation upon discovering something new. He tended to travel frequently, and with just an instant's notice, which often shredded plans and canceled dates. And his conversations inevitably drifted away from the mundane world and into whatever it was that had caught his interest. His life was his career. It always had been.

      Even Evelyn, a peer in his field, didn't want to talk shop all the time. She loved her work as much as he did, but it was hardly the only thing in her life. She had friends. She had hobbies. She had family—something Kotler himself only had in limited supply. It stood to reason that she might want a life that consisted of more than solving the next ancient riddle or deciphering the next mystery of the universe. So maybe she was as ready to move on as he was.

      Despite that possibility, however, and despite the 1,600 miles between them, the two of them still talked often. Their initial attraction was still there. They still wanted to know what the other thought whenever they made a discovery or needed to make an intuitive leap.

      Evelyn was often traveling as part of her new role, and sometimes their destinations overlapped. They would spend quick evenings together, usually something small and intimate. They made the most of the time they had, and for now, that seemed to be enough.

      At the moment, however, all Kotler wanted was to see Evelyn alive again.

      He was less worried about being investigated for her abduction than he was bothered by the fact that the FBI was wasting time. The real kidnappers were still out there, and every day the trail would grow colder, as Director Crispen kept efforts focused on the wrong man. And Kotler was definitely the wrong man. Far from being a viable suspect, Kotler would actually better serve the investigation as a consultant, if they’d let him. If Evelyn’s abduction was, in fact, tied to the translations on the Coelho Medallion, Kotler was one of the most versed people on the planet, when it came to that. Only Dr. Coelho himself might know more.

      The fact that Kotler was under suspicion was, ironically, the most suspicious thing of all.

      Kotler had all of these thoughts while finally relieving himself in the restroom just down the hall from where he'd met with Director Crispen. The Director had left several minutes ago, with the dire warning that Kotler should “not leave town,” until they could complete their investigation.

      Agents Denzel and Scully were still guarding him—one inside the restroom and one outside. As Kotler washed his hands, he looked at Denzel in the mirror.

      “Why does a fairly run of the mill missing person's case require the Director of the FBI to make a personal visit?”

      Agent Denzel paused before saying, “That isn't for me to know, sir.”

      “And why are you two agents still with me? Do you intend to follow me home?”

      “We do have orders to escort you home,” Denzel said. “After that, Agent Scully and I are relieved.”

      “Meaning that someone else takes over and watches me?” Kotler asked.

      Denzel said nothing.

      Kotler dried his hands and threw the paper towel in the bin. He was thinking about everything he'd managed to learn from Crispen. Which wasn't much.

      Whoever had Evelyn took her because of her work—that much seemed clear. Crispen had brought up the emails that had gone between Kotler and Evelyn, and of late, most of those had to do with translating the symbols on the Coelho Medallion. So it seemed reasonable to assume that the medallion was at the heart of this.

      But how did all of this tie into collusion with terrorists?

      That was the scariest bit, to Kotler’s thinking. Crispen had refused to give him any but the sketchiest details about what that collusion might look like, and how it might involve Kotler. Crispen would only allude to vague discoveries and evidence, making no attempt to elaborate. Kotler could tell that the Director was baiting him, pausing after his accusations in the hope that Kotler would start talking and filling in the gaps. He was giving Kotler plenty of rope to hang himself.

      Kotler, realizing what was happening, didn’t take the bait. As uncomfortable as the stretches of silence might be, he volunteered nothing. It was safer to stay silent, even if it made him look as if he were hiding something.

      In today's rampant terror-noid climate, security agencies were more likely just to bury you in a cell somewhere rather than deal with determining if you actually represented a threat to national security. Much like the Red Scare trials of the 50s, the mere suspicion that you might have ties to a terrorist organization made you a threat. It was a dangerous climate.

      The fact was, it wouldn't take much to tie any given person to a terrorist group, especially someone who traveled frequently and often visited conflicted regions of the world. To that point, Crispen's veiled threat was weighty enough to put some pressure on Kotler, regardless of his innocence.

      Which made Kotler wonder—what if Crispen was only using that charge specifically to put some heat on Kotler?

      What if it was meant to make Kotler act, so they could see what he did next? If they needed Kotler to reveal something through his actions, then they would want to put as much pressure on him as possible.

      So how should he respond?

      As far as he could tell, without knowing the real motives of Crispen or whoever might be pulling the strings in the background, there was nothing for it but for Kotler to play along and do exactly what they wanted. For now.

      Evelyn was missing, and despite the apparent frame-up the FBI was trying to push, Kotler really would do anything he could to keep her safe. He would start by looking at his own research materials, to determine what he might have said that resulted in Evelyn being abducted, and to see whether he had any culpability in this.

      Going back to the research seemed obvious, which meant it was the most likely outcome that Crispen was hoping for.

      So that was what Kotler did.

      He took out his iPhone and opened Evernote. He kept all of his research in Evernote these days, rather than on paper documents so he could access it from anywhere. Many of his colleagues still relied on bulky file cabinets filled with reams of paper—unindexed, and sometimes impossible to cull through. Kotler preferred to be far more fluid and mobile, and to have access to information instantly and on demand. He paid a service to scan every document, photo, and map that came across his desk, and then send the digital files to him in Evernote before archiving all the physical materials off site. It was an efficient system, and it gave Kotler the ability to index and search by keywords, which made things much faster.

      More often than relying on the service, however, Kotler would simply photograph something from his phone, while in the field, and tag and categorize it himself. It made things quicker. Kotler liked quick results.

      In a folder labeled “Coelho Medallion,” the service had created a note with an overview of everything he'd uncovered to date. And there was quite a bit.

      Hundreds of notes contained photos and quick scribbles about symbols and translations—some of which he'd done himself, but many of which he had received from Evelyn or other experts. He sorted these by clicking on Evelyn Horelica in his list of tags, bringing up everything tagged with her name. So far, nothing jumped out at him.

      Kotler had a habit of copying and pasting relevant emails into notes, keeping the paper trail alive and linked to the right topic. He spent a few minutes sorting through Evelyn's messages regarding the Coelho Medallion. After a moment he had a comprehensive list, which contained mostly suggestions about possible translations for some of the more obscure symbols on the medallion.

      Near the top, among the most recent messages, was the translation that mentioned the keywords river, city, and gold. He had mentioned these in his lecture, earlier that evening, and had given them only a casual reference, because they were fairly casual terms, after all.

      At least, they had seemed that way at the time.

      The unique combination of city and gold in the Norse symbology was a curiosity he had intended to explore later, perhaps the next time he spoke to Evelyn on the phone or in person. It wasn’t typical. Though Vikings were fond enough of gold, to the point of ransacking villages, towns, even churches to get their hands on it, there were no Norse legends of a city of gold.

      It was more likely, Kotler and others had felt, that this might be a reference to a much better-known city of gold, and one that had captured the imaginations of adventurers and the public for centuries—the fabled El Dorado.

      The medallion raised the tantalizing prospect that the Vikings might have had knowledge of El Dorado, centuries before the Spanish would learn of it.

      Speculation about this—and it was merely speculation, at this point—was the newest bit of information to wind its way between Kotler and Evelyn. The email was from just over a week ago. All of their communication between then and now was more mundane, more personal, sometimes even intimate. Kotler tried not to let himself feel outraged over the fact that the FBI had access to those emails. He stayed focused, trying to puzzle out what the FBI saw in his communications with Evelyn that might somehow connect him to her abduction or, bizarrely, to some terrorist action.

      Maybe it was the city of gold.

      Kotler wasn’t prone to unchecked speculation or hyperbole, but even he couldn’t pass on the opportunity to bring up El Dorado—the fabled Aztec City of Gold. Or rather, the Muisca city of gold, if one were being historically nit-picky.

      El Dorado was largely suspected to be a pipe dream, by modern scholars at least. Some suspected it was a complete fabrication, concocted by European explorers as a means of fueling the fires of well-funded exploration for kingdoms and empires looking to expand their power and wealth by exploiting the resources of the Americas. Spanish sailors could find backing for expeditions to the New World much easier if kings and queens and lords of all standing thought there could be an entire city of gold in it for them. And, to compensate for never having found such a city, the spice trade at least kept many coffers filled. Tobacco alone was worth the journey.

      In one of his emails to Evelyn, Kotler had quipped, “Maybe the reason Europeans never found El Dorado was because the Vikings already sacked it before the Spanish got there!”

      A joke. Only slightly funny. And Evelyn had responded with the intellectual equivalent of rolling her eyes and indulging his moment of boyish speculation. It was clear, from the email at least, that there was nothing serious in the idea. It was meant as a joke, and it was taken as a joke.

      As Kotler considered it now, however, in light of Evelyn's abduction and the FBI's peculiar interest, he wondered if maybe this was the trigger after all. Which brought him to an alarming conclusion…

      Someone, other than the FBI, had access to their emails.

      Kotler had never made any public statements about the El Dorado idea, and Evelyn certainly hadn’t. The only mention of it was in these personal communications, which the FBI had accessed after Evelyn’s abduction. If this was the reason she was taken, it could only mean that someone else had access to her email and files from a week ago. Possibly earlier.

      Who? And why?

      The most obvious answer as to why would be the money, of course. A city of gold would be a tremendous financial windfall in any century. History was replete with the horrific deeds of those who had searched for El Dorado, willing to obtain it at any cost. It was possible that someone had seen the announcement of the Coelho Medallion, and all the discoveries coming out of the Pueblo dig site, as a piece to a larger puzzle. If they had the resources, they might have made a connection between the medallion and El Dorado all on their own and had begun tracking anyone associated with it.

      That, of course, would mean they weren’t so much watching Evelyn as they were watching Kotler himself.

      It was a chilling prospect, but it carried with it implications that made Kotler uncomfortable beyond his personal safety. If it was true, then the onus for Evelyn’s abduction might actually be on his shoulders. By consulting her, he had inadvertently put her in jeopardy.

      He shook this thought from his mind. He couldn’t afford to think like that at the moment. He needed to keep his thoughts on how to find Evelyn and ensure she was alright. His culpability, as well as his innocence in her abduction and this accusation of terrorism, had to come second to that.

      For now, however, he felt he could safely assume he had the why settled, at least enough to use as a starting point.

      The who question was a bit more problematic. Whoever was monitoring their emails had also arranged for Evelyn's abduction and was so far eluding the FBI. Hacking emails, kidnapping researchers in broad daylight without anyone so much as hearing a whimper—these things took planning and resources. It earmarked her captor as both powerful and wealthy.
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