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      SOLOMON’S TRACE, NEWLY OPENED TEMPLAR TUNNEL | ACRE, ISRAEL | TODAY

      Dan Kotler raced along the uneven stones, stumbling once but managing to correct before face-planting on the 900-year-old tunnel floor. The ricochet of a bullet along the tunnel’s wall was more than enough motivation to keep his feet under him.

      This part of the tunnel stretched on for another ten meters, but Kotler had no intention of running in a straight line. The men chasing him couldn’t see him at this point—he was just slightly out of range of their flashlights. He had seconds, maybe, before they closed the gap enough to spot him.

      He was running blind. When the men had first pounced on Kotler and his guide, they’d taken them by surprise. When Javed had fallen, shot in the chest during the attack, Kotler had sprinted into the darkness, leaving everything behind. No lights, no tools, nothing he could use as a weapon.

      All he had was his knowledge of the tunnel.

      He felt along the rough-hewn wall. It was here. It had to be.

      In his race away from the bad guys and into the darkness, Kotler had struggled to keep his head clear. With no resources, and no chance of reaching the breach that led out of this newly discovered Templar tunnel, his only chance was to find the side trail.

      They had discovered it by accident three days earlier. A branch leading away from the main tunnel, cleverly hidden behind a panel made of the same rock that lined the tunnel’s walls. If you moved the right stone, the door would pivot open.

      They’d celebrated when they’d found it, but to Kotler’s dismay, Javed and his team had insisted that they couldn’t enter.

      “We are operating under strict rules,” Javed had said. “We must report all new discoveries to the Israeli government, and they will determine if we have permission to look closer.”

      It was disappointing, but Kotler understood. As an anthropologist, he’d experienced this sort of thing often. Exploration took a back seat to cultural preservation. Though, he knew, politics played no small role.

      Another round of gunfire whined by him in the darkness, and he doubled his efforts, pressing frantically at every seam of stone in the wall.

      Click.

      There was no more satisfying sound on Earth. And Kotler felt for the edge of the doorway, grasped it with the tips of his fingers, and swung it open. He was inside and had the door closed behind him in seconds.

      If the darkness of the main tunnel had been deep, the darkness of the side trail was bottomless. His eyes struggled to see anything here, and his vision was a fireworks show as neurons fired. There was nothing for his brain to do in all this blackness, and it was supplying every alternative to actual light that it could come up with.

      Sight was out of the question, but sound was still there in full measure. From the other side of the stone door he could hear the tromping of boots, the explosion of gunfire, the cursing in Arabic. For a brief instant, it sounded as if the men were right in the space with him. And then it faded, finally dropping off entirely, until all Kotler could hear was his own raspy breathing in the total darkness.

      This was supposed to be a vacation.

      Or as close to a vacation as Kotler ever really got.
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      ALL THE PERKS COFFEE | HUDSON VALLEY, NEW YORK | ONE WEEK EARLIER

      “So… she’s just… fully onboard now? Part of the team?”

      Dr. Dan Kotler was sipping his latte while seated across from Agent Roland Denzel—the man who, for the past six years, had been Kotler’s partner at the FBI, and then at the nation’s newest arm of law enforcement, the Historic Crimes Unit.

      Kotler was just a consultant, the resident archaeological expert, but his work with the FBI often resulted in activities that made having an FBI partner very handy.

      Denzel had, at various times, been Kotler’s partner, his boss, and sometimes even the man arresting him. These days, he was mostly just Kotler’s friend.

      “She came in out of the cold after Agent Symon was put in the ICU.”

      “How is Eric?” Kotler asked.

      “Awake. On pain meds. Probably wishing he was back in action,” Denzel replied.

      Kotler nodded. He’d been there. A few times. A gunshot was nothing to just walk off.

      He was genuinely concerned for Agent Symon, though there was no real love lost between them. Symon blamed Kotler and Denzel for derailing his career at the FBI, when they’d taken down former Director Matthew Crispen for espionage. That had been the first case that Kotler had worked with Denzel as his partner. His introduction to being a consultant with the FBI, rather than simply the archaeologist butting into a case, even if he wasn’t wanted.

      At the moment, however, Kotler was thinking mostly about Alex Kayne.

      Brilliant, talented, genius Alex Kayne—the technologist turned fugitive, who invented a quantum-based AI so sophisticated, it put her on the hit list of world governments around the globe.

      The Quantum Integrated Encryption Key—abbreviated to QuIEK and whimsically pronounced “Quake”—had turned out to be a blessing and a curse. It made her the target of a Russian conspiracy, for a start, which ultimately resulted in her being framed for the murder of her business partner, as well as being labeled a traitor to her country.

      But that same, incredible tech had also kept Kayne twenty steps ahead of the FBI and every other law enforcement agency on the planet for the past three years.

      Not bad.

      “So, what now?” Kotler asked. “Liz would only tell me that Alex was coming onboard.” Liz Ludlum, the current Director of the Historic Crimes Unit, who also happened to be Kotler’s girlfriend. Things could get complicated quickly in Kotler’s life.

      “We’re onboarding her,” Denzel said. “It’s taking a lot of time and effort. Ludlum and I both have to meet with the Oversight Committee all week, and on top of that I have to run clearances, get Kayne set up with a place to live, a bunch of stuff.”

      “Burdens of command,” Kotler smiled.

      Denzel made a sour face, but nodded. “Anyway, it means that I’ll be out of the loop for a couple of weeks. So you’re on your own.”

      Kotler sighed. “Got it.”

      Denzel looked at him. “What’s up? You usually have no issues with being out of the offices.”

      Kotler shrugged. “Usually I have things I can get to. But right now there aren’t any events going on. I’m not speaking anywhere. And all the digs and projects I was working with have either finished up or gone on hiatus. Funding dried up for a couple of things, and I’ve been supplementing, but with the family business getting shut down, I don’t quite have the revenue stream I used to.”

      Vellar-Kotler Genetic Research was forced to close its doors after it was discovered that Kotler’s grandfather was using the business to conduct an illegal cloning operation. It was scandalous and mind-blowing, and a stain on the Kotler name. It had resulted in Cristoff Vellar, a family friend and the former business partner of Kotler’s father, locked away, and the Kotler legacy greatly diminished.

      The Kotler fortune wasn’t doing so hot, either. Though Kotler was still quite comfortable, he didn’t have the sort of funds he used to be able to wield. And since he was often the one funding a large portion of the research projects he participated in, the result was that he was doing less of the work he loved.

      Historic Crimes was an interesting diversion, and a good cause. He was helping to safeguard the world from the threats that emerged from misplaced or forgotten history. It was the stuff of thriller novels.

      But sometimes, such as now, there wasn’t much going on. No cases. No adventures. No work.

      “Maybe you should take a vacation,” Denzel said.

      Kotler laughed. “This from the man who hasn’t taken a solid day off in six years.”

      “Mostly because of you,” Denzel replied.

      Kotler nodded, sheepishly. “Mea culpa. But yes, a vacation. Liz was kind of demanding the same thing. I think she wants me out of her hair while she deals with all of this stuff with Alex Kayne and Agent Symon.”

      “She may have mentioned it.”

      Kotler sighed again. “Ok. A vacation. I’ll… look into it.”

      Denzel rose from his seat, pulled on his coat, and downed the rest of his latte. “Don’t just look into it,” he said. “Do it.”

      He left Kotler sitting and brooding.

      Kotler sipped his coffee and discovered it was cold.

      Ah well, he thought. I should get moving anyway.

      One of the perks of Kotler’s life was that he was wealthy enough to choose what he did with his days. This was also one of the curses. Because while the world was his oyster, sometimes what he really wanted was a steak. Something substantial that he could sink his teeth into.

      His work in archaeology had been that for him, for most of his life. The work with Historic Crimes was fun, and exciting, and meaningful. But Kotler’s passion was ancient cultures. He loved looking closely at humanity, learning from them, from everything they left behind. He was on a constant quest for the meaning behind it all—humanity’s place in history, but also its place in the cosmos. It was this sort of quest that had driven him to obtain PhDs in both Anthropology and Quantum Physics. Though he was really a poor physicist, with weak math skills. He’d scraped his way through his classes and filed work and dissertation, mostly through sheer will.

      He was, however, an excellent anthropologist.

      He left the coffee shop, and rather than hire an Uber to get him back to his apartment, he decided to meander a bit. He didn’t really spend much time in this area. He had a secondary home here, a place where he and Liz could spend time when the work at Historic Crimes HQ had either or both of them moored in place. His real home was his suite of apartments in Manhattan, however. So most of his downtime, without Liz or someone (or some thing) to distract him, was spent there.

      Here, in this quaint little part of the Hudson Valley, he wasn’t as familiar with the flow of the place. He didn’t know the shops, the bars, the businesses. Maybe this was a good time to explore.
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