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      “Half a million pounds,” Sir Eugene Stanley mused quietly. He felt detached. It felt like some lucid dream that was slipping away like sand through his fingers, carrying him with it into something more chaotic and random than the world he’d known. Just this morning he’d been seated in solid reality.

      He was holding a glass of scotch in one hand and a worthless piece of paper in the other. Though, even now, he had to admit the worthless piece of paper certainly didn’t look worthless.

      Up until an hour ago, it had been kept in a specially designed frame, with compressed argon—an inert gas that helped to preserve the document—filling the gap between two sheets of UV-deflecting glass, each a quarter of an inch thick and bulletproof. It was an expensive process, designed for the preservation of rare and valuable historical documents, including such treasures as the Declaration of Independence in the US.

      And now, this worthless map.

      He looked up from his scotch. “You’re certain?” he asked the American in front of him. Agent Sobiek, of the FBI.

      Officially, the FBI had no jurisdiction here in London, but Eugene had happily allowed the man access. He had at first been reluctant to let the agent take the map for verification but figured there was no real harm in it. It was heavily insured, after all, and the auction house had already verified its authenticity, had even issued him a certificate to that effect, possibly as worthless, Eugene realized, as the map itself.

      Agent Sobiek had requested access to the map as part of an ongoing investigation into an international smuggling ring, and Eugene had smelled an opportunity for media coverage. Nothing was more intriguing and exotic than an international smuggling ring and associating such intrigue with an object in one’s private collection could only help to improve its value.

      He had not, however, expected the agent to return with the news that both Eugene and the auction house had somehow been duped.

      Agent Sobiek was standing with his hands in his trouser pockets, looking far more casual than Eugene thought he ought to look. Surely, when a Federal Agent gives bad news, they should be stiff and proper about it.

      “I’m afraid it’s true,” Sobiek said. “We had it verified by four different experts. One of whom is on retainer with the FBI’s new Historic Crimes Division. You may have heard of Doctor Dan Kotler?”

      Eugene shook his head absently, sipping his scotch. “No, terribly sorry,” he said quietly, distracted. He looked up and met the agent’s eyes. “How could this happen? The auction house had the document certified.”

      “We believe they were compromised,” Sobiek said. “Someone was planted in the auction house to aid in the theft of antiquities. We don’t know all of the details just yet, but we suspect they are part of the verification process and would possibly replace documents or artwork with forgeries after they’d been certified. Or they may be the one certifying the documents as authentic, we’re not sure. There are only a few people in the process who could be responsible for that, and we’re closing in on them. We’ve been in pursuit of this particular ring for quite some time, actually. They’re into more than art theft. We’ve been after them for everything from drug running to human trafficking. It’s an extensive and elaborate network, stretching back to the late ‘70s.”

      “And they stole my map?” Eugene asked.

      “It may have been stolen before you ever laid eyes on it,” Sobiek said. “Depending on who the compromised employee turns out to be, it’s possible that the map you purchased was a forgery from the start. I’m very sorry, Mr. Stanley.”

      “Lord Stanley,” Eugene said absently, bringing the scotch to his lips as he stared at the pattern of the rug. It was a Tabriz hand-knotted Persian, and very valuable in its own right. One of the few pieces in Eugene’s collection that saw regular use, despite its value. It had belonged to his father, and his grandfather, and had always been part of this room. He couldn’t bear to part with it. Instead, he thought of it as something of a backup plan—in a worst-case scenario, it would fetch enough to support Eugene and his wife in a new lifestyle. Divorced of English aristocracy, of course. Those days would be passed. But he and his wife would retire to someplace tropical and affordable. His daughters would have to leave the Abbey, but they would have their husbands and with them their high corporate salaries. They would all be fine.

      A terrible thought, he knew, but in an age when Lords and Earls and Dukes were falling out of fashion, one needed contingencies.

      “Yes, I apologize,” Sobiek said. “I’m afraid I’m not used to addressing Earls. Or any British nobility, for that matter.”

      Eugene looked up again, scowled and shook his head. “No, it is I who must apologize. I’m afraid I’m in a bit of shock. I had hoped this would lead to some positive press for my collection, and now I’m afraid it will lead only to public scandal.”

      Agent Sobiek nodded sympathetically. “If it helps at all, the Historic Crimes Division is actively investigating this, and they have an excellent track record. With your permission, I’d like to take the map back with me to Manhattan, as evidence. I can leave a receipt, and any documentation you may need for an insurance claim.”

      Eugene sipped his scotch once again, then rose. “Are you certain I can’t interest you in a drink, Agent Sobiek?”

      Sobiek smiled but shook his head. “I’m on duty, sir, but I appreciate the offer.”

      Eugene nodded, and stepped to the row of crystal decanters lining the wet bar at the back of the sitting room. Each was filled with a different hue of gold, denoting varieties of some of the finer whiskeys from all around the world. Another indulgence of his, though he rarely imbibed as much as he had in just this one meeting. “Duty,” he said quietly, thinking. “Yes.”

      He refilled his glass and sipped from it before turning back around.

      “I appreciate the documentation. A half-million-pounds is still quite an investment, even for me. In all honesty, I collect items such as these with the intention of reselling them at a profit. It’s one of the ways I keep the Abbey and the surrounding township in operation. My own duty, if you will.”

      Sobiek nodded.

      “I enjoy a bit of wealth, Agent Sobiek, but it is not inexhaustible. If there is anything you can do to help me recover my investment in this, I would greatly appreciate it. Perhaps a word with the auction house and the insurance company. May I put them in touch with you?”

      Sobiek nodded. “Of course. I’m happy to help.”

      Eugene sipped his scotch, nodding. He would make calls once the agent left, taking the forgery with him. He would call the auction house and the insurance company.

      He would also call the press.

      As scandalous and humiliating as this story could be, Eugene realized that it could also have its advantages. After all, if intrigue and the exotic were good publicity when the map was real, the story of it being a profoundly convincing fake would only further public interest.

      There was also the fact that an Earl had been duped.

      Some members of the public might sympathize with him over the theft, which might prove useful in future negotiations and dealings. Perhaps it would allow him the chance at a lower price for feed and care of the many animals supported by the Abbey. That would be useful.

      Of course, that same public seemed to adore seeing British nobility embarrassed and humiliated, and that had its advantages as well. Eugene could leverage that. If a bit of humiliation could bring more attention to his collection and allow him to generate more profit from his sales, to keep the Abbey going for another few years—it was worth it.

      He looked one last time at the map. It had been an enigma, which was one of the things that had attracted him. It was, by all accounts, a very accurate map of Antarctica—but it was also impossible.

      For a start, it was alleged to have been drawn in the late 15th century—four centuries before the official discovery of the frozen continent. Though rumors had abounded of a supposed Terra Australis Incognita—the “Unknown Southern land”—as early as second century AD, there were few maps in existence that provided any hint of Antarctica prior to its official discovery.

      Eugene had been thrilled beyond belief to have purchased this one. It was one of the highest prices ever to be paid at auction for a document of this nature. It had a tantalizing history and hinted at a hidden and ancient world, lost to modern man. It was perfect.

      And it was a fraud.

      Eugene accepted the receipt from Agent Sobiek, and once the agent had made his leave with the forgery, he began making his calls. He was confident that both the auction house and the insurance company would go out of their way to compensate him for the fraud if only to mitigate the humiliation of having been duped themselves. They would want to keep this story out of the press, of course.

      As he spoke to officials at the auction house and agents at the insurance company, he made quite a show of being scandalized and humiliated. He insisted that his privacy should be protected, that information about this matter should be kept strictly confidential. And, of course, he insisted that he should be compensated for his loss. The insurance agent assured him that his policy protected him. The auction house assured him that not a word of the story would be uttered outside of their walls … certainly not!

      As Eugene hung up, he smiled at this last promise. He dialed once again, this time to a friend in London who happened to head a media office. Under an assurance of complete anonymity, Eugene gave his friend all of the sordid details of the theft, from the certification of the auction house to the involvement of the FBI. He was the victim in this tale, of course—a man duped by a system that was meant to protect its clients from precisely this sort of scandal. But he did not shy away from sharing the price he’d paid for the item, nor the potential involvement of an international smuggling operation.

      All of these intriguing details made for a good story, and the key, Sir Eugene Stanley knew, was always a good story.
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      Kotler had a weird, nostalgic fondness for hotel lobbies.

      A great deal of his travel required him to be away from his hotel nearly from the time he stepped off of an airplane until the moment he stepped back on. There were, however, those rare occasions when he had some simple and blissful leisure time, with nothing more to do than to spend the day in the hotel lobby, a cup of coffee at hand and his iPad Pro before him. He could do a bit of writing and note taking, or just catch up on some reading while life buzzed all around him. Hotels were always an excellent place to observe humanity—something Kotler enjoyed as both a career and a pastime.

      At the moment, he was seated at one of the small tables adjacent to the hotel restaurant. It was a five-star establishment, and Kotler had enjoyed breakfast there nearly every morning since arriving in San Francisco. The conference organizers were paying all of his expenses, but Kotler insisted on paying for his meals, and tipping generously. The waitstaff, in turn, were more than willing to keep his coffee cup filled and to ensure he had everything he needed—which wasn’t much.

      This was the last day of the conference, and he was slated to give a final presentation. He had sat on panels and given talks throughout the three-day event, discussing what he cheerfully referred to as “misplaced history.” That was the hot topic this year, and there was no name more associated with it than Doctor Dan Kotler.

      His work at the Pueblo site in Colorado, wherein he had helped with the discovery of a lost Viking presence there, had spurred initial public interest. But it was the recent publication of several interviews and articles in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and Time magazine, offering details about a number of new and exciting discoveries around the world, that was really putting Kotler front and center. He had gotten permission from the FBI to discuss some of the cases that he'd helped with over the past two years, and they made for sensational headlines. Kotler had sat for interviews with an increasing number of publications and television programs and had frankly begun to lose track. It was a regular press junket.

      The discovery of what could be the lost city of Atlantis was the first story to break, as well as the biggest. Though he had to keep specific details off the record, there was enough of revelation and intrigue that the public demanded more.

      This was followed up with articles about a newly discovered treasure trove of artifacts that had initially been unearthed by none other than Thomas Edison. Following quickly on that announcement was another, detailing a recently discovered secret lab in London that had been the workspace of Sir Isaac Newton. Two giants of science and invention, both well-known by even those with only a cursory interest in history. And Kotler was mentioned right alongside them in every article and news story.

      The fact that all of these new finds had been tied to modern-day terrorist activities and international smuggling rings was something Kotler had to keep quiet, for the moment, but the discoveries themselves were apparently fantastic enough to inspire great public enthusiasm.

      Even without the specific details regarding the FBI's involvement, or the underlying investigations, these stories captured the imagination of the public in a way Kotler had never expected. Once again, just as had happened after the incident in Pueblo, Kotler was enjoying a bit of international celebrity that most archaeologists would never experience. It had indeed made life interesting and had opened new opportunities for him.

      He had been offered book deals for all of these stories, and in moments like these, as he sat with coffee and his iPad, amidst the bustle and energy of a luxury hotel lobby, he enjoyed spending time organizing his notes and writing those books. He had nearly completed two of three books in his current publishing deal. The third would be the trickiest—many of the details were still classified and entangled in an international investigation—but he was looking forward to the challenge. It was all part of his life's work, the pursuit of "the great why," as he'd put it in the Washington Post article. It was all part of his vast personal quest to discover what it meant to be human.

      Kotler had written books before, of course. They had been popular enough in their own right—enough to catch the attention of television producers for the History Channel, who had included him as an expert in some of their programming. Those books had met with much less public interest and fanfare, however. The new books were already in demand at a level Kotler had never before experienced. There were negotiations in place for television and film rights, and the books hadn’t even been published yet. One author had even approached Kotler about adapting his life into a series of archaeological thriller novels, casting him as a sort of modern-day Indiana Jones. That seemed a bit out there, though. Who would ever be interested in reading about this life?

      All of this buzz about his work was somewhat gratifying, however, if Kotler were honest. For years he had operated as a sort of pariah among his peers in the academic and scientific community, thanks largely to being an independent with no official academic affiliation. He was wealthy enough to fund his own research, and without restrictions from grant holders or investors, he was able to pursue any line of inquiry he wished. This made him a bit unpopular with those in the community who had to work much harder for support and funding, and who were often stuck in lines of research that were deeply mired in traditional thought and speculation, with little room for outside-the-box thinking. It was a bit like bowling with the lane bumpers up. No matter how good the research, how tantalizing the discoveries, many of his colleagues were forced to wedge everything into the time-honored and accepted view of history, or suffer being blackballed by their peers and colleagues.

      Kotler, conversely, spent much of his time looking into ideas and mysteries that changed the very landscape of archaeology and anthropology. His findings consistently challenged long-held theories about human history and culture. This made people uncomfortable, even angry.

      It had the consequence of alienating him from many of the people whom he considered peers. After the events in Pueblo, and the Viking ‘debacle’ as some in academia called it, he’d found it difficult to even get his research into peer review. Most journals refused to respond to his queries, and those that did were highly critical of his findings. The most common refrain seemed to be a variation on “This isn’t how we have always perceived history,” followed by virtually plugging their ears and humming to themselves to avoid allowing any new thought to enter the landscape.

      Which, Kotler had to admit, did bring into question the purpose and point of peer review. If it was only there to perpetuate established perspectives, was it really beneficial? It was a point he’d argued for years with little success and a great deal of vitriolic rebuttal from academics and researchers, and it had done little to help his case and get him into publications.

      Now, however, his work was featured prominently in popular publications outside of academic circles, as well as on television and even on the talk show circuit. While in California, he’d already done three prominent daytime news shows, each with an international audience, and each completely smitten with his work. He’d even done one of the late-night shows, sharing a sofa with Tom Cruise, just off of filming the latest Jack Reacher film.

      It baffled Kotler that Cruise was playing a character described as six-foot-five, two-hundred-fifty pounds, with a 50-inch chest. But the films were as fun as the books, so the incongruity was forgivable. He opted not to bring it up during the interview.

      Despite his growing popularity with the public, Kotler was sometimes relegated into the same bin as those experts featured on programs such as Ancient Aliens. He worried, at first, about any stigma that might cling to him from that, but it passed, particularly once he’d found himself back in the good graces of at least some of his peers. Many who had shunned him before had suddenly come to respect him, inquiring as to his next television appearance, and asking if there might be space for them on any of the projects with which Kotler was associated.

      Popularity has its perks, Kotler thought.

      Of course, it wasn't just his rise in pop culture. He was gaining more respect from the scientific community as he led the way to the discovery of new aspects of ancient culture. His most recent work, assisting Dr. John Graham in uncovering the secrets of a lost Mayan temple, had helped bring him back into the academic fold a bit. It didn't hurt that the story was incredibly high profile, thanks in part to the city being discovered by a young boy named Henry Eagan, who had found it by using Google Earth, of all things. It was also likely that saving Dr. Graham's life had some goodwill associated with it.

      It was a strange world out there, and Kotler had the privilege of helping to uncover it. Academia and science were starting to thaw a bit. He was regaining some respect and credibility where he felt it mattered most.

      And then there was his work with Historic Crimes.

      The newest division of the FBI had gotten its start, in part, because of the events that took place in Pueblo. Not the Viking discovery per se, but rather the terrorist action that had taken place at the historic site. Those events were off the record and confidential, of course. Kotler couldn’t reveal the presence of a dirty bomb on US soil, nor the involvement of a dethroned US billionaire in supporting a terrorist cell, nor the near-miss nuclear detonation that nearly took out NORAD. Those details were still sealed as part of the FBI’s investigation.

      Though those would be fantastic stories for his readers.

      Maybe one day he’d be able to write about them, to unveil the true and sensational stories he’d been witness to. It was the FBI’s call, really. For the moment he’d settle for sharing the historical details and discoveries resulting from these cases, which were sensational enough on their own.

      Kotler was engrossed in writing about a few of these details when someone placed an envelope on the table next to him. He looked up to see a man move quickly around the corner, out of sight. He didn't get a good look at the man and didn't immediately recognize him. Perhaps one of the hotel staff, in a hurry?

      Kotler picked up the envelope.

      Sealed.

      He glanced around and spotted an unused butter knife among the utensils he'd used for breakfast. He slid this into the top of the envelope and slit it along its crease, then opened the envelope and took out the single page, unfolding it.

      
        
        Dan,

        You’re wasting time. Again. I’m starting to think you’re not looking closely enough. Maybe you don’t want to find me? I could be hidden in plain sight.

        Kisses,

        GM

      

      

      Kotler looked up quickly, glancing around at every face nearby. He stood from the table and sprinted to the spot where the man had turned the corner and disappeared. There was no sign of him, and Kotler went back to his table. There were very few people in the lobby or in the restaurant at that time of morning. The breakfast crowd had thinned as the morning wound on, many of them leaving to attend the convention or to tour San Francisco. It was one of the reasons Kotler liked this spot, where he could have some quiet and private time while still being connected to a bit of human activity all around him.

      He was in plain view of a large window that looked out upon a sloped San Francisco street. A cable car chimed and went by as he watched. No one outside seemed to be paying him any attention.

      “Is everything alright, Dr. Kotler?” the waitress asked.

      Startled, Kotler looked up at her, then recovered himself. “Yes, everything’s fine,” he said, forcing a smile. “Can you please charge this to my room?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      Kotler nodded, and took out his wallet, removing a twenty and leaving it as a tip. He gathered his iPad, shoving it into his small shoulder bag, and quickly moved away toward the elevators.

      He stopped just before pushing the button.

      Looking around again, ensuring no one was watching, he ducked into the stairwell and sprinted down to the basement level, which opened to the hotel's parking garage. He waited there for a moment, then took the elevator up to the fifteenth floor—one floor above his own. He then took the stairs down and glanced out of the stairwell door to see if he could spot anyone in the hall. It seemed clear.

      These were paranoid measures, he knew. Better to be paranoid, though, than to find himself once again bound and stuffed into an SUV on his way to some hidden holding cell.

      That had become something of a thing for him. He wasn’t thrilled about it.

      He quickly made his way to his room, inserted the key card, and then cautiously pushed the door open and peered inside, making sure no one was waiting for him. That tended to happen as well.

      It was an elaborate path, but the letter had rattled him. Not the content, though he knew the meaning behind all of it. The initials—it was the initials that set him on edge.

      GM.

      Gail McCarthy—a woman who had bested Kotler on multiple occasions, usually ending with him being held captive and her flying away in a private jet. Kotler's partner at the FBI, Agent Roland Denzel, was leading the efforts to track Gail and her vast smuggling network. He would want to hear any new information.

      This would qualify. But for the moment, Kotler wasn’t ready to involve him. He needed to think. There was something to this note, something beyond the obvious, and Kotler wanted to figure it out before calling in the Feds.

      Kotler locked the door and put the bolt in place. For extra measure, he picked up one of the wooden chairs from the small, round table near the window. He wedged the chair under the handle of the room's only door.

      He sat now at the small desk, with the curtains drawn, and turned on the lamp to get a better look at the note.

      Such a strange thing, to get a handwritten note.

      He’d gotten messages from Gail before, usually cryptic emails that couldn’t be traced. This was the first handwritten note, and there was something about it that bugged Kotler.

      He would have to call Denzel, he knew. But he also knew there was something here that he was supposed to notice. Some hint that Gail was dropping.

      I could be hidden in plain sight.

      Kotler looked around, and not spotting what he needed he got up and cleared and unlocked the door before cautiously stepping out into the hallway. He saw what he wanted, two doors down, and quickly rushed to a room service tray left on the floor. He snatched a glass that contained a bit of water and a lemon wedge. He took this back to his room.

      Locking the door behind him once again, he dumped the glass into the sink, then picked up the lemon wedge. He grabbed a small towel and a hair dryer from a small shelf above the bathroom counter and took these back to the desk.

      Under the light of the lamp, Kotler held the lemon wedge over the paper. He squeezed a bit of juice from it onto the note, and then dabbed this with a corner of the towel, to spread it a bit. He turned the desk lamp upside down and held the paper over it. The bulb was LED and threw off only an insignificant amount of heat, and so Kotler used the hair dryer to apply heat to the paper.

      It took a few seconds, but as the lemon juice dried and reacted with a substance on the paper, turning brown, and a new message appeared written between each line.

      
        
        Ferry Bldg. Passages. 10AM. First cup on me.

      

      

      Kotler sat back, staring at the note. Gail McCarthy was quite possibly one of the smartest people he’d ever met. She had resources that could keep her out of reach from even the FBI. She could be anywhere in the world within hours, with no one aware of her comings or goings. And she’d just used one of the oldest tricks in the book to send him a secret message. The equivalent of passing a note in class.

      It was precisely the sort of thing she'd do, he realized. Another game. Another way to get him intrigued and involved.

      And he was going to fall for it. Of course, he was going to fall for it.

      He examined the note again, looking for anything he might have overlooked. Ferry Building and Passages were easy references. The Ferry Building was a local landmark that drew lots of tourist traffic. Passages was an independent bookstore in the building, which Kotler had visited on more than one occasion.

      Gail wanted to meet him at a San Francisco bookstore for a cup of coffee. Any other time that might sound like a pleasant date between two old friends, upon finding themselves in the same city.

      He knew … knew … that he had to call Denzel, to let him know about this. It was a new lead on one of the most high-profile smuggling operations on the planet. It was a case they’d been working practically since Kotler and Denzel had met. This was a lead, and Kotler was obligated to report it.

      He absolutely should not go to this meeting, much less go alone. He absolutely must not.

      He picked up his phone and arranged for an Uber. He could be at the Ferry Building in twenty minutes.
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      The Ferry Building, located in San Francisco's famous Embarcadero, was a working terminal for ferries traveling the San Francisco Bay. Every day, and on any given day, thousands of people moved through the structure, on their way to or from San Francisco proper, commuting for business or pleasure. In many ways, the Ferry Building was emblematic of the American ideal—a melting pot of not merely various human cultures but of the different passions and pursuits of humanity.

      The building itself was superbly recognizable, with a 75-meter clock tower rising from its roof. It was visible for miles and was a popular tourist destination in and of itself. From the pier running along the bay, one could see both the Oakland Bay Bridge and its more popular sister the Golden Gate Bridge, if the weather permitted. Also visible was "the Rock"—the famed and notorious Alcatraz Prison, resting on an island in the middle of the bay like an encrusted jewel rising from the turbulent waters.

      Kotler had studied some of the local history, of course, and was fascinated by the blend of “modern old world” that San Francisco represented. It was a city of anachronisms, rooted in the past but providing a breeding ground for technological advancement and cultural evolution alike. It was home to several technological innovators, many of whom had offices within walking distances of where Kotler now found himself.

      He had entered the Ferry Building cautiously, though he knew he needn't have bothered. Gail McCarthy didn't want him dead. If she had, she could have had him eliminated on any number of occasions, including only half an hour earlier, as he'd sat oblivious in the hotel lobby. So, he was safe from an assassination attempt, he was sure. It was far more likely that she would have him abducted and tortured. She'd done it before. It was kind of their thing.

      Again, Kotler was sure that wasn’t her plan. There were clues. She had taken the time to craft a puzzle for him, as an invitation to this meeting. She had arranged for the two of them to connect in one of the most public places in the city. It wouldn’t be impossible for her to cause him harm here, but it would certainly complicate matters.

      He had come to the conclusion that Gail was waving a temporary flag of truce. Whatever she needed from him, she wanted him to know he was safe.

      For the moment.

      At 10 AM on a Friday, the Ferry Building was already a lively and active place. People hurried in and out of the building in a steady flow. Some were rushing to catch the next ferry out. Some were just arriving. Others were merely browsing the shops and restaurants, shopping for groceries or buying specialty products from some of the vendors. Tourists and locals alike shared the space. It was the perfect cover.

      Kotler was looking for signs of anyone watching him as he walked, but either they were too good to be spotted, or Gail had ordered them to stand down. The former seemed far more likely, Kotler knew. It was what made Gail and her network of smugglers so dangerous. Her network was populated with a significant number of former military operatives, exes from Special Forces to Navy Seals, all recruited in an elaborate, decades-long program designed by Gail's grandfather and his business partner, Richard Van Burren. Now that both men were dead and buried, Gail had inherited the network and all the power that came with it.

      As Kotler made his way to Passages, the popular independent bookstore nestled into the back of the Ferry Building, he glanced into the windows of the coffee shop that resided next door. He could smell the coffee and espresso, and the shop itself was awash in the sounds of beans grinding and customer chatter. He saw no sign of Gail within, and rounded the corner, making his way into Passages.

      The small bookshop had been one of the first places Kotler had visited when he had arrived in San Francisco. He’d sat with a cup of coffee and a newly purchased paperback and had watched the bay from one of the tables within the large seating area. It was a rare moment of complete peace and solitude, and it was the way Kotler wanted to remember the place. He worried that memory would be overwritten, and very soon, by something more sinister.

      Upon entering Passages, it took only seconds to spot Gail. The shop was rather small, and there was really no place for anyone to hide. For her part, she was making no effort to do so anyway. She was standing next to a display of books by an author who would arrive for a book signing later in the day. She was reading through one copy but was not so engrossed that she didn't look up to see him as he entered. She smiled, and for an instant, Kotler remembered her the way he'd first known her. Not as the head of one of the most massive smuggling operations in the world, but as someone he had cared about. Someone who had ultimately betrayed him.

      “Hello Dan,” she said, smiling.

      “Gail,” he replied.

      “It’s been several months,” she said.

      He nodded but said nothing.

      “Come,” she said. “Let’s get a cup of coffee and have a little chat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They sat at one of the tables just outside of Passages, a breezeway with large windows facing the bay. They had each gotten hot beverages from the coffee shop, which had been an awkward and mildly stressful moment for Kotler. Standing in line with a woman who had repeatedly had him kidnapped and tortured, answering mundane questions about what size coffee he wanted, whether he wanted it to go, whether he wanted to try the newest blended drink or the blonde espresso—it was a bit surreal.

      Activity buzzed all around them as they sat watching the bay, with people entering and exiting the glass doors to the docks beyond, and still more gathering in clusters to chat and laugh and enjoy a cup of coffee or a meal from one of the restaurants. Kotler sipped an Americano and waited.

      "I was afraid you'd given up on me," Gail said over the paper rim of her cup. She had taken the lid off and was taking slow and luxurious sips of a non-fat latte.

      Kotler took a breath, and then shook his head, a half smile on his lips. “I have, Gail. Whatever mystery you were trying to entice me into, I’ve given up on it.”

      “I knew that Mayan city would be a distraction,” she said with a mock frown. “I need you to get back to work, though. I need you to find me.”

      Kotler held out a hand, palm up, “You have been found, madam.”

      She smiled. “Oh Dan, I have missed you. But no, I need you to solve the puzzle of those three objects I gave you. And when you do, it will be wonderful.”

      “I’m done with it,” Kotler said, sipping his Americano. “Whatever game you’re playing, I’m out.”

      She laughed, and it was light and airy and, Kotler thought, a hint sinister. Gail wasn't the type of woman who would accept no for an answer, he knew. It had been an epically stupid idea to come here without alerting Denzel. A point that Kotler was confident that Denzel would reiterate, once he found out.

      "You're never out, love," Gail said sweetly. "You've been in since the start, and there is no way out. You'll solve the puzzle."

      “Or?” Kotler asked, now feeling an icy tendril move through him.

      She shrugged. "Consequences," she said, her tone was matter-of-fact and even a bit girlish.

      Kotler studied her for a moment. He sipped his coffee and thought.

      Gail McCarthy was not the type of person who would make idle threats. She had something … some leverage over him.

      It could be any number of things, he realized. Though he was more or less a loner, moving about in the world without restriction or baggage, there were people he cared about. His brother and his family. Particularly his nephew, Alex. His ex, Evelyn Horelica. Even Agent Denzel, though Kotler knew that Roland would be less vulnerable than the others.

      Gail could hurt Kotler. She could find leverage.

      He felt his phone vibrate from the inner pocket of his sports coat. He resisted the reflex to check it.

      "Would you tell me the game?" he asked, confident he already knew the answer.

      "Where would be the fun in that?" she asked, coyly. "Dan, I gave you a puzzle for a reason. For many reasons, actually. But not the least of which is because I know how much you adore them. A good mystery? You'd do almost anything for that. And that's what this is. A good mystery. One you have to solve."

      “And if I can’t? I’ve tried figuring out the artifacts you gave me. They make little sense. I’m looking at them out of context.”

      “Then you’ll just have to find the context, won’t you?” she said.

      She took one last sip of her coffee, placed the cup on the table, and stood. She smiled down at him. “I appreciate that you didn’t call your FBI friend,” she said.

      “And how do you know I didn’t?” Kotler asked.

      “Because we’ve been here for quite some time and none of my people have spotted him or any other FBI agent. You came alone, and no one has come to back you up. I appreciate that, Dan. It means something.”

      “It means I’m a fool,” Kotler said, and smiled.

      "That," she nodded. "But a brilliant fool. Which is why I know you will solve this. It's been too long already, Dan. Too many months. I am patient, but not that patient. So, just to speed things along, I'll give you a deadline. You have one week to solve it."

      “A whole week?” Kotler said. “You spoil me. And what happens at the end of a week?”

      She smiled and shrugged in that girlish and coy way that had made Kotler fall for her when they'd met. "Consequences," she said, before turning and walking away.

      Kotler watched her go. He didn’t bother following her. It would do no good. He’d be stopped by her people, he was sure. Or she would have a helicopter or a private jet on standby outside or something. He wouldn’t put it past her.

      Instead, he sipped his coffee and took out his phone. He would arrange a flight home for the afternoon. He could be at the airport in a couple of hours.  He wasn’t sure what Gail was planning, or what consequences she had in mind, but he couldn’t afford to waste any time. He needed to get back to his apartment, to retrieve those artifacts, and to redouble his efforts. He could study his notes on the flight back …

      He stopped, staring at the alert on his phone. It was a text from Agent Denzel.

      
        
        Your trap has been sprung. We just got multiple pings to those databases you had us watching. We’ve identified the inside man. How soon can you get back to Manhattan?

      

      

      Kotler looked up as if he might see Gail looking back and smiling at him, letting him know she was aware of his every move, that she was still several steps ahead of him. She was nowhere to be seen, but that didn't mean she didn't have eyes on him.

      The trap Denzel was referring to was meant for Gail. Or for Gail’s people, at any rate. It had been set months ago, while he’d been in Chichén Itzá. After months of no hits, he and Denzel had assumed it was a dead end. With it being tripped just as he’d finished a conversation with Gail McCarthy—that couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      She had stepped up the timetable, inserting a deadline to create pressure. Kotler hadn't heard from her in months, and now she was pushing to have this solved in a week. Why?

      He responded to Denzel’s text.

      
        
        By coincidence, I’m already making plans to come back this afternoon. I’ll send you my flight details. Meet me at the airport. And I’m going to need you to stop by my place first.
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