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      For Brandon Barr and his family.

      I only knew you briefly, but I’ll remember you forever. Your story goes on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      Dr. Leopold Marvin fell face-first to the smooth, cement floor, sliding a bit from the momentum of being shoved into the room.

      He couldn’t see. The weave of the hood over his head let in only a tiny fraction of light. He could hear sounds, mostly the shuffling of feet and then a metallic click. It sounded ominous, but he couldn’t imagine what it might be. He waited.

      Gloved hands took hold of his forearms, which were pinned behind his back and bound with rough twine.

      There were two men, large, strong. Stronger than he was, at least, though that wasn’t admitting much. One of the men held him while the other slipped a blade between his wrists and cut the twine.

      They dropped him to the floor again, knocking the wind out of him. In a few moments, there was the sound of a very large and heavy door being swung closed. The thud of it was loud and solid and imposing, giving Dr. Marvin a clear mental image of it despite the hood. He pictured the massive thickness of a stone being rolled in front of a tomb.

      A series of loud clacks followed, and then silence.

      Dr. Marvin lay on his stomach, not sure if he should move. Eventually, he raised his hands to the hood, tugging the drawstring loose and pulling the material away from his eyes. He worked the gag out of his mouth and took a deep breath.

      He was in a room. It looked like an office—but everything seemed a few generations removed from present day. Something out of the fifties, maybe? There were desks, tables, chairs, old lamps with leaded glass shades. There were bookcases filled with unmarked spines. There was an ancient looking refrigerator and sink at one end of the room, and a hot plate on the counter.

      It was like being kidnapped and thrown into the past. What was this place, a bomb shelter?

      “Leo?” a familiar male voice echoed dimly from one darkened corner of the room.

      Dr. Marvin rose to his feet, reaching for the edge of a desk to steady himself. He felt his heart pounding, and he wanted to throw up. He was scuffed and bruised, and a bit cold. They had grabbed him from his bedroom, his wife screaming and attacking them until they knocked her unconscious. God, he hoped she was just unconscious.

      He looked into the darkness, at the figure across the room, recognizing him instantly as he stepped into the light.

      “Bob?”

      Dr. Robert Wiley was likewise dressed in his pajamas, and he padded forward in bare feet. “Leo, they got you too?”

      “Who are they?” Leo asked, shaking.

      Bob shook his head. “I have no idea. I woke up with one of them standing over me. He shoved a rag in my mouth, and then the two of them tied me up and brought me here.”

      Leo nodded. “Same with me. Did they say anything? Do ... do you know what they want?”

      Bob shook his head. “No idea. I’ve been here for hours, and until they brought you in a guy was standing in the doorway, blocking me from getting out. He didn’t say a word. Wouldn’t answer any questions. I started calling him Gill, trying to ... I don’t know, humanize him? Get a rise out of him?”

      “Did it work?” Leo asked, pulling an old wooden, rolling office chair over and taking a seat. He was rubbing his bruised knees.

      “He wouldn’t react. I eventually just found a spot in the back and hid out. I don’t know what I thought would happen, but then you were here.”

      Leo nodded. He was trying not to think of his wife. Thank God his daughter and his son were out of the house these days. They should be safe. He hoped.

      He looked up. “What about you, Bob? What about your family?”

      “Vacation,” Bob said. “Lillie and Jeannie went to the lake house two days ago. I was supposed to join them in the morning. I had to wrap up some grading, and I met with some students to discuss their dissertations. I could have just skipped it,” he said, looking away. Quietly he said, “Now I wish I’d gone.”

      Leo nodded, but he was already thinking about their predicament. He rose from the office chair and went to the large, steel door, putting his hands on it. The metal was cold, and it reminded him that there was a slight chill in the room. He held his arms to his chest.

      “Yeah,” Bob said. “Kind of cold. I found a couple of cots and blankets in the back. Not much, but it’ll help.”

      “Any way out?”

      Bob rolled his eyes. “Sure, Leo. I left hours ago.”

      “I mean, any potential way out?”

      Bob shook his head. “None I’ve found. I haven’t found any other doors or windows. But we can look together. I have a feeling we’re going to be here for a while.”

      Leo nodded. He looked around and frowned. “What the hell is this place?”

      “It seems to be some kind of old office,” Bob replied. “Government stuff, I think. Most of the books I’ve found are manuals. There’s some stuff about cryptography. References.”

      “Cryptography?” Leo asked. “Codebreaking?”

      Bob nodded.

      What the hell was going on here? Why were he and Bob trapped here? What was this place?

      He turned again to the door and started pounding on it, yelling for help. His hands became sore after a moment, and he stopped.

      “That door is thick,” Bob said from behind him. “About six feet, I think. Steel.”

      “Six foot of steel? What is this, a bank vault?”

      “Could be,” Bob said. “No windows. Steel walls. No other exits. It could definitely be a bank vault.”

      “But why would anyone kidnap us and put us in a bank vault?” Leo asked, his voice going up an octave as the panic started to rise again.

      Bob shook his head. “I don’t know, Leo. But this is where we are.” He said this last calmly, looking Leo in the eye. It was the way Bob had delivered bad news to students, about grades or about the reality of the state of their dissertations. Leo had sat alongside him and several other professors at enough dissertation reviews to know the look and what it meant. Be calm. Accept reality. Be ready to work past this.

      He was right. Leo had to calm down. Relax. Center himself. His blood pressure was on the rise, he could tell.

      He sat back down, and Bob disappeared only to return after a moment with the blankets. Leo thanked him, absently, and allowed Bob to drape a blanket over his shoulders as he stared wide-eyed down at the floor.

      “It’s going to be ok,” Bob said, pulling up an office chair next to his colleague.

      The two of them had taught in the same department for the past thirty years, imparting the intricacies of physics and quantum mechanics to graduate students who were, as far as Leo could tell, getting dumber with each new incoming class. They were more concerned about safe spaces and cry closets and using jazz hands instead of giving applause than they’d ever been about the intricacies of quantum mechanics. No one cared about the science anymore.

      Leo had been thinking of retiring. Bob, he knew, was supposed to leave at the end of the following semester.

      Two fewer conservative old white men in positions of authority on an increasingly liberal campus. They’d probably be cheered out of the building. No one would be more thrilled to leave all the insanity behind than Leo.

      He and Bob weren’t friends. Not really. Bob was a nice enough guy, but he drove Leo nuts half the time. The two of them disagreed on nearly everything that wasn’t explicitly outlined in a textbook and sometimes went on a row over the textbooks themselves. They argued, but Leo found that he was ultimately the only one who got truly angry and irritated, while Bob seemed to smile through it all, taking everything in small steps, coming through their disagreements as if he was oblivious to their disagreeing at all. It was infuriating. Leo wanted to tie him to a chair and strap explosives to him, half the time.

      But the point was that they were not friends, and really had little to do with each other, outside of their work at the university.

      They spent no time together. They shared no projects or papers. As far as Leo could recall, neither of them had ever visited the other at home, unless there was some sort of obligatory social event. Even then, conversations were kept to socially benign topics. There was no bonding.

      So their jobs—that had to be the reason they were grabbed.

      What did these people want with a couple of old, retiring physics professors?

      Why bring them here, to some weirdly anachronistic government office, crammed full of code-breaking manuals?

      What was it these people hoped to gain? And would they come back to let the two of them out, or leave them to die here?

      The questions were piling up, and Leo wasn’t getting any closer to the answers.

      He turned to Bob. “What if we die here?”

      Bob considered the question, nodded, and said, “That would be terrible. But heck, it’d almost be like therapy, wouldn’t it? Nothing puts the petty problems of life into perspective like the prospect of dying.”

      Leo stared at the man for a moment, wanting to shout at him for his optimism as they huddled under blankets in this terrifying space.

      He huffed and slumped in the chair.

      Bob was right. It would be terrible. And there was really nothing they could do about any of it. All they could do was wait.
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        * * *

      

      NEW YORK, GOVERNMENT-SEALED APARTMENT

      Dust drifted in motes through shafts of artificial light, joining its brethren on the piles of books and antique objects. The room was packed with the accoutrement of science, though a couple of generations removed from modern day.

      Agent Roland Denzel had seen rooms like this before. A lot more of them, in fact, since taking on Dr. Dan Kotler as his partner.

      Kotler wasn’t here, though. And it was left to Denzel and Dr. Liz Ludlum to go over the scene, to try to find some hint of what was going on.

      “Shouldn’t we call Dr. Kotler?” Ludlum asked. She nodded to the piles of papers, the antiquated scientific instruments, and the artifacts that were clearly from another era. “This is kind of his thing.”

      Denzel shook his head. “He’s at a dig site … somewhere. I don’t have all the details. He’s taking a sabbatical.”

      Ludlum squinted. “A sabbatical? But he’s still at a dig site?”

      “A sabbatical from Historic Crimes,” Denzel said.

      Ludlum picked up the stress and irritation in his voice and didn’t push.

      They turned back to the scene in front of them.

      “Two people, trapped in …” Denzel hesitated and looked at Ludlum. “What would you say that thing is?”

      “A vault, maybe?” Ludlum shrugged.

      “We can’t afford to wait for Kotler to get here anyway,” Denzel said. “Who knows how much time they have?”

      Two other agents entered the room, each carrying a forensics kit, taking samples and photographs, noting anything they found. Liz Ludlum’s new team. Now that she was officially the Lead Forensic Specialist for Historic Crimes, she’d been given some leeway and a bit more authority than she’d enjoyed with the NYPD.

      Ludlum carried an antique doctor’s bag—something left to her by her grandfather. It had her own kit inside, and she opened the bag to fish out a notebook.

      “We’re at the right address, and this is pretty much what the letter described. ‘To open the door, run the Stepping Maze. Your tools await in the room where it all started.’ A riddle, I think.”

      “Mean anything to you?” Denzel asked.

      Ludlum shook her head. “Not really. This really isn’t my area. This is more …”

      “Dr. Kotler’s thing, I know,” Denzel grumbled.

      Ludlum was quiet for a moment. She folded the notebook closed and slipped it into her pocket, snapped the doctor’s bag shut and left it at her feet.

      “Careful with that,” Denzel groused. “Someone might think it’s evidence, in this place.”

      “No chance,” Ludlum said, shaking her head. “First thing I taught my team was to never touch my bag.” She looked at Denzel, sighed, and asked, “What happened, in Antarctica?”

      Denzel shrugged. “Nothing that doesn’t happen all the time. We stopped the bad guy. Bad girl. Sorry,” he said, giving Ludlum a sheepish grin as if he’d committed a faux pas against her entire gender. “Got cold, got shot, rested up and came home.”

      “Gail McCarthy,” Ludlum nodded. “Seems like Dan hasn’t gotten over it.”

      “Kotler will be fine,” Denzel said, an edge coming back to his voice. “Let’s focus on figuring this out, so two more people don’t end up dead.”

      Ludlum couldn’t argue with that. But she was having trouble figuring what this room and its contents, as interesting and unusual as they were, had to do with two prominent physicists being kidnapped and locked in an impenetrable cell buried under New York City. She did know that the note that had led them here had been addressed to Denzel specifically.

      It had not mentioned Kotler. Which was, in itself, pretty strange. Because this had Kotler written all over it.

      One of Ludlum’s team called to them from across the room, and she and Denzel made their way through the antiques and artifacts and equipment. Maybe this place is the Stepping Maze, Ludlum thought, high-stepping over a stack of slide projector carousels that looked as if they dated to the 50s.

      This place was going to take a year to catalog.

      “Dr. Ludlum, we’ve found a reference to ‘stepping maze.’ It’s written on this.” In a blue-gloved hand, he held up a small ream of aged typewriter paper bound with three brass brads.

      Ludlum pulled on gloves of her own and took the manuscript, holding it up to inspect under the work lights the team had brought in. Denzel crowded her a little, looking over her shoulder.

      On the cover of the manuscript, in neat type, were the words “Cryptographic Applications of Heisenberg’s Theory.” In one corner of the page, in a scrawl of handwritten characters, was a note: “Could apply to ‘stepping maze.’”

      They had their thread. This had to be what the mysterious letter writer had intended them to find. It was a thick tome and flipping through the first few pages, Ludlum could tell it was going to be out of her league. She recognized some of the science, but it quickly got to a level at which she was only an amateur. Notations from high-level quantum physics and mathematics adorned nearly every page. They’d need to bring in some experts to run through this.

      “Has to be it,” she said, glancing at Denzel.

      The agent looked startled and took the manuscript from her in his own gloved hands. “You see this?” he asked, holding it up and turning it to keep the cover in the light.

      Her hands had obscured the small print at the bottom of the cover as she’d held it, and she had overlooked something in her casual inspection. But now it stood out like a neon sign.

      
        
        Dr. Daniel F. Kotler

      

      

      The author’s name in crisp, typed letters.

      “That’s …” Ludlum started.

      “How old would you say this is?” Denzel asked her.

      She shook her head. “I could get a sample, and have it dated. The paper looks aged, though. Yellowed. And it’s definitely a typewriter, not a printer. Look at the indentions. I’d say it’s at least thirty years old, maybe more.”

      “This room has been sealed for seventy years,” Denzel said. “I had to get special permission just to open it.”

      “Roland, anyone could have gotten in here at any time and left that,” she said. “The person who wrote the letter …”

      “I know that,” he waved. “They knew it was here, so the likely explanation is that they put it here. Or they’ve at least been in this room. Have we seen any evidence that anyone was in this room before we got here? Aside from whoever left it this way?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I’m aware. The locks and the seals were all intact. There are no windows. There’s ventilation, but it was added when the doors were sealed. The vents are maybe six inches wide, if that.” She looked around the room, taking in the piles of boxes, desktops covered in scientific equipment, shelves crammed with reference books. “We’re just getting started here. Maybe there’s some other way in?”

      Denzel called for one of the field agents to bag and catalog the manuscript. “When this is done, I want that at the top of the pile. Whatever else you find, I want that examined first. And I want it scanned and sent to my phone.”

      He turned, pulling off his gloves as he moved to the door.

      Ludlum followed, just on his heels. “O-ok … But Roland … Agent Denzel!” She hadn’t meant to shout, but it was the only thing that made Denzel stop short and turn to face her. “Where are you going?”

      “To get Kotler,” Denzel said. “This literally has his name written all over it.”
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      TJARU DIG SITE, EGYPT

      Dan Kotler was thrilled to be covered in sweat and grime and sand. He was happy to have a trowel and a set of brushes at the ready. He busied himself with gently brushing loose soil from the details of a fallen fragment of limestone, revealing a cartouche bearing the name of Thutmose III—an eighteenth dynasty Egyptian ruler, and the current focus of Kotler’s unwavering interest.

      He hadn’t been this hands-on with a site for a couple of years now—at least, not without a few figurative and literal guns to his head—and it felt good to be back. It reminded him of his grad school days, where exploring the ancient world might have its dangers and risks, but typically didn’t involve kidnappings, getting shot, or having your head messed with by a brilliant villainess with the world’s most advanced smuggling empire at her disposal.

      Dust the cartouche, forget the lady.

      Kotler finished up and took a moment to make some notes in his field journal. He used a small, plastic marker to indicate his find, purposefully ignoring its similarity to the flags used to mark crime scenes.

      He was charged with just one square of one grid of this site—a task typically left to grad students and apprentices—and he was taking his duties very seriously. This was good, honest work, and could provide some seriously intriguing insight into ancient Egyptian culture. As well as a much-needed distraction.

      He left his square in search of some lunch, dusting himself off as he went.

      There was a tent set up as a sort of mess hall, and thanks to a very generous grant from Kotler himself it was well-stocked with all the necessities of life. Especially coffee and scotch. But fresh food was transported to the site almost daily, and Kotler was more than ready to dig in.

      He prepared a plate, poured himself a glass of iced tea, and took a seat in a back corner of the tent. The shade and the light breeze coming off of the desert helped to wick the sweat from his neck and face. He used a handkerchief soaked in water to wash away the dirt from his face, inspecting the results in a small pocket mirror he was carrying in his kit.

      He sighed. He sipped. He nibbled. He kept his mind off of Gail McCarthy and Nazi U-boats and …

      “Roland?” he asked, not quite sure he was seeing who he was seeing.

      Agent Denzel, dressed in khaki fatigues and shouldering a desert camo backpack, stepped into the mess tent and let the flap drop back into place. The effect was a brief burst of sunlight followed by the relative shade of the tent as if Denzel had appeared in a flash of mystical energy that was now fading.

      “Kotler,” Denzel said. “Finally. This is the fourth site I’ve been to today.”
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        * * *

      

      At Kotler’s insistence, Denzel made a meal for himself and poured his own glass of iced tea. He downed the tea in a single gulp while standing at the serving table, and refilled his glass before joining Kotler.

      A few other people lingered in the mess tent, quietly chatting as they nibbled and refreshed themselves. Officially there were scheduled mealtimes, but people more or less came and went on their own agenda, most preferring to get back to their assignments as quickly as possible rather than linger too long with the lunch and dinner crowds. It was basically a free-for-all after breakfast. The one time of day when everyone gathered, celebrating and sometimes lamenting the labor and what it meant.

      “Roland, what are you doing here?” Kotler asked. He’d last seen his friend and partner over two months ago when he’d told Denzel he needed a break. Kotler had initially planned to take a couple of weeks here but had found the whole experience so cathartic and inspiring, he had asked to stay on. He wasn’t sure when he expected to come back.

      “You’re not answering your phone,” Denzel grumbled. “Or emails.”

      “All of my electronics are still in my bag,” Kotler said. “I haven’t looked at any of it since I got here.”

      “Kotler, how is anyone supposed to reach you if you’re holed up in the desert with no phone?”

      Kotler smiled. “The point was for no one to be able to reach me, Roland. I’m taking a hiatus, remember?”

      “I thought it was a sabbatical,” Denzel asked, puzzled.

      “It’s both,” Kotler smiled lightly. Denzel seemed agitated, his body language making it clear that he was both weary from his travel and irritated at having to hunt Kotler down. But Kotler could see something else in the way his friend hesitated slightly, in how his eyes darted to the side, considering and contemplating. He was concerned for Kotler, which was touching but didn’t necessarily change anything.

      Whatever his feelings about Kotler’s hiatus/sabbatical, Denzel’s standard bull-rush approach to personal dynamics took over.

      “Well, we have a situation, Kotler. And I have to ask you to come back with me.”

      Kotler chuckled and shook his head. “Roland, I’m sorry, but no. I told you, I need some time. I’ll be back, I promise. I don’t know when, but …”

      “You’re misunderstanding me,” Denzel said, his voice firm. “I’m not asking. I’m telling you that you’re coming back with me. We leave today. I have a helicopter and a plane on standby.”

      Kotler blinked. “Roland, what’s happened?”

      Denzel took out his phone and flicked the screen a few times before handing it over.

      Kotler took it, looking queerly at his friend, and then turning to the screen.

      He arched his eyebrows, then laughed.

      “We found that at a crime scene,” Denzel said, a bit perturbed by Kotler’s reaction. “And I need to know why your name is on it.”

      Again, Kotler chuckled and shook his head as he handed the phone back to Denzel. “Roland, that isn’t my name. First of all, I would never use ‘Daniel’ on anything. I’ve always preferred Dan. My books, my papers—everything is ‘Dan Kotler.’ I know that doesn’t prove anything, but it’s true.”

      Denzel gave him an odd look. “I ... guess I knew that, about your books. Never hit me. What’s the second thing?”

      Kotler grinned. “My middle initial isn’t ‘F.’ I don’t have a middle initial.” He shrugged, his hands out to his sides. “No middle name.”

      Denzel scoffed. “This is too much to be a coincidence,” he said, sinking back and staring at the phone in one hand as he sipped more iced tea from the other.

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s happened?” Kotler replied “Maybe there’s another explanation. Where did you find that manuscript?”

      Denzel nodded.

      “We got a letter, a few days ago. It was addressed to me.” He swiped at his phone again and handed it back to Kotler.

      On the phone was a scan of a typed letter, indeed addressed to Agent Denzel. Kotler read through it.

      
        
        To: Agent Roland Denzel, Historic Crimes, FBI

        Two prominent physicists have been abducted and imprisoned in a chamber that lies under the former New York City Commercial Code building, at 225 Broadway. You will find a door made of six feet of tempered steel. The walls are made of the same material. There is no way in or out, beyond the use of that door.

        Dr. Leopold Marvin and Dr. Robert Wiley were abducted last night from their respective homes, and deposited into the chamber, sealed in with only enough provisions for approximately a week. The chamber should have enough air for two people to last approximately two weeks. You have time. Do not waste it.

        You will find the key to their rescue in a government-sealed apartment located at 1359 Broadway, number 070.

        To open the door, run the Stepping Maze. Your tools await in the room where it all started.

      

      

      Kotler looked up from the letter. “Dr. Marvin and Dr. Wiley,” he said.

      “You know them?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler Nodded. “They were faculty while I was getting my second Ph.D., in Quantum Physics. Dr. Marvin wasn’t really one of my biggest fans if I remember. He respected that I already had my doctorate in Anthropology but felt that was where I should stay. He ... wasn’t entirely wrong. I was never the best student of quantum mechanics. I took more of a philosophical approach than the hardcore mathematics that Dr. Marvin taught. I’m actually quite bad at math, which really irritated him.”

      “What about Dr. Wiley?” Denzel asked.

      “We got along much better. I liked him. A bit odd, sometimes a little presumptuous, but friendly. He was fascinated with what I was doing. He used to invite me to his student dinners, even though I only had a few low-level classes with him.”

      “Have you kept in contact with either of them?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler thought about it. “No, not really. Dr. Wiley came to one of my lectures, about a year ago, and we had drinks before we both had to leave for other things. I haven’t spoken with Dr. Marvin since graduation, I believe.”

      “So both of these men were professors of yours, both worked in the same field. And then there’s this manuscript with your name on it—or something really close to your name.” Denzel paused, thinking, and shook his head. “Kotler, that’s just too much coincidence,” he said.

      Kotler agreed, though he couldn’t immediately think of a reason for this to be so. Except for the obvious ...

      Someone meant for him to be involved in this.

      But why go directly to Denzel? If the goal really was to get Kotler tangled up in this, why hadn’t they addressed this letter to Kotler himself?

      “There’s something else bugging me about all of this,” Kotler said.

      “There should be a lot bugging you about it, but what do you mean?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler couldn’t say. A lot was happening in the letter, and in conjunction with the manuscript, it merely multiplied. Certain things, however, tumbled together to scream for his attention, and the answers were slow in coming.

      “Stepping maze,” Kotler said quietly.

      “Yeah, we haven’t been able to figure out what that means yet. It may have just been the thread this guy wanted us to follow, to find this manuscript.”

      Kotler shook his head. “It’s more than that. May I?” He indicated Denzel’s phone, and the Agent nodded.

      Kotler opened a map and entered the address for the vault where the physicists were being held. 225 Broadway was still a commercial code building, handling zoning permits for city contractors. The vault must have been built alongside the building’s original construction. Its purpose—well, Kotler could only guess at this point. Six-foot-thick steel walls and doors indicated that whatever was kept inside was meant to be as secure as turn-of-the-century technology could make it. A vault like that could survive against explosives and would take considerable time to cut through even with modern technology.

      All of this was intriguing, but it didn’t generate any ideas.

      Kotler tried the address for the locked room, and things got stranger.

      “This address …” Kotler started.

      “Yeah, it’s not really an apartment building. It’s a sealed room under a cosmetics company.”

      “Yardley of London,” Kotler said.

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Another coincidence that isn’t a coincidence,” Kotler mumbled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think I’ve figured out at least part of this thread,” Kotler replied. “The kidnapper is referencing the American Black Chamber.”

      Denzel frowned. “That’s … isn’t that the code-breaking thing?”

      Kotler smiled. “Officially it was known as the Cipher Bureau. Herbert Yardley founded it as a code-breaking operation meant to rival the clandestine operations of other governments. It was more or less the forerunner of the National Security Agency. The birth of US intelligence agencies.”

      “The NSA,” Denzel said, shaking his head. “Does this cosmetics company have anything to do with Herbert Yardley?”

      Kotler shook his head. “No, I think this was more of a clever joke on someone’s part. This room was government sealed?”

      “For most of a century,” Denzel replied.

      “Funny,” Kotler said.

      “Not to the two scientists suffocating in a vault,” Denzel replied.

      Kotler nodded. “You’re right. Sorry. It’s just … clever. And there’s something else bugging me.” He peered at the letter, running scenarios through his mind, playing things out. “The address is weird.”

      “It’s also wrong,” Denzel said “There is no number 070 in that building. We found the room after a search. The management let us in without having to get a warrant, and some of the employees knew about a locked room no one was ever allowed to enter. They couldn’t have if they’d wanted. Thing was sealed tighter than a tomb.”

      “You’d be surprised how easy it can be to get into a tomb,” Kotler said absently, then shook his head. “But I think the address has more significance.”

      “What are you seeing?”

      “An extra zero,” Kotler said, looking up. “Why give an address as zero-seven-zero? Why not simply number seventy?”

      Denzel shook his head. “I thought that was weird, too. Ludlum thought it might be a hint at what the guy does for a living. Like maybe he’s in city planning or something.”

      Kotler smiled. “How is Liz?”

      Denzel rolled his eyes. “She’s back home doing her job, which is more than I can say for you, Kotler. Can we focus?”

      Kotler chuckled, and using Denzel’s phone he brought up a chart and held it up for Denzel to see. “The letter F,” Kotler said.

      “I don’t get it,” Denzel replied.

      “It’s ASCII code. The number 070 translates to the letter F, which happens to correspond with the middle initial of the author’s name, on that report.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Kotler shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. But the connections and coincidences are piling up.”

      Denzel thought about this for a moment. “What does ‘stepping maze’ mean?” He asked.

      Kotler smiled. “Ok, more history. Before there was the NSA, there was the SIS—the Signals Intelligence Service. This operation was run by William Friedman, a geneticist turned cryptoanalyst who was recruited by the Army to head a brand-new code-breaking division. Friedman recruited a team, including a man named Frank Rowlett, to help in his mission to decipher codes intercepted from foreign governments. This was following World War I, with WWII on the horizon, and code-breaking became the purview of the Army after Yardley’s Cipher Bureau was shuttered on orders from Secretary of State Henry Stimson.”

      Denzel nodded. “I remember this from Quantico. Stimson was the one who said, ‘gentlemen do not read each other’s mail.’ He thought it was unethical to spy on communications from other governments outside of wartime.”

      Kotler smiled. “That quote is a bit apocryphal, but that’s it. Stimson shut down the Cipher Bureau on the grounds of ethics. But the need for intelligence didn’t go away, and the Army picked up the slack. Friedman and his wife, Elisabeth, had both been go-to codebreakers for the US military since well before the Great War. William was asked to head this new division because … well, because he was a man, frankly. Elisabeth had proven herself every bit the codebreaker that William was, and went on to help law enforcement crack down on gangsters and smugglers during Prohibition.” Kotler shivered. “Hard to know who the bad guys were, during that point of history.”

      “Relax,” Denzel rolled his eyes. “You have your whiskey. Carousing and legal inebriation won. But bring this thing around for me. What does all of this have to do with the stepping maze?”

      “Friedman’s protege, Frank Rowlett,” Kotler replied. “He came up with a design for … well, the easiest way to refer to it was an American Enigma Machine. A device built with reversible electric rotors, or stepping motors, which Rowlett himself referred to as a ‘stepping maze.’ The result was a device called SIGABA. I have no idea what that might be an acronym for, and I’m not sure anyone else does either. But the device itself was a marvel. It was never defeated, Roland. The Nazis, the Japanese, hell the whole of the Axis forces tried and failed, and eventually gave up. The Nazis even stopped bothering to intercept US communications, because they just couldn’t crack the code. Until digital encryption took over, SIGABA was the single-most effective encryption and decryption tool ever built.”

      “So the stepping maze is a reference to this cigar-o?”

      “SIGABA,” Kotler smiled. “And yes, I’m pretty sure it is.”

      “And what does that have to do with two kidnapped scientists?”

      “Two kidnapped quantum physicists, specifically,” Kotler said, bring up the photo of the manuscript’s cover. “And the answer is Heisenberg.”

      “Wasn’t that the dead cat guy?”

      Kotler laughed loud enough that some of the grad students and anthropologists in the mess tent looked their way. “That was Schrödinger. And no. But close. Sort of. Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle is one of the foundational concepts of quantum physics. The principle gets confused a lot with the observer effect, but for the sake of simplicity, we’ll say that’s a fair parallel. Basically, Heisenberg imposes a hypothetical limit to the degree to which certain measures can be known.”

      “Uh huh,” Denzel said, staring.

      Kotler smirked. “It means you can’t know both the position and the speed of a quantum particle because measuring one alters the other. Leaving some ‘uncertainty’ in the mix as you observe quantum effects.”

      “Got it,” Denzel said, yawning and then sipping from his iced tea again. He rose from his chair. “Pack your bags.”

      “Whoa, wait ... “ Kotler protested.

      He looked around. Through an open flap in the tent, he could see the dig site he’d just left. The work wasn’t finished. It was meaningful work. Important work. History lay there, waiting to be unearthed. How could he …

      “Kotler, two lives are in jeopardy here. And whoever did it is playing games. Games you’re meant to solve. You get that, right?”

      Kotler did get it. He just resented it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to pull away from this life for even so much as a breather.

      And yet, despite the frustration, he felt a thrill growing within his chest. There were riddles to solve here. There was a mystery, with its roots in a past that Kotler found fascinating.

      There were human lives at risk, too, and how could he turn his back on them? Forget his personal connection to them, these two men needed his help. They needed these riddles solved so they could stand a chance of rescue.

      Kotler had to go back.

      “I’m already packed,” he said. “Just let me grab my bag.”
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      FBI OFFICES, MANHATTAN

      The Historic Crimes division of Manhattan’s FBI headquarters had grown to encompass a floor of its own. Not only were Denzel’s agents given office and cubicle space, but one half of the floor was now dedicated to Liz Ludlum’s forensic lab.

      Kotler marveled at this. Where was the funding coming from? And why was the FBI so enthusiastic about this work? True, Denzel’s close rate was incredibly high. Even the cases that Kotler had nothing to do with were typically closed within a month. Historic Crimes was doing good work. Maybe that was all it was.

      The name still bugged Kotler, though.

      Technically, “historic” meant something was important to history. A landmark or an event could be historic. What the FBI was going for should have been “Historical Crimes,” which meant that the cases they investigated had some significance tied to history and the past.

      Kotler had brought this up when the department was first named, and Denzel had informed him that first, bureaucracy would make it near impossible to change the name now, and second, “Shut up, Kotler.”

      The forensic lab was divided into quadrants, and in a clean room Kotler and Denzel entered to find Dr. Ludlum and her team examining the contents of the government-locked room. The steel tables of the lab were practically buckling under the weight of recovered documents, antique instruments of various description, and a bulk of unidentifiable objects.

      Both Roland and Kotler were wearing clean suits, masks, and gloves, to prevent any further contamination of the evidence they’d collected.

      Ludlum was studying a sample taken from the manuscript.

      “Find anything useful?” Denzel asked.

      Ludlum motioned them over to her laptop and brought up the results of her analysis of the sample. “The paper itself is just shy of a hundred years old,” she said. “There’s enough collected dust and pollutants on it to give us a pretty good idea of when this was put in the room. The typed characters were made with a turn-of-the-century typewriter. Strikers on ribbon. I have scans out with a group that might be able to identify the make and model of the typewriter, though I’m not sure that will be very helpful. Other than that, there’s some evidence of carbon transfer paper being used with it when we test the back side of these sheets.”

      “What about the handwritten stuff?” Denzel asked.

      “Standard number two lead pencil,” Ludlum said. “The handwriting doesn’t exactly match anything in our database, which I expected. We’ve picked up a few fingerprints and some DNA, but nothing helpful so far.”

      “Hi Liz,” Kotler smiled.

      “Dan,” she said, smiling back.

      Denzel coughed. “So we’re at another dead end?”

      Ludlum looked at him and shook her head. “All I can say for sure is that this manuscript is exactly as old as it should be. The ribbon ink from Dan’s name matches the ink from the rest of the manuscript, so it’s reasonable to assume it was written at the same time.”

      “Just pointing out,” Kotler said, “it’s not actually my name.”

      “Noted, Kotler,” Denzel said. “But is there anything about this that might give us some clues? I got a team of engineers and experts trying to find a way into that vault, but even our best effort is going to take a lot longer than these two men have.”

      Kotler huffed, and leaned over the manuscript, turning some of the pages using a pair of tweezers. Ultimately, he flipped back to the cover and examined the handwritten note. “Could apply to stepping maze.”

      “Anything?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler reluctantly shook his head. He looked up at them. “We have a complete scan of this? Something I can take with me, to read?”

      Denzel nodded. “It’s in your inbox, along with everything else we thought might be part of this.”

      “I can forward all of the results of the analysis if you want,” Ludlum said.

      Kotler nodded. “Please. I don’t know if it’ll do any good, but you never know.”

      “You think the contents of that thing will be useful?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler shrugged. “I think the kidnapper thinks it will,” he replied. “Have we found anything on Dr. Daniel F. Kotler?”

      “We have,” Ludlum said, smiling. “I had someone run a search and background. A lot of his record is classified. We have some of his papers and a government file, but a lot it is redacted. We had better luck running his personal and family history. Turns out he was your Great Grandfather, Dan.”

      Kotler’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “Seriously? I mean, I assumed we might be related, but that’s a pretty direct line. I’ve never even heard of him.”

      “Maybe you were named for him?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler thought about this. “I really don’t know, to be honest. I haven’t looked that deeply into my family history.”

      Now it was Denzel’s turn to be surprised. “You? I figured you’d have some kind of pro-level account on Ancestry.com.”

      Kotler looked from Denzel to Ludlum, shook his head lightly, and sighed. “There’s … a lot about my family history that I’ve just never wanted to look into.”

      Denzel and Ludlum both studied him for a moment, and finally, Denzel said, “It looks like you may have to deal with this, though. You good for this?”

      “Do you need help?” Ludlum asked.

      Kotler looked from one to the other and sighed. “I do,” he said. “But I think I’d better start by calling my brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Facetime’s ring was slightly piercing in Kotler’s AirPods, but he gritted his teeth and bore it. He wasn’t sure if the pain was real, or if it was a psychic translation of the slight anxiety he was feeling about this call.

      He was relieved when Alex, his nephew, was the one who answered.

      “Uncle Dan!” Alex said.

      “Alex! I didn’t expect you to answer. I’m calling for your dad.”

      “I can go get him,” Alex said.

      “First, tell me what’s going on with you,” Kotler smiled. “How’s the detective business?”

      Alex operated what Kotler called a “boy detective agency” out of an outbuilding behind their home. “Any mystery solved, but it’ll cost you a buck.” He took on local mysteries—stolen bicycles, missing lunch money, that sort of thing. There had been occasional hints of more dangerous cases, and Kotler had lectured Alex at length that he should stick to safe waters. His nephew was a little too like Kotler for anyone’s comfort, however.

      The boy was brilliant, exuberant, and pretty good with a puzzle. Kotler was constantly sending Alex souvenirs and objects of interest, encouraging the boy to keep pursuing his keen interests in science and mystery.

      The two of them had a bond that Kotler knew his brother, Jeffrey, wasn’t entirely thrilled about. Kotler tried to respect his brother’s preferences, but he adored Alex. He settled for being the distant, occasional influence on the boy, rather than dropping in for visits too often.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/hatdigitat.jpg
KNOVELTO)





OEBPS/images/dk006-stepping_maze-front-2024.jpg
WARDZWINNING!
A a






