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      For Kara⁠—

      Doing any of this without you

      is just an absurd notion
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      THREE NIGHTS AGO | Göbekli Tepe, Turkey

      

      According to everything the man had read, it was the oldest temple in the world.

      Older than Stonehenge. Older than the pyramids. Older than anything the man had ever known or read about or seen before in his life. Older than anything he’d ever before put his hands on. He was touching history. True history.

      The man, shrouded in darkness and hidden from the view of guards or archaeologists or anyone else, rested both palms on a stone pillar and felt the gritty texture of the stone, the embossed and carved designs of bulls and lions, and that of a human figure with the wings and head of a bird.

      So much history in this stone. Ancient and enigmatic. And so well preserved, buried for nearly twelve-thousand years, here in “Potbelly Mound”—the English translation of the Turkish name, Göbekli Tepe.

      The site had been a series of large, bulbous mounds that had lain untouched for eleven and a half millennia, until the 1990s. During that decade, archaeologists discovered that the stone slabs and lithics found on the surface of the mounds only hinted at a deeper secret—of a temple built in a time before recorded history. And now, section by section, mound by mound, it was being excavated, cataloged, and then reburied to continue its preservation.

      Some sections—such as the one the man found himself standing in at this moment—had been uncovered and reburied once before.

      Simply by existing, Göbekli Tepe had upset the apple cart of modern theories on human development. It had also become an inspiration for dreaming about what new and incredible things might be discovered—what hints of bygone cultures might be uncovered, layer by layer within the Earth, or perhaps under its oceans. There was more history hidden right beneath our feet than we ever imagined possible.

      The man could understand why this site was so intriguing. Such grandeur. Such beauty. Such history.

      He stepped away from the stone pillar, bowed his head slightly out of respect for that history, then gripped the wooden handle with both hands. He raised it above his head, and brought the head of the sledgehammer down with a solid, immutable strike directly to the base of the pillar. It took three more strikes to rend the stone to rubble, and to break through.

      The man glanced around. This was noisy work, and he needed to remain unnoticed and undisturbed.

      The site was protected by a contract security team—not much better than mercenaries for hire, in the man’s opinion. But they were currently being distracted on the site’s far perimeter, pulled away by the antics of children using American fireworks to put on a spectacular show. The man occasionally heard the pop and bang and saw the burst of colorful light from a bottle rocket exploding in the Turkish sky. It was like American Independence Day. Glorious.

      The noise and the spectacle, as well as the cunning of the Turkish children in evading arrest, would give the man the distraction he needed, and more than enough time to complete his task.

      His employer had given him precise instructions, and so far everything had been exactly as described. The man liked for things to go as planned. He was prepared for any contingency, of course, but this was better.

      He knelt before the rubble that now lay at the base of the pillar. All that history, reduced to so much chipped stone, dust and debris. A shame. The man felt a twinge of regret over it, then brushed the stone aside to reveal the chamber.

      This space was ancient beyond reckoning—but its contents were not.

      The man hadn’t been given every detail about the origin of the package, but he knew that it dated to no older than perhaps the early ‘90s, when Göbekli Tepe had first been unearthed. Here, among the carved stones of the ancient temple, lay a modern artifact. Something that was also ancient, in its way, despite being only three decades old. Something that would change the course of human destiny just as much as Göbekli Tepe, itself, was redefining human history.

      Again, the man didn’t have every detail. But he knew enough. He knew his employer, and he knew what went on in that lab, buried in its own secret place. The man knew a lot of secrets, and he was good at weaving the bigger story from small fragments.

      This small fragment—a remnant from decades past, buried on the site of thousands of years of history—was one more piece in a larger puzzle that the man’s employer had been putting together for most of a century.

      So many measures of time, overlapping, influencing each other, and wrapped up in one little package.

      Another burst of fireworks from above, and the man’s work was briefly lit by shades of red and green.

      “Hey!” someone shouted from behind. “Hands where I can see them!”

      The man hesitated for only a second, then left the package at his feet as he stood and turned, slowly and cautiously, his hands raised.

      This was an unfortunate turn of events, and the man regretted what came next.

      The guard turned on a flashlight, which kept the man from seeing any details, but it was obvious there was a weapon.

      “Put the hammer down!”

      The man glanced at the sledge hammer, still in his left hand, raised above his head. He’d nearly forgotten he was holding it.

      He stooped to place the tool on the ground. As he had anticipated, the guard tracked his movements with the light, and likely with the weapon as well.

      The man stood, leaving the hammer at his feet.

      “Put your hands on your head and turn around,” the guard said.

      The man did as he was told, putting both hands on the back of his head, then shifting his position, pivoting on his right foot while raising and stepping with his left. The maneuver placed the handle of the hammer between both of the man’s feet, woven between them at an angle. The toes of the man’s left foot slid under the wooden shaft. The segment of handle just under the heavy hammer head pressed against the man’s right ankle.

      The guard approached and put a hand on the man’s right shoulder. “Do you have any weapons?”

      “No,” the man said. Though this was technically a lie.

      The guard started to pat the man’s sides, his pockets, the folds of his clothing. He would find nothing of interest. “What are you doing here? Did you… did you just destroy that pillar?”

      The man saw no reason to lie. “Yes,” he said. “I was hired to do so. To retrieve the bundle at my feet.”

      The guard shifted the light to the ground. “What is that?”

      “Something old,” the man said. “Not as old as this temple, but in today’s world it may as well be.”

      The guard peered at the man. “Something’s not right about you. I’d better call Sarge.”

      “Unfortunately,” the man said, with genuine regret, “that will not be possible.”

      He twisted suddenly, kick backwards with his right foot while pivoting on his left, bringing his ankles together to hold the handle in a pincer move as he spun. This caused the hammer to swing around in a tight, controlled arc, slamming into the guard’s ankles with brutal force, toppling him toward the ground.

      The guard screamed in pain and the man’s hands shot out with lightening speed, gripping the guard’s wrists, tilting them upward just as the guard’s weapon fired. The man crouched quickly, using his bodyweight to bring the guard’s wrists down with him. He spun, twisting and crossing the guard’s wrists over each other painfully.

      The guard cried out and released both the weapon and the flashlight.

      The man rolled, dragging the guard forward and slamming him face-first into the ground. It was a brutal impact, as the soil here was covered with fresh shards of broken stone as well as the native gravel and rock. It seriously dazed the guard, and his nose and mouth were dripping blood.

      The guard dropped to the ground in a heap as the man released his wrists.

      The man stood over the guard, who was slowly struggling to regain his senses.

      Wanting to give his enemy some sort of hope, some sort of chance, the man hesitated. This gave the guard a moment to recover, then to notice his weapon and flashlight near at hand. He reached toward them, grasping, frantically trying to regain the upper hand.

      The man had picked up the sledge hammer by this time, however, hefting it against his palm. As the guard crawled toward the weapon, his hand stretching and grasping desperately for it, the man brought the hammer’s heavy head up, letting it hover for a moment in the air. He adjusted and tightened his grip, then brought the hammer down in a perfect arc to smash the guard’s right hand.

      The guard screamed in agony.

      “I regret this, my friend,” the man said. “You sound American. Are you American?”

      The guard was screaming and cursing, rolling onto his side and holding his pulped right hand against his chest as he fumbled with his left for something in his pocket.

      “As a fellow American, I want to say that I respect you as a brother. But you serve a purely capitalist regime, my friend. And the consequences of a life spent uncaring and unfeeling toward the plight of others… well, I want you to know that I will personally redeem you for this. I will take on the burden of your sins, and I will balance the ledger on your behalf. God will see you in paradise, my friend, do not worry.”

      The guard was fumbling with a small radio, holding it close to his face with a trembling hand. “S-sarge! Dispatch! Anyone!”

      “Farewell,” the man said, raising the sledge hammer a final time, dropping it in a quick and controlled swing, bringing an end to the guard’s suffering and fear as the hammer struck his skull with a brutal, sickening impact.

      The man dropped the sledge hammer then, letting it fall to the ground inches from the quivering body of the guard. He stooped, retrieved the bundle, and tucked it into the inner pocket of his jacket. He zipped the jacket up, pulled the dark hoodie over his head, and then sprinted away from the scene.

      An alarm sounded, likely the result of the guard’s final defiant act—his call for help.

      Good for him, the man thought, smiling. His final act was not in vain.

      As floodlights were brought to bear on the site, as the body was discovered and a search team was hastily organized, the man made his escape. He leapt and scaled the side of one of the trailers used as personnel quarters, then jumped to the security fence, swinging deftly over it and landing in a crouch on the other side. The maneuver would have been worthy of an Olympic medal, but it was routine for the man. His fitness and readiness regime would have put any Olympian to shame.

      Now on the outside perimeter of the ancient site, beyond the security measures and far from the eyes of the search team, the man set a pace that would put miles of distance between him and this place. He would rendezvous with his transport in sixteen klicks. A brisk run over rough terrain, but he could handle it easily.

      He ran, and the Turkish night was still filled with the sights and sounds of fireworks as the man became indistinguishable from the darkness enveloping the hills and terrain surrounding Göbekli Tepe.
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      NOW | Historic Crimes Headquarters, Manhattan

      

      Dr. Dan Kotler—anthropologist, author and speaker, pseudo celebrity and occasional FBI consultant—was not a fan of meetings. He was also less than fond of bureaucracy.

      Especially pointless bureaucracy.

      Though, as he considered it, any other kind might be as rare as comets.

      This bit of governmental side show playing out before him, however, was very necessary.

      Kotler was but one among many, in a gathering of representatives from both the private sector, the echelons of government, and the entire alphabet of US law enforcement agencies, all surrounding an immense, ring-shaped table that would have sparked envy among King Arthur and his knights. Which, as Kotler thought about it, was a somewhat appropriate analogy for what was happening here.

      Or maybe the “Council of Elrond” was a better metaphor. The assemblage in this room was representative of all the dwarven and elvish kingdoms of US government and law enforcement, powerful corporations, and leaders in academia, with a mission statement as fantastic as the premise of any fantasy novel Kotler had ever read.

      Seated next to Kotler, on his left, was FBI Agent Roland Denzel: Kotler’s partner for the past five years. Though for six months, recently, Kotler had ducked out of his consulting work with the FBI, on a furlough of sorts. The events of the past month, however, had brought Kotler back around. Literally and metaphorically.

      To Denzel’s left sat Agent Danielle Brown, the new head of Historic Crimes—formerly a fledgling division of the FBI. Brown was Denzel’s replacement for the leadership position. The verdict was still out on whether this was a good thing or a bad thing, but Kotler suspected the reality wasn’t as black and white as that.

      To Kotler’s right sat Dr. Elizabeth Ludlum, the new second-in-command for Historic Crimes… and Kotler’s ex.

      Though he wished, very much, that this last part were not true.

      Kotler had no small measure of responsibility for the current state of their relationship, however, and he accepted that responsibility, and the consequences of his decisions, with as much resolve as he could muster. He was the one who had put things on pause. He was the one who had gallivanted off on a Don Quixote-like quest to tilt his lance toward the windmills of the Jani and the Novensiles. It was Kotler who had swung a wrecking ball into their romance, and he was willing to accept that he may just have lost her forever. Best to move on.

      Still, she smelled wonderful.

      Standing at a podium at one end of the room was Kendell Young—a rare bird in halls such as these. Young was famous worldwide as a YouTube and social media influencer. In a very short span of time, Young had gone from broadcasting out of his bedroom, chatting about books and politics and marketing as practically a religion, to attending A-lister parties and dining with heads of state, influencing everything from fashion trends to government policy.

      Young’s net worth was effectively incalculable at this point. But “unbelievably wealthy” wouldn’t have been a wasted description, from Kotler’s assessment. In fact, Kotler suspected that Young’s wealth was quite a bit higher than any public records might indicate, and that it was not entirely dependent on his social media influence or his diversified holdings.

      More than financial wealth, however, the one thing Kendell Young seemed to cultivate and draw to himself most was power.

      Or perhaps influence really was the better term.

      Young seemed to have the sort of influence that allowed him to ask for, and get, anything he wanted. He could sway public opinion, making or breaking a business with a casual comment or errant expression, or galvanizing his followers to a specific cause or goal or political candidate with a soft plea and a charming smile, accompanied by a few words of almost folksy common sense and wisdom. Though, as Kotler saw it, that common sense and wisdom was tinged with misinformation and dubious conclusions.

      Kotler, however, seemed to be in the minority.

      In the brief span of time between Young entering the public eye and today’s notably heady meeting, the influencer had amassed a fortune and an army of supporters, with friends among the most elite and powerful personalities on the planet. He held a position of sway and power—albeit unofficial—among nearly every major government of the world.

      Including the United States.

      Perhaps more disturbing, however, was a fact that was not public knowledge.

      It was something that Liz Ludlum and Agent Brown had discovered about Young, and a fact that Kotler found both plausible and immensely problematic.

      Kendell Young had taken over as head of the Novensiles, after its former leader—Richard Kotler—had been forced to cut ties and flee.

      Richard Kotler. Dan Kotler’s own grandfather. A man whom Kotler had thought was dead and buried for decades, but who turned out to be very much alive. And possibly in better health and with a greater level of physical fitness than Kotler himself.

      The Novensiles were a rogue faction of a secret order known as the Knights of Jani. For centuries, the Jani had accumulated and amassed power and wealth, using both to nudge history in a general direction, toward some hidden goal no one but they could fathom.

      The Order had tendrils in every world government, and likely every major corporation in history. If any item, action, or institution represented the power to sway human destiny, the Jani likely had a part in it. And certainly had an interest in it.

      The Novensiles had emerged more recently, within the past couple of hundred years at most. Dissatisfied with the Jani’s quiet, hidden influence over the world, the Novensiles wanted to use the amassed power and wealth of the Order to reshape and redefine humanity. History—always determined by the winners—would be their product. They would craft and reshape and engineer it to favor them, to empower them to rule, and to usher humanity into a millennium of service to their goals.

      Their moniker—the Novensiles—wasn’t even the only name they used. In fact, the faction used several names in a variety of languages: Novensiles, Alihat Iadida, Diathan Ùra, and many others. A string of names in a plethora of languages, modern and ancient, all translating to a single idea that drove everything the Novensiles did.

      All of their names translated to the same thing: The New Gods.

      Over the past seven months Kotler had withdrawn from everyone and everything he cared about, in pursuit of the Novensiles. He wanted, more than anything, to find a string to pull that would unravel the fabric of the organization. He was aware that this would effectively be an attack on the Jani—an organization that was powerful and influential beyond belief. But there was a lot driving him to pursue this.

      Not the least of which was Kotler’s own grandfather.

      Seven months earlier, Kotler had learned that his grandfather was alive and well. A little too well, in fact. Richard, a member and leader among the Jani, was also the secret head of the Novensiles, until he was ousted and sent on the run, as a result of Kotler’s interference with his plans.

      Richard was forced to go underground, leaving a void in the Novensile’s leadership that, it was now obvious, Kendell Young was more than willing to fill.

      It was difficult, however, to decide which was worse: Richard Kotler’s role with the Novensiles and their plans, or his role in manipulating his own son’s research in the most vile way imaginable, for his personal benefit.

      For decades, Richard Kotler had used his power among the Novensiles to coerce Cristoff Vellar—the former business partner of Kotler’s father, at Vellar-Kotler Genetic Research, and the ersatz guardian of young Dan and Jeffrey Kotler—into using the business as his personal healthcare provider.

      More than that, Richard had turned a section of Vellar-Kotler into a mad scientist’s dream.

      In violation of any number of international and US treaties and laws, not to mention every conceivable form of ethics and morality, Vellar-Kotler had engaged in an off-the-books human cloning program. Richard Kotler had used the technology emerging from this program to prolong and even enhance his own life.

      At 94 years old, Richard was almost in better physical shape than his own grandsons, thanks to the miracles of fringe science.

      And now, Richard was out there, somewhere, with 36 genetic samples, taken from the tombs of gods and kings, extracted from archaeological sites all over the world. Kotler had inadvertently assisted in handing those samples over to Richard and his people, and now he lost sleep wondering about the consequences.

      There was no way to know for certain Richard’s plan for the samples, but it was a sure bet that he intended to use the Vellar-Kotler cloning technology. From there, Kotler could conceive any number of ways in which these clones could be used as symbols and tools that would allow Richard to complete whatever plans were running through his twisted mind.

      All of that had, in part, contributed to what was happening here and now, in this very conference room, located in what had become the official HQ for the newly reinstated Historic Crimes.

      “When I look around this room,” Young said, smiling and scanning the people seated around the conference table, “I’m really impressed by the potential I see. I’m also impressed by the accomplishment. This could be one of the biggest interdepartmental task forces in the history of the United States. At least, that’s what they tell me,” he flashed a sparkling grin at some of the higher-ups in the room, who all nodded solemnly.

      Everyone in the room was aware of how unusual and unlikely this was: A fellowship of representatives from disparate organizations, many of which might have conflicting goals and protocols. It shouldn’t have worked. It shouldn’t have been possible. And yet…

      Kotler scanned the table, marveling at this gathering of people who held sway over so much power on the world stage: Senators, CEOs, the uber wealthy, and of course agents from among the most powerful law enforcement agencies in the US.

      It was quite a collection of power and money. But not everyone present was impressed by Kendell Young.

      Seated just to the right of the podium was Senator Arania Acosta.

      Agent Brown had filled Kotler in on Acosta’s role in all of this, as well as the things the Senator had learned and revealed from her interactions with Kendell Young.

      Young’s involvement with the Jani had become obvious once all the pieces came together. And it wasn’t much of a leap to figure out that he was a Novensile—his methods and philosophies practically demanded it.

      Acosta, on the other hand, was still a mystery in progress. As one of the Senators who had been abducted from the Senate floor in broad daylight and on live television, Acosta had become embroiled in something well beyond her seat and position. And particularly beyond her experience. Someone was using her—manipulating her by keeping her isolated and dependent on the people who had helped her rise to power. She’d been systematically isolated since the abduction, her every public appearance carefully controlled and contrived to shape public opinion, and her work within the Senate itself compromised and dictated by an outside influence.

      She had turned to Liz and Dani for help.

      That, by extension, meant that Kotler was obligated to help her, as well. By his own choice, of course, but he would take that responsibility and commitment no less seriously. He owed that much to Liz.

      How he would be able to help, of course, remained to be seen.

      The other familiar face on the Oversight Committee, and another that was not merely smiling and nodding at Kendell Young’s every word, was Ethan Patterson, the industrialist billionaire and founder of Athena Astronautics, among hundreds of other businesses and corporations.

      Patterson had reached out to Kotler a month earlier, recruiting him to help investigate the murder of an archaeobotanist who had been working for him out in the Mojave Desert. Patterson had contracted the man to search for a rare plant—the source of a drug that Patterson could use as part of his mission to liberate humanity from its dependency on the Earth, and to carry colonies out among the stars.

      It was the sort of lofty and ambitious goal that bordered on science fiction, but by Kotler’s estimate, Patterson was just the sort of man who could actually pull it off.

      The plant—known as makry ypno, or “long sleep”—had been an import. It was brought to ancient America by an errant crew of Greco-Roman sailors and shared with the local indigenous tribes. The plant had grown, hidden, in a network of lava tubes in the mountainous region of the Mohave Desert. Kotler and Denzel had been instrumental in finding it, and in defending it from a team of mercenaries, bent on harvesting it to sell to an unknown party.

      Though Kotler suspected he knew exactly who that party was.

      Shooting, bullet dodging, and scaling precarious rock faces without the proper gear had ensued, but ultimately Kotler and Denzel had survived, and rescued a severely injured FBI agent to boot. It had been a win all around.

      Patterson had informed them that he’d been approached by the Jani multiple times over the years, in an attempt to recruit him into the Order. He had also revealed that he’d been invited to join the Oversight Committee for the reboot of Historic Crimes.

      None of this, Kotler suspected, was a coincidence.

      Judging from the passive, almost bored expression on Patterson’s face as Young spoke, however, it seemed clear that Patterson was not beguiled by Young’s charms. Or, at the very least, he wasn’t buying whatever Young was selling.

      Kotler’s relationship with Patterson was a bit untried, but both Kotler and Denzel agreed it was better to keep the billionaire technologist close, to see if he could be an ally. Or to mitigate his impact as an enemy, if it came to that.

      Likewise, Agent Brown and Liz Ludlum expressed a similar perspective about Senator Acosta. It was unclear how much they could trust either Acosta or Patterson, but it was very clear that either could be an invaluable resource. And it was better to keep an eye on them, either way. Friends close, enemies closer, and the undetermined closest of all.

      Kendell Young had chattered on all this time, and Kotler refocused, mentally coming back to the room, turning to hear what the influencer had to say.

      “As we move forward into a new era,” Young said, his tone weighted with metered gravitas, “I feel confident that the resources we’ve dedicated to Historic Crimes will allow us to not only preserve history, but to make the entire world a safer place. The record of Historic Crimes, to date, has been impressive. As just a small division of the FBI, it has aided in the prevention of numerous world threats. Terrorists have been stopped. Harmful viruses have been halted. Dangerous technologies have been safeguarded. What started as a means of solving crimes involving artifacts of historic significance has evolved into something that makes the world a safer place to live. And that is something we all need.”

      Young smiled as he looked pointedly around the room, taking in each face, assured of everyone’s agreement.

      He hesitated when he came to Kotler.

      His expression flickered briefly, and there was something there that Kotler couldn’t quite read, but it hinted that Young wasn’t a fan.

      Or was that Kotler’s imagination?

      Kotler had never met Kendell Young before today. He’d watched him on YouTube a few times, but his content wasn’t what Kotler typically enjoyed. Young was very marketing focused, to the point of treating it as a life philosophy. It was clear that marketing was something of a religion to the man—both a lens for viewing the world and a tool for shaping it.

      If Young disliked Kotler, he’d hardly be the first. But given that Young had usurped Kotler’s own grandfather among the Novensiles, it wasn’t hard to figure out what the problem might be.

      Of course, names and family relations were generally kept secret in the Order. It was entirely possible that Young had no idea that Kotler was Richard’s grandson. He might have a completely different reason for disliking Kotler, though there was no real way to know what that reason could be. Not yet.

      Given the number of off-the-board pieces that nevertheless influenced the whole game, Kotler had to assume Young had information he was keeping close to his vest. Information that, Kotler knew, was probably dangerous, and would likely rear up to bite them all in their collective butts at some point.

      Whatever it was, Young’s expression passed so quickly that it almost didn’t register. If not for Kotler’s well-honed ability to read body language, he might have missed it entirely. So perhaps it was nothing more than a struggle to remember Kotler’s name, or some other innocuous thing.

      One could only hope.

      “But it’s time we take things to a new level,” Young continued. “Historic Crimes, as a small division of the FBI’s White-Collar Crimes department, has never had the sort of reach or resources it needed to tackle global threats. It’s remarkable how much the division was able to accomplish, given its limitations. But that brings us to here and now.”

      “With the establishment of this Oversight Committee, and the inclusion of experts, academics, and agents from the entire spectrum of law enforcement and beyond, we have now assembled the most elite team of resources in the history of the planet. And the scope of Historic Crimes has evolved as well. The charter has been extended and expanded. We no longer settle for merely policing theft, we now actively search out potential world threats, particularly those that leverage historic sites, artifacts, or historical documents to tip the balance of power. We have become guardians of history, and protectors against the dangers that may be hidden there. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the new Historic Crimes.”

      He raised his hands and smiled as he said this, the sort of polished-white grin that would have made Tom Cruise blush with envy. Most of the room erupted into applause, and Young soaked it in, nodding and waving, thanking everyone.

      Kotler watched.

      Young’s eyes flicked to Acosta and then scanned across the room to Liz. He passed his gaze, then, onto Kotler. For that brief instant their eyes locked, and something was transmitted. Something Kotler wasn’t yet sure about, and couldn’t quite translate. But it was the first real slip in Young’s well-crafted demeanor.

      Kotler recognized it instantly.

      Young knew who Kotler was. It was now a certainty.

      What that meant, however, and would it lead to, remained to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      “What can you tell me about Kendell Young?” Kotler asked, sipping coffee from a ceramic mug.

      Kotler, Liz, and Agents Roland Denzel and Dani Brown were all seated in a local coffee shop, just blocks away from the Manhattan FBI offices. Or, Kotler mentally corrected, the floor of the FBI offices that was now officially Historic Crimes HQ. At least until it was moved somewhere new. Young had made it clear that he wanted the whole thing to be completely autonomous, expanding the unit’s footprint in addition to its charter.

      “Wildly popular YouTuber,” Liz said. “Though he’s built kind of a media empire from there. He has a whole staff of people who produce content now, but he’s still a pretty constant part of it all. He posts on Instagram more than most teenage girls.”

      Kotler smiled at this, and Liz returned the smile, briefly, before reverting back to a neutral expression, eyes averted.

      Things were still a little uncomfortable between them. Kotler’s fault, he remembered.

      “He’s got tendrils in everything,” Agent Brown added. “He’s in thick as thieves with basically anyone who has any influence over people. Celebrities, government types, even a handful of Saudi princes.”

      “Do we know his agenda?” Denzel asked.

      Dani shook her head. “Not fully. But Senator Acosta has been helping us gather intel.”

      Kotler considered this. “Dangerous for her,” he said.

      “Same danger she was already facing,” Liz replied. “She’s been through a lot.”

      “The kidnapping,” Denzel said, nodding.

      “More than that,” Liz replied. “Young has had her increasingly isolated for months. Her own people are working for him. Cameron Michaels included.”

      “Her boyfriend?” Kotler asked.

      “And her campaign manager, head of staff, you name it,” Liz said, nodding.

      “Wasn’t he one of the abductees?” Denzel asked.

      “Yes,” Dani replied. “A mole. We think he helped orchestrate all of it.”

      Kotler shook his head, wondering at the layers of complexity and duplicity that had to have gone into the abductions. Having people on the inside was a given. It was something that the task force still running the investigation had been looking into. Cameron Michaels might have gotten a pass, inadvertently, because he’d not only been one of the abductees, he’d been one of the “heroes” of the event. His relationship with Acosta might also have played a role in camouflaging his involvement.

      How far back did Cameron’s part extend?

      “Do we think Young had anything to do with Acosta getting elected?” Kotler asked.

      “I’d put money on it,” Dani replied. “He’s using her. She’s popular. Cute. And she has a lot of sway with the younger crowd. Especially the would-be socialists.”

      “Interesting,” Kotler said, thinking and sipping his coffee. He glanced out of the coffee shop’s large front window, taking in the bustle of the Manhattan street. People moved along on the sidewalk at the usual frenetic flow. Life in the city moved constantly at pace, with no real concern over the secret machinations of a social media influencer turned global powerhouse, or anyone else, for that matter.

      “What do you think it means?” Liz asked.

      Kotler glanced up, meeting her gaze.

      She was looking at him as she used to. Curious, maybe a little admiring, though that could be wishful thinking on Kotler’s part. She had always respected his work, and the way he thought. It was their personal lives that Kotler had wrecked.

      Still… he’d take any olive branch.

      “I think Young has been playing a long game, and I think Historic Crimes has always been a part of it.”

      Liz nodded. “We agree,” she said, glancing at Dani. “But I’m not so sure he had such a direct role in the original charter. Your grandfather used his own pull to influence the founding of Historic Crimes, but we’re still not sure why.”

      Kotler sighed. “I think I know.” He looked at the faces gathered around the table, all watching him intently. “Richard has been hunting for certain historical artifacts and documents, as part of whatever he’s planning. I believe his role with the Jani was becoming compromised as his leadership of the Novensiles forced him into certain decisions and series of events. His access to the Jani’s network for finding and procuring ancient artifacts was being narrowed. Having me tied to the FBI, with the Agency’s resources, helped to open things up a little. I think our caseload for the past five years hasn’t been as random as we might have thought.”

      Denzel was holding his coffee mug in both hands, letting it hover just under his nose. “You’re saying your grandfather has been influencing our caseload all this time?”

      Kotler shook his head. “Not all of it. Not every case. But yes, mostly. I feel pretty certain that our work has been nudged, at least. So many of our cases… well, to be frank, they’ve involved me, directly.”

      “It’s been noted,” Dani said. “It was something I was asked about dozens of times as I went through the vetting process for… my new role.” She glanced quickly at Denzel, who waved the whole thing off and continued to sip his coffee.

      “I was asked about this a lot, too,” Denzel said, lowering his mug to the table. “And what could I say? I kept telling them what I knew. I thought for sure that someone would put the nix on having Kotler as part of Historic Crimes, and that they might even launch a criminal investigation. But it just…” Denzel waved a hand and made a sound, indicating things had fizzled out. “Never happened.”

      “Yeah,” Dani added, “I’ll be honest, Dr. Kotler, I couldn’t understand why you were getting off so easy.”

      Kotler winced slightly, as much from Agent Brown’s formality as from the implications of her statement.

      Like Kendell Young, it was clear that Agent Dani Brown was not a Dan Kotler fan. Despite sharing similar names, Kotler had resolved himself to the sad fact that they would not be “name buddies.” A tragedy, of course.

      But in some ways Kotler could understand why Dani didn’t care much for him. He represented an outside influence on the agency she’d dedicated her life and career to serving. From everything Kotler knew about Agent Brown, she liked the rules and structure of the Bureau. She liked bringing order to chaos. And Kotler could be a disruptive, chaotic influence. He didn’t think or behave like an agent. He wasn’t under any chain of command. He was a free agent, completely self-sufficient and capable, even insistent, on determining his own course. Orders or no orders.

      So, pretty much the antithesis of everything Agent Dani Brown stood for. Conflict was inevitable.

      “I wouldn’t say ‘easy,’ exactly,” Kotler replied. “Every time something happens, I get grilled and pestered and restricted. But yeah, I take your point. By now, I figure I should at least be in a cell somewhere, waiting for someone to finish scouring every pixel of my personal history. Especially after everything that went down at Vellar-Kotler. The company has violated more international treaties than I even knew existed, and my name is on it. But beyond some pretty uncomfortable questioning, there didn’t seem to be much scrutiny over it. No real consequences. Even when they restricted my travel, they removed the restriction after barely any time had passed. I had a guardian angel out there, somewhere.”

      “Your grandfather,” Denzel said.

      Kotler shrugged. “Maybe. It seems like the best bet. But then, here we are again. Richard is in the wind, but I’m still being brought back into Historic Crimes, even though I’m not sure Kendell Young really wants it that way.”

      “We had a little to do with that,” Liz said, exchanging glances with Dani. “We made it a condition for the two of us to come onboard.”

      Kotler glanced at Dani, who wasn’t making eye contact. He suspected she went to bat for Denzel, out of solidarity for her former boss, but may have only included Kotler for Liz’s and Denzel’s sakes.

      “I get the impression that Young would have pushed back,” Dani said. “But couldn’t.”

      “Couldn’t?” Denzel asked.

      “I think we had him over a barrel, for one reason or another,” Dani replied. “I’m not sure how.” She shrugged. “There’s still a lot about this we don’t know.”

      “At least now we’re starting to see who some of the players are,” Liz said. “I think Dani and I were put in charge of Historic Crimes so Kendell could keep an eye on us.”

      “And use us,” Dani said. “He has an agenda, for sure.”

      “So we’ll have to keep an eye on him right back,” Denzel replied. He glanced at Agent Brown. “I know you’re in charge…”

      She held up a hand. “Consider yourself the lead on the Kendell Young investigation,” she replied. “I have my hands full with running this new joint effort. I’m buried in bureaucracy. Coordinating with other agencies is enough of a headache, but dealing with the civilians makes me want to shoot someone.”

      “Let me guess,” Kotler grinned, “Ethan Patterson?”

      Dani made a sour face. “He trusts no one, dictates all terms, and I’m not sure putting a gun to his head would force him to compromise if he doesn’t see a benefit to it,” she said.

      Kotler chuckled and nodded. “That sounds about right. We’re still working out whether we can trust him, but if we can take him at his word, he’s not one of the Jani. And he seems to have some pretty pure motives for the work he’s doing. That whole thing in the Mojave Desert—finding the makry ypno plant—Patterson legitimately wants to use it to help humanity get out among the stars. The drug his company is refining and testing from it is going to make that possible, along with a ton of other benefits to humanity. I’m in the ‘sort of trust him’ phase.”

      Dani nodded, accepting this, and then turned to Denzel. “And you, Agent Denzel? What was your impression of him?”

      Denzel considered before speaking. “I don’t trust him yet,” he said. “But he hasn’t lied to us so far. Everything he’s told us has checked out. But he’s more Kotler’s asset than mine.”

      “Friend, Roland,” Kotler said. “When civilians connect with someone we say ‘friend,’ not ‘asset.’”

      “Whatever you want to call him,” Dani said, locking eyes with Kotler, “we need to get him figured out. And soon. I want to know who we can trust on that Oversight Committee. And who we can’t. So far, the trust list is very, very short. We can’t afford wild cards.”

      Kotler nodded, draining his coffee and standing. “Alright. I’m meeting with him this afternoon. I’ll find out what I can.”

      He was about to turn and leave, but hesitated. He looked back to Liz. “Hey, can we… would you want to come with me?”

      Liz glanced at Dani, then back to Kotler. “Ok,” she said. “I’d like to officially meet Ethan Patterson, anyway.”

      Kotler nodded, exchanged a quick and knowing glance with Denzel, and then escorted Liz out of the café.

      On the street, Kotler called for an Uber, which arrived in minutes. So far, he and Liz had simply stood beside each other, mostly in silence, and this continued during the Uber ride.

      It just didn’t seem like the right time to start talking. Not yet. Things were still awkward.

      But the conversation was coming.
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      Ethan Patterson’s Manhattan apartments were not far from Kotler’s own. The difference, as far as Kotler could determine, was that while Kotler owned an impressive flat that occupied the entirety of one floor of his building, Patterson owned an entire building, plus the buildings on either side of it. During Kotler’s research into the man, he had discovered that Patterson owned large swaths of city landscape all over the world, plus beachfront and mountain estates and tracts of land that included chunks of desert and open plains filled with farms, livestock, windmills and solar panels. All of Patterson’s power was produced by sustainable tech—something that impressed Kotler a great deal.

      The man was committed to his cause. And that cause, at least on its surface, was humanity’s next evolution as citizens of the universe, not just this small part of it.

      Kotler and Liz exited the Uber and stood for a moment at the foot of Patterson’s building.

      “Impressive,” Liz said.

      “I tried to buy an apartment in this building, when I first came to Manhattan,” Kotler said.

      “Oh?” Liz looked at him. “It didn’t work out?”

      “The owner at that time denied my application to the association,” Kotler said, looking at her and smiling. “He said I was ‘new money,’ and they wanted to keep a certain element out of the building.”

      “Nice,” Liz said, smiling and shaking her head. “Where is he now?”

      “He died about twelve years ago. Ethan Patterson bought the building from his estate, along with pretty much every other property the family owned in Manhattan and throughout New York State. I don’t know for sure where they all went, but they don’t live in the city anymore.”
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