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      1982 |SUDAKI TAPINAK DIG SITE, 25 KILOMETERS NORTH OF URFA, TURKEY

      Dr. Walter Frank hurried up the wooden gangplank, holding onto the guide rope for balance as the makeshift walkway swayed under his feet, creaking under his weight. This was the daily deathtrap that he and everyone else had to navigate, just to skirt around the edges of the dig, itself a dangerous and deep pit filled with plenty of stone objects to brain one’s self upon.

      They would certainly have to do something about the safety issues on site. Three people had fallen from this very walkway already, suffering various injuries as they came into rapid contact with the stone ruins below. Luckily, most of the site was still buried under layers of relatively soft sand and dirt.

      And, unfortunately, would be so for decades.

      Money was coming, Walter had been promised. And one day, perhaps by the mid-90s, not only would they have the funding to explore the temple site with greater resources, there was even talk of opening it to the public. At least in part. And a public venue would be a real boon for the research, with tourist dollars taking over for the grants that were becoming increasingly difficult to procure. For reasons Dr. Frank had never been able to fathom, his fellows in academia seemed not just reluctant to unearth this temple site. They often acted as if they were offended by it. Walter knew from experience that many of those academics were reluctant to alter any fact they learned or indeed wrote about at length in the course of obtaining their coveted PhDs. Established history was a burden on the field, and could smother research faster than sand on a campfire.

      Sudaki Tapinak—Temple of the Water.

      It was a strange name to give a set of ruins that were no less than 350 kilometers from the Mediterranean Sea, the closest large body of water in the region. The name was meant to be ironic, Walter knew. Given to the site by those who studied the growing number of strange artifacts found there. As the dig deepened and the research continued, there was a growing preponderance of sea-themed artifacts at the site, everything from ship motifs to fairly well preserved wooden oars. And, of course, the effigies carved into the stone surfaces.

      It was an enigma for certain. And one that Walter would like to continue exploring. If only the damned money would hold out.

      Their one shot at getting continued funding for this site was to get the public interested in and excited about Sudaki Tapinak—to convince the average citizen, from various regions around the globe, that this was indeed an exciting discovery, that it could change the face of history as they knew it, that it was something worth shelling out precious vacation dollars to see.

      It was exciting to academics like Dr. Walter Frank and his team, at least. But before they could get to the point of drawing tourists from around the globe, they needed to actually survive the experience of unearthing what he and the others believed was the world’s oldest man-made structure.

      That was Walter’s theory, anyway. And he was called a kook and even a heretic for it. But so far, everything they’d found here pointed to the structure being very old. Older than anything else in the region. Older than the pyramids at Giza. Though merely mentioning that as an idea was enough to get someone blacklisted in academia. One does not question the established history of Egypt in this line of work. Evidence or no evidence, it simply wasn’t done.

      One day they’d find solid proof, though. And people would have to listen.

      Maybe that day was today.

      Walter rushed through the site and came to one of the trailers they were using as an office space. He was actually living out of a trailer half this size, on another square of the grounds encircling the site. A trailer that did not have its own bathroom. Walter was forced to share a makeshift shower and toilet area that was little more than a tent providing privacy, a solar-powered pump to prime water for a tepid morning shower, and a composting toilet for which everyone rotated the duty of emptying, cleaning, and replenishing with wood chips.

      Every time he stepped into “HQ,” it felt like walking into the lobby of a luxury hotel.

      The air conditioner was humming loud enough that it drowned out the sound of generators on the site. The climate control was something of a luxury, but it was also a necessity. It kept the humidity down, and that helped with the study and preservation of some of the materials they’d already unearthed here. These artifacts and specimens had been buried under the sands for thousands of years, and the instant they came into contact with the air, they started deteriorating. The “ice box,” as some of the HQ’s workers called it, helped to deter that deterioration. Later, Walter and his team would rebury nearly everything, save for a few choice items that would be transported off site for further study. The best preservation tool they had, frankly, was the surrounding earth.

      “Dr. Frank,” Higgs greeted him as he entered.

      Dr. Elliot Higgs, from the University of Texas, was an expert in linguistics. He’d been brought to the site to help identify and translate the languages found carved in the stones here. So far, he’d discovered some incredible things.

      Much of the writing here had roots among the Phoenician language, which was exciting to discover. But there were other languages as well—enough of them that it was difficult to pinpoint which language was native to the place at the time that the temple was in operation.

      “Found something?” Walter asked. He stepped up to the table where Higgs was examining several objects that had been unearthed just that morning.

      “Something is one way to put it,” Higgs replied, smiling and nodding at the object before him. “Something wildly out of place here. I’m at a loss.”

      Walter took out a small case from his shirt pocket and lifted out his glasses. He hated that he needed these, and needed them more and more as time passed. But without them, he had a hard time seeing the close-up detail of small objects. And carrying them around was a small price to pay for that privilege.

      He dropped the glasses to the end of his nose and peered down at the object of Higgs’ interest.

      It was oval shaped and covered in a calcified shell. Patches of the shell were chipped away and missing, however, and Walter could see that those open patches revealed an intricate pattern carved over the surface of the object beneath. He could also make out the faint diamond shape of an indention in the center of the artifact.

      Walter glanced up at Higgs, smiling. “You’ve managed to remove some of the calcification.”

      Higgs nodded. “It’s coming away with some effort. I’m experimenting with different solutions to try to dissolve it, or at least soften it. But the second I saw what this was, I knew I had to stop everything and call for you.”

      Walter frowned and shook his head. “What is it?” He glanced back at the artifact. It wasn’t anything he’d seen before. It was roughly the size of a hardcover book, and covered in those intricate lines, which appeared to be a metallic filigree. Silver, perhaps. Or maybe something else. They would need to have a metallurgical analysis done to identify it.

      “Well, for a start,” Higgs said, standing beside Walter and leaning in. He held a ballpoint pen in his right hand and used this to point and trace the shape of the diamond pattern. “This shape, and the one within… it took me a bit, but I think I recognize them. I think this diamond shape is a version of ingwar—a Viking rune that means ‘fertility.’ And here,” he moved the tip of the pen to outline the shape of an angular “J” character. “This symbol is a bit easier to decipher. I believe it’s laguz. The symbol of water, but also for the power of renewal. In Viking writing it was was often used to indicate that a tale was a dream or fantasy.”

      “But the way you’ve oriented the object, that symbol would be upside down, correct?”

      Higgs nodded. “This was the way the artifact was oriented when it was discovered. It was placed in a carved indention in the vertical surface of a pillar, which bears similar patterns. The pillar itself is crumbled and broken, but the indention that supported the artifact remains intact.”

      “Fascinating,” Walter said, nodding. Then it suddenly dawned on him what Higgs had said. “Wait… are you saying these are Viking runes? How could this possibly be from the Vikings? So far, this site appears to be almost ten thousand years old! Viking culture didn’t emerge until the late eight century. How is this possible?”

      Higgs shook his head. “I don’t have many answers, and I likely have twice as many questions as you do. But if you’ll allow me to speculate…” He hesitated, glancing at Walter.

      “Go ahead,” Walter said, grinning. “It’s as much a job requirement in this business as anything else.”

      Higgs nodded in appreciation. “Well, there are several signs of seafaring people on site here. The Phoenicians, for certain. But there are indicators of other sailing cultures, and a preponderance of references to the sea and to sailing. Given that we are more than 300 kilometers from the Mediterranean Sea, that seems very strange. But if we speculate that this may have actually been a port city, in some distant time when the waters covered this region, then there are lots of possibilities.”

      “Is one of those that Vikings sailed here, ten thousand years before they existed?” Walter asked, skeptical.

      Higgs shook his head, then shrugged. “It seems unlikely, of course. And likely it’s not actually Vikings. But perhaps some precursor of Viking culture did sail here. Some group that shares a linguistic history with them. In the chamber where this artifact was found, we discovered other… we’ll just call them proto-viking artifacts and writing. Things that look very much like that culture, anyway, though much older. I think this artifact is an early representation of the Norse runes ingwar and laguz. I guess if we’re following that line of logic, these would be considered proto-runes.”

      “Proto-runes from a proto-viking culture?” Walter smiled.

      “It’s a hypothesis,” Higgs shrugged, also smiling. “I’m making this up as I go.”

      “Fascinating,” Walter said again, bending to once more study the artifact.

      “But… that’s not all,” Higgs said, again hesitant.

      Walter looked up from his stooped position, curious. “What else?”

      Higgs picked up a lantern battery from the table. There were wires connected to its terminals, each with the insulation stripped from their ends.

      “Watch,” Higgs said.

      He placed the battery near the artifact, then took the two wires and touched them to different points of the metal filagree, at opposite sides of the stone.

      When he did this, Walter was shocked to see the object start to glow—at first a faint, pulsing orange, emanating from the runes in its center, that then brightened to become visible even in the brightly lit makeshift research lab.

      Walter made a surprised, appreciative noise, and involuntarily leaned in closer.

      “Granted, this is only nine volts,” Higgs said. “One of the technicians estimates that this thing can handle much more power. I discovered this when I was experimenting with using electrolysis to try to dissolve the calcified shell. The artifact started glowing immediately and stayed lit as long as there was power connected to it. But it drains these lantern batteries pretty quick.”

      As if to demonstrate that fact, the orange glow faded as Walter watched.

      “Are you telling me this is some kind of… of technology?”

      Higgs placed the battery aside and straightened to look Walter in the eye. He hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “I… I think so. Don’t ask me what it does. It’s well beyond anything I’ve ever seen. But yes… it’s some kind of… device.”

      Walter was stunned. He stepped away from the table, but immediately moved forward again, bracing himself on the table’s edge. “Astounding,” he said, softly.

      He thought for a moment, aware that Higgs was watching him. He looked up. “You’re wondering what we do with it,” he said.

      Higgs nodded. “We’re under legal obligation to tell the Turkish government about it. But I’m…” He hesitated.

      “Worried,” Walter offered, nodding. “Worried that it’ll disappear before we have a full understanding of what it is and what it was for.”

      Higgs nodded again.

      Walter considered this. “You’re right. We have an obligation to report all of our findings.” He hesitated before continuing. “But there’s nothing specifying when we have to make those disclosures. And it would only be the responsible thing for us to ascertain as much as possible about the artifact before we let any details get out. It’s our obligation to vet what we find here, to give a thorough and accurate report.” He eyed Higgs. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Higgs nodded, wide-eyed. “Absolutely,” he said. “We wouldn’t want to lend to unfounded speculation. That would just be… bad research.”

      Walter huffed. “Ok. Then what we need is more information. We need to have someone examine it to determine what it’s made of. Maybe we can get a ballpark idea of how old it is. That in itself could help answer some questions.”

      “Or generate a whole list of new ones,” Higgs responded.

      Walter nodded. “There’s always that. The best we can ever hope for is to ask the right questions.”

      Higgs agreed. “There’s just one problem,” he said. “While I do think this is some form of technology, it’s well beyond anything we have today. It’s advanced. Our own technology isn’t even advanced enough to be partially compatible with it. We’re decades away from being able to reliably determine anything about it.”

      Walter considered this. “So you’re saying it may take longer to do our due diligence than it would usually take?”

      “By decades,” Higgs replied.

      Walter thought for a moment. “Ok, then,” he said. “We’d better get started. Our technology will just have to catch up.”
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      TWO YEARS AGO | US-TURKEY COOPERATIVE RESEARCH FACILITY | URFA, TURKEY

      “This way, Senator,” one of the researches smiled and waved him through.

      Senator Ed Haskins followed, eager to get through the tour of the facility itself and finally see what he’d come here for. He’d pulled a lot of strings to be the one to oversee this project from the US side. He’d danced a pretty complicated jig, too. The US had its interests in this kind of thing, but there was a stretch when it came to allocating funding and resources. Many of his colleagues on the Hill were keen to openly question the expenditures, wondering pointedly, “What do we get out of this?”

      Haskins had come up with some answers. Stretched, thin, like so much Silly Putty on a comics page. But the pictures he showed, distorted as they might be, were still enticing enough to get the votes.

      This was a personal pursuit, though. He was willing to admit that.

      Ever since the reports had come across his desk, his imagination had been on fire about all of this. He’d already been obsessed with Göbekli Tepe, and the folds upon folds of new history and discovery that were coming out of that site. He would never admit it to anyone on the Hill, but he was quite the history geek.

      But this new site—new being quite a relative term—had him laying sleepless at night. Sudaki Tapinak, the Temple on the Water, was primed to upset all the apple carts. Everything they knew about everything that had ever been was starting to be overtaken by a river of lava, folding out in molten piles with each new discovery.

      The one that fascinated Haskins was the Proto-Vikings.

      He loved Vikings. Everything about them. He studied them, devoured every book, every documentary, every podcast he could find on them. He’d been obsessing over all things viking for years. Including their mythology.

      So when he learned that there were notes of a viking presence at the site, and that indeed there was a recovered artifact bearing viking runes, he had to see it for himself.

      The site, the temple, had been glorious. They’d spent a full day there, guided among the recovered ruins, lectured over the theories. There was plenty to theorize over—nothing in the temple should really have existed. The deeper they dug, the more they ran carbon dating and other scans, the more they used LIDAR and other tools, the deeper this well of history seemed to go. And the crazier it seemed to get.

      Now, as he was led by two of the facility’s researchers through the maze of labs and the mountains of intriguing equipment, finally he came to stand at a table. One that bore only a single object.

      The artifact.

      The rune.

      Or runes, he guessed. They had explained to him that the symbol carved into the artifact was a combination of runes. That was the speculation.

      Proto-runes.

      That was also fascinating and inspiring, that something so old could reveal something so new.

      Haskins wasn’t proficient enough to actually read or decipher the runes, but seeing the artifact itself thrilled him. The threads of metal woven into its surface formed patterns that remind him of the drawings he used to make as a kid. Complex trails drawn in pencil on graph paper. Something that his young mind could pretend was ancient and mysterious. Something that hinted at an ancient world, another realm, populated by the creatures of mythology.

      Now, the real thing was right in front of him. It thrilled him.

      He leaned in close, inspected it, followed the traces of metal with his eyes. He looked up, grinning at the two researchers.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said.

      They were smiling and nodding. They were thrilled to have someone here who appreciated their work, Haskins knew. And he did. He appreciated it very much.

      He straightened, and with a glint in his eye, he asked, “So… is it true? What this does, when you put power to it?”

      One of the researchers smiled. “Oh yes! Do you… do you want to see?”

      “I flew thousands of miles for this,” the Senator grinned. “Of course I want to see.”

      There was much nodding and much smiling as the two researchers went to work. They pulled cables from a spool on a nearby table and used clamps to attach these to the artifact. Then they fired up a large device, which hummed to life. Haskins smelled ozone.

      The artifact began to glow.

      The light was warm, yellow and orange, and was coming from the rune and the metallic lines etched into the surface.

      Haskins again leaned in, glanced at the researchers for assurance, and at their nods, he turned his attention fully back to the ancient device.

      A miracle. Technology, from an age so far in the past that it was completely lost to human memory. They’d been digging and searching for decades, and had only made the tiniest scratch on the surface. More mysteries were uncovered every day, it seemed.

      But none so fascinating as this glowing rune before him.

      His imagination fired. He remembered all those tales he’d read as a kid, all the stories he’d read and heard and seen over the years. He thought about the mythology of the Norse, the gods and the realms, the World Tree, Yggdrasil.

      It all came flooding into his mind. He could feel it as much as see it.

      “Something is happening,” one of the researchers said.

      The alarm in his voice startled Haskins out of his reverie, and he looked up to see both researchers staring at a set of monitors.

      “We’re registering a cascade of frequencies,” the other researcher said. “What… what is this?”

      Haskins was about to join them, to see what they were seeing, to observe and let them do their work. But he hesitated when the glow increased.

      In the air above the artifact, a swirl of light formed. A vortex of orange and yellow, like a cyclone of flame. Haskins stepped back, his eyes wide. He was about to call out, to say something to the researchers, when suddenly the vortex expanded. The light from it flashed and momentarily blinded him.

      When he opened his eyes, the vortex of light was still swirling around him and the two researches, as if they were standing in the center of a basin of water, draining in a swirl around them. The researchers looked as mystified as he was.

      And there was more.

      The lab was gone. The white walls and floors, the racks of equipment, all gone. Only the table and the artifact remained.

      Instead of the lab, they were now standing in a lush green space. Trees rose all around them. The open sky was above them.

      “What…” Haskins started, but his voice sounded muffled to his own ears. He looked up to see the two researchers, who appeared to be shouting at him. They pointed to the artifact. They gestured.

      He couldn’t hear them, but he thought he understood what they were asking.

      He reached out and gripped the cables that were clamped to the artifact. He pulled hard, and the clamps snapped free.

      The light exploded then and again blinded him. A force struck him, staggered him back, threw him to the ground. He felt a wave of electric cold tingle over the skin of his entire body, and he shouted in fear.

      He opened his eyes just in time to see the light fade.

      In the lab, in Urfa, the table reappeared, along with the artifact on its surface, the power cables dangling, one of them sliding and dropping with a clatter to the floor.

      An alarm sounded throughout the facility, screeching a warning that something had happened. Researchers and armed security rushed into the room, and stood gawking at what they were seeing. And what they were not seeing.

      The rune continued to glow for an instant more until the light faded entirely.

      The three men who had been standing in the room when the blast happened were simply… gone.
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      PRESENT DAY | DR. DAN KOTLER’S APARTMENT, MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

      Kotler dropped his leather travel bag into the gap between his front door and the little side table—the spot where he kept his keys, his wallet, and all the accoutrement and everyday carry of modern daily life. These items, too, were wearily dropped into the ornate glass tray that served double duty as decor and temporary storage. Normally he used care, placed those items there, in a particular, nitpicky order. He was too tired for that. Too tired for pseudo-OCD.

      Unburdened, he closed the door behind him, stood up straight, and sighed.

      Kotler was home. Finally.

      The last few weeks had been intended as a vacation, and had instead become a thrilling but exhausting exploration of a newly unearthed network of Templar tunnels, previously buried under the city of Acre, Israel. Kotler had found himself—per usual, he had to admit—smack in the middle of hot soup, on the run from armed and dangerous men seeking Templar treasure. His only escape had been to run blindly into the deadly gamut of the Templar initiate’s path, to survive by his own wits, and to ultimately scale his way out of the grimy dark and into an Israeli tourist stop, of all places.

      So, the usual. Or so it seemed, these days. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. At the moment, he mostly just felt tired.

      Finding the tunnel and scaling his way out of it had been weeks ago. After that Kotler had to first explain himself and his recent adventure to the local authorities, which ultimately led to him “volunteering” to help in the recovery of the remains of Dr. Javin Haik—the site’s lead researcher—as well as the bodies of the men who had killed Kotler’s friend. Men who had barreled into the tunnel in search of treasure, oblivious to the fact that such places routinely came with security, in the form of dangerous and deadly traps meant to prevent the very thing they were set to do. The men ended up triggering a flood of sea water, drowning themselves in the ruins. Israeli divers managed to plug the inlet of water and used pumps to drain the tunnel, allowing access.

      After helping to recover the bodies, Kotler was asked to stay on in an advisory capacity, to fill in the gap left by Javin’s death and to provide insight and guidance for the rest of the team, who would be picking up the threads and exploring the tunnels. Kotler’s inadvertent discovery of the initiate’s path below the city was already opening up reams of new theories and speculation in the archaeological community. Of course, Kotler was far from a favorite in those circles, which led to many passive aggressive accusations regarding the site’s authenticity.

      Such was the way of things. Kotler had long since gotten used to the slights, the snide comments, the thinly veiled or even openly proclaimed accusations. After all, he had committed the worst possible crime in academic circles—he’d proven some of their theories wrong. More than once.

      They’d live. And so would Kotler. In a few weeks, someone among the elite would arrive to take full credit for everything discovered in Acre, and Kotler would be just an inconvenient footnote. He could live with that. It had been this way for a long while now. Kotler’s pursuit of history was about knowledge, not fame and fortune. Though a “thank you” would be nice.

      The tragedy of Javin’s murder was still with him and still broke his heart. Javin had been a mere acquaintance when he’d first emailed Kotler about the Templar tunnel, but he had been a genial and intelligent man. And likable. Kotler had warmed to him quickly, and now genuinely mourned him.

      The best Kotler had been able to do to honor his new friend was to take over his work, at least temporarily, and keep the research going. Javin had given his life for this. The least Kotler could do was ensure that it continued.

      He quickly found himself engrossed in the exploration site—a few miles of tunnels extending beneath the hillside, under the streets of Acre. Kotler was fascinated by what they were discovering, and in many ways, this did turn into the vacation he’d been after. He was thrilled to contribute, and the insights they came to, coupled with his personal experience in the tunnels and his own expertise, led to even more discoveries along the initiate’s path. The history of these hidden tunnels would open new doors to understanding the Templars. It was exciting stuff.

      It reminded him of why he’d gotten into archaeology in the first place—the exploration of history’s lost back rooms, the deeper look into human cultures both ancient and modern, the hint of understanding that came with picking history apart and putting disparate pieces together to reveal the puzzle.

      Kotler had come to anthropology in search of an answer to the most popular question in the universe: “Why?”

      Packed in that single, three-letter word was a cache of mysteries and dangers and troubles that would put Pandora’s box to shame. It wasn’t just a question. It was the question. The question that mattered most in all of history. The question that shaped reality and destiny alike.

      And at the moment, it was the furthest question from Kotler’s mind.

      After weeks of sleeping in dreary hotel rooms, catching catnaps in mildewing underground tombs, sleeping fitfully and painfully on day-long flights over the Atlantic, not to mention weeks of eating meals composed mostly of protein bars and Israeli military rations, all Kotler wanted was to grab a quick bite, take a hot shower, and drop into the soft bliss of his own bed. Perhaps following a quick dram of scotch. Perhaps two wee drams.

      This was all he’d dreamt about for weeks. And now he was finally here. Even for Kotler, accustomed to gallivanting the globe at a moment’s notice, it was very, very good to be home.

      He had decided the shower was the priority, and was kicking off his shoes, shucking his shirt, dropping it on the back of his sofa to be picked up and deposited in the laundry at a later time. Before he’d managed to repeat the effort with the rest of his clothing, however, there was a knock on his door.

      This was unusual.

      For a start, as far as anyone important in his life knew, he was still in flight. He hadn’t even sent a text to Liz or to Denzel to let them know he was back in the States. He planned to get to them after a long, restful sleep.

      But the second anomaly was the fact of someone even knocking on his door in the first place.

      Kotler’s apartment dominated half of an entire floor of a private high rise. It was a building which, by its very nature and design, strongly discouraged drop-bys, with a litany of barriers to casual entry.

      There was a doorman—Ernest—who stood watch over the front entrance with the same diligence as the palace guards at Buckingham. There was the automated security system that kept every ground level door locked tight, accessible only by key code, and even then with an alert sounding at the security desk, telling the guards that a door was ajar. And just getting on the elevator was an exercise in navigating biometrics and security features that would make the NSA proud.

      There was all of that, plus… Kotler had a buzzer.

      Who knocks on a door these days?

      Kotler took his phone out of his hip pocket and checked the front door camera. There in the hallway stood a man in a dark suit. The sort of suit that Kotler immediately recognized after years of consulting with the FBI and other federal agencies.

      The man was either an agent or a seriously overdressed DoorDash driver.

      Kotler padded in bare feet to the door. He considered answering via the door camera, but something about the visit set off an alarm for him. Agents didn’t typically make unannounced house calls for the fun of it.

      He suddenly regretted not alerting Liz or Denzel to his arrival, and glanced at his phone, wondering if he should call now.

      The man knocked again, and Kotler tucked his phone in his pocket and opened the door.

      “Dr. Kotler,” the man in the suit said, extending a hand as he stood in the doorway.

      Kotler shook his hand. “And you are?”

      The man nodded and took out a small leather wallet from his coat pocket, revealing a badge emblazoned with the seal of the Central Intelligence Agency, as well as the words “Special Agent” engraved across the top. In the little plastic window facing the badge was an official ID with the man’s photo. “I’m Agent Hosaam Nader,” he said, folding the wallet and tucking it away. “With the CIA.”

      Kotler nodded. “Interesting name you have there,” he said.

      Nader’s face remained composed, but Kotler thought he saw a sour note touch the man’s expression. “My parents immigrated from Jordan before I was born,” he said, and Kotler now thought he detected a note of irritation in the agent’s voice. He had clearly had to defend his name in the past.

      “I meant from an etymological perspective,” Kotler smiled. “I assume you’re aware of the irony of your name, given your occupation?”

      “Yeah, ‘sword of justice.’ My father was particularly fond of pointing that out.”

      “Not to mention your last name. ‘Unique and extraordinary’ isn’t a bad affirmation for a surname.”

      Nader nodded at this as well. He relaxed a bit, but Kotler could see he hadn’t come to discuss entomology or his heritage.

      “What can I do for you, Agent Nader?”

      “You came highly recommended by several people, as someone we should consult. There’s an… object. An artifact that was recovered from Sudaki Tapinak, back in the 80s. Something a bit unusual.”

      Kotler peered at him. He had heard the name of that site before. Like its sister site, Gobëkli Tepe, Sudaki Tapinak represented a game-changing historical find. The site was lesser known than its more famous sibling, but it had proven no less intriguing to those who were paying attention.

      “Recovered in the 80s?” Kotler asked, confused. “I thought the majority of the initial dig happened in the early 2000s?”

      “It did,” Nader agreed. “This particular dig was an early startup attempt at the site. When funding for it fell through, all the artifacts they recovered were either buried or taken off site and stored in a secure facility, under lock and key by the Turkish government. As things have progressed at the site, and with Gobëkli Tepe gaining so much notoriety, someone rediscovered the Sudaki archive.”

      Kotler stood aside and waved Nader in. The topic had taken an interesting turn, and Kotler was a sucker for a good ancient origin theory. Most turned out to be more mythology than history, but some opened new doors into the past. Kotler had been a part of unearthing a lot of new findings that were tipping modern archaeology on its side.

      Nader stepped through the doorway and Kotler closed the door behind him.

      “Ok, Agent Nader,” Kotler said, peering at him. “You have my attention. What is it about this artifact that has the Central Intelligence Agency paying me a visit? Isn’t archeology a bit outside the CIA’s charter?”

      Nader nodded. “A bit. But there are mitigating circumstances. I can’t discuss those just yet. But my sources tell me that your research interests include comparative mythology and linguistics,” he said. “Your primary field of study is Anthropology.”

      “Yes,” Kotler confirmed.

      “And you also have a PhD in Quantum Physics?”

      Kotler raised one eyebrow and nodded. “Yes. It was…” He hesitated. His first instinct in situations like this was to make a joke. He tended to run with his instincts. “I basically went into the family business,” he said.

      A joke, but also a test. One that the CIA agent rose to.

      “I’ve read your file,” Nader replied. “Your father was a physicist and your mother was a mathematician.”

      Kotler waited for him to continue.

      “Your grandfather… he also had quite the… technical background.”

      There it was. All the proof Kotler needed to know just how deep of a background check Nader had run. He would expect no less from the CIA, of course.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Kotler said. Was this about Richard? Had his grandfather escaped? Or had they found some other horrible thing that the senior Kotler had been into? Something that threatened national security, all the way from Turkey?

      “Agent Nader, what is it that you’re asking from me?” There was perhaps more of an edge to Kotler’s voice than he had intended.

      Nader nodded. “I’m here to ask for your help with something we think might be right in your wheelhouse.”

      “Help with what, exactly?”

      “In order to tell you the full details, you’re going to have to come with me. There’s a plane waiting to take us to Urfa.”

      “Urfa… Turkey?” Kotler asked. He shook his head. “Impossible. I just got back. Literally. I walked in the door
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