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      West Orange, New Jersey—December 10, 1914

      Thomas Edison stood on the lawn of his West Orange laboratory and watched the buildings burn.

      All around him he heard the sounds of the fire brigade—bells clanging, horses clomping as they brought wagons of water and men to the site. There were even some of Ford’s automobiles racing forward, skidding to a stop so that men could rush out and add their hands to help fight the blaze.

      Edison didn’t look at them, but instead watched as his life’s work literally went up in smoke. Ten buildings filled with his patents, his research, his prototypes, and his finished inventions—the work that he and his people had labored over for decades would soon be only so much ash.

      He smiled and even chuckled to himself a bit.

      Local people were gathering now, of course, shuffling out of their homes or places of business. A great number were his own employees—many of whom had been busy working when the klaxons sounded and they were forced to rush outside. Those that had homes close by eventually gathered with their families, if they had them. The rest either rushed to help put out the fire or stood aside gawking in disbelief. Some even wept.

      Charlie Edison stood not far from his father, amid a cluster of workers and neighbors. He looked so distraught that it almost made Edison burst out laughing. Edison made his way to Charlie, and when he reached him he said, “Go get your mother and her friends! They’ll never see a fire like this again!”

      Charlie looked at him, half dazed. “Poppa, it’s all burning! All of your work!”

      Edison smiled and shook his head, waving dismissively toward the ten burning buildings. “It’s alright,” Edison said. “We’ve just got rid of a lot of rubbish.”

      Charlie stared at his father, shaking his head unconsciously. Edison knew what his son was thinking. His old man had lost his mind. His life’s work burned right in front of him, and Edison stood and watched with a smile on his face. What would this mean to the business? What would it mean to the employees and their families? What would it mean to Edison himself?

      Edison planned to answer those questions. He knew, as surely as he knew his own name, that they would come. And soon. The press would be there, as they had always been there.

      Edison didn’t mind. He actually liked the press. He’d figured them out years ago. He knew that if he gave them a good enough show, they’d lap it up and print just about anything he wanted. He could control every word of their stories, just by being a good showman. He’d done it most of his career. He was a master at it.

      Charlie did as he was told, running to fetch his mother and her friends. They would come and gawk and whisper to each other, telling themselves stories of how Edison brought this disaster upon himself, with all of his ‘research and scientific study.’ They would say this was his great fall. They would imply that it had been inevitable. He was trying to accomplish too much, to fly too high, they’d say. His wings were made of wax, and now he’d finally gone too close to the sun.

      That made Edison smile even more.

      Because he knew a secret.

      He had started this fire.

      No one else would ever know the truth of it. He would allow the stories to run rampant, allow the gossip to take root wherever it could. He would say nothing to correct the record. All these people, these lookers-on, would cover what he’d done better than any story he could concoct himself.

      He had insured the place, of course. But the money would barely scratch the surface. By his own estimate, Edison figured he’d just burned up nearly a million dollars in research and materials and equipment. All of his records, all the test materials he and his employees had gathered over decades of research—all gone. The insurance might cover a third of the damage, if that much.

      But it was worth it.

      Hours later, when the buildings were just heaps of cinder and ash, Edison stood in a cleared circle, with people gathered all about. He looked at the gaggle of reporters as they stood impatiently, chomping, waiting for him to throw them their meat. And so he did.

      Someone had produced an apple crate, and Edison stood on this like a stage. He put his hands in his pockets, which he knew made him look relaxed, confident, unfazed.

      He told the reporters that it might appear to be a sad day, but the reality was this was a rare opportunity. He told them that much had been lost, but the real treasures were still alive. The thoughts and memories and ideas were still there, even without his lab. He told them he was exhausted from being here until the very end, until the last drop of water left the brigade’s buckets, and the last flame flickered out. But he left them with one abiding message.

      “Although I am over 67 years old,” he stated, “I will start over again tomorrow.”

      That simple statement prompted cheers from his own employees, as well as from the crowds of citizens, and even the reporters themselves. Everyone loved a hero, especially one of legendary proportions. And Edison had done much to make himself legendary in his time.

      It was true, too. He would start again. In fact, the next morning, after taking one of his customary naps, Edison oversaw the start of rebuilding the facility. He directed workers to start using fresh materials as well as salvaged materials, to build new spaces for the work to continue. No one questioned the fact that both workers and materials were already in place and ready to go. This was Edison—the Wizard of Menlo Park. He had but to wave his hand, and such things appeared.

      No one would ever guess or know that he had arranged for all of this in advance. He could start at daybreak the next morning because he had planned to start then, anyway.

      He stood right at the edge of the construction zone when the men began their work. He watched as they cleared the ash and ruins of the old and started building the new. They retrieved a few things from the ruins, and Edison was glad of it. But none of that really mattered. The only thing he actually cared about had been removed before the fire had even begun.

      In fact, his most prized possession rested in the pocket of his coat right this very minute.

      He slipped a hand in his pocket and felt it there. The weight of it was comforting. Solid.

      In his travels and research and study, he had never encountered an artifact quite like this one. But it had changed everything for him.

      A small, triangular shaped bit of stone, almost the size of his palm. It had various markings engraved in its surface, with fine threads of gold weaving patterns he was only just starting to understand—a language lost to history, translatable only in fragments so far.

      Along its edges were grooves, indicating that this was a piece of a larger object—a second half. Edison had studied that stone, too, and had separated the two halves so that only he could have access to what the two stones could unlock together. These stones had given more to the world than anyone would ever know. And there was more on the way.

      There were hints of something bigger. Something ancient. All Edison had to do was prepare and study.

      He’d already learned so much. Many of his inventions had come as a result of studying this one artifact and following where it had led him. Much of his life’s work—along with all the fame and all the accolades and all the wealth—could be traced back to this little triangle of stone and its mate across the sea. Though no one in the world, not even his family, knew of either stone’s existence.

      If he was the Wizard of Menlo Park, then this was his Philosopher’s Stone.

      But his next great achievement would make him more than just a Wizard. What he planned to do next would make him a Master of History.

      Edison knew that all great leaps forward required ‘burning the nest.’ Like the legendary phoenix, in order to be born new, to gain true power, one had to lay all of the past in ash and cinder. There was a power in wiping the slate clean and starting again—in turning your back on the past and starting on a new path. There was power in rebirth.

      That’s what this was. This little exercise was the crucible that would purify Edison and his employees. It would be a rallying cry. It would get them on track for something bigger than they had managed to accomplish so far. Bigger than light bulbs and batteries and phonographs. Bigger than anything his men had been working on before the fire.

      There had been too many lines of pursuit. He knew that. He’d known it for quite some time. Their focus had been too split, and so they were less effective than they could have been.

      But what he’d built here—it had been unstoppable. It had too much momentum for even Edison himself to put on the brakes. Unless, of course, he was willing to destroy it all for this new cause.

      And he was.

      As the crews arrived and the work started in earnest, Edison busied himself with directing his foremen and the crews. He prioritized their workload. And he oversaw reclamation. Anything that was found in the rubble which was still viable, Edison wanted transferred to a location miles away. “To be sorted later,” Edison said. Much of it, he knew, would never see the light of day again. Not in his lifetime, at least. But the nostalgic part of him wanted to hold on to all of it—reminders of who he’d come to be here.

      He directed the crews to clear the rubble, but before they began rebuilding, he added an addition. He fancied one of Ford’s automobiles, he said, and an invention so fine needed a good home. “We’ll build a garage,” he said. “And we will make it usable as a workspace as well.” He handed the foreman onsite a blueprint—one which he himself had drafted. It detailed exactly what Edison wanted, including some non-standard items. The foreman was a man Edison had dealt with many times in the past, and he was used to some of Edison’s eccentricities. He never questioned a thing, but instead got his men to work on the task of digging and laying foundations.

      Edison watched that work for a time and went on to direct the rest of the rebuilding.

      This was the fresh start he needed. It was the first step on the road to something so big, so monumental, that it had been spoken about as far back as Plato, in his works Timaeus and Critias—works that most assumed to be wholly allegorical.

      What Edison had in his coat pocket, however, was something far from allegory. It was proof. It was a key. It was part of a larger map that would point, inevitably, to a lost civilization, and all the science and technology that was buried with it.

      From these ashes, Edison thought, a new world will rise from the old. He smiled at the poetry of it, and then busied himself with the task of rebuilding his labs, so that he could start reshaping the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Laos, 60 Miles East of Chavan—September 13, 1974

      They weren’t supposed to be here. That’s what made this all the more tricky.

      Technically, the US had no presence or jurisdiction in Laos. US troops were never to set foot ‘over the fence.’ The hot territory was Vietnam, and that’s where Captain McCarthy and his SOG team were meant to stay.

      But orders were orders.

      Their mission was interference. Pull attention away from another operation, happening about fifty klicks to the West of their current position. And for three days, that’s exactly the play they ran. For more than 72 hours now, McCarthy and his men had dodged and fired and crawled their way through dense jungle, fighting an enemy that surrounded them on every side, defending a big patch of nothing at all, while another team ran a more targeted and clandestine operation somewhere to the West. Their only job—keep the enemy occupied while this other team made easy ingress and got out again with less than a scratch.

      And it worked.

      McCarthy led 16 Army special forces operatives, plus a few hundred Montagnard mercenaries, straight up the backside of the North Vietnamese. And he’d made it hurt.

      For three days they had taken on the enemy right on their home turf, and in the end it had required calling in an airstrike to lift them out. Three Sikorsky CH-53 helicopters and a number of fixed-wing aircraft had performed a shocking number of strafing runs and dodges through live fire, with the birds dropping in to pick up McCarthy’s men in groups. The injured went out first, and one CH-53 was dropped by enemy fire before everyone was out of the hot zone.

      To everyone’s surprise, not one American soldier died on the mission. Three of McCarthy’s Montagnards had taken fatal hits—something that McCarthy mourned over right alongside their compatriots. But considering the level of threat, and the odds against them, this mission went off as smooth as butter.

      Operation Crosswind was a success.

      And in more ways than one.

      McCarthy was on one of the last birds to leave the hot zone. Clouds of tear gas wafted among the trees, and in the morning light it looked like a menacing fog. He saw enemy combatants ducking for cover as the fixed-wings laid suppression fire. And he saw the fallen CH-53—now a smoking wreck that was almost unidentifiable. They had hit it with missiles and incendiaries, to prevent the enemy from salvaging it for use against American troops, and its smoldering corpse made for a haunting image that would stick with McCarthy for the rest of his life.

      At McCarthy’s feet, rumbling and vibrating on the floor of the CH-53, was a footlocker filled with an unexpected treasure.

      After three days of fighting their way through the jungle, and just before calling in air strikes and rescue, one of McCarthy’s men called in a find. While clearing a spider hole, they came across a cache of documents—maps, communiques, troop orders. It was a huge intelligence find, and potentially a tide-turning boon for the Americans. The cache contained information on troop deployment, as well as key locations that would be strike targets soon enough.

      But it also contained something else.

      McCarthy put a hand in his pocket and felt the little stone triangle there. And with it, the neatly rolled piece of parchment that was a map more ancient than anything McCarthy had ever before seen. It was wrapped in protective plastic, but it still seemed somehow vulnerable to the high humidity of the region. McCarthy didn’t know much about antiquities or ancient artifacts, but he knew treasure when he saw it.

      They’d been found by Van Burren and his Hatchet force—two odd, out-of-place pieces of ancient history, hidden among the cache of military intelligence.

      Van Burren was a slimy bastard—he and McCarthy had a history of static. The man came into the war with money, and a profound sense of entitlement. He had risen in the ranks quickly, and that had just exacerbated his attitude problems. McCarthy didn’t like him, didn’t trust him, and didn’t want him on his team. But orders were orders. And Van Burren did happen to be good at ferreting out enemy intelligence.

      Van Burren was also an expert on antiquities—the product of a wealthy upbringing.

      He’d shown McCarthy the map, and the stone. He hadn’t had much choice—several members of Van Burren’s Hatchet force were extremely loyal to McCarthy, and they’d been there in the moment when Van Burren had opened the foot locker. They’d seen everything that was in there, and it hadn’t escaped their notice that an ancient looking map and a stone straight out of Lord of the Rings had been right on top of the intelligence cache. McCarthy was going to know about it, either way.

      Van Burren had grinned when he handed it over, proud of himself for the find, but also trying to snow McCarthy into believing that, ‘aw shucks,’ he’d intended to hand this over all along. And he had explained to McCarthy exactly what it was. Or, at least, what he could interpret that it was from the writing on the map.

      “The markings on the stone—I have no idea what those mean,” Van Burren said. “But the map has some handwritten notes, in pencil. And there are map coordinates on it that I’m pretty sure were not written by our NVA buddies here.”

      “What’s it a map of?” McCarthy had asked.

      Van Burren didn’t know. “Some island, I think,” he had said. “But the real important part is what’s on that island. The notes talk about gold and other treasures. And a lot of it.”

      Gold. Of course Van Burren was concerned about gold. McCarthy wasn’t sure he could prove it just yet, but he suspected that Van Burren was using US troops and resources to run drugs, art, artifacts, and anything else he could profit from. Finding a large cache of gold would be a huge windfall for Van Burren. He’d be richer than he was now. Maybe rich enough to buy his way out of the war and get back home with pockets filled with loot.

      Meanwhile, McCarthy—the ‘old man’ of the group, since he was the only one to have reached 30 years old so far—he’d be lucky to even survive long enough to see an end to this conflict. Back home, in North Carolina, the family farm had been seized by the bank. His father had passed away from a heart attack while McCarthy had been in-country, probably from the stress of losing everything. And his mother wasn’t doing so well either—she’d taken ill just after daddy died, and the neighbors had finally taken her in for care. Hospital bills were already stacking up. And even with an officer’s bump in pay, if McCarthy managed to leave this jungled hell alive, he’d be in debt for most if not all of his life.

      And then there was his wife.

      She was young, in her mid-twenties. And she was beautiful. He had married her while he was on leave and hadn’t regretted it for a minute. When he got back, he planned to get to the business of making babies with her—that was just a fact. But what if he couldn’t afford to start a family? What if he couldn’t get it together enough to take care of her and any kids they might have?

      There was a thud below McCarthy’s feet.

      “Just took a lucky pop shot,” the gunner shouted to him, grinning. “Probably not much more than a dimple in our butt.”

      McCarthy nodded. And then patted the pocket where the stone and the map rested. He looked up to see Van Burren staring at him, watching him as if he was aware of exactly everything McCarthy was thinking. And then Van Burren nodded, his features solemn.

      The deal had been struck.

      McCarthy felt almost like vomiting over it, but there it was. Of all the men he knew, all the good men he’d led, he would never have imagined striking up a partnership with Van Burren. He was the worst human being McCarthy had ever met. Even the NVA might have been more honorable.

      But war makes for odd bedfellows. And so does business. McCarthy was doing something he knew to be illegal and even immoral, so there really were few better partners than Van Burren, when it came to that.

      They landed at Kon Tum an hour later, and after their debriefing McCarthy and Van Burren slipped off for a beer and a chat—both of which had turned McCarthy’s stomach. They made their plans and their deals. They agreed upon their split. And they agreed upon who controlled what, in terms of the map and the artifact. Insurance against each other, as it were.

      McCarthy was part of Van Burren’s network now. He’d already more or less turned a blind eye to some of what Van Burren was doing—despite being a scumbag, the man was a capable soldier and good at his job. He was a tactical thinker, which made him invaluable in the field. But McCarthy couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d made a very one-sided deal with the devil in all of this. And he knew that someday, somehow, the deal would come back to haunt him.

      The devil would get his due.
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      Manhattan, New York—December 16, 2016

      Dan Kotler was tired of the press.

      He knew them all by now—reporters from every major and minor newspaper, from every local affiliate television station, from every blog and vlog and podcast imaginable. The story of the Coelho Medallion, and the presence of Vikings in North America, had been huge, and had fired the imagination of everyone. It was still simmering, really, even after all of these months with only minor new discoveries and small revelations. The public was still hopeful, and so the press was still circling.

      But enough was enough.

      He had walked out of his Upper East Side apartment, and as soon as he spotted a few familiar and eager faces on the sidewalk, he turned and walked right back inside. The doorman, Ernest, smiled and nodded to him. “They’re back, sir?” he asked.

      “They’re back,” Kotler said.

      “Same trick as last time?” Ernest asked.

      Kotler grinned and nodded.

      Ernest picked a mobile phone from his pocket. He made a brief call that would have sounded vague and cryptic to anyone but Kotler. And then he nodded to Kotler, extending a hand toward a paneled door behind the little podium where Ernest occasionally sat.

      Kotler pushed the door open and stepped into the narrow corridor beyond.

      This was a ‘servants hall,’ though no one would really refer to it that way in this day and age. When the building had originally been constructed, it was during a less enlightened time in U.S. history. The place had been a hotel, in its previous incarnation, and many of the employees lived here full time, below stairs as it were. The basement of the building had been a series of servants’ quarters connected by a network of tunnels and hallways that provided exits to various key rooms on the ground floor of the hotel. The kitchen, the dining room, the smoking lounge and many other amenities could all be reached from this network, so that the servants and hotel employees could move about without being ‘under foot.’

      All of those spaces had been renovated when the hotel became an apartment building, but the corridors still led to some interesting places—including a fairly secret exit to a parking garage attached behind the building.

      Kotler knew that one of the favorite stories spinning among the press was that he was independently wealthy. The press and the public seemed to get a thrill out of the idea of a ‘rich guy’ crawling around in caves and tunnels, sifting through dirt, looking for treasure. Some of the more progressive publications liked to paint him as greedy and egotistical—as if he was trying to bloom his wealth further by dipping into antiquities and then flaunting his brilliance in the press by claiming discoveries he hadn’t made all on his own.

      Kotler wished he could correct the record on things like that. He wanted to point out that he hadn’t discovered the Coelho Medallion, or the underground river. He’d been there for completely different reasons and had become part of the story. He wasn’t trying to steal thunder from Dr. Eloi Coelho—the man for whom the medallion had been named. He was only helping to uncover more secrets, more history that had been long forgotten.

      Thoughts of Dr. Coelho caused a pang in Kotler’s stomach. It had been a couple of weeks since he’d checked in on his old friend. In that time, Coelho had finally been moved back to a hospital, where he was being treated for pneumonia and other complications from the gunshot wound he had suffered. The wound had healed slowly—and in some ways was still healing. Coelho’s body wasn’t recovering as quickly as it should. It didn’t look good.

      Kotler determined he would stop by to see the man later in the day. It would be tricky getting there, but worth the effort to see his old friend.

      He exited into the parking structure and skirted the grey walls, stepping alternately through pools of artificial light and valleys of gradient darkness. The garage housed hundreds of very expensive cars, property of the tenants of his building, usually driven by a hired driver. Kotler had never had the urge to own a car—that ubiquitous symbol of personal independence for so many adolescents, and the status symbol of choice for so many wealthy individuals. He had enough independence in his ability to move about in the world without serious limits. And he had no desire to display his status. He preferred to let his work do that on his behalf.

      But the garage was an exit that tended to go unnoticed or unobserved by the press. He could slip out to the street where he could call for a cab or an Uber driver. Ernest had cleared his exit with the security desk in the garage, so they would be on the lookout, warning Kotler if any press happened to be outside. He could hang with them in the small office, just inside the garage, and wait for a car to arrive. They’d done this a few times now, and Kotler appreciated their help and their company.

      “Dr. Kotler?” a woman’s voice said quietly, from just ahead.

      Kotler felt his heart thump once and then drop.

      They found me.

      This little secret exit had been his last hope of relief from the paparazzi, and now it was done. He could report whoever this was and have them removed from the garage. This was a fairly secure area, actually, and outsiders weren’t permitted.

      But before he could say something to that effect, the owner of the voice stepped into a pool of light.

      She wasn’t someone Kotler recognized. Her blonde hair fell in gentle, boutique waves on either side of a blemish-free face. She was wearing a dress that did an absolutely wonderful job of telling the story of her figure—a shape that would be the envy of most super models.

      Kotler was far from lecherous, but also far from absolutely virtuous. He appreciated beautiful women, and he had to admit that this woman was absolutely breathtaking.

      And, he realized, she was standing alone in a darkened parking structure. Calling his name.

      “Do we know each other?” Kotler asked. He was suddenly on alert. As attractive as she was, Kotler knew that such things didn’t determine character, and they did not limit motives. She might be a distraction, so that someone could take Kotler from behind.

      It happened from time to time. Occupational hazard.

      Or she might choose to take him out herself. That happened, too. It was a cultural failing to assume that a beautiful woman couldn’t also be capable of dangerous acts. He’d allowed that cultural bias to get him into trouble a time or two in the past.

      She shook her head. “No. We’ve never met,” she said. “My name is Abigail McCarthy. My friends call me Gail.”

      Kotler studied her for a moment, reading her. Her body language was tense, stiff. She was agitated. But she wasn’t broadcasting a threat. Neither was she broadcasting vulnerability. Whoever she was, and whatever her motives for being here, she had no fear of Kotler, and she presented no threat. She had the bearing of someone who was capable and able to defend herself, but showed no signs of malice toward him.

      Kotler couldn’t help but smile. “What can I do for you, Gail? You’re obviously not with the press.”

      She laughed, lightly. “No, definitely not. I don’t have a good relationship with the press.”

      “Oh?” Now this piqued Kotler’s interest. He didn’t recognize this woman, but she must clearly have some level of notoriety.

      “Because of my grandfather, mostly,” she said. “Edward McCarthy.”

      Kotler blinked. “Of McCarthy and Van Burren? The real estate giants?”

      She nodded, a tight smile on her lips.

      “I’m in the presence of local royalty,” Kotler smiled. “What can I do for you?”

      She looked around at the garage, seeming truly nervous for the first time. She stepped forward again, and this time came close enough to Kotler that she could reach out and offer him something.

      Kotler held out a palm, reflexively, and Gail dropped something small, hard, and smooth into his hand. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.

      Kotler looked down at his hand. They were standing slightly in the dark, and he could see only the shape of it and hints of some form of engraving. He stepped forward, looking closely. For the first time he noticed the gold filament, the strange symbols that were clearly a language. He also noted that the triangular stone had a series of grooves and protrusions along one side—evidence that it was meant to connect to a separate piece. This was only one piece of a larger whole.

      Kotler didn’t recognize it, or the symbols carved into it.

      He handed it back to Gail, who had a look of subtle disappointment on her face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s an interesting piece, but I’m afraid I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “Never?” she asked, a slight tone of desperation now rising in her voice. “Or anything similar to it?”

      Kotler shook his head. “No, I’m sorry.”

      She sighed and let her hands drop to her side. “I had hoped you would recognize it. That would have made things easier.”

      “What is it?” Kotler asked.

      She shook her head. “There’s too much to explain here. Maybe… maybe we could go for a drive?”

      “A drive?” Kotler asked. “Wait, do you live in the building?”

      She smiled. “These days, yes,” she said. “My grandfather’s company recently purchased several apartments here. I stay here from time to time. I knew you lived here, and I thought you might be taking this exit today. I saw the press outside. This is how I get away from them, when they’re on my scent. Ernest always arranges it.”

      Kotler nodded and smiled. “I see. Ernest has been cheating on me with other tenants. Alright, Ms. McCarthy. I’m game. I was planning to visit a friend this afternoon, but most of my day is clear. What say we grab a cup of coffee?”

      “I’d like that,” she nodded. “And I know just the place.”

      They sat close to the windows near the front entrance of Joe Coffee—a quaint and slightly rustic coffee shop that Kotler had been to only once before. Gail, it seemed, was a regular—the barista had her cappuccino ready before she’d even placed her order.

      Kotler sipped his latte and waited. Gail was back to confident, apparently at home here, despite seeming a bit out of place. “My grandfather loved this place,” she said, glancing around and smiling. “One of the offices is near here. The one he liked to work from most.”

      “I heard he and Van Burren tried to work as far apart from each other as possible at all times,” Kotler said.

      Gail smiled lightly. “It’s true. They weren’t really friends. Just business partners. They met when Van Burren served with my grandfather in Vietnam.”

      Kotler nodded.

      In fact, as he’d read it, Van Burren had been under McCarthy’s command during the conflict. They’d come out of the army together, both having served in SOG—the military’s ‘Studies and Observation Group.’ They were a special forces unit that ran clandestine operations, often in direct opposition to an international treaty. McCarthy and Van Burren had both been featured in a CNN story that had broken in the ‘90s, accusing Van Burren in particular of running an underground smuggling operation that moved everything from drugs to antiquities across international borders. Van Burren was suspected of black market ties, but nothing ever seemed to stick.

      The smuggling was why Kotler had paid close attention. Smugglers had moved a great many cultural artifacts out of Vietnam and Laos during the war. Much of it had never been recovered. All of it hinted at volumes of history that Kotler would have loved to study. Thanks to the actions of men like Van Burren, however, it was extremely difficult to get clearance to visit ruins and sites in North Vietnam. American researchers tended to disappear in the harsh jungles, which were rumored to still harbor isolated people who were apparently unaware that the war was long over.

      Maybe they were right. The United States continued to conduct operations in the region for decades after the Vietnam conflict. For all Kotler or anyone else knew, the war might still be running strong there.

      “So,” Kotler said after a moment and a sip of latte. “What is it you’d like to tell me, Ms. McCarthy?”

      “Please, call me Gail,” she said. “And it’s a very long story. One that has details I’m not actually all that sure about. But I’ve followed your career lately.” She smirked. “A lot of people have, I know. Vikings in America? Very exciting.”

      “For a while,” Kotler said, smiling. “Eventually it’s just another research site, or another piece of ship debris. There are crews still finding artifacts, and there have been some exciting new insights. Divers have dredged up all sorts of interesting artifacts from the bottom of the river, and they’re remarkably well preserved. It’s still a productive site. But I think I’ve done as much there as I’m able. I’ve moved on.”

      “To what, if I may ask?” Gail said.

      Kotler shrugged. “I have several ongoing research projects. Lectures. Appearances. A couple of books I need to finish and hand to my editor.”

      “Sounds tedious,” Gail said.

      Kotler liked the way her lips pressed together—as if she were teasing him a bit, trying to get him to confess he was bored with his life at the moment.

      He wasn’t. Not really.

      He’d just come to that point in the research where he felt he’d already contributed as much as he could. His particular skill set could be better used elsewhere. He just hadn’t found that ‘right project’ yet. It was hard to move from something with as high a profile as the Coelho dig site into something as ‘mundane’ as brushing dust from pieces of broken pottery.

      And, of course, there were his academic colleagues. Lately, he’d received more than his usual snubbing from certain professionals in the field. There was resentment—Kotler was an independent, and some felt that he had unfair advantages in that he could fund his own work, and had no university or departmental restrictions to adhere to.

      The most recent affront came when he submitted a paper about the Coelho site for peer review, and the entire panel rejected it without so much as cracking the cover. Kotler might not need the approval of the academic community to do his work, but he certainly appreciated having it. He thought of them all as colleagues—brothers-in-arms. It was becoming clear that he was mistaken. He was, and might always be, the outsider.

      He shook his head slightly, clearing away the growing feeling of unrest regarding his career. He would find some sort of resolution. Later. Eventually. For now, though, maybe there was another riddle he could help to solve.

      “The… well, the stone you have,” Kotler said. “You were hoping I recognized it. Why?”

      She shook her head. “Something my grandfather mentioned about you once,” she said.

      “I had no idea your grandfather would have thought of me at all,” Kotler said. “I don’t believe he and I have met yet.”

      Suddenly her features changed, and sadness melted away the imp-like smirk and the troublemaker twinkle in her eye. Kotler knew instantly why.

      “When did your grandfather pass?” he asked.

      She sniffed and wiped at her eyes with a paper napkin. The Joe Coffee logo looked incongruous in her perfectly manicured hand. “About a week ago,” she said. “Lung cancer.”

      “I’m very sorry,” Kotler said. He reached a hand out and placed it on hers, and she accepted it.

      “We knew it was coming,” she said. “We’ve been working on getting the company ready for a transition in leadership. His estate was cared for. Everything was taken care of, actually.”

      “Will you
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