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To the Quaestors

Humans have learned that what they can touch, smell, see,
and hear is less than one-millionth of reality.
—R . BUC K M I NST E R F U L L E R

FACT
Ettore Majorana, an Italian physicist born in Sicily at the turn of
the twentieth century, was considered by many of his peers to be a
genius on the level of Einstein and Newton.
In 1932, at the age of twenty-six, Ettore proposed a radical theorem to help solve the greatest mystery of modern-day physics, the
theory of everything: a universal law that would unite the principle
of general relativity with the strange workings of quantum mechanics. To this day, Ettore’s hypothesis has been ignored in favor of competing ideas.
On the night of March 25, 1938, for reasons unknown, Ettore
boarded a ship in Palermo. When the boat arrived in Naples, he was
nowhere to be found—and was never seen again.
A famously reclusive scientist, nearly all of his work remains lost
or deliberately hidden, though speculations abound as to the nature
of his research and the cause of his disappearance.
The theory of everything remains unsolved.

PROLOGUE
T YRRHENIAN SEA
PALERMO –NAPLES ROUTE
M A RCH 193 8

Unused to the roll of the open sea, Ettore Majorana kept losing his
footing as he hefted the leather satchel across the upper deck of
the mail boat. Ettore was a theoretical physicist, not a sailor. Nor
did he travel well. Adding to his disorientation, the ship at night
was very dark, as dark as the Sicilian hilltops upon which he had
stargazed as a boy.
When at last he managed to right himself, he clutched the satchel
to his chest as if it were a long-lost child. Brine from the day’s journey
coated his tongue and crusted his lips. He had spent the afternoon
leaning into the rail, gazing fiercely at the horizon and cringing as
each new vessel approached, wondering if they had come for him.
Using the whisper of red luminescence from the port sidelight,
he edged along the deck, all too aware of the restless bulk of the sea
at his side. How easy to slip forever into that secret embrace. Inside
the pocket of his wool coat, his fingers rubbed against his palm, over
and over, a subconscious response to the stress of his decision.
The scouting journey from Palermo to Naples had revealed the
private areas of the ship at night, invisible to the pilothouse and
cabin windows. No one else was about. It was just Ettore, the salt
and the sea, the unblinking cosmic eye of whoever or whatever had
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put the universe into motion—and the device in his satchel, built to
probe the nature of that celestial machine.
Though built by a select group of scientists and engineers from
the Society—Nikola Tesla himself had lent a hand—the device was
conceived and designed by Ettore. Maybe now the world, which had
so long ignored his theorems, would listen.
Or maybe other worlds would hear.
Ettore knelt beside a stack of wooden crates, the high sidewall
of the pilothouse at his back. He eased the leather bag to the deck. A
chill swept across him, and not just from the icy wind. Not even he
understood the full nature of what was about to happen. The math
and physics, yes. But the reality?
That raised the question, of course, as to the nature of reality.
Einstein had taken the world through the looking glass and proven
how little mankind really knew. Was reality this vast new spectrum
of subatomic particles and electromagnetic waves hidden from the
human eye—or something even more than that?
Was the march of human knowledge nearing the end line or just
setting out on the journey?
Or perhaps mankind had seen all this before, eons ago, the
knowledge lost in time or buried in the Arctic ice, a doomed cycle of
enlightenment and loss.
That last bit of speculation did not sound as crazy to Ettore as it
once would have. Because he had seen things. Objects from the past,
in the possession of the Society. Things that made him question the
course of human history. Things that had driven him to the limits of
his sanity and compelled him to finish the project.
An icy gust of wind lashed his exposed face. Ettore’s hands trembled so much as he unzipped the bag that he paused to collect himself. He had told the others they could test it first, in a safe house,
with their charts and monitors and instruments. Stefan would have
been there, of course, in the shadows, slipping an arm across Ettore’s
shoulders in the familiar, authoritative way of a master protecting
his chattel.
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Yet Ettore had disobeyed them. The blueprint he had given
Stefan was misleading, and the very thought of the betrayal caused
Ettore’s pulse to hammer against his chest.
No. I must not turn aside.
Everyone thought he was weak. Frail and unstable. And perhaps
he was. Yet two things drove him to press through his fear and open
the satchel, extracting a silver sphere surrounded by a gangly mess of
filament wires: desperation, and the one thing in life that moved him
above all else, his sole fountain of strength in the face of adversity.
Curiosity.
Ettore had an aching desire to know what lay behind it all, to discover what had imagined the beauty of the cosmos, caused the music
of the spheres to ring, formed the galaxies into spirals, conceived of
genes and chromosomes and neurons, made the numbers align as
they do.
The numbers. It was always the numbers. Speaking to him for as
long as he could remember, whispering at the dinner table when he
was a child, revealing themselves during his music lessons, demanding his attention. It was as if those arithmetical symbols were not just
mental constructs but actual living entities. He did not fully understand it, could not give voice to the feeling. It was simply an itch he
had to scratch, a pressure in his skull that threatened to drive him
mad if left untended.
There was a pattern to it all; he could feel it. To everything. And he
might have discovered an important piece.
Soon he would know for sure.
With his mind on his invention, freed from his constant worry
of the people who would surely pursue him to the ends of the earth,
his hands ceased to tremble as he untangled the wires—fine quartz
string coated with silver—and attached the ends of the electrodes
to his body at the twelve meridians. Once finished, he sat crosslegged and held the silver bauble, about the size of a cantaloupe, in
his hands. A moment of profound reflection overcame him.
What would he see, once it began?
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Would the place Stefan called the Fold reveal itself at last?
Were Ettore’s calculations correct or the product of a diseased
and desperate mind?
He took a deep breath to exhale his fear. A final glance at the
sky revealed a swarm of stars flickering in those inky depths. They
appeared so close together, yet an unfathomable distance separated
each and every one.
Achingly alone, yet part of something greater.
With a serene smile, feeling truly at peace for the first time in
his life, Ettore absorbed the sway of the ship as he pressed his fingers
into the trigger points of the device.
Pinpricks of electricity flowed through him, and the silver sphere
began to glow.
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PART ONE

Bologna, Italy
1

A serpent with mouths gaping at both ends loomed atop the arch of
the portico, carved into centuries-old stone, its belly distended by a
globe depicting a flattened distortion of the continents. The portico,
one of thousands in the city, heralded the entrance to a lecture hall at
the University of Bologna, the oldest institution of higher education
in Europe.
Beneath the carving, Dr. James Corwin, professor emeritus of
theoretical physics and astronomy at Duke University, guest lecturer for the week in Bologna, emerged carrying a brown leather
briefcase and leaning on a mahogany cane that matched the color of
his skin. A group of students and colleagues gathered around him.
His lecture on Lorentz transformations and the geometry of spacetime had drawn quite the crowd. Bologna was a wonderful city for
academics: full of bright and eager students, a distinguished roster
of international scholars, and gastronomical delights by which to
relish the long sultry evenings. Dr. Corwin loved to discuss the latest
theories while lingering in a mouthwatering salumeria, or a wine bar
built into a medieval cellar.
This city, he thought. Its timeless colonnades and courtyards, flowers
in the windowsills, families strolling arm in arm. A window to a bygone era.
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The crowd lingered beneath the portico for some time. Eventually
his colleagues wandered off, and then the younger professors. A slender postdoc, at least forty years his junior, stepped forward from the
remaining students. She wore bangles on her wrist and a sleeveless
yellow dress.
“And what is your opinion?” she asked in that formal lilting
accent of the Italian elite. They were debating the merits of string
theory versus loop quantum gravity, the two theories with the most
promise for marrying relativity with quantum mechanics. Most
physicists were fierce proponents of one or the other.
“Have you not read my papers?” Dr. Corwin said, bemused.
“Of course.”
“And?”
She tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ears. Her mousy
face possessed a proud, uncompromising intelligence that reminded
the professor of Andie. She was about the same age and build too.
But the similarities ended there. This young woman had innocence
and privilege stamped all over her, a softness to her gestures that
spoke of European gentry and private schooling and summers at
Lake Como. Not the borderline obsessive drive of the woman he
thought of as almost a daughter. Not the fierce independence born
of necessity. Not the soul-churning insecurity of a child abandoned
by her mother.
“I know you disfavor M-theory,” she said, “but I thought I would
take the opportunity to ask you in person. If that is okay?”
“I prefer to let my research speak for itself. I also prefer not to
think too hard on an evening as lovely as this, at least before my first
beer. But let me pose a broader question: Why favor a single theory?”
She blinked. “The current unification theories have no experimental backing. I did not think you would approve.”
“I don’t.”
“I . . . don’t understand.”
“Macro- and microphysics, string theory and quantum gravity—are they not different facets of the same gem? I doubt the true
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shape will come in a blinding flash of inspiration, but by forging a
diamond out of generations of research. Choose a theory that interests you,” he advised, “and hack away.”
After a thoughtful nod, the postdoc thanked him and left on
the back of a scooter with a long-haired young man with glasses and
tattooed forearms. After watching them disappear, Dr. Corwin realized the crowd had dispersed and he was alone on the street. How
had he let this happen? The passion of the Bologna academics had
swept away his good sense.
Darkness had crept into the city. Zawadi was nearby, and that
should have put him at ease. Yet out of sight meant out of mind. As a
child fears a closet at night, with a growing dread of dangers unseen,
Dr. Corwin feared this lonely street a few thousand miles from
home. Except the monsters he feared—the human monsters—were
all too real.
No, not monsters, he thought. Monsters act without cause or
purpose, and single-minded belief was the hallmark of his enemies.
As twisted as he thought their logic was, he knew they felt the same
about his own.
Only a handful of people, his inner circle, knew of the invention.
He was letting his fears control him.
And yet. Best to take precautions.
He tried the imposing iron-studded wooden doors at the
entrance to the lecture hall. Locked. Scanning the street revealed
a corridor of limestone buildings, proud but graying, on either side
of the pedestrian-only thoroughfare. In place of sidewalks, tunnels
of high arched porticos formed ground-floor walkways that disappeared into the darkness. Bologna had miles and miles of these elegant shaded arcades. The signature of the city.
Though no one was in sight, a feeling of being watched overcame
him. Was this a product of his imagination? Paranoia springing from
the import of his invention?
In this part of the old city, a maze of towers and cobblestone
courtyards that took naturally to the gloom, he could have blinked
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and imagined he was in Renaissance Europe. Dr. Corwin stood
still for a moment and listened, leaning on one of the mauve pillars
supporting the porticos. Nothing but distant laughter and the coo
of a pigeon.
Just calm down, he told himself. No one knows yet. I’ve barely
tested it.
He tried to call for a taxi but couldn’t understand the dialect
of the first operator who answered. The second told him it would
be an hour wait. After promising himself to be more careful, Dr.
Corwin limped forward on his cane, toward the city center. The
libraries under Society protection were too far away. A half an hour
walk at least. The closest place he knew to grab a taxi was near Tower
Asinelli, at the other end of Via Zamboni. Maybe he should have
downloaded Lyft or Uber like the younger generation, but as much
as he embraced technology, some habits die hard.
A group of local men appeared in the distance, walking right
toward him. They had a rough look about them, far too unkempt and
dissolute to have been sent by them.
The stares of the men lingered as they passed. One, an emaciated man with crooked yellow teeth, offered him drugs. This area of
Bologna was seedier at night than Dr. Corwin had realized. Though
he did not fear common street thugs, he lowered his head and tried
to walk faster, his joints and bad knee creaking.
The street emptied again. His isolation in the maturing darkness became a tangible thing. All of the ground-floor entrances—
the gelato shops and cicchetti bars and university buildings—were
shuttered. Canvas shades concealed the windows on the higher stories. The busy core of the city center, merely blocks away, felt like the
other side of the Korean DMZ. If his legs were younger, he would
have broken into a sprint.
Scolding himself again for his childish fears, he drew on his past
for strength. James Gerald Corwin was no simple professor. Born
into poverty, his mother had worked four jobs to put him through
a Catholic school in Kingston, Jamaica. A gifted student from the
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start, James had scratched and clawed his way to an Oxford degree.
His brilliance led to contact by the Society, and a lifetime of extraordinary adventures followed.
Though aging, his mind was as sharp as ever, and he was far from
ready to embark on that final journey into the unknown. There were
too many secrets to uncover, mysteries of the universe to solve. He
was closer than ever to some—closer than he had even realized. If it
would not have raised eyebrows at Duke, he would have canceled the
Bologna trip. He yearned only to return home and pour every ounce
of his energy into the project. It was meant to be a novelty, a testing
ground, but the theorems had exceeded his wildest expectations.
A car door shut nearby, followed by footsteps slapping on stone,
too swift for normal pedestrians. Dr. Corwin had just passed one
of the gaps between porticos that signaled an alley, and he couldn’t
resist any longer. He took out his phone and tried the number he
knew by heart.
It rang and rang.
Unease swept through him. Zawadi would answer at once if
nearby.
Where is she?
Half a block away, he spied a narrow piazza in front of a brick
basilica. Deciding not to take any chances, he hobbled forward as
fast as he could, pushing through the pain, cursing his knee. The
footsteps drew closer as he entered the courtyard. The mournful
face of an ivory woman atop the church gazed down on him in the
moonlight.
Parked cars filled the cobblestone piazza. Bicycles were chained
to iron posts along the perimeter, and leftist political graffiti defaced
the grimy stone walls. He decided to hide behind a blue Škoda, positioning himself with a view of Via Zamboni through the passenger
mirror. An archway on the far side of the piazza led to a connecting
side street.
Moments later, they came for him. A man and a woman. Locals,
very attractive, dressed in smart evening clothes. They could be just
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a couple enjoying a night on the town—except for the way they
veered purposefully off the street and right into the courtyard, their
eyes in constant motion. The woman had a hand inside her purse;
the man was gripping something in his pocket.
In that moment, Dr. Corwin knew someone had betrayed him,
perhaps even Zawadi herself. They knew what he had made—and
they had come for him.
Dr. Corwin reached inside his briefcase and grabbed the handle of his Taser. He had carefully hidden his invention, but no doubt
they wanted to stash him in a safe house and try to extract information. He had taken precautions against that too.
The woman hurried forward, eyes focused on the distance. She
was a tall and lithe blonde, almost as tall as Zawadi. She ran past
without seeing him, then disappeared beneath the archway. The
man stayed in the courtyard, checking behind the parked vehicles
one by one. Dr. Corwin’s knee screamed as he shifted to the balls of
his feet. Determination alone allowed him to withstand the pain of
his cramped position.
In the passenger mirror, beneath the reflection of the basilica,
he watched the man draw closer and then disappear from view.
Seconds later, he emerged less than ten feet from the driver’s side
of the Škoda. Dr. Corwin shuffled forward to position himself at
the rear of the vehicle, leaning heavily on the cane. The Taser was a
police-grade weapon that, if properly applied, might give him time
to escape.
A whiff of expensive cologne drifted to his nostrils. Steady footsteps. The flap of bird wings on a roof.
As the man rounded the back of the Škoda, Dr. Corwin waited
half a beat more, looking for a clear shot at the chest or thighs. Large
muscle groups worked best for neuromuscular incapacitation. Before
the man could draw his concealed weapon, Dr. Corwin aimed the
laser sight and pressed the trigger. A crackle of electricity broke the
silence as the pair of electrodes darted outward, striking the man in
the chest.
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Instead of freezing up and falling to the ground, incapacitated by
the current, the man barely paused. Dr. Corwin’s elation turned to
dismay. His pursuer must have had protection under that thin blue
shirt. Leather provides excellent defense from Tasers, he knew, but
more advanced options were available. Bodysuits and chest wraps as
thin as foil, made to counter electroshock weapons.
With a quick, arrogant smile, the man rushed forward, sure he
was about to overpower the frail old man leaning on a cane. Yet his
confidence worked against him. Dr. Corwin threw the useless Taser
at the man’s face, causing him to flinch, and then, using the technique Zawadi had taught him, the professor brought his cane up and
swung it with all his strength, snapping his wrist.
Whether guided by skill or luck or providence, Dr. Corwin’s
strike was true. The heavy cane—reinforced with steel bands—
struck the assailant in the temple. He slumped to the ground,
unconscious.
The pain in his knee caused the professor to collapse against the
car. With a grimace, he pushed off the vehicle and hobbled toward
Via Zamboni.
Had the woman heard the scuffle? There was no help for it now.
He pressed down the silent street, breathing in labored gasps, wincing with every step. The sounds of nightlife increased. After passing
a church with a thirty-foot entrance, he at last entered the piazza
housing two of Bologna’s most beloved landmarks, Tower Asinelli
and the crazily leaning Tower Garisenda.
Pedestrians, street hawkers, cars, and taxis whisked around
the traffic circle. Trattorias were still serving dinner. As soon as Dr.
Corwin was safely ensconced in a taxi, speeding toward his hotel, he
took a deep breath and considered his next step.
For a moment, he debated heading for the nearest sanctuary,
the library inside the Archiginnasio. He knew a secret entrance, and
the library was well fortified. Still, after that brazen attack in the city
center, he dared not risk another betrayal. Best to aim straight for his
hotel, where he could lock himself in his room and request protection.
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Yet to whom could he turn? That was t he i nsidious n ature o f
betrayal. The damage it did to the rest of one’s relationships. Could
it be Lars Friedman? Dr. Corwin would have bet his life otherwise.
Anastasia? Xiaolong?
Or was it Zawadi after all? The thought of this—the most probable answer—caused him to feel as if he had aged another decade in
the last hour. What did they offer her? Or has she always been in their
thrall?
The hotel was minutes away. Bologna’s exquisite old town—
courtyard palaces and uneven cobblestone lanes and romantic
balconies jutting over porticos—passed by i n a blur. H is t houghts
turned to safeguarding his invention. The test run that had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. This was no mere path to enlightenment through the tangled wood of history.
This was a door that had never been unlocked.
Even if he arrived safely back in Durham, all could still be lost.
All could already be lost. He had to act fast, to protect what little
chance remained. Letting his invention fall into the wrong hands
could be catastrophic.
“Signore!” he said to the taxi driver.
“Sì?”
“I need a favor. A very important one,” he said in fluent Italian.
“And I’m willing to pay for it.”
“Buono,” the cabbie said, hesitant.
“Tomorrow morning, as soon as you can, I need you to mail
something for me.”
The driver’s face scrunched in confusion, but Dr. Corwin was
already scribbling a note to Andie on a sheet of paper he had ripped
from a Moleskine journal he carried in his briefcase. He hated to
involve her but saw no other way. She was perhaps the only person
on the planet he could trust without question, and who had no connection to the Society.
He left Andie’s address on the piece of paper, gave the driver further instructions, and tipped him an extra one hundred euros in front
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of the hotel. As archaic as it seemed, snail mail sent by a random person was the best way to ensure the note arrived undetected. And if
Andie did exactly as he said, no one should know of her involvement.
He hoped he was making the right decision.
Beaming, the driver shook Dr. Corwin’s hand and sped off. If
something happened to the professor before he reached the United
States, the fate of his invention depended on the integrity of a single
Bologna cabdriver.
Still reeling from the attack, his mind spinning with permutations, Dr. Corwin hurried toward the entrance to the Starhotels
Excelsior, absorbing his surroundings with a glance. Plenty of cars
still traversed the busy road that separated the old city from modern Bologna. A well-dressed couple who looked American had just
exited the hotel, arm-in-arm. To his left, three Germans stumbled
toward a late-night bar. Nearest to him, a homeless woman had
just stepped onto the curb, approaching with a palm extended. The
left side of her neck was distended by a grotesque tumor, covered
in sores, slick with blood and pus. He hefted his briefcase and hobbled away from her, not trusting how quickly she had targeted him.
Though the woman’s wrinkled hands and soiled clothing appeared
genuine, such a disguise would be child’s play for the people searching for him.
As he limped away on his cane, she pressed closer beneath the
sodium glow of the streetlamps, muttering in rural Italian as she
jabbed at her tumor, demanding attention. He could smell the reek
of her now, fetid and rotting. Feeling her hand brush his shirt, he
glanced back in alarm and saw the truth in her eyes: The stench of
this woman was the stench of death. It was no disguise.
The knowledge that she might have been used as a decoy chilled
him, right as he turned to see the American woman unlock her arm
from her companion’s, exposing a tiny handgun concealed by her
purse and pointed right at the professor. From the shadows to his
right, a hooded shape darted out, also holding a gun. Yet the muzzle
flash came from the woman’s small pistol.
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The force of the bullet jerked Dr. Corwin to the side like a marionette. He stumbled and fell, blood pouring from his shoulder, as the
American couple drew back in feigned shock. Two porters from the
hotel rushed right past them as the man in the dark hood grabbed
Dr. Corwin’s belongings and fled into the night.
A police siren cut through the pandemonium outside the hotel.
Within moments, a carabiniere whipped into the street and parked
right beside Dr. Corwin, blue lights strobing, followed by an ambulance. Both vehicles must have been right around the corner.
The pain was intense, but Dr. Corwin thought he would survive. As the paramedics inspected the wound, applied oxygen, and
lifted him onto a stretcher, he tried to explain what had happened.
No one would listen, and they kept telling him to calm down as the
onlookers pointed the carabiniere in the direction the man in the
dark hood had run off. Dr. Corwin looked around in vain as two
paramedics loaded him into the ambulance, but the American couple had disappeared.
As the ambulance swept through Bologna, the paramedics
cleaned and bandaged the professor’s wound and sedated him with
an intravenous drug. When the ambulance came to a stop, he realized
something was wrong as soon as the rear doors opened and he saw
crates stacked along the walls of a dingy warehouse. One of the paramedics held him down while the other took a scalpel and removed
the skin from the underside of one of Dr. Corwin’s thumbs. The
sedative dulled the pain and drowned his feeble protestations. After
bandaging that wound, they shoved a tight-fitting latex mask over his
face. He panicked when he couldn’t breathe, but then he heard a telltale beep—likely a handheld scanner—and they removed the mask.
All of this happened very quickly, and Dr. Corwin could only
watch in horror as the paramedics hustled him out of the ambulance
and lifted him into the trunk of a black sedan. Just before the trunk
closed, he saw another man setting a plastic-wrapped corpse, similar
in age and build to Dr. Corwin, into the back of the ambulance.
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Durham, Nor th Carolina
2

Andie Robertson woke bleary-eyed and stumbled to the bathroom
of her rental home, a midcentury modern in dire need of renovation
on the outskirts of Durham. The semester had ended, but she was
helping Dr. Corwin with a textbook over the summer, and a folder
full of source checks had kept her up half the night.
Though she would have helped him for free, because it was Dr.
Corwin and because she loved the research, her mentor knew she
needed the money. Andie was a PhD candidate in astrophysics at
Duke. With her tuition scholarship, teaching duties, and the pittance
she made as Dr. Corwin’s research assistant, she was able to scrape
by, but her lifestyle included copious amounts of coupon shopping,
street food, and camping out at local coffee shops.
Though a state school was more Andie’s speed, she had come to
Duke because of Dr. Corwin. He was not just her faculty mentor; he
was an old family friend. Twenty years ago, when Andie was a young
girl in Princeton, New Jersey, Dr. Corwin had mentored Andie’s
mother, Samantha, in her own PhD studies. Samantha was his favorite student. Andie’s father was a novelist who loved to cook. They
often invited Dr. Corwin—a lifelong bachelor— over for dinner
parties, or even by himself for a solid meal during the week. Andie
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and Dr. Corwin had spent many hours in the back yard, cataloguing
the garden and studying the sky after dark, while her parents prepared dinner.
Over the years since her mother disappeared, Andie had continued her close relationship with Dr. Corwin, and considered him a
second father.
Was my mother anything like me? Andie sometimes wondered.
Before she decided to abandon her family and go find herself in the Far
East, traipsing through temples and ruins while her husband drank and
flailed, leaving her daughter to grow up bitter and alone?
No. We are nothing alike.
As always, Andie crushed thoughts of her mother as she would a
roach scuttling across the floor.
She brushed her teeth and thought about more pleasant things,
like her plans over the break. Late spring in Durham was glorious
and green. She liked when the city emptied of students and the
humidity pulsed and the cool dark interior of a coffee shop beckoned. Stargazing at night on her flagstone patio, watching a movie
during the afternoon heat, day trips to Wrightsville Beach.
Andie finished brushing and leaned over the sink, splashing water
on her face to wake up, running her fingers through short brown hair
with cowlicks as stubborn as a rusty lock. She didn’t do hairstyles,
rarely bothered with makeup, and bit her nails to the quick.
Water dripped off her fingers, trickling down her narrow face.
When she rubbed her eyes and looked up, the mirror had disappeared and she was floating inside a shadow world that surrounded
her like the bottom of a dark lake, suffocating, all-consuming. Her
surroundings still resembled her bathroom—the outlines of the
objects and walls were intact, though transparent, revealing a hazy
vista that resembled the gloom of a dusk sky. It was a place both
familiar and surreal. Shapes of vaguely human forms, haunting and
ominous, drifted through the murky substance of the void. A sensation of being watched overcame her, and of others seeking escape,
and of glimpsing a small piece of a greater whole.
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And, above all, a feeling of being hopelessly, terrifyingly lost.
The vision lasted only a moment, as it always did, winking out of
existence as abruptly as it had arrived. Reeling, she thrust her palms
onto the bathroom counter for support. She was dizzy and nauseated,
panting, whipping her head around to make sure the room was real.
Dammit, when will this stop?
Andie had experienced similar visions countless times, for as
long as she could remember. It was more than a dream, because she
felt fully conscious. Yet it was not the real world either.
She had hoped it would end when she reached adulthood. Instead
the visions had grown stronger. No doctor or psychiatrist had been
able to help; she didn’t even think they believed her. Stress and sudden
bright lights seemed to be triggers, similar to epilepsy, though no drug
had provided any relief. And sometimes it happened for no reason at
all, as it just had. After a lifetime of searching for answers, from mysticism to traditional religion to scouring the annals of unexplained psychiatric phenomena, she now believed it was a glitch in her mind. Part
of the great yawning mystery of the human brain and consciousness
that science was barely at the tip of comprehending.
As with everything else, she wanted to blame her mother, but
these flashes had predated her desertion. Unable to give voice to the
experience as a child, Andie had never even told her.
After a minute, the dizziness passed, and she felt normal again.
Or as normal as she ever felt. With a shuddering breath, she pulled a
pair of summer jeans over her long legs, then shrugged into a green
tank top that her pointy collarbone jutted out of in an annoying way.
She didn’t care. It was hot.
She ate a quick breakfast and finished dressing: a jade ring, a pair
of leather bracelets dyed silver, and single-hued magenta knit sneakers—shoes were her one nod to fashion. Dr. Corwin was scheduled
to return in two days, and she had a lot of work to finish.
But first, she had a different sort of obligation.
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A child with a coffee-toned complexion in the front row waved her
hand in the air, her mass of curly hair bouncing like copper springs.
“Hey, are you really a teacher?”
From her podium atop the scuffed auditorium stage, Andie
smirked and tapped the silver piercing in her left nostril. She had
heard the children giggling about it. “Does this suggest I’m not?”
“It means you’re different.”
“Thanks for the compliment. Is that your only question?”
The girl, maybe eight years old, thought for a moment. “I know
we’ve been to the moon, but I want to go to a star. Can I do that one
day?”
“That’s a great question. I’d love to go to a star one day too.”
“So can we?”
“Hmm. Did you know the closest star to Earth is the sun?”
“The sun isn’t a star. It’s the sun.”
The other children giggled at the little girl’s brashness. Milky
Way Monday had become one of Andie’s favorite days of the month.
She loved almost everything about her chosen field: the cutting-edge
research, the nights spent gazing at the heavens, the heated debates
about radical cosmological theories with her colleagues.
Yet modern astrophysics was an esoteric field that dealt with
concepts and distances vaster than most people could imagine.
Mathematical formulas so complex they resembled an alien language.
Andie found a visceral and very human satisfaction in talking
about the cosmos to elementary school kids in daycare programs,
especially in the poorer neighborhoods of East Durham. Not
because the kids were any different—she found most children,
in their own ways, amazing and insightful—but because of the
chance to spark the imagination of kids who might not have the
best opportunities in life.
How many geniuses had humanity lost over the years to poverty
or circumstance?
How much further along might we be?
While Andie was a very driven woman now, she would have
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fallen through the cracks herself without the intervention of Dr.
Corwin at certain times in her life.
“I’m not sure you’d want to go to the sun,” Andie said to the
crowd of children. “It’s a little bit hot up there.”
“How hot?” challenged the same girl.
“The parts you can see are, oh, about five times hotter than lava.”
“Hotter than lava?”
“You think that’s hot?” Andie said. “The nuclear fusion at the core
of the sun can reach temperatures of twenty-seven million degrees!”
This fact elicited a roomful of blank looks. Neither nuclear fusion
nor million-degree temperatures were cool. Lava was cool.
“So you like volcanoes?” Andie asked, trying to recover. Children
kept her much higher on her toes than a roomful of undergrads.
“Yeah! Yeah!”
“Did you know the planet Mars has a volcano three times as tall
as Mount Everest? It’s the tallest mountain in the whole solar system.” After a few oohs and aahs, she turned to the curly-headed girl
again. “Let’s get back to your question. What’s your name?”
The girl twirled a finger in her hair. “Kayla.”
Using a laser pointer, Andie aimed at one of the stars displayed
on the projector screen. “You want to go to one of these, right? Maybe
that bright one right there?”
“Uh-huh.”
“After the sun, this is the next-closest star to Earth. Its name is
Proxima Centauri, and it’s about four point three light-years away.
Does anyone know what a light-year is?”
Silence.
“It’s easy. A light-year is simply the amount of distance a beam
of light can travel in a year. We even know how far that is: nearly six
trillion miles.”
The class started to fidget, and Andie thought about how to
make it relevant.
“How many of your parents own a car?” Most hands shot up. “If
you wanted to drive a car to Proxima Centauri, it would take you
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about forty million years to reach it.”
“I don’t wanna drive, yo,” Kayla said. “I wanna beam up there,
like on TV!”
The class tittered so much the teachers had to calm them down.
“We’re working on that,” Andie said after the riot had subsided.
“I hope you can one day.”
In the third row, a Latino boy with glasses and a gap between his
front teeth meekly raised a hand. “How big is the universe?”
She always got this question, and it always provoked a soft smile.
If these children couldn’t even grasp the distance to the nearest star,
how then to explain that our solar system alone, the region of space
affected by the gravitational force of the sun, is more than twenty-three trillion miles in diameter? How to explain that our Milky
Way galaxy is infinitely larger than our solar system, so big as to defy
belief, and contains four hundred billion stars?
How to explain the estimates that the universe contains more
than two trillion galaxies similar to our own and is ninety-three billion light-years across, a distance so unfathomably vast that no analogy Andie had ever heard could render it comprehensible?
And that was just the observable universe. Who knew how big it
really was, or what else was out there?
“Even we scientists don’t know for sure,” she said. “It’s bigger
than you can possibly imagine. But just think about how much
adventure is waiting in space! Maybe you’ll all be astronauts one day,
and you can tell me the answers.”
This led to a series of rapid-fire questions, the polite raising of
hands forgotten in the excitement.
“What do astronauts eat?”
“Are there aliens?”
“What’s inside a black hole?”
Andie put her hands on the podium and leaned forward. “Do
you want to know a couple of really cool facts?” As the children quieted, she pointed at the projector screen. “First, did you know that
outer space is only fifty miles away? If a car could drive straight up,
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you’d be there in less than an hour.”
That got her some more oohs and aahs. She pointed at Proxima
Centauri again. “Remember when I said this star was about four
light-years away? That means that when we see it in the night sky,
we’re not actually looking at the star itself. We’re looking at light
from the star that has traveled all the way through space for over four
years to reach us. Some of the light in our night sky has been traveling for hundreds, thousands, and even millions of years. When you
look at the stars, you’re actually looking back in time.”
“You mean like time travel?” Kayla asked.
“Not exactly. But you are looking at a snapshot of the past.
Starlight is the history of the universe itself.”
As their pliable young minds tried to grasp this, Andie felt her
cell phone buzzing in her pocket. Normally she unplugged during
these talks, but this time she had forgotten. Unable to resist checking to see if the guy she’d met last week was texting her back, she
discreetly pulled out her iPhone behind the podium.
The message wasn’t from the drummer in a local band who had
chatted Andie up in a dive bar. It was from Lisa Cranton, one of her
colleagues at Duke.
You’ve seen the news about Dr. Corwin? I’m so sorry.

No, Andie hadn’t seen the news. Nothing had popped up in her
email, and she hadn’t had time to browse. But if there was important news, why wouldn’t her mentor have told her himself? And more
importantly, what was Lisa sorry about?
What news? she quickly texted back, feeling uneasy.
Her phone buzzed again within seconds. Not wanting to disrupt
the lecture, but too curious to wait, Andie let her eyes slip downward
as she spoke.
He was mugged and shot in Italy. He died on the way to the hospital. I can’t believe it.

Andie lurched against the podium, dropping the laser pointer.
Unable to find words, she ran out of the auditorium and into the nearest bathroom. She locked herself in a stall, pulled up her browser,
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and prayed there had been a mistake. But the awful truth was splattered like cheap paint all over the internet.
leading physicist killed in bologna
She knew that Dr. Corwin, one of the top physicists in the world
and an authority on quantum gravity and the geometry of spacetime, had gone to Italy to attend an international conference. It was
a routine event for him.
So what in the hell had happened?
She scanned the online reports. The night before, after a lecture
at the university of Bologna, Dr. Corwin was assaulted outside his
hotel. It was a brazen attack, a senseless robbery. A hooded assailant
had stolen his wallet and his watch, a midrange Swiss brand that Dr.
Corwin favored.
A modest timepiece, 150 euros, and a few credit cards that had
probably bought the mugger a tank of gas and a case of beer before
the cards were flagged as stolen.
This was the price of a human life.
Andie leaned over the toilet and vomited.

After returning to the auditorium and apologizing to the kids, mumbling something about an emergency, Andie hurried to the cantankerous Buick Riviera convertible handed down from her father. She
was glad the threat of an afternoon shower had convinced her to
leave the top on. She didn’t want to be visible.
Though a little eccentric, Dr. Corwin was a kind and thoughtful
man who always had time for Andie, despite his brilliance and international renown.
Yet it went much deeper than that. Andie was never quite sure
why, after her mother left, Dr. Corwin had taken Andie under his
wing. He was not particularly close with her father. An affair with
her mother was unlikely—Andie’s pale skin and pointed nose spoke
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strongly against a Jamaican heritage. She knew only that Dr. Corwin
and his mother had been close, he had no children of his own, and
that for whatever reason, he had appointed himself Andie’s guardian.
Maybe he had known more about her mother than he had told
her. Maybe he had made her mother a promise.
Andie had never asked. She figured it was his story to tell.
During her undergrad years, Andie was an angry young woman
who careened from crisis to crisis. Her father was an alcoholic writer
with whom she barely talked. She resented her parents and the sorry
state of the world and the fact that her car never started in the cold
northern winters. Her reckless behavior culminated in a lost year:
she dropped out of school, took a bus to California, and bummed
a ride to Puerto Vallarta with some surfers. Telling herself she was
searching for sunshine and good times, inspiration and meaning,
she spent the year in a haze of wild parties and self-loathing. After
ending up in a Mexican drunk tank for a night, the bottom of the
bottom, terrified she was turning into her father, she knew she had
to make a change. But then she was hit with a bogus fine, the equivalent of three thousand US dollars, and told if she didn’t pay it she was
going back to jail. Broke and staying in a hovel, she asked her father
for money for the first and last time in her life.
And he refused. He simply didn’t have it. A novelist who had
published one semisuccessful book in his thirties, he had continued to chase a fading dream that took him further and further into
poverty and depression. Andie had grown up on welfare checks and
secondhand clothes.
The next day, Dr. Corwin—Andie assumed her father had told
him—flew to Mexico himself, paid the fine, and put her on a plane
home. Her father met her at the airport, reeking of liquor and sobbing with relief.
Andie walked right past him.
Somehow, she managed to graduate with a decent GPA in physics, and aced her GREs. Still, she didn’t have the résumé for Duke.
Dr. Corwin convinced her to apply anyway, and her acceptance
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came a month later. He never admitted to pulling strings, but it was
the only explanation, and Andie had vowed not to let him down.
She had no siblings, no connection to an aunt or uncle or cousin,
no living grandparents. After her father, Dr. Corwin was the closest
thing to family she had left. He was her mentor, her benefactor, her
only real compass in life.
This can’t be real, she whispered to herself as the first drops of rain
splashed against the windshield, bringing her back to the present.
This can’t be real.
Christened by the shower, the leafy streets of Durham glistened
with moisture as Andie drove home in a daze. She pulled into her
long gravel drive, shaken, unable to order her thoughts. Everything
felt surreal, the colors of late spring muted around her.
Andie’s rental home was in a rural area fifteen minutes from
campus, on a wooded lot that linked up to the Eno River trail. After
sitting in the driveway with her hands gripping the wheel, lost in sadness, she left the car and went straight to the shed where she kept her
heavy bag. A dedicated kickboxer during her undergrad years, she
was too busy now to keep it up and had taken up running instead.
Yet at times, when she was particularly stressed or angry, she let
loose on the bag.
It was as hot as Hades inside the shed. She kicked until her
thighs ached and sweat washed away the tears. When she was finished, panting and wobbly, she went inside for a cup of tea.
Though Andie had a few friends in the astrophysics department,
she struggled to form lasting bonds. Her chosen profession was very
demanding, and she knew she had trust issues. Her love life was a
train wreck, or more precisely a theoretical train wreck.
With a pang in her chest, she realized that if anyone else close to
her had died, she would have sought refuge with Dr. Corwin.
Numb to her surroundings, ignoring the intermittent buzz from
her phone, she spent the afternoon on the couch, drowning in misery.
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Needing some noise in the room, she ordered some moody electronic beats from the voice assistant. She let the music wash over her,
though after a time it started to cloy, and she realized the sentiment
wasn’t right. Dr. Corwin was dead, murdered, and it wasn’t fucking
fair. Andie was sad, desperately sad, but above all, she was angry at
the world for letting it happen. She needed something with an edge.
A serrated one.
After considering a witch-house mix or some old-school Nine
Inch Nails, she decided what she wanted. “Okay, Google, play
Johnny Cash instead.”
“Ring of Fire” came on, and Andie frowned. “No, not that. Play
‘Hurt,’ Google.”
She raised the volume as a voice full of pain filled the room, a
voice with too much knowledge of the world, a voice of loss and bitterness and love gone away. A voice filled with the quiet rage of the
dying.
“That’s better,” she murmured, and replaced her tea with a bottle
of whiskey.

The next morning, head throbbing, she started a pot of coffee and
checked her email. One of the deans had left a heartfelt message
about Dr. Corwin.
After breakfast, she stepped outside, breathing in the loamy
smell of pine. There was a UPS Express envelope on the doorstep.
To her surprise, the envelope was addressed to her given name,
Andromeda Genesis Zephyr.
Zephyr was her mother’s surname, which her father had taken
when they married. A feminist and high-powered career woman,
her mother had dominated her handsome but flighty husband. Or at
least that had been Andie’s young impression.
Whether from love or inertia, her father had never reverted to his
own surname. But the day Andie turned eighteen, to further excise
the memory of her mother, she had legally changed her last name to
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Robertson, her father’s family name.
Not many people knew her true name, and when she saw the
return address on the UPS envelope, Andie’s breath stuck in her
throat.
Starhotels Excelsior in Bologna, Italy.
Sent by Dr. James Corwin.
With a melancholy smile at the name of the hotel, she opened
the envelope, curiosity cutting through her grief, wondering why in
the world he had sent her a snail-mail package. And UPS Express
international? That must have cost a fortune.
Inside was a handwritten note, dated May 27, on a piece of paper
ripped from a Moleskine journal. God, he had sent this right before
his murder. As she read Dr. Corwin’s distinctive scrawl—there was
no doubt it was his—her pulse quickened, and a series of chills swept
through her.
Dearest Andie,
I apologize for the bizarre circumstance, but there’s
no one else I can trust. If this message reaches you before
you hear from me, go immediately to Quasar CAM
Labs in the Research Triangle, give the note to Dr. Lars
Friedman, and tell him where the birthplace of mathematics is. Do not ask questions. Do not try to reach me
under any circumstances. Do not call or send an email
to Dr. Friedman—go in person, as soon as you get this.
Should I fail to return from Italy, trust no one with
this message besides Lars. Not the police. Not even your
own family.
No one.
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Feeling a sudden chill, Andie clutched the piece of paper and returned
inside her house. She sat cross-legged on the love seat in her study,
surrounded by piles of books and papers. The view of the forest outside the tall windows normally beckoned, but now the silent trees felt
watchful, menacing. She wished she had curtains to draw.
She read the note again and again, trying to parse the message.
What had Dr. Corwin gotten himself into? And why had he come
to her? If he knew he was in trouble, she would have expected him to
go to someone on the faculty, or a family member. Dr. Corwin had
never married, but he had siblings in London and Jamaica.
Do not ask questions. Trust no one. Not the police.
The implication of these words, and the use of regular mail—
suggesting his phone and email might be tapped—unnerved her
even further.
Andie rose to pace the room, gnawing on her thumbnail so hard
it started to bleed. That was clearly no random mugging, and she
realized the UPS package had been sent from Bologna the morning
after his murder. He must have paid someone to send it, knowing he
was in danger.
She had never heard of Quasar CAM Labs or Dr. Lars Friedman,
but the reference to mathematics she understood. In his office, Dr.
Corwin kept a framed photo of the Ishango bone: a baboon fibula
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unearthed in present-day Democratic Republic of the Congo. At
least eighteen thousand years old, the clearly defined notches on the
bone indicated an ancient counting device.
If asked, most people would point to an Egyptian papyrus or
ancient Mesopotamian texts as the earliest evidence of human computation. But the Ishango bone—and other bones like it, less intact
but far older—proved that Paleolithic tribes in central and southern Africa were using protomathematics more than fifteen thousand
years before the pyramids.
It was the first known evidence of human calculation. The birthplace of mathematics.
Dr. Corwin knew she was familiar with the Ishango bone. But
plenty of his colleagues would have understood the reference as well.
She put her head in her hands. None of this made any sense.
For a moment, she wondered if her mentor had started to unravel.
Had his brilliant mind developed schizophrenia later in life? Or had
he medicated in secret all these years, then stopped taking his drugs
for some reason?
It was possible, though schizophrenia usually started at a young
age. And he was so personable. Witty and cosmopolitan, schooled at
the best universities, never exhibiting any of the antisocial or erratic
behavior typically associated with advanced schizophrenia.
Even more compelling evidence that mental illness was the
wrong line of inquiry: his murder had proven his fears correct.
Yet as she continued studying the note, the line that kept hitting
her the hardest, the one that made her feel dizzy and unmoored, was
the next-to-last one.
Not even your own family.
Andie didn’t have a family. Just her estranged parents and some
distant cousins. Dr. Corwin knew this. So what the hell did that
mean?
She blew out a long breath. Her province was the realm of science, a cold and beautiful place where logic held sway. She loved
mysteries, but had never done well with psychology and hidden
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meanings. At least not as they applied to human beings. That was the
beauty of her field. The rules of the universe, as insanely complex as
they might be, did not change once unraveled. They did not deceive.
She kept pacing and biting her nails, trying to decide what to
do. A quick internet search revealed that Quasar CAM Labs specialized in quantum metallurgy. Though the company kept a low profile,
she found a number of patents pending in obscure areas of materials
science. Dr. Corwin was on the board of directors, but that did not
surprise her. He was on a lot of boards.
The siren song of grief called out to her, urging her to lie in a
dark place and close her eyes to the world. She wanted to succumb,
but too many questions flooded her mind. Maybe Dr. Lars Friedman
could shed some light on what had happened, and maybe not.
Yet all of that could wait. Her first decision was easy: she was
going to carry out the dying wish of her beloved mentor.

Trees and more trees surrounded her Buick as it sped through Duke
Forest, the ribbon of asphalt a blackened tongue flicking through the
woods. The surrounding jaws of the forest opened briefly to expose
the city and then snapped shut once more, spitting her out on a lonely
road delving into the heart of the Research Triangle.
The Silicon Valley of the South, the Triangle was the largest
science-and-technology park in the world, in terms of acreage. VC
money poured in like water, and it was home to a surfeit of Fortune
100 satellite offices, start-ups, and lab facilities.
Yet none of this was obvious on a drive through the heavily forested park. Most of the office buildings and laboratories were hidden from view, set far back off the road. The Research Triangle had
always creeped her out a little. The isolated location, miles from
the surrounding cities, evoked images of secret labs and nefarious
corporations, of a modern-day Dr. Frankenstein performing illicit
research in the bowels of a gleaming glass fortress. As a scientist
herself, she knew the feeling was unwarranted. Yet she couldn’t
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shake it—especially when driving alone through the woods to a cutting-edge tech company in order to fulfill the bizarre edict of a murdered professor. She also had the unsettling thought that perhaps
her vision the previous morning had been a reaction to her impending stress.
As if, in that place inside her head, time didn’t exist in the same
way.
The feeling of foreboding increased as she turned onto East
Cornwallis Road, heard the whine of sirens, and saw black smoke billowing into the sky. Her hands tightened on the wheel as she turned
left onto a smaller road, and the source of the fire drew closer. By the
time she reached the gated entrance to Quasar Labs, the sirens had
ceased, but a column of greasy smoke still emanated from inside the
property.
Andie parked beside the guard shack and stepped out of her car.
A bulky man in his forties, his mustache bristling beneath beady
eyes, slid open a glass window.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
Andie started to take out her Duke ID, then thought better of it.
“I work nearby. I saw the fire and wanted to check on someone who
works here.”
“They’re not answering their phone?”
“No.”
“I can’t let you through without authorization. Sorry.”
“How bad is it?” she asked.
“So far, just the one building. I think they’ve got it under control.
Listen, who do you know? I might be able to check on them.”
“Dr. Lars Friedman.”
The guard’s face twitched, and one of his hands dropped below
the window. “How do you know Dr. Friedman?”
“He’s a friend. Why? Is he okay?”
“What’s your name?”
Wondering why the guard was acting so nervous, Andie gave
him the name of the protagonist in a book she was reading.
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The guard looked her up and down, then glanced at her
scratched-up convertible. By the smirk that tugged at the corners of
his lips, she guessed what conclusion he had drawn.
“I really need to see him,” she pressed, not giving a damn.
He mashed his lips together, as if trying to make a decision.
“Look. I can’t let you in, but between you and me, no one’s seen Dr.
Friedman for a few days.”
“What do you mean no one’s seen him?”
“He didn’t come in today. Or yesterday.”
“Did he call in sick?”
“I can’t give out that information.”
Trying to conceal how much the guard’s revelation disturbed
her—Dr. Friedman had disappeared the same day as Dr. Corwin—
she said, “What started the fire?”
“Hey, lady, are you a reporter?”
“I’m a friend. Like I said.”
“Yeah, well, if you’re his friend and you hear something, let us
know, okay?”
“Sure,” she said, backing away.
“Why don’t you leave me your contact information, and I’ll let
you know if he shows up.”
“That’s okay. I’m sure he’ll call me.” As the guard continued to
watch her, she couldn’t resist a final question. “Was it Dr. Friedman’s
lab that burned?”
It took him a moment to answer, but she saw the truth in his
eyes. “I can’t give that information out.”
She returned to her car, feeling the sudden urge to get as far away
from Quasar Labs as possible. As she started the engine, a black
SUV approached the gate from inside the compound. It stopped
at the guard shack and then rolled past her. Right before the tinted
window was raised, she glimpsed a strikingly attractive Middle
Eastern woman in the back seat, her black hair caught in a bun. She
was reading a document held up in her hands. Beside her, a pale man
with glasses and an aquiline nose was talking on a cell phone. Both
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wore business suits and had a laser focus on their tasks. As the man
continued his phone conversation, he turned his head toward Andie,
holding his gaze as if cataloguing her features. She froze, unsure
whether to look back or turn away, feeling dissected by his stare. The
moment passed, and his attention returned to his call.
When Andie tried to get a look at the driver, she felt a prickle of
gooseflesh rise along her arms. It was hard to tell through the tinted
windows, but she noticed before the car pulled away that the driver’s arms stayed locked on the steering wheel in the exact same position, eerily so, and that his head never seemed to move. Maybe it was
her imagination, and she never got a look at his face, but his rigidity
caused a dissonant reaction to his silhouette.
As if something about it wasn’t quite right.
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Omer Kveller approached the ticket scanner at gate C7 in Terminal
2 of the Raleigh-Durham International Airport. As the leggy blonde
manning the scanner held out her hand for his documents, Omer
drew to his full height, met her gaze, and flashed a warm smile. The
blonde smiled back.
Omer was six foot two, dark-haired, blue-eyed, and blessed with
the bone structure of a movie star.
They always smiled back.
His charm offensive did not stem from worry about the fictitious
name on his passport. The more the technology surrounding legitimate documentation improved, the harder it became to detect the
well-crafted false ones. Perfectly replicated laser perforations and
intaglio printing were a bitch to expose.
Omer’s fake ID was almost foolproof. He didn’t need to play nice
with the gate agent. He simply found that greasing wheels eased his
passage through life.
And in his business, one used every advantage at one’s disposal.
“Portuguese?” she commented, glancing at his passport. “I love
Lisbon.”
“It’s beautiful,” he agreed.
Omer possessed the sort of swarthy complexion that could pass
for any number of nationalities. A former linguist for Israeli special
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forces, as well as the son of a diplomat, Omer had the worldliness and
language skills to support his false identities.
Just before he placed his cell phone under the scanner, using his
left hand so no one noticed the missing right pinky, a text made him
draw the phone back. “Ah, one second,” he said, stepping out of line.
“I’m sorry.”
“Boarding closes in five minutes,” the gate agent chided, maintaining eye contact as he backed away. An unspoken promise. “Don’t
miss your plane.”
“Understood. Thank you.”
He needed to find a secure place to make the call. Unfortunately,
that meant outside the airport. He waded through the crowd at the
gate and slipped into the flow of people returning through the terminal. Near baggage claim, someone grabbed him from behind. On
reflex, Omer spun, gripped the man by the underside of his right
arm, and prepared to gouge out an eye or press a thumb into the
man’s windpipe.
Omer was scanning the crowd for more assailants when he realized the person who had bumped him was a husky college kid with
ripped jeans and a goatee.
“Hey, man! Let me go!”
“Excuse me,” Omer said, raising his palms in apology. The
encounter had occurred in a heartbeat. “You startled me.”
“Jesus, I just tripped.”
“I apologize.”
Though Omer’s heart rate had remained steady during the
encounter, recent events had him on high alert. The attack in
Bologna, the fire, and the chaos that the unfinished business was
sure to bring. The college kid could just as easily have been someone
sent to kill him before he boarded his flight.
The kid was cradling his right arm, which had gone limp from
the pressure applied to the ulnar nerve. “What’d you do to my arm?”
he called out as Omer walked away.
“An accident. You’ll be fine in a minute.”
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Once outside, Omer crossed over to the airport parking deck and
took the elevator to the top floor. No clouds marred the hypnotic
blue sky. The air felt thick and heavy. When he stood alone in a
deserted portion of the deck, far from video surveillance and the
threat of hidden microphones, he dug a different phone out of his
calfskin duffel bag and called a familiar number.
“We are here,” answered an anonymous robotic voice.
Omer continued to scan his surroundings. “I just got a text.”
“Where are you?”
“At the airport.”
“You need to stay a while longer.”
“What if there’s footage from the lab? Police could match it to
the passport.”
Omer was not worried about someone intercepting the communication. Names were never used on these calls, and the people on
the other end of the line were using burner phones and a messaging
app encrypted with a block-cipher algorithm.
The reason the call was filtered through a speech modifier, he
knew, was to disguise the identity of the caller from Omer.
“Let us take care of that,” the metallic voice droned. “Any troubling footage will be erased.”
“Understood,” Omer replied. “What do you need?”
“A young woman appeared at the lab and asked for Dr. Friedman.
It was not his wife or any known associates.”
“When?”
“This afternoon.”
“Who was it? The Society?”
“We’re running facial-recognition software and should know by
the end of the day.”
“Was there any sign of the device?” Omer asked.
“No. But she might have knowledge. Are you certain it’s not in
Durham? You checked the office and the home?”
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“And left no trace. I know my job. But this woman—what’s the
protocol? Interrogation?”
“Deliver her,” the voice replied, and the line went dead.

Half an hour later, after procuring a different rental car on a different
false passport, Omer pulled into the parking lot of the Fairfield Inn
& Suites near the airport. He bypassed the entrance and pulled his
gray Nissan Armada deep into the back lot. After checking for surveillance cameras—hotels like this rarely had them in the rear—he
parked and climbed into the middle row of the SUV.
He placed his duffel bag on the seat beside him, pausing to set his
phone to a London-based classical music station. Next, he opened
the bag and extracted a disassembled advanced-polymer firearm
wrapped in pieces inside his clothing. He wasn’t particularly worried
about his target, but there were dangerous forces in play. A violinist
in his youth, he hummed along to Stravinsky as he pieced together
a zip gun invisible to airport metal detectors. The handgun resembled a flattened rectangle with a trigger and a snub-nose barrel. The
last piece was an electric component that attached to the miniature
scope, and synced to Omer’s wristwatch. Among other tricks, the
watch could fire the zip gun remotely, at a distance of ninety yards.
He loaded the weapon with sharpened polymer-coated rubber
bullets. It was hardly the sort of piece he would carry into a war zone,
but the zip gun was lethal at fifty feet or less. Next he removed his
clothes and slipped into a skintight ballistic vest made of interlaced
microfibers. He changed into lightweight slacks and a gray moisture-wicking shirt, then returned to the driver’s seat to await further
instructions. Exhausted by the last few days, he locked the doors and
let his eyes close. Trained to wake at the slightest sound, he hoped
the next thing he heard was the buzz of his smartphone.
As he began to doze, his last thought was of the protocol he had
been given for the mission. He did not fully grasp the big picture. He
knew the Ascendants were searching for a device of vital importance,
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something that involved a new technology, but he was not privy to
the details. One day in the future, he hoped.
Omer had always felt that for people like himself, high achievers with natural gifts, a different path in life should be available. A
higher ceiling. Yet not in his wildest dreams could he have imagined
the turn his life would take. The extraordinary people he would find.
The lofty citadels of human potential available to those willing
to work, to suffer—even to die—to reach them.
While the mission remained opaque, the protocol he understood perfectly well. Follow the Archon’s orders exactly as they are
given. Do not ask questions. Do not deviate.
Do anything it takes to deliver the target, find the device, or gain
information about it.
Anything at all.
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