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For my parents and my brother, who taught me how to dream

 

Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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IT HAPPENED ON A TUESDAY, JUNE 7TH, AT 4:46 P.M. WHILE MICHAEL GUPTA was in his behavioral therapy session. There was a knock on the door and Dr. Parsons went to answer it. Just before he got there, the door opened wide and Michael heard a quick, muffled burst. Dr. Parsons tumbled backward and his head hit the floor. He lay motionless on his back, a jagged black hole in the center of his polo shirt. In less than a second, the hole filled with blood.

They were in the computer room of the Upper Manhattan Autism Center, which Michael visited every weekday afternoon. He was nineteen years old and his teachers had said he’d made great progress over the past two years, but he still needed to improve his social skills so that he wouldn’t get nervous on a crowded sidewalk or start moaning if someone bumped into him. So Dr. Parsons had found a computer program called Virtual Contact that presented simulations of people and places, animated figures walking down realistic-looking streets. The point of the program was to teach Michael that ordinary social encounters weren’t dangerous. The doctor was just about to show him how to launch the simulation when they heard the knock at the door.

About one and a half seconds after Dr. Parsons collapsed, a man and a woman stepped through the doorway, both dressed in baggy, dark blue jumpsuits. The man was tall and his hair was a black crew cut and he had a long, curved scar on the side of his neck. Michael didn’t look at the man’s face. He usually avoided looking at faces because he didn’t like to make eye contact, and most of the time he couldn’t figure out the meaning of facial expressions anyway. The woman was also tall and her hair was almost as short as the man’s, but Michael could tell it was a woman because her bosoms puffed out the front of her jumpsuit. Her left hand had bandages on three of the fingers, and in her right hand she held a gun.

Michael knew about guns. He’d seen them before, and not just in video games. The woman’s gun had a silencer, a fat gray cylinder attached to the muzzle. That was why the gunshot had sounded muffled. The woman had shot Dr. Parsons and now she was going to shoot him, too.

She took a step toward him. Michael let out a moan. He slid off his chair and curled up into a ball on the linoleum floor. He closed his eyes and started calculating the Fibonacci sequence, which was something he did whenever he was frightened. Michael had inherited excellent mathematical abilities; in fact, he was a great-great-grandson of Albert Einstein, although he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about that. And the Fibonacci sequence was easy to calculate: each number in the sequence is equal to the sum of the two previous numbers. The digits flashed on the black screen of his eyelids, swiftly streaming from right to left like the words at the bottom of a television screen: 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89 . . .

The woman took two more steps and stood over him. Michael opened his eyes. Although his forehead was pressed against the linoleum, he could see her shadow.

“It’s all right, Michael,” she said. Her voice was quiet and slow. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

He moaned louder, trying to drown her out.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said. “We’re going on a trip. A big adventure.”

He heard a jangling noise. Out of the corner of his eye he saw two pairs of wheels. The man with the black crew cut had rolled an ambulance gurney into the room. He pulled a lever that lowered the gurney to the floor. At the same moment, the woman grabbed Michael by the wrist. He tried to scream but she clapped her hand over his mouth. Then she turned to the man. “Get the fentanyl!”

Michael started thrashing. He kicked and squirmed and flailed so violently that all he could remember afterward was a sickening whirl. They strapped him into the gurney, tying down his arms and legs. Then they put a plastic mask over his face, an oxygen mask. Michael couldn’t scream, couldn’t breathe. All he could do was bang the back of his head against the gurney’s mattress, pounding so hard that the guardrails on either side of him vibrated. The woman turned the valve of a steel canister that was connected by plastic tubing to Michael’s oxygen mask. He felt air pumping into the mask, air that smelled sweet and bitter at the same time. In a few seconds all the strength drained out of his limbs and he couldn’t move at all.

It was like being halfway between awake and asleep. He could still see and hear but everything seemed very distant. The man and woman in blue jumpsuits pushed the gurney down the corridor toward the emergency exit. Then they slammed through the door and headed for an ambulance that was parked at the corner of Broadway and Ninety-eighth Street. Michael saw a crowd of people on the sidewalk, all of them stopping to stare at the gurney. He was so groggy he could barely lift his head, but he forced himself to look at the faces in the crowd. He was looking for David Swift. The last time Michael had been in trouble, two years ago, David had saved him. Ever since then Michael had lived in David’s apartment, sharing a bedroom with David’s son, Jonah. They were Michael’s family now, David and his wife, Monique, and Jonah and Baby Lisa. He was certain that David would come running down the street any second.

But David wasn’t there. All the people on the sidewalk were strangers. The man with the black crew cut opened the rear doors of the ambulance and then he and the woman hoisted the gurney into the vehicle. The woman got inside, too, and shut the doors while the man walked to the front of the ambulance and got into the driver’s seat. The woman sat down in a jump seat beside the gurney. Her knees were just a few inches to the left of Michael’s head. Then the ambulance started moving.

Michael stared straight up at a control panel on the ceiling and began to count the number of switches there, but the woman leaned over him, blocking his view. She removed his oxygen mask. “There, that’s more comfortable,” she said. “You’re not hurt anywhere, are you?”

He took a deep breath. With the mask off, his head began to clear. He tried to turn away from the woman, but she grasped his chin with her bandaged fingers and pulled it back. Her grip was very strong. “I’m sorry we had to rush you,” she said, “but we don’t have much time.”

She leaned over some more, bringing her face so close that Michael couldn’t help but look at it. She had gray eyes and a slender nose. Her eyebrows looked like black commas. Her lips curved into a smile, which was confusing. Why was she smiling at him?

“My name is Tamara,” she said. “You’re a handsome boy, you know that?”

She let go of his chin and stroked his hair. He wanted to scream again but his throat was so tight he couldn’t make a sound. Her bandaged fingers moved slowly across his scalp.

“I’m taking you to Brother Cyrus,” she said. “He’s looking forward to meeting you.”

Michael closed his eyes. He tried again to calculate the Fibonacci sequence, but instead of numbers he saw words in his head now, scrolling rapidly from right to left. They were German words: Die allgemeine Relativitatstheorie war bisher in erster Linie . . .

“You’ll like Brother Cyrus. He’s a good man. And right now he needs your help. It’s very important.”

He kept his eyes closed. Maybe if he ignored her long enough, she would stop talking and go away. But after a few seconds he felt the woman’s hand on his cheek.

“Are you listening, Michael? Do you understand what I’m saying?”

He nodded. The German words kept streaming through his head. Then the equations scrolled past, a long string of Greek letters and mathematical operations, with symbols shaped like snakes and pitchforks and crosses. They were his secret, his treasure. He’d promised David Swift that he’d never reveal the theory to anyone.

He opened his eyes. “I won’t help you,” he said. “You killed Dr. Parsons.”

“I’m sorry, that was unavoidable. We have to follow orders.”

Michael saw the doctor in his memory, tumbling backward with the bloody hole in his polo shirt. David had warned that something like this might happen. There were bad people, he’d said, who wanted to use the secret theory to make weapons. Michael had asked, “What kind of weapons?” and David had replied, “Weapons that are worse than atomic bombs. Guns that could kill half the people on earth with a single shot.”

The woman named Tamara tried to stroke his hair again, but he shook his head. “I won’t tell you anything! You want to use the theory to make weapons!”

“Are you referring to the unified field theory? The equations you’ve memorized?”

Michael pressed his lips together. He wasn’t going to say another word.

“Let me set your mind at ease. We already know some of the equations in the unified theory, and if we’d wanted to use that knowledge to build weapons, we could’ve done so a long time ago.” Her strong hand cupped his chin and held him still. “Listen closely now. Brother Cyrus is a man of peace. Like the prophet Isaiah. Have you ever read the Book of Isaiah?”

Michael felt sick. Tamara’s hot breath was on his face. She was too close and he couldn’t turn away. “Let go of me! I want to go home!”

“The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid. And a child shall lead them.” She smiled. “That’s you, Michael. That’s why Brother Cyrus needs you. You’re going to help us fulfill the prophecy.”

He started screaming. There was nothing else he could do.

Without letting go of his chin, Tamara stretched her other hand toward the steel canister and turned its valve. “But now you need to rest. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

Then the oxygen mask came down again.
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AT 4:52 P.M., LESS THAN TEN MINUTES BEFORE DAVID SWIFT WAS SCHEDULED to open the Physicists for Peace conference, the Islamic Republic of Iran announced that it had just tested a nuclear bomb. One of the conference organizers got an alert on his iPhone, and the word quickly spread to the hundreds of scientists and journalists who’d gathered for the event. They made a beeline for the nearest television set, which was in the lobby of Pupin Hall, Columbia University’s physics building. David went with them and watched the story unfold on the flat-panel screen. Somber CNN reporters stood in front of the White House and tirelessly repeated the few facts that were available. A grainy video showed the celebration in the Iranian Parliament, bearded men in black turbans embracing each other. Then a map of Iran stretched across the screen, with a red X in the Kavir Desert marking the site of the underground detonation.

“Officials at the State Department had no comment,” the anchorman intoned, “but intelligence analysts said the nuclear test was apparently successful. They estimated that the strength of the explosion was between ten and fifteen kilotons, about the same as the bomb that destroyed Hiroshima.”

No one could say it was unexpected. For almost a decade all the experts had predicted that Iran would eventually manufacture enough highly enriched uranium to build a nuclear weapon. But seeing the predictions come true on CNN was still a shock. David stared at the television and wiped the sweat from his brow. He felt empty and anxious and sick to his stomach.

“The president is meeting with his advisers in the Oval Office. White House sources say he will address the nation at nine o’clock tonight.”

David shook his head. All his efforts over the past two years had been aimed at preventing this. Officially, he was still a professor in Columbia’s history of science program, but his work with Physicists for Peace took up most of his time now. He’d used his contacts in the scientific community to create an organization with more than two thousand members around the world. As the director, spokesman, and chief fund-raiser for the group, David had appeared several times on CNN himself, a hopelessly earnest forty-six-year-old activist in a threadbare tweed jacket, preaching about the need for international friendship and cooperation. All along, though, he’d suspected that no one was taking him seriously. To the networks and newspapers, he was just another oddball, another eccentric professor with unkempt hair and impractical ideas. Good for an occasional quote, but ultimately irrelevant.

“In a brief statement, the secretary of defense said the Pentagon was studying its options. A carrier group led by the USS Theodore Roosevelt has reversed course and is now heading toward the Persian Gulf.”

He stood there, paralyzed, for the next few minutes, listening to the newscasters’ breathless reiterations. At 5 P.M. he was supposed to give the welcoming address for the conference, but he made no move toward the lecture hall. It was pointless, he thought. How could he talk about peace when the whole world was preparing for war? He wished he could cancel his address and go home to his apartment. Maybe take Baby Lisa for a stroll in Central Park. Or toss the softball with Jonah and Michael.

Then he heard someone nearby clear her throat. He turned around and saw Monique. His wife cocked her head and smiled. One of her lovely eyebrows rose slightly, arching a few millimeters higher on her forehead. Her face was dark brown and shaped like a heart. “Isn’t it time for your speech, Professor?”

David was delighted to see her. Although Monique was also involved in Physicists for Peace—she was one of the most highly regarded theorists in the country—she’d told David she couldn’t attend his opening speech because she was working at the computer lab that evening. She and another physicist from Columbia’s department were running a particle-collision simulation program on the university’s supercomputer, which was so much in demand that the time slots for using the machine couldn’t be rescheduled. “What happened?” David asked. “Did your computer break down?”

She shook her head. She wore her usual work clothes—faded jeans, old sneakers, and a Bob Marley T-shirt—but she still looked better than anyone else in Pupin Hall. Her hair was braided in gorgeous cornrows that trailed down her back. “No, it’s just a delay. They bumped our run by twenty minutes. I had just enough time to swing by and wish you luck.”

He smiled back at her. “Well, I can use it.” He pointed at the television screen. “You see the news? The Iranians tested a nuke.”

Monique’s face turned serious. She pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes. “Forget the news, David. You have—”

“How can I forget it? No one’s gonna be interested in anything else.”

“No, you’re wrong. These people have come from all over the world to hear you. They want to hear about peace, not war.”

“That reminds me of an old saying. Peace activists can’t put an end to war, but war can put an end to peace activism.”

“I don’t believe that. Not for a second.”

A thin vertical line appeared between those lovely eyebrows. David knew what it meant. Monique was a fighter, born in a rough housing project in the Anacostia section of Washington, D.C. Although she’d suffered all the disadvantages of poverty and neglect, she’d fought her way out of the ghetto and into the Ivy League, becoming a professor at one of the best physics departments in the world. It wasn’t in her nature to give up. She hadn’t even considered it.

David leaned over and kissed her forehead, brushing his lips against the vertical line. “All right. I’ll start herding the crowd. Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Anytime, baby.” She slipped her hand under his jacket and gave his waist a surreptitious squeeze. “I’ll come home as soon as I finish the computer run, okay? I’ll give you a little reward for all your hard work.” She winked at him before heading for the exit.

He watched her leave, his eyes fixed on her jeans. Then he gave a signal to one of his grad students, who began directing the conference attendees toward the stairway. Within ten minutes everyone had reassembled in the lecture hall, settling into rows of varnished seats that hadn’t been renovated in half a century. David had chosen this venue partly for its symbolism. On the same floor of Pupin Hall was the laboratory where the atomic age had begun. Seventy-two years ago a team of scientists led by Enrico Fermi had used Columbia’s cyclotron to split uranium atoms. Although the scientists later relocated to a bigger lab in Los Alamos, New Mexico, the effort became known as the Manhattan Project because that was where it had started. The cyclotron was gone now, dismantled and carted away and sold for scrap, but David still felt its presence. He couldn’t think of a better place to have this discussion.

Striding toward the lectern at the front of the room, he noticed that every seat was filled. Still more people crouched in the aisles and stood behind the last row. He recognized most of the physicists in the crowd and many of the journalists as well. The Physicists for Peace conference had suddenly become quite newsworthy, and the reporters in the first two rows eyed David intently.

He placed his notes on the lectern and adjusted the microphone. “Welcome, everyone,” he started. “Welcome to the first annual conference of Physicists for Peace. I have to admit, I’m a little overwhelmed by the turnout. I know from personal experience how hard it is to gather so many physicists in one room, especially when no one’s offering free beer or pizza.”

There were one or two laughs, then silence. The crowd was too distressed to respond to the usual jokes.

“As most of you know, I’m not a physicist. I’m a historian of science, which makes me something of an outsider here. My work has focused on the founders of modern physics—Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, Erwin Schrödinger, and so on. I’ve studied how their discoveries have changed the world, for better and for worse.”

David paused. He spotted two Nobel Prize winners in the middle of the third row. Dr. Martin Chang, the discoverer of the tau particle, sat next to Dr. Leon Hirsch, who’d developed the theory of superconductivity. Their presence was a little intimidating.

“Over the past fifty years,” he continued, “the advances in physics have triggered a technological revolution. They led to the invention of lasers and computers and MRI machines and iPods. But at the same time, military leaders have used these breakthroughs to develop ever more sophisticated weapons. Ballistic missiles, satellite killers, Predator drones, Hellfire rockets. And, of course, nuclear weapons, which unfortunately have just spread to yet another country. The human race seems determined to invent new ways to destroy itself, and many scientists are appalled that their work is being used this way. That’s why we started Physicists for Peace.”

David reached for the glass of water on the lectern. The audience was dead quiet, waiting for him to go on. Of course, he couldn’t give them the full explanation for why he’d devoted himself to this cause, because that would mean telling them about the unified field theory and the ordeal that had nearly killed him two years ago. And David knew that if he wanted to promote world peace, revealing the existence of the unified theory was the last thing he should do.

He took a sip of water and set the glass down. “Our work at Physicists for Peace is based on the premise that people are more alike than different. We all want to lead long, happy lives and ensure the same for our children. It’s a universal desire, just as strong for Iranians and Russians and Palestinians as it is for Americans and Italians and Israelis. And yet our governments keep saying that we’re different, that we’re in conflict. The American government tells its citizens to be afraid of Iranians, and the Iranian government teaches its people to hate Americans.” He shook his head. “Well, I didn’t believe what my government was saying. I wanted to talk to people in other countries and see for myself. And I discovered that many of my colleagues felt the same way. So we started to build an international network of scientists, opening new lines of communication that bypassed our governments. We have members in more than fifty countries now, including Pakistan, Syria, and, yes, Iran. And despite today’s disappointing news, I firmly believe that our efforts are more important than ever.”

He scanned the audience, trying to gauge their reactions. Physicists were a tough crowd, notoriously skeptical. They were adept at finding the weak points in any argument. But as David studied his colleagues, what he sensed was impatience. They weren’t interested in the historical perspective. They wanted to hear about the immediate crisis. So he decided to switch gears. He picked up his lecture notes and waved them in the air. “This is the speech I was going to deliver this evening. Unfortunately, the events in Iran have rendered it obsolete. So I’m going to do something different. I’m going to listen rather than talk. One thing I’ve learned in my new career as a peace activist is that everyone ought to listen more and talk less.”

He crumpled his notes into a ball and tossed it aside. Then he leaned forward, propping his elbows on the lectern. “We all saw the news about the Iranian nuclear test. I’d like to know what all of you are thinking. How should we respond to this development? How does it change our mission?” He held out his hands, gesturing to the whole crowd. “Please, anyone can start the discussion. I want to hear from as many of you as possible.”

A murmur rose from the audience, but no one spoke up. The physicists shifted in their seats. The Nobel laureates in the third row leaned their heads together, and it looked like Dr. Hirsch was about to raise his hand and make a comment. But then David heard a deep, gravelly voice from the standing-room-only section at the back of the lecture hall. “Yes, you should change your mission. What happened today proves that your organization is a failure.”

David had heard this voice before. He peered beyond the heads of the people in the last row and recognized Jacob Steele. He was dressed very conservatively, in a blue three-piece suit that draped loosely over his gaunt frame. David hadn’t seen him in five years, not since Jacob left Columbia to head the Advanced Quantum Institute at the University of Maryland, and it was shocking to see how much his old friend had deteriorated since then. He and David were the same age, but Jacob looked at least fifteen years older.

“Your international network didn’t stop the Iranians from building their nuke,” he continued. “They seem to have ignored all your marvelous outreach efforts.”

Jacob stepped past the other standees and walked down the central aisle of the lecture hall, banging the end of his cane on the varnished floor. As he came closer David noticed his sunken eyes and hollow cheeks, and the liver spots on his nearly bald head. Jacob had leukemia, diagnosed shortly before he went to Maryland. What made the sight even sadder was the fact that twenty years before, when he and David were grad students in Columbia’s physics department, Jacob had been a phenomenal athlete. He’d demolished David every time they’d played basketball, even though he didn’t really care for the sport. The only thing he cared about was physics.

“Don’t get me wrong, David. I admire your ideals. But ideals are useless when you’re dealing with terrorists. While you’ve been making your declarations of peace and friendship, the thugs of the world have been sharpening their knives.”

David took a deep breath. Even before Jacob left Columbia, their friendship had died. They’d drifted apart after David flunked out of the physics program and decided to pursue a Ph.D. in history instead. But they’d once been quite close, and now this made it difficult to respond to him in a professional way. “Today was a setback, no question about it,” David said. “But peace is a long-term project. Right now we’re trying to make connections and establish relationships. And we hope that in time our members will become advocates for peace in all countries.”

Jacob came down the aisle until he stood just a few feet in front of David’s lectern. Then, without changing his pained expression, he let out a loud, derisive “HA!”

“That’s heartwarming, David. A beautiful dream. But unfortunately we can’t sit around and wait for your utopia to materialize. Now that the Iranians have tested their weapon, they’re going to work on miniaturizing the warhead until it’s small enough to fit on one of their ballistic missiles, or in a suitcase carried by one of their jihadis. By the time you finish assembling your network of enlightened scientists, half of the Middle East will be a radioactive wasteland. And maybe parts of the United States as well.”

The lecture hall went silent. David sensed that the crowd didn’t know what to make of Jacob Steele. He was a loner, a professor who rarely attended academic conferences and never collaborated with other physicists. His published papers—primarily in the fields of quantum computing and information theory—were brilliant but not very well known. And his unhealthy appearance was enough to give anyone pause. David felt a pang of sympathy for the man. Although he opposed Jacob’s political views, David didn’t want to argue with him. “Well, what should we do, then? Abandon all attempts at communication? If that’s not the solution, then what is?”

Jacob turned around, pivoting unsteadily on his cane, so that he could address the audience directly. “We should eliminate the threat. Launch an immediate strike against Iran’s uranium-enrichment complex in Natanz. At the same time, destroy all their nuclear labs and missile installations. Decimate their air force and decapitate their military leadership. It’s the only solution that makes sense. We should’ve done it years ago.”

This was too much for the other physicists. Dozens of them jumped out of their seats and started shouting. For a crowd of peace-loving scientists, their reactions were remarkably harsh. The Nobel laureates seemed particularly incensed. Dr. Hirsch, the superconductivity expert, pointed at Jacob.

“That’s insane!” he yelled. His face had turned pink. “The whole Muslim world would rise against us! Not to mention the Russians and the Chinese! It would start World War Three!”

Soon the lecture hall was ringing with denunciations. But Jacob, to David’s surprise, didn’t say anything in his own defense. Instead, he turned away from the crowd, pivoting on his cane again. He stepped up to the lectern and leaned toward David.

“We need to talk.” Jacob had lowered his voice to a whisper. “Right now.”

“What?” David was bewildered. “What are you—”

“I’m sorry for instigating this little scene in front of your pacifist colleagues, but I had no choice. I arrived here just as you started your speech and I couldn’t wait for you to finish.”

“Dr. Swift! Dr. Swift!” It was Hirsch again, waving at David to get his attention. He’d barreled his way past the other scientists in the third row and now stood in the aisle, still pointing at Jacob. “I want to respond to this madman!”

David held out his hands, palms forward, like a traffic cop. “Hold on! Everyone will get a chance to—”

“And I want to make an announcement, too!” Hirsch held up his iPhone. “I just received word that the Union of Concerned Scientists has issued a statement about the Iranian nuclear test. Could I borrow the microphone so I can read it to everyone?”

David sighed. It was impossible to run an orderly meeting of physicists. There was too much intellectual entropy in the room. Meanwhile, Jacob leaned a little closer. “Let the old fool read his statement,” he whispered. “We can talk in the hallway.”

For a moment David just stared at Jacob’s ruined face. Then he turned back to Hirsch. “Okay, go ahead. I’ll be right back.”

While the Nobel laureate approached the lectern, David and Jacob retreated to the left side of the room. They came to an exit and Jacob grunted as he pushed the door open. David followed him into the dimly lit corridor that separated the lecture hall from the lab that had once housed Columbia’s cyclotron.

Breathing heavily, Jacob leaned on his cane in the center of the corridor. “I find it odd that you’ve become a peacenik, David. You certainly weren’t one in graduate school. In fact, I can recall several occasions when you were downright belligerent.”

Back in grad school Jacob had been fond of practical jokes, and now David wondered if his old friend had interrupted the conference for his own amusement. But on second thought, it seemed unlikely. Jacob played tricks only on his friends, and he and David weren’t friends anymore. “So this is what you wanted to talk about?” David asked. “This is why you interrupted me?”

“I remember one night in particular when you got into an argument at the West End Bar with someone from the mathematics department. We had to pin you to the floor to stop you from killing him.”

David didn’t remember the incident. He’d had a drinking problem in graduate school and his memories of those years were spotty. He’d hit bottom after Columbia kicked him out of its physics program. He spent three agonizing months in rehab before he sobered up and switched to the history department. Although he couldn’t recall the details of his long drinking binge now, the feelings of shame and failure had stayed with him. He’d done far worse things than throw a punch at a mathematician. “In case you didn’t notice, Jacob, I’m in the middle of running a conference here. We can talk about the good old days when I’m done, all right?”

“No, this can’t wait. Did you listen carefully to the news reports of the Iranian test?”

“Of course. I—”

“Then you must’ve heard what the Pentagon said about the timing of the explosion. It occurred this afternoon at one o’clock Eastern Daylight Time.”

“Yes, yes, I heard. They probably detected it with their seismic monitors. A nuclear explosion produces a distinctive seismic rumble. Very different from an earthquake.”

“Well, I also detected the explosion this afternoon, at exactly one o’clock. But not with seismic monitors. That’s why I’m here, David. After I saw the data from the Caduceus Array, I caught the next flight to New York. This isn’t the kind of thing we can discuss over the phone.”

“Caduceus?” David knew what the word meant—it was the ancient symbol of Mercury, the Roman messenger god, who carried a staff with two snakes twined around it—but he had no idea what Jacob was referring to. “What the hell is the Caduceus Array?”

“I need to speak with Monique Reynolds, too. You’re both involved in this.”

“Whoa, wait a second—”

“I told you, this can’t wait.” His voice echoed in the hallway. “Where’s Dr. Reynolds? You do know how to locate your own wife, don’t you?”

“Yeah, she’s in the computer lab, running a simulation.”

“Get her on the phone. Tell her to drop whatever she’s doing and come here immediately.”

“I don’t understand. Why do you need us?”

“You know why.” Jacob’s eyes locked on him. “You and Dr. Reynolds have information that no one else has.”

David felt an uneasy prickle in his stomach. “Look, what are you trying to—”

“You can’t keep it a secret forever, David. The physics community is like a small town, so there’s always going to be gossip. Especially about the Einheitliche Feldtheorie.”

David froze. At first he wondered if he’d misheard Jacob, but the sound of the German was unmistakable. Einheitliche Feldtheorie meant “unified field theory.” Jacob was referring to Albert Einstein’s last discovery, the elegant, all-encompassing Theory of Everything that the great physicist had formulated near the end of his life but never revealed to the world because he’d realized how dangerous it was. David and Monique had unearthed the theory two years ago and then, for the sake of humanity, buried it again. Somehow, despite all their precautions, Jacob had gotten wind of it.

David shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Please don’t play dumb. Especially not now. The event that took place in Iran this afternoon was much more than a nuclear test. The Caduceus Array detected a disruption in spacetime, originating at the test site in the Kavir Desert and spreading outward at the speed of light. In layman’s terms, it was a rip in the fabric of reality. It severed the continuity of our universe, tearing apart the dimensions of space and time for the briefest of instants and then splicing them back together. Needless to say, this hasn’t occurred in any previous nuclear explosion. In fact, it hasn’t occurred anywhere in the universe before, not since the Big Bang started fourteen billion years ago.”

David’s stomach was roiling now. He still didn’t understand what Jacob was saying, but he could hear his dismay. And Jacob wasn’t easily dismayed. “Wait, slow down,” David said. “If there was a rip in the fabric of the universe this afternoon, how come I didn’t notice anything?”

“Fortunately, the anomalies were fleeting. They lasted less than a trillionth of a second, which is why no one felt the disturbance and no laboratory but mine detected it. But a larger disruption could trigger a catastrophe. It could bring down the whole system.” Jacob was motionless, absolutely still. Even his eyes had stopped moving. “Someone is deliberately tampering with spacetime. We need to pool our knowledge to have any hope of stopping this.”

David felt dizzy. This was the moment he’d been dreading for the past two years. The Einheitliche Feldtheorie revealed the fundamental nature of reality, showing how all the particles and forces in the universe originate from the convoluted folds of spacetime. But the theory also showed how spacetime could be manipulated to release the immense energies contained in those folds. If someone had managed to rediscover the equations . . .

“All right,” David said. “You got my attention. I want to know everything about this Caduceus Array. What did you—”

A loud thump interrupted him. The doors to the lecture hall burst open. David expected to see Dr. Hirsch come running into the corridor to report that open warfare had broken out at the Physicists for Peace conference. Instead he saw a heavyset, sixtyish woman in a red jacket, accompanied by a man wearing a gray suit and sunglasses. FBI special agent Lucille Parker’s face had grown a little more weathered since David had last seen her, with a few more lines across her forehead and wrinkles around her eyes. But she still moved like a Marine going into battle, rushing forward under her helmet of platinum-blond hair. “Swift!” she shouted. “You’re coming with us.”

Lucille and the other agent cornered David, each grabbing one of his elbows. He tried to break free, but they held on tight. “What are you doing?” he shouted. “What’s going on?”

She frowned. “Bad news. About Michael.”

LUKAS STOOD AT THE BACK OF THE LECTURE HALL, BLENDING IN WITH THE crowd. He’d bought a suit for the occasion, a cheap blue pinstripe, and under the jacket was a Heckler & Koch pistol in a shoulder holster. The assignment was simple enough. There were no security guards or metal detectors in the building. The only problem was the timing. Lukas was supposed to complete his mission at approximately the same time the other teams finished theirs, but he couldn’t take out his target in front of all the scientists in the lecture hall. So he had to wait. To pass the time, he recited the Lord’s Prayer, mouthing the Latin words under his breath: Pater noster, qui est in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum . . .

Luckily, after a few minutes his target left the room. Lukas slipped out a different exit and took up position near the staircase, flattening himself against the wall and peering down the corridor. It was a good place to do the job. The hallway was dark and there was only one witness who needed to be eliminated. Lukas reached into his new jacket, removed the Heckler & Koch, and quietly attached the silencer. But just as he raised his gun, the doors to the lecture hall opened and two more people stepped into the corridor. One was a standard-issue FBI agent. The other was some kind of supervisor, a big ugly brute of a woman. Lukas quickly stepped backward, retreating into an alcove.

This is unfortunate, he thought. He didn’t want a firefight. But he was a veteran of the Delta Force, the U.S. Army’s elite counterterrorism unit, so he was ready for combat. Over two decades he’d taken out dozens of targets in Somalia, Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan, and he’d lost none of his skills in the three years since he’d heard the Lord’s call. The FBI agents stood with their backs to him, so he knew he could kill both of them before they drew their guns. He raised his pistol, lining up the gun sights with the old woman’s hairdo. Always eliminate the commander first, that’s what they’d taught him.

A second later, though, his luck changed again. The FBI agents marched off with the witness, a trim, dark-haired professor in khaki pants and a tweed jacket, leaving the target alone in the hallway. Lukas waited until he couldn’t hear the agents’ footsteps anymore. Then he aimed his pistol at the bald man with the cane.



3

MICHAEL COULDN’T MOVE HIS ARMS OR LEGS—THEY WERE STILL STRAPPED to the gurney—but he could turn his head to the right and stare at the clouds through one of the airplane’s oblong windows. He’d never traveled in a plane before and the first few minutes were terrifying. The floor shook and the gurney jangled and an impossible roar filled the airplane’s cabin, which was a tube about twelve feet long and six feet wide. Then Michael’s feet tilted upward and his head sank down and the horrible roar drilled into his skull, tearing through his eardrums. It was so loud he couldn’t even hear himself screaming.

He closed his eyes and kept them closed for a long time. When he finally opened them, the gurney wasn’t tilting anymore and the roar had died down to a steady rumble. Michael lifted his head and saw two people sitting in the cockpit at the front of the plane, the man with the scarred neck in the copilot’s seat and the woman named Tamara in the pilot’s. It reminded him of a computer game he used to play, Eighth Air Force, which simulated the cockpit of a B-17 flying over Germany during World War II. But in the computer game the pilot and copilot were both men and they never left the plane to kidnap or shoot anyone. Confused, Michael turned back to the window and focused on the clouds, which glided past in great white domes tinged with orange from the sunset. It was a pretty view and after a while he felt calmer. He made a point of memorizing how the clouds looked, every ridge and hump and billow.

He continued studying the sky for about an hour. Then the noise from the airplane’s engines subsided and his gurney started to tilt again, dipping at the feet this time. In a panic, he closed his eyes as tightly as he could. The tilt grew steeper. Michael felt like he was sliding, feetfirst, into a deep hole. Against the black of his eyelids he saw hundreds of red stars, all moving in unison from right to left. Then, for the second time that day, he saw the Einheitliche Feldtheorie, written by Albert Einstein, his great-great-grandfather. Michael had memorized the equations when he was thirteen, and they’d burrowed in his mind for the past six years. Their odd symbols glowed as they streamed through the darkness.

After another fifteen minutes Michael felt a jolt and opened his eyes. He looked out the window and saw a flat, empty field crisscrossed with red and white lights. The plane was coasting down a runway, raising the flaps on its wings just like the B-17s did in Eighth Air Force. The sky was dark now, almost black. As the plane slowed he glimpsed a building on the far side of the field, a hangar with a curved roof and giant doors. But there were no other buildings in sight and no other aircraft. At the end of the runway the plane turned and came to a stop. Then the engines shut down and all the runway lights switched off and Michael couldn’t see anything outside.

In the cockpit Tamara rose from the pilot’s seat. She’d taken off the jumpsuit she’d worn when she was pretending to be an ambulance attendant; now she wore camouflage pants and a brown T-shirt. Because the cabin’s ceiling wasn’t high enough for her to stand up straight, she hunched forward as she came down the aisle and squeezed into the space beside the gurney. Michael turned his head away, but a moment later he felt the scrape of her bandaged fingers on his chin. She pulled his face toward hers and bent down low. Her lips were wet and her teeth glistened. “How are you doing, Michael?” she asked. “Everything all right?”

He strained his eyes to the left and right, frantically trying to look past her. He caught a glimpse of the cabin door and imagined David Swift bursting through it. Oh, where was David now? Why wasn’t he here?

“Are you uncomfortable? I’m sorry about that. I wish I could let you get up and stretch your legs, but I can’t.” She reached into the pocket of her camouflage pants. “But I have something if you’re hungry. A little snack. I bought it this morning.” She pulled a candy bar out of her pocket, a Milky Way Midnight bar. “Here, I’ll unwrap it. I can hold it up to your mouth and you can take a bite.”

Michael shook his head. He usually liked Milky Way bars, but this one was crooked and the wrapper was wrinkled. He wouldn’t have eaten it even if David had offered it to him.

Tamara shrugged, then slipped the candy bar back into her pocket. “We’re just making a quick stop here. The longest part of our journey is still ahead. Angel is going to refuel the plane and pick up supplies.” She glanced at the cockpit, where the man with the scarred neck was pressing buttons and throwing switches. Michael took a deep breath, relieved that she’d turned away from him. He wanted to close his eyes and slide into the darkness again, but Tamara was too close. He was afraid she might bend a few inches lower and bite him.

“And while we’re waiting here, we’re going to have a visitor. Brother Cyrus is coming to see you, Michael. He’ll be here any minute.” She let go of his chin and ran her fingers through his hair. The bandages made a crackling noise as they moved behind his ear. “Please be respectful in his presence. Don’t say anything unless he asks you a question first. He’s our leader and he deserves respect.”

Smiling, she gripped Michael’s chin again and brushed the fingertips of her other hand against his cheek. “You’re going to help Brother Cyrus,” she said. “And he’s going to help you, too. No more pain, no more suffering.” She slid one of her fingers across his forehead, soft and slow. “Just peace. Everlasting peace.”

He opened his mouth to scream, but at that moment the man with the scarred neck called out, “They’re coming!” Tamara instantly let go of Michael and rushed to the door at the front of the cabin. With one hand she grasped the door’s handle and swung it open, and with the other she pulled a gun out of her pants, the same gray pistol she’d used to kill Dr. Parsons.

She waited in the doorway, pointing her gun outside and peering into the darkness. After about fifteen seconds Michael heard the sound of a car approaching, then screeching to a halt. After another ten seconds he heard footsteps. Then Tamara stepped back from the doorway and a man without a face entered the plane.

He wore black pants and a black jacket, and his head was wrapped in a thick black scarf that covered everything except his eyes. Michael stared at him, transfixed. It was like a man-size piece of the darkness outside had drifted into the plane’s cabin. He wasn’t very tall—in fact, he was shorter than Tamara—but he had a broad chest and bulky shoulders, and the narrow confines of the cabin made him look enormous. His eyes glinted within the slit of his head scarf as he approached Michael’s gurney.

Tamara followed a few feet behind. “This is Brother Cyrus,” she announced. “Say hello, Michael.”

The strange thing was, Michael wasn’t afraid. This is a game, he told himself. He imagined he was immersed in a computer game, one of the first-person shooters he used to play all the time on his Game Boy. David had convinced him to stop playing the more violent programs—War-fighter, Desert Commando, America’s Army—but Michael remembered them clearly. In all those games the enemy soldiers looked like Brother Cyrus. They wore black uniforms and helmets, and their faces were usually masked or obscured so you wouldn’t feel bad about shooting them. And if this was a game, Michael reasoned, there must be a strategy for winning. He didn’t have a gun, unfortunately, and his avatar was immobilized. But he wasn’t defenseless.

He avoided looking at the man’s eyes. Instead he focused on the black creases where the scarf wrapped around his jaw. “Hello, Brother Cyrus,” he said.

The man folded his arms across his chest. He wore black gloves, Michael noticed. Not a single square inch of his skin was exposed. It was impossible to tell whether he was white or black or something in between.

“Hello, Michael,” he finally said. His voice was low, muffled by the scarf. “Please forgive my appearance. I suffered a disfiguring accident a few years ago. I’ve found that it’s less disturbing for everyone if I keep my face hidden.”

For a moment Michael wondered what kind of accident it was. A fire? An explosion? But in the end it didn’t matter, he thought. He disliked looking at faces anyway. “Where are you taking me?” he asked.

“All in good time, Michael, all in good time. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. When I was a young man I once met Amil Gupta, your grandfather. He was an assistant to Albert Einstein during the 1950s, correct? And he married the great man’s granddaughter?” Brother Cyrus moved closer. The creases in his scarf shifted as he cocked his head. “Amil was a genius himself, one of the finest physicists of his generation. I was very sorry to hear about his death.”

Michael didn’t want to talk about his grandfather. Amil Gupta had broken his promise and tried to reveal the Einheitliche Feldtheorie. David had told Michael that he shouldn’t think too badly of his grandfather; the old man had gotten sick, David said, and the sickness had made him do all those terrible things. But Michael didn’t believe it. He decided to repeat his previous question, which Brother Cyrus hadn’t answered. “Where are you taking me?”

Tamara stepped forward. “Michael! Show some respect!” Then she leaned over his gurney and slapped him in the face.

The pain and surprise were so sharp, Michael’s eyes watered. Still, he didn’t turn away from Brother Cyrus. It’s just a game, he told himself again. Nothing but a game.

Cyrus uncrossed his arms and pointed a gloved finger at him. “I’ve spent the past two years observing you, Michael, and I’ve learned that you’re a remarkable young man. In some ways, you’re even more remarkable than your illustrious great-great-grandfather.” He moved his hand closer, aiming his index finger at the center of Michael’s forehead. “I’m not talking about your mathematical abilities now, all the numbers and equations you can cram into that brain of yours. No, I’m talking about your innocence. Your purity of spirit.”

Michael wanted to ask for a third time, Where are you taking me? but he was afraid that Tamara would slap him again, maybe harder than before. Or Cyrus would hit him with that big, gloved hand.

“God gave you a wonderful gift,” Cyrus continued. “Yes, your autism is a gift. You can’t lie or cheat. You can’t be deliberately cruel. Your mind lacks all the evil impulses that make the human race so despicable. In a sinful world, you point the way to our salvation.” He opened his gloved hand, splaying the fingers. They hovered just a few inches above Michael’s eyes. “You’re a herald of the world to come, my child. A world without sin and rot and corruption. The Kingdom of Heaven we will soon bring to earth.”

“Amen,” Tamara whispered. She lowered her head and stared at the floor.

To Michael’s relief, Cyrus withdrew his hand and took a step backward. His eyes still glinted, though, within the slit of his head scarf. “The Lord has given us a great task, Michael. After Amil Gupta died, I heard the rumors about the theory he’d uncovered. Through my informants in the FBI and the other American intelligence agencies, I confirmed that it was Einstein’s Einheitliche Feldtheorie. And I saw that the Almighty was giving me a sign. The Lord was telling me to pursue the unified theory because it held the keys to His holy kingdom.” He extended his arms, gesturing at the airplane’s cabin. “Luckily, I have significant resources at my disposal. I hired experts to assemble the bits and pieces of equations that had been picked up by the intelligence agencies.”

Michael’s stomach jumped. Although he and David Swift had tried to destroy every hard drive and computer disk that had held the formulas of the unified field theory, it was possible that they’d missed some. Amil Gupta had been very careless with the equations.

“We couldn’t reconstruct the entire theory,” Cyrus said. “But we learned enough to put us on the path to the Redemption. We conceived a plan to carry out the Lord’s will and open the gates of His kingdom. And just a few hours ago, the Almighty gave us another sign. The results from our test prove that we’re on the right course. Now all we need are the missing pieces of the theory, the parts we haven’t been able to reconstruct.” He pointed at Michael’s forehead again, his gloved hand trembling. “I know you have the equations, Michael. Einstein bequeathed the Einheitliche Feldtheorie to his young assistants, and fifty years later they passed it on to you. Once you give it to us, we can take the final step.”

Tamara raised her head and looked at Michael. She leaned over his gurney and grasped his left hand. “Don’t worry, it’ll be simple. I’ll show you what to do when we get to our camp.”

Michael tried to pull his hand out of her grasp, but his arm was strapped down too tightly. The cords dug into his wrist as he struggled. “I told you, I won’t help you! You killed Dr. Parsons!”

Brother Cyrus nodded. “Yes, and there will be more deaths, unfortunately. But in the end we will triumph over death. The Lord has given me His promise, whispering the holy words in my ear. There will be no death in His Kingdom, only eternal life. All of God’s subjects will be resurrected, and we will live forever in His loving embrace.”

Tamara whispered “amen” again. Then Cyrus stepped sideways, moving behind her. He put a gloved hand on her shoulder. “Sister, I’m afraid I must leave you now. But I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point the day after tomorrow.” He walked to the front of the cabin, heading for the door. “Before the plane takes off, make sure that Angel gives the boy a sedative. We want him to be well rested when he arrives.”

“Yes, Brother. Go in peace.”

Tamara let go of Michael’s hand. She watched Cyrus leave the plane and continued to stare at the cabin door after it had swung shut behind him. Then she turned to the cockpit and shouted an order at the man with the scarred neck. Several seconds later he came toward them, fitting a shiny silver needle into a syringe.

Michael couldn’t pretend that this was a game anymore. He rolled his head from side to side and began to scream.
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DAVID SWIFT AND HIS FAMILY WERE IN ONE OF THE INTERROGATION ROOMS on the twenty-third floor of Federal Plaza, the FBI’s field office in Lower Manhattan. While David paced across the linoleum, Monique cradled their one-year-old daughter in her arms, rocking Baby Lisa to sleep. Jonah, David’s son from his first marriage, sat at a table in the center of the room and stared at his iPod Touch. The screen was blank—Jonah had taken the device out of his backpack half an hour ago, but he hadn’t turned it on. Normally, he was a cheerful, blond, blue-eyed nine-year-old, but now his eyes were red and his cheeks were wet. He’d been crying ever since the FBI agents had picked him up from his after-school karate class.

David stopped pacing. He came up behind his son and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Go ahead, turn on the iPod,” he urged. “It’ll help pass the time.”

Jonah didn’t move. He kept his eyes on the small, dead screen.

Monique swayed toward them, bouncing on the balls of her feet. Baby Lisa’s eyes were half closed, her caramel face pressed against her mother’s shoulder. “Hey, Jonah, I can show you a new app,” Monique offered. “It’s a 3-D model of the Milky Way galaxy. You can zoom in on the spiral arms and everything. It’s very cool.”

After a few seconds the boy looked up at David. Another tear slid down the side of his nose. “Dad, are we under arrest?”

David’s heart constricted. He would’ve preferred to tell his son the truth—that the FBI was protecting them from any further kidnapping attempts—but he didn’t want to frighten the boy. “No, we’re not under arrest. We’re safe. Everything’s all right.”

Jonah scowled. He dropped the iPod, which hit the table with a clunk. “Then what are we doing here? And where’s Michael?”

This last question was harder to answer. All David knew for certain was that Michael had been kidnapped from the Upper Manhattan Autism Center and that one of his teachers, Dr. Irwin Parsons, had been shot to death. David could guess the reason for the abduction—the kidnappers wanted the Einheitliche Feldtheorie, the equations locked in Michael’s head—but he had no clue who the bastards were or where they could’ve taken the boy. “There’s nothing to worry about, okay? Michael is missing, but the police—”

“Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

“It looks like he might’ve wandered off from his school.” It was a pitiful lie, but David was too anxious to come up with something better. He couldn’t stop thinking about the kidnappers and what they might be doing to Michael. “But don’t worry, the police are going to find him. Sooner or later they’ll—”

“What happened? Where did he go?”

Jonah furrowed his doughy brow, trying to look defiant, but his lower lip trembled. He and Michael had grown close since the autistic teenager had moved into their apartment two years ago. Even though Jonah was a full decade younger, he’d taken charge of Michael, introducing him to the customs and rituals of the Swift household. They’d played countless games of Stratego using special rules that Jonah had devised to keep Michael from winning every time. Jonah got frustrated occasionally by Michael’s lack of responsiveness—the boy couldn’t understand jokes, much less laugh at them—but he’d learned to live with it. He’d always wanted a brother, and now he had one.

While David stood there, not knowing what to say, his wife handed him Baby Lisa, who squirmed for a moment before nestling against his chest. Then Monique sat down in the chair next to Jonah’s. “Look, Michael’s going to be all right,” she assured him. “He’s made a lot of progress over the past two years and he knows how to take care of himself now. He’ll find his way home. You just have to be patient, okay?”

“Where is he?” Jonah’s face crumpled and the tears began to flow again. “Where did he go?”

Instead of answering, Monique wrapped her arms around the boy. At first Jonah fought her, furiously twisting in her embrace. But after a while he gave up the fight and sobbed against her T-shirt, shaking uncontrollably. And as David watched them, his own eyes began to sting.

He and Monique had also fallen in love with Michael. In the beginning it was more of a charitable impulse, a simple desire to help this poor kid who’d been abandoned by his family. David had enrolled him in the best autism program in New York and conferred weekly with his therapists. As the months passed, Michael’s behavior improved: he no longer screamed if you accidentally touched him, and he started reading science textbooks instead of playing computer games all day long. The veil of autism seemed to lift a bit, allowing David to catch a glimpse of the boy’s essential nature, which was sweet and curious and trusting. Although he understood that Michael would never fully emerge from his isolation, there was already more than enough of him to love.

After a couple of minutes Jonah stopped crying. Monique stood up and took hold of Baby Lisa, who was fast asleep now. She carried the child to an adjoining room and laid her down in a portable crib that the FBI had provided. Just as she returned to David and Jonah, the door to the interrogation room opened and Special Agent Lucille Parker stepped inside.

She wore the same outfit David remembered from two years ago, a bright red jacket over a loose-fitting white blouse and a matching skirt. A pair of reading glasses hung from a beaded chain around her neck. She looked more like a librarian than an FBI agent, but David knew she wore a shoulder holder under her garish jacket, and tucked in the holster was a Glock 17.

“We found Karen Atwood,” she announced in her familiar Texas drawl. “Our agents in Philadelphia picked her up and they’re bringing her here.”

David let out a sigh of relief. His first wife, who shared custody of Jonah, had gone to a lawyers’ conference in Philly and hadn’t returned any of the frantic phone calls David had made after he learned of Michael’s disappearance. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to kidnap Karen—unlike Michael, she knew nothing about the Einheitliche Feldtheorie—but it was still good to hear she was safe.

Jonah leaped to his feet. “You found my mom? Is she okay?”

Lucille gave the boy a smile. Her lipstick was the same shade of red as her jacket. “Yes, honey, she’s fine. We got her on the phone right now and she’s itching to talk to you.” She pointed at another agent standing in the hallway, a stone-faced woman in a gray pantsuit. “This is Agent Carson. She’ll take you to my office. Go on, you can use the telephone there.”

Jonah looked uncertainly at the pair of agents. David squeezed his son’s shoulder. “It’s all right. Go ahead.”

The boy walked toward Agent Carson, who took Jonah’s hand and briskly escorted him down the hallway. Lucille waited a moment, watching them go, then closed the door and turned to David and Monique. She wasn’t smiling anymore. Dozens of creases etched her forehead and the skin below her eyes.

David swallowed hard. “What’s going on? Have you found Michael?”

She shook her head. “We sent alerts to Homeland Security and every police department in the Northeast. But so far we haven’t heard anything.” She walked over to the table and pointed at the chairs. “Have a seat.”

David was too anxious to sit. “How could this happen? How could they just walk into the autism center and take him?”

Lucille pulled out a chair and sat down. She winced as she stretched her legs under the table. “The kidnappers were professionals. They disguised themselves as paramedics, driving a real ambulance they’d stolen from Lenox Hill Hospital. It looked like a genuine emergency call.”

“Were there any witnesses?”

“We interviewed some folks who were on Ninety-eighth Street at the time, but they didn’t give us much in the way of ID for the paramedics. That’s typical—when people see an ambulance crew, they’re usually too busy gawking at the guy in the stretcher to notice anything else.”

Monique stepped toward the table. She stood shoulder to shoulder with David. “What about surveillance cameras?” she asked. “There must be some at the autism center.”

“Yeah, about half a dozen. And every damn one was disabled just before the abduction. Like I said, these guys were professionals.”

“Well, what about the ambulance? That should be easy to track down, shouldn’t it?”

Lucille frowned. “The New Jersey State Police found it an hour ago. The kidnappers dumped it near an abandoned warehouse in the Meadowlands. They must’ve switched to another vehicle.”

Shit, David thought. The New Jersey Meadowlands was next to I-95, the Newark shipping terminal, and two airports. Michael could be anywhere by now. “So what are you saying? You don’t have anything?”

“Calm down, Swift. We’re pursuing every lead. We got the ballistics from the two homicides at the autism center and the—”

“Two homicides? Someone else was killed there besides Dr. Parsons?”

Lucille nodded grimly. “One of our undercover agents was stationed on the first floor, just down the hall from the behavioral therapy room. The kidnappers shot him and threw his body into a closet. Then they went into the therapy room and shot Irwin Parsons.” She curled her upper lip, baring clenched teeth. “That’s how we found out about the abduction so quickly. We knew something bad had happened when our undercover didn’t radio in.”

Monique looked confused. She tilted her head and stared intently at Lucille. “Wait a second. Why was one of your agents at the autism center?”

“You can probably figure it out. We’ve had Michael under surveillance for the past two years.”

David told himself he shouldn’t be surprised. After the Amil Gupta fiasco, Agent Parker had thoroughly interrogated everyone involved. Lucille knew they were hiding something from her, and although neither David nor Monique had said a word about the unified field theory, she’d obviously deduced where the equations were hidden.

“It’s my fault,” Lucille added. The creases under her eyes seemed to deepen. “I went easy on you. I let you keep your secrets. But I knew there were people who wouldn’t be as kindhearted if they discovered what was inside Michael’s head. I knew they’d do anything to get the information. So in the interest of national security, I ordered protection for the boy. We put him under surveillance to prevent any foreign operatives from getting their hands on the unified theory. Unfortunately, I underestimated the threat.”

She lowered her head and stared at the tabletop. All of a sudden she looked old. Although she was still in her early sixties, at that moment she seemed at least ten years older. When David looked at her, he saw a stiff-jointed, overweight agent who should’ve stepped down from active duty a long time ago. It was a little jarring to see her this way. Two years ago Lucille had pursued him relentlessly, chasing him halfway across the country. He’d never noticed her age because he was too busy running away from her. But this time was different, he thought. Agent Parker was trying to help them now. And they needed her help.
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