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Stunned by the fire and the news of Dr. Friedman’s disappearance,
Andie made a snap decision as she drove back to Durham. Dr.
Corwin had told her not to get involved, but she wasn’t about to sit
on her couch and start preparing an elegy. She was going to dig into
Dr. Corwin’s life and find out what the hell had really happened in
Bologna. And the police . . .
Trust no one.
Instead of turning onto the downtown connector, she stayed
on Cornwallis and headed north. Before she made any decisions,
she was going to campus to see if she could figure out the meaning
behind her mentor’s mysterious message.

After clearing the visit with Dean Varen, head of the physics department, Andie stepped into Dr. Corwin’s office and experienced a
shock.
The framed photo of the Ishango bone was missing.
It used to hang on the wall across from his desk. She was sure of
it. But now his Oxford diploma was hanging in its place.
Unsure what to do, she stood by herself in the middle of the
office, remembering, absorbing, shuddering at the loss of the man
who used to greet her so warmly from behind the desk. Eventually
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she turned to take in the contents of the room: globes, telescopes,
bookshelves, more framed diplomas, his prized Fields Medal for
mathematical research, and a detailed star map that glowed in the
dark. A chalkboard covered one wall, filled with strings of numbers
and formulas. In the corner, a hovering bonsai tree was supported
with the clever use of magnets.
She approached Dr. Corwin’s desk. Stacks of journals, notes,
and research papers were arranged in neat piles around an iMac.
Though much of a physicist’s work took place on the computer now,
Dr. Corwin liked to use his chalkboard. String theory and quantum
gravity were still pen-and-paper theories, relying on creative insight
more than computer programs. Like her mentor, Andie specialized
in the intersection of theoretical physics and astronomy, though Dr.
Corwin was a far better mathematician than she would ever be.
Still no sign of the Ishango photo.
A memory of Dr. Corwin’s spicy aftershave, mingling with puffs
of chalk dust as he scribbled on the wall, caused a fresh wave of
emotion. She took a moment to gaze at the photos on his desk. Dr.
Corwin hobnobbing with luminaries of his field. Feynman, Dirac,
Hawking. A very old photo of Heisenberg in a lecture hall.
Her gaze lingered on a photo where she was standing next to
Dr. Corwin outside a local restaurant named Foster’s. To celebrate a
finished project, he had taken his research assistants out to brunch
on a bright spring morning. With his silver-gray hair and sharp blue
blazer, Dr. Corwin looked as distinguished as always. Foster’s was
a casual place, more of a glorified coffee shop, and unlike the other
assistants, Andie had shown up as she always did: her tall, lean frame
clad in black jeans and an old leather jacket. No makeup, messy hair,
and sleep-deprived eyes.
Beside Dr. Corwin, she looked like an overgrown street urchin,
and she laughed at the memory.
The empty space on the desk beneath the monitor, where the
laptop used to sit, drew her eyes. All of a sudden, she had the wild
notion that Dr. Corwin might have been killed for his research.
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As far as she knew, he had discovered nothing groundbreaking in
recent years. But the idea caused her to close the office door and
search his desk.
Nothing unusual in the top middle drawer: pens, sticky Post-it
notes, an old graphing calculator he kept around for nostalgia, and a
stack of business cards from colleagues around the world.
The drawers on the left side of the desk were filled with scientific papers, grouped into drop folders. She browsed some of the
headers: loop quantum gravity. high-energy particles.
theoretical condensed matter. dark matter detection.
gamma-ray bursts.
Again, nothing unexpected, except for the folder on condensed
matter. She hadn’t realized that was an interest of Dr. Corwin’s, but
it dovetailed with his connection to Quasar Labs. Curious.
On the other side of the desk, the top drawer was filled with
blank notepads. The other drawers on the right were locked.
Locked? Why are these locked?
After staring at the desk for a few moments, indecisive, she rummaged around until she found a box of paper clips. She took two out
and straightened them. After setting one down, she made a loop at
the end of the other clip, bent it at a ninety-degree angle, and twisted
the bottom end. Her tension wrench and rake. Andie had once dated
a guy who had worked on motorcycles for a living. He had nice arms
and could even talk literature. On their first date, after seeing a local
band, he had broken into a nearby bar for kicks. He said he knew the
owner, and Andie went along with it. At the time, she hadn’t cared
about much of anything. They poured themselves a drink, had a
laugh, and made out behind the bar. After three more dates, she realized he was probably a part-time criminal and let him go. But he had
taught her a few tricks, and those biceps . . .
Concentrate.
She inserted the tension wrench into the keyhole of the middle drawer, then jiggled the rake around beneath it. She hadn’t
practiced in a long time and was afraid she had lost her touch.
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Every few seconds, she paused to listen, expecting footsteps in
the hall. She kept fiddling until she got the lock to turn, and the
drawer popped open.
The first thing she saw made her gasp.
It was a photo of Andie and her mother.
After biting her nails for a moment, she picked up the thin black
frame. In the photo, her mother was walking along a city street, carrying Andie in a baby backpack. Andie didn’t recognize the city. The
people in the background were white but did not look American.
The city had cobblestone streets and old stone buildings. Where was
this taken? Why have I never seen this photo?
The sight of her young mother in the picture, gazing lovingly
down at her daughter, brought a lump to her throat. Her mother had
a similar build to her own but with long blond hair, a wider chin, and
sharper cheekbones. A beautiful woman. Andie swallowed away her
emotion. If only your beauty were more than skin-deep.
Why did Dr. Corwin have this? Was he once in love with her
mother? Somehow, Andie didn’t think this was the case. He had
never talked about her or looked at Andie in a weird way, as if seeing
her mother in her.
Still, the photo made her feel that she was missing an important
piece of her past—and made her even more determined to find out
what was going on.
With a deep breath, she set the photo aside and picked up the
only other object in the drawer: a silvery nine-sided object the size
of a softball. One of the sides had a touch screen that displayed the
common representation of an atom: the orbital swirl of electrons
around a nucleus. The only difference was a tiny black hole in the
center, a disk of darkness surrounded by a spiral of colored gas.
At first she thought the object was a metal alloy, but as soon as
she picked it up, she realized the entire thing was made of plastic,
including the screen. She had the strong feeling it was a replica—but
of what?
At various points on the device, a number of circular depressions
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were indented a quarter of an inch into the device. They resembled
dimples, and she counted ten.
Odd.
On closer inspection, noticing a seam, she gently twisted the
object. It separated into two hollow parts. With a shrug, she set it
down. After listening for footsteps again, she picked the lock on the
bottom drawer and found more research papers, also organized into
drop folders. But these were a far cry from peer-reviewed scientific
papers in Dr. Corwin’s field. These folders concerned topics to which
she never would imagine him giving a second thought, not to mention keeping under lock and key in his office.
astral projection. near-death experiences. paleoacoustics. afterlife mythology. dream states. realms of
higher consciousness.
A glance inside the folders revealed a range of documentation,
from quasi-academic papers to articles printed off the web to photocopies of handwritten accounts from old journals. Much of the
research paralleled her own forays into these topics, in connection
to her bizarre lifelong visions.
Why was Dr. Corwin interested in all of this?
She had a sudden thought: Did her mother suffer in the same
way?
Yet the most profound shock of all lay inside a folder lying flat at
the bottom of the drawer. Inside were a set of ink drawings with the
same general image: a depiction of a shadowy realm, a darker version of reality, that made her hands clench against the paper. Though
the actual location was vague, she recognized all too well the murky
hues, the sense of drifting in a void the image captured, the otherworldly feel of the drawings.
It was the same place she went to in her visions. She was sure of
it. As if a very talented artist had been inside her head, or seen one of
her visions for himself.
Could Dr. Corwin possibly know about my affliction? If so, why did
he never tell me?
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There were about a dozen drawings, and she took the whole
stack. On impulse, she took the photo of her mother as well, sticking
everything inside an empty folder. She wanted to take the strange
nine-sided plastic model but didn’t want anyone to notice her carrying it out. Instead she put it together and replaced it, closed both
drawers, and relocked them.
On her way out, still shaken, she stopped down the hall at the
office of Dean Varen, an octogenarian once known for her beauty as
much as her intellect and stern demeanor. Andie had always thought
the dean disapproved of her, but to her surprise, Dean Varen came
around her desk to give Andie a hug.
“I’m so sorry,” the dean said. “I know how close you were.”
Andie looked away. “Is there anything I can do? Help catalogue
his research?”
“Perhaps when the dust clears. I just can’t believe . . . Did you
hear someone robbed his hotel room? They took his computer, passport, clothes—everything.”
Andie grimaced. “Any idea why?”
“I assume it was a follow-up to the robbery. It sounds like something out of a movie, but James wasn’t . . . It just doesn’t make sense.”
“None of this does,” Andie murmured, trying to process it all.
A murder, a robbery, and a missing scientist from Quasar Labs. She
debated asking the dean if she knew Dr. Friedman, then decided
against it.
Trust no one.
“What will happen to the contents of his office?” Andie asked.
“Since he doesn’t have a family?”
“I’ll have to think about that.”
“I was just in there and noticed his photo of the Ishango bone
missing.”
The dean’s brow furrowed. As in, why was Andie talking about
this?
“I know it’s a strange thing to bring up,” Andie said quickly. “I
just noticed it for some reason. He must have taken it home.”
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How long before they rob his office and house in Durham too? Or
what if someone’s already been to his office and taken the photo—or
they’re on their way right now?
Dean Varen moved closer, lightly touching Andie’s forearm.
“Grief evokes peculiar responses. We want to grasp on to the
familiar.”
Andie shivered and rubbed her arms, then moved for the door.
“Do let me know if I can help.”
“I will. Oh, and Andie?”
She turned back.
“I think James moved the Ishango bone to the library recently.
I remember seeing it in the Reading Room. If you like, I could put
in a request for you to keep it.” She finished with a soft, sad smile
that Andie could have sworn had an undercurrent of . . . something.
Perhaps suggestion?
Was Dean Varen trying to tell her something, or were her frayed
nerves playing tricks on her mind?
“Thank you,” Andie said, backing toward the door. “I’d like that.”

Duke University’s West Campus is a rambling collection of neoGothic stone buildings tucked into a densely wooded forest, connected by a leafy maze of side paths. Andie had to admit the campus
was beautiful, but she had always felt out of place. She did not wear
privilege well. It made her uncomfortable.
As she hurried through the main quad that evening, past ancient
oaks and a lawn as smooth as a putting green, the panorama of stone
towers and carved limestone was as invisible to her as the cosmic
background radiation that permeated the universe. After entering the library through a side door, she paused to get her bearings.
Overhead rose a ribbed and vaulted ceiling that would have fit right
in at Oxford or Cambridge.
The dean could only have been referring to one place. A staircase
on Andie’s right took her to the second floor, and she hurried down
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the hall and through a door to the Gothic Reading Room, which
everyone referred to as simply the Reading Room.
This was one of her favorite places on campus. Tall arched windows provided ample sunlight during the day, iron chandeliers with
clever faux candles hung from the apex of the ceiling, and built-in
wooden cabinets with glass doors housed a collection of old manuscripts. Andie walked the length of the room as a generator hummed
softly in the background. Since the semester had ended and the
library would close in half an hour, the room was almost empty.
The photo of the Ishango bone was nowhere in sight. Confused,
she left the room and stood in the common space outside. Had the
photo been moved again? Or had someone else found it already? That
thought caused her to glance around uneasily and poke her head into
the Reading Room once more. The few remaining students looked
absorbed in their work.
On the walls of the common space, a pair of interactive monitors
and a line of plaques commemorated the history of the university.
Andie padded down the carpet to the end of the hallway, turned
right, and found herself in a narrow seating area at the rear section of
the floor. On the far wall, hanging between a pair of windows overlooking the main quad, was the framed photo of the Ishango bone.
She recognized the distinctive metallic frame at once.
The seating area was tucked away in an isolated corner of the
library. No one was around. No cameras in sight.
Andie approached the photo of the Ishango bone. The man-made
notches on the baboon fibula, dating to at least 18,000 BCE, signified
primitive calculations, such as addition, subtraction, prime numbers,
multiplication, and even a lunar phase counter. The Lebombo bone, a
similar find, was estimated to be more than forty thousand years old.
It was mind-blowing to think about the age of these artifacts.
What else was out there, lost to the ravages of time? Had advanced
cultures existed in the millions and millions of years of prehistory,
the vestiges of their civilizations destroyed by an ice age or some
other geologic event?
54

The longer Andie stared at the photo, the less she understood
her mentor’s cryptic message. What was she supposed to find? As
advanced as the Ishango bone was for its age, there wasn’t much to
it. A baboon bone standing upright in a frame. She paced the room,
studying the photo from different angles. The frame was dark bronze
with a silver border, an inch wide on each side. On a whim, she tried
to lift it off the wall, but it wouldn’t budge.
That gave her pause.
Most frames were attached to hooks or some other type of hanging apparatus. Her father used to drag her to antique shops, and she
knew the frames of heavy paintings were sometimes recessed into
the wall and had to be pulled straight out. She doubted this was the
case here, but she tried it anyway.
It felt glued to the wall.
There were no signs of nails or pins on the frame. So how was it
attached? A strong adhesive would ruin the back. She tried to run
her hands behind the metal edge, but it was so tight she couldn’t even
slip a fingernail around it. She applied a bit more pressure and still
failed to budge it.
She heard a door open in the common space behind her, probably to the Reading Room. Andie hurried to gaze out the window,
onto the darkening quad, until the footsteps receded. Choosing a
different tactic, she took a deep breath, took hold of the bottom of the
frame, and pushed upward, soft at first and then hard. Still nothing.
She pushed even harder, then caught her breath as the entire frame
slipped upward, enough to expose a thin strip of metal attached to
the wall.
At first she was confused. Had she just broken the frame? Then
she remembered the bonsai tree in her mentor’s office, and put two
and two together.
Dr. Corwin was fascinated by the phenomena of electricity, an
elemental force which powered everything from the common light
bulb to human life itself. The chief byproduct of electrical charges,
the electromagnetic field, was brimming with mystery. Images
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Andie had seen from the Fermi Gamma-Ray Space Telescope had
revealed an entire world of cosmic light and energy, much of it from
unknown sources, and nearly all of it invisible to the human eye. The
entire universe, the air around us, was quite literally seething with
unseen activity.
Now that she knew the secret, she gripped the underside of the
frame and peeled it off the wall. It wasn’t easy, but she kept pulling,
exposing another magnetic strip at the top and two long ones down
the sides. Once the framed photo was removed, she found herself
staring at a wall safe.
Okay then.
Roughly a foot square, the steel door of the safe had a digital
keypad in the center. She tried the handle, just to be sure. Locked.
Curious, she turned the frame over and noticed a metal plate
attached to the back. A magnet strong enough to discourage a casual
discovery if anyone tried to move the photo.
But why had Dr. Corwin taken it to the library?
Because he knew his office—and his life—were at risk?
She could worry about that later. The library closed in a few minutes, and she had a decision to make. Should she try to open the safe
now or come back later?
After peering around the corner, she set the photo against the
wall and examined the keypad. It contained only numbers, beneath
a five-digit code. Trying to guess the combination seemed like a
fool’s errand, and a safe like this was far beyond her rudimentary
lock-picking skills.
Yet she worried its contents—if not already stolen—would be
gone when she came back. She remembered the dean’s eyes lingering
on hers as she left. After giving the hallway behind her another nervous glance, she exhaled and returned to the safe.
Hardly anyone used a random passcode. She started trying
every combination personal to Dr. Corwin she could think of,
from his phone number to his birthday and zip code. After exhausting her knowledge of his personal life, she moved on to common
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mathematical figures. Dr. Corwin had always loved puzzles and
number games, and had even designed a logic toy for children.
She tried the first five numbers of pi, a string of prime numbers,
the start of the Fibonacci sequence. Still nothing.
Think, Andie.
She thought about the projects on which he was working. After
running through them in her mind, she couldn’t think of a particular theorem that would fit. There was also Dr. Corwin’s career-long
obsession with cracking the mathematical universe theory, or what
he affectionately called MUT for short. MUT was an offshoot of
what physicists call the theory of everything, a universal model that
would unite the natural laws of the universe under one umbrella. So
far, the two pillars of scientific theories governing the laws of physics at the macro and micro scales—general relativity and quantum
mechanics—had proved incompatible.
Yet at their core, both theories were simply math. Mindblowingly complex calculations, of course, and in the case of quantum mechanics, they weren’t even truly understood.
But they worked.
Just math.
And if they were just math, then a unifying theory that linked
them, well, that should just be math too. Maybe the universe itself
was just math, Dr. Corwin had suggested to her once, after one too
many cups of coffee.
She smiled. Just math.
The MUT was a hobby of his. A pet theory, little more than a
distraction from his serious work. Or so she had thought.
Not long ago, he had asked Andie to perform a handful of calculations for him concerning speculative quantum effects on macroscopic objects. In theory, that would include human beings. It was an
odd topic, though not unknown to researchers. He had never gotten
around to telling her exactly why she was working on it, but hypothetical exercises to work out a sticky problem were commonplace.
She took the piece of paper out of the backpack and read it again.
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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.
The underlined phrases had bothered her from the start. Dr.
Corwin wasn’t the sort to overemphasize his prose. She assumed he
had done so in order to stress the urgent nature of the message, but
she read it again.
Mathematics. Under any circumstances. Trust no one. It also struck
her that if she had managed to pass on the note to Dr. Friedman, he
would have had to know the combination to the safe as well.
Give this message to Dr. Lars Friedman.
Was Dr. Corwin trying to tell him something? Why had he
wanted Andie to deliver the note itself? She assumed it was for proof
of life, so to speak. A way to assure Lars the message came from Dr.
Corwin.
But what if there was another reason?
She concentrated on the three phrases, wondering if there was
a hidden meaning, perhaps a way to recombine the letters. Then it
hit her. It was so simple. Mathematics. Under. Trust. The first three
letters of each emphasized phrase.
MUT.
Dr. Corwin’s pet theory, staring her in the face.
She snapped her fingers. The zip file in which he kept much of
this research, and to which he had recently given her access, had a
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five-digit password. She rarely forgot a number that small, and she
hadn’t forgotten this one. She might as well give it a shot.
After clearing the keypad once again, she punched in the fivedigit password to the MUT research folder. There was a short beep,
and the door to the safe cracked open.
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Los Angeles, California
6

Before every live show, Cal Miller performed an old-school security
ritual. First he walked the perimeter of his matchbox LA bungalow,
checking for footprints or miniature spyware. Inside the house, he
tapped light bulbs and inspected air vents, secured the doors and
windows, and armed the security system. Last and probably least,
he made sure his elderly Rhodesian ridgeback, Leon, was awake and
paying attention.
The new-school work had already been done. Installing the
strongest virus scanner and full disk encryption on the market.
Using a firewall and a highly complex password on his personal
router. Covering the webcam on his Toshiba with black tape. Cal
even disconnected his Xbox when not in use. Being hacked while
playing a first-person shooter would be an embarrassing way to
go down.
A die-hard Generation Xer, raised on Atari and Colecovision
and the Commodore 64, Cal had even learned to program in Basic
as a kid and considered himself part of the “video game” generation.
That said, once he went off to college and became an investigative
journalist, he had mostly lost touch with technology. The rapid
advancements had passed him by as swiftly as a Canadian summer.
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He loved his smartphone and the internet—who didn’t?
But he didn’t understand them. He didn’t even understand his
nonstick frying pan.
And all that crazy tech out there, far more complex and insidious
than a magic kitchen utensil, scared the shit out of him. He shuddered to think what the world would look like in twenty, fifty, a hundred years.
By nature, Cal was not an overly suspicious person. In fact, he
considered himself easygoing. He had never been obsessed with
Big Brother or personal security—not until he had exposed a
Bolivian black-site facility belonging to a global technology company, PanSphere Communications, through a source who had disappeared under mysterious circumstances right after the piece was
published in the LA Times.
Cal had met with the source himself, but PanSphere didn’t let
it go. The company hired a powerful law firm to sue the Times for
falsifying a lead, libel, and publication of an unverified story. The
Times conducted their own investigation, but no record of the source
could be found. It was as if the Bolivian scientist Cal had met in an
empanada restaurant in La Paz had been a ghost.
Cal had seen the man. Held his ID badge.
How had they disappeared him so thoroughly?
In the end, the discredited piece got Cal fired and blackballed
from major journalism. The whole affair creeped him the hell out,
and left him with the constant nagging feeling that someone was
always watching.
So he knew for a fact there were links out there, behind the
scenes. Unexplained events. Hidden connections. Conspiracies to
keep it all quiet that stretched back an untold number of years. Most
of the hard-core stuff he couldn’t talk about on the show. Not until
he found the face behind the mask, a puppet master he suspected of
pulling a fistful of strings.
Cal wanted his job back. His life. Right now, no employer would
touch him, and the only way out of the maze was to prove his source
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was not false. That was the purpose of the show: to disguise his
search for truth behind the guise of a conspiracy theorist, which
allowed him to probe touchy angles without raising red flags.
The more followers he had, the more weapons of information he
would wield.
Buried within every show was a personal research angle he
wanted to crowdsource, a money trail or a face in a photo or conflicting accounts of a news story that didn’t add up. Whoever these
people were, he knew they were out there.
And he wanted them. Bad.
Focus, Cal. Three minutes until you’re live.
He cast a final glance out the kitchen window, then carried a
fresh thermos of coffee to the breakfast nook. Leon followed him in.
The nook still had the original chrome Formica table, vinyl chairs,
and black-and-white tiled floor. Not because Cal was retro-hip, but
because he was too house-poor to renovate.
These days, after he was forced to go freelance, he was just poor
in general.
Cal opened his laptop and plugged his Blue Yeti condenser
microphone into the USB port. He logged on to an internet broadcasting app, Twitch, which allowed him to run a live online show
with audience participation.
Again, some people might think he was tech-savvy, but he just
used the stuff. He likened it to a rat using electronic sensors to open
gates in a maze to reach its food.
Ten seconds . . . five . . . the soothing aroma of fresh coffee . . .
God, he loved coffee . . . he was live.
“Welcome to another episode of Seeker’s Corner, the live show
formed in the spirit of legendary Hyde Park Corner in London.
Everyone has a voice here, and our goal is to crowdsource the truth
out of modern conspiracies. This is Doc Woodburn, coming to you
from a kitchen table someplace in the known universe. You, my
friends and listeners, are part of the revolution. Help me crack the
codes and expose the world’s darkest secrets to the light of day.”
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After the initial spiel he always gave, Cal took a sip of coffee,
cracked his knuckles, and continued.
“Last time, we made some headway on Project Blue Beam and
Malaysia Air. I heard from a couple of sources this week that turned
those theories on their heads. I’ll update you at the end of the episode, but before that, we’ll talk about the main topic. How does a
link between the Las Vegas shooter, a gorgeous Russian spy, and
North Korea sound? Juicy, right?”
The comments started rolling in:
Hey Doc, is it the Phantom Time Hypothesis?
Planet Nibiru?
The Homo Capensis conspiracy?

He also saw the sort of random assertions that always cropped
up during the show.
Did you know Stephen Hawking was a robot controlled by aliens
who live in the hollow core of the moon?
Dinosaurs built the pyramids.
Stranger Things is based on fact, because my uncle worked at
Hawkins Lab and saw everything.

There was even the requisite come-on squeezed into the
responses:
I’m not wearing any panties under my sundress. Tell me where
you’re at and I’ll fly to meet you. I promise I’m hot. You won’t regret it.

“I see some responses already, but hang on. We’ll get there. I
need your help with something first, and I don’t want to sit on this
one.” Cal rubbed Leon behind the ears as he let the tension build.
“It’s a modern-day secret society,” he said finally, “and I think it’s a
deep one. Let’s work through this together. Who out there tonight
has heard of the Leap Year Society?”
He switched to some mood music and gave people time to
respond. During the pause, someone wrote in:
Hi Doc, are you a sexy bald Latino midget? That would check all
my boxes.

After chuckling, Cal thought maybe he should encourage that
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persona. It would be a good cover. Though his skin had darkened a
shade or two from living in LA, Cal was a corn-fed white boy from
Indiana who couldn’t dance and loved Tom Petty and A-Ha. He was
also six foot one with perpetual stubble and a full head of short dark
hair. Sorry to disappoint you, lady. Or guy. Or whoever you are.
Strangely, the chat line was quiet. Oh, the nutjobs were chiming
in—as they always did—but during the half-minute break, which
was usually all it took, no one had offered a serious response.
“The Leap Year Society,” he repeated. “Anyone? I can’t discuss how I learned of it yet, but I’m putting the call out to anyone who might be listening: if you have anything on the Leap
Year Society, hit me up. Who knows, maybe they’ll even be one
of the good guys. You know, back in the day when the church and
the state controlled everything—as opposed to big business and
the state—the lodges of the secret societies, from Freemasons to
the Oculists, were the tech incubators of their day. Those mumbo-jumbo handshakes and rituals were used to keep the identities of their members secret as they advanced democracy, science, and philosophy behind closed doors.”
Toward the end of the show, he noticed a shadow at the edge
of his vision, a vehicle passing across the kitchen window. It disappeared and returned less than a minute later, approaching from the
other direction. He looked up to see a black van coming to rest on
the curb outside his house.
What the hell?
Cal did not have commercial sponsors, because he did not want
anyone to have access to his true identity. If the freelance gig ever
dried up completely—which it often threatened to do—he might
have to reconsider, but for now, he kept the show as anonymous as
possible.
Which meant there were no true breaks on his live show. If he
had a bad hangover or an urgent restroom need or, say, a mysterious
black van parked outside his house, he played a little music or suffered through.
64

The van still hadn’t moved. No one had exited.
Surely something he had just mentioned on the show couldn’t
lead to a personal visit this fast—could it?
It had to be unrelated.
Either way, he didn’t like it one damn bit.
As he rehashed a story in the news about how philologists were
using algorithms to crack ancient manuscripts, buying himself time
to think, Cal picked up his computer and microphone and moved to
the window. He eased back a corner of the frilly brown curtain he
detested but had never bothered to replace.
The vehicle was standard SKV—serial-killer van. No distinguishing marks. If he wanted to see the plate, he would have to go
outside.
It was probably just a neighbor. Or a teenage rock band smoking
up before a show. He lived in South Hollywood, after all.
Except Cal’s particular block was a residential neighborhood,
bands had bumper stickers and window graphics, and he had never
seen a van of any sort parked on his street before.
As he kept talking and glancing outside the window, he realized
there was a distinct advantage to a live show that he had never had
reason to consider.
“Slight change in programming, folks.” After another pause for
emphasis, he said quietly, “Things just got a little real over here.”
Wondering if this was a very bad idea, Cal opened his front door
and felt the cool night breeze caress his skin. He strode down his
sidewalk until he could see the license plate on the van, half expecting the rear doors to burst open to expose a posse of men in ski masks
who would shoot him up with a black-market barbiturate and stuff
him in an underground bunker beneath the Arctic ice.
“Right this very moment—live on the air—there is an unmarked
black van parked in front of my house. And I’ve never seen it before
in my life.”
As Cal drew closer and closer to the street, unsure how far he
was prepared to go, the engine on the van revved up.
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“If the people inside the van are listening,” Cal said, “they know
a few thousand of you are too. I’m going to walk right up to their
door, knock on it, and broadcast the conversation live on the air.”
He glanced down at his computer. The chat line was exploding.
None of his neighbors were outside. The street was quiet and dark
and smelled of mimosa. It felt incredibly strange to be connected to
thousands of listeners, yet physically alone as he approached the van.
The disconnect of modern life played out in real time.
The heavy tint on the windows obstructed his vision. As he
approached the driver’s side to get a closer look, the van pulled away
slowly, as if making a statement, before turning left at the end of the
street and disappearing.
Swallowing a few times before he spoke, Cal told his listeners
what had happened as he walked back to his house, glancing over his
shoulder with every step.

66

Rome, Italy
1932

For once, life felt good to Ettore Majorana.
The sentiment had nothing to do with his surroundings, despite
the immense charms of the Via del Corso, a narrow little street in the
heart of Rome.
Nor did it have to do with the fact that Ettore had snagged the
gelateria’s lone sidewalk table, or the creamy perfection of his cappuccino, or the aroma of his beloved Macedonia cigarettes, or the
soft breeze caressing his skin on a sunny afternoon in late fall.
Though Ettore was not immune to sensory delights such as these,
his mind, as often, was elsewhere. He knew the tragedy of his life was
that he could not turn off his thoughts and simply live in the moment.
Oh, how he wished to cruise the streets of Rome without a care,
perhaps in one of the new Alfa Romeo models with an open top his
countrymen had a flair for designing. To stroll with a partner on a
cobblestone lane, discovering a new fountain or statue along the
way, stopping to hold hands and admire. To have the simple confidence to ask to join a game of football in the park.
But no.
Ettore’s passion in life, theoretical physics, was also his prison.
He could not turn off the equations, theorems, and speculations on
the nature of the universe that danced in his mind. Even worse, he
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often felt as if he were the only inmate in this prison, since so few
people could understand the places his mind could go.
When Ettore was a child, his mother liked to impress her visitors
by asking him to multiply three-digit numbers in his head. Terrified
of both public attention and disobeying his mother, Ettore would
dart underneath a piece of furniture and shyly call out the answer, to
the delight and astonishment of the crowd.
Ettore did not play marbles with the other children. He met with
tutors, and explored the limits of calculus, and annihilated grown
men at the chessboard in public squares.
Born into a wealthy family, Ettore was pushed toward the profitable field of engineering. Yet once he discovered the higher mysteries of physics, he never looked back. In 1928, at the age of twenty-two, he officially switched his field of study to physics at Sapienza
University of Rome. A year later, he earned his doctorate.
It was a heady time to be a physicist. After shocking the world
with special relativity, Einstein had given the world general relativity in 1916, explaining that gravity was not a purely intellectual
concept but in fact arises from the actual curvature of space-time,
like a warm body sinking into a cloth chair. Outer space itself has
substance! And it bends!
At the opposite end of the spectrum, the study of subatomic
particles, the bedrock of quantum mechanics had been formed by
a number of prominent physicists, including Max Born, Paul Dirac,
Werner Heisenberg, Wolfgang Pauli, and Erwin Schrödinger.
Never before had such advancements been made so quickly and the
secrets of the universe so exposed. Theoretical physics was no less
than magic made real, Ettore knew. The codification into science of
Mother Nature herself, or the mind of God, or whatever one wanted
to call it.
A portion of the curtain had been pulled back. And what lay
behind it was far more bizarre than anyone could have ever imagined.
Yet it was beautiful too. So beautiful that Ettore was spellbound.
As much as he longed to live in the moment and experience the
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world around him, he yearned to solve the biggest questions of science even more.
At least with science he had a chance.
But the reason life felt so good at the moment was because Ettore
had made a discovery. Something worthy of his own impossible
standards. A few years earlier, Paul Dirac had published a paper on
quantum theory. Barely older than Ettore and even more socially
awkward and withdrawn, Dirac was already considered one of the
world’s foremost authorities in the field—if not the foremost.
Einstein’s theory of special relativity had proved that when the
speed of light is reached or even approached, strange things happen.
Time slows down.
Mass increases exponentially.
Acceleration becomes almost impossible.
Yet, maddeningly, otherwise universal truths did not seem to
apply to objects smaller than an atom. So what exactly happens,
Ettore and everyone else wanted to know, when the movement of
quantum objects approaches the speed of light?
Dirac’s paper sought to answer this very question and marry
quantum theory with special relativity. Yet when he found an equation that worked, he was surprised to find the number of particles
had doubled. A field of identical electrons with the same mass and
spin but with negative energy.
The world of antimatter had been born.
The math behind Dirac’s theory was beautiful, but so complicated that only a handful of people in the world could understand it.
Ettore was one of these people—and he didn’t like what Dirac had
proposed one bit.
In fact, he thought it was dead wrong.
So Ettore developed a new theory. One that did not involve an
ocean of fanciful new particles and negative energy that shouldn’t exist.
Instead of matter and this theoretical antimatter, Ettore devised
an equation describing the behavior of all particles in a single quantum-mechanical wave. The way he saw it, the behavior of these
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particles at vastly different levels of energy, such as when an electron
approaches the speed of light, was simply two sides of the same coin.
No new particles popped into existence. The old particles just
presented a new face.
Another magic trick.
Ettore knew it was his best work. It felt right, a universal quantum equation that satisfied the infinite-dimensional space requirements. And for once, he was ready for the world to bear witness.
“Ettore!”
He turned to find Enrico Fermi, the leader of the Via Panisperna
boys, approaching the café with his wife, Laura.
Formed by a powerful senator in the late 1920s, the Physics
Institute on Via Panisperna was a collection of Italy’s brightest scientific minds, tasked with exploring the emerging field of atomic
theory. The group’s achievements had led to worldwide acclaim and
national pride.
“Tsk, tsk,” Fermi chided. “A cappuccino in the afternoon? Is
Sicily no longer part of Italy?”
Ettore stubbed out his cigarette in response. Sheeplike adherence to cultural norms was a mark of unoriginal thought.
“Still, you have no idea how much it pleases me to see you enjoying the beautiful sunshine!” Fermi said. A lean man with a piercing
gaze and a high receding hairline, he reminded Ettore of a talking
bullet.
Fermi turned to his wife. “Ettore never stops to enjoy la vita bella,
you know. He is always too busy making world-changing discoveries
and correcting the feeble ideas of our group.”
As usual, Fermi delivered his praise of the younger physicist
with a dose of bitter sarcasm. Ettore said nothing, his gaze slipping
to the bottom of his empty cappuccino. Laura’s presence annoyed
him. He had asked Fermi to meet him, not Laura. She would have no
idea of the import of his discovery.
“Oh, I think he’s doing just fine,” Laura said. “Look at what he’s
reading—Schopenhauer!”
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Fermi rolled his eyes. “Oh, Ettore’s a philosophical man. Maybe
even a metaphysical one.”
“You see?” his wife said. “I’ve never seen you reading anything
other than science.”
“Bah. That’s because everything else is a waste of time.”
“You’re impossible.”
Fermi disappeared, returning with an espresso for himself and
a sambuca corretto for his wife. “Have you two officially met?” he
asked. “By that, I mean has Ettore ever actually spoken to you?”
Laura laughed away the comment and stuck out a delicate hand.
“It’s a pleasure to formally make your acquaintance again, signore.”
Ettore briefly touched her hand.
“My dear Enrico speaks of you often. He tells me how you win
races to solve a difficult math problem using only your mind, when
the rest of the group works together on a chalkboard! And how you
refuse to perform experiments to prove your theories, though they
are always right. You even correct Enrico’s own theories, don’t you?”
The cutting remarks had the intended chilling effect on Fermi.
Ettore mumbled a reply, aware of how much his casual accomplishments chipped away at the confidence of their group’s hypercompetitive leader.
“Most of all,” she continued, “Enrico tells me how you care nothing about publishing your discoveries, though you could be famous
the world over. Is this true?”
“If the man exists who gazes not at his own reflection,” Fermi
said, “it’s our Ettore.”
“But that’s why I’ve asked you here,” Ettore said. “I’ve decided to
publish a paper.”
The older physicist carefully set his espresso down. “Don’t fool
with me, Ettore.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re serious?”
Ettore blinked. “Of course.”
With a whoop, the tension between them forgotten, Fermi
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pulled Ettore to his feet and embraced him. “Buono, my good man!
Buono! I couldn’t have heard better news. Did you know, dear Laura,
that our Ettore deduced the structural forces of the nuclei before
even Heisenberg? Yet wouldn’t let me discuss it in Paris? And the
discovery of the neutron—don’t even get me started! What kind of
deranged person keeps such things to himself?”
Laura sipped her drink and watched the crowd stroll by.
“Fascinating, darling.”
With a shy smile, Ettore retook his seat and shook the last cigarette from his pack. “You must give me a preview,” Fermi said. “Right
now, on this beautiful afternoon.”
With a shrug, Ettore held his unlit cigarette between his fingers
and obliged. He launched into a brief, excited description of the content of his paper, including a set of complex equations scribbled on
a napkin.
“I do say,” Fermi said with a chuckle to his wife, stroking his chin
as Ettore finished, “that’s the most words I’ve ever heard Ettore utter
in one day.”
Laura ignored him.
“What do you think?” Ettore asked Fermi.
After taking the napkin and studying it for a long moment, Fermi
gave his colleague a paternalistic clap on the back. “Dirac might not
be pleased.”
Ettore smirked. “I would think not.”
“I’ll have to study it further, but it’s a great start, one which I’m
sure will spark much debate. Most of all, I’m happy you’ve decided to
share it with the world. Let’s hope it’s the dawn of a new era.”
Slowly, Ettore reached for his lighter and lit his cigarette, hiding
his emotions behind a cloud of smoke. His superior’s reaction had
made him feel hurt and confused and sad.
Fermi had not understood his theory, he realized. That or he did
not find it persuasive. Perhaps both.
That was okay, he thought. When I’m given the Nobel Prize, perhaps he’ll understand his mistake.
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Ettore was not a vain man, saddled by visions of glory. He just
believed in his new theory that much.
Yet he wanted Fermi to understand. Despite their fundamental difference in personality—Fermi didn’t understand failure, and
Ettore didn’t understand success—Fermi was the most gifted physicist in Italy, after Ettore.
“I have to go,” Ettore said, pushing to his feet.
“But we just arrived!” Fermi said.
“I’d like to read over my paper again,” he said coldly.
Like many geniuses, in order to compensate for a lifelong failure to fit in, Ettore had learned to erect a shield of superiority at a
moment’s notice.
Before he left the table, Ettore crumpled his pack of cigarettes
and left it in the ashtray. After a hesitation, Fermi reached for it and
brushed off the ashes.
“What are you doing?” his wife asked.
“Ettore sometimes leaves theories on his cigarette packs that
could win an international prize,” Fermi said with a sheepish smile.
Laura gave a soft laugh in reply.
Ettore walked away and didn’t deny it.

Later that year, Ettore’s fortunes continued to improve, culminating
with the news that he had been awarded a grant from the National
Research Council to study in Leipzig. He was to help the great
Werner Heisenberg himself expand his theory of the nucleus.
For once, Ettore’s cloud of depression seemed to lift. His health
was good. The upcoming trip to Germany was exciting. The world’s
greatest physicists had read his paper, and it had been well received.
While no one was sure whether Dirac or Ettore had gotten it right,
they were all paying attention. Ettore’s old professors were now
quoting him.
It looked to be a period of great promise. A new country, a new
era. Perhaps he would unlock the mysteries of the nucleus itself.
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As he prepared for his journey, never one for politics, he ignored
the nationalistic ranting of Adolf Hitler. How could anyone with a
rational mind listen to such drivel, let alone give it a platform?
Ettore left for Leipzig in January of 1933.
A week after he arrived, Adolf Hitler was declared chancellor of
Germany.
While the elevation of the future führer would affect Ettore in
many ways in the days to come, it was but a portent of the terrible
darkness that would soon befall the young physicist.
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Durham
7

Angling her back toward the library hallway to shield her actions
from view, Andie peered inside the open wall safe concealed behind
the framed photo of the Ishango bone. Inside were two objects: a cell
phone and a thick Moleskine journal.
The sleek phone appeared to be a newer-generation smartphone, with the deep-silver sheen of an aluminum or titanium alloy.
Curious but wary, she touched the surface lightly with a finger, as if
it might shock her. When nothing happened, she pulled it out, along
with the journal.
The phone had no brand name or other identifying marker,
except for a small black star on the back. Puzzled, she flipped through
the journal and saw that it was filled with notes in Dr. Corwin’s
handwriting.
For a moment, she stood there staring dumbly at the empty safe.
Was it coincidence that she knew the password? Maybe Dr. Corwin
had been pressed for time to write the note, and the password to the
MUT folder was the best thing that came to mind.
Or maybe he had wanted her to know.
After a final glance down the hallway, she pocketed the phone
and stuck the Moleskine journal in the folder she had taken from Dr.
Corwin’s office. She closed the safe and replaced the framed photo.
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On her way out, she slipped through the back door of the library and
angled behind Duke Chapel, keeping to the heavy darkness at the
base of its walls as she hurried toward the lot where she had parked.
Sweat was trickling down her neck by the time she reached her
car. Her hands shook as she locked the doors and she set the bulging manila folder in the passenger seat. Assuming the cell phone and
the journal were important, she understood why Dr. Corwin had
stashed them somewhere outside his office or his home.
Yet how had he installed a safe in the library without anyone knowing? Had it been there for years, for a different purpose?
Covered by a different piece of art?
She logged on to the Duke faculty website and navigated to the
home page of the library. To her surprise—he had never told her
about this—she discovered Dr. Corwin was the current chair of the
Library Council.
He was also an ex officio member with an unlimited term.
She scanned the names of the other members, but no one jumped
out at her. Dean Varen was not listed.
On impulse, she called information and asked for the number for
Dr. Lars Friedman in the Raleigh-Durham area. Surprisingly, there
was a home listing, and Andie chose the automatic connection.
“Yes?” A woman with a pleasant voice answered, on the third
ring.
“Is Dr. Friedman home?”
A long silence. “Who is this?”
“A colleague.”
“What’s your name?”
As Andie hesitated, unwilling to give out her information and
trying to decide if she should use another false name, the woman’s
voice turned desperate. “I haven’t seen my husband in two days.
Please, if you know where he is, if you know anything at all, you have
to tell me. Please.”
“I don’t know anything about that. I’m sorry.”
“Are you with him right now?”
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“What? No, of course not.” She wanted to say she was a friend of
Dr. Corwin’s, but that was information she was unwilling to divulge.
“Then who are you? How did you get this number? Why did you
call?” The woman’s voice choked off into a sob. “Do you know if he
survived the fire?”
“I’m very sorry,” Andie whispered again, and ended the call.

By the time Andie returned home, darkness had sealed the surrounding forest like the closing of a tomb. A large animal of some
kind, a fox or a bobcat, slunk into the trees as her headlights illuminated the long gravel drive.
She parked her car and stepped out, feeling dazed. Her entire
world had just turned on a new axis, spinning in a completely different direction. Needing to calm her nerves, she poured a whiskey and
sat on her secondhand sofa with the folder she had taken from Dr.
Corwin’s office.
She emptied the contents beside her. A cell phone, the black
Moleskine journal, the drawings of her visions, and the photo of her
mother.
The ink drawings pulled in her gaze like the bottom of a whirlpool, dark and hypnotic. She still couldn’t believe what she was
seeing. Who had drawn these? Dr. Corwin? A sudden, terrifying
thought occurred to her. Had she and her mother been subjected to
some kind of experiment? If so, had that contributed to her mother’s
decision to leave? What if Dr. Corwin had been trying to help her?
Andie set the drawings aside. She wanted so very much to buy
into that line of reasoning. But she would need far more proof than
this.
Next, she picked up the cell phone. There was an old-school
camera eye, but no battery access she could find. Nor did she see
an outlet jack, a microphone, or volume control. There was a single
long button on the underside of the phone. When she pressed it,
the LCD display lit up, revealing an image that materialized to fill
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the center of the screen: a bust of Democritus, the ancient Greek
philosopher who had first conceived of the atom. She recognized
him at once.
Just below the image of Democritus was a line of nine cursor
spaces. A flashing prompt appeared on the first space, as if awaiting
an entry.
Below that, at the bottom of the screen, was the symbol of a keyboard. She touched the image of Democritus, but nothing happened.
There seemed to be no way to manipulate the image. When she
pressed the symbol of the keyboard, however, the image switched to
a screen containing numbers, letters, and symbols. The nine cursor
spaces remained, as did the keyboard symbol, which allowed her to
toggle back and forth.
Besides the typical array of numbers and letters on the keyboard,
she found mathematical symbols, astronomical figures, characters in
foreign languages, periodic table symbols, and a few icons she didn’t
recognize. There were no emojis, apps, or even a text or call button.
What the hell was this thing?
Setting it aside for the moment, she turned to the Moleskine
journal. A quote from Nikola Tesla graced the inside cover:
“My brain is only a receiver, in the universe there is a core from which
we obtain knowledge, strength and inspiration. I have not penetrated
into the secrets of this core, but I know that it exists.”
Due to his interest in electromagnetism, Dr. Corwin had studied Tesla’s work extensively. Andie wondered at the meaning behind
the quote as she flipped through the beginning pages of the journal
and found a host of complicated theorems and proofs. Musings on
string theory and quantum gravity. The effects of electromagnetic
radiation near black holes. Nothing too unusual for Dr. Corwin.
Then it got weird.
Speculation on whether a human being can be converted into
living energy and back again. Quantum time calculations she had
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never seen before. Musings on what sort of theoretical super weapons a solution to MUT might unleash. An outline of the major theories debating the existence of other dimensions and universes, and
what sort of formula might unlock a door to them.
Where was all this coming from?
Near the middle of the journal, she found a series of sketches of
the nine-sided plastic model she had found in his office. In the journal, Dr. Corwin referred to the device as the Enneagon. Just after
that, over the next twenty pages or so, were lines and lines of theorems that made no sense to her. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle the
math; the symbols and formulas were nonsensical.
As if they had been encoded.
Was this a real device, that Dr. Corwin had collaborated with
Dr. Friedman of Quasar Labs to build? If so, what did it do?
Every now and then, she spied a mysterious reference in the margin that caught her eye. Who are the Unknown Nine? She wondered.
The Leap Year Society? Someone named Zawadi? The Ascendants? And
what in the world is a Majorana Tower?
The only Majorana she knew of was an Italian physicist who had
disappeared under mysterious circumstances in the early twentieth
century. Dr. Corwin had mentioned him in his lectures, and she
knew of his work on the neutrino. But he was a minor figure, and she
didn’t remember a tower of any sort.
Further along in the journal, she found a sketch of the device
with the strange keyboard that was sitting right beside her. It was
neatly labeled Star Phone. A drawing of a staircase with nine steps
filled the opposite page. Just beneath the staircase, Dr. Corwin had
written Star Phone. Across the top, with similar care, he had written
Enneagon. Beside the staircase, an arrow pointed from top to bottom, from the Star Phone to the Enneagon, along with a string of
nonsensical symbols along the arrow.
The only other notes on either page were on the first step of the
staircase, where two words were written, in capital letters: DEMOCRITUS ARCHE.
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The second word was unfamiliar to her, but it only took a moment
of searching to uncover the language—Greek—and the translation.
Arche. The beginning.
Most of the rest of the journal was filled with encoded text. She
set it down, picked up the Star Phone, and let it rest in her hand,
studying the image of Democritus. The beginning of what?
Nine steps on the staircase. Nine cursor spaces. The implication,
she supposed, was that the Star Phone led to the Enneagon in some
way.
It was late. Her head was starting to pound. Feeling the need
for some fresh air, she stepped into a pair of sneakers and wrapped
herself in a light shawl she had picked up on a research trip to the
APEX Observatory in Santiago. Carrying the journal, she walked
through a set of French doors to a crumbling flagstone patio open to
the night sky.
After turning off the outdoor light, she sat cross-legged in the
center of the patio. Those stares she had garnered at Quasar Labs,
along with everything else that had happened, made her feel nervous
and exposed. She was only a PhD student, but she was Dr. Corwin’s
mentee.
What if they came for her next? It seemed absurd to consider, but
maybe she should leave town for a while.
In an effort to relax, she leaned back and let the vastness of the
night sky absorb her. It was a delicious evening. The smell of honeysuckle and pine, the soothing drone of crickets. Andie had always
been a city girl—still was—but the view of the stars and the cheap
rent had swayed her. The trails behind her house, which extended
for miles and miles, were a boon as well. Andie was an avid, borderline obsessive runner. She’d completed a dozen marathons and was
training for a fifty-mile ultra in the fall. Vigorous exercise, exhausting herself to the bone, was the one thing that calmed her mind.
God, the sky was beautiful. Those inky depths that went on forever. A trillion suns and their planets waiting to be discovered, supernovae that outshone galaxies, the glow of nanodiamond dust around
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newly formed stars. On another night, she would have wheeled out
her home telescope, a Celestron NexStar she had scrimped over the
years to buy, and which on a dark night could spot the mesmeric cloud
bands on Jupiter, Martian ice caps, and the unearthly blue of Neptune.
To Andie, her chosen field was not just about cataloguing the
galaxies and studying the mechanics of interstellar physics. Her job
was to imagine other worlds, to peer into the hidden corners of space
and time. She felt as if she and her colleagues were participants in the
greatest detective story of all time, the quest to unlock the secrets of
the universe.
As her thoughts turned yet again to the circumstances of Dr.
Corwin’s death—she couldn’t shake the image of him lying in a pool
of blood on some anonymous Italian street—the hum of an engine
in the distance broke the silence.
A flash of light appeared. Andie flinched as she realized that
headlights were cutting through the trees. Tires crunched on loose
stone as they turned onto her gravel drive.
She jumped to her feet and rushed inside. Out the kitchen window, she watched a gray Nissan Armada park right behind her Buick,
as if wedging it in. A dark-haired man in a lightweight green jacket
stepped out. The vehicle’s dome light revealed a strikingly handsome
face with a fine-boned, almost aristocratic structure. Only the missing pinky on his right hand—an image frozen in her mind as the
door snapped shut—marred his appearance.
The property was too remote for uninvited visitors, especially at
night.
She was getting the hell out of there.
Inside a ceramic jar in the kitchen marked flour, she kept a tiny
canister of mace, as well as a few valuables. She scooped up the mace,
her passport, and a wad of emergency cash from the jar, then dashed
to the couch and grabbed the Moleskine journal, the Star Phone, the
photo of her mother, and the ink drawings.
As the man knocked on the door, she grabbed a backpack off
a chair and stuffed everything except the mace inside, then raced
81

through the open French doors to the patio. Trying to move as quietly as she could, she fled across her muddy backyard to where the
path in the woods began. She got twenty feet into the trees before
stopping, afraid to move any farther after spotting the man creeping
around the side of the house, erasing any doubt as to the purpose of
his visit.
The man stepped onto the patio, peering inside windows as he
went. Though composed and unhurried, his eyes were active, sweeping the house and the property. Feeling his gaze pass over her raised
the gooseflesh on her arms.
He tried the patio door and found it unlocked—thank God she
had closed it behind her. Expecting him to go inside, allowing her
to get away, she tensed when he turned to scan the backyard again.
There was no chance he could see her. She was too deep inside the
darkened woods, concealed behind a tree.
Yet instead of turning back to the house, he flicked on a tiny flashlight and aimed it at the ground. After studying the backyard, he began
walking right in her direction, with the light trained at his feet.
Oh my God, she thought as fear flooded through her. He sees my
footprints in the mud.
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Los Angeles
8

LA’s Industrial District passed by in a sun-drenched haze of abandoned buildings, barbed-wire fencing, tent cities for the homeless, and graffiti-covered brick walls. Home to Skid Row, the treeless streets stood out like a scar on the city’s otherwise verdant
topography.
Ever since his firing, over two years before, Cal had often experienced the feeling of being watched. Eyes on his back in a public
square, a car following him for too long on the freeway.
To steal an old song lyric, this time it was more than a feeling.
He parked his geriatric Popsicle-red Jeep Cherokee on the curb
near the edge of the rough neighborhood, a few streets west of the
Arts District. He gave his trusty steed a fifty-fifty chance of being
stolen. Across the street loomed a warehouse with a fading brick
facade and a fresh coat of lime-green paint on the door. A sign above
the door read dc café and workspace.
Along with the handful of cars and electric scooters parked outside, the café was the only sign of life on the block. Cal scanned the
street and scurried through the green door. Inside was an artisanal
coffee shop with a glass wall that opened onto a warehouse converted into a shared workspace.
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Behind the counter, a heavily tattooed Samoan woman pushing
three hundred pounds, most of it muscle, was arranging a line of pastries and sweets in the display case. Her name was Sefa, and she was
rumored to have an IQ over 140.
“Calvin!” she said. “Good to see you.”
“Right back at you. Is Dane in?”
“Let me see if he’s busy. Coffee?”
Sefa’s pour-overs were legendary, but they cost about three times
as much as Cal was willing to pay. “Nope.”
With a frown, she disappeared through the door in the rear of
the café, emerging soon after. “You’re good.”
“Thanks.”
She swiped an ID card through the slot beside the glass door,
granting access to the workspace. On Cal’s way through, she gifted
him with a friendly slap on the back that almost knocked him over.
At just over two hundred pounds, Cal was not used to being
pushed around like a toddler. That woman needs to be in the NFL
instead of serving coffee.
Past the door was an open warehouse with three tiers of loftlike
workstations. Cords and wires ran along the floor, draped over movable stands, and looped through hooks in the rafters. A drill press
and a 3-D printer took up space in the center. Here and there, the
maniacal grin of the Joker—the patron saint of the café—leered
from a movie poster, coffee mugs, and other memorabilia.
Though available to anyone to rent, the workspace attracted
a hard-core tech crowd and served as a meeting spot for a hacker
group. Cal was a little unclear as to how it all fit together: café, hackerspace, urban collective, tech-oriented coworking space. He supposed it was a millennial thing.
What he did know was that a man named Dane owned the
building and probably ran the hacker group. Dane was also known
as Priest—as in, the high priest of technology—and he was an
in-demand IT consultant and systems engineer, in addition to having the reputation as one of the city’s best hackers. Cal had worked
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with him a number of times in the past, stretching back to his journalism career.
Most of the diverse crowd was hunched over laptops glowing
in the dim light. Cal walked to the back and entered a hallway that
dead-ended at Dane’s office. A pair of video monitors marked his
presence. For once, the cameras felt reassuring.
He pressed the intercom button. “It’s Cal.”
A buzzer sounded, and the heavy door swung open. Cal stepped
into a room with metal paneling and five monitors mounted above
a corner desk. The only decor was a series of framed Batman comics
on the wall. Cal had once asked if DC Café was a reference to the
comic book publisher, but Dane had told him it stood for “deterministic chaos theory.”
Which was Cal’s second choice.
The desk chair swiveled, revealing a thick-necked man in his
late thirties. A bushy red beard concealed his face, and a mane of
wavy, pumpkin-colored hair fell past shoulders as wide as a coffee
table. Though not quite as large as Sefa, the scarily intense owner of
the DC Café also shattered the hacker stereotype of a misanthropic
weakling.
Or at least the weakling part.
Dane was dressed in a pair of black work boots, jeans, and a gray
hoodie with a symbol on the front: a white circle with eight arrows
sticking out in all directions.
Two deep-set blue eyes drilled into Cal. “You said you needed to
find someone.”
Dane spoke with a clipped nasal voice that did not match his
appearance. His expression rarely changed, and hyperaware eyes
blinked too much from screen fatigue.
“Good to see you too, old buddy.”
Dane said nothing.
“You might want to talk to Sefa,” Cal continued. “She almost
broke my back again. Maybe some employee sensitivity training?”
“She only greets people she likes.”
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“Lucky me,” Cal said.
The café owner frowned and checked his watch. Cal sighed. He
knew Dane did not suffer fools and was all business, but over the
years Cal kept expecting him to loosen up.
“A few nights ago,” Cal continued, “someone showed up outside
my house in a black van during a show. When I walked outside to
confront them, they took off.”
He finally got a reaction: the computer expert’s eyebrows arched
a fraction of an inch. “I assume you don’t know who they are?”
“That’s why I’m here. I got a plate number.”
“Don’t you have contacts?”
“Yeah. LAPD and DMV. According to both, that plate doesn’t
exist. It’s freaking me out.”
“Cali plates?”
“Yep.”
“What is it?”
Cal told him.
“Sounds like a typical plate,” he said, steepling his fingers in his
lap. “Intriguing.”
“Can you help?”
“Can I? Probably. Will I? That depends.”
“On what?”
Dane paused a beat before he spoke. “I find it hard to believe you
have no idea who’s following you.”
“You know my background. I’ve pissed off a lot of people over the
years. It’s more a matter of which one. But I never said I had no idea.”
Dane spread his hands, acknowledging the point.
Cal pointed at a chair in the corner. “Do you mind?” After a
grunted response from Dane, Cal wheeled the chair closer and took
a seat. “During the show, I was discussing a group called the Leap
Year Society.”
Dane gave him a blank stare.
“It’s an organization I ran across. They’re like a ghost, and I think
they might be players. Thirty minutes after I mentioned them on the
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show—for the first time ever—this black van rolls up right outside
my window. I don’t know if they’re related, but—”
“Did it have a Polybius sticker?”
“A what?” Cal asked, then rolled his eyes when he remembered
the reference. Polybius was an urban legend about a fictitious and
highly addictive arcade game planted around the country to datamine psychological information, serviced by government agents
dressed in black. “So you do have a sense of humor.”
“Thirty minutes?” Dane repeated, unmoved by the comment.
“Can they track me that fast?”
“If they’ve got a bot looking out for their name, it will take them
straight to the source. They either know the admin or they hacked
your show—are you using a proxy?”
“Uh, not that I know of.”
Dane rolled his eyes. “Then they meta-track the IP address by
comparing it to email accounts or social media, cookies if they’re a
bit smarter, Tor or VPN accounts if we’re dealing with a real expert.”
“Speak English, Tonto.”
“Yes, they can track an unsecured amateur broadcast like yours.
Fast. Maybe speed-of-light fast. But the house visit means they have
a physical presence in LA.”
“That, or they can teleport.”
“That, or they were watching you already.”
After cracking his knuckles, Cal crossed his arms and leaned
back in his chair. He had thought of that, and it made him queasy.
“How do you know about them?” Dane asked.
“Sorry?”
“The Leap Year Society. If it’s like a ghost, then how did you hear
about them?”
Cal hesitated, debating how much to spill. He knew Dane considered himself a modern-day Robin Hood, redistributing information instead of money. Like the coffeehouses of old-world Europe,
many of the hacker collectives worked toward enlightenment and
social reform through the spread of knowledge banned by the elites.
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A noble goal. Telecomix, a Swedish hacker group, had helped foster
communication in Middle Eastern countries where the internet was
suppressed.
Yet Dane was a private and very intelligent man. Cal didn’t know
his ultimate aims or allegiances.
“No names,” Cal said. “But I can tell you a story.”
Dane reached into a minifridge beneath the desk and cracked
a Club-Mate energy drink. He took a giant swig, belched, and held
out a palm.
“I assume you’re familiar with Cicada 3301?” Cal began.
Dane answered with a smirk.
The mystery known as Cicada 3301 started as an enigmatic message posted on internet chat boards around the world. It featured the
image of a cicada on a black background and the number 3301. A
note above the image read: Hello. We are looking for highly intelligent
individuals. To find them, we have devised a test. There is a message
hidden in this image.

To those who could crack the first clue, which involved a line
of code buried inside a Caesar cipher, a rabbit hole awaited: a series
of cryptic puzzles, involving everything from data security to steganography, linguistics, alternate reality games, Mayan numerology,
bootable Linux CDs, MIDI files, physical objects, and even references to famous paintings and novels.
The internet was abuzz. Speculation ran rampant among the
techie elite as to the identity of the group, and conspiracy nuts around
the globe proffered all kinds of theories. Was Cicada 3301 a cyber
mercenary group? A recruitment tool for the NSA, the CIA, MI6?
Some unknown government organization? Aliens searching for the
best and brightest to take to their home world? The Freemasons, the
Illuminati, Skull and Bones? Some type of online cult?
A handful of people claimed to have solved the series of brainteasers. Some of the solutions were even posted on YouTube. According
to one person, passing the final test granted access to a private forum
on the dark web where members discussed ways to advance online
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privacy and freedom of information.
“Cicada never verified the claims the puzzle had been solved,”
Cal said.
“Maybe because the bored teens in the basement wanted to preserve the illusion of mystery?”
“Maybe. And maybe not.”
“That silly dark-web chat room is real,” Dane said. “I’ve been
there.”
“And?”
Dane caught his meaning. “Sure. I get it. Maybe the chat room
was a publicity stunt and there’s another level. It’s all speculation.
Why are we talking about this?”
“About a month ago, I had a conversation with a woman on my
own chat board. Or at least she said she was a woman. We know how
that goes. Anyway, she claimed her boyfriend found an Easter egg
buried on Cicada 3301.”
“Why does that surprise you?” Dane said. “They probably have
dozens.”
“She said this one led to the Leap Year Society.”
Dane took a long drink. “Go on.”
“It gets weird. I won’t give you her online identity—”
“Why not? Maybe I could trace her.”
“Journalistic integrity, my man.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Dane waved a hand, and Cal continued. “She said her boyfriend—let’s call him Bill—found an Easter egg that led to a whole
new set of puzzles on the dark web.”
“What was the egg?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even think she did. But Bill claimed this
mysterious side path was even more difficult than the original, with
all kinds of insanely hard clues. He said he got to the end of it too.
Guess what he found when he did?”
“The Leap Year Society?”
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“Give this man a cookie.”
“Okay,” Dane said. “We’ll assume it’s real for the moment. So
what does she know about it?”
“Nothing. Bill claimed the end of the route was an anonymous
webpage with Leap Year Society displayed in the center. After a few
seconds, the web page disappeared, and he couldn’t find it again. Or
so he said.”
“Sounds like a prank.”
“She thought so too. Except three days after her boyfriend told
her—about six weeks ago, according to her—he quit his job and disappeared. And she hasn’t seen him since.”
Dane tilted back in his chair. “Maybe she’s lying. Or maybe he
lied to her. Dude probably had a mistress in Argentina, and didn’t
want to tell her.”
“Helluva way to leave a bad relationship.”
“What did Bill do for a living?”
“A mathematician and systems integration engineer. Serious
creds—MIT and Princeton.”
“And he’s still gone? He just up and left his job? Have you tried
to verify this?”
“She’s anonymous, he’s anonymous, they could have logged in
from anywhere. I could go old-school, but where do I look? Private
companies all over the world? Professors? The government?”
“We can do better,” Dane said, “but back up. Have you talked to
her again?”
“She hasn’t been back. During our chat, she sounded genuinely
worried and said she even went to the police. I dug around for everything I could find on the Leap Year Society and came up empty. I
finally decided to go public. You know what happened next.”
“His leaving could be a coincidence.”
“Anything could be a coincidence.” Cal wagged a finger. “I have
two theories. The first is that, as people have thought all along,
Cicada is a recruitment tool for highly gifted people who share a similar ideal. Maybe the Leap Year Society is their real name and they
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set it all up, and the Easter egg is the way in.”
“To some supersecret hacker group even I’ve never heard of?”
Dane crushed his energy-drink, and just missed his toss at the trash
can. “It’s not really our style. Hidden from the world at large, sure.
But not other hackers. Recognition for genius is kind of the point.”
“Agreed. So here’s my theory. What if the Leap Year Society
noticed Cicada 3301 and decided to subvert it? Use it as a tool for
their own recruitment?”
“A piggybacking Easter egg? That’s devious.”
“Cicada is world-famous. I’d wager a good number of the world’s
best hackers and computer geniuses have taken a shot. If the Leap
Year Society is ultrasecret yet also wanted to attract top tech talent,
that would be a great way to do it. What if they hacked the hackers?”
“Someone in Cicada would find out.”
“Then maybe they got an invite—or the Leap Year Society had
a mole inside.”
Dane crossed his thick arms and regarded Cal in silence. A wolfish gleam entered the computer expert’s deep-set blue eyes, and he
swiveled to face one of the keyboards. “Give me a sec.”
“Sure.”
As the minutes ticked by, Cal eyed the monitors in the room.
He saw a ticker tape of the world’s financial markets, a replay of an
Australian rules football game, a video game called Rocket League, a
thread about beer brewing techniques on 4chan, and a screen saver
depicting a half-naked anime woman wielding a glowing sword.
One would think, Cal mused as he watched Dane work, that all
the new technology and information in the world would be useful
for unlocking secrets and exposing conspiracies. And it was. Yet it
was also a hindrance: the forms of encryption had grown increasingly sophisticated, and there was an overwhelming amount of
information to process. E-books, the internet, entertainment media,
podcasts, blogs, VR, AR.
There was simply too much noise. These days, one could hide in
plain sight.
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Cal asked for a beverage and got another grunted reply. Half
expecting Dane to bite his head off, Cal reached into the fridge and
pulled out a can of Coke. He sighed in pleasure with the first sip. He
was a simple man.
A printer fired up, and the café owner swiveled to face him.
“Why do you do what you do?”
“Excuse me?”
Dane walked over to grab a sheet of paper off the printer. “We’ve
worked together before. Minor stuff.” He looked down at the paper.
“I don’t know where this leads.”
“Isn’t that why we do this?”
“I know why I do this.”
Cal snorted. “To fight the good fight, man. Take down the
oppressive governments and all that. You’re right, privacy and dataflow isn’t my thing, but outing the new world order very much is.”
“Okay. I’ll ask again: Why?”
“Does there have to be an answer to that question?”
Dane folded the piece of paper in half, swiveled again, and
started playing Rocket League.
Cal threw up his hands. “I’m terrified of North Korea? 1984
wasn’t just a book? Nazis are bad, and it’d be better if that sort of
thing never happened again?”
When Dane still didn’t turn around, Cal said quietly, “It started
with my father.”
The café owner finally paused the game.
“I’m from Indiana. Dad was an airline mechanic, a real company
guy. He lost his job, and then his pension, when the company went
belly-up and shed all its debt to right itself. He died broke and bitter,
and I never forgot the lesson. I’ve never trusted big business, or big
anything, since.”
Dane turned to face him, lips pursed. “Better,” he said, and
handed Cal the piece of paper.
“Thanks. What do I owe you?”
“A Coke.”
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Cal squeezed his soda can, stepped back, and shot a fadeaway.
He nailed it.
“Used to play?” Dane asked.
“Yup.”
“Still a fan?”
“Clippers all the way.”
“Really, man? The Clips?”
“Even in the old days.” As he backed toward the door, Cal waved
a hand in dismissal. “By the way, the story’s true, but my dad was a
prick. I guess I just like a good underdog.”
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Durham
9

Andie clutched the canister of mace like a lifeline and took off
through the woods, into the pressing darkness of the trees, down a
footpath she had taken a thousand times on her trail runs. A glance
over her shoulder told her the dark-haired man had heard her and
was sprinting across the lawn.
The footpath was straight and narrow. She knew it joined up
with a larger trail in about a quarter mile, then branched out. One
of the forks led to the river, another doubled back to the main road.
She glanced at her phone—no signal—before taking off at
full speed down the path. The darkness and the woods were her
allies, and Andie had all of the major obstacles memorized on
this part of the trail. Twice she heard him grunting behind her,
no doubt tripping on one of the many rocks and roots that littered the path.
When she reached the fork, a powerful beam from a flashlight
sliced through the foliage to her left. She hesitated for the briefest of
moments at the split, wanting more than anything to head toward
the main road and flag down a car. Yet the half-mile stretch of trail
to the highway was straight and level. The dark-haired man looked
very athletic. She might be able to outlast him, but there was a good
chance he would beat her in a sprint.
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Flooded with adrenaline, she headed for the river instead, pumping out a swift but steady pace, breathing in through her nose and
out through her mouth to keep the oxygen flowing. There was just
enough moonlight to view the path.
A hundred yards farther, she paused to listen, wondering if he
had turned back. The forest seemed to swallow her whole, suffocating, pregnant with danger.
Footsteps in the distance. He was still coming. A fresh wave of
fear washed over her. Should she leave the trail and hide? Find a log
or a boulder, or just crouch somewhere off the path?
No.
She already knew he had tracking skills. The risk of discovery
was too great. Her best bet was to use her knowledge of the forest
and run for her life.
She summoned a mental image of the trails as she ran. The
Eno River was another quarter mile away, and the path paralleled
it for some time. That would be a bad place to run, too straight and
exposed. On the other side of the river, the trail system was much
more built-out.
Soon the gurgle of the river rose above the crickets, giving her a
surge of energy. As the trail curved to the left, running alongside the
river, she followed it for another fifty yards, glanced back to make
sure the dark-haired man was not in sight, then left the trail and
stepped into the water.
She stifled a gasp as the cold shocked her legs. The Eno was not a
large river, maybe fifty feet across at this point. Would the water rise
over her head? She doubted it, but didn’t know for sure. She rarely
dipped into the water.
Either way, she had chosen her path. She waded through the
thigh-high river, losing her balance again and again on the smooth
rocks underfoot, each time managing to right herself before she fell.
Every few feet she glanced back at the woods. As the water reached
her waist, she grew nervous he would catch her exposed in the middle.
She debated sinking to eye level in the river, then ducking underwater
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until she caught a glimpse of him, with the hope he would pass by.
Too risky. Stick to the plan and get across.
The water level kept rising, forcing her to remove her backpack
and hold it above her head. Halfway across, she heard him running
hard in the woods behind her and saw the beam from his flashlight
strobing through the trees.
As she neared the far shore, her foot slipped off a rock again,
and this time she plunged into the river. Gasping from the cold,
she managed to hold the backpack out of the water, yet when she
righted herself, she heard a soft splash and saw the Moleskine journal floating away. She made a grab for it, but the current carried it
out of her grasp.
Her pursuer emerged from the woods, spotting her at once. He
raced for the riverbank as Andie stumbled onshore and dove into
the underbrush. She scrabbled through the thick weeds, pushing
through thorns and vines and God knew what else, until she reached
the wide trail she knew ran along that side of the shore.
A splash came from behind. He must have entered the water.
Andie took off, this time at a dead sprint, knowing this was her
chance. As she ran, she checked the backpack, realizing she had not
fully closed the zipper in her haste to flee the house. The Star Phone
and the other items were safe, but the journal was a grave loss.
A few hundred feet in, the trail split again. She could still hear
him splashing through the river. She turned inland, legs churning,
her breath coming in labored gasps. A quarter of a mile later, there
were no sounds of pursuit, and the path split again, and again, and
again. Andie slowed to a fast jog to conserve her energy, her skin
crawling with fear as the trees loomed thick and silent all around.
Behind the canopy of trees, the stars were hidden from view, as
if they had abandoned her to her fate.

Andie slowed and held her sides as she emerged at West Point on
the Eno, a Durham city park near her house. Sometime during the
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nightmarish run, she had doubled back to the path by the river and
followed it south.
The sight of a streetlamp in the distance, glowing like the birth
of a universe, gave her a shudder of relief. Wet and shivering, her
arms covered in scratches, she exited the park on North Roxboro
Street, a few miles from downtown Durham.
Everything felt surreal. As if these terrible events were happening to someone else. She debated going to the police, but that line in
Dr. Corwin’s email kept repeating in her mind.
Trust no one.
Even if she went to the authorities, she knew they wouldn’t provide around-the-clock protection from whoever was chasing her.
She tried to think things through. Someone must know she had
opened the safe and had taken the Star Phone. Judging by what she
had read in the journal, the phone led to some kind of secret technology, this thing called the Enneagon. That had to be the reason Dr.
Corwin was murdered. Even if she turned over the Star Phone—and
she wasn’t about to give something that belonged to Dr. Corwin to
these people—she doubted they would just let her go.
How many people had they killed already?
She needed time to think. A safe place.
Her own phone still worked, despite her plunge into the river.
She had two hundred in cash. After Googling the address of a nearby
motel, she changed her mind. Too obvious.
She brought up the Uber app, then paused again. What if they
had bugged her email or phone?
At some point, she knew she had to take a chance. For now, just
in case, she walked down Roxboro and hailed a cab by hand.
The driver was an Indian man with graying temples. His eyes
widened at her bedraggled appearance, and she gave him a lopsided
smile. “I was on a night run and fell in the river.”
He hesitated, looking her up and down as if searching for a
weapon.
“I’m a student,” she said, flashing her Duke ID just long enough
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for him to glimpse it.
“Okay,” he said. “Where to?”
She jumped in the cab before he could change his mind.
“Hillsborough.”
“What address?”
“Do you know a hotel there?”
He gave her a suspicious look in the rearview mirror.
“My phone got wet,” she said. “Can you find one for me?”
After another pause, he said, “There’s a Holiday Inn Express.”
“Perfect. And I need to use the nearest ATM.”
“Okay.”
When he reached to start the meter, she added, “And fifty bucks
extra if you keep this off the books.”

Nestled among rolling green hills, filled with quaint local shops,
Hillsborough was a small town twenty minutes northwest of
Durham. On the cab ride over, Andie had withdrawn the maximum
daily amount from her bank card. She paid up front for her groundfloor hotel room and left a cash deposit for incidentals. After taking a
long hot shower, she collapsed into bed.
The next morning, she set her shoes outside to dry, closed the
blinds and brewed a cup of coffee, then sat cross-legged in a chair. She
set the Star Phone on the table beside her, pushing away her grief and
fear and anger. Succumbing to her emotions would get her nowhere.
Below the image of Democritus, the first cursor space was still
flashing.
Arche. The beginning.
Was there a code she was supposed to enter?
Democritus was one of Dr. Corwin’s favorite historical figures.
At the last department Christmas party, a white elephant affair,
Dr. Corwin had given her a paperweight replica of the same bust.
Unfortunately, she had dropped it, cracked the porcelain, and
thrown the pieces away.
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Some quick research told her the depiction of the ancient philosopher on both the Star Phone and the paperweight replica was a specific
one: an original bust that sits in the Victoria and Albert Museum in
London. The coincidences kept mounting, and she could only assume
that her Christmas gift had possessed a greater significance.
She spent half the day trying to enter every combination of
numbers and symbols she could think of into the nine cursor spaces
on the device. As before, she racked her brain for mathematical formulas, theorems, and information personal to Dr. Corwin. Every
time, after she entered the ninth number or symbol, all of the cursor
spaces would empty, leaving the first one winking at her again, as if
laughing at a silent joke. She kept expecting the screen to lock from
her repeated attempts, but it never did.
All of these insane developments, the enigmas and encoded
messages, made her think some type of cult or secret society was
involved. She wanted to scoff it away. Except for being a genius, Dr.
Corwin was a regular guy. He loved English pubs, Indian food, solving puzzles of all sorts, and watching hours of golf and cricket on the
television to wind down. As vanilla as they come.
Or so she had thought.
Finally she had to admit defeat. A nine-digit code was impossible
to crack by guesswork. After ordering a pizza to her room, she turned
her attention to the actual murder. Andie spoke almost no Italian, but
she finally got someone on the phone in the Bologna police station
who spoke English, only to be told they couldn’t give out details about
the crime. She realized she would have to hire a lawyer in Italy or, at
the very least, plead her case in person. Even then, she wondered how
much that would accomplish—and she would be revealing her identity in the same city where the murder took place.
Frustrated, she poured a cup of coffee and paced the room.
What were her choices?
She knew very little, almost nothing, about what was really
going on. Impossibly, it seemed as if her strange visions and even her
mother might be involved in some way.
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No matter what she chose to do, if her pursuers found her, she
had to assume they would kidnap and then kill her. That alone was
enough for her to put her mind to solving the mysteries gathering
around her like a cloud of dangerous radiation.
But it went beyond that.
Someone had been taken from her, murdered, who she loved
very much. Someone irreplaceable.
And Andie wasn’t going to sit around and do nothing.
She owed Dr. Corwin more than that, so much more, but it was
a start. She couldn’t believe she had lost the journal, but she did have
the Star Phone. It was up to her to figure out how to use that to her
benefit. Maybe she could get her hands on the Enneagon itself, and
use it to lure Dr. Corwin’s murderer out of the shadows.
The idea of putting an ocean between herself and her pursuers
appealed to her, as did laying eyes on the original bust of Democritus.
Despite Dr. Corwin’s warning, she needed information more than
anything, and there was someone in London, an Oxford classmate of
Dr. Corwin’s named Philip Rickman, whom she thought she could
trust. Dr. Rickman was also a physicist and a former cricket player,
and the two men had stayed extremely close over the years.
Maybe, just maybe, Dr. Rickman could fill in some of the blanks
about her mentor.
As she made the decision to go to England, she realized she was not
just trying to solve a murder, but the enigma of Dr. Corwin himself.
What sort of research was her mentor involved in?
Who was he, really?
Yet she knew the answer to that final question, while vexing, had
no effect on her decision. She didn’t care who Dr. Corwin had been
to anyone else, not even to her own mother.
Because Andie knew exactly who he had been to her.

Deep into the night, Andie dreamed of walking alone through the
halls of Duke Chapel, her footsteps echoing in the gloom of the
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Gothic cathedral, feeling as if an ominous presence lurked amid the
shadows of the alcoves. Then she was trapped alone at the bottom of
a crater on the moon, choking on the lack of oxygen, the stars glittering like diamonds on a tyrant queen’s tiara far above, haughty,
unreachable, mocking. Then she was racing through the forest again,
only this time the woods belonged to the eerie world of her visions.
Lost souls roamed the spaces between the trees, the branches
reached out to grasp her, and always there was a dark-haired man
running behind her, pressing closer—
When she woke midmorning, her back damp with sweat, she
downed a glass of water and hovered over the coffee maker as it
brewed. Feeling unsteady, knowing she had to keep moving, she
took a shower and grabbed her backpack. On the way to the RaleighDurham airport, Andie paid the cabdriver to stop at a Marshalls off
the interstate. She picked up a pair of lightweight stretch jeans, a gray
baseball cap, socks and underwear, a pair of long-sleeve T-shirts, and
a thin black windbreaker. The weather would be cooler in London.
She also bought basic toiletries and a green nylon daypack, then
threw the old one in a dumpster.
At the airport, thankful beyond words she had grabbed her
passport, she bought a changeable round-trip ticket to London. The
flight left that evening, and the price was eye-popping. Forced to use
her credit card, she reasoned she had already displayed her passport.
If her pursuers could hack an airline’s computer system, so be it. Or
maybe they were watching the airport and had already spotted her.
She probably should have driven to Charlotte or DC for her flight.
She put a hand to her temple. All of the subterfuge was exhausting.
Yet if these people caught her, she didn’t want to think about
what might happen. For now, she had to stay focused and do the best
she could to resolve the mounting questions.
Would the nine-digit cipher on the Star Phone lead to the
Enneagon?
What was the Enneagon? Did it have anything to do with the
ink drawings of her visions, her mother, or the reams of research
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on occult and metaphysical speculations she had found in Dr.
Corwin’s desk?
Most important of all, who had killed Dr. Corwin and was chasing her?
Was it someone at Quasar Labs? A rival corporation? A foreign
government?
The wait for her 6 p.m. flight felt interminable. She managed to
choke down a bacon-and- avocado sandwich, then hunkered down
in a corner until the time came to board. Andie took her seat at the
rear of the plane and studied the face of every single passenger she
could. No sign of the dark-haired man, but that was little relief, since
she doubted he was acting alone.
Her seat was situated between an elderly British woman and a
trim blond man wearing horn-rimmed glassed and a pin-striped suit.
Andie thought his palms looked too calloused for a businessman’s.
After she sat, he turned to her and said, in a mild German accent,
“I guess we’re stuck together for a while.”
“I guess so.”
“Flying to London, or on to somewhere else?”
“Somewhere else.”
“Ah.”
“Rome,” she added, so it wouldn’t look suspicious.
“Been there before?”
“Yeah.”
“Business or pleasure this time?”
“Both.”
Maybe he was fishing for information, or maybe he was just
chatty. Either way, she had to cut it off. Before he could ask another
question, she pulled the airline magazine out of the seat pocket and
began reading it. He got the hint and fell silent, though she felt like
he was watching her out of the corner of his eye.
They taxied for almost an hour. When the plane lurched into the
air, triumphing over gravity with a mighty roar, she gripped the armrest and vowed not to let her guard down.
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Leipzig, Germany
1933

Germany was a breath of fresh air to Ettore.
Maybe Italy itself had been a contributor to his lifelong
depression. As he strolled the streets of Leipzig, he decided a
creeping aura of decay had beset the psyche of his home country
ever since the col-lapse of the Roman Empire. Just like Ettore, Italy
needed a new start. Something to be proud of. And not the petty
nationalism trotted out by that buffoon Mussolini.
After a month in Leipzig, despite the troubling political events
unfolding in Germany—particularly the appointment of Adolf
Hitler as chancellor—everything about the new city felt invigorating.
The cold weather and the heaps of pristine snow. The handsome,
refined populace who had emerged from their postwar shell. Th e
wide boulevards and grand display of Gründerzeit and art nouveau
architecture that sparkled in comparison to Italy’s clogged streets
and grime.
One evening, after a long day at the research foundation where
Ettore worked, Werner Heisenberg invited him to a beer hall with a
few colleagues. Still in his early thirties, Werner was already famous
for his uncertainty principle, which held that observation itself has
an effect on the behavior of particles at the quantum level. This made
them inherently uncertain, and impossible to precisely measure.
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Like it or not, it appeared that chaos reigned in the quantum
world.
Ettore readily accepted Werner’s invitation. He rather idolized
the leader of the physics institute, who along with being a brilliant
scientist, was also a hard-drinking ladies’ man who could play the
piano, dance, and ski.
Like most extreme introverts, Ettore was able to relax whenever Werner’s larger-than-life presence filled the room. Werner even
seemed to genuinely enjoy his company, and they shared a fierce
mutual respect for each other’s intellect.
The beer hall was a raucous place, full of stein-pounding
Germans squeezed side by side on long wooden benches. As the
strapping Werner waded into the crowd, Ettore scurried in his wake
like a foal clinging to its mother. They found some seats and ordered
foaming mugs of the local pilsner.
“Did you hear about the decree?” Werner shouted to Ettore,
once they had beers in hand. Two of their colleagues had taken seats
across the table and could not be heard above the din.
“What decree?”
Werner’s broad face tightened. “Surely you know about the fire?”
“But of course.”
The day before, an unknown arsonist had burned down the
Reichstag, the German parliament building. The Nazis were blaming the Communists, stirring up populist fervor.
“Hitler has asked our weak-kneed president for an emergency
order, and I’m sad to say he granted it. Most of our civil liberties have
been suspended, Ettore. Overnight. It’s fascist.” He scowled into his
beer. “It’s obvious to everyone what is happening, but Hindenburg is
too afraid of Hitler to refuse him.”
“Why do people listen to him?” Ettore asked, feeling lost in the
huge room. “He’s such an ugly little man.”
“Because men like to follow other men. Especially leaders who
tell them they are special and better than everyone else.”
“What will it mean for the institute?”
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“It depends on how things evolve. I’ll tell you one thing, though.”
His scowl deepened. “I worry for our Jewish colleagues. The rhetoric
against them grows worse by the day. I’ve heard calls for resignation.
Philipp Lenard has gone so far as to denigrate relativity as ‘Jewish
science.’ Can you believe that swill? And himself a Nobel laureate!”
“What do you think will happen?”
Werner lifted a palm. “Albert, of course, will be fine. Some of
the others may have a harder time. I’ll talk with them privately, urge
them to consider reassignment.”
Ettore gave an absent nod, unable to feel much in the abstract for
people he did not know.
Werner noticed. “These days, it isn’t enough to focus on science
and shut out the rest of the world. If quantum mechanics has taught
us anything, it’s that we’re all connected in mysterious ways, ja?”
“But as you yourself proved, it also taught us that everything is
uncertain. So why bother?”
He laughed. “Don’t obfuscate, Ettore. We live in the real world,
not in the world of abstract physics.”
Ettore failed to understand the difference, since the “real world”
was composed of protons and electrons and other particles. But he
didn’t wish to debate the point and upset Werner. “Speaking of indeterminacy, have you and Albert corresponded recently?”
Werner belched. “Bah. He stands firm in his opposition. ‘God
does not play dice,’ he says. Yet what does Albert know of either the
casino or an omnipotent deity? He avoids them both like a bout of
syphilis.”
“What if God does play dice,” Ettore said, thoughtful, “but
knows all the outcomes beforehand?”
“That’s theology, not science.”
“Is it? What do we know of the mind of God, or the universe, or
whatever one wishes to call it?”
“Good Christ, have you been following along? We know quite a
bit!”
“Do we?” Ettore said quietly. “We once thought the Earth was
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the center of the universe, that light was a single uniform substance,
that a stone dropped off the edge of the planet would fall forever. We
think we’re enlightened, but how will humanity view our positions
one hundred years from now? One thousand?”
Werner started to speak, then took a long drink. “I will grant you
that, my friend. But it is my firm belief that humanity will one day
understand the physical laws of the universe.”
“I don’t disagree. And I think you and Albert both have it right.
There is great beauty in the chaos. Structure.”
“You agree with Albert then.”
“I agree that what we know right now—what we think we
know—tells but a fraction of the story.”
“Bohr has spoken to that, as you surely know,” Werner said. “Our
problem is merely one of observation. If we could see the quantum
world from all the right angles, the chaos would disappear.”
“And what if more layers of reality lie beneath the quantum
world?”
Werner laughed. “What a mind you have! What are these new
layers of which you speak? I take it you’ve considered this already?”
Ettore gave a small smile and fell silent, not yet ready to discuss
these thoughts in public.
Werner raised his glass in a toast. “Good man, Ettore. I appreciate discretion. That fellow Dirac cares not a whit for experimental
truth, as long as his math works out.”
Ettore clinked his glass and fell silent. He had risked everything by
publishing his paper in opposition to Dirac’s theory, and hoped with
every fiber of his being that his own position would prove to be the
correct one. In a rare display of pride, Ettore had even taken to trumpeting his theory in Leipzig, and casting aspersions on Dirac’s model.
Werner’s eyes had turned glassy from the alcohol. When he
leaned closer to Ettore, bending so that their heads lightly brushed,
the leathery musk of his cologne tickled Ettore’s nose.
“I have a confession,” Werner said. “I’ve been approached by
the Nazis.”
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Ettore swallowed and waited for him to continue.
“They wish for me to join them. Become their top scientist.”
“Surely you desisted?”
Werner looked amused. “Are you yourself not a member of your
country’s Fascist Party?”
Ettore sniffed and waved a hand. “A formality. I didn’t even sign
the papers myself.”
“Well, I fear it’s a little more serious over here.”
“So what will you do?”
After turning to scan the crowd, the German leaned even closer,
draping his hand across Ettore’s narrow shoulders. “I put them off for
now, but I fear for the future. I won’t abandon my country, you know.
I’m a patriot. Yet I can’t align myself with that madman. I . . . don’t
know what I will do.”
It was a rare moment of weakness for the charismatic man. Ettore
disengaged and patted him awkwardly on the back, not knowing
what to say or how to comfort him. In response, Werner gripped his
hand, causing a tingle of warmth to spread through him.

Ettore walked home alone, his breath fogging the air. He passed
through Leipzig’s handsome market square and then strode down
lively Brühl Street, passing near to where the home of Wagner once
stood.
Eventually, his thoughts turned to his friend, as they often did
these days. Ettore did not know how to categorize his feelings for
Werner. He did not think it was a sexual response, though he did not
really know. Were love and friendship and sexual relations inextricably intertwined? Ettore’s knowledge of math and physics was in
inverse proportion to his knowledge of the human heart. He knew
only that he had never enjoyed anyone’s company as much as he did
Werner Heisenberg’s.
Yet Ettore was fiercely independent, and terrified of removing
his armor of isolation. It made him want to pull away from Werner.
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Intimacy was too dangerous a thing.
After crossing a footbridge with a decorative iron railing, he
entered a quieter, more residential part of the city. The glow of the
street lanterns faded as Ettore passed alongside the cemetery that
marked the start of his neighborhood. There was a shortcut through
the somber stone tombs, though after nightfall he preferred to keep
to the street. Thieves were not unknown in Leipzig. And while Ettore
was not a superstitious man, he could admit to an atavistic fear of the
dark. Unlike most of his colleagues, he did not scoff at this. Recent discoveries had proved the universe strange beyond all imagining. Early
man was afraid of the spirits haunting the night sky, and who was to
say they were wrong? Ettore did not believe in spirits in the traditional
sense, but matter and energy were interchangeable and always conserved. What happened to human consciousness after death? And this
mysterious field of corporeal energy that so fascinated Tesla—what if
ghosts were real, just not yet understood by science?
What if they were a product of science?
As usual, Ettore’s speculations distracted him from his surroundings. When he looked up, a gang of unkempt youths in dark
coats were slipping out of the darkness of the cemetery like oiled
eels. They hopped the low wall and approached the street, boots
crunching on dried leaves.
Walking right toward Ettore.
There were half a dozen of them brandishing knives and clubs,
their confident grins splitting tobacco-stained teeth.
Ettore shrank back as the largest of them stepped forward.
Perhaps twenty, he was a hulking young man with bright-red hair
and a high-necked coat an inch short in the sleeves.
“Guten Abend,” he said.
“Good evening,” Ettore tried to reply, but his voice cracked too
much.
“It’s past curfew, you know.”
Ettore, whose German was far from perfect, thought he had misheard him. “Curfew?”
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“That’s right,” he said, smacking his cudgel into the palm of his
hand, over and over. “Because of the Reichstag fire.”
“Oh. I didn’t know.”
“Maybe you should pay attention to the local news, Ausländer.”
Ausländer meant “foreigner.” Ettore shuffled his feet and looked
down.
“There’s a fine, you know.”
“A fine?” Ettore whispered. “But I’m a scientist.”
“The fine is all of your money paid to me. Right now.”
“I don’t have—”
The thug lunged forward, grabbing Ettore by his collar and jerking him up on his toes.
“You’re in my territory is what you are.”
Ettore struggled to speak. His own collar was choking him.
“I—I have very little. I’m only here on a grant—”
“Give it.”
Ettore fumbled to reach the coins in his pockets, but his hands
were shaking too much. He gasped and tried to explain, but the
street thug tripped him to the ground, sticking the cudgel painfully
into his chest. He snarled and said, “Take off your watch.”
A warm trickle of urine escaped Ettore’s bladder. He couldn’t
seem to make his muscles obey. His neurons had scrambled, overcome by fear, no longer his to command.
His failure to respond enraged the brute. As the others jeered,
he kicked Ettore in the ribs, then reached down and jerked the watch
that Ettore’s favorite uncle had given him off his wrist.
“Take his clothes, Dirk!” one of the others crowed.
“And his shoes!”
“Look at his dark skin! He’s probably a pathetic little Jew!”
As Ettore trembled, wondering if they were going to kill him, a
loud crack rang out, causing his assailant to jerk away.
“Stand back!” a voice commanded from the street behind Ettore.
He risked turning his head and saw a tall man with a lean, craggy
face and cropped blond hair walking toward them with a raised
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pistol. A woolen peacoat fell to the top of his boots, accompanied by
gray gloves and a matching scarf.
When the thug standing over Ettore hesitated, the man fired his
pistol in the air again, above his head. “Was I unclear? Now!”
Dirk backed away. He and his friends started to slink off into the
night, but the newcomer called out again.
“Stop moving.”
It was not a shout, yet something in his voice, an assumed tone
of command of which the most experienced field general would be
proud, caused the gang to stand still and face him.
“Return the watch.”
Dirk muttered something under his breath but tossed the watch
to Ettore. He fumbled the catch, and the watch fell to the street.
Thankfully the face didn’t crack.
“You’re lucky,” the new man said to the youths, “that I have other
business tonight. Else I would drag you all to jail by your collars. As
it stands, if I ever catch you approaching this man or any other on the
street, the penalty will be harsh and swift. Am I clear?”
“But look at him!” one of them said, pointing at Ettore. “He
doesn’t belong here! He’s not a German!”
“Look at you,” the man replied. “A pack of dirty thieves who are.”
The gang members looked away or down at their feet, their weapons having disappeared into their coats.
The newcomer fired right at Dirk’s feet, causing him to leap back.
“Am I clear?”
“Yes,” Dirk said, his voice shaky. “Clear.”
“Clear, Sergeant Major,” the man corrected, tapping the gun
against a red-and-white heraldic eagle on his sleeve.
After Dirk meekly repeated the words, he and the others hurried
down the street, swallowed by the night.
“Thank you,” Ettore croaked, brushing the dust of the street off
his jacket.
“You’re welcome.”
“I was fortunate you were nearby. If not—”
110

“It was more than fortune, Ettore Majorana.”
Ettore started, his heart still pounding from the encounter.
“How do you know my name?”
“Because I’ve been watching you. This route isn’t safe after dark,
you know. You should choose another.”
“Watching me? But why? Who are you?”
In the ensuing pause, Ettore glanced down, relieved the urine
stain on his thigh was not visible beneath his double-breasted coat.
“Shall we walk?” the man said. “I’ll accompany you home. I’m
sure the experience was a traumatic one.”
“Thank you. Yes. I’ve . . . never been robbed before.”
“You have my utmost apology that this ugliness occurred in my
country.” As they continued past the cemetery, he said, “My name is
Stefan Kraus. I’m a sergeant major in the German army, as well as a
senior leader in the Schutzstaffel.”
Ettore twitched at the mention of the Schutzstaffel, which everyone referred to as the SS.
Stefan flashed a rueful smile. “At times, a man is forced to adopt a
mantle he does not truly wear, ja? I am not acting on official business
tonight. Or at least not that official business.”
Ettore was so grateful to him for saving his life that he did not
really care about his other motives.
“I represent a very special organization, Ettore. One that is very
aware of—and impressed by—your work.”
“Are you with one of the prize organizations?”
The man laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. Though you deserve that
and more. Still, those types of awards are not really important to
you, are they?”
“I suppose not,” Ettore agreed.
“Why is it that you almost never publish your research?”
“But how do you know that?”
“Please answer.”
The command was softly given, almost a suggestion, yet Ettore
felt as if he had no choice but to obey. “Because I don’t find it
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important,” he said finally.
“Yet your recent paper on particle theory is different, ja? You
believe strongly in this one.”
“You’ve read it?” Ettore said, incredulous.
“Of course.”
“And understood it?”
The corners of Stefan’s lips turned up. “Not only that, we believe
in it. And in your potential for even greater things.”
“We? Who are you?” he asked again.
Instead of answering, Stefan launched into a spirited discussion
of the latest theories circulating among the elite theoretical physicists of the day. He was even fluent in quantum electrodynamics,
Ettore’s favorite subfield.
“Surely you are a working scientist,” Ettore said in amazement
after they had talked for some time on the street in front of his
lodging.
“I once was, yes. Among other things. Now I serve a higher
calling.”
Ettore sniffed, failing to hide his disdain. “You mean your political party?”
“No, Ettore. The group I mentioned earlier.” Stefan reached into
his coat and opened his palm to reveal a large black coin etched with
an elaborate series of numbers and symbols in silver ink around the
edges.
Ettore could make no sense of the inscription. In the center of the
coin, three prominent capital letters, inscribed in silver, demanded
attention.
LYS

Ettore looked at him blankly. “I don’t recognize any of this. Is it
supposed to be a theorem of some sort?”
“Not a theorem. A cipher.”
“I don’t understand.”
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“Nor should you. Not yet.”
“Is the coin made of stone?”
“It’s an alloy.”
Ettore frowned. “Of what type?”
Stefan returned the coin to the pocket of his coat. “We’d like you
to join us, Ettore. We extend an invitation to an extremely few number of people, but I believe you would be an excellent addition.”
“An addition to what? What does ‘LYS’ mean?”
Stefan regarded him in silence for a moment. “Do you wish to
probe the outer limits of science, Ettore? Reach to the stars and
beyond? Unlock the potential of mankind?”
“I’m a theoretical physicist. Of course I do.”
Another small smile. “Of course.”
“Surely you know I work at the physics institute,” Ettore said,
growing annoyed. “Some of the best work in the world is undertaken
there.”
“Yet you are limited by certain boundaries, are you not? The
extent of your grant, the resources of your institution or government, the aptitude of your colleagues?”
“I work directly with Werner Heisenberg,” Ettore said stiffly.
“One of the greatest living scientists. Why have you not asked him?”
“Haven’t we?”
As Ettore stuttered, Stefan laughed and clapped him on the
shoulder. “Werner is undeniably brilliant, yet he adores the lights of
the stage far too much.”
“There are plenty of other physicists.”
“No, Ettore.” Stefan shook his head. “There are not. How many
others at the institute does the great Werner Heisenberg address as
an equal? We have attended the conferences, heard the talks. Does
Heisenberg not sometimes start his sentences on nuclear theory
with ‘According to Majorana’ and ‘As Majorana has stressed’?”
Ettore could not deny it. In fact, it embarrassed him very much.
“I understand your reticence. We have just met, and my claims
are bold. Yet I know you sense that mankind is on the cusp of
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discovering even greater knowledge.” He took a step closer, palms
upturned. “Do you really think the discoveries in the headlines tell
the whole story? That the world’s bloated governments and profit-hungry corporations are the only players in the game? That your
scientific institutions alone work to wrest the truth out of Mother
Nature? There are more things in heaven and earth, my dear Ettore,
than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”
As he repurposed the words of Shakespeare, the German officer’s stare bored into Ettore, pulling in the physicist’s gaze like a
pendulum dangled by a master mesmerist. “Meet with us. See who
we are.”
Just like Werner—perhaps even more so—the German officer
had an undeniable charisma that drew Ettore like a moth to a flame.
He had to admit he was curious. The thought of hidden knowledge had always intrigued him. In any event, what could it hurt to
see?
“Where do I find you?” Ettore asked.
Stefan stuffed his hands in the pockets of his coat as he backed
away, his parting smile as mysterious as the Sphinx. “I’ll let you know.”
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