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chapter 1

miriam swept the purple velvet drape to one side and gazed through the window to the courtyard. The marble palace had been completed just last year and was easily the grandest of her father’s residences. She hadn’t visited all of them, but she didn’t need to. Prince Salman bin Fahd had four wives, and he’d built each of them three palaces, two in Riyadh, and one in Jidda. All four wives had identical dwellings in each location, although to say his wives had the palaces was misleading. Father had the palaces, and he had wives for each.

This, Salman’s thirteenth palace, he’d built solely for special events such as today’s, the wedding of Sita, one of Miriam’s closest friends.

Outside, the sun glinted off a spewing fountain in the center of a large pond. Bright red petals from two hundred dozen roses flown in from Holland blanketed the water. Evidently the groom, Hatam bin Hazat, had heard that his young bride liked red roses. Upon seeing the extravagant display two days earlier, Sita vowed never to look upon another red rose in her life.

Dozens of Filipino servants crossed the lawn, carrying silver trays stacked high with every imaginable food, prepared by eighteen chefs brought in from Egypt. Roast almond duck, curried beef rolled in lamb flanks, liver-stuffed lobster—Miriam had never seen such an extravagant display. And this for the women only. As at many Saudi weddings, the male guests would never actually see the women. Custom required two separate ceremonies for the simple reason that women attended weddings unveiled. The traditional path of the Wahhabi sect forbade a man from seeing the face of a woman unless she was a family member or tied closely to his family.

Sounds of music and drums and gaiety drifted through the window. The world mistook the prevailing cultural practices in the Arabian Peninsula as unfair to women, Miriam often thought. She’d studied at the University of Berkeley in California for three months two summers ago and had first heard there the misconception that a Saudi woman dies three times during her span on earth.

It was said that she dies on the day of her first menses, when she is forced to don the black veil and slip into obscurity; she dies on the day of her wedding, when she is given as a possession to a stranger; and she dies when she finally passes on. She’d been tempted to slap the woman who uttered the words.

Perhaps if the Americans knew Saudi history better, they would hold their tongues. True enough, a woman was traditionally forbidden from some of the activities accepted by the West—driving, for example. Or giving testimony in a dispute. Or walking about freely with her face uncovered. But all of these practices advanced Saudi culture in ways the West did not see. Saudis understood the value of strong families, for example. Of loyalty to God and his word. Of respect for an order that supported both families and God.

Miriam let her mind drift over the events that had placed her and her friend Sita here, in this magnificent palace, where they awaited the ceremony that would change Sita’s life as she knew it.

The kingdom’s first king, Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, conquered Riyadh in 1902. He was in his early twenties then. The four kings who had ruled since his death in 1953 were all his sons. But when Miriam looked down history’s foggy halls, she decided it was the first king’s women, not his sons, who shaped the country. He’d taken over three hundred wives, and it was these women who gave him so many sons. 

“I can’t believe it’s actually happening,” Sita said from the sofa.

Miriam let the curtain fall back in place and turned around. Sita sat like a small doll dressed in lace and pink. At weddings, all the women, from bride to servants, shed their black abaayas and veils for colorful dresses. Her eyes were round and dark—so very insecure. Miriam and Sultana had rescued Sita from a flock of aunts busying her for the final ceremony and brought her here, to this room they’d dubbed the piano room for the white grand piano sitting to their right. The carpet, a thick Persian weave with a lion embroidered at the center, swallowed their feet. Evidently the designer Salman hired liked big cats; the walls of the room formed a virtual zoo of cat paintings.

Sita’s lips trembled. “I’m frightened.”

Sultana, the third in the inseparable trio, ran her hand over the younger girl’s hair. “Sh, sh. It won’t be the end of the world. At least he’s wealthy. Better to marry into palaces than into the gutter.”

“He’s old enough to be my grandfather.”

“He’s younger than my sister’s husband,” Miriam said. “Sara’s husband was sixty-two when he took her. I understand that Hatam is no older than fifty-five.”

“And I’m fifteen!” Sita said.

“And Sara was fifteen too,” Miriam said. “And what about my new mother, Haya?”

That got silence from both of them. A year earlier, Miriam’s father had taken Haya as a bride when Miriam’s biological mother died. Haya was only thirteen at the time. As was customary, the girl took over the duties of the wife in their household, even though she was younger than those under her charge. Miriam had been nineteen then.

At first Miriam resented the child. But one look at Haya’s nervous eyes after the wedding changed her heart. Haya slipped into her role of submissive wife with surprising grace.

But Sita was not Haya.

Miriam looked at her friend’s frightened face. Sita was still a child too. A small part of Miriam wanted to cry. But she could never cry, especially not now, just minutes before the ceremony.

Sultana looked out the window. Of the three, she was perhaps the boldest. She was twenty-three and barren. But she was married to a good man who treated her well and turned a blind eye when she spoke out against the marriage of young girls. Sultana’s frequent trips to Europe had given her a somewhat Western perspective on that particular practice.

“Haya was two years younger than you,” Miriam said.

“I saw him,” Sita said softly.

Miriam glanced up. It was unusual for anyone to see her betrothed before the actual wedding.

“You saw the groom?” Sultana asked. “You saw Hatam?”

Sita nodded.

“How?” Miriam asked. “What’s he like?”

“Two weeks ago, at the souk.” She looked up and her eyes flashed. “He’s very large. He’ll kill me.”

Miriam knew she should say something, but words escaped her. Though she’d made inquiries, she’d been able to learn only that Hatam was a wealthy oil mogul from Dammam on the Persian Gulf. 

Sita sniffed and wiped her nose with a frail, shaky hand. She spoke quietly. “I make a vow,” she said. “I make a vow today to refuse my husband. He will not touch me while I am alive.”

Miriam reached out a hand. “Please, Sita, he’ll be kind. Today you’ll find your life enriched beyond words, you’ll see.”

Sita rose to her feet, red in the face. “I’m not ready to marry!” She trembled, a child about to have a tantrum. Miriam felt her stomach turn. 

“I swear it,” Sita said, and Miriam did not doubt her. “You’re almost twenty-one and you’re still not married. And you have this secret love with Samir. I hate you for it!” She turned away.

“You don’t hate me, Sita. You better not hate me, because you’re like a sister to me, and I love you dearly.”

Twenty and not married. Rumor had it that dozens of suitors had approached Father for Miriam’s hand, and he’d turned them all away. His denial was a sore subject for her.

Sultana placed a silencing hand on Miriam’s shoulder. “You can’t know how she feels. Salman protects you.”

Heat flashed across Miriam’s cheeks.

“Both Haya and Sara were married—”

The door flew open and they turned as one. “Sita!” Sita’s mother stood in the doorway, white as the desert sand. “Where have you been? They are ready!”

Then she saw Sita’s tears and she hurried in, her face softening. “Please, don’t cry, child. I know you are frightened, but we all grow up, don’t we?” She smoothed Sita’s hair and looked at her lovingly.

“I’m afraid, Mother,” Sita said.

“Of course. But you must think beyond the uncertainty that you feel and consider the wonderful privileges that await you as the wife of a powerful man.” She kissed her daughter’s forehead. “He’s a wealthy man, Sita. He will give you a good life, and you’ll bear him many children. What else could a woman ask?”

“I don’t want to bear his children.”

“Don’t be silly! It will be a great honor to bear his children. You’ll see.” She paused and studied her daughter tenderly. “God knows how much I love you, Sita. I am so proud of you. Just yesterday you were still a child, playing with your dolls. Now look, you’ve grown into a beautiful young woman.” She kissed her again. “Now, come along. The drummers are waiting.”

She slipped Sita’s veil over her face. And with that Sita’s fears were hidden.

Miriam joined a thousand women in the great hall and watched as the drums announced the groom’s arrival. The only men present were the bride’s father, the groom (whose father was dead of old age), and the religious man who would perform the marriage.

Hatam walked out alone, and Miriam nearly gasped aloud. Blubber sat like a bloated tube around his stomach, sloshing with each step under a tent of a tunic. The fat under his chin hung like a reservoir of water. To say the man was large would be a horrible miscalculation. He was an obese mountain.

Beside Miriam, Sultana groaned softly. Several women glanced at her, but she ignored them.

The drums beat again. Sita’s mother and her aunt led the bride out. Hatam smiled and lifted her veil. Sita stared at him, and in her cloaked defiance, she looked more beautiful than Miriam could remember.

The ceremony lasted only a few minutes. The actual marriage had been performed hours earlier, first with the bride and then with the groom, separately, signing documents that affirmed the agreed upon dowry and terms of marriage.

Now the religious man looked at Sita’s father and spoke the token words that confirmed the union. After a nod, he glanced at the groom, who replied that he accepted Sita as his bride. A thousand women broke the silence with joyful ululating. Today the noise sent chills down Miriam’s arms. Hatam walked past his new bride, tossing coins to the women. Sita hesitated, then followed.

Hatam led Sita from the room, and Miriam saw that her friend walked like a newborn lamb still searching for its legs.

The women began to move outside, where food, music, and festivity awaited. They would celebrate for another two days after the groom departed with his new bride.

But Miriam wasn’t sure she could participate. Not with Sita’s oath ringing in her ears. She quietly begged her friend to come to her senses so that she could enter her new life with joy.



chapter 2

it was three o’clock in the afternoon and Seth Border, although arguably the most popular man on campus, was lonely. Popular, because he possessed both the sharpest mind the university had seen since its inception and the kind of all-American face the media loved. Lonely, because he felt oddly disconnected from that popularity.

If he’d learned anything at Berkeley, it was that when academia put you on a pedestal, it expected you to perform as advertised. If it wanted you to grow green skin, you’d better paint your skin green, because if you came out onstage with blue skin, it would resent you. Ironic, considering the freedom preached by those in this neck of the woods.

Seth stared out the small windows that ran along the high wall of the lecture hall, thinking he was a blue person in a green person’s world. Blue, like the sky outside—another cloudless California day. He ran a hand through his shaggy blond mop and released a barely audible sigh. He glanced at the complex equation on the whiteboard behind the professor, solved it before he finished reading it, and let his mind drift again.

He was twenty-six, and his whole life had felt like a long string of abandonments. Sitting here listening to graduate lectures on quantum physics by Dr. Gregory Baaron with forty other students only seemed to reinforce the feeling. He should be doing something to lift himself out of this valley. Something like surfing.

Surfing had always been his one escape from a world gone mad, but the last time he’d seen the really good side of a wave was three years ago, back at Point Loma in San Diego, during a freak storm that deposited fifteen-foot swells along the coast from Malibu to Tijuana. There was nothing quite like catching the right wave and riding in its belly until it decided to dump you off.

Seth first experienced the freedom of surfing when he was six, when his mom bought him a board and took him to the beach—her way of helping them both escape his father’s abuse.

Paul loved three things in life and, as far as Seth saw, three things only: Pabst Blue Ribbon. Baseball. Himself. In no particular order. The fact that he’d married a woman named Rachel and had a kid they’d named Seth barely mattered to him.

His mom, on the other hand, did love her son. They had, in fact, saved each other’s lives on more than one occasion, most memorably when his dad confused their bodies for baseballs.

It was during the worst of those times when Seth asked his mom if she would take him to the library. She took him the very next day in the Rust Bucket, as she called their Vega. From age six on, Seth’s life comprised a strange brew of surfing, reading, and being kicked around the house by his dad.

“You’re special, Seth,” his mom used to say. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you any different, you hear? You ignore what your father says.”

Her words filled him with more warmth than the California sun. “I love you, Mom.”

She would always swallow, pull him close, and wipe at the tears in her eyes when he said that.

As it turned out, Seth was more than special. He was a genius.

In any other setting his unique gift would have been discovered and nurtured from the time he was two or three. Unfortunately —or fortunately, depending on your point of view—no one really understood what an exceptional young boy Seth was until he was older.

His mother was a hairdresser, not a schoolteacher, and although she made sure all the other beauticians knew about her boy’s quick wit, she wasn’t equipped to recognize genius. And because Rachel would just as soon take him to the beach or the library as to the school, his reputation as a student languished.

He was nine before anyone in the academic world even noticed Seth’s brilliance. A surfer named Mark Nobel who attended the small Nazarene university on Point Loma had watched him surf and insisted Seth give his surfboard a spin. By the time Seth washed back to shore, the student had left for class. Seth wandered onto the campus looking for Mark.

Half an hour later Seth found him in the math department, wading through a calculus equation with twenty other students and a professor who seemed to be having difficulty showing them just how simple this particular equation really was.

Seeing Seth at the door, the professor jokingly suggested that he come forward and show this band of half-wits how simple math could be. He did.

Then he solved another, more complex equation that the professor scribbled on the board. And another. He left the stunned students twenty minutes later, not quite sure how he knew what he knew. The equations just came together in his mind like simple puzzles.

The teachers at his grade school learned of his little adventure the next day, and their attitude toward him brightened considerably. He agreed to some tests. They said that less than 1 percent of humans had an IQ greater than 135 and that Einstein’s was estimated to be 163. Seth’s IQ was 193. They told him he couldn’t dare waste such an exceptional mind.

But Seth still had to find a way to cope with reality at home, which meant losing himself in books and riding waves off the point. School simply wasn’t a meaningful part of his world.

Life improved when his dad left for good after discovering just how effectively an angry thirteen-year-old boy could fight back. But by then Seth had lost his taste for formal education altogether. It wasn’t until he was twenty that he began responding to pressure that he pursue a real education.

He’d selected Berkeley in part for its proximity. It wasn’t in his backyard, where he was the local curiosity who could count by primes in his sleep; it wasn’t two thousand miles away either. He thought he’d be a blue guy in a green world at Harvard or Yale or any of the other half-dozen universities that begged him to attend. Berkeley seemed like a good compromise.

The three years that followed failed to challenge him. As much as Seth hated to admit it, he was bored. Bored with academia, bored with his own mind.

The only real challenge to this boredom came from an unlikely source: a recruiter from the NSA named Clive Masters.

Berkeley’s dean of students had summoned a gathering of drooling recruiters exclusively for Seth during his freshman year. They came from IBM, NASA, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratories, and a bunch of Japanese companies. Sony Pictures sent a rep—evidently movie magic took brains. But Clive was the only recruiter who captured Seth’s attention.

“You have a gift, Seth,” he’d said. “I’ve been watching you for ten years because it’s in my job description to watch people like you. Your disinterest in education just might be a crime. And I’ve given my life to fighting crime, first with the FBI and now with the NSA.”

“FBI, huh? Were you born wrapped in a flag?”

“No. I was born to be challenged,” Clive said.

“Locking heads with fugitives,” Seth said. “With the dregs of society. Sounds like a ball.”

“There are two kinds of bad guys. The stupid ones, which make up about 99 percent of the lot, and the brilliant ones—each single-handedly capable of the damage done by a thousand idiots. I’ve gone up against some of the sharpest.” He paused. “But there’s more to the thrill than raw intelligence.”

“And what would that be?”

“Danger.”

Seth nodded. “Danger.”

“There’s no substitute for the thrill of danger. But I think you’ve already figured that out, haven’t you?”

“And the NSA is all about danger.”

“I split my time between being called in on the head-scratching cases and finding that rare breed who can do the same. We have something in common, you and I.”

“Which is why you’re interested in convincing an innocent impressionable that pursuing the life of James Bond is far more attractive than sitting in a basement of some laboratory, breaking complex codes,” Seth responded.

“I hadn’t thought of it in those exact terms, but your summary does have a ring to it. Still, solving mathematical challenges has its place. The NSA’s Mathematical Sciences Program is the world’s single largest employer of mathematicians. Cryptology isn’t easy work. The halls down in Fort Meade are lined with some of the world’s brightest.”

Actually, the thought of possessing the casual confidence of this man who faced him struck Seth as refreshing. Unlike the other sycophant recruiters, Clive seemed more interested in Seth’s psyche than in what he could do for the organization.

“All I’m suggesting is that you finish here. Get your doctorate in high-energy physics and wow the world with some new discovery. But when you get bored—and the best always do—you think about me.”

Clive smiled enigmatically, and Seth couldn’t help thinking he just might.

“Do you surf, Clive?”

The man had chuckled. “Seth the surfer. No, I don’t surf, but I think I understand why you do. I think it’s for the same reasons I do what I do.”

Clive reappeared every six months or so, just long enough to gift Seth with a few tempting morsels before disappearing into his world of secrecy. Seth never seriously thought he would ever follow the path Clive had taken, but he felt a connection to this man who, despite being no intellectual slouch, applied his brilliance to thrill-seeking. The possibilities were enough to help Seth slog through the months of boredom.

Seth received his bachelor’s in his second year at Berkeley. He skipped the master’s program and was now in the second year of his doctorate. But four years of this stuff was wearing thin, and he was no longer sure he could stomach all the nonsense required to finish after all.

If the graduate dean, the very fellow lecturing at this very moment, Gregory Baaron, would allow him to write his dissertation and be done with it, that would be one thing. But Baaron had—

“Perhaps you’d like to tell us, Mr. Border.” Seth blinked and returned his mind to the lecture hall. Baaron was staring over bifocals. “How do you calculate the quantum field between two charged particles?”

Seth cleared his throat. Baaron was one of the leading lights in the field of particle physics and had taught this basic material a hundred times. Much of his work was based on the equation now written on the board. Unfortunately, the equation was wrong. At least by Seth’s thinking. But because of Baaron’s stake in the matter, the dean would hardly consider, much less accept, the possibility that it was wrong. Even worse, Baaron seemed to have developed a healthy dose of professional jealousy toward Seth.

“Well, that would depend on whether you’re doing it by the textbook,” Seth said. Watch yourself, boy. Tread easy.

“The textbook will suffice,” Baaron said after a moment, and Seth felt a pang of sympathy for the man.

He paraphrased from Baaron’s own textbook. “Solve the Lagrangian field equation. That is, apply the principle of least action by defining a quantity called the Lagrangian action, the integral of which is minimized along the actual observed path. The easiest way to set the equation up is to use Feynman diagrams and to insert terms in the action for each of the first-order interactions.” Seth paused. “You studied with Feynman, didn’t you? I read his Nobel-winning papers when I was fifteen. Some interesting thoughts.” He paused, thinking he should stop there. But he couldn’t. Or just didn’t.

“Of course, the whole method is problematic on both conceptual and explanatory levels. The conceptual problem is that the equations seem to say that the reality we observe is just the sum of all possible realities. On an explanatory level, you have to apply the renormalization factors to make the numbers come out right. That’s hardly the sign of a really good predictive theory. Putting both problems together, I’m inclined to think the theory’s misguided.”

The professor’s face twitched. “Really? Misguided? You do realize that the calculations of this method accord well with reality, at least in the world most of us live in.”

“The calculations may work, but the implication bothers me. Are we really to believe that of all imaginable futures, the real one—the one we actually experience—is simply the weighted sum of all the others? Is the future merely the product of a simple mathematical formula? I don’t think so. Someday this theory might look as outdated as a flat-earth theory.” That was too much, Seth. He felt his pulse quicken.

Baaron stared at him for what must have been a full five seconds. 

“The principle of least action is widely accepted as a basis for calculation,” he finally said. “And unless you think you’ve outwitted a few hundred of the most brilliant mathematical minds in the country, I don’t think you’ve got a leg to stand on, Seth.”

The condescension in Baaron’s voice, as if the dean were his father commanding him to stand in the corner for questioning his recollection of baseball history, pushed Seth over a foggy cliff. He’d been here before, jumping off the same cliff. Without fail, the experience proved not only unsatisfying, but painful.

The knowledge of this fact didn’t stop him.

There were over two hundred stadium seats in the hall, sloping from the podium up to a sound booth, and although only forty were filled, the eyes of every occupant turned Seth’s way. He slipped his hands into his pockets and palmed the Super Ball at the bottom of his right pocket.

“To have doubted one’s first principles is the mark of a civilized man,” Seth said.

“So now I’m not only outdated, but I’m uncivilized?” Baaron walked to the podium wearing a smirk. “This from a man who hardly knows the difference between a dinner jacket and a tank top. From where I’m standing, your reasoning looks ugly.”

“Nothing has an uglier look to us than reason, when it’s not on our side,” Seth said. “Big ideas are so hard to recognize, so fragile, so easy to kill. People who don’t have them can’t possibly understand.”

Baaron turned his head. There might have been a barely audible gasp in the auditorium. Seth wasn’t sure. Maybe the air-conditioning just came on. You’re digging yourself a grave, Seth.

“Watch your tongue, young man. Just because you have a natural talent does not mean you’ve conquered ignorance.”

Well, he was already in a hole. “Ignorance. To be ignorant of one’s ignorance is the disease of the ignorant. And we all know that nothing is more terrible than ignorance in action—”

“You’re stepping over the line, Mr. Border. You have a responsibility that comes with your mind. I suggest you keep your wits about you.”

“Wit? He who doesn’t lose his wits over certain things has no wits to lose.”

Someone coughed to cover a chuckle. The professor paused.

“This is quantum field theory, not psychology. You think you’re cute, flaunting your questionable wit? Why don’t you engage me on the point, boy?”

“I’ve learned never to engage in a battle of wits with an unarmed person. Sir.”

Baaron’s face went red. He’d lost his cool with Seth once, when Seth came to class barefoot, dressed in surf shorts, and toting a surfboard. He’d hollowed out the board and cemented his laptop into it so that the whole contraption became his computer. The exchange got ugly when Seth expounded on the superiority of surfing over education before a howling class.

Nobody was howling now.

“I am not someone to toy with,” Baaron said. “We have standards at this institution.”

“Please, sir, don’t mistake my simple review of literature as disregard for your authority. I’m merely saying what our most brilliant scholars have said better before me.”

“This has nothing to do with literature.”

“But it does. Rather than tackle your noteworthy intellect with my own, I’m afraid I’ve stolen from others. In fact, not a word I’ve spoken has been my own.”

He paused and Baaron just blinked. “The first quote was from Oliver Holmes. Then George Savile from the seventeenth century. Then Amos Bronson Alcott and Gotthold Lessing and finally Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.” Maybe that would bail him out. “Perhaps you should file a complaint against the lot of them. They are far too imaginative to associate with the tiny minds of this institution anyway.”

Seth took a slow breath. Then again, maybe not.

Graduate Dean Gregory Baaron turned and walked out the side door without another word. No one moved. Seth glanced at the clock on the wall—five minutes to the hour.

He regretted his words already. Why did he do this? Why hadn’t he just answered Baaron’s stupid question?

A book slammed closed. One of the students vacated the back row and slipped out the rear entrance. The rest just sat there. Matt Doil, a forty-five-year-old engineer from Caltech, twisted in his chair near the front. He flashed a grin and shook his head.

“You’re not serious about the least action principle being outdated, are you?”

The others were looking at him again. He cleared his throat. “Shut up and calculate—wasn’t that what Feynman told students who wanted to know what his method really meant?”

They all knew it was.

“Show us,” Doil said.

“Show you what?”

“An alternative.”

Seth considered that. Why not? He’d done as much damage as he could possibly manage already. He might as well redeem himself in some small way.

“Okay.”

He stood, walked to the stage, and picked up a whiteboard marker. It took him thirty seconds to complete a complex calculation he knew they would all understand. He finished the last stroke, stabbed the board with the marker, and turned around. To a student they were glued to him.

“What does this equation tell me about the forces at work on this marker?” He held out the pen between his thumb and forefinger, as if to drop it.

“That when you drop it, it’ll bounce,” someone said.

“Or that when you drop it, it’ll roll,” Matt said.

“But that’s meaningless, isn’t it?” Seth said. “What if I decide not to drop the marker? The numbers on the wall behind me tell us that the future is calculable as the sum of all possible futures. But I don’t think it is. I think the future’s beyond our calculation. And I think the future’s singular. That there’s only one possible future, namely the future that will happen, because it’s known by a designer.”

They looked at him with blank stares. Trying to communicate some of the ideas that popped into his head was often more complicated than the ideas themselves. Language had its limits.

“What if I did this?”

He turned, changed several numbers on the board, erased the solution, and extended the equation by eight characters with a new solution. He dropped the marker in the tray and stepped back. It was the first time even he had seen the new equation actually written down.

He cleared his throat. “Makes the world much simpler, but also much more interesting, don’t you think?”

“Does that work?” It was Matt.

“I think so,” Seth said. “Doesn’t that work?” Of course it did. He turned to the class. They were wide-eyed. Some were writing furiously. Some still didn’t get it.

Matt rose, eyes fixed on the board. “You’re . . . that does work! That’s amazing.”

Awkwardness took Seth by the throat. He’d just rewritten a small part of history, and for some reason he felt naked. Abandoned. He had no business being here on this stage for everyone to look at. He belonged in a basement somewhere. Back home in San Diego.

He turned and walked out through the same door Dean Baaron had used.



chapter 3

miriam faced Mecca and dropped to her knees in her room while the muezzin’s noon prayer call still wavered. It was said that Muhammad disliked the church bells of his day, so he insisted on a vocal call to prayer. Miriam thought he was right—a bell was far too harsh.

She recited the first sura of the Koran without thinking about the words. She had taken a keen interest in the holy book, at one point thinking to become a hafiz, the coveted title of one who’d memorized all 114 suras of the Koran.

Of course, that would have been impossible: She was a woman. But the poetic nature of the Koran was like music to her mind and she found it pleasing. The word Koran meant “recitation.” Her faith wasn’t compelled to understand the words of the Prophet, but to repeat them. So then, if she could recite as well as a man, couldn’t she be a great theologian?

She stood and rearranged the pillows on her bed. Her room was decorated in purple because her father had decided many years ago that it should be, despite Miriam’s vocal dislike of the color. Her declaration that he best leave decorating to women with good taste earned her a slap.

Miriam headed for the main living room, where her mother, young Haya, was instructing the servants’ preparations of Salman’s breakfast. Like many men with multiple wives, Salman rotated villas every day, so that he was with each woman only every fourth day—a blessing or a curse for the wife, depending on her view of him.

Haya slid across the room toward Miriam, frowning. She wore a brilliant blue dress and strings of pearls that stood out nicely against her creamy neck. Once, in Spain, Miriam had watched the movie Star Wars, the only Western movie she’d ever seen. When the villain, Darth Vader, appeared on screen cloaked in black, she’d gasped aloud. Saudi women looked like Western movie villains!

Haya had applied a touch of makeup, something she did only when Salman came. “He’ll be down in a few minutes,” Haya said. “I don’t want you around.”

“Don’t worry, I have no intention of being around.”

Haya looked at her with a blank stare. The phone rang.

Miriam crossed to the door, eager to find Samir on the grounds or in the garage. She slipped into her black abaaya, pulled on her veil, and stepped outside. The garage stood detached, twenty meters from the entrance.

Like all males outside the family, Samir was prohibited from seeing her face, and indeed he hadn’t . . . except on three occasions. The first of those times skipped through Miriam’s mind as she walked to the garage.

It was three years ago, in the late afternoon, just after she turned seventeen. She’d been on the back lawn walking with her sister, Sara, when Samir ran out to tell them that their mother was waiting for them in the car. His shout startled a goose, which leaped from the pond and rushed at Miriam. Panicked by the honking bird’s aggression, she spun to flee. 

In spinning she tripped on her sister’s foot. Samir rushed to chase the goose away, which he did easily enough. But in her fall, Miriam’s veil flew off. She was on her feet and staring at a stunned Samir before she realized her face was bare.

For long seconds, neither moved. Samir gazed at her face as if he’d arrived in heaven and was seeing his first angel. Something in Miriam’s soul changed with that look. In his eyes, she was a person. Not because of her beauty, but because in that moment she had become more than a black sack among a million other black sacks.

Samir had fallen in love. She could not resist loving him in return. So began a forbidden romance that took them, on two separate occasions, to Spain, where they slipped away from the family and spent hours staring into each other’s eyes and talking about love. On the second occasion he had vowed to love her forever and marry her, no matter the consequence.

“Miriam.”

His voice jerked her from her memories. “Samir.”

He stood in the shadows of the garage, and her heart swelled. He wore the traditional white cotton thawb, but in her mind she pictured the strength of his arms and chest under the garment. His dark hair swept over milky brown eyes. Miriam glanced back at the villa and walked into the shadows, her heart pounding as much from the impropriety of it as from her love.

“No one saw you?” he asked.

“No. And how is my love?”

“Please, keep your voice—”

“Don’t be a mouse. No one can hear.” She was bold, wasn’t she? Perhaps Sita’s wedding had emboldened her.

He grinned. “If you think I’m a mouse, then you don’t know what a lion is.”

“A lion? I will turn you into a lamb. I miss you, Samir. When can we go away again?”

She still wore her veil, and in a way it gave her courage to know that not even he could guess her expression.

“I’m setting it up,” he said. “Next month. To Spain again. Maybe this time we will stay.”

“Stay? Don’t tempt me if you can’t also make a promise.”

“I promise that nothing can keep this love I have from stealing you away forever.”

She wanted to lift her veil, to see his eyes widen at seeing her mouth and eyes. The thought made her hands tremble.

“I am crazy for you,” he said.

“Crazy? Where did you hear such a silly saying?” She rather liked it.

“An American movie. Do you like it?”

“It is expressive, isn’t it? Crazy. And I am crazy for you, my lion.” 

He stared at her for a moment before allowing a shadow to cross his face. “I’ve been ordered by your father to take you to a meeting today. At eleven.”

“Is that so? With whom?”

He turned away. “Abu Ali al-Asamm. The sheik.”

Miriam felt her mouth part. “Al-Asamm?” How was that possible? He was one of the most influential Shia sheiks in the country, but not a Sunni, certainly not a Wahhabi. “What on earth for?”

“I don’t know.”

“I was supposed to meet Sultana at ten in the market.”

“Then I will tell her that you’ll be there later.”

She hesitated. “What does he want?”

“You’ll have to ask your father. I’m just the driver. For now.”

As if on cue, a black Mercedes nosed up the driveway. Miriam stepped back, mind still engrossed by the notion of her meeting the sheik. Why such a powerful man in no way connected to the House of Saud would request a meeting with her alone was beyond her comprehension.

The car parked on the apron in front of the garage. “I’ll meet you here in two hours.”

 The door behind the driver opened and a man wearing dark sun glasses beneath a white ghutra stood. She didn’t recognize him, but judging by his business suit he meant just that—business.

“You’re Miriam, the daughter of Salman?”

“Yes.”

“Get in,” he said, his voice silk.

Miriam glanced at Samir, who was watching the man.

The man in sunglasses stepped back and motioned to the back of the car. “Please, get in. Sita, the wife of Hatam, has demanded to see you. Please, get in.”

“It’s okay,” Samir said under his breath. “Go.”

Miriam broke from her stance and hurried for the large black Mercedes. She opened the rear left door and slid in next to the man, who’d seated himself without turning toward her.

“What’s wrong?”

The man slammed his door. “Silence.”

Sita had called for her. Good news, then. Her husband would never allow his new bride to call for her friends if she was in trouble.

They passed a large white mosque, and she watched the men walking through its gates. Islam was supported by five pillars, simple and beautiful, and, contrary to the more restrictive sharia laws, they did nothing to shackle women. Five pillars: The Creed: “There is no god but God and Muhammad is the messenger of God.” Daily prayers: upon rising, at noon, in midafternoon, after sunset, and before retiring. The annual Ramadan fast. The hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. Almsgiving to the poor.

And a sixth to some, the jihad, as the situation warranted, to “spread Islam or defend against infidels.” This last pillar was no pillar at all to most Muslims, including Miriam, but it clearly motivated those few radical fundamentalists who’d taken up the sword in the name of God. Not unlike the Jews, who’d entered their so-called promised land by virtue of the sword.

Only when the car pulled into a driveway did Miriam know their destination. The Mercedes pulled up to an expansive villa covered in bougainvillea. They were at Sita’s childhood home, which surprised her. Sita did not live here any longer.

A dread seeped into her bones.

The man faced her for the first time. She could see the reflection of her veil in his mirrored glasses. “Did you know that Sita’s new husband, Hatam, is a loyal member of the Nizari sect?”

Nizari? She didn’t know the extreme Islamic sect still existed. Rumors of their activity made the Taliban of Afghanistan look reasonable by comparison.

“As is Sita’s father,” the man said. “It’s why they do so much business together. Remember what you see today. Consider it a message from Omar bin Khalid. Get out.”

What the man meant, Miriam had no clue, but his words made her mouth dry.

Who was Omar bin Khalid?

She followed him, surrounded by silence, through an archway that opened to the green grounds she and Sita had walked so many times. An old swing set built of oak sat unused beneath several tall trees to their right. Palms swayed in a light morning breeze. Still no sound. If anyone from the family was here, there was no sign.

The man led her around the side of the house instead of to the front door. They walked around the corner, toward the pool.

Miriam saw them then. Four people standing on the pool’s deck. Sita, her father, and her veiled mother. And another man.

Sita, too, was veiled in black, standing with her arms at her sides. What could this possibly—

Miriam stopped, frozen to the concrete. The person standing next to Sita’s father was no relation to Sita, she saw that now. The tall thin man wore the white tunic of the religious police of Saudi Arabia, the mutawa, but a red cloth encircled his ghutra.

From the Nizari sect as well, perhaps?

Images of public beatings and humiliations recounted from days not so old flashed through Miriam’s mind. The sharia was a difficult law, but the ways of the extremist sects like the Nizari made even the most devout fundamentalists blanch.

In that instant, Miriam knew her friend had kept her vow. Sita had refused her husband and would now pay a price.

Oh, dear Sita! For a fleeting moment Miriam thought about running to her friend, taking her hand, and fleeing toward the fence. But Sita’s father, Musa, was a good man. Surely he was reasonable as well. The punishment would be his decision, not the mutawa’s, Nizari or not. Surely it would be merciful.

Miriam forced her feet forward. Those gathered watched her in silence. Although Miriam couldn’t see Sita’s eyes, she could feel Sita’s gaze like razors on her skin. They came to the edge of the pool, across the span of water from Sita and her father, and stopped.

For a moment no one spoke. Miriam looked at Musa. Deep lines carved the stone of his hard face. It wasn’t yet hot, but sweat glistened on his brow. The religious man shifted on his feet, and his sandals scraped the concrete.

“These are all the witnesses?” he asked quietly. Miriam wanted to scream at his bony and dark face, wake him from his terrifying apathy. But she stood still next to the suited man, who nodded once.

A soft whimper floated across the pool. Sita or her mother, Miriam could not tell. She ached to say something, to beg for leniency on behalf of her friend. It will be all right. If they beat her, her wounds will heal. If they cut off her hand for refusing to touch her husband, she will still live free of him. Surely the man had divorced her already. He would never live with this stain on his name.

Neither would Sita’s father.

“There is no god but God,” the religious man said, “and Muhammad is the Prophet of God. No man shall escape his wrath. It is for our love of God and his Prophet and all that is written that we have gathered, lest we become a people who defile God.”

Sita stood motionless, unlike the fiery girl Miriam knew. Nausea spread through her stomach. She had heard that those who administered severe punishment drugged the accused on occasion, to prevent a struggle. If they were going to beat her . . .

“Let it be known that this woman has defied her husband’s rights and injured him bodily in a manner no different from murder. She has made a mockery of God and of Islam and must be punished in accordance with the laws of the Nizari, servants of God. So be it.”

Musa’s upper lip trembled. Still no one moved. Miriam had seen a beating once, a horrid occasion. But it was filled with anger and yelling, not this silence.

The whimper came again—Sita’s mother—and this time it lingered, then grew to a soft, quivering wail.

The religious man lifted his chin and muttered something Miriam couldn’t understand. He closed his eyes. “You have heard from God. Do what you must do.”

Eyes still fixed directly ahead, Musa took his daughter’s arm. The wail turned guttural and shredded the air. Sita’s mother grabbed her daughter’s other arm.

“No!” she moaned. “She is my daughter!” Terror ripped through Miriam’s chest, electrifying her heart.

Sita’s mother pulled at her daughter and dropped to her knees. Sita looked like a rag doll about to be pulled apart. Her head lolled on her shoulders.

“Take me, I beg—”

The religious man’s hand cracked against her face, stilling the cry and sending her reeling backward. Miriam cried out involuntarily.  She took a step to the side, but the man beside her gripped her elbow and squeezed it like a vise.

“Sita!” Miriam cried.

“Shut up!” Miriam’s guardian jerked her arm. She felt pain spread down to her elbow.

Sita turned her head toward Miriam.

Oh, dear Sita! What are they doing to you!

Sita’s father was trembling from head to foot now. The religious man gave him a nudge toward the steps. Musa blinked, then stiffly led his daughter to the steps and into the water. Sita followed like a lamb, veiled and submissive, waiting for her fatal baptism. The clear blue water soaked Sita’s abaaya pitch black.

It occurred to Miriam that she had stopped breathing. The unearthly silence returned, punctuated only by the blood pounding through her ears. Long fingers of horror snaked over her nose and mouth, smothering her. What happened next unfolded without fanfare, like a dream, distant and disconnected from reason.

Musa placed his large hand on the docile child’s head and shoved her under the water.

Miriam flinched and her guardian’s grip tightened. No no no no . . . Miriam was screaming, but the screams refused to reach past her throat.

Sita’s abaaya floated around her like a black cloud. Musa’s face trembled red. His eyes, still fixed on some unseen horizon, swam in tears. Miriam’s mind tilted. What she was seeing wasn’t real. This father was not holding his fifteen-year-old daughter under the water in this pool she’d splashed in as a small child. This was just a horrible vision from hell that would end at—

Sita began to struggle.

Her legs kicked from her white underdress. Her arms flailed and her hands broke the surface, splashing like fish stranded in the tide. Her veil floated up, and for the first time since her friend’s wedding, Miriam saw Sita’s face. Brown eyes, wide and round. Straining mouth, covered by a wide band of silver tape.

Musa’s eyes bulged; his arm trembled. His mouth parted and he began to scream.

But he held his daughter down.

Musa had chosen the drowning.

Miriam’s tilting mind fell and crashed. She spun to her right, breaking free of the man’s grip. She had to save Sita. She had to get help! She had to dive in and pull her to safety!

Her cheek exploded under the guardian’s fist, and the pool tipped to one side. A groan, low and unearthly, broke from her throat. She began to fall. She hit the concrete hard, inches from the water.

Under the surface, Sita stopped struggling.

Her father still screamed, long, terrifying wails past twisted lips. The religious man’s emotionless face betrayed the truth: It was not the first time he’d overseen a father drowning a wayward daughter; it would not be the last.

Sita’s lifeless eyes stared up through shimmering water. Miriam’s world went black.



chapter 4

khalid bin Mishal bin Abd al-Aziz. That was his name—Khalid, son of Mishal, who was son of the first king, Abdul Aziz. Prophetic, Khalid had always thought, a name that begged him to make his bid for the throne. Technically he was a royal nephew; his father’s brother had been King Fahd before the reigning king, Abdullah, took the throne. Although the first king, Abdul Aziz, had sired forty-two sons, the kingdom required only so many kings. Four to be precise, all of them Abdul Aziz’s sons. That left thirty-eight less fortunate.

Time was not merciful; the king’s sons now grew too old for a crack at the throne—Khalid’s father was seventy-eight to his fifty-eight. Those who weren’t too old were undeniably far too liberal. It was time for Saudi Arabia to be returned to her great calling as the world’s protector of Islam.

It was time for a new king, Khalid thought. He’d planned for this day long ago.

Khalid sat on red pillows with his son, Omar bin Khalid, and Ahmed, the director of transportation. Like the others, Khalid wore the traditional ghutra headdress but topped it with a red circular igaal. The three reclined in a room that looked like a Bedouin tent but was actually a room in Khalid’s palace.

Omar picked up a glass of scotch and sipped the amber liquor. Alcohol was illegal in Saudi Arabia, of course, but most of the royal homes were well stocked. Khalid himself did not touch the stuff, but every man was entitled to his vices. Omar had more than his share. Women, for one. Not even Khalid approved of Omar’s lack of respect for the young women. He’d bailed his son out of more than one situation involving dead females. One day the gender would be his downfall.

But today he would use Omar to attain his own ends.

Both father and son embraced the teachings of the Nizari, a fact that very few knew. As such, they were uniquely qualified to overthrow the current monarchy and restore the days of glory, as God willed.

“It takes great discipline to be a great leader,” Khalid said. “The country is floundering.”

“There’s a difference between talking privately about changing things and doing so,” Ahmed said. “Look at Al-Massari. He was exiled to England with his band of dissidents. Osama bin Laden and his Reformation Committee—we all know what happened to him. The government won’t just welcome change for the sake of—”

“I’m not asking them to change,” Khalid said. “If there is a cancer, you don’t persuade the cancer to change. You cut it out. That was both Al-Massari’s and Bin Laden’s problem. Neither had the resources to cut it out. I do.”

Omar spoke for the first time. “We do.”

Ahmed stared at him. Khalid had waited until now to bring the director into full confidence.

“What do you mean, you have it?” Ahmed asked.

Khalid smiled. “Let me ask you a question. If a man in my position was to have the full support of the ulema and twenty of the top-ranking princes, and the undeterred ambition to overthrow the king, could he do it?”

Ahmed glanced at the door. They all knew that talk like this could earn death. He studied Khalid’s face. “No,” he said. “Even with the princes and religious scholars, it’s not enough for a lasting success.” 

“You’re honest. I’ll remember that when this is over.”

Omar chuckled from his perch on the pillow and threw back the last of the scotch in his glass.

“You’re right,” Khalid said. “Overthrowing a government isn’t the same as installing a new one. But what if a man in my position also had the full support of the Shia minority in the eastern provinces?”

“That would not be possible. We are Sunni.”

“Anything is possible when such great power is at stake. You should know that. Indulge me for a moment.”

Ahmed hesitated. “Then, yes.” His eyes shifted with his thoughts. “It could be done.” Eyes back on Khalid. “How would such support be gained?”

Khalid stood and walked to a bowl of fruit. He picked up a piece of nangka, a sweet yellow fruit imported from Indonesia. “Through the sheik, of course.” He pushed the fruit into his mouth. If there was a leader among the four million Shia living in the eastern parts of Saudi Arabia, it was Al-Asamm, and to call him the sheik was enough.

“Al-Asamm hasn’t flexed his muscles in ten years. And he’s not a friend to the House of Saud. What do you hope—”

“Actually, he hasn’t flexed his muscles in nearly twenty years. Have you thought about that? He offers a token demonstration now and then, but not like he was once known to.”

“That doesn’t make him a friend.”

“The Shia are a passionate people. Look at Iran—they know how to overthrow. We wouldn’t give them too much power, of course, but they do constitute 15 percent of Saudi citizens. We will give them a voice.”

“And how in the name of God do you propose to approach Sheik Al-Asamm?” Ahmed waved his hand. “It’ll never work.”

“Yes, it will,” Khalid’s son said.

They both looked at Omar.

“Yes, it will,” Khalid agreed. “Tell him why it will work, Omar.”
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Omar regarded his father and Ahmed, trying to keep his contempt for both hidden. He’d sat through numerous meetings like this one, plotting and gathering support for his father’s plan. Now, less than a week away from the actual coup attempt, it was becoming his plan. Not because he had conceived it, but because without him, the plan would fail. Then he would become king himself, after Father was killed. The reign of the kingdom would be built on blood, he thought. Blood and marriage. Both at his hand.

“It will work because I will marry his daughter,” Omar said.

His father faced Ahmed. “You see? It will work because my son will marry Sheik Al-Asamm’s daughter.” He grinned.

“What daughter? And how will that help?”

Omar picked up a fig and rubbed its skin, eyes on Ahmed. “The reason Sheik Al-Asamm has remained quiet these past twenty years is because my father bought the sheik’s allegiance,” he said. “My father convinced Salman bin Fahd to adopt Al-Asamm’s daughter in exchange for the sheik’s loyalty. Her name is Miriam. When she marries me and bears a son, we will create an inseparable bond between Sunni royalty and the Shia. The sheik insisted that she not be married until she reached twenty-one. Evidently he wasn’t in a rush to weaken the bloodline. She is now a week from that birthday.”

Ahmed stood. “Salman’s daughter Miriam is really the daughter of the Shia sheik? Abu Ali al-Asamm? They are Shia; we are Sunni.”

“Thus the secrecy,” Omar said. “When she marries into the royal family and has a son, Sheik Al-Asamm will be linked to the throne by blood.”

Ahmed looked too stunned for words.

“Miriam will marry Omar in a secret ceremony,” Khalid said. “In exchange, Al-Asamm will support our coup. I will give him governor ship of the eastern province. This was planned twenty years ago, when Omar was just a boy.”

They had no assurance Ahmed would support this plan, but they’d disclosed the same with two dozen ministers, and all but the minister of education understood the stakes. The man died within the hour—a tragic accident.

Omar stood and picked up an apple. He bit deeply into its crisp flesh. “We need your support, Ahmed. Your position is critical to our plans. We need the airports.”

The minister of transportation lowered his voice to a whisper. “This talk is treasonous. You’re plotting your own death.”

“Today what we’ve said is treason; in one week your speaking to my father in such a way will be treason,” Omar said.

Ahmed glanced at Khalid and then back. “You have Sheik AlAsamm’s full commitment?”

“Would we be talking to you if we did not? I will take his daughter Miriam as my wife in four days.”

“And then?”

“Two of our generals have Shia blood,” Khalid said. “If we have AlAsamm, we have them. We will unseat Abdullah the day after the wedding. I will be king in one week. We will be a fundamentalist state within the month.”

Ahmed’s lips curved into a faint, sweating smile. “Then you have my support.” He paused, studying Khalid’s face as the prospect sank in. “You have my full support.” He dipped his head. “There is no god but God.”

Omar took another bite. Just like that, the man had switched his loyalties from the reigning king to Khalid. Of course, if he refused, he would pay dearly.

A bell rang near the tent door. “Come,” Khalid commanded.

A thin man dressed in a business suit entered and dipped his head.  Omar felt his pulse quicken. His servant approached the table and looked at them without speaking.

 “Well?”

“It is done.”

The corner of Omar’s mouth twitched. “The girl is dead?” he asked.

“She was drowned an hour ago, as you insisted.”

They stared at the servant in silence. Stonings were a slow, drawn-out nuisance. Better to drown and be done with it.

“And the girl?” Omar asked.

“As you said.”

“Thank you. You may leave.”

The man lowered his head and left.

“What was that?” Ahmed asked, face white.

“That was the judgment of God,” Omar said. “And a message to my dear bride.”



chapter 5

seth crossed the North Field and angled for Berkeley’s Department of Philosophy. His corduroys bunched slightly over worn sandals as he stepped through the grass. To his right, a dance squad performed flips in short skirts. The Faculty Club building stood beyond them, bordered by a manicured glade. He’d been inside on four occasions, each time for an event that required his attendance. Receptions in honor of his awards, mostly.

Like the one scheduled for Thursday evening. The American Physical Society and the American Institute of Physics had named him something or other of the year, and, like it or not, the graduate dean was obligated to acknowledge the award. Thinking about it now, Seth wondered what would happen if he didn’t show. He wasn’t feeling too social after yesterday’s fiasco with Baaron. He envisioned two hundred faculty dressed to the nines with champagne glasses raised and no one to toast.

“Seth!”

He turned to see Phil—a third-year undergraduate and the epitome of a nerd with glasses, pocket protector, and pimples—run up behind him. Phil was among half a dozen down-and-outers that Seth felt truly at home with.

“Hey, Phil.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and rolled the Super Ball between his fingers.

Phil slapped an open crossword magazine in his hand. “You ready?”

“Sure,” Seth said. “Let me see it.”

Phil held the page up, displaying a four-inch-square crossword puzzle. Seth made quick mental notes of the puzzle’s pattern—black squares, white squares, numbers. Category: GOOD MARKS.

“Okay.”

Phil withdrew the puzzle and glanced ahead. “So where you going?” 

“Meeting with Dr. Harland. You?”

“To the cafeteria. Okay, ready? Seventeen across, ten letters, clue—expropriate.”

“Commandeer,” Seth said.

Phil flipped a page, checked the answer, and continued. “Good. Twenty-four across, seven letters, clue—horse back in the pack.”

Seth considered the clue for a second. “That would be also-ran, Phil,” he said in his best game-show voice.

“Never heard of it,” the younger student said. “Three down, five letters, clue—subdues.”

“Three down? Tames.”

“Final answer?”

“Tames, Phil. It has to be tames.”

“How do you do that without looking?”

“I did look, remember? The M intersects with commandeer and the S intersects with also-ran,” Seth said.

Phil slapped the magazine closed. “I heard you told Baaron a few things.”

“You heard that?”

“Yeah. True?”

“True.”

Seth saw that Phil was watching the dancers now. Seth decided long ago that women had an inexplicable effect on his mind, minimizing its ability to process thought in logical constructs. Without fail, females turned Seth into someone he really didn’t think he was, someone lost for clear thoughts and words.

Phil, however, would kill to sit alone on a bench with a girl. Any girl. He aggressively denied the desire, of course.

Phil saw Seth had noticed and ducked his head. “See ya.”

“See ya.”

He headed off, hands deep in his pockets, head lowered.

They had named the philosophy building Moses—ironic but appropriate considering its current occupant. Seth had always thought that the chair of philosophy, Samuel Harland, PhD, was the spitting image of Charlton Heston with his dirty blond hair and soft blue eyes. He was the only man in the place worthy of the building’s name.

He knocked on the department head’s office door, heard a muffled “Enter,” and stepped in.

“Good day.”

“Have a seat,” the professor said.

Seth sat. “That bad, huh?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Baaron is seething.”

Seth paused. If there was one person in his life he could confide in, it was this man. “You wouldn’t expect the academic dean of an esteemed institution such as this to let a little folly get under his skin.”

“You wouldn’t,” Harland said. “But for whatever reason, you most definitely do get under his skin.”

“I engaged him with famous quotations—”

“I know what you did. You could have been a little more selective, don’t you think?” Harland couldn’t hide the glint of humor in his eyes.

Seth shook his head. “I don’t know how I get myself in these crazy situations.”

“I think you do. You’re a blatant challenge to his theories of order.” 

“For what it’s worth, I did speak the truth,” Seth said. “Isn’t that what you’ve always told me? To doggedly pursue the truth?”

“Pursuing the truth and presenting it are two different disciplines. How do you suppose I would fare around here if I walked around blasting my peers into the next county? This is becoming a habit for you.”

Seth rubbed his hands together and placed them on his knees. “You’re right.”

Baaron was brilliant, deserving of his lofty status at the university. But put him in a room with Seth, and half his chips seemed to go on the blink. He was an easy target, one that Seth couldn’t resist shooting at now and then. It didn’t help that Baaron reminded Seth of his father. 

The tension had set in a year earlier, when Seth wrote a paper on the Strong Force that questioned prevailing thought. The paper was picked up by several scientific journals and published to some acclaim. It was hardly Seth’s fault that the prevailing theory, which Seth trashed, was authored by none other than Gregory Baaron, PhD. The world of physics was a small one.

“You’re going to have to learn more tact, yes? You have to learn how to blend in a little.”

Seth’s trust in Harland was in large part due to the man’s humble form of brilliance. If Seth’s formal education had taught him anything, it was that celebrated intelligence had nothing to do with intellectual honesty, with being genuine. People who appreciated both brilliance and frank honesty were in short supply. The system preferred the kind of brilliance that lined up with the flavor of the day.

Samuel Harland was anything but the flavor of the day. He had no interest in kissing the elitists’ beliefs so he could smoke his pipe in the Faculty Club. He simply and methodically pursued every thought to its logical conclusion and put his faith there, in what he saw at the end of the trail.

The smile faded from Seth’s face. “Well, you’ll have to forgive me, but I’m not built for a system like this one. I can’t seem to fit in.”

Harland nodded. “Baaron’s got some of the faculty on his side. They’re talking about official reprimands.”

Seth looked out the window. “I’m thinking about dumping the program. Heading back down to San Diego.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“Maybe I should have done it before. I talked to my mom last night. She lost her job.”

Harland hesitated. “The best thing you can do for your mother is finish your doctorate. What are you going to do for a living—pump gas?”

“We both know of a dozen corporations that would offer me decent money right now.” Seth stared at the window and sighed. “Did you hear about the calculation I drew on the board?”

“I heard something about the Lagrangian field equation.”

“That was part of it. But I came up with an equation that limits possible futures to one.” Seth smiled. “That should be music to your ears.”

“How so?”

“It supports the existence of an all-knowing higher being.”

“Ah, yes, the higher-being theory. You’ve decided to swing that way, is that it?”

“No. I’ll remain comfortably blank on the subject for now, despite my proof to the contrary.”

Harland chuckled. “You’ve actually proven God’s existence now?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but it does have a ring to it, don’t you think?” Seth leaned forward and took a sheet of paper from Harland’s desk. “May I?”

“Be my guest. You’re going to show me the equation?”

“No. I’m going to translate it into a hypothetical syllogism of sorts.” He spoke his argument as he wrote it out in longhand.

(A) If an all-knowing God exists, then he knows precisely what THE future is. (He knows whether I’m going to cough in ten seconds.)

(B) If God knows what THE future is, then that future WILL occur, unless God is mistaken. (I WILL cough in ten seconds.)

(C) Because God cannot be mistaken, there is NO possibility that any other future, other than the one future that God knows, will happen. (There’s NO possibility I won’t cough in ten seconds.)

(D) THEREFORE, if God exists, there is only ONE future, which is THE future he knows. (I cough in ten seconds.)

Seth set the pencil down. “Basically, if God exists, the probability of there being more than one possible future is zero. And vice versa. To believe God exists also requires you to believe that the future is unalterable. By definition. There can only be one future, and no amount of willing can change it.”

“And the ramifications of this theory?”

“Religion has no purpose.”

“Knowledge of fact doesn’t necessarily prove singularity of future.” 

“You’re only splitting hairs between knowledge of fact and probabilities.”

Harland nodded slowly. They’d argued the subject on several occasions, and he didn’t seem eager to dive in again.

Seth looked out the window. “You should reconsider deism—”

A pigeon slammed into the window with a loud thunk.

Seth blinked. “Ouch. You’d think that would break the window.” 

“What would?”

Seth looked at him. “The force of the bird slamming into the window.”

Harland looked at the window. “What bird?”

“What do you mean, what bird? You didn’t just see that?”

“No.”

Seth looked at the window. “You didn’t hear a loud thunk just now?” 

“No. I didn’t hear—”

A pigeon slammed into the window with a loud thunk. It fell away in a flurry of feathers.

“Like that?” Harland asked.

Seth stared at the clear pane of glass. Yes, exactly like that.

“Huh. I could’ve sworn I just saw that ten seconds ago. Like a déjà vu.” He shook his head.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” Odd. Very odd.

“Another year here and you’ll be out,” Harland said. “Stay with it.” 

Seth sat back. “Now you’re sounding like Clive Masters.”

“Anyone with half a brain would say you should finish.”

“So you’re saying . . . ?”

“Play ball at the reception Thursday. Smile, be nice. Try to keep your foot out of your mouth. Maybe even offer some kind of apology to Baaron—”

“Suck up.”

“In the vernacular.”

“Be reasonable and do what’s best for everybody.”

“Yes.”

Seth stood and walked to the window. His fingers slipped into his pocket and toyed with the Super Ball. The pigeon was hobbling along the grass, dazed.

“I wouldn’t dream of anything else, Professor.”
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