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            “If it’s so incontrovertible, why don’t you show it to me?” snapped Rosenblatt skeptically.

“Because it would take too long for you to convince yourself of its veracity. And I would lose the element of surprise.”

“Very convenient,” said Rosenblatt.

Jake’s demeanor darkened. “This conversation is now at an end,” he said through clenched teeth. “I need you to tell me where I can find Miller and Desh. And after that, the names of everyone who is a part of their little cabal.”

“I’ll tell you everything I know,” said Rosenblatt. He glanced at the computer once again. At his helpless family, and the armed men looming nearby. “But I
can’t
tell you how to find them,” he added, panic creeping into his voice. “They and the other two members of the core council are more careful than you can imagine. They move around all the time, and even they don’t know each other’s whereabouts unless they have to. And I’m just a junior member.”

Jake’s expression could not have been grimmer. “I warned you, doctor,” he said evenly. He spoke into his cell phone once more and on the tablet computer one of Jake’s men pulled out a high-caliber weapon and a small red circle appeared on the forehead of Rosenblatt’s sleeping five-year-old daughter. She was wearing a bright yellow sun dress and had the serene look of an angel.

Rosenblatt shook his head in absolute terror, his eyes bulging from their sockets. It was impossible to love anyone or anything more than he loved this beautiful little girl; a girl whose inner spirit and zest for life were infectious and a never-ending joy to be around. He choked back bile.

“You have thirty seconds to tell me how to find Kira Miller, Dr. Rosenblatt. And don’t make up a fake location to buy time. If Miller isn’t where you tell me, I’ll wipe out more than just your daughter. I hope to hell you believe me.”

Rosenblatt forced himself to turn away from the tablet computer and think. Would they really kill a five-year-old child in cold blood? He refused to believe it. But how could he possibly take that chance?

But how could he give up Kira Miller? He knew what she and the group were trying to accomplish. What was at stake for the entire human race, including vastly extended life for billions, and possible immortality within a generation. His captor had told him this was a lie, but he had seen the evidence himself. And he knew Jake’s other accusations were fabrications as well. Desh and Miller and the entire group were being framed somehow. He didn’t know by whom, but he knew it was happening.

Kira Miller was the key to unimaginable improvements in the human condition. The key to the next step in human evolution—directed evolution. She was the harbinger of an eventual galaxy or universe spanning intellect. Rosenblatt had been enhanced himself, and was well aware of the dangers, but he was also intimately aware of the breathtaking potential.

Far too much was at stake for him to betray Kira.
But he had to protect his baby girl
. He would sacrifice the entire universe if this is what it took to save his daughter.

But
did
he have to? Jake had to be bluffing. He
had
to be. He couldn’t be certain that Rosenblatt wasn’t telling the truth. This was simply a test. If Rosenblatt stuck to his guns and didn’t waver, even in the face of an impossible threat, Jake would
have
to believe him. No father would lie when up against this kind of compulsion.

“I’m waiting, Dr. Rosenblatt. You have ten seconds left.”

Tears began streaming down the physicist’s face. “
I really don’t know
,” he said, his voice distilled panic. “
Really
,” he pleaded. “
I would tell you if I did. Oh God, I would tell you
.
I’ll do anything
.
Don’t do this
.”

Rosenblatt wasn’t near the edge of hysteria, he was
over
the edge. He was betting his daughter’s life he could convince Jake he was telling the truth, so his terror at the prospect of losing her forever—worse, of miscalculating and being
responsible
for her death—couldn’t have been more real. “
Miller and Desh are insanely paranoid
,” he babbled on. “
I’ll tell you anything you want
.
But I can’t tell you what I don’t know!
”

Although his vision was distorted by tears, Rosenblatt saw a deeply troubled look come over Jake’s face. What did this mean? Was he convinced that Rosenblatt didn’t know Kira’s location? How could he
not be
convinced? No father on earth would hold this information back in these circumstances. That’s all Jake was after. He had produced the ultimate threat to be absolutely certain he had gotten all the information there was to get. And now he could be sure.

Jake whispered into the phone, and on the computer screen the man aiming the gun at Rosenblatt’s lovely daughter pulled the trigger. Jessica’s small head exploded like a melon dropped from a skyscraper, scattering blood and brain matter across the room and spraying the other unconscious members of Rosenblatt’s family.

“
Nooooo!
” screamed the wiry physicist, almost losing consciousness—his mind unable to cope with a blow to his psyche this great. “
Noooo!
”

“Should we move on to your next oldest daughter, or are you beginning to remember where I can find David Desh and Kira Miller?”

An expression of pure, thrilling hatred wrapped around Rosenblatt’s face, even as the tears continued to pour down his cheeks, but only for a moment. He was too shattered to maintain any emotion other than profound guilt, and bottomless grief. “I’ll tell you what you want,” he tried to say through sobs and the heaving of his body, but the words were unintelligible.

Jake nodded anyway. “Good,” he said, having easily guessed their meaning. “But you need to compose yourself first. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

Jake exited the steel shed, never glancing back at the emptied husk of a man behind him, who was sobbing into the one arm that wasn’t handcuffed to a steel chair.

 

***

 

The moment the door of the shed swung shut, Jake steadied himself against the trunk of a nearby maple tree. He was shaking and fought to stop the moisture accumulating in the corners of his eyes from sliding down his face.

He closed his eyes and took several deep, cleansing breaths. Finally, regaining some semblance of control over his emotions, he walked the twenty or so yards to where the white minivan was parked. One of his men was monitoring the area for trespassers, but this was possibly the most secluded spot in Princeton and they hadn’t expected to have to turn anyone away.

He opened the door to the minivan and slid inside. His second in command, Major John Kolke, who had been monitoring the interrogation on a video monitor, was waiting inside, along with a lieutenant.

Jake turned to the lieutenant, his eyes still wet. “Please excuse us,” he barely managed to get out. “I need to be alone with Major Kolke.”

The moment the man left, the major caught his commander’s eye. “Are you okay, sir?” he asked softly, concern written all over his face.

Jake didn’t answer the question, but looked deathly ill. “What kind of hold does Kira Miller have on these people?” he whispered, his eyes wide with horror. “
How could he have been willing to risk his daughter’s life?
”

Kolke shook his head solemnly but did not reply.

“I can’t do this anymore,” muttered Jake, his eyes becoming moist once again. “I’ve been in firefights against overwhelming odds, and I’ve never complained. But this is too much to ask of
anyone
.”

“Colonel, I know the scene was devastatingly realistic. And I know you had to commit to the bit a thousand percent. But you’ve immersed yourself too deeply into method acting. Pull yourself back. You know it was only a special effect. That little girl is probably scribbling in a coloring book at her preschool even as we speak.”

Jake shook his head. “I know that. But what I did to that man’s soul wasn’t a special effect. I tortured him far worse than if I would have pulled out his fingernails. It was beyond cruel.” He looked away. “If you could have seen the look on his face.” He shuddered. “I have a little girl myself. I can’t even imagine . . . ”

Jake lowered his eyes and fought once again to compose himself.

“You had to learn if he was holding a bluff all the way to the end,” said Kolke. “And now you know. He was. The important thing is that we’re within twenty-four hours of bringing down the most dangerous person on the planet. You’ll be saving
millions
of lives.”

Jake nodded but didn’t look any better.

“Colonel, you’ve just proven once again that you’re the right man for this job,” continued Kolke. “Rosenblatt wasn’t the only one being tested. If killing a single innocent girl to save millions—or even just
pretending
to do so—eats at your soul, you’re the right man. If you can do something like this and it doesn’t tear you apart, then you’re the last person who should wield the kind of power that comes with this job.”

Jake looked away, alone with his thoughts for almost a minute. Finally, he took a deep breath, put his hand on the arm of his second in command, and said, “Thanks, John. This helps.” In reality it hadn’t helped much, but Jake knew it would have to be enough. He had a job to do.

“Now that you’ve cracked Rosenblatt,” said Kolke, “do you still want four men surveiling his family?”

“No. That’s overkill. Recall Perez and Ferguson. Tell the other two we don’t expect trouble, but to be cautious since there won’t be any backup for them to call in. And that if anything suspicious happens, don’t hesitate to use the satellites.”

“I’ll tell them.”

Jake nodded and turned to the small monitor. Rosenblatt had sobbed himself dry. His head was still down on the table and he was whimpering softly. “He’s shattered,” said Jake. “But I think he’s reached the point where he can make himself understood. I’d better go back in and get the information we need.”

“What’s the plan once you do?”

“He’s just an innocent pawn. Once we kill Miller and imprison Desh and the others in the core council, we just have to make sure none of the peripheral players have access to her treatment. She’s the only one capable of developing it from scratch. Once she’s dead the threat is over. We’ll hold him until we’ve taken her out, and then we can let him and the others go back to their lives. We can keep them under surveillance for a few years, just to be sure. . .”

He stepped out of the minivan, but turned back to face John Kolke before he left. “I’d love to tell him the truth the moment he gives Kira Miller up. Tell him his little girl is fine. That it was all just a computer generated illusion.” He sighed. “But I can’t, of course. Not until we’re sure we’ve got Miller. Just in case we still need leverage on him.” A pained look crossed his face.

“Keep in mind how many lives you’re about to save,” said Kolke once again. “The country needs you.”

“Yeah,” said Jake in disgust. “I’m a fucking hero.”

He moved away from the minivan as its door slid quietly shut behind him. When he reached the steel shed, he took a deep breath, gathered himself, put a stern expression on his face, and opened the door.

Where are you, Kira Miller?

He was just seconds away from—finally—finding out.
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Dr. Anton van Hutten, full professor in Stanford’s department of applied mathematics and theoretical physics, stepped lightly onto the steep escalator, moving to one side of the grooved silver steps to let those in more of a hurry rush down unobstructed. He had a broad cherubic face, thinning hair that was turning white, and black-framed Harry Potter glasses that contrasted with his hair and light complexion. Several men and one woman formed a rough semicircle fifteen feet from the bottom, each holding up a sign with a name on it. He walked over to one of them, a man wearing tan slacks and an Oxford knit shirt who had an air of self-assurance and competence.

“Dr. van Hutten?” asked the man as he approached, lowering the sign on which van Hutten’s name was written.

The professor nodded.

“Welcome to Denver. Did you check a bag?”

Van Hutten shook his head. “I’ve only brought myself, I’m afraid.”

The driver nodded and motioned for him to follow. Van Hutten knew they were proceeding to the vehicle that would transport him to the somewhat mysterious
Center for Research Excellence
, abbreviated CREX, a think tank nearby.

Van Hutten had received a call two weeks earlier from a woman who introduced herself as Devon—no last name given. She was affiliated with CREX, a think tank near Denver, she explained, and wanted to sign him up as a consultant. Was he available for a full day in two weeks time?

He wasn’t sure, he had told her. He had several important meetings in the morning and early afternoon on the day she had suggested.

 
But Devon had assured him they’d be happy to host him from five in the afternoon until nine at night. While normally they would ask him to fly commercial, in this case they would schedule a chartered flight so he could return home that night. And when she described the pay—one thousand dollars an hour—van Hutten quickly decided that her proposal would work just fine.

One thousand dollars an hour
.

And if he would spend the late afternoon and evening at their facility, they would guarantee a minimum of
ten thousand dollars
.

A limo would pick him up from his home and drive him to the airport for his flight to Denver International. All they asked was that he sign an ironclad confidentiality agreement, which included a provision that he not disclose how much he was being paid.

He wasn’t sure if he could believe it, but the next day he received an express package with a five thousand dollar advance.

Intellectual rewards appealed to him far more than financial ones, but ten thousand dollars for a day was ten thousand dollars for a day. Besides, he was intrigued. What could they possibly want from him that would warrant that kind of money? It wasn’t as if he kept any of his research confidential. If they wanted access to his work they could read his scholarly papers in one of several journals.
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