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CHAPTER 1


CHILLY RECEPTION


SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (7:00 A.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME)


CANADIAN FORCES STATION ALERT; NUNAVUT, CANADA


Dallan O’Malley leaned into the squall, his face turned away from the howling, freezing madness. Small, hard snowflakes pelted the hood of his down parka—the pattering sound redolent of rainy days in the attic of his childhood home, where he often hid from his alcoholic father.


He squared himself and, squinting hard, searched the shrouded landscape. His escort, base commander Major John Brody, was no longer in sight. A shiver of fear halted him; a few heartbeats later he burst out laughing.


Flinging out his arms, he shouted, “This is freedom, baby!”


He lifted his head and sucked in the bracing air, snowflakes and all, then pushed ahead blindly. A dozen or so halting steps later he bumped into the big man, who spun around and shouted, “There you are! You okay?”


“Top of the world!” Dallan cried out. “Top of the world!”


Brody waved him on. “Stay close!”


Dallan wondered what it would be like to live and work year-round up here, the northernmost human outpost on Earth. They called CFS Alert “Santa’s Workshop.” But in truth it collected military and environmental intelligence for the Canadian government, sharing whatever wasn’t classified with clients worldwide, including Dallan’s own U.S. Space Weather Prediction Center.


No way, he decided. This place would wear thin really fast.


Not enough women.


He thought of Lorena and immediately felt ashamed. Truth was he still loved her.


Eventually, a gaudy, mustard-colored shack with a fire-engine red entryway materialized out of the paleness—like a specter dressed for Mardi Gras.


A large animal, white and furry, dashed across his path. Startled, he looked to Brody.


“Arctic wolf!” the major shouted. “People here have never hurt ’em so they come right up to you. They’re all over the station.”


Once inside the building, Brody quickly led him to the magnetograph. The instrument didn’t look like much—metal boxes connected by electrical cables to a computer monitor—but it was the reason he schlepped all the way up here on short notice from Boulder.


That, and to escape the mess with Lorena.


On Brody’s orders, a technician cleared off a nearby table and then laid out a long sheet of graph paper.


“This is the pole strength for the past twenty-four hours,” the base commander said, smoothing the paper with his hand. “Here’s where it started wavering yesterday morning.” He tapped his forefinger on the spot. “And we don’t know why.”


Dallan’s mouth hung open. “Good god, it’s like a jumpy stock market!”


“Yes.”


He bent down for a closer look. “You sure this is for real?”


“Oh, yeah. We’ve checked and rechecked the system for glitches a gazillion times. It’s as real as you and me.”


It was instantly clear to Dallan why he’d been called. An instability this bad anywhere in the earth’s magnetic field would be alarming. But up here at the pole, naturally a weak spot to begin with, it was extremely dangerous.


“What about the radiation levels?”


“So far, so good—no increases.”


The magnetosphere was the main barrier protecting Earth from the sun’s lethal radiation; it acted like sunscreen. Without it, the radiation would rain down on our heads like napalm, setting the atmosphere on fire and cooking everyone to death—literally.


He shot Major Brody an anxious look. “And the polynya?”


“I’ll show you as soon as the weather clears.”
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SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (12:23 P.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME)


It took hours for the storm to play itself out, its legacy a thick layer of fresh snow and a heavy, pewter-colored sky.


The sun was a pale amber smudge just above the horizon. From now until fall it would circle round and round, low in the sky, bobbing up and down ever so slightly—the only clue for distinguishing morning, noon, and night.


A hulking, rattling, yellow Snowcat ferried Dallan, Brody, and a small military entourage out to the station’s frozen runway, where they boarded a CC-130J Hercules cargo plane. Dallan knew from experience Hercs were the workhorses thereabout, shuttling heavy equipment, food, fuel, supplies, solid waste, and personnel between Alert and Thule, Greenland.


When they arrived in Thule, he looked up and gawked at the curtains of scarlet light fluttering overhead. “Northern Lights in broad daylight. My god!”


The Northern Lights were commonly seen in the night skies all over the Arctic. Like all aurorae, they were caused by charged particles from the sun blasting the upper atmosphere and making it glow. Because the spectacle happened tens of miles up, it was usually dim and could only be seen at night. Northern Lights bright enough to be seen during the day meant the bombardment was either unusually strong or infiltrating unusually low—or both.


“Wait till you see what’s coming next,” the major said. He tugged gently on Dallan’s parka. “C’mon, let’s go.”


They hurried to a waiting skiplane, which flew them a short distance due west over Baffin Bay and set down on the snow. Before deplaning, Brody reminded the scouting party they’d be walking not on solid ground but on ice, springtime ice that was beginning to fracture.


“So everyone, please be careful, eh?”


Once under way, Dallan tried not to think too much about the pitch-black ocean lurking beneath his feet. His heavy, white rubber boots crushed the snow underfoot, making it cry out like rusty hinges.


The virgin-white terrain was mostly flat, but here and there were towering pile-ups of bluish-colored ice that looked to him like gigantic modern sculptures. Less than ten minutes into their hike, he came around one such icy heap and was arrested by the sight of a vast lagoon teeming with walruses, seals, polar bears, and scores of exotic-looking birds. Everyone stopped to stare at the unusual sight.


“Behold, the North Water Polynya!” Brody called out, sweeping a gloved hand in the direction of what he explained was the biggest warm-water oasis in the Arctic.


Dallan knew polynyas existed wherever there was frozen sea ice. But this polynya was huge, and it was the first time he’d actually seen one.


“Unreal!” he exclaimed.


“It’s kept open by warm water welling up from below,” the major said. “It attracts all kinds of whales: narwhals, belugas, bowheads, you name it. C’mon, keep walking, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”


On the polynya’s southern shore they arrived at a campsite and met up with a small woman encased in black snow pants and a pink, furry-hooded parka. Brody introduced her as Dr. Rebecca Anawak, a marine biologist from the Isabela Oceanographic Institute.


Dallan took her all in—the aspects he could see, anyway.


Cute.


“Isabela,” he said, fist-bumping her gloved hand. “That’s in the Galapagos, isn’t it? You’re a long way from home.”


“Yes and no. I grew up in these parts. I’m Inuit.”


For the next few minutes Anawak filled him in on the bizarre animal behavior she and her assistants were observing since the previous morning. She finished by saying, “Come see for yourself—it’s awful.”


The biologist led them to an artificial blind at the water’s edge. She handed Dallan a pair of binoculars, directing his gaze to a female walrus hauling herself out of the water with her tusks.


“Wow, I’ve never seen that before—the way they do that with their tusks.”


“Keep watching,” Anawak said. “She’s being courted by the polynya’s alpha male. He’s over there.” She pointed to a massive, pear-shaped walrus lolling in the water nearby.


Abruptly, he clacked his teeth and pealed like a bell—a guy thing, the biologist explained, caused by sacs in the neck filled with air. He then charged out of the water. But instead of displaying affection, as Dallan expected, the bull began goring the female with his saber-like tusks.


“Good god!” he cried out. “What the hell is he doing?”


“It’s what we’ve been seeing,” the biologist said. “It’s insane.”


The besieged cow howled in agony, causing the polynya’s water fowl to leap into the air, their screeching and squawking a deafening cacophony. Dallan, still staring through binoculars, followed their frenzied flight.


What he saw next made him drop the glasses.


No! It’s actually happening!


The tops of the scarlet clouds appeared to be hemorrhaging, their undersides a sickly shade of green.


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” he bellowed. “The sky is catching fire!”


“Good god!” Brody’s voice bristled with alarm. “We have to go, everybody!”


Dallan remained transfixed.


“Now!” Brody ordered. “NOW!”









CHAPTER 2


THRILL RIDE


SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (7:45 A.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


DOWNTOWN SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA


The news van bearing Allie Armendariz and her crew zipped along Harbor Drive making good time. But she, seated alone in the rear, was too distracted by her phone conversation to notice.


Several blocks farther on, she clicked off her phone and shook her head. “Ay-yai-yai.”


“What?” said Eva, not looking up from her laptop.


Eva Freiberg, her main producer and best friend, was only thirty-three, but already her unruly black hair was peppered with white, and the corners of her mouth and dark blue eyes were heavily creased.


“That was my brother Carlos. My sister’s been taken to the hospital.”


“Which one?”


“The Parker Center in—” She turned to Eva. “What does it matter?”


Eva looked up. “I meant, which sister?”


Allie shot her a look that said, You need to ask? “Lorena. Apparently she’s had some kind of breakdown; the doctors are saying she’s got delusional disorder, whatever that is. They’re still doing tests.”


Among her three brothers and two sisters, Lolo was the baby of the family—and the most rebellious. She had been born a preemie and always had a fragile, volatile personality.


Allie gazed out the window and began twisting a strand of her shoulder-length hair. “It doesn’t sound good. And Dallan is MIA. Traipsing around the Arctic somewhere.”


The previous week her brother-in-law had served Lolo with divorce papers and taken an apartment in Boulder, close to his work. Allie was praying they’d reconcile—but right now, as she stared blankly out the window, her cynicism concerning matters of love was winning out.


Believe, Miss so-called Christian, believe!


“It’s a mess, an unholy mess.”


“Which is why, my dear friend,” Eva said—Allie could see a weak reflection in the glass of Eva brandishing a boney forefinger—“I intend to stay single.”


Allie turned to her. “Yeah, right, like you’re not already hitched.”


Eva arched an eyebrow.


“To your work, chica, to your work.”


Eva waved her off. “Yeah, yeah. Talk about the kettle calling the pot black.”


She couldn’t help grinning. “It’s the pot call—”


The van braked suddenly.


“What?!” she crabbed.


“Traffic jam,” Pitsy called out from the driver’s seat.


Pitsy, her longtime chief cameraman, was a tall, thin, prematurely balding African-American man.


“You’re kidding,” she wailed. “On a Saturday morning?!”


Ten minutes later they came upon the reason for the jam: a long, rowdy parade of protestors in the bicycle lane, yelling and pumping large cardboard signs scrawled with various slogans: RED IS THE NEW GREEN . . . GREEN ENERGY IS A LIE . . . GREEN IS THE COLOR OF MONEY. At the head of the procession was a large banner announcing the group’s identity: OCCUPY THE WORLD.


“And so it starts,” she murmured, staring at the raucous spectacle. She was certain this had to do with the coming weekend’s G-20 Summit in San Diego.


“You wanna pull over and get this on tape?” Eva said, peering out the window.


Occupy the World was a grassroots movement Allie was featuring in her upcoming primetime special. It was set to air in a month, smack in the middle of May sweeps, a special window of time when networks put on their flashiest programming in order to impress advertisers.


The thesis of her hour-long special dated back some six years. She’d been teaching physics at Harvard for a couple of years when she recognized a spectacular irony: science, widely expected to improve the human condition, was actually helping to bring about our destruction. She called the admittedly provocative hypothesis the “null prophecy”—after null result, a phrase scientists commonly used to describe an experiment that failed to produce a widely expected outcome.


“Well?” Eva pressed.


“I’m thinking.”


Occupy the World was opposed to so-called green technology. It claimed (correctly) the sharp blades of wind farms were slicing and dicing innocent birds, including endangered species, even bald eagles. And the mirrored panels of huge solar farms heated the air immediately above them to 800 degrees, frying more birds than the Kentucky Colonel.


In Allie’s estimation it was an illustration of the null prophecy in a nutshell.


“No,” she said finally. “We’re gonna be late as it is, and you know how I hate that.”
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SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (8:21 A.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


They arrived at the north gate of Naval Base Point Loma and were cleared by security. The MP raised the wooden arm and waved them through.


A few minutes later Allie spotted a man built like a lifeguard and sporting red trunks and a white T-shirt standing with crossed arms in front of a hangar-like building. His attractive features were marred by a conspicuous frown.


“I think that’s him over there and he doesn’t look happy. Let me handle this.”


Allie scrambled out of the van ahead of the crew.


“Dr. Sinclair?”


“Yes.”


She was surprised at how handsome he was. She was expecting a geek.


“So sorry we’re late,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Allie Armendariz.”


He shook her hand. “Good to meet you.”


“This is my producer, Eva Freiberg, and over there is our cameraman, Phil Pitman. We all call him Pitsy.”


Eva shook Sinclair’s hand. Pitsy, already unloading the equipment, gave him a quick nod.


“Everything’s all set,” Sinclair muttered. “Follow me.”


Calder Sinclair claimed to have invented the perfect vehicle, a boat of some kind that supposedly ran on energy extracted from the quantum vacuum. Clean, limitless energy, he said, would change forever how people lived.


If true, she thought, he’d get the Nobel Prize in physics and become the most famous inventor since—well, since the creator of the wheel. But it was a very big if. She was always being solicited by quacks claiming to have invented a better mousetrap.


Eva walked alongside Sinclair just ahead of Allie. She overheard her producer saying, “She’s still going to be able to ride with you, like we discussed, right?”


He nodded curtly and hastened them toward the water’s edge.


A man of few words.


She gazed across San Diego Bay at the city skyline, her thoughts returning to Lolo.


I need to be there for her.


At moments like this Allie wished she had more free time and actually resented her job, her success, her whole way of life.


What have I become?


Who have I become?


As they neared the water she had a thought.


¿Por qué no?


After a moment’s consideration, she decided—yes, she’d do it.


“Here she is,” Sinclair said. He’d led them across the sand to a varnished wooden pier moored to which was a sleek, cherry-red vehicle. To her it looked like a cross between a ski boat and a rocket ship. It was roughly the size of a modern fighter jet.


Sinclair, grinning wryly, gestured to it extravagantly. “My Hero.”


She looked at him askance and chuckled.


He stepped onto the pier, walked up to a metal footlocker, and proceeded to open it. “I named her after Hero of Alexandria.”


“Ha, very cute,” she said, recalling the first-century maverick who was considered the greatest inventor of the ancient world. Hero refused to believe in horror vacui, the then widespread conviction that a vacuum did not exist naturally and could not be produced in the lab either. “As I recall he never did manage to create a vacuum—though he died trying, poor devil.”


Sinclair, having plucked a silvery garment from the footlocker, was pulling it on. “Yeah, but he sure was vindicated when Torricelli finally did.”


When he finished dressing, he fetched out another suit and held it up to her.


“Here, this should fit you. It’s Nomex.”


Allie took the flight suit and looked around. “But where—?”


Smiling, he gestured to a large porta-potty a short distance away.
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SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (8:25 A.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


Everything about Allie impressed him—and helped to assuage his annoyance about their being late. For years he’d watched her reports on television and knew she had a first-rate mind. It was why he offered her the story.


But he was surprised by her genuine beauty. It wasn’t just television smoke and mirrors. Her remarkable height—just short of his—long, wavy auburn hair, large emerald eyes, and creamed-coffee skin composed someone quite stunning.


It made him ache for his late wife, Nell—and his daughter, Sara, who’d recently left for Australia to study marine science.


“All set!” the producer called out. “Shake a leg everybody!”


Pushy, he thought. But clearly efficient.


A few moments later he and Allie eased into canvas sling chairs set up on the beach for the interview. The morning was warming up nicely; the sky was as blue as the water. It promised to be a picture-perfect spring day.





       AA: “Dr. Sinclair, I’d like to—”


       CS: “Please, everyone calls me Calder.”


She smiled.





       AA: “I’d like to start by asking you how Hero came to be.”


Calder drew a long, deep breath.





       CS: “All right. Well, as a kid growing up in Seville, Spain, near a river, I always dreamed of inventing a boat that’d go as fast as a rocket ship.”


       AA: “Why?”


       CS: “I don’t know. It just struck me the land and sky had already been conquered—and space, too. Oceans cover more than seventy percent of the earth’s surface and to me they represent the final frontier. Still wide open and wild, you know? Ripe for the taking.”


       AA: “But there’s more to Hero than just speed, right? Tell me about that.”


       CS: “Okay, well, when I was an undergrad at UCLA I started learning about the quantum vacuum, how scientists believe it’s the foundation of all physical reality—the source of space, time, energy, and matter. I was so fascinated I started studying the work of guys like Hendrik Casimir, Dirk Polder, and Willis Lamb.”


       AA: “The pioneers.”


He nodded, feeling thrilled to be talking to a kindred spirit.





       CS: “What floored me was the idea a vacuum is not nothing. It actually houses invisible energy fields that are the source of everything. It’s like science’s answer to the idea of God.”


Allie grinned and nodded.





       CS: “I remember doing this one experiment. I put an inflated balloon and a pot of cold tap water under a glass dome and sucked the air out of it. The balloon grew bigger and bigger until it exploded. And the tap water boiled, even though it was still at room temperature. That’s when a little bulb went off in my head and convinced me nothingness, or seeming nothingness, has amazing powers.”





The surrounding stillness was rent by a loud air-raid siren.


“Cut!” the producer yelled.


“Sorry about that,” he said. “It’s only a munitions test. The siren always goes off to warn everybody on the base.”


“What do you mean, munitions test?” Allie said.


“They’re probably about to test insensitive explosives. Either that or the new sonar. This is one of the Navy’s biggest installations in the world. There’s always something going on here.”


He caught sight of Allie giving her producer a knowing look.


“Is there a problem?”


“No, no,” Allie shook her head. “Uh, I’m just wondering: is the test going to interfere with Hero’s run this morning?”


“Not at all. We’re operating on different sides of the peninsula. Besides, Hero’s run this morning has been cleared by the Pentagon. They want to see it happen as much as I do.”


“Roll camera!” the producer said in a rushed voice.


Allie appeared anxious about making sure the camera was rolling before pressing on.





       AA: “What you just said about the Pentagon’s interest in today’s test run—is it because Hero was created for military purposes?”


He raised himself in the chair to emphasize his response.





       CS: “No, I did not create Hero for military purposes. I created her to show the world that a clean, limitless energy source exists that has never been used before. It’s a game changer.”


Allie, hesitating, looked to her producer.





       CS: “Please, can we just move on? We were talking about how Hero works when the siren went off.”


       AA: “Okay. Well, then, let’s talk about how she’s built. How strong is she? I mean her hull—how much punishment can it take? The ocean can be pretty brutal on ships. Just ask the engineers who designed the Titanic.”


       CS: “She’s virtually indestructible.”


       AA: “No, really.”


       CS: “I mean it. It was a huge part of the challenge I faced. After figuring out how to extract energy from the vacuum, I needed to invent a casing for the Q-thruster hard enough—”


       AA: “I’m sorry, Q-thruster?”


       CS: “Hero’s main engine. I needed to make the hull strong enough to contain the pressures of matter-antimatter explosions. I finally created it: a laminate of boron carbide ceramic and stainless-steel-tungsten foam a thousand times tougher than what NASA uses for rocket engines.”


Allie looked down at her notes before continuing.





       AA: “So how do you see Hero being used? If not for military purposes, then—”


       CS: “Who foresaw the future of air travel? Or cars? Or spaceships? One thing I can say for sure is my technology will relieve traffic congestion on the roads and in the skies by creating a viable transportation alternative. As I said, the oceans are wide open right now. With my technology we can build high-speed ships that’ll ferry people from one country to another, faster, more safely, and more comfortably than airplanes. And with no pollution or fear of ever running out of fuel.”


       AA: “Faster than flying?”


       CS: “You bet.”


He paused for effect.





       CS: “You’ll see.”
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SATURDAY, APRIL 22 (10:03 A.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


A small crowd of uniformed Navy bigshots gathered on the beach to witness the event. Inside Hero’s cabin, Allie was strapped snugly into the passenger seat, cocooned in suit, helmet, and gloves. Calder explained, like race car drivers, they needed to be protected against fiery collisions—an explanation that left her more than a little jittery.


Through the large, bubble-shaped windshield she watched Eva and Pitsy on the pier filming the prelaunch process. Two wide-angle lipstick cameras mounted inside Hero’s cockpit gave a clear view of the interior.


At Eva’s request she went through one last sound check, after which all was ready. She gave them a half-hearted thumbs-up, suddenly second-guessing her decision to do this story. She swallowed hard and double-checked her harnessing.


Anything for ratings, right?


Calder, seemingly nerveless and seated in the forward compartment, ordered her people to evacuate the pier and reset on the beach. A moment later she heard him speaking on the radio.


“Point Loma, this is Hero One, over.”


A flat male voice responded. “Hero One, this is Point Loma, we copy, over.”


“Hero One requesting permission to launch, over.”


A pregnant silence was finally broken by the words, “Permission granted. We’ve cleared the area of traffic. Good luck, Dr. Sinclair, over.”


“Thanks, Scotty, over and out.”


Scotty, Calder explained, was Point Loma’s chief communications officer. Several moments later he began voicing the final countdown.


Her entire body resonated with the drumming sound of her accelerating heartbeat.


“Three . . . two . . . one. Ignition.”


At first she was aware of only a high-pitched whirring sound. Then there was a loud explosion and abruptly she was slammed against the contoured seat with such violence she almost blacked out. She willed herself to focus, to speak coherently to the interior cameras.


“Hard to breathe . . . everything happening so fast . . . Ay! What was that?”


Later, when reviewing the video, she learned what she felt at that precise moment was Hero rising on her skis and hydroplaning across the surface of the ocean at four hundred knots.


“Calder!” she shouted into her helmet’s mic. “Is everything okay?”


“Roger,” he said phlegmatically.


A few moments hence the ride smoothed out dramatically. The sensation was like being in a glider plane—quiet, fast, enlivening.


“Wow!” she exclaimed. “This is amazing!”


It was going to be a challenge, for sure, to explain to her viewers how Hero worked. Perhaps she’d compare Hero’s source of power to an empty gas tank that wasn’t really empty.


She realized people thought of a perfect vacuum as being the absence of anything and everything. But science, in its mind-bending way, believed a perfect vacuum still contained lots of invisible stuff—space, time, matter, and above all, energy fields. Sinclair was claiming to have found the Holy Grail of science: a way of tapping the enigmatic, ghostly fields for unlimited quantities of real, tangible, combustible power.


Her thoughts were interrupted by an ear-shattering buzzer. An instant later Hero seemed to slip out of control. The cabin shuddered with such vehemence she worried it’d break apart.


“Allie, listen to me—” Sinclair’s voice broke off.


She felt Hero glancing off a wave and going airborne, felt her weight lift off the seat. A moment later the vehicle slammed onto the water with a heavy thud that rattled her insides. She then felt Hero swing around hard to port and saw through the expansive windshield a coastline pan into view.


They were heading straight for the Navy ships parked at Coronado Island!


Allie was about to cry out just as she felt Hero braking. Her helmeted head jerked forward while her captive upper body strained hard against the leather harnessing, causing the straps to creak. Several dizzying moments later the violent shaking quieted down and the vehicle sloshed roughly to a halt a mere few feet short of a Navy destroyer.


“Allie, are you okay?”


Hero bobbed gaily in the water.


“I’m so sorry. That was not part of the plan.”


She let go of her breath, still trembling from the ordeal. “Yeah, I think so. But what in the world was that all about?”


Silence.


“The collision avoidance system,” he said quietly. “Something went wrong.”


They rode back to the pier without conversing. When they arrived, Calder shut down Hero’s engine. Navy ensigns scurried about the pier, roping the vehicle and lashing her to large metal cleats.


Allie quickly undid her harness, eager to get out.


Sinclair threw open the windshield, stood up, and removed his helmet. “Allie,” he said, turning to face her, “I’m really sorry about the snafu. But Hero’s propulsion system worked perfectly. That’s big news, right?”


She was still trying to regain her composure. “Yes—yes, it is.”


“Are you open to giving Hero a second chance?” There was a silent pause. “I hope you are. You really need to, actually; it’s important.”









CHAPTER 3


FAMILIA


EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 23 (11:45 A.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


IGLESIA BUEN SAMARITANO; EAST LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


Moments after the closing hymn, hermana Diana burst into the Sunday school classroom to collect her two boys. “Allie, you missed a good sermon.”


“Sí, hermana,” she said, bundling up the boys’ art projects—decorated crosses made of ice cream sticks—and putting them into a brown paper bag.


“It was about how the resurrection represents turning over a new leaf. Starting a new life. At one point, your brother asked if we knew what the first commandment in the Bible is.”


Standing alongside the boys, her hands on their shoulders, Allie thought about it for a moment and immediately knew what was coming. She was the only one in her family who wasn’t married, divorced, or even engaged. By Old World Mexican standards, she was in danger of ending up a lonely solterona.


“Sabes que es, right?” Diana said.


Allie wouldn’t be baited. “Of course. It’s about worshiping only God and nothing else.”


Diana didn’t miss a beat. “Well, that, too, but no. It’s in Genesis where God commands Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply.”


La hermana Magaña entered the room. “Oh sister,” she said, “you missed a really good one.”


By the time the last children were returned to their parents, Allie was left questioning why in creation she was letting herself do this. Why during these past few months she’d been rising extra early on Sundays—contractually, her only day off—dressing up, and driving an hour out of her way, only to be—


Carlos appeared at the door. “C’mon, Allie, they need you!”


One look at her brother’s brown, beaming face and any doubts about what she was doing vanished.


Estos son mis reices.


“Give me a hand,” she said, instantly setting about to tidy the small room. “Unless it’s beneath the senior pastor’s pay scale.” She chuckled.


“Yeah, right, my pay scale,” he snorted, straightening the chairs. “Trust me, it’s waaaay below yours, little sis. Besides, remember what the Bible says: ‘If you want to be a leader, you have to be everyone’s servant.”


She paused and gave Carlos a wan smile.


He’s the real deal.


And me?


Despite her religious upbringing, it wasn’t until grad school that her eyes opened to the possible existence of God. At Cornell, enrolled in courses where she was learning about the deep-rooted order and beauty of the universe, she couldn’t help but ask: How did it all come to be? The answer offered by science—that it was all a magnificent accident—was simply not intellectually satisfying. It required a gratuitous amount of faith in the scientific method—brilliant as it was—to believe such a shallow hypothesis.


By the time she arrived at Harvard, the possibility of a higher intelligence was very real to her. Seeking a credible elaboration on the nature of this posited deity, she dove into the sacred literature of the world’s main belief systems: Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, even Transcendental Meditation. But she avoided the Bible because it wasn’t exotic, not like the other religious literature she’d studied. It seemed unlikely to her the Bible contained anything earth-shattering she hadn’t already heard a million times from her parents while growing up.


But she was mistaken.


After eventually reading the Bible from Genesis to Revelation, she learned Christianity’s worldview was radically different than any other religion’s. For example, God’s favor was not limited to only a certain people; nor could it be earned by anyone, but was offered freely to one and all.


Most shocking of all, she learned, Christianity’s worldview was identical to science’s take on reality. Universal truths she’d learned as a physicist—for example, that absolute truth exists, time is linear, and significant parts of reality are hidden from us—jibed perfectly with fundamental truths espoused in the Bible.


The revelation was a game changer; it persuaded her to become a follower of Jesus. But to this day—five years after her conversion—she fretted that her Christian beliefs were still mostly intellectual. She didn’t feel the kind of deep emotional and spiritual joy she saw in her brother.


It was why she’d returned to this church, founded by her parents and now pastored by Carlos and his wife, Alicia. Perhaps some of Carlos’s bona fide spirituality would rub off on her. In the meantime, she told herself, she was at least reconnecting with the family, friends, and community from whom her ambitions and success had estranged her.


When they finished cleaning up, she grabbed her purse and followed Carlos out the door.


“I spoke to Lolo’s doctor,” she said in a quiet voice.


“Yeah, me too.”


“It’s serious. She’s become convinced the world is coming to an end. What are we gonna do?”


“What can we do? Her world is coming to an end, as far as she’s concerned. She was so hoping for a family. Our little rebel was finally growing up. It’s awful.” Carlos’s husky voice broke; he hesitated.


“And Dallan—” Allie let out a small growl. “God forgive me, but I’m so angry at him right now I want to—”


“Allie, Allie. It’s not his fault.”


“Oh, really? No one knows what causes delusional disorder, but the research says stress is one of the main triggers. If Dallan hadn’t filed for divorce—”


“C’mon, Allie, he doesn’t even know what’s happened. They can’t reach him where he is—something about bad communications. But he’s supposed to be back in Boulder tomorrow. Anyway, we can’t change the past. Right now our baby sis is in trouble; that’s all that matters. But she’s in a really good hospital, okay? And I checked out the doctor—he’s top drawer. So we’ve just gotta pray, Sis. We’ve gotta trust the Lord, surrender it to him.”


“I know, I know . . .” She stopped. “But I have an idea.”


After she’d explained it to him they resumed their walk to the church kitchen.


“What are they cooking this week?” she said, putting on a happy face. “I’m starving.”


A tradition of the church was to offer the congregation a hearty meal following the service—a comida, it was called. She remembered it from childhood, when the ritual was started by her mom and dad.


“I’m not supposed to say,” Carlos said with a knowing smile. “It’s a surprise.”


She groaned inwardly.


Oh, Lord, they’ve remembered.


When they stepped into the kitchen, Alicia and a group of church sisters cried out, “Happy birthday!”


Allie brought her hands to her mouth. “Oh, you guys! Thank you.”


The giddy entourage led her by the hand to the parking lot. It was decorated all around with red, green, and white streamers and big, hand-lettered signs declaring HAPPY BIRTHDAY, ALLIE and HAPPY EASTER and HE HAS RISEN!


“When did you guys do all this?!”


“During the service, when you weren’t looking,” Alicia answered joyfully.


Mariachis strode out from the main building and began serenading her with “Las Mañanitas,” the traditional Mexican birthday song. By the time they were done, the entire church—everyone colorfully dressed in their Easter finest—were gathered around her.


“Speech! Speech!” the crowd shouted.


She was used to doing live television, of having to vamp for hours if necessary. But this.


“Honestly, I was hoping you wouldn’t know!”


Laughter.


“Don’t worry, you’re still young!”


The voice belonged to Albert Hernandez, the oldest son of her dad’s best friend. He’d started chasing after her in kindergarten at Belvedere Elementary and now owned the largest Chevy dealership in East Los Angeles. He was still unattached.


She didn’t feel young but chuckled anyway. “Yeah, right.” Then she thanked everyone—los queridos hermanos de la Iglesia Buen Samaritano—who for the most part belonged to families she’d grown up with, who’d known her grandparents, her parents, and her brothers and sisters since they were born.


“You’re like my family, you know?” Her voice was cracking. “You are my family and I love you. I love this church.”


“We love you, Allie!” voices cried out.


She continued, “You know, just because I don’t live in East LA anymore doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten where I came from or who I am. I never want to forget. These are my roots and I’m proud of it. Thank you for loving me as much as I love you. God bless you.”


She blew them all a kiss.


“Okay, enough already or I’m gonna start chiando!” Carlos yelled. “Let’s eat!”


The church members cheered.


She saw them bringing out Mexican hot dogs, her favorite junk food. “What are you trying to do—make me fat?” she wailed, shaking her head.


Alicia, carrying a metal platter piled high with bacon-wrapped wieners, was quick to answer, “Actually, yeah!” and the others laughed.


Allie shook her head, smiling.


They never let up.


She spotted an apron on a nearby table and went to put it on.


“No way, girl,” hermana Diana protested, “not on your birthday. Take a break.”


But she insisted. She wanted to forget she was a year older and still single. She wanted it to be like any other day. She wanted to help serve. “You know what Jesus tells us,” she said lightheartedly, tying on her apron. “He wants us to be a servant to all.”


While dishing out food, she was repeatedly wished a happy birthday and asked how old she was. She gave them her stock reply: “Old enough to vote, okay? Reporters never give away their secrets.”


When Albert’s turn in line came he didn’t need to ask her age. It was the same as his: thirty-four. “Felíz cumple, Alejandra. You’re looking good.”


“Thanks, Beto, you’re not looking bad yourself.”


He’d been Garfield High’s star quarterback and still kept in shape. He had dreamy, caramel-colored bedroom eyes and she liked the way he combed back his straight black hair. But their worlds were very different now.


She held up a plain, bacon-wrapped wiener in a bun. “What do you want on it?”


“Like always, remember? The works.”


She chuckled. “Still with the macho stomach.”


“Hey, I hired two new employees this week. Business is booming.”


She looked down and started heaping on the various toppings.


Here it comes.


“My offer still stands, you know. I found this great location on Cesar Chavez and Soto. We could start a chain.”


Beto was after her to partner up in business—not to mention matrimony. No one had ever accused him of being a shrinking violet.


“I know,” she said. “But right now I’ve got my hands full, brother. Maybe someone else.”


“Never,” he said, giving her a determined smile.


When she was done piling on the pico de gallo, pineapple, avocado, grilled jalapenos, and crema, she handed him the heavy plato. “Here you go, patron: one TJ dog with everything on it. Make sure you chew before swallowing.”


At the end of the comida Allie went to her father, who was seated under the big sycamore at the edge of the parking lot. Her heart broke to see him without Mom.


Her parents had been an inseparable couple for forty-two years. For the first eight of them he was an atheist. But after witnessing what he believed to be the miraculous healing of her brother Carlos, he dropped to his knees and converted to Christianity. Afterward, the two love birds built this church from scratch using donated materials. Just like that, her father went from being Lupe the shoe repairman to the Reverend Guadalupe Armendariz—and her mother, from housewife to First Lady Betty.


Late the previous year her mom was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s. Recently, because she was worsening, they needed to put her into a nursing home. It was a decision tearing away at her dad, who was sixty-one years old and still physically healthy.


She dragged over a nearby chair and sat next to him. “Hey, Papá. You need anything? Did you have enough to eat?”


He smiled and nodded. “How did you like our little birthday surprise? Everyone pitched in. We wanted it to be special.”


“You really got me; I wasn’t expecting it. Thank you.”


She stared at his large, friendly face.


Don’t say it.


“Now if you guys could only whip me up a husband . . .”


He gave her an indulgent smile, then reached over and placed his wrinkled hand on hers. “You’re still young, mija, you’ll get your chance. Be patient.”


She shifted herself around in order to look straight at him. “Pa, I had my chance and blew it; you know that.”


He pulled his hand away. “Ay, Diosito, mija, not Phillip again. Don’t tell me you’re still carrying that around.”


Phil Gutierrez was someone she’d met in grad school at a seminar on the spatial correlation of galaxy clusters. They were first-years, she in physics, he in astronomy. Early on he came onto her with a fiery amorousness that spooked her. But after getting to know him, she came to believe their love was meant to be.


He was smart, sensitive, handsome, and wanted a family. Everything seemed perfect—until graduation. He was offered a job at Jodrell Bank Observatory in England, she, a teaching position at Harvard. In the end, she broke off their relationship and went to Cambridge. To this day that agonizing decision and its ghastly fallout still haunted her. In her weaker moments, despite Christianity’s teachings and admonitions, she wondered how God could possibly ever forgive her.


No one must ever know the whole story.


Not even—


“Papá, you don’t understand. He’s married now and has two great kids. There are times when I think that could’ve been me. I have my career—which is great, I love what I do—but I want more.” She paused. “I want to love a man like Phil, and be loved by him. But it’s never going to happen, I just feel it. I had my chance and I blew it.”


Her father sat up and sternly pointed a finger at her. “Don’t talk that way; it’s blasphemous. You’re not God. You don’t know what He has in store for you. I liked Phillip; he was a nice boy. But he’s not the only man out there worth having. Dreams take sacrifice; yes, okay, you sacrificed. But look at you: you’re beautiful, you’re intelligent, you’re successful. What man wouldn’t want to marry you? Beto sure wants to.”


She reared her head. “Dad, please!”


A silence fell between them.


Sacrifices.


If he only knew.


“I hear you’re thinking about having Lorena move in with you,” her father said quietly.


Einstein had been wrong about one thing: it was possible for information to travel faster than the speed of light. The Armendariz family grapevine was proof.


“Dad, she’s all alone. I can’t just let her fall apart without doing something.”


“I know, I know, we all feel that way. The only question is, what’s best for her?”


“What’s best for her is to be with family. People who love her.”


Her father shifted his gaze in the direction of the church. “I don’t disagree. But she also needs professional help, mija.” He paused and then looked at her. “And you are very busy.”


Over the years her father made it abundantly clear to family and friends he was proud of her success. Even when she was a girl, a girl wanting to be a scientist, he’d always encouraged her to go after her God-given destiny. But his words now, although spoken gently and with evident love, felt like an indictment.


Who have I become?


“Your sister is telling everyone at the hospital ‘the end’ is about to happen and she wants to see Jesus coming back to Earth.” His head fell, so all she could see was his thinning white hair. “Pobresita.”


A day earlier the doctor told Allie on the phone Lolo’s delusional disorder appeared to be of the type called “grandiose.” Furthermore, her delusions fell into the “bizarre” category, meaning they could not possibly happen in reality—at least, not as far as science was concerned.


The odd part, he further explained, was DD patients typically behaved normally until and unless the subject of their delusions came up or was challenged. So it was difficult to know how to treat them effectively; psychotherapy was a realistic option, but certainly not institutionalization.


She scooted her chair closer to her father and put an arm around him.


He lifted his face. “I know you mean well, mijita, but I want you to pray about it before acting, okay? There’s no rush. She’s in good hands at that hospital. Carlos checked it out.”


Growing up, she had learned to trust her father’s judgment, especially when it came to people and relationships. It was a gift she wished she’d inherited.


“Sí, Apá, I promise.”


The two sat quietly together, watching and waving to the last of the people who were getting into their cars and leaving. She resisted looking at her watch.


“I hear you’re not coming with us this afternoon to visit your mother.”


This was the part of today she’d been dreading. “I’ve got to do an interview up north, in Mountain View.”


He turned and trained his eyes on her. Those piercing brown eyes. As kids, they’d always marveled at their father’s x-ray vision and quaked whenever it was turned on them. “He can see into a person’s soul,” Mamá would say. “It’s what makes him such a good pastor.”


“For your big special next month?”


“No, it’s a live shot.”


“Who are you interviewing?”


“Jared Kilroy. He’s the new head of NeuroNet—a real whiz kid.”


He continued looking at her.


“It’s a big exclusive. No one’s ever interviewed him before. No one’s really ever seen him.”


“That’s good, mija, that’s good,” her father said, looking away and smiling weakly. “I’m proud of you.”


There was an awkward pause in the conversation.


He turned to her. “But it’s Easter, mijita,” he said finally. “And your birthday. It’s not right.”


“I know, apá, I know. It’s just that—”


What? That when push comes to shove, career trumps even family?


She stood up. “Dad, I’m so sorry but I better head out, otherwise I’m going to be late. Please tell Mamá I’ll come see her this week, I promise. Give her a big abrazo for me, okay?”


She bent over to kiss him.


He took hold of her hand and looked up at her. “Mija, please be careful.”


Tears blurred her eyesight, but she easily imagined the sadness in his kindly visage. “Sí, Papá, I promise; don’t worry.”


As she walked away, his last words echoed. “Mija, please be careful.” She knew he’d meant it not just as a polite send-off but as a spoken prayer as well, a warning.


And not just about this afternoon’s live shot.









CHAPTER 4


STORMY THOUGHTS


EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 23 (4:15 P.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME)


CANADIAN FORCES STATION ALERT; NUNAVUT, CANADA


The monstrous Herc thumped safely onto the hard-packed, snowy runway. Dallan heaved a huge sigh of relief, joining in the eruption of applause from the plane’s other grateful passengers. After the horrifying experience at the polynya and being grounded overnight in Thule, it felt good to be back at the station.


Deplaning, he cast a wary glance skyward. The sky looked more bloody, more garish than when they’d left the previous morning. The pole’s magnetic shield was clearly deteriorating.


Heaven help us: it’s gonna be like the polynya.


Brody came alongside him. “Be ready. We might need to evacuate, and pronto.”


He answered with a curt nod.


As director of the U.S.’ largest space weather forecasting facility, Dallan was used to reporting about solar storms, extra-bright aurorae, and disruptions to communications caused by radiation coming from the sun. But this . . . a possible complete collapse of the entire polar region’s magnetic shield—a gaping magnetic hole! Without any protection whatsoever from the magnetic field, without anything to filter out the sun’s lethal radiation—good god! People, property, the very air would be incinerated.


The bright yellow Snowcat rumbled up to the plane and stopped. Dallan watched the chief of staff jump down from the cab and rush up to the major. He overheard him say, “Sir, something’s happening. You need to see this.”


He, Brody, and the others piled into the Snowcat and were driven to the northern tip of the island.


“Oh, good lord!” Dallan exclaimed when he disembarked.


Stretching for as far as the eye could see was a frozen beachfront strewn with marooned narwhals. To him they looked like hapless, slug-like unicorns. Beyond the beach, the steel-colored Arctic Ocean teemed with still more whales making straight for shore.


“I expected this.”


He and the others turned as one toward the voice; it was the Inuit biologist, Rebecca Anawak. Last night in Thule he’d convinced her to join them at the station until the polynya was safe again.


“What?” Brody said. “What’d you say?”


“It’s the same as at the polynya—the same cause, I mean. The faltering magnetic field.”


Everyone gathered around her.


“Go ahead,” Brody prompted her.


“Many animals carry tiny magnetic particles inside their bodies. We believe they use them like built-in compasses, mostly for long-distance navigation. Homing pigeons carry them inside the muscles of their necks, rainbow trout inside their noses, whales inside their heads.”


Dallan banged his gloved hands together and nodded. He knew where she was going with this.


“Joe Kirshvink at Cal Tech and others have done experiments and come up with a theory,” she continued. “They believe there are troughs in the magnetic field—invisible highways—animals follow to get around.”


“Like cars on freeways,” Dallan interjected.


“Exactly.”


He saw Brody light up like a third grader who suddenly understood fractions.


“So wait,” the major said. “The problem we’re seeing with the polar B-field is screwing up these invisible highways? That’s why these animals are lost? Is that what you’re saying?”


“Basically, yes,” she replied. “And it’s messing with their personalities too, as we saw at the polynya.”
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EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 23 (9:35 P.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME)


That evening Dallan lay in bed staring restively at the ceiling. His dorm room was cozy enough and the black-out shades were fully drawn, but he was unable to fall asleep. His thoughts were in turmoil, surging from the events of the last twenty-four hours to Lorena and back again.


Every thought of Lorena ended with, What have I done?


The previous week he asked his lawyers to start divorce proceedings against her. It wasn’t what he wanted, really, but he had no choice. She’d changed too much. The fun, high-spirited girl he first met and fell hard for had morphed into a conventional drudge.


He shut his eyes and rubbed his forehead brusquely, as if to erase all thoughts of the fiasco.


I never wanted children.


I told her that—over and over again.


Involuntarily, his mind was flooded again with images of bloody skies and beached whales. Moments later he found himself reliving the events of Friday afternoon that brought him to this nightmare.


He was at the Space Weather Prediction Center holding court with a gaggle of fifth graders.
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“Every eleven years or so the sun goes bonkers,” he explained. “Like you kids when you eat too much sugar.”


The students laughed and nodded knowingly.


He pointed to the large screen on the wall of the SWPC’s command and control room. “That’s what you’re seeing right now, live and in color: a sun that’s pumped. We call it solar max.”


The sun’s surface, its chromosphere, was the very portrait of chaos. The tangled, twisting rivers of red-orange plasma suggested to his mind a nest of writhing red corn snakes.


A tall, lanky boy raised his hand. “Is that why there’s gonna be a magnetic storm Sunday night?”


“You could say that. Geomagnetic storms happen a lot during a solar max.”


He glanced furtively at the children’s attractive young teacher, Ms. Bell, and noticed she wasn’t wearing a ring.


“But you guys don’t need to worry. The one we’re predicting for Sunday is no biggie, okay? At most it might cause a little bit of radio and TV interference, that’s all.”


Ms. Bell raised her hand. “Dr. O’Malley, what about the Internet?”


“Yes, maybe that, too.” He gave her a friendly wink. “Excellent question.”


A ginger-haired, freckled-faced girl raised her hand. “What’s a gee-o-mag-ne-tic storm, anyway?”


“Well, it’s caused by a blizzard of invisible, electrically charged particles from the sun that slam into the earth. They’re mostly electrons and protons—” he paused. “Uh, have you kids studied about them yet?”


There was a discordant chorus of yeses and nos. He looked to the teacher, who smiled and shook her head.


“Okay, then, let me put it this way. Electrons and protons are super-tiny particles that carry electricity. When they hit Earth’s magnetic field way up there”—he pointed skyward—“they set off a chain reaction that creates big problems for us down here on earth.”


“What kind of problems?” a kid called out.


He had an idea. “Let me show you. Follow me!”


He led the children to the visitors’ auditorium, which was stocked with lots of fun demo equipment. Once on stage, he rolled out a Van de Graff generator, which looked like a giant metal globe. He invited the teacher to join him.


“If you don’t mind,” he said when she came alongside him, “I need you to stand on this wooden box.” He took her hand and helped her mount it, in the process catching a whiff of her flowery perfume. “Lovely,” he said sotto voce. “Thank you.”


She tottered on her petite-sized green pumps, but quickly regained her balance.


“Okay, now, students, I want you to pretend this Van de Graff generator is the earth.” He turned to the teacher. “Go ahead and place both hands on the globe.”


She looked at him trepidatiously, but then did as requested.


Nothing happened.


“As you can see,” he said, “nothing happens—everything’s cool.” He asked the teacher to remove her hands then flicked a switch; the machine roared to life with a loud, grinding sound.


“The globe is now being electrified. It’s like the earth being bombarded by that hurricane of electrons and protons I told you about. It’s creating a magnetic storm—and now watch what happens.” He asked Ms. Bell to lay her hands on the globe once again.


She wavered.


He smiled. “Trust me, you’ll be fine.”


Reluctantly, the teacher placed her hands on the globe and instantly her long blonde hair rose straight up like stalks of dried wheat. The boys and girls pointed and laughed with unfettered glee.


Dallan quieted them down with his hands. “The magnetic storm is causing Ms. Bell’s hair to rise like that—and if you were standing close enough, like I am, you’d hear her hair crackling from the electricity.


“In theory, if a magnetic storm were powerful enough, this would happen to your hair as well. Normally, though, magnetic storms—like the one we’re predicting for Sunday—aren’t strong enough to do that. Mostly they only mess up things like radio and cell phone reception. Nothing you’ll probably even notice.”


He switched off the machine and helped Ms. Bell off the wooden box.


“Okay, I think it’s time—”


He was interrupted by the sight of his assistant rushing into the theater. A moment later the young man leaped onto the stage, rushed up to him, and spoke directly into his ear.


“We need you, sir. Right away.”









CHAPTER 5


CASHING IN THE CHIPS


EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 23 (4:00 P.M. PACIFIC DAYLIGHT TIME)


NEURONET CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS; MOUNTAIN VIEW, CALIFORNIA


For reasons nobody understood, but that Allie hoped to find out, Jared Kilroy was reared in complete secrecy. He’d never issued a public statement, except through his handlers, nor had he ever made a single public appearance. No one even knew his exact age, although prevailing wisdom placed him in his mid-twenties.


“I wonder what he looks like,” she said to Eva. They were in the back seat of a limo that had just pulled into NeuroNet’s vast parking lot. “Google Images has thousands of pictures that are supposed to be of him, but they’re all different.”


Two weeks earlier the young mystery man was named NeuroNet’s new CEO, following the death of his ninety-year-old legendary father, Jack. The old man founded the company decades ago and in 2000 received the Nobel Prize in Physics for co-inventing the computer chip.


Under Jack Kilroy’s leadership NeuroNet grew to become the world’s largest maker of integrated circuits. NeuroNet now employed more than 90,000 people and posted yearly sales north of forty-five billion dollars. The corporate giant comprised sixteen fabrication plants, or “fabs,” and nine assembly and test facilities worldwide. NeuroNet microprocessors were in eighty percent of all existing PCs.


When the car stopped in front of the entrance she and Eva let themselves out and stood ogling the company’s towering new office building. NeuroNet 2.0, they called it: Silicon Valley’s newest hot property. Scores of uniformed musclemen were offloading chairs, desks, tables, and other furniture from a fleet of large vans.


“Wow,” Allie said, “impressive.” Her heart was racing. By network news standards this evening’s exclusive interview was a huge “get.”


Pitsy and the crew, who’d driven there ahead of time, were waiting for them at the entrance.


“How was the flight?” Pitsy asked.


Stu “tightwad” Siegel, their boss and president of Fast News, had given Eva and her permission to take a private jet.


“You know—same ol’, same ol’,” Allie deadpanned before laughing.


“Pretty awesome, actually,” Eva said.


“What I wanna know is how you got Stu to go along with it,” Pitsy said, pushing on the glass door and holding it open for them. “How’d he react when you asked him for it?”


“How do you think?” Eva said, rolling her eyes as she walked past him into the building. “The old skinflint.”


Allie, following right behind, chuckled. She’d actually come to like Stu. Four years earlier, when she was still at Harvard, he had invited her to his office in New York City. There on the spot he offered her the position of chief science correspondent.


She quickly accepted on the condition she be allowed to live in Los Angeles, to be close to her family. Stu consented and later even helped get her manuscript about the null prophecy published, figuring a book tie-in would help boost ratings for the TV special. “I think you’re onto something here, Allie,” he’d said, “It’ll be gold.”
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