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            Occurrences in this domain are beyond the reach of exact prediction because of the variety of factors in operation, not because
               of any lack of order in nature.
            

            Albert Einstein, Out of My Later Years

            It has been concluded that compulsory population-control laws could be sustained under the existing legal framework if the
               population crisis became sufficiently severe to endanger society.
            

            Civilized Sciences Foundation, CSF Congressional Report 1975
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            Chapter One
Enraptured

         
         When she saw the telephone pole with the yellow plastic base again, Olivia Fletcher slammed on the brakes of her mail truck,
            bringing it to a skidding halt. She checked the postal computer GPS on the dashboard one more time. It still insisted this
            was the intersection.
         

         
         But that was impossible. There was supposed to be a gas station and mini-mart at the corner. She remembered the old man who
            sat behind the counter and the two mutts that would slobber on her ankles when she’d stop by to get her bottle of Diet Shasta.
            The lot was now just dirt, scattered with rocks. It was hard to even call it a lot. The land blended into the rest of the
            landscape.
         

         
         As she stared out at the empty plot, perplexed, a dust-filled breeze blew into the cab, forcing her to roll up the window.

         
         This had been her route two years ago. She was positive she’d passed the station only a couple of weeks back on her way to
            Runyon. Charlie, the carrier who normally had this route, hadn’t mentioned anything about the station or the old man going
            away. There was no property for sale sign or anything else indicating it had been torn down. Of course, Charlie also hadn’t said anything about skipping town
            a few days back, leaving her to take over.
         

         
         Deciding the postal computer GPS was lying, Olivia pulled out her phone to check Google Maps. There was barely one bar of
            signal. All things considered, she thought herself lucky to get even that much in the Colorado high desert.
         

         
         The map slowly loaded on her phone. In league with the postal computer, it insisted this was the right turnoff.

         
         “Well, heck,” Olivia muttered, then turned the truck down the dirt road toward Moffat. Maybe somebody there could tell her
            what happened to the station.
         

         
         The last time she’d driven through Moffat, it had been a collection of paint-stripped houses and a trailer park where people
            had kept to themselves. They all seemed a little churchy to her. They weren’t Mormon fundamentalists or anything as far as
            she knew, just folks who liked to be left alone.
         

         
         Based on the landscape and the shape of the ridge she was driving toward, Olivia was certain this was the road to Moffat after
            all—except there was no farmhouse and run-down shack like she remembered. It was just open plain on either side, with patches
            of weeds and stunted trees half-petrified from the dry air.
         

         
         She reached the top of the ridge that overlooked Moffat. But there was no town to see. Even the road, covered in dirt and
            gravel, was only partially visible. It was the only sign people had ever been here, and barely at that. It reminded her of
            one of those atomic bomb test sites out in Nevada—after the bomb had gone off.
         

         
         She drove the truck to the exact spot her postal computer GPS said was the center of Moffat, and put it in park. She found
            herself in the center of nothing.
         

         
         “Hell,” she grumbled, shaking her head. Bracing against the grit-filled wind, Olivia slid open her door and stepped onto the
            road. She shielded her eyes with a tanned hand and looked for some trace of the town. If this was Moffat, there should have
            been a row of houses to her left, a garage and a Laundromat to her right, and a small grocery store next to the farm services
            building straight ahead.
         

         
         Olivia remembered the name of the woman who worked the grocery store counter. Eunice. She had an orange tabby cat that sat
            on the counter like a pudgy king, demanding to be petted by everyone who entered. But there was no store. No Eunice. No pudgy
            cat.
         

         
         Olivia pulled strands of hair from her eyes and wiped away the dust that kept coming. The trailer park where Eunice lived
            should have been at the end of the street. Now it seemed the trailer park only existed in Olivia’s memory. She glanced back
            at the bundle of mail in her truck, which she was supposed to leave at the PO box in the store. That wasn’t going to happen.
         

         
         What was she supposed to do?

         
         There was no way around it: she felt foolish. But she’d already spent two hours going up and down the road that led to the
            Moffat turnoff.
         

         
         Suppressing an expletive, she dialed her son-in-law, a deputy sheriff in Cooper. He’d be able to straighten this out. The
            two got along well, and often talked several times a day.
         

         
         “What’s up, Olivia?” he casually asked.

         
         “Eric, this is gonna sound stupid, hon. I don’t want you thinking your mother-in-law has lost it.”

         
         “You kill somebody?” he joked.

         
         “Not exactly.”

         
         His tone suddenly got serious. “What’s going on?”

         
         “I . . . lost a town.”

         
         A long pause. “Moffat?” There was no trace of surprise in his voice.

         
         Olivia froze. “Yeah, how’d you know?”

         
         “I got a man with a produce truck in front of me asking the same thing. Hold on. I’m getting something over the radio.”

         
         Olivia kicked the toe of her shoe into the dirt while she waited for him to finish. There was something metal under the dust.
            Curious, she knelt down for a closer look.
         

         
         “Well, that’s odd,” Eric said, returning to their call. “The telephone exchange says all the numbers appear disconnected.
            I haven’t heard of any recent tornado reports. I better call the sheriff. Any idea how many people live out there?”
         

         
         “Fifty-eight,” she replied, without missing a beat.

         
         “You know that off the top of your head?”

         
         Olivia swept her hand across the metal sign at her feet. It said:

         
         
            welcome to moffat, population 58.

         

         She read it aloud over her phone, then said, “Eric . . . I think the town is flat-out gone.”

         
         “Gone? No people?”

         
         “Gone, as in not here. No people. No town.” Olivia stood up and felt cold.

         
         Gone. The word echoed in her head as she tried to imagine the town as it once was: the buildings—the people.
         

         
         The sun was setting and the shadows were growing longer. She noticed bits of charred, broken boards poking out of the dirt.
            A cracked cinder block stuck out of the ground like a giant chipped tooth.
         

         
         She was taken back to the stories in high school history class about ancient cities buried under the dirt. One day, the people
            just covered everything and left. Nobody knew why.
         

         
         She climbed back into the truck and locked the door as the wind grew stronger.

         
         Either something took these people and their town, or they went willingly, erasing every trace of their existence.

         
         She wasn’t sure which scenario scared her more.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Death’s Door

         
         Dressed in an Akris pantsuit, with platinum-blond hair, high cheekbones, and a slim nose—both crafted by a high-end Beverly
            Hills plastic surgeon—Diane McGillis looks more like a model-turned-K Street-lobbyist than a serial killer as she turns the
            key to the door of the townhouse that houses her office, located a few blocks from the White House.
         

         
         It’s 9:47 am, which means she’s just finished her Pilates class and stopped by a juice bar on her way to work for her kale
            cleanser shake. My unkempt hair pulled back in a tie, I’m in jeans and an unwashed sweater, sipping a three-hour-old Starbucks
            latte and wishing I had time to make it to the gym, much less do a load of laundry or even shower.
         

         
         I glance at the half-empty cups and fast-food containers scattered around the monitors and cameras set up in our rented loft
            across the street from McGillis’s office. I guess I should clean those up. I guess I should be doing a lot of things.
         

         
         Right now, what I’m really wishing for is a break in the McGillis case. She’s not your typical serial killer, and her victims
            and their families—hell, most of the FBI—don’t see her for what she is.
         

         
         I’d had to call in a few favors to even get this investigation going. One of the conditions of the surveillance operation
            was that I would work the crap shifts so others in the detail could spend normal hours with their families.
         

         
         “Has she done the egg trick?” my grandfather asks over speakerphone.

         
         I’m watching McGillis while my grandfather rummages through old files in the basement of his ramshackle mansion in Los Angeles.
            I’d forgotten he was even on the line. “The egg bag? She’s not doing kiddie shows, Grandpa.”
         

         
         The “egg bag” is pretty much what it sounds like: an egg, made of wood, and a small velvet bag. The egg goes in the bag, and
            it vanishes. The magician will turn the bag inside out to prove the egg isn’t there. It’s actually more impressive than it
            sounds in the right hands. Grandfather, one of the last magic greats, could have an audience rolling in the aisles while he
            made a hapless volunteer search in vain for the egg. This was a far cry from McGillis’s performance. Her volunteers tended
            to die.
         

         
         He sighs, exasperated. “No. No. The gypsy egg thing.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “It’s supposed to be a purifying ritual. The medium tells the client to bring a fresh chicken egg to a session. They rub the
            egg all over the client’s body, then ask the client to crack it open. Inside there’s blood, hair, other putrid things. The
            client is duped because they brought the egg.”
         

         
         I adjust a tripod to get a better view through a gap in the loft’s curtains. “And the medium switches it for a prepared one
            when they’re not looking?” I reply.
         

         
         “Yes. You can hide the seal with superglue. Sometimes they do the switch right behind their back, or they use an accomplice.
            Does this witch have a helper?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I reply, leaning in to look through the telescope aimed at McGillis’s window. I can see she’s talking to her assistant,
            Leo Martine. He’s rail thin, in his late twenties, and nearly as well dressed as McGillis. “I’m looking at him. Mousy kind
            of guy. Went to Vassar. We’re not sure if he’s in on it.”
         

         
         “He has to be,” Grandfather replies. “He’s the one doing all the dirty work for her. Have any of the victims come forward yet?”
         

         
         “No. We’re trying to build a list of clients by watching who comes in and out of the place. Maybe one of them will help us
            out.”
         

         
         “You can always send me,” Grandfather offers.

         
         “I may have to take you up on that.”

         
         If I didn’t know any better, I’d say his offer sounds genuinely sincere. Of course, I have to keep in mind he’s a professional
            faker who has spent countless hours staring into a mirror perfecting his skills as a liar. However, over the last year, I
            have to admit that things have improved between us. Either he’s become less of a bastard, or I’ve become a little more of
            one and can give it right back to him.
         

         
         We’ve always had an awkward relationship, to put it mildly. I left home as soon as I could, mainly to get out of his shadow.
            Technically, I left Mexico City. It was on the night I almost drowned while performing an escape he’d engineered on international
            television. I wasn’t really sure if he’d have been upset with that outcome, as long as it got him enough publicity.
         

         
         My dad, bless his heart, was always more of an older brother to me than a father. He was young when I was born, and still
            very much my grandfather’s son. My mother didn’t stick around long enough to make an impression on me. I used to imagine that
            I took after her, projecting whatever qualities I wanted on my made-up version of her. I blamed Grandfather for her absence.
         

         
         Despite his present helpfulness, when I was growing up he was an overbearing bastard who would cut my father and uncle down
            right in front of me. Nothing was ever good enough for him. Now I realize he was projecting his own insecurities on everyone
            around him. Not that this makes his behavior right. But as I got older, I saw what real evil was. Grandfather growled a lot
            and said mean things, but when it came down to it, he’s always been there when I’ve needed him. Learning to ask for his help
            has been the hardest part.
         

         
         Diane McGillis, on the other hand, is one of the evilest sociopaths I’ve ever encountered. She’s set herself up in Washington,
            DC, as a spiritualist, but besides reading fortunes for bored politicians’ wives and neurotic lobbyists, she also masquerades
            as a holistic healer offering medical advice and prescribing unproven, if not flat-out fake, remedies.
         

         
         But this isn’t the truly sinister part of her enterprise, or the reason I hate her with a passion. Her specialty is victimizing
            people in the late stages of cancer. McGillis performs crystal healing ceremonies, dispenses special teas, and offers a grab
            bag full of other claptrap options tailored to each victim’s belief system—none of which come cheap. She befriends them, earns
            their trust, gets them to make her a life insurance beneficiary via some bogus spiritual charitable organization she controls,
            and then manipulates them into stopping chemotherapy or any other form of conventional treatment that might really save their
            lives. She gives them false comfort with a soothing quilt of lies—a contrast to the cold, hard reality of cancer specialists
            and hospitals. When her bullshit fails to help them and they pass away, she collects on the insurance policies. She empties
            their bank accounts on the way to the grave and then hits the jackpot when they die. They think she’s a friend, even to the
            point of getting her victims to alienate their families and loved ones. A skilled manipulator, she knows all the right triggers
            to press.
         

         
         She’s led at least four people to their deaths so far. Who knows how many others she conned before showing up in the capital
            eighteen months ago. The twenty thousand dollars she pays for rent every month has to come from somewhere. It’s sick. She
            picks on people at their most vulnerable. The hardest part is explaining to the victims’ families that the person their loved
            one trusted, who provided so much comfort during the final stages of their loved one’s life, was actually hastening their
            deaths for personal gain.
         

         
         McGillis’s mistake was the choice of her most recent victim, the wife of a sitting senator. He was bitter about the money
            she’d been paying to McGillis while his wife was alive, and even angrier when he found out after her death that McGillis was
            a beneficiary. McGillis probably just saw this wealthy woman as an ideal target. But had she done her research, she would
            have learned that Senator Foster is a member of the Senate Committee on Appropriations, and in charge of appropriating funding
            for the US Department of Justice.
         

         
         It’s sad that this is what it took for McGillis to appear on our radar. But that’s the way things work in this city.

         
         “Has she done any psychic surgery?” Grandfather asks.

         
         Popular in the Philippines and South America, psychic surgery involves a so-called healer pretending to make “magical” incisions
            in someone’s body to remove tumors without cutting the skin. Actually, they’re using sleight of hand techniques to produce
            bloody chicken guts. It sounds ridiculous, but thousands of people seek this out, believing it’s a viable alternative to the
            cost and pain of actual surgery or a terminal diagnosis. Even famous, otherwise intelligent people like Peter Sellers and
            Andy Kaufman fall for the scam out of desperation.
         

         
         Back when I went to the University of Miami, I once used the principle of psychic surgery to remove a card from a guy’s stomach
            during a college psychology class presentation. I’ll never forget his high-pitched scream when he looked down and saw all
            the blood. I’d thought he was kind of cute. Not after that.
         

         
         “Not that I know of,” I reply. “She mainly lights candles and waves crystals around.”

         
         “You seeing anybody special?” Grandfather asks out of nowhere.

         
         I ignore the question. We’re in a good place right now, but I’m not at the point where I’m ready to talk to him about the
            men in my life, or the lack thereof. “We might send one of our agents in.
         

         
         There’s a woman in narcotics with a treatable lymphoma. She’s recovering, but still looks underweight.”

         
         “Your father is up for the Academy of Magical Arts lecturer of the year,” he says, trying again to take the conversation into
            personal territory.
         

         
         “Do you know anything about candle magic?” I reply. I’m still thinking about my grandfather’s psychic surgery question, remembering
            the relighting candles and the ones with colored flames I played with in my room as a little girl. They looked almost like
            a living thing, not a blatant magic trick. McGillis’s clientele are largely too sophisticated for psychic surgery and gypsy
            stunts, but might be persuaded by something like that.
         

         
         “You can scry with a candle.”

         
         “Scry? Like see into the future?”

         
         “Yes, or just see images. Stare at a candle long enough and you’ll hallucinate. There was a yogi out here who was running
            an ashram in the basement of a producer at Paramount. He used to get people high on mushrooms and then have them stare into
            the flame.”
         

         
         “Interesting.” I hadn’t thought about a drug angle.

         
         “You should think about coming to the awards show for your father. He’s got a new girlfriend, by the way.”

         
         “That’s great,” I say, without any additional comment. I really want to avoid another conversation about my own personal life.
            My mind is racing on to something else. “Ever hear about a healer using a hallucinogen in a tea?” McGillis could be adding
            a little extra kick, like ayahuasca, to her herbal teabags. We might be able to get a felony drug charge this way. That would
            be something at least.
         

         
         “You kidding? Out here in LA? I can’t imagine what they haven’t tried.”

         
         There’s a knock at the loft’s front door. I ignore it. Even though our cover story is that I’m a software consultant renting
            a room from two other freelancers, our policy for this stakeout is to not answer the door if we can avoid it.
         

         
         McGillis and Martine move out of view. If she is using some kind of drug in her therapy sessions, her assistant would probably
            be the one procuring it. If we can catch him red-handed, we might be able to turn him against her. A few years ago, I never
            would have thought about prosecuting a case like this that way. My boss, Dr. Ailes, says I’m learning to think laterally.
         

         
         Another knock. I check the monitor for the hallway camera, which is aimed at the door. A young woman in a blouse and jacket,
            holding a small bundle in her arms, is standing there. Underneath her red hair and dark, almost black, lipstick, she looks
            distressed.
         

         
         I rap my fingertips across the table, debating if I should answer the door. McGillis isn’t visible at the moment, but I don’t
            want to step away. I decide to keep ignoring the woman, hoping she’ll give up.
         

         
         She knocks again. “Damn it!” I grumble.

         
         “Something wrong?” Grandfather asks.

         
         “I’ll call you later.” I hang up and grab my University of Miami hat and nerd-girl glasses.

         
         The woman knocks a fourth time. “Hold on,” I call out, tucking my sidearm into the waistband of my jeans under my sweater.

         
         I unlatch the door, pretending to wipe sleep from my eyes, and the woman gives me a small smile.

         
         She adjusts the weight of the bundle in her arms. She seems to be holding a baby. “Hello, neighbor, I was wondering if I could
            talk to you for a moment?”
         

         
         I don’t recall seeing her around. She could be someone’s guest. “I’m sorry. I’m a little busy,” I reply, forcing a smile,
            trying not to be too terse.
         

         
         She’s pale. Her red hair is pulled tightly into a bun, and plainly visible around her neck is a chain necklace made of red
            links. I try to get a glimpse of the baby’s face, but she’s holding it tightly to her chest. “I just have a question,” she
            says.
         

         
         The cop in me decides to take the upper hand by responding to a question with a question. “Boy or girl?” I ask.

         
         Without looking down, she replies, “Girl.” Her tone is almost lyrical, her words spilling out like a well-rehearsed song.
            “Have you noticed how turbulent things have been lately in the world?”
         

         
         Oh great, a religious freak. “Not really,” I reply, trying to shut her off. Grandfather would have said he was a ghost and
            told her to go away.
         

         
         “Well, I’m here to tell you about your personal salvation.” She absentmindedly raises an arm, letting the baby almost slip.

         
         I saved the Pope, I think to myself. What more do I need to do to get salvation? This conversation got real nutty, real quick. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to talk about Jesus right now.” I’m about
            to shut the door, but I keep staring at the bundle. Her baby is quiet. I haven’t seen her stir once. Even swaddled, she seems
            so small.
         

         
         “I’m not here to talk about Jesus.” The woman’s eyes bore into me.

         
         Then who, Cthulhu? “No?”

         
         The woman reaches into the blankets and I catch my first glimpse of the baby’s face. She’s blue. She’s so unnaturally blue
            I don’t see the woman pull something shiny from the folds of the blanket.
         

         
         “I’m here for your soul, Jessica,” she snarls, raising a knife into the air.

         
         Instinct kicks in. I grab for the infant and kick the woman hard in the stomach. As she falls backward against the hallway
            wall, the child begins to slide from her arms.
         

         
         My left arm reaches out and catches her. My right hand goes for my gun.

         
         The woman looks up at me, rage in her eyes.

         
         “Drop the knife!” I shout, pointing my pistol at her chest.

         
         She gets to her feet and glares at me, trying to figure out what to do next. I’m trying to keep the baby from slipping out
            of my grasp, and while I can’t disarm the woman without dropping the child, I could shoot her.
         

         
         “It’s coming, Jessica!” she screams, and then she runs away down the hallway.

         
         There’s no time to worry about how she knows my name. I want to give chase, but I have this child in my arms. I glance down.
            Glassy eyes stare up at me. Red veins feather her bluish skin.
         

         
         This baby isn’t breathing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Hummingbird

         
         You don’t stop to think at a time like this. You act.

         
         Everything is a blur. I lay the child down and make sure her airway is open. Two of my fingers rapidly press on her chest
            thirty times. When I first started volunteering at the children’s hospital, teaching the kids magic to take my mind off my
            own stress, I took an infant and child CPR class. Being around so many vulnerable children, I felt it was my responsibility,
            even though we’d learned the adult basics in the FBI. But compared to the rigid practice dolls, under my fingertips this baby
            feels like a hummingbird. Her skin is soft, but cold. Her bones are fragile, as if they’re made of thin porcelain. I breathe
            into her tiny mouth, afraid I’ll somehow break her. Her small chest rises. I breathe into her again.
         

         
         Thirty taps, breathe, breathe.

         
         Again, I force my fingers down on her chest. Another thirty taps, breathe, breathe.

         
         The children’s hospital was where I met Elsie, a young girl brutally scarred after her abusive mother threw a pot of boiling
            water at her. Now, after a hard year of plastic surgery, and because of her resilience, the scars have faded and she’s like
            every other tween. Her Instagram feed is filled with smiling selfies and photos of her crushes. Her terrible past is more
            and more just a bad memory.
         

         
         I don’t even know this baby’s name.

         
         I don’t know if she’s going to be okay.

         
         Thirty taps, breathe, breathe.

         
         She’s still cold.

         
         She’s still not breathing.

         
         Please breathe, little thing. Please. Please!

         
         Someone grabs my shoulder. I look up as two paramedics push me aside to treat the infant. I don’t remember calling them, but
            my phone is on the ground next to the child. The 911 operator is on speakerphone. Instinct. You drill something into your
            head until you don’t think about it. That’s the point of training.
         

         
         I follow them into the ambulance, my hand cradling the child’s head as the paramedic continues CPR.

         
         Thirty taps, breathe, breathe.

         
         His hands push forcefully into her chest and I want to shout at him to be gentle, but he knows what he’s doing.

         
         I just caress her head and whisper that she’s going to be okay. I tell her she’s safe.

         
         Even as I say it, I know it’s a lie. Nobody is safe in this world.

         
          

         As an only child in a dysfunctional family of traveling magicians, I was always taking in small animals and trying to save
            them. I think I was trying to re-create my own little nuclear family unit with whatever balls of fur or feathers I could find.
            I hid mangy cats, retired show rabbits. When I was nine, I even rescued one of my grandfather’s doves after it was hurt in
            a performance. He’d produce a dozen of them from a glowing Chinese lantern, and then they’d fly out over the audience to applause.
            But this time, perhaps confused by the bright lights and unfamiliar stage, one of the doves struck a pipe and fell to the
            ground offstage near my feet.
         

         
         Its wing badly crumpled, the dove looked up at me with fearful eyes. I carefully picked it up and rushed it to the dressing
            room where, among my books and suitcase, I made a nest out of crumpled newspapers. Father wanted to put it out of its misery,
            but I cried, throwing myself in front of the wounded bird. He relented, knowing he was no match for the force of my will,
            and let me try to nurse it back to health. I named it Hummingbird. An odd name for a dove, but I was an odd child.
         

         
         I took Hummingbird with us from town to town, feeding her sunflower seeds by hand, coaxing her to walk. But her wing was too
            badly broken to set right and she could never fly again, so she spent most of her time sitting in my newspaper nest, staring
            out the window. It was a sad life, but I refused to let her go. Grandfather and my dad gave up trying to persuade me to let
            them take care of her. I knew Grandfather’s promise to take her to the vet really meant shoving her into a garbage can on
            his way to the bar.
         

         
         “She’ll learn,” was my grandfather’s last comment on the matter after a half hour of arguing with me. A stern and impatient
            man, he liked to believe everyone who disagreed with him was due karmic retribution from the universe.
         

         
         Back home in California, I fashioned a cage for Hummingbird out of a discarded rabbit hutch. I put her on the crooked back
            porch of Grandfather’s grand but ramshackle mansion. I wanted her to be happy, and I figured she’d be happier outside in the
            Los Angeles sunshine.
         

         
         But when I woke up the next day and went to refill Hummingbird’s water dish, I found the cage smashed on the ground and the
            chicken wire ripped open, blood and pearly gray-white feathers stuck to the torn mesh.
         

         
         One of the coyotes that prowled the grounds at night got to her.

         
         I’d saved her, but for what? To die a horrible death? In my childish desire to help, I’d prolonged her suffering only to leave
            her to a worse fate. What kind of person does that?
         

         
          

         I lean against the wall of the corridor outside the operating room. A nurse tries to get me to wait in the reception area.
            I flash her my badge—and a glare that tells her no one is moving me.
         

         
         Two orderlies rush past pushing a large machine into the operating room. It looks like a ventilator. A doctor, a compact man
            in his fifties, strips off his white coat as he enters the prep room to throw on scrubs, then stops and shoots me an accusing
            glance over his shoulder. “You the mother?”
         

         
         “I found her,” I reply weakly, still too numb to say anything else. All my energy is in the operating room with that child.

         
         He waves me off and disappears through the door.

         
         “Agent Blackwood?” someone says.

         
         I turn to my left and see a gray-mustached man in a police captain’s uniform. He must be the senior officer at the hospital.
            “Yes?”
         

         
         “We’ve got your description out now.”

         
         I don’t remember calling in a description of the woman. But I don’t remember a lot of what had just happened. All I could
            think about was trying to get the child to breathe. Getting air into her lungs was my only thought.
         

         
         “She was kidnapped from here a few hours ago.” He points down the hall. “They pulled her right out of an incubator.”

         
         Good lord! Who could even consider such a thing? I just nod my head and stare back through the glass window of the operating
            room door as men and women in blue scrubs race back and forth.
         

         
         “If you don’t mind, we can wait in the lobby. She’s in the right hands now.”

         
         “Is she?” I lock eyes with him. “Where were you when she was pulled from the incubator? Was she in the right hands then?”
            My anger is barely contained.
         

         
         “That’s not—”

         
         His words are cut short by a low rumble. The floor underneath our feet trembles. He looks at me in surprise, as if I have
            an answer. The lights flicker, then go dark. I feel the pit of my stomach sink. Something horrible is happening. Again.
         

         
         Shouts echo from inside the operating room. I push past the captain and through the doors. The medical team is trying to keep
            the equipment from sliding around. A florescent light fixture snaps free and dangles from its electrical cords. I lunge forward
            and brace my body over the small shape in the middle of the operating table.
         

         
         The world shakes again. Something breaks, slamming into my spine. A doctor yells as a rack crashes down. Nurses try to keep
            the carts from spilling surgical instruments to the ground. Someone brushes debris off my back. The emergency lights flicker
            on.
         

         
         “We’re good now,” says a middle-aged doctor in blue scrubs with bushy eyebrows beneath his skull cap. He gently grasps my
            shoulder after the rumbling stops. “We need to work. There’s still fluid in her lungs.”
         

         
         “Is she . . . ?” I rise slightly, to make sure I’m not crushing her.

         
         “She’s going to be fine, but we need to keep going,” he tells me firmly.

         
         In the faint glow of the emergency light, I can see the child looking up at me. Her tiny hand is wrapped around one of my
            fingers, squeezing it. Holding on. Not letting go.
         

         
         I glance around at the doctors and nurses in their blue scrubs and masks, then down at my hoodie and jeans. The butt of my
            pistol is poking out from my side. I feel so out of place, so unclean.
         

         
         “You did everything right,” the doctor continues. “Any longer . . .”

         
         I pull away from the baby, even though her hand still firmly clings to my finger. The nurses quickly get the operating room
            back together as orderlies rush in to clean up the chaos.
         

         
         Her tiny eyes are still staring at me. She’s alive.

         
         A nurse, clearly frustrated by my presence, touches my elbow. “Let’s go into the hallway.”

         
         I don’t know if she can even see me. But she knows someone is there. I caress her head with my free hand. “I’m so sorry,”
            I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         I lift my finger away. Her hand reaches out as I tear myself away from the table, letting the doctors and nurses surround
            her.
         

         
          

         I step back outside to the hallway and wait. The lights come to life as the regular power kicks in. Hospital staff run back
            and forth making sure everyone is okay.
         

         
         Someone turns the volume up on a television at the nurse’s station. Images of the damage appear, buildings with fractured
            windows, a collapsed parking garage, with more reports flooding in. A newscaster says a train may have been derailed.
         

         
         I’m still trying to wrap my head around the last hour. I don’t know how to process any of it. I’ve been so numb since I saw
            the flash of the knife. Nothing is real.
         

         
         The doors to the operating room burst open, revealing two orderlies pushing the cart that carries the baby. The doctor who
            pulled me aside earlier strips off his gloves and gives me a thumbs-up. Then he follows the others down the corridor.
         

         
         Over the PA a woman asks all visitors to clear the hospital so they can make room for incoming victims. The floor trembles
            again and my knees buckle. Aftershock. Fortunately it’s a mild one.
         

         
         The stairs are a madhouse, but I make it outside. Broken panes of glass stand out on the hospital’s exterior like spiderwebs.
            Wailing ambulances converge from every direction.
         

         
         My phone rings. It’s my father.

         
         “Jessica? Are you alright?”

         
         I catch a glimpse of a frightened face in an ambulance window.

         
         It’s my own.

         
         “I’m fine, Dad. I’m fine. Everything is fine.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four
Revelations

         
         My boss, Dr. Jeffery Ailes, gives me a long look before asking if I’m okay. His eyes are more tired than they were when we
            first met two years ago, and the gray at his temples seems more severe. It stands out against his dark skin, and instead of
            making him look older it makes him simply look old. Stress ages men differently than it does women. It’s the way they carry themselves.
         

         
         Over the last year, he’s been dealing with his wife’s ailing health. He’s a compartmentalizer who would never let what’s going
            on at home blow over into work—at least, he would never take it out on anyone else. But it’s becoming apparent that the compartment
            for his personal life is weighing heavily on him.
         

         
         Weary or not, his eyes still look right into you, and he has the calm, deliberate manner of someone who thinks deeply about
            what he says and never says anything just to fill the air. He and my grandfather, for better or worse, are probably the two
            most influential men in my life. The contrast couldn’t be greater. Whereas Grandfather would look at you in a way that suggests
            you’re being assessed and not measuring up, Ailes sees potential. He sees what you can be. As a special appointment to the
            FBI, leading our island office of misfit toys and assigning us cases that don’t fit into the usual categories, finding untapped
            potential is what he does.
         

         
         Before coming to the FBI in an advisory capacity, Ailes ran a black box hedge fund. It was the kind of firm that uses supercomputers
            and secret software to tell them how to invest and game the market. It made him a rich man—wealthy enough to play golf with
            CEOs and the president. The truest example of a public servant, he gave up a lucrative career to put his mathematical prowess
            to work for his country. He could be on the golf course right now with other rich and powerful men, or running for political
            office, but instead he’s in a nearly abandoned building on the outskirts of the FBI campus at Quantico, where they used to
            store carpet fibers and tire tread patterns, working with a team of just three people and trying to slowly modernize the bureau
            from the inside out while helping us tackle the impossible cases, the ones the rest of the FBI isn’t even sure exist.
         

         
         “I’m just rattled,” I say, instantly regretting the poor choice of words as images of the earthquake damage play out on a
            monitor at the back of our open office.
         

         
         I’d had to catch a ride in a squad car back to the stakeout location to grab my work car. The city is in pandemonium. It took
            flashing my blue light just to make it three blocks. Traffic signals are out all over. Commuter rails and the Metro are shut
            down because of safety concerns. Transit officials have to inspect hundreds of miles of track and tunnels before they can
            let people back on the trains. For a city that depends on them, this is the apocalypse.
         

         
         As I left DC for Quantico, people were walking around dazed, staring at their phones, some getting service and some not, all
            trying to figure out how they were going to get home. And we still have to find the people who could be trapped. The radio
            in my car said there was a report of a Metro car buried in the longest stretch of tunnel. The thought of being buried alive
            gives me shudders. I’ve been there. Not fun.
         

         
         It’s frustrating to be sitting here in an office miles away while rescue workers are out there doing something. But my orders
            were unambiguous. I was to return to my unit at Quantico and await assignment.
         

         
         My two other coworkers, Gerald and Jennifer, are hunched over a computer with their headphones on working on something. Other
            than a nod when I arrived, we haven’t communicated. Although they’re not much younger than me, the differences between us
            feel apparent as I watch them conferring like students planning the latest edition of the school newspaper.
         

         
         Solidly built, like a volleyball captain, Jennifer always wears an expression even more serious than mine; she apparently
            hadn’t been coached from a young age how to force a smile. The secret is to do it with your eyes. If they didn’t know she
            was armed, she’s the kind of woman men would condescendingly tell to smile. When faced with others’ stupidity, her withering
            glances barely contain how much more intelligent she knows she is. Neither of us has much capacity for small talk, and any
            conversation we share over box chicken salad lunches tends to be case related. But to say that we get along professionally
            makes our relationship sound colder than it is. A better way to say it is that we get along efficiently.
         

         
         Gerald—lanky and usually smiling—seems like Jennifer’s opposite, but intellectually he’s her soul mate. With his unkempt brown
            locks constantly falling into his eyes, he looks less like a G-man and more like some wunderkind working on a startup in his
            parents’ basement.
         

         
         Both of them could have gone to work in the private sector for greater pay, but they chose the FBI and answered Dr. Ailes’s
            call to service. I’ve since learned that Ailes’s reputation in academic circles is quite significant—and one of the reasons
            both Gerald and Jennifer decided to take this path.
         

         
         Watching the three of them geek out over some new code-breaking algorithm or a puzzle Gerald has brought back from a conference
            is like watching a family of geniuses. I’m welcome, to be sure, but I’m clearly the raven-haired stepchild.
         

         
         Everyone is focused on the earthquake. Everyone, except me. As I wait for Ailes to sort through e-mail and bureau bulletins,
            I find myself staring down at my finger, the one the child had grasped.
         

         
         “She said my name,” I say out loud.

         
         Ailes glances up at me from his laptop and thinks for a moment. “The woman who kidnapped the infant?” He reaches over and
            pulls a sheet of paper from a printer behind him. It looks like a transcript. “Did she recognize you?”
         

         
         “I had my hat and glasses on. It’s not the best disguise, but nobody has ever stopped me before. She knew it was me.”

         
         He gives this some consideration. “Do you think McGillis had anything to do with it?”

         
         My first impulse would have been yes, but I’d been thinking it over since I left the hospital. “She’s not that dumb. If she
            suspects we’re building a case, I’m sure she doesn’t want even more federal attention. She’s too calculated. The woman could
            have followed me to the stakeout.” I have an unlisted address, but that doesn’t mean much these days.
         

         
         My line of work puts me in contact with people who tend to take things very personally. DEA agents going after drug lords
            have to deal with the same situation. They’re often rotated out of the field to avoid personal reprisals. Unfortunately, for
            me a change of address or even a career move wouldn’t make a difference at this point. I tell myself I’m safer staying in
            the FBI doing what I do, because on the outside I’d be just another civilian victim. However, I don’t know if my enemies follow
            the same logic.
         

         
         “I’ll stay on the Metropolitan Police Department,” Ailes replies. “I’ll make sure they coordinate with us on the woman. Chances
            are she’s just some random crazy that saw you in a coffee shop one day and got fixated on you.”
         

         
         He’s trying to downplay it, but this is what bothers me—the idea that it could just be some crazy rando. My most high profile
            case—the one that placed me in the national spotlight—has attracted legions of nut-job followers. When you take down a man
            who calls himself the Warlock, a man some people think is a god because of his ability to disguise magic tricks as evil miracles,
            you tend to get attention from disturbed minds. The FBI receives threats addressed to me on a daily basis. Equally disturbing
            are the pleas from people asking for my supernatural intervention to rid them of demons and other imagined dark forces.
         

         
         It’d be one thing if the dangerous ones only came after me. Agents who take down mobsters and other vindictive crooks have
            to deal with this for the rest of their lives, sometimes even have to enter protective custody. But the potential harm to
            innocent people is what scares me the most. Ever since a bomb nearly took out my apartment complex, simply because I saw something
            I didn’t realize I wasn’t meant to see, I have to take everything into careful consideration. My current apartment is in a
            gated complex, where a number of people who work for CIA and NSA front companies live. It’s a good thing I don’t have expensive
            tastes, because rent is ridiculous. This is after Ailes secretly had another agent offer to sublet a place he owned at a ridiculously
            cheap rate. I’d called him out on it when I noticed the company that held the lease was named after Bernhard Riemann, a nineteenth-century
            German mathematician. He wasn’t trying to be clever. He’d just underestimated how diligent I would be.
         

         
         “I’m pulling you off the McGillis case temporarily,” Ailes says.

         
         I snap out of my daze. “What? You can’t!” I fought hard for this case. It’s the first major case I’ve initiated. Going after
            criminals like her is why I joined the FBI. It’s what I’m good at.
         

         
         “Knoll says he can take it over. He just finished a couple of his cases.”

         
         “But . . .” I try to find the words for my counterargument, but they all sound petulant. Knoll is a good man. We’ve worked
            together in the past and it’s never about ego for him. It’s about putting the bad guys away. I’d be mad at him for offering
            to take this one behind my back, but I’m sure Ailes called him once he heard what happened at the stakeout.
         

         
         “It’ll be in capable hands. We’ll lean on Martine, see if we can get him to turn. Knoll will be good on that.”

         
         Knoll is by the book, not at all imaginative, but he’s also very thorough. If I have to turn it over to someone, it might
            as well be him. But I’m not ready to give it up. “Why? Because of this?” I point to the 911 transcript Ailes had taken from
            the printer. As a magician, I’m good at reading upside down.
         

         
         Ailes drops it to the desk. “No, no. Something urgent just came up.”

         
         “More urgent than McGillis?”

         
         He gestures to Gerald and Jennifer. “I got something I think we’re going to need you to clear up.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Right now it’s a computer forensics issue. My gut tells me it’s going to turn into something else.” Ailes waves Gerald over
            to us.
         

         
         Gerald slides around the table in a swivel chair and places his open laptop in front of me. A video is queued up. He hits
            Play, and an older man with a thin goatee sitting at a desk in front of a bookcase begins speaking. He has an eloquent British
            accent and speaks like a professor explaining time travel or something in a movie.
         

         
         “Based upon my calculations, the mid-Atlantic region will experience a magnitude six or higher earthquake within a six-day
            window of August tenth, twenty seventeen.”
         

         
         That’s today. I glance at Ailes, looking for an explanation; he nods back to the screen.

         
         The man continues, “These calculations are approximate, based upon the formula, but the outcomes are unequivocal. I have other
            calculations I shall be releasing. My hope is that you will understand that these events are inescapable. All we can do is
            prepare ourselves for Black Fall.” The video ends.
         

         
         “Okay. Black Fall?” I ask.

         
         “We’re still figuring it out,” says Ailes. “What are your first impressions of the video?”

         
         Although his delivery is dry, my honest impression is that this video is creepy. But I know I can be tricked just as easily
            as anyone else when I’m out of my element. “When did it come out?”
         

         
         “A little over an hour ago,” replies Gerald.

         
         I check my watch. “The earthquake was almost three hours ago.” I point to the screen. “Anybody could put that together in
            no time. To predict something, you have to identify it before it happens.” I say the last part a little more smugly than I’d intended. But these
            people are geniuses. They should have figured this part out.
         

         
         Jennifer and Gerald exchange looks across the desks. Something has gone right over my head. Suddenly I’m feeling less confident
            about my assessment.
         

         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         “That’s Peter Devon,” Ailes explains.

         
         I shrug. “Okay. So Peter Devon has a YouTube account.”

         
         He realizes that I have no idea who Peter Devon is. “The mathematician and physicist? Won a Nobel Prize for his work in quantum
            mechanics.”
         

         
         “So?” I reply. “Smart guys make up stuff all the time.”

         
         Jennifer speaks up. “This smart guy has been dead for eight years.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five
The Algorithm

         
         “Being dead does put an interesting wrinkle in things,” I reply, now understanding why everyone was surprised at my lack of
            surprise.
         

         
         Ailes points his pen at the man on the screen. “Peter Devon was a specialist in chaotic systems. Back in the real world, I
            based a lot of my work on his early research.”
         

         
         I scroll back the video and move through it frame by frame. “Not a simulation?” We’ve encountered uncanny computer simulations
            of people in the past. It’s crazy how something that was theoretical just a few months ago is now a smartphone app. Technology
            moves so quickly, making it even more difficult to tell the real from the unreal.
         

         
         Gerald shakes his head. His haircut seems a little better than usual. It looks like the new girlfriend is working out. “No
            evidence so far. After we nearly got spoofed in the Warlock case, we’ve gotten pretty good at spotting fakes. You’d have to
            build your own 3-D engine and create original algorithms to get past us now.”
         

         
         “But it’s possible?” I ask, trying to figure out the angle.

         
         “The video was uploaded seven minutes after the quake,” says Jennifer from across the table. “It’s four minutes long. I don’t
            even think Pixar could do all that in three minutes.”
         

         
         Okay. This is getting interesting. “How’d we find out about it?”

         
         “It was uploaded to a YouTube account and e-mails were sent out to every news station and to YouTubers.”

         
         “They spammed it into going viral?” I ask.

         
         “Basically,” replies Gerald.

         
         “Someone went through a lot of trouble to make sure the world knew about this fast.” People can call me a cynic, but the little
            girl who used to sneak down to her grandfather’s dusty basement library to swipe volumes of the Tarbell Course in Magic for reading under the covers is inclined to suspect trickery. “How hard is it to predict earthquakes?” I ask Ailes.
         

         
         “Hard. We miss the vast majority of them. And nobody has been able to call one anywhere near this far in advance. Basically,
            you know one might hit give or take within a few decades. Beyond that, your next indication is seconds before the tremors
            start.”
         

         
         “So it’s bogus,” I decide. If Ailes is telling me you can’t predict an earthquake, then I’m inclined to believe him. I just
            don’t know how he did it. But my instincts tell me it can’t be real.
         

         
         “Bogus?” Jennifer replies sharply. “A dead man just called this. Nobody alive saw this earthquake happening.” When something
            does not compute for her and she feels challenged, she sometimes reacts more forcefully than she intends to. But I’m sure
            the same can be said for me.
         

         
         I try to explain my reasoning. “The video came out after the earthquake. Not before. Assuming you guys are right, and it wasn’t
            made after the quake using some kind of computer software, then that leads to one conclusion: it was made before and someone
            was waiting to release it. Which raises the question, why?”
         

         
         Gerald and Jennifer exchange confused looks. Ailes just observes. He takes a certain amount of enjoyment in watching his work
            children banter over things. Gerald and Jennifer tend to focus on the physics. I’m the one who starts with the human problem.
            What are we assuming? What are we overlooking?
         

         
         “Are you saying the earthquake was some kind of trick?” asks Jennifer.

         
         I roll my eyes. Then a thought comes to mind.

         
         “Fracking didn’t cause this,” says Gerald, incorrectly anticipating my question.

         
         “No, that’s not where I was going. Anyway, you guys are supposed to be the super geniuses here.” But even brilliant minds
            learn best from experience. I look around the table. “Hold on. Is there a large pad of paper around?”
         

         
         “In the conference room,” says Gerald.

         
         “One second.” I go retrieve the pad. When I return, they’re all hunched over the computer as Gerald taps through the video,
            examining frames. “Who wants to write?” I ask from across the table.
         

         
         “I will,” offers Gerald.

         
         I hand him the pad and a fat black marker. “Point to something around us.”

         
         Gerald thinks for a moment and points to the computer sitting in front of him.

         
         “Okay, write it down on the pad.”

         
         He spells out “computer” in his precise script.

         
         “Great. You volunteered and that was a free choice?” I ask.

         
         Gerald nods.

         
         “Turn to the last page of the pad.”

         
         Gerald flips to it and grins. He shows Jennifer and Ailes what I’d written: Gerald will write “computer” on this pad.

         
         “Of course he was going to choose the computer.” Jennifer shrugs. She hates to be fooled by my tricks, and she’ll stew for
            days if I get her good. I’ll toy with her, like use a trick deck of cards and then leave a normal one in my desk across from
            her, knowing she’ll steal a peek in there when she doesn’t think anyone is looking. It’d be fun to catch her with her hand
            in the cookie jar, but it’s even more rewarding for me to watch out of the corner of my eye as the high school Intel science
            fair winner tries to figure out how the hell I fooled her. It’s the little things in life that give me joy.
         

         
         “Was he going to choose it?” I ask. “How did I know you weren’t going to volunteer?”
         

         
         Ailes has a smile on his face. He loves watching me stump the geniuses. It keeps them humble. “Okay, Blackwood. Care to tell
            us muggles how you did it?”
         

         
         I’d bet anything he’s already figured it out and is just too classy to say anything.

         
         “Hold on,” Jennifer interjects. She’s not ready to give this up. “It’s a probability thing. Hmm, based on proximity of objects
            to Gerald?”
         

         
         “Not quite,” I reply.

         
         She turns to Gerald, looking for some backup. “Did you think about writing down anything else?”

         
         “I was thinking about the chair or the table.” He’s more amused by this than Jennifer is. “The only rational explanation is
            that Jessica is a wizard. The sooner you accept that, the easier it will be.”
         

         
         “Never,” Jennifer growls. She’s suspicious of us all. I once taught Gerald a trick that burned her for weeks.

         
         “Look inside the cap of the marker,” I tell Gerald.

         
         His eyes light up when he pulls it off and sees the Post-it note I’d shoved inside there. He reads it aloud. “Gerald will
            choose the chair.”
         

         
         “What if he said desk?” she asks.

         
         “If he’d chosen the desk I would have sent him back into the conference room. I wrote ‘Gerald will choose the desk’ on the
            whiteboard.”
         

         
         Gerald gives me an approving grin. “Okay, but how did you know I’d volunteer?”

         
         “I didn’t. I asked for someone to write. I didn’t say what they were going to do. If Jennifer had offered to write, I would
            have still asked you to choose an object. Because I wrote ‘Gerald’ in all the predictions, you assumed that I predicted he
            would be chosen. But I didn’t. I just said that he’d be the one to choose.”
         

         
         “So . . . Devon made a bunch of predictions, hoping one would hit?” replies Gerald.

         
         “That’s the obvious answer
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