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THE TRIGGER

Arthur C. Clarke was born in Somerset in 1917. He is a graduate of
King's College, London (where he obtained a First Class Honours in
Physics and Mathematics), a past Chairman of the British Interplanetary
Society, and a member of the Academy of Astronautics, the Royal
Astronomical Society, and may other scientific organizations. He served in
the RAF during the Second World War and was in charge of the first
radar talk-down equipment during its experimental trials. He wrote a
monograph for Wireless World in 1945 predicting satellite
communications, and did it so well that when the first commercial
satellites were launched twenty years later they could not be patented.
Arthur C. Clarke has for many years made his home in Sri Lanka. He is
chancellor of a university there and founder of the Arthur C. Clarke Centre



for Advanced Technology. He was awarded the CBE in 1989 and knighted
in 1998.

Michael Kube-McDowell was born in 1954 and grew up in southern
New Jersey. He holds a master's degree in science education from Indiana
University and was honoured for teaching excellence by the 1985 White
House Commission on Presidential Scholars. Novelist, teacher,
photographer, musician, screenwriter, Kube-McDowell is a father of three
and a 'spaceflight geek'. He has written scripts for the tv series Tales From
the Darkside. His novels include the thousand-year Trigon Disunity
future history and the Star Wars trilogy The Black Fleet Crisis. His novel
The Quiet Pools was nominated for the Hugo Award.
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PROLOGUE: The Chosen

With resignation, Jeffrey Horton surveyed the clutter in the
hardware-filled second bedroom he and his roommate self-mockingly
called The Black Hole.

Data disks and tapes were scattered under and across the several tables,
and a mortally wounded CD-ROM was pinned under the caster of one of
the chairs. Assorted first-generation computer components and test gear
formed precarious mounds of metal and plastic in the corners. There was
a jumble of cables on the seat of Horton's chair, and a sagging, badly
overloaded shelf of books and manuals loomed over the large monitor like
a sword of Damocles.

The normal level of chaos in The Black Hole was one that only another



gearhead could love - most of Horton's friends had at least one room like
it. But it was obvious from the overflowing cardboard boxes in the middle
of the floor that Hal had been hitting the Silicon Valley electronics swap
meets in the weeks Horton had been away.

Tf it's broken, I can fix it. If it works, I can use it,)’ was Hal's
self-proclaimed motto. It was hard for him to say no to any flea-market
bargain, whether it was a $50 refractometer, a $100 argon laser, or a
complete Windows-era computer for $25. Somehow, the Black Hole
absorbed them all.

Resisting the temptation to paw through the boxes to appraise Hal's
latest finds, Horton retreated from the room and firmly closed the door
after him. The mound of dirty clothes on his bed and the accumulation of
recyclables on the apartment balcony deserved higher priority than
beating back entropy in what their landlord grumpily called 'an unlicensed
salvage yard'.

It was then that Horton heard someone knocking on the apartment
door. The knocking was sharp and impatient, as though it had been going
on for a while - which it might have been, since it was competing with the
white noise of the elderly dishwasher whooshing and rumbling away in the
tiny kitchen.

Hastening to respond, Horton only glanced at the corridor monitor long
enough to see that the caller was a silver-haired man in a long cloth coat.
Releasing both locks, he opened the door to the floor stop.

'Hello - I'm looking for -' the caller began. Then he straightened his
shoulders and smiled broadly. 'Well, and here you are.'

Horton was staring dumbly at a face that had no business appearing at
his door. 'You're Karl Brohier,' he said, blinking and shaking his head. He
had no precedent for how he should act when a Nobel Laureate appeared
at his door like a campus missionary, and fell back on repeating himself.
'You're Karl Brohier.'

T know,' said the older man, his head cocked at a slight angle. 'And
you're Jeffrey Alan Horton." He gestured with the bottle of wine he was
carrying. 'May I come in?'

'Uh - of course, Dr Brohier," Horton said, retreating a step and allowing
the door to open fully.

'Karl,' the visitor corrected.

Horton could not allow himself such presumptuous familiarity, and so
simply nodded acknowledgement. 'T have to apologize for the mess. I just



got back from being away for most of three months -'

'Yes, I know,' said Brohier as he brushed past. 'How did you like it in the
Midwest?"'

'Uh -I wasn't ready for snow in the spring.'

Brohier grunted in amusement as he searched for a place to sit down.
'And Marsh Tolliver - how did you find him?'

Tolliver was the director of the National Superconducting Cyclotron
Laboratory at Michigan State University, where Horton had gone to trade
months of service as a volunteer intern for sixty minutes of cyclotron time
in support of his doctoral thesis. 'He has high expectations,' Horton said.

'You are too polite,' said Brohier, settling on the one kitchen chair not
piled high with mail. The student disease. You will get over it.'

lI_!

Tolliver is a tin-god bureaucrat masquerading as a scientist
-unfortunately, all too common for the top post at government sites. All of
the good work that comes out of the NSCL nowadays is due to Ginger
Frantala, the assistant director. I'm sure that she's the one Professor
Huang spoke to to arrange your visit. Did you get what you needed out of
your time there?'

There seemed to be nothing about him that Brohier did not already
know. "The results supported my thesis.'

'Excellent. I look forward to seeing them. Are you going to publish?’
'In a refereed journal? I'm not sure it merits -'

'Oh, I think it does. From what the old tiger told me - the old tiger. He
loves that nickname, you know. It would do you no harm at all to arrange
to let him overhear you calling him that." Brohier chuckled to himself.
'Send your paper to Physical Letters B. I'm on the referee list there. I'd
give it a fair reading.’'

'Dr Brohier -'
'Karl,' the visitor insisted.

Horton flashed a quick grimace, then nodded. 'Karl,' he said. 'Karl, you
are looking at one very confused person. I mean, it's a great honor to meet
you. I've read your papers, I was delighted when you won your Nobel Prize.
I consider it a privilege to be having this conversation -'

Brohier waved off the praise. 'I'm already sixty-seven years old, Jeffrey.
Get to your point.'



Gesturing with both hands, Horton asked, 'Why are you here? Forgive
me, but it's sort of like having Miss April show up at a frat house.'

An easy surprised laugh softened Brohier's dramatic features. 'And ask
the president out on a date,' he said.

'Yeah,' Horton agreed. 'About that improbable.'

'Life is improbable - but real. I came here to ask you what you're doing
for the next ten years,' said Brohier. 'If you have nothing better to do, I
wonder if you might consider coming to work for me.'

'"Excuse me?'

'"The Nobel Prize does open doors - not only yours, said Brohier. 'Not
quite a year ago, a very forward-thinking man named Aron

Goldstein approached me about establishing a new research center. I
told him there was only one way I'd be interested - if he would let me
collect as many of the top young minds as I could and give them the tools
and freedom to pursue whatever they thought promising.'

'Sounds like grad school without grades.’

Brohier smiled. T told him I didn't want to run a bottom-line-driven
gadget factory, that I thought what we needed was an idea factory,
working at the boundaries, pushing back the boundaries.'

'New science creates new opportunities.'

'Yes, it does,' said Brohier. 'It always has. I told him I wouldn't sign off
on a business plan, couldn't tell him what we would come up with or how
much it would be worth, couldn't promise him anything concrete. Then he
asked me how much money I've made from my patents and licenses on
solid-state memory, and I told him. He said that was good enough for him,
and we shook hands.

'In about five months, Jeffrey, I will put on my administrator's hat and
open the doors of a state-of-the-art research campus being built on
fourteen hundred acres outside Columbus, Ohio. I'd like to have you there
from day one. Are you interested?’

'Just tell me who I have to kill,’ Morton said.

Brohier grinned broadly. "This bottle contains a cork,' he said, gesturing
at the wine. 'Does this apartment contain a corkscrew?’

'Tt did when I left.'

Then endeavor to locate it, arid you and I will kill this fine Bordeaux -
and a few of our gray cells - together,' said Brohier. 'Welcome to Terabyte



Labs, Jeffrey. Start thinking about what you want to work on next.'
Brohier's eyes glowed with an undisguised prideful delight. 'And start
adjusting to the idea that you're about to become the envy of all those who
wish they could call themselves your peers.'

I: Trigger

1: Anomaly

'Vox,' Jeffrey Alan Morton said to his car. The voice-command indicator
glowed on the instrument panel, and a heads-up menu appeared on the
windshield. 'News, national.'

'- Attorney General John Woo is expected to release final plans for the
twice-postponed murder trial against Melvin Hills and eight other
members of the "God's Assassins" anti-abortion group. The defendants
face five counts of murder in the deadly rocket attack on the Planned
Parenthood facility in San Leandro.

' "We promise the defendants a fair trial, the court a safe trial, and the
victims a just conviction."

The unusual virtual trial is expected to be conducted entirely on the
high-speed G2Net, with judge, jurors, prosecutors, and defendants at
widely scattered secret locations. In January, the first jury was dismissed
when several members received death threats -'

'Vox,' said Horton. 'News, local.'

'- Women's health services providers in the Greater Columbus area were
reluctant to discuss any additional security measures, but Deputy Police
Commander Jeanne Ryberg promised "maximum vigilance" throughout
the high-profile trial.

""We know what the Assassins are capable of, and we're not going to
allow it to happen here -"

Horton sighed. The San Leandro trial hadn't even started yet, and he
was already tired of hearing about it. But the story was receiving
saturation coverage, and the only relief available was to stay away from
broadcast media for the next month. 'Vox. Radio off,’ he said, spinning the
wheel for a right turn onto Shanahan Road.

It was the time of year and the kind of clear Ohio morning when the sun
rose directly over the east-west roads like an oncoming fireball, greeting
drivers with a blinding glare. Squinting his sleep-cheated eyes and



groping beside him for a pair of sunglasses that failed to manifest
themselves, Horton was grateful when he finally turned in at the tree-lined
entry to the Terabyte Laboratories campus.

With a generous buffer of woods and meadow separating the research
complex from the surrounding suburbs, the entrance to the complex
looked more like the entrance to a park than to a world-class research
center. To preserve the illusion, security at the perimeter was unobtrusive.
There were no gates, no guards, no barriers - just a low-profile
shadow-box sign.

But appearances were deceiving. A hundred meters in, there was a
pull-off lane for remote visitor screening. Just beyond that, a pavement
sensor scanned the undercarriage of Horton's Honda Passport, and a
roadside transmitter interrogated his own radio-responder ID card.

Horton knew from experience what would happen if he failed either
check: just beyond the first turn, he would encounter a series of barriers
rising from the driveway, and be intercepted by a canary-yellow security
Jeep roaring down it. Anyone who tried to go further, or to enter the
campus cross-country, would be tracked by optical and thermal sensors
and met by the drawn weapons of the professionally humorless security
detail.

At first, Horton had regarded the security diffidently. It jarred with
Brohier's insistance on calling the Terabyte site a 'campus', because fences
and checkpoints had not been part of Horton's college experience at
Stanford, or Purdue, or Tennessee State. But of late he had come to
appreciate the quiet vigilance of the security staff - especially after the lab
received one of 'Ned Ludd's' package bombs in a shipment of office
supplies.

Now Horton knew all the officers by face and first name, and they in
turn lent a comforting presence when, as was often the case, he found
himself keeping early, late, or weekend hours. The only trouble Horton had
ever had with them was during his first winter at Terabyte, when, with his
own car in for brake service, Horton tried to enter the campus on a
Sunday in his girlfriend's untagged electric Saturn.

His girlfriend - that was a construction Horton hadn't had need of in
longer than he cared to remember. His last serious relationship had been
with Kelly Braddock at Stanford. In a year and a half of dating, they had
never quite gotten to the decision to live together, but between Kelly's
brittle emotional defensiveness and her bold sexual openness, that
relationship came to take up as much space and energy as his friends'



live-in relationships seemed to. By the time Karl Brohier showed up at
Horton's door, Horton was growing weary. He had begun to occasionally
avoid Kelly, and to contemplate disengaging completely.

Brohier's offer had resolved that problem, though not in quite the way
Horton expected it would. A few weeks later, Kelly announced she had
secured a fellowship at the University of Texas. That allowed her to leave
Palo Alto a month before Horton did, thereby proving to herself that she
had not compromised her independence by sleeping with him. They had
said good-bye without tears or concrete promises.

For a time, they had kept up with each other over the net. But netsex
had proved a pale substitute for the real thing, and the real thing proved
to have been the binding energy of their relationship. Lust absent, there
was too little left to keep them from drifting apart, and within a few
months, they were 'old friends' on their way to becoming nodding
strangers.

Still, the disappearance of Kelly from Horton's life did deprive him of
both an agreeable heat and a comforting unpredictability, and he made a
few awkward and half-hearted efforts to replace both.

Of his several relationships that first year, the one with Moira, the
owner of the Saturn, had lasted the longest. An outgoing thirty-year-old
Toledo native who lived in Horton's apartment building, she had some of
Kelly's fire in a softer and more accommodating package. But she lacked
Kelly's enthusiasm for independence, and her principal ambition was an
old-fashioned one - to marry and have children. She waited only until the
first afterglow to start musing aloud about buying a house together. When
she learned that Horton did not share her ambition, she wasted no more
time on him.

Since then, more by inertia than design, Horton had allowed his work to
swallow him whole. His recreation was limited to occasional visits to a
target-shooting range or IMAX theater, plus one week-long hiking trip
into a National Park each year. His social contacts outside of work were
limited to netchat and two or three family holidays at his parents' new
house in Columbia, South Carolina.

He told himself he did not mind his chaste bachelorhood, that the work
was enough - but there was no one close enough to him to question it. He
told himself he did not mind sleeping alone, eating alone, traveling alone -
but the truth was that he also did not greatly enjoy it.

He told himself that there would be more time, more laughter, a fuller
life later, when he had had a chance to prove himself, when work and



not-work came back into balance - but he had been telling himself that for
nearly six years. His thirtieth birthday was now only a month away, and it
had suddenly become possible to see himself still living this way at
thirty-five, and forty, and beyond.

The catalyst for all this melancholy, Horton knew, was the experiment
scheduled for that morning. And the best antidote Horton could think of
would be a little long-overdue success.

At the end of the snaking driveway was the main parking area and the
gate into Terabyte's compound. As an associate director, Horton was
entitled to one of the parking spaces inside the wrought-iron fences. He
pointed the Passport toward the gate, lowering the driver's window as he
did.

'Hello again, Dr Horton,' said Eric. The barrel-chested, gentle-voiced
officer had been on duty when Horton left at 3.00 a.m. 'Did that catnap do
you any good?'

'Not much," Horton said, making an effort to smile. 'Have you heard
anything about the status of the arrangements?"

T just talked to the boss. We'll be ready for you at seven-fifteen,' said
Eric. 'Other than me and Tim, your team has the campus to itself. The site
engineer will start taking down nonessential systems at seven. It'll be as
quiet as we can make it for you.'

Thanks,' Horton said with a nod, and drove on.
'Good luck!" Eric called after him.
Horton grimaced. Luck. The team had had a bundle of it, all of it bad.

The theoretical and design work on Baby had consumed nearly a year,
and construction of the experimental apparatus had taken most of six
months. Now, more than two years later, the rig had yet to complete
successfully a single test series. There had been a fire, computer failures,
power supply problems, and a series of puzzling bugs, leading to a major
redesign of the detector, two partial rebuilds of the emitter, and
replacement of most of the test and measurement gear.

To be sure, the project was bleeding-edge, unmapped-territory work,
and setbacks were to be expected. But even in the relaxed culture of
Terabyte Labs, Horton was feeling pressure - most of it self-imposed. If he
had spent the last forty months and fourteen million of Aron Goldstein's
dollars chasing a chimera, it was up to him to make that assessment and
close down the project. And if Suite I didn't produce some positive results
soon, Horton might be forced to do exactly that, and admit that he had



been wrong.

The Hong- Jaekel-Mussermann unified field equations had brought on
the paradigm shift for which theoretical physics had been hungering
through the last third of the previous century. Cosmologists rushed to
embrace the so-called 'CERN system', providing as it did attractive
solutions to both the missing mass problem and the age/expansion
paradox.

But physics itself was turned upside down and plunged into the turmoil
of scientific revolution. Reputations crumbled like fallen kings, and new
heroes rose from anonymity to lead the way. The last five Nobel Prizes in
Physics had been awarded for CERN system work, and no one was betting
that that was the end of the string. It was an exciting time to be a
physicist.

And Horton might easily have missed it. If the United States had built
its Superconducting Super Collider on schedule, the essential elements of
the CERN system could have been revealed nearly two decades earlier.
And if it could be done, someone would have already done what Horton
was trying to do. The window of opportunity would have closed before
Horton had left primary school. The new history of physics was being
written at a breathtaking pace.

But the American Congress, a body historically long on lawyers and
short on vision, had canceled the SSC when it was little more than a hole
in the Texas flatland. Ironically, their short-sightedness had created

Horton's opportunity - if he and his team could just teach the Baby to
walk.

Four years ago, at the American Physical Society's Honolulu conference
on the CERN system, Horton had realized that one of the field equations
in the new paradigm allowed for - but did not require - a heretofore
unobserved phenomenon. That was the day that Jeffrey Horton began
pursuing the stimulated emission of gravitons, the tiny bosons which were
the vector of universal gravity.

His own collateral equations said that what was unthinkable in the old
physics was just barely possible in the new - namely, to build the analogue
of a laser for gravity. Though such a device had yet to be demonstrated, it
already had a name waiting for it, inherited from the science fiction tales
where it had become part of the technological furniture: the tractor beam.

And it would not stop there. Artificial gravity for long-duration
spaceflight, frictionless drives, overhead cranes with no cables and no
moving parts, zero-g chambers at sea level - Horton and Brohier already



had a list of more than two hundred patentable applications.
When Baby came of age, everyone would want to play with him.

But Horton could not count on being the only free-thinking physicist to
have looked at the CERN team's equations and seen the same opportunity.
He lived in dread of logging into the Los Alamos preprint server,
skimming the new high energy physics papers, and finding his hunch
made real in the words and equations of someone else.

He dreaded that prospect almost as much as he did the prospect that he
was wrong, and they'd all been wasting their time.

The lights were already on in the Planck Center's Davisson Lab, and
both of Horton's associate project managers were busily making final
preparations for the test.

Dr Gordon Greene was lying on his back on the floor, half-hidden under
the refrigerator-sized transformer stage of the field generator. One corner
of a faded and stained tool pouch was visible beside him, as was the
Number 4 Faraday panel.

Dr Leigh Thayer was tailor-sitting in the chair at the data collection
console, rubbing the back of her neck with one hand while she studied the
twin displays. Her back was to Horton as he entered.

In so many ways, Gordie and Lee were a study in contrasts. He was
chocolate skin on a middleweight wrestler's frame, she was tall, pale, and
coltishly slim. His family's short American roots ran back to the time of
Nkrumah's Ghana and had been watered mostly with hope, while her deep
ones traced to the days of genteel mercantile England which had once
traded in his ancestors. He was the streets of Oakland, California, and she
was the upscale suburbs of Connecticut. He had needed a state
scholarship to attend UC-Davis, while she had had her pick of the Ivy
League before choosing Cornell.

But both had in common that they had defied the expectations of their
backgrounds. Gordie had sufficiently distinguished himself at Davis to
earn his way into the graduate programs in electrical and mechanical
engineering at Gal Tech. And after a year, Lee had declared Cornell and
her classmates a bore and, shrugging off her parents' financial blackmail,
transferred to Rensselaer Polytechnic with a determination to 'get some
dirt under my nails'. Even her chosen nickname was a subtle rejection of
what she called 'old money affectations'.

Horton knew he was fortunate to have snared both of them. Gordie had
come to Terabyte after Hughes ITT closed down its prototype shop in



favor of virtual prototyping. And Lee, eight years older than Horton, had
become disillusioned at Fermilab after three consecutive projects fell
under a budgetary axe.

'Gordie, Lee - did either of you actually go home?' Horton asked,
dropping his portfolio on one end of his workbench.

Thayer raised her hand. 'T did,' she said without looking back at him.
Took a shower, changed my underwear, collected my fetishes and lucky
charms, and came right back to finish calibrating the detectors.’

'Gordie?'

T napped on the couch in your office for a couple of hours,’ Greene
called from underneath the apparatus. 'Had a nightmare about another
fire in the transformer stage, decided I'd eyeball things one more time.'

'Do I detect a whiff of creeping superstition in the air?' Horton asked
with a quizzical grin. 'Never mind, don't answer, I have to go light a prayer
candle in the Grotto of Niels Bohr.'

Greene chortled. 'Now there's an exotic fetish! -'

'You're a pathetically lewd individual,’ Thayer said, shaking her head. 'If
you weren't also the best metal-basher I've ever seen...'

'You want me,' Gordie said to her, digging his heels into the floor and
wriggling out from under the transformer stage. "'Why else would you put
on fresh underwear?’

'See what I have to put up with when you're not here, Boss?' Thayer
asked, spinning her chair half a turn. 'Why, if this creature and I were the
same species, I'd be able to file a sexual harassment complaint as thick as
his ego.'

'You both sound like you could use about ten hours' sleep,’ Horton said.
'In separate beds,’ he added quickly. 'T'm wondering if we shouldn't
postpone this a day, come back to it fresh -'

Thayer shook her head. 'Boss, I'm planning on leaving here in three
hours to go home and sleep for a week. Or go home and get drunk for a
week, depending. Either way -'

Horton nodded. 'Well, I wouldn't want to have to ask you to change your
plans. Gordie, how does it look? Are we going to be able to go?"

'T'm satisfied,' said Greene.
'You're supposed to say, "Dr Horton, I guarantee it - this is the day".'

'T'm willing to guarantee that if it breaks today, it'll be something that's



never broken before. Is that good enough?’

Horton snorted. 'T guess it'll have to be. Lee, how much more time do
you need?’

Tm ready. All the recorders are sync'd up, and all the sensors are
zeroed-in. I'm just watching to make sure Gordie doesn't undo all my hard
work at the last minute.’

'Gordie?'

Ten minutes to finish getting Baby dressed,' said Greene. "Then we can
start warming up the generator at any time.'

Horton glanced up at the clock above his workbench. 'All right.

I need to chase down some caffeine and sugar, update the experimental
log before I forget what we did last night. Let's start running the checklist
at seven-fifteen, and aim for starting the test series at seven-thirty.'

'Is Dr Brohier coming?' asked Thayer.

'He said he'd take a pass this time - that considering he'd been present
for all the previous disasters, maybe he was jinxing us. I'm sure he was
speaking metaphorically, not metaphysically -'

'I'm sure he just didn't want to get up this early,' said Thayer, sniffing.
'T'm half his age, and I don't want to be up this early.'

'Something tells me he's going to wish he'd been here,’ Greene said,
lying back and disappearing under the machine with the Faraday panel in
hand. 'Don't ask me how I know,' he continued, his voice falling away into
a horror-movie affectation. There's an unknown power tugging at my
awareness, an inexplicable compulsion to my thoughts - I am suddenly in
the grip of a mysterious, irresistible force -'

"Testosterone,' Thayer muttered.

Horton laughed, then went in search of a doughnut.

In principle, at least, the primary detector was simplicity itself.

The goal was to detect a minute, temporary local variation in the
gravitational attraction between the target and the emitter. The method
was to measure the deflection of the target itself -a curtain of extremely
fine ribbons, each made from a different elemental metal.

In theory, when the target was subjected to the full sweep of
electromagnetic radiation - from kilohertz to gigahertz, long-wave radio to
short-wave X-ray - produced by the emitter antenna, the magic



combination of material and frequency would cause each of the ribbons in
turn to twitch toward the antenna. Horton could not predict what the
magic frequencies would be. His equations required a theoretical constant
that could not be derived, only determined experimentally.

In practice, the more sensitive the detector, the more fragile it was, and
the more sensitive to outside influence. Even the air current created by
someone walking past the detector was several orders of magnitude
stronger than Brohier's most optimistic estimate of the tractor effect at
experimental power levels. The first set of ribbons was torn in half by
vibration when a visitor bumped into the workbench where it was being
assembled.

Since then, everything possible had been done to isolate the detector. It
was enclosed under a thick glass bell, with the air inside evacuated to an
infinitesimal fraction of normal air pressure. Then the entire assembly
was rigidly attached to a three-ton cube of black Ohio granite floating on
an oil cushion.

Brohier had walked into the lab one day to find Horton, Greene and
Thayer gathered in a circle around the granite cube, vigorously jumping
up and down to test the shock mounting. With characteristic presence of
mind, the senior director began humming the Zarathustra theme from
2001 as he wordlessly retreated toward the hallway.

It had been a long time since Horton had laughed that hard.

'Gordie?’

'Power supply is steady and quiet. Fingers are crossed, hat is on
backwards.'

'Lee?"’

'Zeros across the board on all sensors. Prayer weasels spinning
counterclockwise.'

Horton glanced in the direction of the detector, now hidden from view
by a semi-circle of portable radiation screens. 'Let's do it. Starting
sequencer.'

'Recorders running,' Lee reported from her station.

'Output power at five percent,' Gordie reported a moment later. 'Output
frequency at one hundred Hertz and climbing.'

Horton sat back in his rolling lab chair, his elbows propped on its arms,
his hands restless in his lap. The experiment was now under the control of



a custom program nicknamed Steady Hand, running on the Alpha 3 at
Lee's console. Immune to both anxiety and anticipation, Steady Hand's
primary duties were to hold the output power constant at each stage of
the series, and to ensure a slow, smooth sweep through the emitter's
operational spectrum.

No one spoke for several minutes. Thayer and Horton were intently
watching the continuously updated displays before them.

Both had the power to pause the sequencer or terminate the trial with
the touch of one finger.

'Coming up on the infrared notch,' Lee announced.

Horton nodded. Owing to the problem of heating the tissue-thin
ribbons, much of the infrared spectrum had to be skipped. 'Here comes
the first rainbow.'

From behind the radiation screens came a flare of pale red light. The
light shifted quickly toward orange and kept changing until it disappeared
as a pale violet cast.

'Beginning X-ray series,' said Thayer.
'T hope that was lead underwear you changed into,' said Gordie.

'You'll never know,' she answered breezily. 'Boss, everything still looks
nice and stable to me.'

'"To me, too," he said. 'T wouldn't mind seeing a wiggle or two any time
now, though.'

'Do you have a bet going with yourself about where?'

The low end - the very long wavelengths. Dr Brohier thinks just the
opposite - he thinks our emitter can't reach the necessary frequencies, up
around ten to the twenty-second." He shrugged. 'So much of the
mid-spectrum's been studied to death already, the odds are that one of us
is right -'

'First pass complete,' she interrupted. 'Negative results.’

'At least we got through a first pass,’ Gordie said. 'Output power now at
ten percent. Once more with feeling -'

'We've been here before,' Thayer said diffidently. 'I'm not going to get
excited until we pass our previous best.'

That was twenty-eight minutes and six seconds, or nearly three
complete passes, from the December 12 trial. That attempt had ended
when a solid-state power conditioner failed, giving Steady Hand an



advanced case of digital palsy.

'T wonder if there's some French physicist sitting in the control room at
CERN right now," Greene mused aloud, 'pumping Z particles into a
simulated protostellar nebula and polishing his paper on induced
gravitational clumping -'

Spinning his chair toward Greene, Horton shrugged. 'If so, more power
to 'em - no pun intended. If it turns out you need heavy bosons to pump
up a gravity laser, we're not going to be the ones to do it. Fermilab, CERN,
KEK, even Stanford and

Brookhaven - we can't get in there, and we can't compete with them.'
'Coming up on the infrared notch,' Thayer said quietly.

Horton nodded.

A rainbow of light flared across the ceiling of the lab.

'T still think we missed a bet not making a deal with one of the smaller
high-energy labs,' said Greene. "There's always someone who's hurting for
money. Macdonald, Elettra - I hear Protvino's for sale.'

Thayer sniffed. 'You just want a chance to play with a trillion electron
volts.'

"'Who doesn't?’

Horton stood up and stretched. 'T don't. That wouldn't help us. I'm
hoping for an effect we can apply in the real world - the physics of the first
three seconds of the Universe are of no practical use to anyone. If we -' He
stopped in midsentence and leaned in toward the display. "What the hell is
that?’

Thayer was frowning, pulling her chair toward the control console.
'Some kind of ground tremor. Look at the seismograph.'

Before Horton could respond, a harsh alarm cut through the room,
keening from the lab intercom.

'What is that - the lockdown warning?' Horton started toward the lab
door. 'Reset everything to the start of the current pass,' he ordered, raising
his voice over the alarm. 'Check your calibrations -'

Suddenly Horton was competing not with the alarm, but with another
voice. 'All Terabyte personnel - this is Site Security. A precautionary
lockdown is now in effect throughout the campus. Isolation protocols for
power and communication have been invoked -'

"There goes the trial,’ Greene said in disgust.



'- Please remain where you are. Do not leave the building. Stay away
from windows -'

As Horton reached the lab door, the data bar on the electronic locks
began to flash red, and the door itself was immovable. He grabbed the
wired phone hanging beside it and punched Security. It rang an
extraordinary eleven times before it was answered.

"This is Dr Horton. What's going on?"

'Dr Horton - this is Tim Bartel. Are you and your staff all right?"
'We're fine -'

'Where are you at the moment?'

'Davisson, Planck Center.'

'Good. Please stay there, Dr Horton. We'll come for you as soon as we're
sure there's no danger.'

'Damn it, just tell me what's happening.'

There was a moment's hesitation. There's been an explosion on the
grounds -'

'What? A bomb?'
'‘Bloody hell,' said Greene, eavesdropping.

T don't know what caused it,’ Bartel said tersely. 'We've got two fires
burning, a couple of people hurt. But you should be safe where you are.
Please stay put until we're sure the situation is under control." Then the
line went dead, the connection broken at the other end.

As Horton returned the phone to its cradle, he sighed exasperatedly,
and his shoulders sagged. He looked up into the anxious expressions on
his staff's faces. 'Shut it all down,' he said wearily. "We're done for the day.'

2: Mystery

San Juan, Puerto Rico - Nine separate explosions rocked Puerto
Rico overnight Tuesday, killing one person and injuring three others. The
bombs destroyed a railroad bridge and damaged a tour bus depot and the
power substation serving Ft. Buchanan, headquarters of the US Army
South. The show of strength by the pro-independence Macheteros came
on the anniversary of the US invasion of the island during the
Spanish-American War.

Complete story  Gov. Harrod's statement




The security lockdown ended after two hours, allowing Jeffrey Horton to
leave Planck Center. He was met at the door by an acrid smell of
something burned or burning, and by Donovan King, the director of site
security for Terabyte, in his yellow Jeep.

'Dr Brohier's waiting at the service gate,’ King said. 'Get in - I want to
give you both a tour of the damage.'

Horton clambered into the back seat. 'What happened?’
'Damned if I know,' King said tersely as the Jeep jerked forward.
'Well, was it a bomb?'

'Damned if I know.'

King's answer was sobering. He was a lean, tanned veteran of ten years
with US Air Force Special Operations and sixteen in private security
consulting. In that time, he had confronted a wide range of threats, from
millennialist martyrs and Third-World gunrunners to cuckolded husbands
and corporate hackers. His quiet competence was taken as a matter of
course - which made his clear discomfiture a matter of concern.

'What about injuries?' Horton pressed.

'Dr Horton, I understand your impatience with me, but I'd like to wait
until Dr Brohier joins us and brief you together.'

Horton did not argue. He was distracted by the thin plume of grey
smoke visible to the northwest. A grassy hillock intervened to keep him
from seeing its source or gauging its distance, but the tang in the air told
him it was nearby.

It did not take long to reach the service gate and collect Brohier. The
director looked uncharacteristically rumpled, with no tie or jacket, and an
unruly lock of hair over his left ear. But he greeted Horton with a relaxed
smile.

I'm glad you and your people are okay, Jeffrey. Mr King, how is Mr
Fleet?'

'As soon as I could spare him, I sent Charlie over to the hospital to get a
report on Eric,' King said. 'But he hasn't called in yet.'

'All right,' said Brohier, awkwardly hoisting himself into the passenger
seat. 'Why don't you show me what happened here?"

Their first stop was the still-smouldering remains of the
grounds-keeper's shed. The little earth-sheltered structure was a



shambles, its concrete roof and overburden of earth and sod gone, its
contents a blackened jumble, its sectional door lying thirty meters away,
buckled and twisted. Nearby, a member of the maintenance staff stood
watch beside the lab's first-response fire truck - a foam generator
mounted on a Hummer chassis.

'What was Eric doing back here?' Horton asked as he peered at the
remains of the tractor. 'He was on the gate when I came in.'

'He was still on the gate when this went up,' said King. 'He never got
back here.'

'T don't understand.'
'Neither do I,' said King. 'Let me show you the rest.’

King took them next to the front gate. 'Eric was in the shack,' he said,
gesturing. 'Nothing to see, really, except a scorch mark on the floor. Eric
ended up with burns from his hip to his knee. His leg looks like it was held
in a blowtorch. I have what's left of his sidearm in my office. Apparently
the bits of melting nylon from the holster caused some of his worst burns.'

'Heavens,' said Brohier. This was caused by debris from the explosion, I
take it?"
"The shack's intact, Dr Brohier. No holes in the roof, no broken glass -'

Then what? Did he set himself on fire? Perhaps he was lighting a
cigarette when the bomb went off -'

'Eric doesn't smoke,' said Horton.
'No?'

'No,' said King.

Then what?"

Til show you the security video when we go inside. Maybe you can tell

'

me.

But first, the security director drove them past the burned-out shell of a
two-door sedan parked in the outer lot, three rows south of the gate. 'We
were a bit shorthanded when everything went blooey,' King said. 'Eric and
the grounds shed got priority. The guys didn't get to this until the car was
pretty well gone.'

This must be how Eric got hurt, then,' said Brohier. There must have
been two bombs, one here in front, the other in back. He must have been
checking out this car -'

'No,' said King. 'Wait until you see the rest.’



There's more?'

King drove them to the west side of Edison Center, the sprawling
administrative services building, and took them inside the small security
office garage, where the first-response truck was ordinarily parked when
not in use. There he showed them the blackened lockbox between the front
seats of a yellow Jeep which was parked in a back corner and roped off
with red plastic tape. The interior of the Jeep was coated with a gritty
white powder which Horton took for residue from a chemical fire
extinguisher.

'We were able to keep this in the family,' King said. 'Jack was on mobile
patrol in Number Three this morning. He was responding to the back lot
explosion and reaching for his sidearm, which was in the lockbox. He
ended up burning his hand on the cover of the box. I have a pretty good
idea what we'll find when we get that box open - it's sealed tight, with a
deadlock and probably a partial vacuum inside.'

T'm confused - what do these things have to do with each other?'
Brohier asked, frowning.

'T'm kind of counting on you to tell me,' King said.

Horton's mind was already spinning. 'Your men carry the Clock 17,
right?’

King nodded.

'Anything special about the ammunition?'

'Besides the fact that there seems to have been some sort of massive
misfire that I don't begin to understand? No. It's standard Remington
omm - we don't roll our own.'

'Still, it wouldn't hurt to look at the rest of the box -'

'Tt wouldn't hurt, but it isn't going to happen. If you'll follow me into the
office, I'll show you why.'

A minute later, they were standing in the equipment room of the
security suite, staring disbelievingly at the buckled door of the gun safe.
Neither the deluge from the fire sprinklers nor the fans set up to dry out
the room had scrubbed the smell of burned gunpowder from the space.

'"The fire started inside the safe?' Brohier asked.
'So it seems.'

Brohier shook his head. 'T need a cup of coffee,' he said. 'Mr King, why
don't you join us in my office in half an hour. Bring the video and Mr
Fleet's gun with you, and anything else you may have by then. And get



someone to work on that lockbox -I think we need to see what's inside.’

T have a forensic specialist coming in later this morning. I'd rather not
touch it until then.'

Brohier nodded grudging agreement. 'In half an hour, then.'

'Director - one more thing,' King said. The fire inspector's waiting for
me to call her back. How do you want me to handle the authorities? Invite
them in, or try to keep them at arm's length?"

That depends, Mr King. Are we looking at a crime, or an accident?"
'At this point, Director, I just don't know.'

Then why don't we keep it closely held for a while. And I'll deal with the
outside world.'

King nodded approvingly. 'T have no problem with that.'

One of Karl Brohier's qualities that Horton most admired and marveled
at was his calm efficiency in crisis. While Brohier did not succeed in
getting near a coffee cup before Donovan King rejoined them, he did
manage to complete eight phone calls - to the township fire inspector, two
members of the township council, the city editor of the Columbus
Dispatch, the director of personnel for Terabyte, the lab's insurance
officer, the chief of medicine at the Olentangy Medical Center, and the
local news channel that was broadcasting live pictures of the smoking hole
in the lab's back yard from an orbiting UAW.

Even more amazingly, he seemed to get what he wanted from each of
the calls -namely, breathing space.

'Any further word on Mr Fleet?' Brohier asked King as the trio sat down
together.

I'm still waiting for an update from someone who's actually seen him in
the ER, but the EMTs were optimistic,’ said King. 'Might need some
grafts, though, which is never fun. He probably doesn't feel as lucky as he
was. Let me show you the recording from the gate cameras.'

Brohier and Horton watched silently as the split-screen images played.
There was no vehicle at the gate, no sign of any outsider. One moment
Fleet was sitting in the gatehouse, sipping a cup of coffee. Then the holster
on the guard's right hip seemed to explode in a fierce roar and a searing
gout of yellow flame. Screaming and thrashing frantically, Eric crashed
heavily into the metal security log desk, then the side wall before falling
against the door and out onto the pavement.

'Good god,' said Brohier, blanching.



Horton was shaking his head. That shouldn't happen. I've never seen
anything like that.'

'No, it sure as hell shouldn't,' said King. 'It looks as though all seventeen
rounds - the whole clip, with one of the rounds chambered - were involved.
The gun is a wreck. The grip is nearly burned away. It looks like most of
the slugs were still in the gun -half-melted, though.'

'Why is that?' Brohier asked, his gaze narrowing. 'I would think they'd
have scattered in every direction.’

'The brass isn't strong enough on its own to contain the kind of gas
pressures that burning gunpowder produces." Horton explained. The
cartridge will split and vent before the bullet acquires any real
momentum.'

'So what would you call this, then - a misfire?' asked Brohier.

'No, no,' said King. 'Not a misfire, not an explosion. What we had was a
gunpowder-fueled flash fire inside the body of the pistol. For a couple of
seconds, it was a flamethrower instead of a firearm.'

'How do you know that's what happened?' asked Morton.

King tapped the upper left corner of the interior view. 'Eric keeps his
spare clip in the log desk - he doesn't like the weight on his belt -'

"They both burned?' Horton asked disbelievingly.

Tl show you the recording again. You can see the flash, and the lid of
the desk jump, and then smoke from the seams.'

'Makes no sense,’ Horton said, still shaking his head.
'What about the car bomb?' asked Brohier.

King nodded. That was probably an unfortunate choice of words on our
part. Did you two see what's left of the vehicle?’

"Yes, as I arrived,' said Brohier.
'Just a glimpse,' said Horton.
'T've got a security camera recording on that, too. Take a look.'

The camera was slowly panning the nearly-empty lot when there was a
bright flash inside a white sedan parked in the foreground. The vehicle
seemed to jump in place, the windshield and both of its passenger-side
windows blown out by a cloud of gray-black smoke that lingered over it in
the still air. Then the first tongues of flame appeared, licking at the dash.
In moments, the interior of the sedan was completely engulfed, and the
plume of smoke turned black with burning synthetics.



King turned off the recorder. 'About three minutes later, the gas tank
blew up, with the results you've already seen. Luckily, no one was there
trying to put it out - we'd responded to Eric's location.'

'Which happened first?' asked Brohier. The misfire, or the car fire?’

'Neither," King said. 'According to the time marks on the recordings,
they happened at damn near the same instant. You can hear Eric's gun on
the audio track from the parking lot. And you can see the initial flash from
the car as a momentary shadow on the video track from the gatehouse.’

"Whose car was it?' asked Horton.

"Your assistant's,’ King said. 'Dr Gordon Greene. I thought this might be
a good time to ask him about it and see if he can shed any light.'

'By all means,' said Brohier, gesturing his assent. 'Call him in.'

King nodded. 'Maybe I should send someone to bring him here, just in
case.'

'Just in case what?' Horton asked.
'In case he tries to run,' King said, his gaze and tone both level.

'Wait - this is absurd. How did he become a suspect? What do you think
he did?"'

T don't really know,' said King. 'But I've got a friend in intensive care
because something pretty goddamned weird happened to his sidearm.
And Greene is your gadgeteer, yes? Don't those Cal Tech people have a
reputation for pranks -'

'He's my experimental engineer,’ Horton said hotly. 'But if you think
he'd deliberately endanger -'

Tt's all right, Jeff,’ Brohier interrupted. 'We're all just looking for
answers. Mr King, release the lockdown and ask Dr Greene to come here.
Let's see if he knows any more than we do.’

'Boss,' said Greene, nodding in Horton's direction. 'Dr Brohier. What's
going on?'

'We have some security video of the incident earlier this morning,' said
King. 'We'd like you to take a look at it and tell us what you can.’

Greene shrugged his assent and slipped into a seat to the left of the
monitor. 'Isn't this Lot B? I thought the shooting was at the gate.'

This is Lot B,' said King, releasing the freeze-frame.



'Yeah, it has to be - that's my car, there. The white one.'
'Keep your eye on it," Horton said quietly.

'What do you mean? I - oh - oh, no - oh, sweet mother of -' His eyes
widened in surprise as the first flash of light and billow of smoke appeared
inside the passenger compartment. Then his expression turned to one of
mournful disbelief. 'Oh, hell - Boss, look at it! I still have two years of
payments left -'

No one spoke, or even smiled. Fists clenched and resting on the table
before him, Greene stared wordlessly through the rest of the recording.
Then, when the playback ended in another freeze-frame, he dropped his
forehead to his fists in an expressive display of grief.

'Do you have any idea what happened?' King asked.

Raising his head, Greene slumped back in his chair and blew a deep
breath into one closed hand. 'Yeah. Tennessee.'

'What?'

'T drove through Tennessee on my way to see my brother Brandon and
his new baby girl at Christmas," Greene explained with a sigh. "You know
how they have fireworks shops at every exit along the highway, each one
bigger, brighter and claiming to be cheaper than the last? I weakened on
the way back north." He shook his head. T had twenty dollars' worth of
firecrackers in the glove compartment and fifty dollars' worth of
skyrockets under the passenger seat.’

King raised an eyebrow. 'At Christmas? Why were they still in the car?"

'Because I hadn't figured out yet where I could use 'em. They're all
highly illegal here in Ohio, if you didn't know. Oh, damn - illegal
fireworks,' he moaned. 'My insurance company will probably use that as
an excuse to deny my claim -'

'Do you have any idea why these fireworks would go off?'

Greene shook his head wordlessly.

'How were they stored? Might they have gotten damp?'

They were still in the plastic wrap. I hadn't even broken them open.' He
added apologetically, 'My neighbors live too close, and they're not
particularly tolerant of loud noises. I was saving the fireworks for when
Jillian and I go up to her parents' cabin on Black Lake, on Memorial Day
weekend.' Greene looked to the security chief. 'Did my fireworks injure the
guard?'

Lips pressed together in a line, King shook his head. 'No. It seems not.'



'Can I tell my insurance company that?' Greene asked, rising to his feet.

Brohier answered. 'Dr Greene, as a personal favor, I'd appreciate it if
you'd put off reporting your loss for the time being. I don't think we need
third parties asking questions when we can't answer our own.'

'Aren't the local police already involved - or about to be?' asked Horton.
'T thought hospitals had to report all firearms-related injuries.'

'Yes,' said Brohier. 'Fortunately, I have a personal relationship with Dr
Giova at Olentangy, and he has accepted my assurances that the firearm
was peripheral to this accident. There will be no police investigation at
this time.'

King nodded approvingly. 'Excellent.’

'Well - if everyone else is fudging the facts, I guess I can do that,’ Greene
said. 'Wait, that is. For a little while, anyway.'

Thank you, Dr Greene. Check in with Mr King tomorrow, please,' said
Brohier. 'For now, stop by the facilities office on your way out - the
manager will provide you with the keys to one of the lab's vehicles, as a
temporary loan.'

Greene looked surprised. 'Thanks,' he said, as he backed toward the
door. 'Boss, are we going to reset for tomorrow?"'

T don't know,' said Horton.

'T do,' said Brohier. 'No one's working here until we understand this.'
'Boss?'