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And when the Lord God saw the state of man,

	whom He had kept whole, hale, and firm in His mind,

	and observed that they had purchased through science and pride

	a piece of His power over creation and destruction,

	but were without conscience, purpose, or purity,

	He withdrew His hand and allowed alien powers 

	and sour perversions purchase upon blessed Eden

	so that man would be scourged and tested and winnowed

	and those who might survive would learn purity

	and brotherhood and faith, while those who did not

	would be overrun and slain by demons.

	 

	- First Book of The Judgment, Chapter 22 

	Holy Scripture of the Citadel of the West (Third Edition)

	 

	


Chapter 1

	 

	NEW MEXICO

	 

	Dr. Tamarind Sinclair stood in the control room, arms folded over his wrinkled lab coat, watching the Experiment Group scurry about as if he weren’t even there. The scientists detoured around him as they bustled to and fro making the final preparations and pointedly avoiding his glare.

	"We shouldn't be doing this," Tam muttered to no one in particular. It wouldn't have mattered if he'd shouted it, though; the team was moving forward now no matter what he said. A new configuration order had come in from the Theory Group that morning, with much higher energy, and his objections had been disregarded—again. This time, they hadn't even bothered to file a response. 

	He rubbed his stubbled chin and wondered if he should resign. Spectacularly, somehow. With an open letter? Or could he find some chains and lock himself in the experiment chamber? Looking into the room through the safety glass, though, he couldn't see anything to hook the chains to, and besides, he knew that if he tried, they would just send the guards in to physically remove him. That was if he even had chains, which he did not. And resigning wouldn't stop these experiments either. If he blew the whistle, he could only imagine what Command would do to him. Prison wouldn't be so bad, he tried to tell himself, but he wouldn't be able to help his mother and brother. He'd be abandoning them–just like his father had.

	Tam glared at Lebedev, a handsome older man who was nominally in charge of the Experiment Group, as he sat at the control panel.

	"You know we're not ready for this, right? We don't know a thing about using this much power."

	Lebedev sighed and finally turned his head to regard Tam with his icy gray eyes. "This is point of science, yes?" he said dryly, his Russian accent somehow emphasizing his dislike of Tam. 

	The all-clear came as the rest of the team finished their final prep, and Lebedev turned back to the screen before him. Without another word, he pushed the button to initiate the sequence, and the equipment in the test room on the other side of the glass began to power up.

	Five...four...three...two...one.

	The hum of the emitters in the next room became audible even in here, the six beams they created intersecting at a single, tiny point, forcing rays of intense energy into the particles held there. Theory had decided that they were close to achieving large-scale remote particle pairing—a feat that, it was hoped, would facilitate instantaneous communication across any distance. But Tam suspected that the Director of the Theory Group, Ainsley Shannon, didn't care as much about the operational goals as she did about getting her New Unified Theory published. 

	She wouldn't care if she created a stable strangelet, or something even worse, he thought. The more unexpected the better, because that's how the greatest discoveries were made. In these experiments, they were playing with energies several orders of magnitude greater than those at play in the Large Hadron Collider. Ainsley and the rest of the Organization were of the self-serving belief that the risks were small enough and that if something did go wrong, the new zero-field generators would lock down all the energy and matter around the experiment and hold it in stasis until they could evacuate or figure out how to undo whatever it was they'd done.

	In Tam's estimation, the chances of an undesirable outcome were far too high. It was as if Ainsley were spinning a giant roulette wheel, where black meant scientific discovery, red meant they lost their money, and if the ball landed on zero, they would execute everyone in the casino.

	As he stood there, lost in thought, the emitters quickly passed the 100 TeV mark. They had never attempted to work with energy levels that high before outside of single-fire testing, and the particles in the manipulation field were already approaching states that were rarely, if ever, achieved outside of a singularity. The hum of the emitters was getting louder—too loud. It reverberated through the control room and rang painfully in Tam's ears. 

	He started to yell out, to beg Lebedev to abort the experiment, but even as he opened his mouth, one of the emitters overloaded and exploded with a staggeringly loud crack, the lightning temporarily blinding and stunning him.

	The humming stopped; the rest of the emitters shut down. Tam blinked, trying blearily to clear the ghostly afterimages from his eyes. The sounds of a dozen alarms and warning beeps filled the air. His heart pounded painfully in his chest. He peered into the experiment chamber, his vision clearing, and saw it.

	A huge, dark ball. 

	Hanging in the center of the room was a sphere of absolute blackness, at least fifteen feet in diameter. It was perfectly still and impossibly solid. There was a slight rainbow sheen around the circumference, as if the ambient light of the room could find no purchase on it, but when he tried to look beyond the surface, it was as if he were staring into an infinite well of elemental darkness. It made Tam's skin crawl, but he couldn't tear his eyes away. This must be the effect of the zero field, he thought, but what went wrong with the experiment? What is the zero field holding in stasis?

	After a minute or so, Lebedev cleared his throat, startling several people who had also been staring at the thing through the glass.

	"Uncontrolled experiment propagation detected," he announced. "But zero field deployed correctly and is stable. All systems online and nominal. We are safe."

	"No," Tam replied, his voice leaden and bitter. "We're fucked."

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	WASHINGTON, D.C.

	 

	"Rodriguez! Why. The. Hell. Are. You. In. My. Office?" Colonel Broadnax pronounced each word as if it were a separate, increasingly loud sentence. Her Atlanta accent got stronger when she was angry, and right now, it was about the thickest he'd ever heard it. She stood toe to toe with Gabriel, too close for comfort, and stared directly into his tanned face, as if daring him to show an ounce of weakness. Her sour thundercloud of an expression was so full of contempt that it seemed it would strip the flesh from his bones.

	Her question hung in the air long enough for Gabriel to realize he was supposed to answer it. He considered saying it was because she had summoned him, but thought better of it. He had never seen her this angry before.

	"Fighting, ma'am?"

	"You're goddamn right it's fighting, you flippant son of a bitch!" 

	Gabriel remained silent. He'd been through this enough times to know that it would go better if he gave his commanding officer all the time she needed to yell.

	The colonel continued to stare him aggressively in the face. Her smooth, dark brown forehead glistened with sweat, even though she kept the room cold enough to raise traitorous goosebumps on Gabriel's muscular arms. He wondered idly if she yelled at taller people with the same intensity, or if she took particular pleasure in yelling at Gabriel because he was the same height as her. Okay, maybe she's an inch taller than me, he thought. He could admit that much.

	Broadnax briefly broke her glare and gestured to his file, which was open on her desk. "If I pulled half the shit they let you get away with, they would have drummed me out of this outfit, I guarantee that." She put her hands on her hips and shook her head as if amazed at his stupidity. "I swear to God, you could start an argument in a phone booth. This bullshit ends now, do you hear me? You're not the only decent agent we have here, Captain Rodriguez, and I will not have you drawing attention to our organization again."

	Gabriel continued to stand at ease, staring straight ahead and keeping his face expressionless. Like a good soldier should, even though he wasn't technically a soldier anymore.

	Finally, she relented a little, taking a half step back and crossing her arms, though her expression was still severe. She looked him up and down critically. "You put two people in the hospital tonight, captain."

	"I regret the incident, ma'am," Gabriel said neutrally. And he did, to an extent. He'd meant to hurt the one—Chad, he thought it was—who had been an absolute monster to the lady Gabriel had been talking to and then called him a spic, which had earned him a shove. The moron had certainly tried to hurt Gabriel after that. But in retrospect, the other guy might have been picking up his bottle to take a drink, not to use it as a weapon. In his anger, however, Gabriel hadn't seen it that way at the time.

	"Why is it that we have problems with you almost every time you're not on assignment?" asked Broadnax, her voice still hard.

	Gabriel frowned. "I don't think—"

	"God knows I try to keep you busy, Gabriel," she interrupted. "I don't understand how you can handle being the adult in the room when you're surrounded by egomaniacal scientists and all this fuckin' red tape, day in and day out, for months at a time, but then turn around and blow up like this when you're off duty for two weeks."

	Gabriel remained silent. A fair question, he thought. He wasn't quite sure why. He had a feeling it might have something to do with how irritating Georgetown students were when they were drunk, though he knew better than to say that out loud. Or maybe it was related to just being home, being around his perfect sister and his perpetually disappointed parents.

	Broadnax sighed, eying him critically. "This fighting—you know it's childish as hell, right? You're twenty-eight, for Chrissakes!" She wasn't quite shouting anymore, but in some ways, this was worse. "I rely on you when I send you on a mission, but it seems like it's only a matter of time before your temper gets you into trouble then, too." 

	Gabriel didn't respond, though he did try to will his face to convey remorse. He wasn't sure how that expression felt, though, and he doubted he was doing a very good job of it. 

	"If we were still in the army, I'd have you confined to quarters for a few weeks," the colonel said, looking at him to gauge his response. He didn't give her the satisfaction.

	"But that would have to wait anyway," she said after a pause. "Instead, I am going to dock you a month's pay for each person you put in the hospital," she continued, watching his face closely. Gabriel sensed something else coming. 

	"And then I'm going to send you out on an assignment," she said, too casually. "Tonight." 

	Gabriel's expression must have betrayed him this time, because Broadnax's face showed the ghost of a satisfied grin, though her tone was still deadly serious. "This is the most important job you've ever been assigned—maybe the most critical situation we've ever had to clean up—and you'd better hope to God it lasts a very, very long time," she said, her voice rising again. "You fuck this up and I'll see to it that you spend the rest of your career on an offshore oil rig so small you'll have to hang your ass over the side to take a shit!" 

	Gabriel was well and truly shocked now, and not by the colonel's rather colorful threat. A new assignment already? He had a month's leave scheduled, which he'd been planning to spend with his family—his sister was due with her first baby next week and he wanted to meet his new niece. Was this part of his punishment? Or was it really that important?

	"Where?" he croaked, hoping for Los Angeles—or maybe France.

	The colonel's grin deepened into an expression of pure, sadistic delight. "Oh, you'll hate it," she said. "It's a little base just outside a dusty, boring hellhole called Betelgeuse, New Mexico."

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	An hour later, without even having had a chance to say goodbye to his parents and sister in person, Gabriel sat alone in the cargo hold of a large military transport plane, wearing a huge pair of ear defenders. He read through the briefing packet carefully, familiarizing himself with the experiments going on at the facility—seemingly the jewel in the Organization's crown—as well as the key personnel and the cover story and logistics plan for the nearby town of Betelgeuse.

	He snorted, still amused by the strange name of the town.

	He paid particular attention to the personnel file of the man who would be his second-in-command, Ombudsman Dr. Tamarind Sinclair. Sinclair had started as an undergrad at Berkeley at seventeen, earned two doctorates before the age of twenty-six, and then gone straight to work for the Organization. When he was being brought on board, the reference checks indicated that his professors either loved him or hated him. A man who excelled at thinking outside the box—and probably wasn't great at following directions as a result. He sounded like a pain in the ass—brilliant, smug, and a genius at worrying and nitpicking. Perfect for his role as ombudsman within the Organization, of course. His immense academic accomplishments, particularly at such a young age, might have been intimidating to some, but Gabriel had been working closely with PhD scientists long enough now for the shine to wear off. The ones he had worked with knew so much about their fields that they tended to be arrogant know-it-alls, yet managed to be less informed and worldly than the average Joe about almost everything else.

	Next in the file, Gabriel found a couple of the Level 3 ombudsman reports that Sinclair had sent directly to senior management at headquarters. One passage was highlighted, though it would have caught Gabriel's eye even if it hadn't been. 

	 

	...cannot mathematically rule out a number of outcomes that would be undesirable from a human perspective. In addition to the relatively small chance that each of these experiments will be executed successfully as predicted by their respective project leaders, there is a non-zero chance of any of the following foreseeable outcomes: (A) localized atomic disorder of unknown consequences (although carcinogenesis in facility personnel and among the population of the local town is possible), (B) atomic chain reaction explosion of unknown megatonnage (the most likely outcome in my current opinion), (C) a universe-altering Ice-nine-type scenario, or (D) a man-made Big Bang.

	 

	Heady stuff, complete with a sobering dose of science fiction. "Ice-nine" was from a Vonnegut novel in which the water on Earth begins to crystallize at normal temperature and pressure. Among the doomsday set, the term was used more broadly to represent the universe "discovering" a lower energy state that would then propagate, releasing incredible amounts of energy and reordering (or disordering) all matter in the universe.

	A subsequent report also had a highlighted section about the fail-safe technology the facility had in place. 

	 

	The zero field device is fascinating in its own right, and I understand how it purports to work. I have reviewed the data you sent me on its development, but I believe the endorsement studies for this technology have overestimated the level and certainty of the safety it provides. I estimate that there is only a 75% chance that the technology will initiate properly in the event of a catastrophic propagation, but in some of the possible scenarios there can be no way of knowing whether it will work at all. Furthermore, even if it does work, logic dictates that the field will be impossible to maintain as T approaches infinity. That is, it is only probable, and not certain, that we can contain a mishap during these highly unstable experiments, but it is IMPOSSIBLE to contain any mishap forever. Of the range of outcomes following a successful implementation of the containment field, I believe a stay of execution, so to speak, of somewhere between 2 weeks and 5 years to be the most likely. There are just so many points of failure in this system (125 by my last count—list attached), and not all of these have redundant systems behind them." 

	 

	The end of the report concluded:

	"These experiments should be halted immediately before something truly terrible happens. This is the third time I have made this recommendation."

	 

	Gabriel had to admit that he was already beginning to like this Tamarind Sinclair a little. Clearly, he was a good ombudsman. Still, having an ombudsman as his second-in-command was very strange—they usually remained outside the hierarchy for several very good reasons. 

	It seemed that Gabriel's main job would be to secure the facility, implement solutions to the deficiencies that Sinclair and others had identified, and above all, maintain the zero field to keep whatever was going on inside of it from getting out. Though he felt up to the task, after reading the rest of Sinclair's reports, he had to admit that it would all depend on the technology. Gabriel realized that he was really looking forward to getting started on this mission, meeting "Tam" Sinclair, and figuring out what they needed to do first to keep things stable.

	He was so wrapped up in the briefing folder that his first flight was over before he even realized they were getting close. As they prepared to land at Holloman Air Force Base in New Mexico, he gathered his papers back into the folder and triggered the destruction sequence. The binder resealed, then released a foul-smelling chemical into the inside compartment, turning its contents into a clump of disintegrating rags. As the plane taxied to a stop and the cargo door opened, he gathered his pack and walked down the ramp and out onto the tarmac. A soldier stood at attention beside a golf cart a short distance away, ready to drive him to the helicopter that would take him to the facility.

	The chopper ride to the facility was bumpy, but the scenery was incredible—stark and beautiful in the bright morning light. The miles of mountainous desert glided by effortlessly. The ground varied mostly between tan and red, but here and there were stands of dark trees and even some small forests. The roads winding through the hills were empty, ribbons of asphalt that seemed to come from nowhere and lead back to nowhere. It was eerie, Gabriel thought, as if there were so much unused space and so few people here that the roads were both useless and unused. Why drive anywhere else when the roads just led you to exactly the same kind of place? Gabriel shook his head slightly, thinking that the countless miles of pavement seemed like a testament to human stubbornness and pride. How much money and effort went into building and maintaining these roads that were used so infrequently by the few hundred people who lived in these parts that they looked like relics of an extinct culture?

	By the time they touched down at the lab, Gabriel's sense of wonder at the desert and excitement at starting this new assignment had faded, replaced in part by hunger, thirst, and an urgent need to use the bathroom.

	He grabbed his backpack and ducked his head as he stepped down out of the helicopter. He jogged out from under the whirling blades in the same funny little way that everyone exiting a chopper did, shoulders hunched as if to make him even shorter and keep his head from being lopped off. He addressed the first soldier he saw.

	"You there!"

	"Jenkins, sir," the guard said, saluting.

	"Jenkins, I need food, drink, a piss, and Dr. Tamarind Sinclair–and not necessarily in that order."

	"Yes, sir. That way, sir," said the guard pointing to the small building at the center of the compound. "Jonas will buzz you in, sir."

	Once inside the facility, Gabriel asked Jonas, the administrator, to direct him to the head, which the man did with a courteous smile and a wave. He was a thin, well-groomed guy in his early fifties, wearing a smart floral button-down shirt and tight matching blue slacks.

	After Gabriel came back out, he approached Jonas' desk again.

	"Jonas, could you get me some food and water and ask Dr. Tamarind Sinclair to come find me, please?"

	"Certainly," the man said sunnily. He bent over an old microphone, the kind they used to use for announcements in high school, and said, "Dr. Sinclair, to the cafeteria, please. Dr. Sinclair, please report to the cafeteria. We have a guest."

	Then he stood up and motioned for Gabriel to follow.

	"Right this way," he smiled, leading him past some double doors that opened at a swipe of the badge on his lanyard.

	After passing an elevator and a few office doors, they reached the open double doors of the cafeteria.

	"You can grab whatever you need," Jonas said, pointing to the commissary at the back of the room. He smiled pleasantly at Gabriel and turned to walk back to his desk.

	"Thank you, Jonas," Gabriel said.

	"My pleasure," he replied cheerfully, without turning around.

	Gabriel went in and walked across the room to the refrigerated shelves to see what was for dinner. Or was it breakfast? There were three pre-packaged deli sandwiches, a stack of half-frozen personal pizzas, a browning salad in a plastic box, two individually wrapped hard-boiled eggs in a large container, and one jug of green tea. An unrefrigerated shelf to the right held a wide selection of potato chips and other snacks. Gabriel grimaced and took a sandwich and a bag of chips. He was looking around for a cup to pour himself some green tea when he heard a voice behind him.

	"Our savior!" 

	Gabriel turned and saw Sinclair standing in the doorway. He looked just like the picture in his file, but now he was wearing a badly wrinkled lab coat over a red-and-mustard striped sweater. He was gaunt and pale with wild, coarse brown hair, prominent cheekbones, and intense dark eyes. 

	The moment, no doubt meant to be dramatic, was somewhat ruined for the man when two other staff members pushed past him not-so-politely and headed for the commissary, one of them muttering to him not to block the door as they passed.

	"Sinclair," Gabriel said, his manner serious. Well, as serious as he could be when he was holding a sandwich and a bag of potato chips.

	The man smiled. "Welcome to hell," he said cheerily. 

	The contrast between Sinclair's voice and his choice of words disconcerted Gabriel, who glanced over at the two people who had come in after Sinclair—a pair of grease-stained engineers, by all appearances. One of them, a tall, middle-aged woman with a ponytail of salt-and-pepper hair, looked back at him boldly.

	"Don't mind Tam—he's completely harmless. You can just ignore him if he bothers you too much." Sinclair glared at her behind her back.

	Gabriel arched an eyebrow. "Thanks…"

	"Carla. Head of Engineering."

	"Nice to meet you. I'm Captain Rodriguez. Gabriel."

	Carla paled a little and stood up even straighter. "I'm sorry, sir, but I don't remember how to salute properly… sir." As if to demonstrate, she made an odd, stiff motion with her right arm that looked like a cross between a wave and an attempt at showing off her bicep.

	"We're not technically in the military," Sinclair interrupted, "but this fellow's in charge now.” In a half-mutter, he added, "Hopefully he listens better than Lebedev." Carla rolled her eyes.

	"That's quite all right, Carla," said Gabriel. He ripped open his pre-packaged sandwich and took a large bite. He looked at Sinclair and, around the mouthful of food, said, "Let's talk about what we need to do here and then let's get to doing it."

	The man's face lost something of its manic expression and fell into what could only be described as resignation. 

	"Yeah," he said. "Okay." Then after another half beat, he muttered, "We're probably already too late." Then he looked up at Gabriel again and grinned unexpectedly. "You can call me Tam."

	 

	


Chapter 4

	 

	Over the next three hours, Gabriel and Tam went over status reports on virtually every piece of equipment and system in the facility. They started with the zero field generator itself, as well as its backups. From there, they moved outward to the power service, the conditioners, the backup batteries, the generators, and the wiring that connected all of them. 

	They stopped to get some coffee and water. Just down the hall from Tam's office was a coffee station with a mini-fridge stocked with bottles of two different varieties of water. Gabriel grabbed one of them and Tam said, "You know they put mineral salts in that one to make you thirsty, right?"

	Gabriel cocked an eyebrow. "Actually, I did know that, but as far as I'm aware, there's no hard evidence that suggests it's bad for you," he said. "Besides, it tastes better," he added.

	Tam grinned. "I know of several such studies, but there are just as many with contradictory results," he said with a shrug. "I prefer the other one though. That one tastes like salt water to me."

	Gabriel cracked open his water and pointedly took a drink. It was deeply refreshing—he must have been parched from all the talking—but did it taste salty now that he thought about it? He finished his drink and replaced the cap. "I will not let your power of suggestion affect my reality," he stated primly. 

	Tam smiled approvingly and nodded back toward his office. Gabriel moved cautiously in that direction, having filled his coffee mug almost to the brim. 

	Once they were seated again, Gabriel checked his watch. "I can't believe it's only noon!" he exclaimed. Tam shrugged, unappreciative of the fact that Gabriel had been keyed up and alert for approximately thirty hours straight.

	Gabriel sighed. He didn't feel worn out, though. He realized he was enjoying himself—he felt as if he could really make a difference here. "What's next?" he asked.

	Without hesitation, as if the answer to that question had always been on the tip of Tam's tongue, he began ticking off items, using his fingers to punctuate each one. "Monitoring and control systems for the facility, hardening and maintaining the facility's survivability, and most importantly, planning for the evacuation of the facility and the surrounding area, including Betelgeuse." He held up his three fingers, and when he met Gabriel's gaze, his eyes contained a hard glint of stubbornness.

	Gabriel didn't take the bait, instead remaining silent and waiting for Tam to continue. After a moment, the defiance in Tam's eyes dimmed a bit and he went on.

	"There's more, of course, and each of those categories has between ten and fifty sub-items that need to be addressed individually. And that's without even touching on the failure of the experiment itself and what actually happened in there." This last part he added almost as an afterthought, but his furtive glance toward Gabriel as he said it gave away the importance he placed on it. 

	Gabriel straightened his shoulders slightly. "Someone else in the Organization is working on what happened with the experiment, so we won't be spending any time on that. It's beyond our remit," he said. He waited until he caught and held Tam's eyes with his own. 

	"Our job is to keep the zero field and this facility stable and functional," he said carefully. "Until we've done everything we can do on that front, we're not going to spend any time planning for failure. And there will be no talk of evacuation unless things take a turn for the worse."

	Tam gave a feverish half-smile and spoke slowly, emphasizing each word with an exaggerated pause before and after, as if he were lecturing a classroom of particularly moronic undergrads. "We. Have. Already. Failed."

	Gabriel was taken aback, his thoughts scattering as he tried to think of the perfect way to respond, but Tam continued before he had a chance.

	"Did you read my situation reports from before you arrived?" Tam asked, his face intense.

	"Yes, I—"

	"Then you should know all of this already!" Tam exclaimed, his voice rising. "The Organization never had a full understanding of what these experiments were going to do. The only answer I ever got from them, other than brief acknowledgments, was a single response report from Theory in Los Angeles." Tam paused, wiping his forehead absently with his hand. "Ainsley Shannon and her group—that's who was working on the experiment—as if she and her Stanford cronies know any better than me…"

	Gabriel said nothing, his curiosity now piqued. He hadn't seen any responses from the Organization in his briefing packet, and he had to admit that he was curious to know what they really thought of Tam's theories.

	Tam continued, looking down at his shoes now. "Her response was… optimistic. She acknowledged the risks I outlined but gave a rosier estimate of how likely each was. She used complex-looking math that no one in management would ever bother to even try to understand, but basically she was using an outdated model to calculate the overall chance of any disaster at less than one percent." He gave a bitter little laugh, then looked up as he went on. "But she is biased as fuck—the experiment was designed to test effects that her own work predicted. She's the leading voice for her own brand of n-dimensional theory, and she has a lot riding on these experiments. And for the Organization, the upside of success made the risk worth it—instantaneous, non-interceptable communication across any distance. But we didn't get that–we got an unknown propagation that shut down everything in the containment field."

	Gabriel tried to get the conversation back on track. "Our mission is the zero field—"

	Tam cut him off again, this time talking directly over him in a reasonable, measured tone. "Do you know how they tested those stasis devices?" 

	Gabriel hesitated, then nodded. "Sort of. They said they had been tested in a wide variety of reactions, including several explosions—even a small nuke." He looked at Tam for confirmation.

	Tam grimaced mirthlessly. "Very small," he agreed. "Equivalent to about ten tons of TNT—so small they used to put them in artillery shells in the sixties, and we and the Russians both carried them around in backpacks." He looked up at Gabriel again, this time his eyes pleading and his voice earnest. 

	"They performed that test once, and they only tried to keep the blast in suspension for four hours. That was their one success criterion." He threw up his hands in exasperation. "And then they let it explode and literally threw a party. They served cake!"

	This revelation rocked Gabriel. He was silent as he grappled with the implications.

	But Tam didn't relent. "It's already been more than five times that long! Gabriel, they are asking us to save them from a lit bomb of unknown size by wrapping it in bubble wrap and sticking it in a very cold freezer." 

	Gabriel felt dizzy for a moment, holding his tongue until he could gather his wits. Eventually, a cogent objection came to him. 

	"Wait a minute, though. We don't know it's a fission reaction…" he began, but then trailed off as a brutally thin smile spread across Tam's face. 

	"Yes, let's discuss that," Tam said, with brittle, overemphasized patience, as if he were talking to an unruly child. "The typical energy released in a single sustained fission reaction is only about two hundred million electron volts," Tam said. "The experiment downstairs used our new Molina-Berman method to manipulate particles with up to a million times more energy—far more power than any particle accelerator on the planet. But you're right, we don't know for sure because we can't see inside the field without compromising it. Have we set the air on fire, as some feared in the first fission tests? Or created a strange star that will turn the Earth into dark matter? Is it enough to tear the fabric of the universe and suck everything through?" His voice rose with each question. "I don't know!" he shouted as a fleck of spittle flew from his lips.

	He regained his composure with visible effort as Gabriel watched him mutely. "I don't know," he repeated, almost calmly by comparison, his tone now painfully incongruous with his words. "And neither does Ainsley or anyone else in the Organization. We should be working on figuring that out. And we should be arguing every day for the evacuation of Betelgeuse." 

	Gabriel tried to take Tam's words to heart. "How likely do you think it is that Betelgeuse would be severely impacted if the containment field fails?"

	Tam considered this for a moment, then answered, "WHEN the containment field fails, you mean. My best model suggests an eighteen percent chance of this being a runaway fission reaction large enough to be of concern. An explosion larger than about a five-kiloton equivalent would wipe out Betelgeuse, but we're isolated here. The next nearest real town would be relatively unharmed, other than some broken windows, up to about five megatons—a thousand times more powerful. Not counting fallout, of course. That's a natural boundary for how far out we should evacuate," he said, holding up his hand to forestall Gabriel's response. 

	"But the thing that keeps me up at night isn't that—it's what else it could be." He looked at Gabriel. "A better-informed model might come up with other possibilities that are dangerous to Betelgeuse or beyond."

	Gabriel frowned. "You didn't exactly answer the question," he said. "What do you think are the chances Betelgeuse will be destroyed if or when the containment field fails?"

	Tam shrugged. "I don't know."

	Now it was Gabriel's turn to throw his hands in the air. "Well, what do you think?" he exclaimed.

	Tam shook his head. "There's no model in existence that I can apply to support any specific figure, but if you want me to pick one by gut feeling, how about twelve? There's a twelve percent chance that Betelgeuse will be destroyed, and a one hundred percent chance of containment field failure, over a long enough period…"

	Tam rambled on, continuing to explain the various numerical assumptions underlying his guesstimate, but Gabriel ignored the rest. He had already heard the important number. Twelve percent. 

	Gabriel was silent for a while, pondering this information as Tam's physics lecture passed around him. Who knew this stuff better than this guy? Surely the Organization wouldn't have left Tam as his second-in-command if they knew he was wrong. And if he was right… Gabriel couldn't ignore the truth just because it was messy or difficult. There were nearly four thousand people in Betelgeuse, and he couldn't just shrug off their safety and still believe in what he was doing.

	Gabriel thought of a question and interrupted Tam mid-drone. 

	"If you think there's such a chance of a major explosion, why haven't you left?"

	Tam fell silent and looked at Gabriel blankly. "It's my responsibility," he said, shrugging. "My front line. And if I fail and this thing blows, being here is my just deserts."

	Gabriel held the man's gaze for a long moment before nodding in approval. He settled on a decision. 

	"I don't think there are any unbridgeable gaps between what you want and what the Organization wants," he announced. "I'll request that you be given access to Theory's latest work on the experiment, and I will recommend the evacuation of Betelgeuse. In the meantime, you and I are going to do everything we can to put more bubble wrap around this bomb and then reinforce the freezer." 

	He glanced up at Tam to see if his attempt at levity was appreciated or not. Judging by the scientist's surprised expression, it was more than the man had expected. As Tam's expression changed to something more like haughty triumph, he dipped his head briefly in acknowledgment.

	"Aye aye, Cap'n," he said, sarcasm cooling his words. "It's a start."

	They worked non-stop for the rest of the day, compiling a list of the equipment they needed to order, tasks to assign to their engineering team, and things they needed help on from outsiders, and assigning a priority to each. For the most critical items and external services, Gabriel logged on to his company terminal and placed the requisition orders, flagging each as mission-critical priority. 

	Then they called in Carla Martin. She was tall and solid, with deeply-tanned, leathery skin and an air of honesty that frequently bled into brashness. Although Gabriel had only met her briefly in the cafeteria, he had already formed an appreciation for her. Gabriel discussed with her the current priorities for Engineering and how best to incorporate and prioritize the additions he and Tam had come up with. This started off well, as Carla had already figured out some of the necessary tasks and was supportive of the rest–at least at first, writing each one down in her battered notebook along with copious, indecipherable notes. As they continued adding more and more tasks, however, Carla's demeanor and expression became increasingly flat. Nevertheless, she continued to accept them, which was the important part as far as Gabriel was concerned. Carla and her team had always scored highly during evaluations and were reportedly some of the best engineers in the Organization.

	Gabriel reviewed with her the equipment they had ordered that day and why it was critical, and Carla, after some mild grumbling, figured out where each piece could be installed and gave offhand estimates as to how long it would take for each to be operational. Something told him that her wild guesses were usually right on the money.

	"When can you get us copies of your notes from this meeting?" Tam asked her after about two hours.

	Carla stopped writing and looked around the room quizzically, as if trying to find something. Not finding it, she looked back at Tam.

	"Are you talking to me?"

	Tam nodded gravely.

	"Because it sounded like you were talking to your secretary, and I don't know who that is," Carla went on, non-plussed.

	"This guy," she pointed to Gabriel with the end of her pen, "is our boss, and I'm the Head of Engineering, an operational group that is critical to the functioning of this installation and everything we've been talking about for the past two hours." Her gaze fell on Tam.

	"You, on the other hand, are some kind of professional critic whose job seems to involve complaining about the things others do. You have no direct reports and can order exactly zero people to do anything, except maybe Jonas. You could ask him to bring you a sandwich or maybe order some office supplies, but I don't think he'd listen to you either, unless you said please–which you didn't by the way."

	Gabriel tried unsuccessfully not to grin.

	"Could you please send us the notes from this meeting when we're done?" Tam asked, his face betraying not even a hint of embarrassment.

	"No." Carla didn't even look at Tam, having already started to write something else in her notebook. 

	Tam grimaced and looked to Gabriel for help.

	"Carla," he began, but she cut him off.

	"Once you're done adding things to my list, Gabriel, my team and I will come up with the detailed implementation plan, timeline, and requisition list for your sign-off, which is required for me to order the equipment I'll need. This will all be in the system, of course, because we're not barbarians, and it will be accessible to you and various other people in the wider organization." Here her gaze flicked to Tam.

	"Yeah, it will," Tam murmured, as if she had played right into his hands, and Gabriel laughed out loud.

	Eventually, they reached a point where there were no further urgent issues they could address until the requisite equipment arrived. Gabriel looked at his watch.

	"Jesus," he remarked. "It's seven PM!"

	Tam just shrugged, but Carla looked shocked. 

	"Shit!" she exclaimed. "I need to call my fella—I told him he'd have to pick up my kid, but I didn't tell him to make dinner, and if I don't tell the two of them exactly when and what to eat, they'll starve."

	Gabriel smiled. "Let's call it a night." He stood up and took a long, slow stretch. "Where am I bunked?" he asked, finally getting a moment to think about it for the first time.

	Tam grinned. "We've got a corporate loft apartment in beautiful downtown Betelgeuse, perfect for the young urban professional." He stood up as well. "Let me get my keys and I'll drive you."

	Carla nodded goodbye to Gabriel, the phone already at her ear.

	Tam called out to her back, "You know you're not supposed to use phones in here!" but Carla didn't bother to respond. Tam looked back at Gabriel and complained, "Well, she's not."

	Gabriel nodded. "We'll start enforcing protocol tomorrow. Sleep now."

	 

	


Chapter 5

	 

	EARLIER

	 

	Hakk'rix, as it had come to think of itself, looked out over the barren landscape of vermilion rocks, shattered rubble strewn as far as it could see in every direction. It could hear the sky above roaring distantly, burning more intensely than it normally did, the light rippling and fluttering spasmodically. Two spots on the fiery horizon glowed even more brightly, where this world's two small, burning suns ignited the atmosphere. Ash and the occasional fleck of liquid fire fell in a scattering emberfall across the landscape. 

	The creature crouched behind a large wind-carved boulder, tasting the acrid air with its long, slithering tongue. It could detect no sign of a rival in the air this way, nor by any other senses it could bring to bear. The only living entities it could perceive nearby were the prey animals in the valley ahead, scrabbling hungrily at the moss that grew in the shelter of a steep ravine and singing softly to each other in polytones as they ate.

	Its body was now perfectly adapted to life in this territory, and Hakk'rix was becoming more and more accustomed to it. Its carapace was a ruddy red, very hard, and dusty like the rock it hid behind and the millions of other rocks just like it. The body's seven appendages were some of the most useful Hakk'rix had worn in its long life, keeping it low and close to the ground, always ready to attack or defend from multiple angles. Sometimes the claws clacked against the stones, but it was difficult to hear such minute sounds in this forsaken, wind-torn place. 

	The wind and the innumerable rocks and crevasses of these vast plains were welcome, as Hakk'rix's new size made it harder to hide. With its larger body had come a more fulsome, vital soulspark, along with a greater sensitivity to the soulspark in others. It was smarter, too, though Hakk'rix had always been cleverer than most of the rivals. 

	The most welcome change that had come with Hakk'rix's last ascension, however, was the energy it could feel crackling deep within its core, coursing to the ends of its claws along newly-formed veins with every beat of an entirely new organ. So far, Hakk'rix had only used this new potential on prey—a waste—but the effect was so powerful that it was almost eager for its next encounter with a rival. Hakk'rix could use it to paralyze, confuse, stop organs from functioning, or inflict devastating burns. There were probably even more possibilities, but these were all the creature had envisioned or required so far. 

	Hakk'rix finally advanced, skittering around the rock and following a depression in the terrain to stay out of sight of the prey animals. They likely couldn't see that far through the yellowish air and falling embers anyway, though, even with their huge, protruding eyes. It was always prudent to keep a low profile, and Hakk'rix had always been prudent, unlike so many of its rivals which seemingly coalesced from ambient soulspark only to attack and attack again until they were killed or ascended, growing ever larger until they met their end. Perhaps Hakk'rix had not ascended as quickly or as often as other surviving rivals, but it had lived far longer than most. Hakk'rix suspected it was older even than some of the apex caste.

	It squeezed its gnarled tongue out to taste the air again, then withdrew it into its fibrous, wet tongue-sheath to clean off the bitter dust. 

	The prey were still clustered in the crevasse ahead, but Hakk'rix could now make out one closer than the rest that was not feeding. Perceiving that it was instead facing in Hakk'rix's direction, seemingly guarding against approach from this side of the chasm, Hakk'rix began to climb the wall, moving closer still. Not all the way to the top where it would be exposed to the sky, but high enough on the wall to be out of sight of the animal. 

	As Hakk'rix approached the prey, it listened to the group's vocalizations. With a jolt that lanced from its core to the tip of each appendage and froze it where it clung, Hakk'rix realized it could understand the animals—at least some of them. Their whistles and clicks, which sounded no different than they always had, now carried meaning and information with far more complexity than Hakk'rix had ever suspected. It wondered if communication was common among this species, and it had only recently acquired the ability to understand them, or if these animals were exceptional.

	Two of the long, spindly creatures clucked at the handful of young, warning them not to climb too high up the wall, while two others were deciding which way to go after they finished eating. 

	One of the animals in the main group whistled more loudly, but Hakk'rix couldn't parse the meaning of the sounds it made. Then a tense silence fell over the main group, and with a sudden inspiration, Hakk'rix realized that the loud whistle was a means of calling to the animal standing guard below. The sentry stirred uneasily, then called back uncertainly. Hakk'rix made its own presence as small as possible, hiding both mentally and physically, pressed flat against the rocks, thirty body lengths above the animal.

	The loud one whistled and clicked again, and this time the lookout answered more affirmatively. Then those in the main group went back to eating and talking, apparently satisfied.

	Hakk'rix thrummed excitedly, but quietly to itself. Not only could the animals use audible communication, but the one below was acting as if it was at least partially aware of Hakk'rix's presence. These were very fine animals indeed.

	Now in place above its quarry, Hakk'rix began to broadcast its will—softly at first, buzzing in a way that usually calmed the prey animals and shrouded the predator's presence in a fog that was more mental than physical. This seemed to work, as the animal stood calm and still, its long, spindly arms hanging at its sides. Huge, luminous eyes took up almost the entirety of the animal's smooth, ovoid head, and it stared dully out into the emberfall. Hakk'rix could now see that this animal was holding the handle of a large stone club loosely in one hand, the head of the weapon resting on the ground. This animal used tools!

	Hakk'rix crooned softly. With such advanced psyches, the animal and its offspring would be sure to make delicious meals. Hakk'rix's central maw, crowded with rock-hard, dagger-sharp teeth, spasmed open and shut in eagerness, its caustic saliva dripping onto the rocks below in what would have been a dead giveaway had Hakk'rix not already befuddled the beast it was stalking.

	But even now, some part of Hakk'rix remained cautious, calculating. Was this pack of intelligent prey truly unclaimed? Out here, lost in the plains and far from any rival Hakk’rix had sensed, it seemed possible, but the predator’s caution still sowed seeds of doubt. Could these animals truly be free and unbound, unnoticed by any other and ripe for the picking? Such a resource was unfathomably desirable and valuable. Was Hakk'rix even now in the territory of an apex rival? The loss of an entire clan of these prey animals would not go unnoticed by a member of the apex caste. It could even be a trap for unwary rivals—an exponentially more nourishing meal for one that could manage to secure it.

	Hakk'rix was troubled. Conflicted. Even a few cycles ago, it would have been incapable of maintaining two strong feelings at once.

	This one prey animal and no other—yet, it decided. It would not pass up this opportunity, but it would hold off on consuming any more of the group, instead observing them from afar, keeping watch for any rivals that might claim them. Perhaps if the rival was not too powerful, Hakk'rix might set a trap of its own. And if no rival came, Hakk'rix would claim all the animals, keeping the mature females and one or two of the males alive to make more. The very thought sent a thrill of pleasure through the predator's being.

	The sentry was directly below, still becalmed and oblivious. Hakk'rix pushed off the wall slightly and allowed gravity to carry it hungrily downward, crashing into the beast below. The impact snapped two of the creature's limbs and knocked it off its two ridiculous feet and onto its side. Bipeds tended to be faster over long, flat distances, but Hakk'rix found their two legs incredibly impractical in every other situation. The animal couldn't even get off the ground now that it was injured. Hakk'rix used its new faculties to release a charge into the beast, stilling and silencing it before it could call out to the rest of its clan. Still, there was a chance that they might have heard the attack. Hakk'rix quickly began dragging the animal away, out of the ravine and toward the shelter of a huge pile of boulders that it had already picked out as a good hiding spot.
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