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Nuclear Sunrise

 

Jo Carthage


To M—, who I love with all my heart and A—, who has my heart.


Epigraph

“The new concept was called a breeder reactor and was cooled by liquid metal. Experimental Breeder Reactor I (EBR-I) was designed and built by Argonne and erected in 1950 on a windswept desert plateau in Southeast Idaho. On December 21, 1951, EBR-I became the first nuclear reactor to produce usable amounts of electric power when it lighted four 150-watt light bulbs. Later, it supplied power to the entire facility. Those participating in the experiment on that cold December day chalked their names on the concrete wall of the reactor building to commemorate the event.”

 

—Argonne News, About the People and Programs of Argonne National Laboratory, 1986.


Chapter One: T-100 Days

“It should be borne in mind that even a moderate amount of complaint in a matter of this sort is significant. For a person to make such a complaint in his own case implies that he feels a sense of injustice so great that he is willing to risk publicizing the stigma of having been discharged from the Army under circumstances which savor of disgrace. For each complainant there are many more persons who feel the same sense of injustice but prefer to bury their hurt in as much oblivion as possible.”

—History of the Phrase “Discharged Under Conditions Other Than Dishonorable” and Present Discharge Criteria for Three Services. Investigations of the National War Effort: Blue Discharges. United States Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, House of Representatives, 1949


September 11, 1951

Experimental Breeder Reactor 1 (19.9 miles outside of Arco, ID)

 

Captain Brian Flynn slung his duffel bag over his shoulder with a grimace as he stepped out of the air force Jeep, boots crunching in the black volcanic gravel. An older white man in a lab coat hustled out of the massive white cinder block building that nearly glowed in the Idaho twilight. Brian settled his feet a little more firmly in front of the building that would be his home for the next two years as his ride peeled away, heading back east toward the saw-toothed mountains.

“Captain Flynn!”

Brian’s attention snapped to the approaching scientist, and he forced a smile; he had to make this posting work. He had to.

The man’s broad grin made him look a half century younger. Brian felt something lift in his chest. The man’s voice was a warm baritone when he said, “Welcome to our little science experiment.”

His hand-stitched name tag identified him as Dr. Zinn, the chief scientist of this project. He turned to face the installation, its anonymously industrial architecture stark against a sunset-gilded sea of scrubby sage and dark stone. “It sure is a shitty-looking building.”

Brian kept his face stony. “I couldn’t say, sir.”

Dr. Zinn’s gray eyes twinkled, but he kept a straight face. “They picked this site for the Experimental Breeder Reactor number 1—EBT-I to those of us who know and love her—so if we all blow ourselves up tomorrow, it’ll be a thousand years of poisoned water for the local cows rather than a real metropolitan area. The fact that they built it to look like a high school gymnasium speaks more to the air force’s aesthetics than our mission here.”

Brian glanced back across the vast volcanic plain to the mountains, the last of the light shining off their man-eating snowdrifts. “Beautiful mountains though. I’ve never lived near the Rockies, and with all the sage, it smells like New Mexico.” He ground a heel in the gravel beneath his military-issue boots. “The soil here is all volcanic, right? So it’s too impermeable for any uranium spill to touch the aquifers of the Snake River Valley? Since they’re buried under a thousand square miles of pahoehoe and aa and the intrusive basaltic flows that underpin them?”

Dr. Zinn’s eyes widened. “I knew you had a physics background from your commander’s letter of introduction, but I didn’t know you had an interest in geology as well.”

Brian shook his head with a smile. “Only as it relates to atomic energy production. And I had a lot of downtime at my last base and free access to UCLA’s library.”

“Very good, Captain,” Dr. Zinn said. A gust of early fall wind blew around them, and Brian shivered in his thin uniform shirt. Zinn patted his arm, and Brian held back a flinch. “Let’s get you inside.”

He gestured for Brian to follow him across the parking lot toward the lab. A junior airman opened the door and saluted; Brian returned his salute and stepped inside. He yanked off his hat as the airman swept a Geiger counter over Dr. Zinn’s shoes, pants, chest, shoulders, and hands. Brian followed, holding his arms out for his wanding, eyes sweeping from the leaded-glass shielding around a sort of chamber on his left to a thick-walled vault on his right. Above him hung a tangle of tubes covered in a layer of asbestos that would carry liquid metal to the small reactor in the center of the building. Given the pipes’ design, Brian figured it would be a sodium-potassium alloy, rather than the light water or graphite the folks at Oak Ridge were experimenting with. Then Brian stepped through the metal detector, glancing up. A high catwalk swept around the three quarters of the building, presumably leading to a few control rooms and labs. And in the middle of everything stood a steel spiral staircase leading up to the nuclear reactor platform. No windows and only one way in or out; good for avoiding Russki spies, bad in case of a fire.

Dr. Zinn tapped him on the shoulder. “Captain, you can leave your bag with Junior Airman Freeman. He’s on the night shift again, and most of the scientists have headed home already, so he can keep an eye on it while we get acquainted.”

Brian nodded and laid the book-heavy duffel with what remained of his earthly possessions down behind the guard’s single folding chair. He straightened up, hiding a wince.

“I’ve got some paperwork for you in my office,” Dr. Zinn continued, “then I’ll give you the grand tour.”

Brian followed him along polished concrete floors to an office the size of a closet. Brian got the distinct impression Dr. Zinn would rather be out in the lab than in this tiny room, but leadership demanded a price from everybody.

“All right, son,” he started once he was seated behind his paper-engulfed desk. Brian perched on the edge of the chair and avoided leaning back. “We probably only need to have this conversation once. But this is an Argonne Labs project, and your authority as the incoming security director and as an officer in the air force extends exclusively to the uranium we are working with. The plutonium, too, when we figure out how to make it at scale here. It doesn’t mean you can tell my dozen-odd scientists what to do, even if they are pains in the butt. It doesn’t—”

Brian held up his hand. “Let me stop you there.” He tried to think of a diplomatic way to say it, then he just bulled through. “I don’t have a lot of ego tied up in this role. If by the end of two years, no uranium or plutonium has been lost or stolen, I’ll count that as a win. My commanding officer back at Vandenberg will as well.” Brian paused and then asked slowly, “Did he tell you why I requested this role?”

“No, son. He didn’t even tell me you requested it. I figured you’d been volun-told—”

“No, I requested it. Just like I requested Vandenberg right out of West Point.” He saw the doctor straighten at the name of his alma mater.

“Duty, Honor, Country?”

“Duty, Honor, Country,” Brian replied. He looked at the piles of textbooks heaped on the bookcase wedged between two overflowing filing cabinets; several of the spines sported Dr. Zinn’s name. “Cards on the table. I requested this posting because I want to be good enough to work here someday. I had the option of Los Alamos, Travis, or Oak Ridge, but I’m not going back home to New Mexico again if I can help it. Travis was straight security, no science. And Oak Ridge is working on weapons projects.” He leaned forward, eyes intent. “EBT-I is the only project in the US focused on using atomic energy for peaceful means. That’s the work I want to be a part of.”

Dr. Zinn sat back, eyes beginning to brighten as he gestured for him to go on.

“I graduated with a degree in physics from West Point in ’48, but they didn’t want to send me to grad school right away. So I went to help run security at Vandenberg, to get to know the conventional weapons research side. With support of my commander, I applied and had been accepted to UCLA’s PhD program, was due to start this week, but”—he took a hard breath—“the air force had other plans. So this is me, doing my service so I can separate honorably in two more years and use my GI Bill to get a physics doctorate. And,” he said, lowering his voice with a tiny smile, “I find that when I’m stationed someplace with a lot of physicists, I get to have a lot higher quality coffee break conversations, no matter my actual title. I was hoping it would be the same here.”

“And a recommendation letter from a chief scientist for one of the national labs would go a long way to getting back into UCLA or an even better program when your two years is up?”

“I’m not gunning for that, Dr. Zinn. I’m here to do my job. I’m sure we’ll butt heads at some point, so I don’t want to have that between us. But what I want you to know is that I am here because I believe in your mission—good, reliable energy for millions. Turning a power that killed 210,000 people into a source of life. Helping with that seems worth spending two Idaho winters wanding scientists coming into and out of a cinder block building in the middle of the high desert.”

“You said two years. That’s how long your assignment is for?”

Brian nodded.

“You know we’re a time-bound mission,” Dr. Zinn said, folding his hands across his belly. “As soon as we achieve it—breed the plutonium from the uranium, that is—they’ll bulldoze this place, and no one will ever know that we did the work.”

Brian tilted his head. “But it’s not about credit, is it, sir?”

Dr. Zinn’s eyes caught his, widening a touch. “No, Captain. It never is.” Then he clapped his hands, leaning forward. “All right, it seems we’re on the same page. Here is the briefing packet Captain Jerush put together before he caught the bus out of Idaho Falls yesterday.” He handed over a black folder. “It has current threats, past incidents. Nothing too thrilling; I promise. You have a six person staff—”

Brian nodded. “That was in the briefing I got before leaving Vandenberg. I used the Greyhound ride from Roswell to plan out the new schedule until the reading lights went out. I’m going to put myself in the rotation with ten-hour shifts. So the rest of the team’s shifts will be seven hours of watch duty, which we can extend to eight for training, research, and paperwork if they end up needing it—”

Dr. Zinn gave him a knowing smile. “I do find that as the days get shorter, tempers do, too, so giving those young men a break will probably help everyone’s nerves. Can I ask which shift you’re planning on taking? Not because I have approval power of any kind, mind. I’m just curious if I’ll see you around for some of those ‘coffee break conversations.’”

“I’m that rare beast that enjoys nightshifts, so unless one of those under my command has a major preference, I’ll take those solo.”

Dr. Zinn nodded. “In a few months’ time, there’s going to be little enough sunlight during the day, so you won’t be missing much.” He took a breath. “There’s really only one of our scientists who uses the lab after eight o’clock.” He checked his watch. “We’ll probably see him when I show you the reactor. He’s a night owl. Honestly, I think it’s because he likes talking to the reactor when he’s working, and even he’s realized it scares the nurses. So he’s restricted himself to times no one will eyeball him over it.”

“I’ve worked with scientists before,” Brian said evenly. “Like I said, to me, that’s one of the perks.”

Dr. Zinn shook his head, neatening a stack of papers on the edge of his desk, which only threatened to unbalance the whole edifice. “We’ll see what you say after six months of dealing with his, shall we say, unorthodox approach to nuclear material management. It’s scared airmen off in the past.”

Brian frowned, leaning forward in his chair, barely feeling the fresh scabs on his back stretching under his uniform. “As long as the ‘unorthodox approach’ doesn’t lead to it going missing or irradiating anyone, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

Dr. Zinn rubbed his hand through his sparse hair. “The only person Dr. Aaron Antares has ever put in danger is himself,” he said wryly. “Which he does on a regular basis. When he transferred here from the University of Wyoming’s post-doctoral research facility, his recommendation letter came with an infraction list about as long as his CV. But since he hasn’t fainted or started pissing blood, we’re going to continue to let him get on with it.”

“Are those the key signs of radiation poisoning? The weapons at my last posting were all pre-nuclear, and my briefing was vague on that point.”

Dr. Zinn’s warm face turned grim. He leaned over to his bookcase, chair wobbling under his weight, and snagged a sheaf of hand-typed pages, spine bound with duct tape. He slapped it on the desk. The title said, “A layman’s guide to nuclear material and security protocols.”

“I put it together last year for the other airmen,” Dr. Zinn said. “Since evaluating the scientists and staff coming in and out is going to be part of your job, it is going to be important for you to know what the signs and symptoms are.”

“Got it.” Brian picked up the sheaf and tucked it into his briefing folder.

“Are you ready for the full tour?” Dr. Zinn said, pulling himself to standing. The older man spoke in a professional tone, but there was a vibrating excitement in him.

Brian nodded, a real smile beginning to surface as he followed him out of the office. “Dr. Zinn, I don’t know if you’re the right person to ask, but where am I sleeping?”

“The airmen assigned to this installation have been staying in the housing units by the two-mile perimeter fence you passed on the way in. I understand there’s heat, space-heaters, hot water, hot plates. It’s not homey. Most people go to Arco if they want food or company. I assume you brought a vehicle?”

Brian remembered a crowbar going through the window of his Ford truck, tires slashed and seats immolated. A crumpled Greyhound ticket shoved into his shaking hands.

He shook his head, shoulders tense.

“I see,” Dr. Zinn said. “Well, we’re a tight-knit community here. I’m sure you’ll find someone to get a ride with.”

Zinn started walking at what for a smaller man would have been a jogging pace; Brian kept up easily, long legs eating up the hard-polished concrete. Zinn started with the vault Brian had seen next to the entrance. “This is where we store the U-235 pellets. We plan to get the plutonium we need for power generation by enriching uranium. We’ll take uranium-235, get some fission going, bombard it with neutrons, and it’ll produce uranium-238 and plutonium.”

Zinn slipped into a lecturing tone appropriate for his tenure at Berkeley. “All the uranium comes in pellets only so big.” He measured about an inch with his fingers. “We get them in quarterly shipments from the mines out in Wyoming in these.” He pointed to racks of thin steel pipes hung vertically behind the bars, shining and deadly in the dark interior.

Brian ran his hands over the thick bank vault door. Good quality with a hard-to-pick lock; it would be a pain to force this with explosives.

Dr. Zinn took him across the way to the leaded-glass-enclosed chamber with a thick metal plating in front of it painted a bright, warning yellow. Brian was careful not to step onto it. “This is where we do some of the initial prep work, to get the material ready for the reactor. The scientists get their experiments in and out with the tongs.” Zinn gestured to leg-length welder’s tongs, then waved at the metal plating. “Don’t step on that or, if you have to, use the lead dinner plate over there. The whole in-floor storage unit is radioactive—we had to paint the entire thing a few months ago to try to remind certain scientists of that.”

Brian took note.

As they walked around labs in the back of the building, he saw a row of oversized unlit light bulbs. “What are these?” Brian strode over to where they dangled on a thin wire stapled to the low ceiling, seeming to emerge from one of the labs. “They remind me of the ones on the stage at the Chinese Theatre in downtown LA.” He paused for a moment, wondering if he should clarify. “I got to go a few times on my weekends off at Vandenberg.”

Dr. Zinn reached out to touch the exaggerated curve of one of them and said, low, “These are my nemeses. These little bastards—excuse my language—have got to light up. Then we’ll know we’ve done it. We’ve bred plutonium. Son, there’ll be a day you’ll come in here, and these will be as bright as anything, powered by steam from water heated by fresh-made plutonium.”

“And then?”

Zinn tapped a knuckle on the light, letting it swing wildly in the quiet dark. “Then we’ll light up this building, then light up Arco, then light up the whole southwest of Idaho. Once we get it to work once, we’ll be able to start producing as much plutonium and as much power as we can possibly need. Mark my words, we’ll get it done.”

Dr. Zinn sped through the rest of the tour: the turbines and a medical office staffed by a rotating crew of seven nurses. They were the only women in the building. Next, a lightless decontamination shower squatted against the wall. Brian figured it was about the size of four regulation shower stalls welded together; on closer inspection, he was pretty sure that was exactly what it was. Dr. Zinn then led him to the basement with more leaded-glass-lined chambers, punctured only by long-armed equipment to manipulate the material and secured by large, heavy lead-lined doors.

He turned to Brian, nearly bouncing on his heels. “Ready to see the reactor?”

Brian nodded and followed Dr. Zinn back to the center of the building.

Zinn shooed him up the spiral staircase. “You go first—I’ve seen it all before.”

Brian started up the stairs, and as soon as he was eye-level with the platform, he froze, staring. There was a man. Half in the reactor. Brian looked through the safety railing as the man squirmed deeper inside, legs on the platform, thighs straining. For a brief second, Brian thought, That is a fantastic ass, and then came a feeling like a boot to the chest and a belt on his back. Brian clenched his jaw and forced himself to look away, watching his boots as he finished the climb up to the platform with Dr. Zinn following behind.

The man in the reactor dropped what sounded like a heavy wrench and started shouting, echoing out of the chamber. “Cock sucking, goddamned, mother fucking—”

“Dr. Antares!” Zinn said sharply, but the smile he turned to Brian was a little fond. Brian put his hands behind his back as the scientist wiggled his way out of the reactor.

“Dr. Zinn,” the man drawled a little breathlessly, his face red. He swiped the mass of out-of-regulation curly hair out of his glinting amber eyes. “How can I help you?”

“You can stop taking the Lord’s name in vain, for one,” Zinn said evenly, with the sound of a long-stalemated argument. He waved to Brian. “Then you can greet our new Security Director, Captain Brian Flynn.”

Brian moved to shake his hand, but Dr. Antares held up his arms, covered in thick, elbow-length, heavy-looking gloves. Maybe lead-lined?

“Sorry, I’m a bit irradiated at the moment,” Dr. Antares said with a smirk. “Where’d you come to us from?”

“Vandenberg Air Force Base, outside of LA,” Brian said. “I handled security around some of the weapons research divisions. A quick trip home, then here.”

“Where’s home?”

Brian dreaded this question. Growing up, Roswell had been a nowhere town nobody had ever heard of, except for his mother’s people who had lived nearby since time immemorial; since June 14, 1947, it was still a nowhere town nobody sane had ever heard of. But, for a few alien conspiracy theory nut jobs, it was now a place with special significance.

Still, a direct question deserved a direct answer: “Roswell, New Mexico.”

Dr. Antares’s eyes lit up, and he leaned in conspiratorially as Brian backed up a step and pressed himself against the hip-high railing. “You see any aliens down there?”

Brian tried to sound neutral, but he was certain it came out hostile. “No. That was a stupid air force press officer making a stupid mistake. He issued a correction the next day, but it wasn’t good enough for anybody. But I can promise you, there are no more aliens in Roswell than there are aliens at EBT-I.”

Dr. Antares looked as if he was ginning himself up to respond when Zinn intervened, stepping between them.

“Dr. Antares has family in New Mexico; he knows there’s no aliens.” He turned to the scientist, continuing severely, “And he knows better than to antagonize the hardworking security staff, just like he knows he’s not supposed to be inside the reactor.”

Dr. Antares held up his gloves in surrender, stepping back. In a more normal tone of voice, he said, “You get up much to the labs at Livermore while you were in the Golden State? Get into any of that H-bomb stuff?” Brian froze, barely letting his eyes glance to Dr. Zinn.

Zinn made a frustrated sound. “Dr. Antares, you’re going to give the poor captain a heart attack.” He turned to Brian. “He knows better than to talk like that anywhere other than this building—”

“What am I going to do, tell our national nuclear secrets to the cows—”

Dr. Zinn spoke over him calmly as if this was a normal method of communication. “Dr. Antares has spent the last two years working on research protected by the highest level of secrecy, and he is absolutely trustworthy. Just—”

“A bit of a mouthy shit?” Antares grinned and didn’t wait for a reply before dropping to his knees—as Brian’s breathing hitched—and hunching over to look into the reactor chamber. “I really need to get that lug wrench out of there before I get lunch—dinner? I’ll see you around, Airman.”

Brian was about to correct him on his rank, but Dr. Zinn was already herding him down the stairs and back to the entrance. He left him with Junior Airman Freeman, waving as he headed back to his office.

Brian turned to Freeman. “I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself earlier. I’m Captain Brian Flynn.” They shook hands, and Brian asked, “Do you happen to like the night shift? I won’t hold it against you if you don’t.”

Freeman grimaced. “It’s hell on my sleep schedule, if you’ll pardon the phrase, sir.”

Brian smiled a little brighter. “I was thinking of making a new shift schedule. All the airmen would get seven-hour shifts, and I’d take ten-hour overnights.”

The airman raised his eyebrows. “That—that would be night and day, for me, for all of us.”

“Not starting tonight though,” Brian said. “I just got off a fifty-one-hour Greyhound ride from New Mexico, and I need to sleep, preferably horizontally, for at least ten hours before I can be a good human, much less a good commanding officer.” He reached down and then heaved his duffel onto his back. “Could you point me in the direction of the barracks?”

*

Brian made the two-mile hike with his duffel over his shoulder, his back and shoulders one unified ache, eyes on the dim lights of the scientist housing and airmen’s barracks squatting on either side of the perimeter gate. The sun had set while he’d been inside, the stars now out to keep him company. They were almost as clear here as from his grandmother’s backyard on the reservation in New Mexico. Brian hadn’t gotten to see the stars much at Vandenberg where they hid behind light pollution from the base or smoke from the summer wildfires or the LA smog. The pure, uncut horizon and the stars that shone above it were the only thing he missed about New Mexico.

The accommodations were as spare as Dr. Zinn had promised. But what his studio apartment lacked in hominess, the barracks gym made up for in thoroughness. A full set of weights and two incline benches filled the room, with a long mirror on the shorter wall. A window gave a view of the winding road back to the installation, and the same beige, found everywhere else in the ten-studio building, covered the cinder block walls.

Brian knew he should be a sensible adult and just go the fuck to sleep. The last bed he’d slept in, he’d been belt-whipped right back out of in the middle of the night two days and three states ago. But he knew from long experience that if he didn’t start exercising now, the old scars and new scabs would stiffen, and it would hurt like a son of a bitch to get flexible again.

So Brian went to his studio apartment, unpacked his astronomy and physics textbooks, his back issues of Astounding and New Worlds and Comet, and his small collection of poetry. He shoved his underwear, socks, and workout clothes in the half drawer they took up; he hung his everyday and dress uniforms in the shower after running it hot enough to fill the bathroom with steam to ease out some of the travel wrinkles. Then he changed into his workout clothes. All of his shirts were dark with long sleeves, a necessity if he wanted to avoid staring eyes.

He took a breath and settled his shoulders, then stepped into the hallway and strode toward the gym at the back. A young airman was working out, and Brian introduced himself. The young man’s last name was Durbin. He’d been here for a year. They exercised in comfortable silence, Brian feeling the scrapes on his back break open, but he just leaned forward to keep from getting blood on the bench. Durbin went to his unit, and Brian, for the first time in what felt like years, was alone.

He'd grabbed a pair of dumbbells and begun wrist curls when the shape of Dr. Antares’s smile flashed across his mind. Brian closed his eyes, twisting his mouth; he wasn’t going to do this on this base. He was going to be as sexless as the snow on the mountaintops, as the rocks, as the plutonium they would be breeding with the reactor; he was not going to do this again.

Brian headed back up to his studio, took a long hot shower, tended to what he could reach of his back using the first aid kit he found under the kitchen sink, and ate some of the canned soup some kind soul had left in the cupboard. Then he fell onto the stiff, thin mattress. There wasn’t really a part of him that wasn’t bruised, so he just hoped the long Greyhound ride and the workout would grant him sleep. He’d spend the morning briefing his team, then work through the night and start his upside-down schedule the next day. He’d done it before, and though it ached more than it had a decade ago at eighteen, he could do it again. I can do this.


Chapter Two: T-99 Days

“The effect of this upon the fortunes of ex-soldiers with blue discharges is very serious, so serious in fact that such ex-soldiers have been known to ask for an out-and-out dishonorable discharge. That at least is something that can be explained or even perchance explained away. But the ex-soldier, looking for a job and seeking to rehabilitate himself in some civilian sphere of life for which he may be better fitted than for the military service, must approach a prospective employer with a large sheet of striking color in his hand instead of the customary white one. He meets with instantaneous suspicion. It is a vague suspicion of something mysteriously but dreadfully wrong which may be actually more detrimental to the seeker after employment, than something specific which can be discussed. A man might say, “I stole some money,” and be given a chance; but if compelled to explain that he had undesirable ‘habits and traits of character,’ he is damned at the start.”

—History of the Phrase “Discharged Under Conditions Other Than Dishonorable” and Present Discharge Criteria for Three Services. Investigations of the National War Effort: Blue Discharges. United States Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, House of Representatives, 1949.


September 12, 1951

 

Brian woke up too early, body aching and head sore from sleeping on the camp bed he’d been issued. He ate whatever came first to hand from the nonperishables in the stocked kitchen, letting the dull September sunlight filter through the small window, not bothering with the electric lights. He knew he needed to figure out who to crib a ride from into Arco for some kind of vegetables or fruit.

He supposed he’d been spoiled at Vandenberg Air Force Base. The fruit and veggies were probably his favorite part of California, better than the beaches where he couldn’t take his shirt off, full of men he couldn’t look too long at, and women who sometimes sensed he wasn’t treating them like prey and so surrounded him. He had some good lady friends back in LA, but realistically, how much were they going to care to keep in contact with one lonely airman? He couldn’t even give them his real address, and the PO Box the air force had set up for his official mail in Idaho Falls was never realistically going to get checked.

His single dish washed, Brian peered out the window into the cloudy Idaho sky and then inched his way into his thickest, most waterproof jacket before beginning the walk to the lab.

After a few breaths of crisp morning air, he thought through the shift schedule he’d worked out on the Greyhound ride again, focusing on days off. If he split his team between two seven-hour shifts from 07:00–14:00 and 14:00–21:00, then from here on out, he could work 21:00–07:00. Then on the weekends, they could do a rotation of 07:00 to 19:00 and 19:00 to 07:00, so it would mean everyone could get a full day off once a week. He wanted to protect his team, make sure they were well-rested and able to do their jobs well; this kind of work took a special kind of attention.

At Vandenburg, he’d had to manage some conflict between his men and the scientists they were tasked with protecting when he’d ended up in charge of one of the shift rotations. Watch duty was mind numbing in the best of times, but it was especially soul killing when there was nothing else to do on base. The more time his team here had to fill up their lives in Arco or explore the wilds of the high desert, the less trouble they were going to cause Brian and Dr. Zinn.

Half an hour later, the first thing Brian noticed when he stepped into the lab was how much busier it was. A junior airman was just ending his shift, and Brian caught the exhausted way he saluted. Hopefully the new schedule will help with that.

Brian smiled. “At ease, Airman.”

The young man relaxed a fraction, keeping a clear eye on his new superior officer. Brian sighed internally. He would have time to earn their trust that he wouldn’t bite their heads off for how they stood or, God forbid, if they put their hands in their pockets when speaking with him.

He stuck out his hand. “I’m Captain Flynn.”

“Hodgins, sir.”

Brian made sure his smile was as warm as his wind-chilled face could make it. “Any trouble last night?”

The young man’s entire body slouched for a moment before he pulled himself up by his strings. “Just, ah—did Dr. Zinn tell you about Dr. Antares?”

“Yes. Yes, he did.”

“Then nothing out of the usual.” Hodgins sighed, fiddling with something in his hand. Brian looked at it, and Hodgins followed his gaze. “You ever used one of these before, sir?” he asked, a bit of excitement rising up through his exhaustion.

“I’ve seen Geiger counters but never used them before. Care to show me?”

“Sure. So, it’s called a Geiger counter. Which you know.” Hodgins bit his lips and waved it over himself. It made an almost metronomic beeping. “It’ll start beeping and kind of screeching if someone comes through with irradiated material on them.” He paused. “It’s the weirdest thing, with Dr. Antares. He spends all that time crawling in and around the reactor. He should be covered in uranium.” Hodgins narrowed his eyes. “But I haven’t had to take his pants once, and I’ve been here six months!”

Brian was proud in a profound way of how even his voice was when he said, “Why would you take his pants?”

“Oh!” Hodgins grinned at the chance to show off his knowledge of his job. “So, if someone comes through here”—he gestured to metal detector in front of the entrance door—“and I wand them”—he gestured vaguely at Brian’s legs with the Geiger counter—“and it goes off, we have them take off whatever part of their clothes set it off. Alpha particles from uranium can’t puncture unbroken skin, so they get caught in the clothes and can rub off on car seats or whatever. So we take their pants.” At Brian’s look, he hurried to add, “We have some backup overalls in the closet over there, but sometimes, we have to send guys home in their boxers.”

“What do you do with the confiscated clothing?”

Hodgins tilted his head. “It goes in a big ditch over there.” He waved in the opposite direction of the base housing. “We’re mostly here to stop it from getting out of the building. It can’t be transferred by skin contact, but if someone wore a pair of jeans out of here with uranium dust on them and then went to Arco for the Friday hoedown and sat on the bar stools, that would mean anyone else who sat on that bar stool might get irradiated too.” Then he lowered his voice. “If the Russkies knew where to start looking and found a town where all the bar stools were slightly irradiated, they might begin to wonder what we’re doing in here.”

Brian kept his face receptive and nodded. “All right, so what were you saying about Dr. Antares?”

Hodgins sighed again, irritation flashing over his tanned face. “That cowboy, he does everything you’re not supposed to do, but he never pops the counter. Never! I swear, one time, I was wanding everyone down just before dinnertime, and I saw him carrying a uranium pellet in his T-shirt over to the reactor. And I wanded him—twice—when he headed out around midnight and just—nothing. Last night, well, he was in and out of the reactor all night, left just before dawn, and he was clean as the undriven snow.” He shook his head in disgust at the man’s lackadaisical attitude towards being irradiated.

“You know,” Brian said, “at Vandenberg, a lot of the guys who worked at Los Alamos came by to give talks. They said when they were all undergrads at Cal, they used to start a nuclear reaction in one building, then get it into the bed of a running pickup and drive across campus to where the labs were as fast as they could because the material was stored in a different place than the equipment.”

Hodgins scrunched his nose. “Scientists, man.”

“Yeah,” Brian said with a smile.

“Captain Brian Flynn?” came a strong, bright voice.

He turned around as one of the nurses approached him, her black hair pinned up in victory curls, a pencil behind her ear, brown eyes smiling.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Nurse Kiko Kelly,” she replied, sticking her hand out for a firm shake. “Before you get started for the morning, mind if we do your physical? We’ll want to set a baseline.”

Brian felt a flutter of panic but squashed it down. “I thought all of my medical records had transferred.”

She shook her head. “It could be weeks or even months before any of your files get here, Captain. And we need to know your normal starting as soon as possible.”

“I was just giving a briefing to Hodgins—”

“Oh, no, it’s fine, sir,” Hodgins interrupted, and Brian narrowed his eyes; perhaps he’d been too successful putting him at ease. “I’ve got another hour on my shift.”

Brian turned from one expectant face to the other and then closed his eyes, keeping his voice light and professional. “Thank you, Nurse Kelly. That’s a good idea.”

The nurse’s station was in the right-hand corner of the building. It consisted of a front room with a big window facing the lab, two exam tables pressed against opposite walls, a filing cabinet supporting a telephone, and a door leading to an empty back office with a paper-strewn desk and a second telephone handset.

Nurse Kelly closed the blinds over the window to the rest of the lab, leaving them in the yellow lamplight. She hopped up on the far exam bed, skirt falling carefully over her stocking-clad knees, black pumps swinging as she gestured for Brian to take the other. He stayed standing, gritting his teeth. She crossed her ankles, picked up a blank chart, and looked at him over it.

“I’ll start with the basic questions. Where did you grow up?”

“Nowhere you’ve heard of.”

She raised her eyebrows and set the chart back down. “Are we going to have a problem, Captain?”

Brian tried to force his heartrate down. His hands were at his sides; much as he wanted to straighten up at her tone, he couldn’t get them into parade rest without splitting the scrapes hidden by his uniform.

His breath was shaky, and he kept finding himself glancing at the locked door back out to the lab. Not now, please, not now.

“No, ma’am.”

“Then take a seat.”

He turned to look at the high bed, too high to just fall back on. Probably easier for surgeries. He put his hands on it and tried to jump up without twisting or bending his back. One of the bigger scabs on his back split, and he winced. He tried to smooth his face but wasn’t nearly fast enough. Nurse Kelly lowered herself back down to the floor, heels clicking. She pressed her clipboard to her chest as she peered at him in the lamplight.

Her voice was soft, too, too soft. “Captain, are you injured?”

Brian turned his head to the side, struggling to keep his breathing steady. “Not in a way that compromises my ability to do my job.”

She took a step closer, voice even. “That would be something I would decide, Captain.” She took another step, and he flinched back from her, flushing at the reaction and unable to control it. She dropped her hands. “Captain Flynn, do you know what we’re doing here?”

“What?”

“All of us—” She gestured out to the lab and up to the reactor platform hanging over the middle of it. “We are all here because the world has a scarcity of light. We need more light. We need light in rural places. We need light for sewing and doing dishes. We need light for reading and feeding babies. America is experiencing a scarcity of light. And that is why I like to think we’ve all come to this deserted, freezing place. We’re fixing the scarcity of light. Think of all the things we can learn and do if we have light. Think of all the places that will be safer; think of all the people who will be safer. How many things go on in the dark that could not go on if there were light to see?”

He could think of quite a few. He kept his face still.

She saw right through him. “Captain, I’m going to say something I usually wouldn’t say to a man.” She took a breath. “You’re safe here. I won’t—can’t—tell anyone anything you tell me. Any paper records could be audited, but—” She glanced at the chart in her hands. “—I won’t write anything down from this session unless you tell me I can.”

Nurse Kelly set the chart on the bed behind her. “But everyone’s job in this building is important. Mr. Jolley, the janitor—he’s the reason we don’t trip on crap and spill our blood tests everywhere. The scientists are trying to light up the whole world, the airmen keep the scientists from taking the uranium home to continue their experiments in their bathtubs, and my team is here to keep everyone alive as they play with the stuff responsible for killing a quarter million people in Hiroshima and try to make more of what killed half that again from what we dropped on Nagasaki. Everyone who works here has big roles, and while not everyone in this building trusts one another, I want my team to be able to rely on your team. So—” She took the pencil from behind her ear and chucked it toward the clipboard, where it careened over the bed to clatter behind the filing cabinet.

She held out her hand. “How about we start over. Hi, I’m Nurse Kiko Mabuni Kelly. My job is to help keep you alive. I’m not here to judge, and I’m not here to argue. I’m here to keep you well.”

Brian’s lips twisted as he frowned. He wished, briefly, painfully, that Bill was here, warm body tight against his side, soft hands on his, bright poet’s eyes teasing him into a better mood. He crushed that thought harder than any he’d had that morning.

“All right. I have— Something happened. Before I left Roswell. Home. It’s easier if you just see. It’s okay if I take off my shirt?”

“Fine by me, Captain. I was a flight nurse over Düsseldorf in ’43. Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

He nodded, eyes on the blank wall behind her as she stood, arms neutral at her sides. He unbuttoned his uniform jacket, face twisting as he worked it off his shoulders. He was grateful she didn’t offer to help; he didn’t think he could bear a kind touch.

He clenched his jaw until it creaked and crossed his arms at the waist to strip his undershirt, keeping his dog tags from getting tangled through long practice. He might have heard her gasp or might have imagined it. He wondered if these were the first boot marks she’d seen. His dark skin hid the majority of them, but the rounded heels of combat boots made a visible impression no matter the tone.

He made a motion toward the deep bruises on his chest. “These I can handle just fine; nothing broken or sprained, it just hurts.” His voice caught on the last word. “But the back, that’s what’s giving me trouble. No infection I could tell, but, well…” He waited, and she looked at him levelly before walking around the exam table.

This time, he definitely heard a gasp, a soft “Brian, what the—” before she caught herself.

When she came back around, her face was professional. He felt a boot ease off his chest, just a little. Enough to breathe.

“You did a good job keeping them clean and disinfecting the—the scrapes. I’m going to clean what you couldn’t reach and give you fresh bandages for the day. Come back to me at the end of my shift, and I’ll change them out again. It looks—” Her voice strangled in her throat, but she kept talking. “It looks like you have experience with this, so I won’t mother you, but the faster you heal, the better you’ll feel.”

She opened a drawer in the little stainless steel cabinet under the phone and pulled out alcohol swabs and clean towels. “We can go through your intake while I clean them up.”

“You don’t have to—” Brian started, but she shook her head, once, eyes fierce before she banked her fire.

“It’s my job, Captain. Just let me do it.”

He nodded.

She paused, looking at him. “The man who did this, he isn’t stationed here, right?”

“No,” Brian said. “He’s back home in Roswell.”

“With the aliens?”

He muttered, “That’s what he would say.” At her look, he explained, “He was in charge of the public affairs unit when that damn press release went out, blaming a fallen weather balloon on little green men. Never lived it down. Spends all his free time trying to catch one to prove he didn’t make a mistake in ’47.”

Her eyes twinkled. “So you don’t think aliens are among us? Indistinguishable from humans, here to steal our secrets and our resources?”

“The initial press release was an error of judgment. Everyone still keeping it going are just building on a hoax to get people to go through our tiny town on their way to LA or El Paso.”

She nodded, heading around behind him, pattering to distract him. “Makes sense since they’re building that new highway all through Utah and then down that way. But wouldn’t it be something if they really were here? We’re living science fiction here every day. Who’s to say there aren’t aliens in Roswell or anyplace else?”

Brian closed his eyes, counting his breaths as the alcohol stung. “With the whole universe to choose from, what could aliens possibly see in us?”


Chapter Three: T-94 Days

Mr. KETCHUM. Then, too, Mr. Allen, I wonder how many of those blue discharges were issued. Maybe we are making a mountain out of a molehill.

Mr. KEARNEY. Will you yield?

Mr. ALLEN. Yes.

Mr. KEARNEY. You mean the blue discharges or the bad-conduct discharges, the total? I had the figures that were given on the floor. There were something like 117,000.

—Testimony by Mr. Omar B. Ketchum (Director of the Legislative Service, Veterans of Foreign Wars) to the US House of Representatives Committee on Veterans Affairs, April 7, 1949. Bernard William “Pat” Kearney (R-NY) and Mr. Allen speaking.

Note: There were three white Congressmen (R-CA, D-LA, and R-IL) in 1949 with the last name “Allen,” and at printing, it could not be determined which of them had served on this committee.


September 17, 1951

 

It was 03:30, and Brian and Antares were the only ones left in the building and had been for hours. Brian’s new shift schedule had been a big hit, and this was his fifth night shift in a row; Dr. Antares had mostly been leaving him alone. Brian suspected Dr. Zinn had had strong words with him.

Dr. Antares had been doing something energetic with the material in the leaded-glass testing chamber on the ground floor since he’d gotten in at 22:00. Brian had tried to read one of his astronomy textbooks but finally found only his back issues of Astounding Science Fiction could hold his attention away from the constantly moving scientist. The man was currently leaning over, adjusting the experiments with a long-handled poker and even longer forge tongs, all while balanced on a piece of lead the size of a Thanksgiving turkey platter, protecting him from the in-floor secondary storage area for uranium fuel rods. The scientist was wobbling a bit. And then he was waving his arm a little wildly at Brian.

“Airman?” His voice came floating across the lab.

Brian called back, “What, Doctor?”

“Airman, come here. I need your help.”

Brian dropped his magazine and hurried toward the scientist. Dr. Antares was crouched on his dinner plate, arms outstretched, trying to get the tongs into the back of the containment area. There were a number of flasks there, but his tongs were just shy of them.

Brian held his hands at his sides. “What am I doing?”

“I need you to hold the back of my pants so I can move the nuclear material to the next processing stage.”

“Why do you need my help to do that?”

“Well, if Eisenberg didn’t have such absurd monkey arms, then I would be able to reach it myself with these here tweezers. But he does. And I do not. And if I don’t move it, we can’t do the test on EBT-I tomorrow, so get in here, Airman.”

Brian stepped forward, toes brushing the safe black edge of the yellow containment area, shoulders square. “No. That’s not safe.”

There was a sound of derision, and Dr. Antares stood, seeming to try to use his half-inch of height on Brian since orders weren’t working.

Well, Brian had had a lifetime of men standing over him, staring down; he wasn’t about to be intimidated by this cherub-haired scientist. “I don’t know how you do things in Wyoming, but we need to—”

“We need to complete our mission,” Antares said, jaw tight. “Millions of people need safe, clean electricity made from stuff mined out of American soil.”

Brian realized there was something almost like golden flecks in the brown of his eyes. He tried to snap back to attention.

“Look—” Antares voice softened. “I don’t need you to go near it. I know some of the airmen, they get nervous around the material—”

“Not me. I’m not afraid of anything,” Brian said.

Dr. Antares’s eyebrows quirked, eyes flaring as if he’d scented a challenge. Then his professionalism came back online, clearing his face and sharpening his bright eyes. “Look, I know it’s unorthodox. But it’s not dangerous. I just need a counterweight, okay? Something to balance me while I reach for that flask over there.” He tilted his head. “We’ve spent more time arguing about it than it would have taken to just do it, Airman.”

Brian’s heart slammed in his chest even as his shoulders slumped. He looked up at the clock: 03:35. No one would really know. “Okay. What do you need?”

Antares looked like he’d have clapped his hands if he hadn’t been holding highly irradiated tongs. “I’ll just get as close as I can right here, and then you come over and stand on the second lead plate and hold on to my belt. Then, I’ll lean in, make the adjustment—”

“What do you want me to do if you start falling?” Brian slid his lead plate up against Antares’s, then clanked another down in its path. He stepped across the islands of safety to stand behind him, trying not to breathe.

Antares’s smile was nearly wicked, and Brian reminded himself of ice and belts and blue ticket discharges. “You catch me, Airman. I trust you to catch me.”

Then he was squatting, leaning forward, and Brian had to grab his belt before he could face-plant into the experiment.

Dr. Antares’s skin was hot, sweating beneath his thin white dress shirt. His body was hot, too hot, hot enough that if he was under Brian’s hands, under his tongue, he might be burning. He watched the clean arch of Antares’s back, the way his muscles moved. A man who could dance. A man who could make him want to dance. Brian took a breath, and there it was, the sharp smell of another man working, the feeling of him under his hands, and Brian’s own body flexed, filling itself in, the shell of him becoming a man again, and then—

“There!” Dr. Antares eased back on his heels as he turned in Brian’s arms. Their faces were perilously close, Brian’s hand still tangled in his belt. “Thanks,” Antares breathed, voice low, and Brian jerked up, hand held out stiff like he’d hurt it, like it was dirty. And then he was jumping off the plate and onto the floor, risking his legs for those seconds but needing to get away.
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