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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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I. THE SONOMAK

 

Had I been present at the Creation, I would have given some useful hints for the better ordering of the Universe.

—ALFONSO THE WISE, KING OF CASTILE (1221-1284)


SECTION I
Chapter 1

 

The Nunn Physics Building, a six-story sprawl of red brick and smoked glass, dominated the northern boundary of Georgia Tech's campus, throwing a long shadow down 14th Street, painting the dozens of ramshackle student bungalows that hugged its western edge in depressing shades of gray and brown. Built six years earlier, and intended to accommodate a wide spectrum of students, the bungalows were now the exclusive domain of physics grad students, tethered close to their professors, and even closer to their experiments. 

Dr. Katie McGuire sat cross-legged atop Nunn's observation platform—a three-by-three square meter slab of rain-rotted plywood, once painted black, but now weathered gray and streaked with mildew. Wedged between a behemoth segment of galvanized ducting that carried away acid fumes and metalorganic residues, and a half-dozen two-hundred-gallon liquid nitrogen tanks, long empty, pressure gauges and relief valves scavenged, the platform was Katie's roost, a place to think, to fret, to clear a cluttered mind. 

She faced east, in the direction of Atlanta's midtown, the oil-on-water lenses of her Virtuals reflecting the morning light. Sunrise was spectacular, the sun hanging behind the Bank of America tower, the light cutting into the building, refracting through stained glass windows, then erupting from the building's western face in rainbow streamers that played out across the city. Clouds, tinted bloodred, hung low on the distant horizon, while the air, full of springtime pine and grass pollens, glowed golden. It was a perfect morning. But Katie saw none of it. 

'Two seconds," she said. The lowermost left quadrant in her field of view flickered, locked, and then the Virtuals began to feed, cycling through channels every two seconds. 

CNN. 

Cryo-Dyne.

Bold and Beautiful.

ESPN IV.

Real Time.

High resolution video streamed into her retinas, the SO gigahertz modulated lasers in the frame of her Virtuals, bouncing light from the imbedded prisms in the lenses and men rastering the input across the back of her eyeballs. A screaming face replaced the green-blue waters of a tropical paradise. 

"Quotas are for the slight of—"

As quickly as it had appeared, the face vanished in a growing fireball that filled her viewing field as the next channel locked in. Katie refocused and let the channels blur, as the Wireless Local Area Network within Nunn's multimedia stream flashed channel after channel, rolling through its nearly infinite menu. The WLAN's content didn't matter—volume did. Katie craved the noise, was addicted to the input, and in fact, could not concentrate unless assaulted by a cacophony of bits. She momentarily checked the simulation running in the lower right quadrant of her field of vision—a bare-bones, three-dimensional plot, with plasma density contoured in a Day-Glo green mesh, and temperatures textured from cool yellows to smoking blues. The simulation was a hydrodynamic/kinetic mix, melding a fluid approach to an atom-by-atom calculation, her latest attempt at predicting the plasma turbulence that was damping the Sonomak's ability to really burn. 

Katie smiled.

Hydrodynamic/kinetic mix. It was a tricky approach, but the only one that had the slightest chance of modeling what was occurring in the heart of the Sonomak. The physics describing high-speed liquid turbulent flow and ultra-hot plasmas were still poorly understood, nearly impossible to model, and when mixed together, turned into a mathematical nightmare beyond belief. 

Impossible. 

Couldn't be modeled.

So chaotic, so intrinsically nonlinear, that the system just couldn't be understood.

At least that was what the experts insisted—all those wizened old white men, with worn leather belts cinched over their little potbellies. Can't do it, girl. No one can do it, girl. 

This girl would prove them wrong. 

That thought normally cheered her, but the smile faded from her face as her thoughts drifted away from the simulation and to the chunk of stainless steel, flickering lasers, and pulsing plasmas that the simulation was attempting to model—the Sonomak. This work was too applied for her taste, too tied to experiments and the boxful of zip discs crammed with data that refused to be modeled. 

There was no real theoretical work anymore, no more physics that was studied for the pure joy of simply understanding how the universe worked. For twelve wonderful months at Cambridge, she had worked directly under Stephen Hawking, modeling the vacuum fluctuations that took place in the vicinity of black holes. 

Bliss. 

But she had lost her funding. Cosmology, particle physics, those areas of research that couldn't be transformed into a product suitable for insertion into microwave ovens, or high definition CCD recorders, or used to slow down the ever-widening trade gap with mainland China, had been deemed nonessential by the Feds who doled out the science dollars. The only other avenues of funding were in the production of military systems used to carbonize Third World types before they could stumble out of their huts, or to sign your soul away to one of the big Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence consortia and spend your days trying to crack the uncrackable signals that poured down from the heavens, having been picked up for a century now. Neither frying Third-Worlders nor crunching uncrackable SETI signals was her cup of tea. 

Good-bye funding.

At the moment, plasma physics was about as theoretical and esoteric a topic as the U.S. government could tolerate. And Katie was afraid that even that indulgence was about to come to an end. 

She refocused on the simulation. At the edge of the plasmon, that region where electrons had been swept out of the plasma, leaving behind positively ionized helium atoms, just nanometers away from the shock wave being generated by the collapse of the plasmon, the plasma temperatures were peaking, the ascent rate punching discontinuities in the plot, the diagram indicating that the plasma residing within a few atomic spacings of the shock wave had reached a temperature in excess of 60 million degrees. 

Then the Pocket Accelerators were ramped down.

The thermal gradient went ballistic as the plasmon imploded.

The simulation broke down, the plasma density mesh lines rippling, actually folding back on themselves as the high-energy electrons transferred their energy to the helium ions. Frame after frame of contour plots rolled by, each one a snapshot of the plasma as it evolved every two picoseconds. Katie shook her head in disgust, but the simulation continued to hang stationary in her field of view, the input being fed directly into her retinas through her Virtuals. 

"Damn," she said.

The simulation shattered, a black spiderweb sucking down plasma density contour lines, me plasma temperature color scale oscillating, unsuccessfully trying to auto-scale, as temperatures soared into the billion-degree range, a temperature so unrealistic that even a theoretical physicist like Katie, for whom lines and contour plots were reality, knew that the simulation and physical reality had parted company. Not even Katie could believe plasma temperatures in the multibillion-degree range, higher man temperatures in the center of the sun. 

"Terminate."

The simulation vanished. In its place appeared Anthony's playroom, the default input for the simulation quadrant when she was not running simulations. Anthony sat at his worktable, nearly hidden behind a multicolored mound of construction paper, glistening tape, and rubber bands. He carefully taped what looked like a rainbow-colored fish to the top of the mound. Within the mound Katie recognized a wide spectrum of geometrical shapes, ranging from the most basic squares, circles, and rectangles, to more complex Mobius strips, convoluted manifolds, Penrose tiles, and Gordian-like knots. 

Katie did not like the look of it.

Her son was obsessed with anything geometrical, and the things he built usually caused trouble. The six-year-old focused; his crystalline blue eyes flicking back and forth. 

But for the moment, all was calm.

Anthony was not screaming. And just as importantly, the latest in a long string of special ed teachers was not screaming. Katie did not hold out much hope for Miss Alice. Caring, loving, degreed in special-needs primary education, with a strong background in math and science, she should have been perfect Miss Alice had been working with Anthony for almost three weeks now. Katie doubted that Miss Alice would break the four-week barrier, not after what happened two days ago, when Anthony had set up a convoluted array of aluminum Toil and lightbulbs, the contraption generating enough focused heat to ignite the kitchen curtains. 

911 was on speed dial.

He was a brilliant little boy, but could not quite connect with the world, had no concept of the difference between appropriate and inappropriate behavior. Katie sighed. People skills were an alien concept to Anthony. 

But at the moment, all was calm. She refocused past the input being fed into her head and out into the Atlanta morning.

Reality. 

Katie sipped tea from her cracked and terminally stained Starbucks vacuum cup, the contents burning her tongue and scorching the roof of her mouth. Tears momentarily welled up in her eyes, blurring both reality and input 

"Watch, Mama!"

Katie squinted, driving tears from her eyes. Anthony looked up at her, peering into the camera. He held up a paper cube that fit snugly in the palm of his right hand. It was tied up like a Christmas present with a green and blue string, bound together at the top of the cube with what looked to Katie like a carrick knot. She knew that only moments before the cube must have been the huge mound that had covered his play table. She found herself smiling, thinking that someday Anthony would make a wonderful Boy Scout, with absolutely no problem passing the knot test. 

"What have you got there, Anthony?" she asked, her voice picked up by the receiver in the data pack slung across her back and transmitted to the speaker in Anthony's playroom. 

"A surprise, Mama," he said, smiling.

"No!" Katie stood up, turning her head, the camera in Anthony's playroom rastering in synch to her movement Miss Alice walked into the room, like a lamb to the slaughter, with nothing to defend herself with except a warm smile. 

"Put it down, Anthony!"

Anthony obeyed, placing the cube on the floor. Katie knew at that instant she'd made a mistake, played right into Anthony's hands. Before she could say anything, he tugged on the carrick knot, the blue and green strings parted, and the cube unfolded in an explosion of color and twirling rubber bands, rising up off the floor, flapping sheets of construction paper giving it lift, rubber band power driving it. The contraption hit Miss Alice in the face. A swatch of tape unrolled itself, tugged by multicolored beating wings, and then wrapped several times around her head. 

"Not today, Anthony, please not today," Katie said, knowing that it was already too late. Miss Alice danced around the room, frantically tugging at the tape that stuck to her face and the paper and rubber bands that were wrapped around her head. 

Anthony smiled for the camera. "An automatic tape dispenser, Mama. Do you like it?"

Katie lowered her head and closed her eyes. It would be a miracle if Miss Alice made it until the weekend. She started doing quick calculations. Tech to Sandy Springs: twenty minutes. Calming down Miss Alice: fifteen minutes. Confiscation of Anthony's tape, construction paper, scissors, glue, rubber bands, and markers: ten minutes. A stern yet compassionate lecture to Anthony: two minutes. More pleading and apologies to Miss Alice: ten minutes. Sandy Springs to Tech: twenty minutes. 

Grand total: one hour and seventeen minutes.

Katie groaned. Of all the mornings for this to happen. For a moment, she wondered if she could ignore the situation, letting Miss Alice handle this one on her own. She opened her eyes and refocused. Miss Alice sat on the floor, cross-legged, whimpering, trying to pull a big knot of masking tape out of her hair. 

"Mama?" said Anthony, now standing next to Miss Alice, reaching out toward her with a shaking right hand, but pulling it back each time Miss Alice lurched and twisted as she tried to dislodge the sticky mess from her head. "Is Miss Alice sad?" he asked. 

Again Katie closed her eyes, and her right hand went toward the phone on her belt She should call Horst, her ex-husband, and make him go home, acquainting him with the mundane aspects of the real world and fatherhood, insisting that he deal with a six-year-old who had chewed through three special-ed teachers in the last eight months. 

Sure. 

The silk-suited son of a bitch hadn't seen Anthony in more than two weeks. And there was no way that he'd leave campus this morning. When Anthony had been born, Horst had cancelled trips, meetings, and conferences to be with them, spending an entire month at home. But the fame that Horst's research had brought him, and the pressure to perform at an ever higher level, had destroyed that gentle Horst, and eventually their marriage. Katie checked the virtual clock hanging in front of her nose. The Sonomak would be put through its paces in less than three hours. She knew that nothing would get that egomaniac off campus today. 

"Did I do a bad thing?" asked Anthony.

Katie refocused again. Anthony had backed away from the now-sobbing Miss Alice. His chin quivered, his eyes had grown large, and with his right hand he clenched a fistful of his sandy-blond hair, twirling a lock of it with his index finger. Tears began to run from the outside comers of his eyes. "I was bad, Mama!" 

Katie was up, hopped from the platform, and started to run for the stairwell. "It was just an accident, baby. Don't worry, I'm coming right home," she said as she descended the stairwell, taking two steps at a time. "Everything will be all right." 

 

The senator looked at the professor. The professor was big, probably topping 220 pounds, and looked powerful even on screen. His ink-black hair was slicked straight back across a head so big and square that it looked chiseled from a block of wood. His pencil-thin mustache looked painted on. 

The senator tried to smile but couldn't quite manage it 

Dr. Horst Wittkowski smiled back, instantly understanding what the look on Ty Miller's face meant. Bad news. Of that he had absolutely no doubt. The only question was how bad it would be. He slowed his breathing, lifted his hands from his lap, and placed them atop the cool lacquered perfection of his mahogany desk. He leaned forward, pursed his lips ever so slightly to denote concern, and then angled his head to the left as he furrowed his brow, the expression and body language precisely engineered to solicit details. 

Senator Ty Miller felt the thin sheet of sweat across his forehead begin to bead up, and a muscle in the left side of his face, just at the base of his jaw, ticking as sure and steady as his pocket watch. He did not like to deliver bad news—it made him nervous. His career had been built on the twin political pillars of filling up the pork barrel and slapping the backs of countless good ol' boys. Nothing good came from delivering bad news. 

"The news, Senator?" asked Horst, his voice deep and resonant, the German accent polished to a high luster.

Senator Miller swallowed hard. The president has decided to fund the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor" he said, and then slipped back in his chair, bracing himself for the explosion that he was sure, would come, as the significance of what he'd told Wittkowski hammered home. 

What is wrong with the presidents of this country? Horst wanted to shout Clinton forced to resign in '97, Gore killed in '99 after a visit to the troops in Cairo, where a wayward SAM took out Air Force One, with both those events opening the way for Vice President Marie Meyer from Iowa to fill the power vacuum. If it didn't involve corn or cows she was out of her depth. She didn't know plasma physics from pork bellies. But Americans loved the woman, had actually elected her twice after she had finished out Gore's term. 

"Professor?'

Horst did not flinch. He had known this day would come, had known that the pressure that big Malaysian money was exerting on the White House, and the sheer force of the personality of Mahathir bin Mohamad could not be denied. The Malaysian government had had the Japanese, the Russians, the Europeans, and the Chinese on board for the better part of a year now. Only the Americans had been holding out—saying that they couldn't afford ITER, not after the billions they'd spent on the latest SETI upgrade, extending the diameter of the Arecibo radio dish by yet another hundred meters, boosting sensitivity in order to try and cut out some of the background noise from the most recent indecipherable signals. 

The fact that Meyer had finally bent to world pressure did not surprise Horst. What did surprise him was the timing of the announcement. He had thought that such a decision would not have been made until at least a year after the election—he had been depending on that eighteen-month window. He did not think that the Democrats could tolerate any more "International Cooperation" (Ms close to the election, not after having sunk nearly three times the amount of funds than had been originally budgeted for the International Space Station, upgrading its Ears so it could listen to aliens pass gas in distant galaxies, only to have the whole station burn up less man a year later when a jammed Russian thruster accidentally deorbited the behemoth. 

"I assume that a deal has been made with the Malaysians, and that ITER will be built in Putrajaya, tapping the amazing know-how of a people whose high-technology capabilities are best evidenced by their domination of the world market in basketball shoe manufacturing?" asked Horst in silky tones. 

The senator nodded.

"Wonderful news for the Malaysians," said Horst, a smile now filling his face, exposing $20,000-worth of exquisite bridgework. "But why would this have an impact on me?' he asked, knowing full well what that impact would be. 

The senator leaned forward. He'd gotten this far without an explosion, so saw no reason to sugarcoat the rest of it. "ITER will be allocated nearly 75 percent of both the Department of Energy and Defense Advanced Research Projects Administration plasma funding from ongoing programs. This change will be reflected in the '08 budget, with those programs which support ITER being given the highest priority for the remaining funds." 

Horst's left eyebrow arched in a questioning gesture.

The senator answered without having to hear the question. "There will be no increase in the total plasma funding from either DOE or DARPA. What was a $200 million allocation for general plasma funding for this year will be reduced to something around $50 million for '08." 

Horst took a quick, shallow breath and frowned. Fiscal '08 started on October 1 of '07, which meant that the fate of existing programs, and the meager funding that they would receive, would be decided at the latest by the end of August. It was already June. That gave him only two months, not the eighteen that he really needed to get the Sonomak up and running, and generate the results that would get him follow-on funding. "Then I have two months to dazzle my good friends at DOE and DARPA?" asked Horst. 

"At the most," answered the senator.

Horst knew that it wasn't even as hopeful as that. By the time the in-crowd at Princeton, MIT, and Stanford were funded, there would be absolutely nothing left for other efforts. He was certain that Georgia Tech had been redlined the moment the president had finished shaking hands with the Malaysian egomaniac. "Thank you, Senator," he said, dismissing the topic with the tone of his voice, knowing that nothing more could be accomplished with Ty Miller, DOE, or DARPA. He took a deep breath. There was only one other source of money that he could possibly tap into. Images of an orbital Sonomak powering up a gamma ray laser flashed through his head. He did not like it—not one little bit He was not opposed to getting into the covert weapons business. The problem was the way those people operated. Breakthroughs were instantly classified, and hardware sucked down into a secret agency vortex never to be seen again. They wouldn't let you publish, wouldn't even let you talk about your work. They kept you in money, but to the outside world, to the physics community, it would appear that you had fallen off the planet. 

Bye-bye Nobel.

But he knew he would have to make that call.

However, first things first. He refocused on Ty. "We'll have you on line for this morning's demonstration?" he asked, sounding positive and upbeat. 

Senator Miller nodded, not certain how to read the situation. He had just informed this man that his entire research program, the thing that he had built his life around, would cease to exist in the next two months. "I look forward to it, Professor," he said, sounding relieved. 

Horst smiled and disconnected.

"ITER," Horst said in a whisper, slowly shaking his head, feeling the rage begin to build. "Goddamned Malaysians!" It was their fault. With more money than brains, willing to pay for more man half of the cost of the project, operating under the belief that if they had the world's tallest building, the fastest rail system, the largest database of indecipherable alien noise, the biggest supercomputer, and now the world's most expensive pressure cooker, that all those things would somehow make them a First World nation. 

They were savages.

They prayed to snakes and poked knitting needles through their faces to prove their oneness with God. Imbeciles. "Goddamned imbeciles!" The sound of his own voice unnerved him. He was standing, his hands balled into fists, the knuckles white, the sound of blood pounding in his head. He forced himself to think of something else. Time was short—incredibly short. He needed a new source of funding now, before his existing money ran out and he could no longer keep the team intact. If they disbanded, it would be nearly impossible to regroup and get the Sonomak back up. He forced his breathing to slow, sat back down in his chair, and opened the center desk drawer. Reaching in deep, all the way to the back, he grabbed the slick surface of a DVD wallet and pulled it out. The bundle was thick, nearly thirty discs crammed into the wallet, one for every possible contingency, both technical and political. The wallet unfolded like an accordion and he fingered through it, looking for a very special disc. 

The DVD. 

He laid it on his desk. Although he had planned for this contingency, until this moment, he had not believed that it would have ever actually come to this. He looked down at the DVD and at its small, handwritten, white label: Implosion.

Horst tugged at his tie, making sure that it was straight, ran a hand across his slick-backed hair, and looked at the wall of plaques and citations, as if checking to make sure that they hadn't vanished in the last few minutes. In the center of the wall, directly above his head, hung a one-meter-length of tube—the Pocket Accelerator, a mile's worth of conventional electron accelerator packed into a tube that you could twirl like a baton. 

Horst smiled affectionately at the hardware and then turned around to face the Vid camera mounted in the far corner of his office. "Vid on," he said. He looked into the camera, took a deep bream, focused his thoughts, and expelled the lungful of air as the Vid's red recording light came on. He smiled, no longer seeing the camera. He now saw the millions that he knew would someday be watching him, viewing this Vid, reliving a critical piece of history. 

"I've come to realize that adversity can be the scientist's greatest ally," said Horst, pushing his voice down half an octave. "An abundance of funding causes one to become complacent, to follow a conservative approach that only incrementally increases one's knowledge, adding a brick here or there to a scientific edifice which already reaches to the heavens. But the breakthrough, the new insight, the opening of vistas yet unseen, come about only by bold action and in desperate times." 

Horst held the DVD up to the camera.

 

"I do not like bolts," Beong Kim said to the torque wrench as he checked yet one more bolt, tugging on the wrench handle, its LCD screen reading fifty-eight foot-pounds. He snugged the bolt, bringing it up to the specified sixty foot-pounds. 

Tightening bolts was not a proper job for a postdoctoral research engineer. It was disgraceful. But the Titanium-Sapphire Laser and the Pocket Accelerators it powered were his responsibility. And today nothing could be left to chance—he would not let the grad students or co-ops anywhere near his equipment. There could be no mistakes. 

Beong closed two of his three eyes and lowered his face to the barrel of the Titanium-Sapphire Laser, letting his chin rest on the cold stainless steel. Transmitted through the metal, the chug-chug vibration of mechanical backing pumps rang in his head, actually rattling his back molars. It felt right, the pitch correct, the intensity balanced. 

Five years in the Sonomak lab had taught him to use every one of his senses.

As he felt the equipment, his third eye, ever vigilant, continued to suck down photons, converting light to electrons, digitizing, sampling, compressing, and then uplinking the data to Low Earth orbit and the nearest Teledesic satellite. Bounced among the 240 satellites of the system, the data spanned the globe within a few milliseconds, downlinked to Taejon, Korea, and to the one-meter dish perched atop Sangbora Kim's roof. 

The Vid display glowed in the Kim living room, showing an out-of-focus close-up of the Titanium-Sapphire Laser's output port. No one watched. All were asleep in Korea. But that did not matter. Everything was being recorded for later viewing. Sangbom Kim, Beong's father, was ever vigilant, spending his days viewing his son's previous day's activities, making certain that nothing happened to disgrace his family or country. 

Beong opened his eyes and straightened up, his back creaking. He moved along the laser tube, running his right hand across it, not looking at it, but focusing on the electronics that filled the line of rack panels running across the rear wall of the lab. Vacuum pressures, cryo-pump cold head temperatures, residual gas traces from the tube. He scanned them all. 

There could be no mistakes.

"How many times are you going to retorque that tube, Beong?" asked Aaron Tanaka from the other room—the main lab that housed the Sonomak. 

Despite the fact that Beong was now in possession of a Ph.D., and was a postdoc for Professor Wittkowski, while Aaron Tanaka was merely a technician, without so much as a bachelor's degree, Beong still twitched from the waist at the sound of Aaron's voice, ingrained reflexes forcing the abbreviated bow. 

Aaron was in charge of the lab—Professor Wittkowski had made that perfectly clear when Beong had agreed to stay on after receiving his Ph.D. Aaron would always be in charge, whatever Beong did, despite the fact that it had been his work and his thesis project that had led to the first experimental demonstration of the Pocket Accelerators. 

Beong pushed those thoughts out of his head.

Dr. Horst Wittkowski was the professor, not him.

"Earth to Beong!" said Aaron, his Texas drawl echoing off the lab walls. He did not bother to look up from what he was doing, not wanting to make eye contact with any of the grad-grunts sweating over the Sonomak, making everything pretty for the dog and pony show that would begin at one o'clock. 

Once again Beong's muscles twitched, forcing him into an abbreviated bow. 'I am done with the torquing," Beong said, as if announcing he had just completed a religious rite. "I am feeling the equipment." 

Aaron smiled, set down the multimeter he'd been using to check some high voltage feedthroughs, and walked over to the doorway connecting the two labs, the doorway the Titanium-Sapphire Laser's main tube went through before it fed into the beam splitters, which in turn coupled with the Sonomak's Pocket Accelerators. Poking his head in, he watched Beong running his hands down the tube, fingers pushing at electrical feedthroughs and gas injectors. 

Aaron had seen a lot of students come and go, but Beong was the best. He understood equipment, knew that in the final analysis, regardless of what some fancy-ass simulation told you and what a bank of green lights insisted, that you never powered up until you'd felt the equipment. And Beong was always afraid. That was critical. As soon as you lost fear of your equipment, that little act of arrogance would cause it to self-destruct in some new and gruesome fashion. 

"Beong!"

Beong looked over at Aaron, focusing all three eyes, bowing once more.

Aaron smiled. "Today is no big deal, Beong, just take it down a few notches. We've run the system at the fifteen-kilowatt level more than a dozen times now without any problems. Horst will be at the controls. If any bug crops up, he'll just flip the displays into remote mode and output one of the test runs." 

Beong shook his head. That would be dishonest. The professor would never do that. 

Reading the expression on Beong's face, Aaron knew why Beong was a postdoc and not a professor with his own lab—he had the real-world savvy of a pup. "This show is for Washington-types, program monitors, and a few military paper pushers. We could run the whole damn thing as a simulation, and they wouldn't have the slightest idea that you hadn't tossed a single electron down the Pocket Accelerators." 

Beong shook his head.

Aaron smiled once again, knowing it was futile. "You might want to check the third and fifth harmonics on the main beam oscillator," he said, knowing full well that those wouldn't affect the experiment in the slightest, but knowing that Beong needed something to worry about. "Don't want to be wasting any power at those useless frequencies." 

Horrified at what Aaron had said, Beong dropped to the floor and rolled under the tube. He'd checked the higher harmonics less than an hour ago, but that didn't matter. Aaron thought there might be a harmonic problem. 

There could be no mistakes today.


SECTION I
Chapter 2

 

"You aren't listening to me, Horst," said Katie.

He'd heard the words, could play them back verbatim if requested, but they had not registered, had not interfaced with the active regions of his brain. He looked at her for a moment. A pixie of a woman with flaming red hair, freckled, cream-colored skin, and a pinched little nose. Through the unpolarized left lens of her Virtuals he could see a green eye staring up at him—a very angry-looking green eye. Irish from head to toe. At times he thought she might actually have leprechaun blood in her. Her small frame had fit so perfectly in his arms. But he quickly put that thought, and any other thoughts of her, out of his head. To her left, visible through the observation window, he could see the Sonomak. 

Beautiful.

A two-meter-diameter vanadium alloyed stainless steel sphere, with forty-eight Pocket Accelerators protruding from it, sat in the center of the lab, draped in cabling and surrounded by rack after rack of electronics. It was a work of art, an elegant piece of physics, an instrument to reveal the truth. With his right hand buried in his pants pocket, he fingered the wallet of DVDs. 

"Horst, we've got a problem," said Katie. She was angry now. She poked at his too-bright tie with an index finger. "Anthony has just about burned through another teacher. I've given Alice the afternoon off, and she'll be bringing Anthony to campus so we can take him for the rest of the day." 

Horst looked down at his tie, where Katie had poked him, as if checking for dirty fingerprints. Apparently finding none, he glanced at his Rolex and then looked at Katie. "Not now," he said, holding up his hand. 

"Goddamn it, Horst! It's never 'now.' There never is a good time to talk to you about anything unless it concerns that goddamned machine!" 

Horst focused on her, looking into her green eye. "The president has decided to fund ITER from the existing DARPA and DOE plasma budget," he said, stressing each word. "Unless something miraculous happens we are less than two months away from shutting this program down." 

Katie blinked. It took several seconds for the mental gears to engage, for images of a teacher covered in tape and construction paper to be replaced with thoughts of budgets, contracts, and just how much money it took to keep the Sonomak running. "Shut us down," she said in a whisper. She could not believe it. This lab had developed the Pocket Accelerator. 

"It's 12:55, Katie," he said, looking at his watch once again and men back at her. He ran his hands down the front of his coat, smoothing out wrinkles that were not there. "Crunch time," he said, and then stepped past her, moving not in the direction of the control room, but down the hall. 

Katie knew where he was going, knew the ritual, the superstitions. Before a major presentation or experiment, Horst needed some quiet time to rehearse, to focus on whatever hurdle he was about to try to jump. She knew the route he would take, the stairwells he preferred, the labs he would pass, and the secretaries he would wink at. 

Looking over his shoulder, just before he turned the corner at the end of the hallway, he smiled, giving her his patented, 100-percent-full-of-confidence grin. "Let's make a little history." He then turned and vanished around the corner. 

And at that moment, Katie knew just what Horst planned to do—she'd seen it in his smile. It was the smile that at one time had been hers, but now was reserved solely for his machine. He was going for the big breakthrough and would attempt to run the Sonomak as it had never been run before. The Sonomak had never been pushed past the twenty-million-degree level, and she was suddenly certain that Horst would attempt to break through that temperature. 

And there was only one real way to do that. He would try to compress the plasmon vortex to its absolute minimum. He would run all forty-eight Pocket Accelerators at maximum power, not just the sixteen they had run in the trials. Horst would go for maximum implosion and not worry about the outbound shock wave and what potential damage it would cause to the interior of the Sonomak. He needed results. Now. 

But she also knew that if all forty-eight Pocket Accelerators were run, a single accelerator that was slightly out of sync with the others would result in a burn so lopsided that the final temperature would be far lower than that achieved by sixteen balanced accelerators. 

She'd run those simulations, but had not yet shown them to Horst.

The virtual clock hung in front of her. 12:58.

Should she tell Horst? Would he even listen to her? 

Katie looked first down the hallway where Horst had just gone and then to the doorway that led to the Sonomak control room. Which way? 

 

"Umph!" Horst stepped back, stumbled and almost fell; the only thing keeping him on his feet was that whoever had just run into him had a firm grasp around his midsection. 

He looked down, surprised.

"What's wrong with you, Katie?" he said, pushing her back, momentarily confused, not quite sure how she'd made it to the far end of the Van Leer Engineering Building ahead of him. 

"Nothing," said Katie as she stepped back and looked up at Horst.

"What's so important that you chased me all around the building, that you couldn't wait the few minutes for me to get back to the lab?" he asked, doing nothing to hide the sounds of annoyance in his voice. This was his thinking time. He glared at her, tried to make eye contact, but could not. Both lenses of her Virtuals were fully tinted, hiding her eyes. Horst hated talking to people when he could not see their eyes. And he knew that Katie knew that, and was doing it just to annoy him. He took half a step back, and for just a moment inspected her, finding something wrong with her, something that he couldn't quite place. Had she been wearing that lab coat a moment before? And there was something wrong with her hair, the ends jagged, looking as if someone had just taken a pair of pruning shears to them. 

"Is there something different...."

"I know what you plan to do, Horst," she said, cutting him off.

"Oh," he said. He raised his right eyebrow, instantly forgetting what had been puzzling him only a moment before, getting right back to business. "And why should this concern me?" 

"Because if you run all forty-eight accelerators you will in all likelihood not get a complete burn—the alignments have not been sufficiently checked, and the software isn't going to be able to compensate the beam steering quickly enough." 

"And just how do you know this?" he asked.

"I've run the simulations, checked the tolerances. Unless all beams hit dead on you'll fall far short of the twenty million degrees." 

Horst sighed. He knew it was a risk, but at this point everything was a risk.

"You can't run all forty-eight accelerators," she said.

Horst reached up with his right hand and pulled at his chin, slowly pacing back and forth. "How long do you mink it would take to check out beam alignments, to run a few low-level tests with all forty-eight accelerators in order to check out the system?" 

Katie's shoulders sagged, the relief evident to Horst.

"I think we can do it in a week," she said.

Horst stopped pacing, nodded, and reached into his pocket, pulling out the DVD wallet. Unsnapping the wallet and thumbing through it, he pulled out a DVD and held it up to her. 

"Power surge—forty-eight accelerators," said Katie, reading the disc's label.

"It will make it look as if we attempted to run all forty-eight accelerators," said Horst, "but just as we start, the system will abort, claiming that there was an input power surge. The Sonomak will shut down, and I'll give a little song and dance about Tech's power grid problems, and beg for a week's extension for the demonstration." He smiled. 

"Good," said Katie.

"Now get to the control room," said Horst. "Don't let on to the others what we are going to try to do. I need then-reactions to be genuine in response to our little power surge." 

Katie nodded, turned, and trotted down the hallway. Just before she got to the end, she turned, smiled, and waved to him. 

Horst blinked, surprised, not quite certain what to make of the entire encounter. "She must be nervous," he said to himself, and then waited, not moving until he could no longer hear her echoing footsteps. He then looked down at the DVD in his open hand, curled his fingers around it, and didn't stop squeezing until he felt it shatter. "We don't have a week," he said in a whisper. "And I don't have the time to argue about it." 

 

"Please excuse me for my tardiness," Horst said to the camera. He looked down at his watch. 1:07. Horst was always late for meetings and presentations, having learned the value of this tactic long ago. The more important you were, the later you could be, and the longer you could make others wait for your arrival. It showed confidence, which in many cases was far more important than technical abilities and physics breakthroughs when it came to getting money. 

Show no fear.

The fact that Katie had actually delayed him had no bearing on his tardiness. If she had not slowed him down, he would have simply spent a few more minutes wandering around the building. 

Horst looked around the control room.

Five Telepresence monitors were lit. The first TP showed Senator Miller, while two others showed military types—Captain Rodney Harrington, on loan to DOE from the Air Force, who had the squinty eyes of an accountant and the personality to match, while in the TP next to him, was General Alexander Martin, liaison to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a near-retirement-age Gulf War veteran who Horst knew would never see his second star, having pissed off the UN-loving administration with his constant anti-Moslem stance. 

Having these three attend was a mere formality. None of them had access to money or could influence any funding agencies on his behalf. The senator had been instrumental in obtaining the initial funding for the Sonomak lab, but he was now situated on the wrong side of the ITER situation. The general was just doing time until someone showed the mercy to pull his plug, and the captain's only concern was that the books were balanced. 

The remaining two were another matter.

The first was Dr. Kristoff Jorgenson, DOE contract monitor for the Sonomak program and assistant director of the Plasma Physics Directorate within DOE. 

Jorgenson smiled, his ruddy face beaming. The smile was pure reflex. He would have rather been anywhere but there, staring into the Sonomak lab and Horst's arrogant face. Didn't this kraut bastard know he was so much putrefying sausage? thought Jorgenson. ITER has killed you, he wanted to say, but instead he spoke cordially. "So good to see you, Horst. I know that we have all been looking forward to your demonstration today, and we hope to see the twenty-million-degree level reached." 

"I'm certain we can manage that," said Horst. "And perhaps a bit more." 

Perhaps.

Katie, Aaron, and Beong each sat in front of a computer console—Katie's the diagnostic, measuring plasma temperature, electron densities, and the plasmon diameter, comparing it all to her simulations; Aaron's monitoring the health of the Sonomak—pressures, helium injector velocity, magnet temperatures, and powers—all those things needed to keep the Sonomak running; while Beong's kept watch on the Titanium-Sapphire Laser and the array of Pocket Accelerators. They said nothing in response to Horst's boast, did not so much as twitch. They knew the importance of presenting a united front, of never showing the slightest sign of surprise to outsiders, especially those who held the purse strings. 

Horst looked away from Jorgenson and to the last TP monitor. "I appreciate you being able to attend our demonstration, Dr. Quinn," he said, "especially in light of my last-minute invitation." 

Katie had never heard of Dr. Quinn, but judging from the facial expressions of the other four in the TP monitors, they certainly had. Jorgenson jerked back as if physically slapped, the general flared his nostrils as if he just got a whiff of something rancid, the captain smiled as if in anticipation of the punch line of some sick and disgusting joke, and Senator Miller grimaced. 

Quinn nodded. "Certainly, Dr. Wittkowski. We are always interested in novel ways to manipulate energy and matter." He smiled, and the skin across his face pulled tight, the sharp-angled bones beneath protruding, looking as if they were about to rupture through the skin. To Katie, the image of a snake unhinging its jaw and swallowing an egg came to mind. 

Horst focused and stared at Quinn.

The Slick Man—that was Quinn's nickname in government circles. 

Horst had met him face-to-face once before, in '98, at a DARPA meeting in Puerto Rico during the island's statehood celebration, and had walked away from the meeting with the urge to head straight to the bathroom to scour his hands with scalding water. Slick Man was based at the Ballistic Missile Defense Organization, the BMDO being the mutated offspring of the long-dead Strategic Defense Initiative. But Horst suspected that was just a front. Allen Quinn reeked of spookdom and black projects. Horst was certain that he was from the NSA, or even the CIA. But Horst had moved past the point of worrying about that. Money was money. The word was that Quinn had money for the right type of projects. Horst took a quick look behind him, at his three associates at their consoles, and men turned back to the TP monitors, focusing solely on Allen Quinn. 

Sell it, thought Horst. Sell it big. 

"Gentleman, I will be quite blunt with you. The future of fusion power does not lie with magnetic confinement, or laser-based inertial confinement," he said, taking deliberate swipes at both ITER and the laser boys at the National Ignition Facility in California. "Those technologies are a brute force approach to fusion, crude and expensive attempts which do not take advantage of the more sophisticated, elegant, technologies which the twenty-first century has to offer." 

Horst could not read the Slick Man's face—there was no emotion, no life in it. But Horst was not worried, at least not yet. Slick Man had a reputation for embracing new technologies, and the Sonomak certainly met that criteria. Slick Man wanted beyond state of the art, in order to threaten today's world with tomorrow's technology. 

"The Sonomak represents such a technology," said Horst.

Quinn's only response was a quick blink.

"If you will turn to page four of the briefing books, you will see the basic schematic of the Sonomak." He continued to focus on Quinn. He knew that the others had seen the Sonomak schematic countless times before and were probably bored to tears with it. 

But that didn't matter—he was selling to Quinn.

"The heart of the Sonomak technology is the Pocket Accelerator," said Horst, reaching down below the range of the Vid and picking up a Pocket Accelerator—the one-meter-length tube of precisely contoured stainless steel. "What we have discovered is that when we pulse a terawatt Titanium-Sapphire Laser on and off in periods as short as twenty femtoseconds into a high-density helium plasma, that an evacuated channel, swept clear of electrons, is created by a process called electron cavication. You can think of this process as drilling a hole right through the plasma, selectively removing the negatively charged electrons, while leaving behind the heavier charged ions, those ions helping to focus and channel the laser beam. As a result of the cavication process, an immense electric field is generated between the negatively charged electrons that have been swept away and the positively charged ions, which remain. This electric field in turn accelerates electrons in the direction of the laser—in essence transforming the laser beam into an extremely high-energy electron beam." 

Horst waved the Pocket Accelerator at the Vid.

"By way of active shaping of the internal electrical fields in order to eliminate turbulence and plasma instabilities, the Pocket Accelerator contours the plasma, allowing maximum acceleration of electrons with an electric field gradient of ten GeV per centimeter." 

Horst paused for effect

"Think of that, gentlemen—ten billion volts across a one-centimeter spacing." 

Quinn's eyes opened slightly, and the muscles at the base of his jaw quivered as he ground his teeth. Horst nodded ever so slightly, trying to read something in those facial motions. He felt confident that Quinn had taken the bait. No one could resist the beauty and elegance of a ten GeV-per-centimeter field gradient. 

"This means that a one-meter-long Pocket Accelerator can produce one TeV electrons—one trillion electron-volts, an energy which, prior to this technology, could only be obtained after electrons had traveled one kilometer down the Stanford Linear Accelerator—a distance one thousand times greater than that required for the Pocket Accelerator." Again Horst paused for effect. "This technology is unique to the Georgia Tech fusion effort." 

Quinn leaned toward the monitor and smiled, exposing teeth that were slightly yellowed, and gums that were tinted gray. "Very impressive, Professor," he said with all the sincerity of a rattlesnake apologizing just before sinking its fangs into a victim, "but we should not forget that Akasaki at the University of Tokyo is reporting fifteen GeV per centimeter, and that Umstadter at Michigan is generating neutron fluxes as a result of the fusion events taking place in a deuterium/tritium plasma during the collapse of an electron cavication region." 

Horst took a half-step back. He managed to keep smiling. He was not aware that Akasaki had reached the fifteen-GeV level. The Umstadter results he was well aware of, but he had conveniently neglected to mention them in his overview. At that moment he knew he had grossly miscalculated Quinn's knowledge—the Slick Man appeared to be up to speed on the state-of-the-art results. 

Horst opened his mouth, but was cut off before he could speak.

"Before you continue with your fascinating description of the Sonomak," said Quinn, "there are a few points that I should mention." He held up two fingers, the middle and index finger, and men lowered the index finger. "First, you should know that I provided key inputs which resulted in the shutdown of the SLAC at Stanford, and the Tevatron at Fermi. I do not care for particle physics, or for those physicists who feel that the federal government should foot the bill for their high-energy fantasies." The middle finger curled down. "In addition, I have no interest in fusion energy, a technology which I consider unnecessary for the foreseeable future, as long as our Middle East interests are maintained. I represent the federal government, which in turn is entrusted with maintaining the safety of its citizens in an ever-more dangerous world, and as such, find myself solely interested in technologies that can be harnessed for the defense of this nation." 

Horst suddenly felt nauseous.

Beong let out an audible moan.

Katie shook her head. Why in the hell was this arrogant asshole even wasting the Vid time to watch this demonstration? she wondered. He obviously had absolutely no interest in the Sonomak.

Quinn held up his hands, palms facing the monitor, and slowly shook his head. "But I apologize for my little interruption; you were explaining how the Sonomak is intended to work." His eyelids almost closed. "Please continue to enlighten me."

At that moment, Horst knew that Quinn was a complete and total dry hole—they would never see a dime from this schmuck. He turned his head slightly and focused on Jorgenson. As far as this demonstration was concerned, he was the only one remaining that might be able to provide any funding at all, though, in light of the ITER situation, the odds of that were extremely small. "Yes," said Horst, re-gathering himself, forcing himself back into his Sonomak monologue. The output of each Pocket Accelerator is focused at the center of the Sonomak, in which the intersecting cavication beams create a spherical region nearly devoid of electrons—you can picture it as a bubble in a sea of electrons. By careful manipulation of the laser pulse duration and frequency, this bubble can be made to pulse, to rapidly expand and contract with the same frequency as the laser pulse, during which the energy of the laser is coupled to the ions within the bubble, feeding them, causing them to rapidly heat" 

Jorgenson smiled at him—an embarrassed smile. Jorgen-son wanted this demonstration to be over quickly. He wanted the whole Sonomak business to be over. At that moment he knew that regardless of what, temperature the Sonomak reached, whether twenty million or even forty million degrees, it made absolutely no difference. Even if he'd been able to squeeze a few dollars back out of the ITER allotment, the Sonomak had now fallen within Quinn's gunsights. He did not know why Quinn had taken such an instant dislike to both Horst and the Sonomak, but that didn't matter. What mattered was that Quinn obviously opposed it, and Jorgenson was not about to squander any of his limited political ammunition fighting someone like Quinn. He knew that if Horst had been wounded and bleeding before this demonstration, he was now a corpse. 

And Jorgenson would distance himself as quickly as possible.

Horst looked from Jorgenson to Quinn, and then back again to Jorgenson. At that moment, he too realized the fundamental error that he'd somehow made. The look on Jorgenson's face said it all. 

The Sonomak was dead.

Horst continued to talk, inertia and overall numbness keeping the words flowing from his mouth. "When the plasmon bubble is grown to sufficient size, on the order of several millimeters, and the ions within it pumped up to temperatures of three to four million degrees, the laser intensity is ramped down, causing a controlled collapse of the plasmon, the bubble rapidly contracting as the electrons come crashing back into the region of the ions, generating a shock wave that further heats them. Our simulations have conclusively shown that electron temperatures in excess of two hundred million degrees should be obtainable with this technique—temperatures high enough to create nuclear fusion." 

Quinn smiled.

'I doubt that very much, Professor. Even if you run all forty-eight of your Pocket Accelerators you will not be able to maintain the necessary spherical symmetry of the imploding shock wave to reduce the plasmon bubble to a small enough volume to achieve such a temperature. I doubt this technology can ever break the fifty-million-degree level. At best you will fuse a handful of atoms, and perhaps after several more years of work, you may manage to reproduce the same pathetic results as those obtained at Michigan." 

The numbness suddenly vanished.

Something molten burned in Horst. Until that moment, Horst had not been totally certain that he would run the Implosion DVD. Despite the bravado he'd tried to fill himself with, Katie's warning had been gnawing at him, eating away at his confidence. But when he looked up at the TP monitor and at Quinn's smug face, at that expression of condescension and outright hostility, Horst made his decision. He would not back down in front of the Slick Man. 

"I disagree," said Horst, staring into the monitor, wishing that he could punch his fist right through the screen and spread the bastard's nose across his face. Horst pulled the DVD wallet from out of his coat pocket, opened it, and pulled out the Implosion DVD. "And I will demonstrate it for you right now." He stepped back, and reaching over Katie, pushed the DVD into her control console without giving her the chance to see it. 

Katie listened to the DVD whir, pecked at the keyboard, and focused on the simulation quadrant of her Virtuals, seeing a sea of green. No problems. She then looked over at Beong and Aaron. They both nodded, their faces expressionless, as if they were in shock. 

"Whenever you are ready, Katie," said Horst, turning back around to face Quinn.

Katie flipped the safety latch over the fire button and held her finger above the toggle switch. Everything was still green. "I'm ready to fire," she said. 

Horst nodded.

She flipped the switch.

The plasma in the Sonomak struck, a sharp white-blue glow pouring through its viewing ports. Horst counted down to himself. The Sonomak would take ten seconds for the plasma to stabilize, to equilibrate before the Pocket Accelerators fired. Once they fired, the test would be over in nanoseconds—the plasmon formed, fed energy, and then imploded as the laser intensity ramped down over a period of a few nanoseconds. And enough energy would be dumped to fry the inside of the machine, destroying detectors and sensors—if they were lucky. 

Katie raised her head as her count reached zero, looking through the observation window and into the Sonomak lab.

She blinked—a flash of light forcing her eyes shut.

Whump! 

Katie's eardrums popped, and her chair pushed back as a wall of air struck her in the chest. She opened her eyes, could now see, despite a white-yellow halo afterglow that filled her eyes, and the Plexiglas window in front of her began to crack, bowing inward, then suddenly reversing itself, pushed into the lab, shattering and exploding outward. 

From within the lab came the roar and screech of metal crashing against metal. A second Shockwave hit her from behind, pushing her forward, slamming her into her console, pulling her toward the hole that only moments before had been filled with the viewing window. 

And then almost total silence, the only sounds those of rustling paper and the crackling of cooling metal. Several blinks and she was able to focus, to look into the lab. At first she thought the Sonomak was gone—the center of the lab seemed empty, nothing remaining except for sheared bolt stems protruding out from the concrete slab. And then she saw the Sonomak, saw what was left of it, and saw what it had been transformed into. It lay on its side, slammed into electronic racks that it had flattened and then pinned against the lab's rear wall. Only a few of the Pocket Accelerators were still attached to it; the rest were strewn around the lab, several embedded in the walls. But she barely noticed that. 

It was the spherical chamber of the Sonomak itself that held all her attention.

At first she thought it had been twisted, somehow flowed. But that was not quite right. It was distorted. What had been a nearly perfect sphere of stainless steel had been elongated, practically turned into a tube, and then torn in half and retied back together in a complicated knot. 

Exploding objects did not tie themselves back together.

It was impossible. 

Turning around, she saw Aaron and Beong picking themselves up off the floor. Horst was standing. There was a ragged cut across his forehead, blood running into his left eye. Looking past Katie and at what the Sonomak had been transformed into, he smiled. "We just had our miracle, Katie," he said without looking at her. Behind him the TP monitors were filled with electronic snow. 

Katie turned back to look at the twisted wreckage of the Sonomak and realized there was something familiar about its transformed shape. Then she saw the green and blue string knot that Anthony had made earlier in the day and knew that the Sonomak had been tied into the exact same carrick knot that Anthony had used in the contraption that had attacked Miss Alice. 

Identical. 

Her body shuddered in a quick head-to-toe spasm.


SECTION I
Chapter 3

 

"Has it realty happened?" 

Quinn turned his head. Perfect face, he thought. Powerful face. Unflawed symmetry, skin the color of honey, angular nose, chin pronounced, almost cleft. Irises as dark as pupils, devouring all they saw. Had that face belonged to anyone but Alexandra Mitchell, he could have loved the woman behind it. 

"Did they do it?" she asked.

He pointed a remote at the fourteenth-century Venetian tapestry that filled the wall at the far end of the room. "It appears that they took the first step." 

The tapestry retracted into the ceiling, revealing the wall screen behind it. A momentary flash of static coalesced into the image of a devastated laboratory. 

"As you anticipated, manipulating Wittkowski into pushing his Sonomak to the breaking point was easy. He was more than willing to destroy it to show me what it was capable of." Quinn smiled. So damn easy, he thought. They were all such children. "We had a full analysis team there within two hours of the explosion. At the mention of "possible radiation," the locals were only too happy to relinquish jurisdiction. The lab was stripped down to the subflooring and up to the air ducting, and everything was transported to Dobbins AFB in Marietta, Georgia." 

"And Wittkowski's response?"

"He went ballistic of course, but men calmed very quickly as soon as I said the magic word."

Alexandra nodded. She knew the magic word—-funding. 

"I've set a meeting with Wittkowski, McGuire, and the two of us in the annex office, to discuss the details and determine what next steps, if any, should be taken." 

"Before I go over the details," said Alexandra, "did they actually generate a negative energy density?" 

"It appears that they did," he said.

Alexandra shook her head in disbelief. She never would have expected this, not here, and certainly not now with this primitive technology. All her training, at least that portion of it that she chose to remember, told her that this world should still be several centuries away from manipulating space-time. She had believed these animals incapable of making the breakthrough without at least some control over the manipulation of artificial black holes. They were continually surprising her. 

But that was just as well. The falsified report she would send back to the Makers, detailing why these animals were still far away from manipulating space-time, would be all the more believable after the explosion. She would make her escape long before the Makers even suspected what she'd been doing on this world. 

"When all the input energy to the Sonomak is added together, including the RF to heat the plasma, the lasers, the few fusion reactions they generated, and even the current flowing through the magnets, it's not enough to explain what happened," said Quinn. "They must have accessed vacuum states and generated a negative energy density." He pointed the remote at the screen and zoomed in on the remains of the Sonomak. 

Alexandra stared at it, trying to understand what she was looking at. "It appears to be tied in a knot."

"A carrick knot, to be exact," said Quinn. "We don't have sufficient theoretical understanding of what is happening to be able to explain this, although we suspect that the shape reflects some aspect of the quantization of space itself when very high levels of energy are concentrated in a very small volume. But we really don't know." 

Alexandra clenched her jaw, knowing that this last comment was aimed directly at her. Her understanding of physics was rudimentary. There was little she could do about that. She was not designed to understand the details of universe fabrication. By design she was a sociologist, a manipulator, meant to keep these creatures in line, knowing just enough physics to allow her to steer them, but not to lead them. The Makers had been very careful about what she was allowed to understand. That was just one of a nearly infinite number of injustices that the Makers had inflicted upon her. And now she would escape them. "Is there any evidence that they generated a universe?" she asked. 

"Absolutely none," he said. "What happened to the Sonomak appears to be a result of stressing the fabric of space-time. We have found no evidence of unaccounted for mass or any blowback of physical objects from a collapsing universe." 

Alexandra nodded. "Give me the remote," she said by way of dismissal.

Quinn understood, quickly getting up from the massive conference table, and walked past its dozens of empty chairs. He did not look back as he left the room, and was grateful to be done. 

Alexandra did not give Quinn's departure a second thought, having barely given it a first thought. She picked up the keyboard, and the image on the wall screen rolled once, then locked onto the Federal Employee Database. Before the meeting with Wittkowski and McGuire she needed to find someone other than Quinn, someone who could work with her and the plasma physicists. Alexandra increased her neural clock rate from its standby rate of one kilohertz, to one megahertz, and then began to search personnel files. A new bio flashed across the screen every ten milliseconds. 

 

Jack Preston's head throbbed, his tongue felt coated in cotton, and his eyeballs itched. He felt like he was in the depths of a world-class hangover, although he hadn't had a drop to drink since Laura had walked out on him two days earlier. He suspected he was either coining down with the flu, or suffering from some form of post-breakup depression. 

He shifted in his waiting room chair to the accompaniment of rude noises from the cheap plastic upholstery. The male secretary, did not look his way. Wearing a full-wrap headset and dual data gloves, the man's fingers fluttered across a virtual keyboard. Jack had little difficulty smelling the military stink of the man—the mirrorlike sheen of his black learner shoes, the perfect posture, and the square jaw that looked as if it had been shaved only minutes before told the story. 

But he wore civilian clothes—black suit, black tie, and white shirt—something suitable for a funeral. Jack almost managed a smile, but the muscles in his face hurt too much. This might well be his funeral. Guys who got canned by the Department of Energy didn't have a lot of options. Summoned to one of the countless glass towers that dotted this portion of Alexandria, by a cryptic E-mail telling him that he was being considered for a new monitoring job, he had wasted little time driving over. The building was not federal, but private, filled with a hodgepodge of civilian companies that lived off the federal fat oozing out of the Beltway. 

He was here to see one A. Mitchell. While driving over he had done a quick search for A. Mitchell in the greater D.C. area. He'd found twenty-three, but none of them had anything to do with the type of big-dollar, big-science physics that had been his field. Strange. Even stranger was the fact that A. Mitchell was not listed in the office-building directory, nor was A. Mitchell's name on the door to this office. He'd learned long ago that Washington types who had programs, and the money to back them, loved to advertise. How do I love me? Let me count the ways. This office looked like it had been put together only minutes before his arrival. Other than the chair and desk that the secretary used, and his own chair, the only other item in the office was a faded artificial plastic fern shoved in the corner. 

All these clues added up to only one conclusion.

Black projects. 

A. Mitchell was probably a management spook, either DOD or NSA, with several billion dollars in bidden money that were being used to develop some new weapon-of-mass-peace, and A. Mitchell needed a piece of techno-meat to interface between this office and the snoops in Congress. 

"She will see you now."

She. That surprised Jack. Spook managers were typically old white men with buzz-cuts, black-rimmed glasses, and mustard-stained ties, who would attempt to impress you with tales of Gook-splattering in the Nam. 

"Now," said the secretary. 

Jack stood up too quickly, and his head pounded, his peripheral vision momentarily darkening. He made his way to the door, was about to make a grab for the knob, but could feel the palms of his hands sweating, and quickly wiped them on his pants. He turned the knob and pushed the door open, stepping in. 

Red. 

A. Mitchell sat behind the same type of nondescript desk as the secretary. She stood, bending slightly forward, offering a hand. She wore a bright red power suit, tailored nearly skin tight, and had bloodred lipstick and fingernails to match. Both eyes and hair were coal-black, her skin the color of olives, and her eyes large. "A pleasure to meet you Dr. Preston," she said. "I am Alexandra Mitchell." 

Jack stepped forward, took her hand, and shook it. Her grasp was firm, warm, and very politician-like.

Alexandra did not let go of his hand, holding on longer than she knew was appropriate. But she sensed something about this man, could feel it in his strong grasp, a feeling of something familiar, and a vague recollection that they had met before. 
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