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Arthur C. Clarke was born in Somerset in 1917. He is a graduate of
King's College, London (where he obtained a First Class Honours in
Physics and Mathematics), a past Chairman of the British
Interplanetary Society, and a member of the Academy of
Astronautics, the Royal Astronomical Society, and may other
scientific organizations. He served in the RAF during the Second
World War and was in charge of the first radar talk-down equipment
during its experimental trials. He wrote a monograph for Wireless
World in 1945 predicting satellite communications, and did it so well
that when the first commercial satellites were launched twenty years
later they could not be patented. Arthur C. Clarke has for many years
made hishomein Sri Lanka. He is chancellor of a university there
and founder of the Arthur C. Clarke Centre for Advanced
Technology. He was awarded the CBE in 1989 and knighted in 1998.

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

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

Data disks and tapes were scattered under and across the severd
tables, and a mortally wounded CD-ROM was pinned under the
caster of one of the chairs. Assorted first-generation computer
components and test gear formed precarious mounds of metal and
plastic in the corners. There was a jumble of cables on the seat of
Horton's chair, and a sagging, badly overloaded shelf of books and
manuals loomed over the large monitor like a sword of Damocles.
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The normal level of chaosin The Black Hole was one that only
another gearhead could love - most of Horton's friends had at least
one room likeit. But it was obvious from the overflowing cardboard
boxes in the middle of the floor that Hal had been hitting the Silicon
Valley electronics swap meets in the weeks Horton had been away.

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

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

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

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

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

Horton was staring dumbly at a face that had no business appearing at
his door. "Y ou're Karl Brohier,' he said, blinking and shaking his
head. He had no precedent for how he should act when a Nobel

L aureate appeared at his door like a campus missionary, and fell back
on repeating himself. "You're Karl Brohier.'

'l know," said the older man, his head cocked at a slight angle. 'And
you're Jeffrey Alan Horton.' He gestured with the bottle of wine he
was carrying. '‘May | comein?

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

Horton could not allow himself such presumptuous familiarity, and
so simply nodded acknowledgement. ‘| have to apologize for the
mess. | just got back from being away for most of three months -'

'"Yes, | know,' said Brohier as he brushed past. ‘"How did you likeitin
the Midwest?

'Uh -1 wasn't ready for snow in the spring.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Dr Brohier -
'‘Karl,' the visitor insisted.
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Horton flashed a quick grimace, then nodded. 'Karl,' he said. 'Karl,
you are looking at one very confused person. | mean, it'sagreat
honor to meet you. I've read your papers, | was delighted when you
won your Nobel Prize. | consider it aprivilege to be having this
conversation -'

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

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

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

'Y eah,' Horton agreed. 'About that improbable.’

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

'Excuse me?

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

Goldstein approached me about establishing a new research center. |
told him there was only one way 1'd be interested - if he would let me
collect as many of the top young minds as | could and give them the
tools and freedom to pursue whatever they thought promising.’

‘Sounds like grad school without grades.’

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

'New science creates new opportunities.’

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

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

‘Just tell me who | haveto kill,' Morton said.

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

'It did when | |eft.’

Then endeavor to locate it, arid you and | will kill thisfine Bordeaux -
and afew of our gray cells - together,' said Brohier. '‘Welcome to
Terabyte Labs, Jeffrey. Start thinking about what you want to work
on next.' Brohier's eyes glowed with an undisguised prideful delight.
'‘And start adjusting to the idea that you're about to become the envy
of all those who wish they could call themselves your peers.'

I Trigger

1: Anomaly

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

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

'"We promise the defendants afair trial, the court a safe trial, and the
victims ajust conviction."

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

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

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

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

It was the time of year and the kind of clear Ohio morning when the
sun rose directly over the east-west roads like an oncoming fireball,
greeting drivers with a blinding glare. Squinting his sleep-cheated
eyes and groping beside him for a pair of sunglasses that failed to
manifest themselves, Horton was grateful when he finally turned in at
the tree-lined entry to the Terabyte Laboratories campus.

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

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

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

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

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

His girlfriend - that was a construction Horton hadn't had need of in
longer than he cared to remember. His last serious relationship had
been with Kelly Braddock at Stanford. In ayear and ahalf of dating,
they had never quite gotten to the decision to live together, but
between Kelly's brittle emotional defensiveness and her bold sexual
openness, that relationship came to take up as much space and energy
as hisfriends' live-in relationships seemed to. By the time Karl
Brohier showed up at Horton's door, Horton was growing weary. He
had begun to occasionally avoid Kelly, and to contemplate
disengaging completely.

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

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

Still, the disappearance of Kelly from Horton's life did deprive him of
both an agreeable heat and a comforting unpredictability, and he
made a few awkward and half-hearted efforts to replace both.
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Of his severa relationships that first year, the one with Moira, the
owner of the Saturn, had lasted the longest. An outgoing thirty-year-
old Toledo native who lived in Horton's apartment building, she had
some of Kelly'sfirein a softer and more accommaodating package.
But she lacked Kdlly's enthusiasm for independence, and her
principal ambition was an old-fashioned one - to marry and have
children. She waited only until the first afterglow to start musing
aloud about buying a house together. When she learned that Horton
did not share her ambition, she wasted no more time on him.

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

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

He told himself that there would be more time, more laughter, afuller
life later, when he had had a chance to prove himself, when work and
not-work came back into balance - but he had been telling himsealf
that for nearly six years. His thirtieth birthday was now only a month
away, and it had suddenly become possible to see himself still living
thisway at thirty-five, and forty, and beyond.

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

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

'Hello again, Dr Horton,' said Eric. The barrel-chested, gentle-voiced
officer had been on duty when Horton left at 3.00 am. 'Did that
catnap do you any good?
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'Not much," Horton said, making an effort to smile. 'Have you heard
anything about the status of the arrangements?

'l just talked to the boss. We'll be ready for you at seven-fifteen,' said
Eric. 'Other than me and Tim, your team has the campus to itself. The
site engineer will start taking down nonessential systems at seven.

It'll be as quiet as we can make it for you.’

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

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

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

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

But physicsitself was turned upside down and plunged into the
turmoil of scientific revolution. Reputations crumbled like fallen
kings, and new heroes rose from anonymity to lead the way. The last
five Nobel Prizesin Physics had been awarded for CERN system
work, and no one was betting that that was the end of the string. It
was an exciting time to be a physicist.
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And Horton might easily have missed it. If the United States had built
its Superconducting Super Collider on schedule, the essential
elements of the CERN system could have been reveaed nearly two
decades earlier. And if it could be done, someone would have already
done what Horton was trying to do. The window of opportunity
would have closed before Horton had left primary school. The new
history of physics was being written at a breathtaking pace.

But the American Congress, a body historically long on lawyers and
short on vision, had canceled the SSC when it was little more than a
hole in the Texas flatland. Ironically, their short-sightedness had
created Horton's opportunity - if he and his team could just teach the
Baby to walk.

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

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

And it would not stop there. Artificial gravity for long-duration
spaceflight, frictionless drives, overhead cranes with no cables and no
moving parts, zero-g chambers at sea level - Horton and Brohier
already had alist of more than two hundred patentabl e applications.

When Baby came of age, everyone would want to play with him.

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

He dreaded that prospect almost as much as he did the prospect that
he was wrong, and they'd all been wasting their time.
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The lights were already on in the Planck Center's Davisson Lab, and
both of Horton's associate project managers were busily making final
preparations for the test.

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

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

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

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

Horton knew he was fortunate to have snared both of them. Gordie
had come to Terabyte after Hughes ITT closed down its prototype
shop in favor of virtual prototyping. And Lee, eight years older than
Horton, had become disillusioned at Fermilab after three consecutive
projects fell under a budgetary axe.

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

Thayer raised her hand. 'l did,' she said without looking back at him.
Took a shower, changed my underwear, collected my fetishes and
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lucky charms, and came right back to finish calibrating the detectors.’
'‘Gordie?

'l napped on the couch in your office for a couple of hours,’ Greene
called from underneath the apparatus. 'Had a nightmare about another
firein the transformer stage, decided I'd eyeball things one more
time.'

'Do | detect awhiff of creeping superstition in the air? Horton asked
with aquizzical grin. 'Never mind, don't answer, | haveto go light a
prayer candle in the Grotto of Niels Bohr.'

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

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

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

'See what | have to put up with when you're not here, Boss? Thayer
asked, spinning her chair half aturn. 'Why, if this creature and | were
the same species, 1'd be able to file a sexual harassment complaint as
thick as hisego.'

Y ou both sound like you could use about ten hours' sleep,' Horton
said. 'In separate beds,' he added quickly. 'I'm wondering if we
shouldn't postpone this aday, come back to it fresh -'

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

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

'I'm satisfied,' said Greene.
'Y ou're supposed to say, "Dr Horton, | guarantee it - thisisthe day".'

'I'm willing to guarantee that if it breaks today, it'll be something
that's never broken before. Is that good enough?

Horton snorted. 'l guessit'll have to be. Lee, how much more time do
you need?

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

'‘Gordie?

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

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

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

'Is Dr Brohier coming? asked Thayer.

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

'I'm sure he just didn't want to get up this early,’ said Thayer, sniffing.
'I'm half hisage, and | don't want to be up this early.'

‘Something tells me he's going to wish he'd been here,' Greene said,
lying back and disappearing under the machine with the Faraday

panel in hand. 'Don't ask me how | know," he continued, his voice
falling away into a horror-movie affectation. There's an unknown
power tugging at my awareness, an inexplicable compulsion to my
thoughts - | am suddenly in the grip of amysterious, irresistible force -

‘Testosterone,’ Thayer muttered.
Horton laughed, then went in search of a doughnuit.

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

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

In theory, when the target was subjected to the full sweep of
electromagnetic radiation - from kilohertz to gigahertz, long-wave
radio to short-wave X-ray - produced by the emitter antenna, the
magic combination of material and frequency would cause each of
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the ribbonsin turn to twitch toward the antenna. Horton could not
predict what the magic frequencies would be. His equations required
atheoretical constant that could not be derived, only determined
experimentally.

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

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

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

It had been along time since Horton had laughed that hard.

'‘Gordie?

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

'Lee?

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

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

'‘Recorders running,' Lee reported from her station.

'‘Output power at five percent,’ Gordie reported a moment later.
'‘Output frequency at one hundred Hertz and climbing.’
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Horton sat back in hisrolling lab chair, his elbows propped on its
arms, his hands restlessin his lap. The experiment was now under the
control of a custom program nicknamed Steady Hand, running on the
Alpha 3 at Lee's console. Immune to both anxiety and anticipation,
Steady Hand's primary duties were to hold the output power constant
at each stage of the series, and to ensure a slow, smooth sweep
through the emitter's operational spectrum.

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

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

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

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

From behind the radiation screens came aflare of palered light. The
light shifted quickly toward orange and kept changing until it
disappeared as apale violet cast.

'Beginning X-ray series,' said Thayer.
'l hope that was lead underwear you changed into,' said Gordie.

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

'To me, too,' he said. 'l wouldn't mind seeing awiggle or two any
time now, though.'

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

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

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

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

"We've been here before,' Thayer said diffidently. 'I'm not going to get
excited until we pass our previous best.’
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That was twenty-eight minutes and six seconds, or nearly three
complete passes, from the December 12 trial. That attempt had ended
when a solid-state power conditioner failed, giving Steady Hand an
advanced case of digital palsy.

'l wonder if there's some French physicist sitting in the control room
at CERN right now,' Greene mused aloud, 'pumping Z particlesinto a
simulated protostellar nebula and polishing his paper on induced
gravitational clumping -'

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

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

Horton nodded.

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

'l still think we missed a bet not making a deal with one of the
smaller high-energy labs,' said Greene. 'There's aways someone
who's hurting for money. Macdonald, Elettra - | hear Protvino's for
sae.

Thayer sniffed. "Y ou just want a chance to play with atrillion
electron volts.'

'Who doesn't?

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

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

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

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

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (23 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

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

‘There goesthetrial,’ Greene said in disgust.

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

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

‘Thisis Dr Horton. What's going on?

'Dr Horton - thisis Tim Bartel. Are you and your staff all right?
'‘We'refine -'

'"Where are you at the moment?

'Davisson, Planck Center.'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Completestory  Gov. Harrod's statement

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

'Dr Brohier's waiting at the service gate,' King said. 'Get in - | want to
give you both atour of the damage.'

Horton clambered into the back seat. "\What happened?

'‘Damned if | know," King said tersely as the Jeep jerked forward.
'Well, was it abomb?

'‘Damned if | know.'

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

'"What about injuries? Horton pressed.

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

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

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

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

'‘As soon as | could spare him, | sent Charlie over to the hospital to
get areport on Eric,' King said. 'But he hasn't called in yet.’

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

Their first stop was the still-smouldering remains of the grounds-
keeper's shed. The little earth-sheltered structure was a shambles, its
concrete roof and overburden of earth and sod gone, its contents a
blackened jumble, its sectional door lying thirty meters away,
buckled and twisted. Nearby, a member of the maintenance staff
stood watch beside the lab's first-response fire truck - afoam
generator mounted on a Hummer chassis.

'"What was Eric doing back here? Horton asked as he peered at the
remains of the tractor. 'He was on the gate when | camein.’

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

'l don't understand.’
'‘Neither do |,' said King. 'L et me show you the rest.’

King took them next to the front gate. 'Eric wasin the shack,' he said,
gesturing. 'Nothing to see, really, except a scorch mark on the floor.
Eric ended up with burns from his hip to his knee. Hisleg looks like
it was held in ablowtorch. | have what's |l eft of his sidearm in my
office. Apparently the bits of melting nylon from the holster caused
some of hisworst burns.’

'Heavens,' said Brohier. Thiswas caused by debris from the
explosion, | take it?

‘The shack'sintact, Dr Brohier. No holes in the roof, no broken glass -

Then what? Did he set himself on fire? Perhaps he was lighting a
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cigarette when the bomb went off -'
'Eric doesn't smoke,’ said Horton.
'‘No?

'No,' said King.

Then what?

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

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

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

'No," said King. 'Wait until you see the rest.’
There's more?

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

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

'I'm confused - what do these things have to do with each other?
Brohier asked, frowning.

'I'm kind of counting on you to tell me,' King said.
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Horton's mind was already spinning. "Y our men carry the Clock 17,
right?

King nodded.
'Anything special about the ammunition?

'Besides the fact that there seems to have been some sort of massive
misfire that | don't begin to understand? No. It's standard Remington
9mm - we don't roll our own.'

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

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

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

‘The fire started inside the safe? Brohier asked.

'So it seems.’

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

then. And get someone to work on that lockbox -1 think we need to
see what's inside.’

'l have aforensic specialist coming in later this morning. I'd rather
not touch it until then."'

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

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

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

Then why don't we keep it closaly held for awhile. And I'll deal with
the outside world.'

King nodded approvingly. 'l have no problem with that.'
One of Karl Brohier's qualities that Horton most admired and
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marveled at was his calm efficiency in crisis. While Brohier did not
succeed in getting near a coffee cup before Donovan King regoined
them, he did manage to complete eight phone calls - to the township
fire ingpector, two members of the township council, the city editor
of the Columbus Dispatch, the director of personnel for Terabyte, the
lab's insurance officer, the chief of medicine at the Olentangy
Medical Center, and the local news channel that was broadcasting
live pictures of the smoking hole in the lab's back yard from an
orbiting UAW.

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

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

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

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

'‘Good god,' said Brohier, blanching.
Horton was shaking his head. That shouldn't happen. I've never seen
anything like that.’

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

though.'

'Why isthat? Brohier asked, his gaze narrowing. 'l would think
they'd have scattered in every direction.’
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‘The brassisn't strong enough on its own to contain the kind of gas
pressures that burning gunpowder produces.' Horton explained. The
cartridge will split and vent before the bullet acquires any real
momentum.’

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

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

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

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

‘They both burned? Horton asked disbelievingly.

'I'll show you the recording again. Y ou can see the flash, and thelid
of the desk jump, and then smoke from the seams.'

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

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

'Yes, as| arrived,' said Brohier.
‘Just aglimpse,' said Horton.
'I've got a security camerarecording on that, too. Take alook.'

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

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

"Which happened first? asked Brohier. The misfire, or the car fire?
'Neither,' King said. 'According to the time marks on the recordings,
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they happened at damn near the same instant. Y ou can hear Eric's gun
on the audio track from the parking lot. And you can see the initial
flash from the car as a momentary shadow on the video track from
the gatehouse.’

'Whose car was it? asked Horton.

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

'By all means,' said Brohier, gesturing his assent. ‘Call himin.'

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

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

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

'l don't really know,' said King. '‘But I've got afriend in intensive care

because something pretty goddamned weird happened to his sidearm.

And Greeneis your gadgeteer, yes? Don't those Cal Tech people have
areputation for pranks -'

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

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

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

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

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

Thisis Lot B, said King, releasing the freeze-frame.
'Y eah, it hasto be - that's my car, there. The white one.'
'‘Keep your eye on it,' Horton said quietly.
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'What do you mean?1 - oh - oh, no - oh, sweet mother of -' His eyes
widened in surprise asthe first flash of light and billow of smoke
appeared inside the passenger compartment. Then his expression
turned to one of mournful disbelief. 'Ohn, hell - Boss, ook at it! | still
have two years of payments left -'

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

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

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

'"What?

'l drove through Tennessee on my way to see my brother Brandon
and his new baby girl at Christmas,’ Greene explained with asigh.
Y ou know how they have fireworks shops at every exit along the
highway, each one bigger, brighter and claiming to be cheaper than
the last? | weakened on the way back north.' He shook his head. 'l
had twenty dollars worth of firecrackers in the glove compartment
and fifty dollars worth of skyrockets under the passenger seat.'

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

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

'Do you have any idea why these fireworks would go off?
Greene shook his head wordlesdly.
'How were they stored? Might they have gotten damp?

They were still in the plastic wrap. | hadn't even broken them open.'
He added apologetically, 'My neighbors live too close, and they're not
particularly tolerant of loud noises. | was saving the fireworks for
when Jillian and | go up to her parents cabin on Black Lake, on
Memorial Day weekend.' Greene looked to the security chief. 'Did
my fireworks injure the guard?
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Lips pressed together in aline, King shook his head. 'No. It seems
not.’

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

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

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

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

King nodded approvingly. 'Excellent.’

'‘Well - if everyone elseisfudging the facts, | guess| can do that,'
Greene said. 'Wait, that is. For alittle while, anyway.'

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

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

'l don't know," said Horton.

'l do," said Brohier. 'No one's working here until we understand this.'
'‘Boss?

Horton nodded. 'What he said.’

‘Okay. I'll collect my lunch box and go home.'

When he was gone, King and Brohier exchanged glances. 'Two guns,
a gardening shed, agun safe, and a case of fireworks, Brohier
recited. 'Can you connect them, Mr King? Can you link any person or
group of personsto al five incidents?

'No. | don't like to say it, but it would be hard for anyone not on my
staff to have ready access to the weapons or the safe,' King said,
standing. ‘Maybe I'd better talk to Eric and Charlie myself.’
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'Let me know if anything comes of it." When the security chief was
gone, Brohier turned to Horton. 'Well - what do you think?

'l haven't aglimmer of a hint of a suggestion of a clue,' said Horton.

Brohier chuckled deeply as he closed his binder. 'Send all your
people home, Jeff. And then follow them out the door. I'm closing the
lab until tomorrow morning to let Donovan's people do their work.

Y ou and | and Donovan will meet at seven a.m. to decide what to do
next.’

‘All right,’ said Horton. 'Be strange to be home before dark on a
weekday. Won't know what to do with myself.’

'l don't believe that,' said Brohier. 'Oh, and, Jeff?
'‘What?

'Y ours was the only experiment running when all hell broke loose.
Think on that a bit while you're catching up on your sleep.’

It being the middle of the day in the middle of the week, the 100-
meter outdoor range at Buckeye Sportsmen's Club was uncommonly
guiet. Only three of the shooting stations were occupied - two by
women practicing with 9mm automatics, and one by a gray-haired
gentleman risking his classic Winchester 94 lever-action rifle.

Jeff Horton picked the station furthest away from the other shooters,
placed the black hard-shelled case he was carrying on the counter,
and began unpacking his competition pistol. The exotic-looking
Hammerli-Walther Olympia had away of attracting more attention
than Horton wanted, but it was the only gun he owned - and more
gun than he probably would ever have bought for himself.

Twenty years ago, Horton's father, after gauging his children's
enthusiasm for the shooting gallery at Minnesota county fairs, had
decided to channel that enthusiasm into afamily activity. So he
purchased a second-hand Marlin carbine, an inexpensive Browning
automatic, and a gun club membership - and the Horton family
became recreational target shooters, or 'plinkers.

Everyone had taken part - even Mom, who preferred the rifle and
long distances, and Jeff's younger brother Tom, who became
surprisingly good at speed-shooting before he was ten. But Jeff's
older sister Pamela had shown atalent with a greater talent and
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higher aspirations. Steady, sharp-eyed, and unflappablein
competition, Pamela had won ajunior championship at seventeen,
and earned her way onto the last two US Olympic shooting teams.
The Olympiawas a gun she had outgrown, and passed on to Jeff as a
present four years ago.

By his own admission, Horton was not a very good shot. But the
rituals of shooting had a comforting, even nostalgic familiarity, and
the concentration demanded by the deceptively simple task had a
calming, even clarifying effect on his restless mind. And it was, at
times, Horton's escape valve for frustration. That afternoon, Horton
was at the range for both reasons, and he stayed there longer than was
usual for him. Only when all sixty of the cartridges his pistol case
held were gone did he let the morning's events back into his thoughts.

What were you trying to say, Dr Brohier? How could it have been
us?

On hisway out, Horton stopped at the club's shop and cornered its ex-
Marine manager. 'Bobby," said Horton. 'Can | get a minute?

'Hey, Dr H. Still carrying that peashooter, | see. Y ou know, I'd love
to help you spend some of your money on areal gun someday.’

‘Someday,' Horton promised agreeably. 'lI've got kind of aweird
guestion for you. Say you wanted to booby-trap an automatic -a
Clock, maybe - so the entire clip went off at once. Could it be done?

The question brought a questioning look. "Why would you want to do
it?

'l don't, actually. But | heard a story at a party about it happening to
someone, and | couldn't figure out what might do that.'

'l can't imagine,’ said the manager. '‘Using a Clock as a lightning rod,
maybe. Though you'd be better off trying it with a Colt ACP - more
metal. Are you sure you heard this story straight?

'I'm sure,' said Horton. 'Couldn't you do something to the clip, put
some little hammer or pin mechanismin it -'

The manager was frowning and shaking his head. "There'sno room in
there. And the weight would be off, even if you could. Wouldn't fool
anybody who knew their weapon. Someone must have been telling
tall tales at that party. Punch-drunk, 1'd say -pardon the pun.’

'I'll try,' said Horton, frowning. 'Well, thanks anyway.' Distracted, he
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started to turn away.
'No problem. Y ou need areload today?
'‘What?

"You left a pretty good pile of brass out there,' the manager said with
ajerk of histhumb. 'l was just wondering if you needed to restock.'

'No," said Horton. 'Wait - yes. Do you have any .22 blanks? The
manager looked surprised. 'Sure. Starter pistol stuff. But you don't
want to put that in your Olympia. It'll just crud up the barrel.'

'l know,' Horton said. 'Let me have abox.'

Karl Brohier's three-story house in the ‘executive community' draped
across Claremont Hills had enough manicured lawn in front to host a
croquet tournament, and enough woods in back to conceal a herd of
deer. But Brohier usually seemed more embarrassed than proud when
hosting visitors. More than once Horton had heard him explain how
his parents Vermont property - farm, woods and a thousand meters of
lake frontage - had sold for such an outrageous sum that he'd had no
choice. It was either buy a 'pauper's mansion' in Columbus or pay half
its value to the government in Social Security Stabilization
assessments - the new tax which reimbursed the fund out of the
recipient's estate.

'My father was an old-fashioned New England conservative -he
would never have stood for that,' Brohier had explained. '"He would
never have forgiven meif I'd divided hislegacy with our friendsin
Washington.'

That evening, Brohier greeted his unexpected visitor in tennis shoes,
faded yellow shorts, and a oversized't-shirt bearing one _of Sidney
Harriss 'Dr Quark' cartoons. The director expressed no surprise at
Horton's presence on his doorstep.

'Let'swalk,' he said, gesturing past his protege at the expanse of lawn.
'My doctor says I'm eight pounds overweight, and insists | break a
sweat four times aweek.'

Y our doctor isatyrant,' said Horton, falling in beside Brohier. 'l
know people thirty years your junior who'd kill to be asfit as you
are.’
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'My doctor isthirty years my junior,' Brohier said with a gentle
laugh.

'Isn't that alittle unsettling?

'‘Chances are that any MD my age who hasn't retired to New Mexico
to spend afat retirement account isn't avery good doctor,' said
Brohier. 'Besides - do you want to be cared for by someone who
received their primary training in the twentieth century?

It was Horton's turn to laugh. 'Since you put it that way -'

'Exactly,’ said Brohier. The recipe for along, happy life - consult with
old philosophers and young doctors, consort with old friends and
young women. And since | am none of these, what brings you to me
tonight?

The accident this morning, and your little poke in the ribs afterward,’
said Horton. 'l think it's possible that my experiment might have
caused the accident.’

'Do you have atheoretical foundation for that thought?

'None whatever," Horton confessed. 'Just a compound coincidence
piled atop an anomaly. Both Gordi€'s fireworks and Eric's gun
misbehaved at the exact same second. | don't care what Mr King
thinks - neither one caused the other. Two effects, which means we're
looking for athird factor, the cause of both. And the only thing out of
the ordinary that morning was our experiment. We'd just gone to
forty percent, the first time we've been at that level -' Horton stopped
suddenly. 'Y ou're not saying anything.’

Panting slightly, Brohier stopped and turned toward Horton. Y ou
were doing fine without me.’

'I's there something here worth looking at?

"We dare not overlook an anomaly,' said Brohier. 'Do you know the
story of Auguste de Tocquard?

Frowning, Horton shook his head. 'Must have missed that class.’

'A French scientist of the late nineteenth century,' said Brohier. 'He
was building and experimenting with high-voltage discharge tubes.
One day he noticed that unexposed photographic plates were ruined
when they were stored near the tubes. So he moved them further
away, for protection. Then he returned to his experiments.’

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (37 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

'And missed out on discovering X-rays,' said Horton, wearing an
amazed grin.

"Which would have revolutionized the science of hisday,' said
Brohier. 'l do not know what is happening here, Jeffrey - and from
what you have said, neither do you. But perhaps we, too, have
stumbled on something new. The question we must answer now is,
what next?

Horton nodded eagerly. The theoretical work isadead end

- too many missing pieces. I'm not sure but that the context is
missing, too. | want you to unlock the lab. | want to call in my team
and seeif wecando it again.’

'Y'es. We need to know that, before anything else,' said Brohier. ‘But
do you think that perhaps we can do it alone, without your team?
Tonight, in private.'

'‘Why?

'‘Because | fear that we have both been seized by wishful thinking,'

said Brohier, 'and are about to embarrass ourselves as only old fools
and young dreamers can. If so, | would rather it be our secret. And if
not - well, we may want that to be our secret, too, at least for atime.'

It had taken Horton just five minutes to design the sensor array for
the second test, and just fifteen minutes to construct it. The sensor
had started life as afence post |eft over from the construction of
Horton's screen porch, and made its way to the lab hanging out the
passenger window of his car like a dog pointing its nose at the wind.

With Brohier seeing to the doors and the security checkpoints,
Horton carried the timber into the lab on his shoulder. The two men
dragged a heavy table into the emitter's output radius, then secured
the post to it with bar clamps. Then, as Brohier watched, Horton
placed a .22 caliber blank into each of the holes he had drilled every
twenty-five centimeters along the length of the post. Most of the
cartridges fit loosely in the holes, dropping down till only the flanged
disc of the primer end was visible. The last one had to be force-fit,
and at that would only go in half-way.

'Did you bring aflak jacket for me, too? Brohier asked, eyeing
Horton's handiwork. " Nobel Prize Winner Found Dead With
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Wooden Stake in Heart"
Horton frowned. 'Maybe | should take that one out.'

'‘Maybe you should," said Brohier. 'And while you do, | will take the

rest of that box of shrapnel out to the guards and explain that | want

it, their own guns, and them at the foot of the main drive for the next
half-hour. Will that be enough time?

'Should be," Horton said. "We don't have to do any of the fussy
calibrations for thistria - thumbs up or thumbs down is all we need.’

By the time Brohier returned, the displays on both consoles were
active, and the test apparatus power stage was humming audibly.
Horton was making final adjustments on the compact digital
camcorder he had set up on atripod in acorner.

'‘Ah,' said Brohier. That nagging business of proof. Or were you
thinking to document our demise?

'I'm thinking that if what | expect is going to happen happens, I'm
going to need to sit down and watch the recording a few dozen times
before | believeit,' said Horton. He straightened up and stepped back
from the camcorder. 'l think we're all ready.'

'Almost,' said Brohier, and handed Horton a pair of safety glasses and
a packet of foam earplugs. 'And | think | shall stand there, behind
Lee's station. I'm not nearly as eager to lose that weight as | would
have to be to stand any closer.'

Horton chuckled uncomfortably, then settled in his chair. He pointed
atiny remote at the camcorder, and ared light began blinking above
itslens. 'May 19, 2.19 am., Davisson Lab, Planck Center, Terabyte
Corporation campus, Columbus, Ohio. Present are Dr Karl Brohier,
director, and Dr Jeffrey Horton, associate director. Thisisatest of a
trigger hypothesis regarding the accidents on May 18 -

'Oh, for crying out loud,' said Brohier. 'Y ou're not on CNN, and I'm
not going to live forever. Get on with it - push the damn button.'

Blushing dlightly, Horton turned toward his console. 'Beginning at
ten percent, low band -'

The ensuing fusillade made Horton jump in his seat. Heart racing and
ears ringing, he whirled in his chair to see tendrils of white smoke
climbing from four splintered holes. Two of the bright brass shells
were still dancing and skittering along the hard floor - plink plink
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plink. A third could be seen buried in the soft ceiling tile.

Brohier was staring with complete disbelief. "What the devil,' he said
to himself. 'What the devil.'

Trembling, Horton reached out, grabbed the package of earplugs
from the counter, and tore it open. The plugs tumbled out into his
hand, and he worked them into his ear canals with the feverish
eagerness of hindsight. His throat was bone dry, and for long
moments he was as incapabl e of speech asif histongue had been cut
out.

'Ing -' He swallowed and tried again. 'Ink - increasing power, one-
tenth of a percent per second.' He dialed in the changes, then turned
toward the experiment before executing them.

Thistime he saw it - the yellow-red flash, the bright brass shell
hurled against the ceiling, the tiny gray-white mushroom cloud of
propellant gases, the shell tumbling back down. Blam! Plink plink
plink...

A few seconds later it happened again. Blam! Plink plink...

In the grip of wonder, Brohier and Horton momentarily found each
other's eyes, seeking confirmation, affirmation, celebration. Can this
really be? Horton's demanded. Brohier's were soft with awe, as
though he had long ago given up hope of the universe surprising him.

Blam! Plink plink
Blam! Plink plink plink...

The same pattern continued down the line until the last shell was
gone. At that point, Horton's monitors told him the emitter was at less
than fifteen percent power.

'Plenty of range to reach the gate and the parking lot,' Horton said,
scribbling a calculation on his personal information manager. 'Even if
this effect follows the inverse square rule -'

'It was as if we'd gone down the line hitting them with a hammer,'
Brohier said in wonderment. He felt his way to the nearest chair and
slumped into it. Mopping his brow, he said in a shaky voice, 'Dr
Horton, when next you see him, you may tell Gordie that the
corporation will replace his car.'
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3. Secrecy

Windsor, NC - Police report few leads in yesterday's shocking triple
murder at a Be-L o convenience store. Security camera recordings of
the crime show two masked assailants binding their six victims with
duct tape, making a pile of their bodies, and then shooting into the
pile 'as though they had all the time in the world', according to police
sources.

Complete Sory

Terabyte Corporation's Columbus campus remained officially closed
for nine days. But when it finally reopened, it was immediately clear
to the returning staff that the campus had not been idle during that
time.

The brownies have sure been busy,' said Gordon Greene, peering out
the passenger window of Leigh Thayer's boxy Skystar.

'Brownies?

'‘Brownies, Girl Scouts - whoever it was that made all those shoes for
the cobbler while he slept.’

Greene was reacting to the sight of a new guardhouse and gate on the
main drive, adjacent to the new black asphalt parking lot that had
been carved out of what had been a grassy field dotted with trees.

Near the guardhouse, blocking what had been the exit lane of the
main drive, was a new cargo dock. Concrete obstacles flanked the
delivery chute, which was occupied at the moment by a brown UPS
van. On the campus side of the dock, a pale blue Terabyte flatbed
was nhestled against the wall, and two men in corporation security
uniforms were transferring packages between the two trucks.

The gate and the cargo dock straddled a new fence separating
Terabyte from Shanahan Road. 'L ooks as though they're not going

to allow any outside vehicles anywhere near the labs from now on,’
said Lee.

'‘Seems like they're overdoing things just a bit, don't you think?
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L ee's guess was confirmed a moment later by the two gate guards
who directed them into the parking lot. 'Dr Leigh Thayer, space 8,'
the first officer said, affixing aresponder decal to the inside of the
windshield. 'Dr Greene, when you get your new car, you'll bein
space 9. You can wait for an escort driver at the pavilion.'

As he spoke, the guard jerked athumb in the direction of a covered,
plexiglas-walled enclosure afew meters beyond the airport-style
security pass-through. Beside the enclosure were three six-seat
canopied carts that would not have looked out of place on a golf
course - or, Greene thought, in an episode of The Prisoner.

'l think there's something we don't know yet,' said Lee, peering out
the Skystar's windshield. 'L et's get up there and find out if they plan
totell us!'

Before they could pass through the gate, Lee and Gordie had to
surrender their old Terabyte identification cardsin favor of new and
larger cards worn on a chain around the neck.

'If I'd wanted to wear a sheep collar, | could have gone to work for
IBM," Greene grumbled as they crossed to the pavilion.

Another minor indignity awaited them at the pavilion. They were not
allowed to drive themselves up to the labs. That required a special
key, entrusted only to the 'escort’ - in this case, a thirtyish woman
with an athlete's shoulders and friendly but warily alert eyes.

Neither Lee nor Gordie tried to talk over the whine of the shuttle's
electric motors and the wind whipping the canopy fringe. But half-
way up the drive, Gordie silently pointed between the seats at the
driver's odd holster, which contained a rectangular black shape that in
no way resembled a gun.

They were driven directly to and through the former main gate, which
had been rebuilt with a six-sided armored guardhouse.

'‘Al Capone,’ Gordie said as their shuttle entered the 'canal lock' entry,
whose reinforced steel-bar gate arms |ooked solid enough to stop
anything short of amilitary vehicle.

'‘What?

'He means the new gate post,' their driver called back over her
shoulder. 'It's like the gun booths little towns used to build to fend off
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bank robbersin the Thirties. | saw one once, in Goshen, Indiana

- right on the corner of the courthouse square. Machine guns on Main
Street - can you imagine?

'Do | haveto? asked Lee.

Asthey were cleared through the lock, she silently pointed out to
Gordie that the inner fence had been electrified in their absence.

He nodded acknowledgement. 'Reality shift,' he said. 'We're not in
Columbus anymore, Dorothy.'

The escort drove them directly to the main entry of Planck Center,
where they endured yet another check of their new identification
cards, this time with awand that scanned both the barcode and the
memory strip across the bottom edge so the security log could
compare their contents. 'Dr Greene, Dr Thayer,' the guard said with a
nod amoment later. The Director and Dr Horton are expecting you in
the conference room.’

'Don't you want to walk us there? Lee asked archly.

'No, maam, Doctor," said the guard, emphatically shaking his head.
I'm not authorized to enter thisfacility.'

Jeff Horton's face brightened when his assistants entered the
conference room. 'Lee - Gordie - it's good to see you.'

It's good to see you, too, Boss,' said Greene. 'l was alittle worried |
was going to come in here and see Patrick McGoohan -'

As Horton and Karl Brohier burst into laughter, Greene became
aware of the third person in the room - a slender man with angular
features and an almost palpable air of calmness. Brohier rose from his
chair and waved the stranger forward.

'Dr Greene, let me introduce you to the newest member of your team,’
said the director. 'Pete McGhan, thisis Dr Gordon Greene, Dr Leigh
Thayer. We've given Pete the title of Co-ordinator of Special
Materials.'

'‘Special materials? Greene shot a questioning glance sideways at
Horton.

'A euphemism for histax return,’ said Brohier. 'Mr McGhan - the
former Colonel McGhan, USMC - will be in charge of obtaining,
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storing, handling, and preparing the samples for your new test
program. Which reminds me, Dr Greene - did you receive your
check? Any problems securing areplacement for your vehicle?

‘They're making me wait another week to get the color | want -which
| wouldn't call aproblem,' said Greene. 'l do want to thank you again -

'No need for that,' said Brohier. "WWhat happened was our
responsibility.’

While Greene frowned over that, Thayer stepped forward. 'Dr
Brohier, Dr Horton - would one of you be so kind as to start at the
beginning? Why all the increased security? And with all respect to
Mr McGhan, why do we need someone new just to handle our
samples?

'‘Because he has fourteen years experience working with munitions
and explosives, and we don't,' said Horton. ‘Gordie, we blew up your
car - you, me, Lee, and Baby.'

'How? Thayer demanded.

Horton and Brohier exchanged wry smiles. 'l don't know yet, Lee.
That's why it's time to get back to work.'

First there were new and even more stern nondisclosure agreements
to sign. Then Brohier and Horton showed the new arrivals the
recording of the midnight tests, and took them to Davisson Lab to
show them the changes.

The first and most obvious change was that the entire target
assembly, including the marble pedestal, was gone. 'We've built a
new test chamber outside,’ said Horton, pointing toward a new all-
metal door and a plexiglas viewport in the far wall.

‘Twelve-inch-thick walls covered by a Kevlar and steel-plate armor
sandwich, sealed and vented through a five-hundred-liter water
muffler,’ added McGhan. 'We tested it yesterday - big splash, very
little sound or smoke.’

"We want to keep our Good Neighbor status,' Brohier explained. The
fewer questions, the better.’

'Looks like we need to turn Baby around, then,' said Greene, studying
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the geometry. ‘Now that we know we have to be careful

'‘Actually, we don't know that. That's your first priority - finding out
what the effect envelope looks like. Pete will get you some test
material that won't put you or the lab at risk,' said Horton. ‘Lee, your
priority isto figure out what sort of data collection we can do inside
and through the port, and get it rigged up for Steady Hand.'

'What sort of samples are we going to be testing?

'‘More ammunition, first - all calibers and propellants. Then the whole
catalog of explosives, from Amatol to Torpex,' said McGhan.
'Everything my licenses cover and my contacts can provide.’

'‘And then the entire Handbook of Chemistry,' said Brohier. "We need
to know exactly what compounds are affected, and what compounds
aren't - avery practical necessity, in the absence of any theoretical
base.'

'‘Which is my first priority,' said Horton. ‘We need to understand
what's going on here - why what came out of this lab made something
happen that natural radiation doesn't. Or doesn't where we can see it,

anyway.'
'Any help from PSR Index, or the JPSI? asked Thayer.

Horton shook his head. I've been searching the literature for aweek
now, and it looks as though this effect has never been observed
before - or never been reported, at least. So I'm starting with a blank

page.

‘Then we'll haveto fill it with some good data, so you have
something to work with,' she said, then looked expectantly at Brohier.
'I|s there anyone besides the five of us who knows what we've
stumbled on?

'Not yet,' said Brohier. 'And that is the problem on my table. Because
when we choose the sixth person, and share this with them, the world
will start to change. | cannot emphasi ze this enough - our discretion
will buy us necessary time. Indiscretion will cost us the opportunity
to shape what comes next.'

His words sobered the others but his gaze measured the weight he
had laid on them, and found it insufficient. 'Make no mistake,' he
went on, 'no one will be able to control the future once this discovery
leaves this room. We will be in the realms of politics and psychology.
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This discovery will rewrite the rules of power which and spear. And
we will not be the ones who write the new rules -we are merely the
reason why they will be necessary.

'We did not choose this responsibility, but we cannot refuse it. There
Is no turning back. What we can discover, others inevitably will
discover. Y ou will remember today fondly as one of the last days of
the old familiar world. Y our children will know a different reality.'
Brohier glanced across the room at the apparatus, then back, akind
smile softening the solemnity. 'May it be a better one.’

4: Inquiry

Dale City, MD - Investigators are counting on an emergency
dispatch center's 911 call recording to shed some light on last night's
drive-by shooting in a mostly-white subdivision. The cries and
screams of party-goers punctuate the 100-second recording, which
begins just before bullets smashed through a kitchen window and
killed home-owner Gil Dellard as he tried to report a car full of teens
driving across his front lawn.

Complete Sory 911 Recording

For the next several weeks, life in Davisson Lab was fast-paced yet
deceptively tranquil.

The generator/emitter unit was relocated, realigned, and rededi-cated
to the purpose of detonating the samples delivered four times a day
by Pete McGhan. Because of the danger to McGhan if he wereto
approach the lab while atest was underway, his comings and goings
dictated the rhythms of the test program and the daily schedule of
Horton's team.

Thefirst delivery was at 8.00 am., with the other deliveries
following at three-hour intervals. Half-hour 'blackouts were
programmed into Steady Hand for each delivery. Asinsurance,
McGhan called in on a dedicated line as he neared the Terabyte
campus, to verify that the emitter was cold and the test chamber
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ready.
'Can the doctor see me? he asked each time.

'‘Come on up to the office," was the reply that told McGhan to
proceed. 'Sorry, there are no appointments available, was the reply
that told him to stay outside the safety radius.

McGhan never lingered longer than was necessary to set up the
samplesin the test chamber and turn over the sample tags and
standard yield data to Horton. Then he disappeared again to whatever
undisclosed off-campus location he was using to receive, store, and
prepare the samples.

‘Thanks for seeing me,' he said each time as he left the safety radius.
'Please come again,' was the countersign.

The cloak-and-dagger aspects tended to €licit childish giggles and
snide jokes from Horton's team - especially Lee, who'd been drafted
to field the calls. 'He sounds like a hypochondriac with a drug habit,’
she complained to Horton. 'l sound like a Cincinnati madam. And if
you put one word about this part in the research paper, we'll all sound
like paranoid James Bond wannabes.’

‘Just because you're paranoid -' Greene began.

'l know, | know." She hunched over her console and glanced furtively
to either side.'Ve must be careful,' she said in exaggerated comic-
book German. 'Ze enemy may be listening effen now. Any vun of us
may haff been compromised -'

Apart from McGhan's deliveries and calls, there were few other
intrusions on their work. The administrative staff protected them

from routine inquiries, deflected personal contacts with a shield of
plausible excuses, and took over a wide range of mundane

obligations, even to picking up Dr Greene's new car and putting ready-
to-eat mealsin Dr Horton's home refrigerator.

Karl Brohier visited daily for the first few days, then fell out of sight
after announcing he would be away from campus for atime. Exactly
where he had gone and with what purpose was grist for much
speculation, but not even Horton could get answers from Brohier's
staff.
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'He wouldn't sall us out, would he? asked Greene. 'Make a deal
behind our backs?

'No,' Horton said firmly. 'l don't believe he'd ever do that. He's on
Diogenes's mission. It's going to take some time.'

'Diogenes,’ Thayer said with evident displeasure. Y ou could have
picked a more comforting allusion, Boss.'

'Looking for an honest man? Isn't that what we need for Number
Six?

'Boss, the one thing everyone knows about Diogenes,' she said with a
sigh, 'isthat he was the founder of the Cynics -'

Greene's face brightened. 'Papal At last | find you!'

Thayer glowered at him. 'His nickname was Kayo - "dog" -because
he slept in the streets. He taught his studentsto hold civilization in
contempt. He gave up all worldly goodsin argjection of it. Boss, if
we have to cast Dr Brohier as a Greek philosopher, couldn't it at |east
be one of the lonians? Thales, or Anaximander?

'l had an Anaximander when | was akid,' Greene said. 'Kept itin a
glass bowl on my dresser - till it died.’

She balled up the nearest piece of paper and threw it at his head.

Asthe days dlipped by, the data piled up.

The first round of tests centered on ammunition similar to that in Eric
Fleet's pistol - ammunition using cellulose hexanitrate propellants, or
guncotton. Having little personal experience with guns, Thayer and
Greene were surprised by the seemingly endless parade of varieties
McGhan Was bringing them. The Winchester catalog alone offered
eleven powders and more than two hundred cartridges.

Blend, grain size and shape, loading, maker, caliber - any one of
those factors could be the difference that made a difference, that
separated a positive test from a negative one. But the first twenty
samples all duplicated the anomaly with such reliability that the team
began calling the last mouse-click of the test protocol 'pulling the
Trigger'.

When the run of positive tests had reached thirty-two, consuming
eight days, Thayer and Greene succeeded in infecting Horton with
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their impatience to test other materials. From that point on, they
accelerated their testing by putting three ammunition samplesin the
chamber at once.

It made no difference in the results. Magnum and ACP, rimfire and
centerfire, rifle and handgun, .218 Bee through .458 Winchester -
within afraction of a second after the emitter reached the ten percent
power level, the sample cartridges would discharge, the soft brass
shell splitting and curling in the clamp, the bullet crashing weakly
into the catch box.

At the end of the seventeenth day of testing, with one hundred forty
samples logged, ennui threatening to replace the healthy impatience
of curiosity, and no sign of Karl Brohier, Horton finally reclaimed
control of the project.

That's more than enough of this,' he said to himself, closing the
research log and calling McGhan. 'Pete? There's achange in the
schedule. | want to do the raw powders tomorrow and Saturday, and
start the Series Three materials the first of the week. Can you
accommodate that? Good. Thanks. See you in the morning.'

As he logged off, he heard thin but earnest applause behind him, and
turned away from his desk to find Greene and Thayer had been
eavesdropping. ‘Good decision, Doctor J,' said Greene. 'l was getting
so bored that | was thinking about taking the new car down to
Tennessee this weekend.'

'Why are men in love with explosions? Lee asked with a sigh, not
expecting an answer. 'Boss, if we're doing powders in the morning,
we probably should test the exhaust and fire suppression systems
tonight.’

'No," said Horton. "We're done for the day. And I'm taking both of you
out for a decent meal.'

Greene nodded approvingly. ‘Good decision number two. You're on a
roll.'

'Wait till you hear number three,' said Horton. 'Both of you, take a
minute to swab and fluff, and then let's get going - it's an hour's drive
to Zanesville.'

I'll drive," Greene cheerfully volunteered.
'No, you won't,’ said Horton, and L ee sighed her relief.
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On the way to dinner, Horton told them of his other plans.

"With our test emitter behaving itself, | don't think I've been getting
the best possible use out of you, Gordie. So tomorrow | want you to
start working on a second-generation emitter,' he said.

'Sounds like fun. Parameters?

Take everything we've learned so far and run with it. We now know
we don't need the whole spectrum, zero to infinity. Simplify. Try to
give me something smaller, more efficient, sturdier, and more self-
contained - in aword, something portable.’

'Portable? Thayer asked, raising an eyebrow.

'We can't test the emitter's range at the lab - the campusisn't big
enough. Someone else would get hurt, in that big subdivision on the
south side of Shanahan Road, or even just driving by. We need to be
able to take atest rig to a Big Empty somewhere, out West, or in the
middle of Lake Erie. You can build Baby Two right into the back of a
panel truck if you like.'

‘Just out of curiosity, Doc - will the Trigger make gasoline explode?
'‘Good guestion. | don't suppose you'd take a guess for an answer.'
'Sure - if it'syour truck.' Greene said, grinning.

"‘We should test gasoline next week, then. I'll tell McGhan.'

'Probably should test kerosene and diesel fuel at the same time,’
Thayer interjected. 'Unless you don't mind surprises - since there's
plenty of both around.’

Horton nodded. "Y' es. And we had all three on campus the day of the
anomaly, and none of them were affected at that power level. Maybe
higher output levels will affect some of the materials we now think
are stablein aTrigger field. If | was making any headway on the
theory, | could possibly answer that. For now, all we can do is keep
testing. The other advantage of having a second unit is that we could
speed up the test program.’

'Every time we start Baby up, we're testing more than the samplein
the chamber,' said Thayer. 'We already know it doesn't affect
plexiglas, concrete, grapefruit, black lace and Spandex, carbonated
drinks, the batteries in Gordie's cheap watch -'
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'Black lace and Spandex? Greene repeated, |ooking back over his
shoulder.

I'll explain when you're older.'

For the rest of the drive, the trio brainstormed alist of materials
known to have been exposed to the Trigger field, smply by virtue of
having been part of the structure, setting, or contents of Davisson
Lab. But asthey pulled into the driveway of the Old Market House
Inn, Horton confiscated the list.

‘That's it for shop talk,' he said. 'Not another word about work. If we
can't think of civilized conversation, wel'll eat in silence, by god -
mean to enjoy this meal. After all, it's not every day that | put on a
tie.'

'Or eat something that wasn't served in colored paper and styrofoam,'
said Greene, reaching for the door latch. 'l accept your terms. Come
on - I'm starving.'

With surprising ease, they talked only of pop-culture guilty pleasures,
the demise of women's professional football, and dream vacations,
while consuming tender meats, exotic vegetables, and most of two
bottles of wine in the course of atwo-hour meal. The only breach of
Horton's edict was committed by Horton himself, in atoast.

To the world's largest single-shot hand-load country-windage hide-
your-children firearm, and the team what built it,' he said quietly.
'May we figure out what it's good for, and how to aimiit.'

"You're asloppy drunk, Boss,' said Thayer, clinking glasses. 'But,
what you said, all the same.'

Whether it was the hour, the tranquilizing effect of the food and wine,
or the sobering after-effect of the toast, there was little conversation
on the way back to Columbus. Horton directed the car into the high-
speed autodrive lane and let it bore westward through the moonless
night while he looked out onto the darkened farms. Greene dozed,
sometimes snoring lightly. Thayer watched the traffic in the self-
drive lanes. A dark four-door sedan, breaking all speed limits,
overtook them and melted away into the night ahead.

'‘Unmarked car? Horton suggested. 'Desperate need to find the next
rest area?
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'Secret government agency transporting captured alien to Wright-
Patterson Air Force Base,' she said lightly.

'‘Ah.’

The silence seemed to be lengthening the miles, so Horton turned on
the satellite radio and the last half of Count Basic's '‘Kansas City
Suite' saw them to the gatehouse of Greene's singles community - he
had decided to taxi in the next morning rather than spend most of
another hour on the road - and Stan Kenton delivered them to the
Terabyte lot where Thayer's car waited.

'It was anice place, agood meal, Boss - thank you.' Though it
sounded like an exit line, she made no move to open her door.

'‘My pleasure. See you in the morning.'
'Can | confess something?

Puzzled, Horton turned sideways in his seat, so he could see her face.
‘Sure.’

'l didn't enjoy tonight very much -'
'I'm sorry -
'Not your fault,' she said. 'Boss, | was nervous all the way there and

back, in away | never am when we each go our own way at the end
of the night, | kept thinking, one car crash, and the status quo is safe -'

'l think Dr Brohier has enough now that he could carry on even if
something happened to us.'

'l guess probably he does - but would outsiders realize that?
'‘What are you getting at, Lee?

'All evening, 1've been thinking about how this work threatens the
power base of alot of people who aren't going to love us for what
we're doing, and who'd surely like to stop it if they had the chance. |
kept wanting both you and Gordie to lower your voices in the
restaurant, even though you had the No Shop Talk sign lit. | just
didn't want anyone to take notice of us. | just wanted to beinvisible.'

She sighed. 'And now that | have these thoughts in my head, every
sound | hear outside my condo - every time my cat gets curious about
something in the middle of the night - every time | turn the key to
start my car - I'm going to be nervous. Jeff, we're not going to be safe
until we're no longer the only people in the world who know how to
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do this.'
'l don't know that -

Y ou know that there're people out there who'll kill out of calculation -
to further their interests, or protect them. They aren't just a
Hollywood invention.'

'l suppose. | confess | haven't really thought much about it.'

'l have,' she said, her voice tight with emotion. '‘My sister in
Cleveland's been having trouble with gangs, because her son doesn't
want to join. Their house has been shot-up three times now.' She
sighed again. 'And when | was twelve, my Uncle Ted was jury
foreman in a bank robbery case against the head of one of those white
nationalist syndicates. The jury voted to convict.

A week later Uncle Ted was found dead, shot sixteen times, with
"Traitor" painted across the windshield of his car.'

'l remember that,' Horton said in surprise. 'l remember seeing that on
the news. | had no idea -'

'l promised myself -' She shook her head and started over. 'l told
myself I'd never let myself get caught between someone like that and
what they wanted - that I'd just hunker down in thetall grass and let
the lionsfight it out overhead.'

'Lee, what can | do?

'l think I'd like to start living at the |ab,’ she said. 'Ernie, too, if that's
okay.'

'Ernie's the cat?

Lee nodded. 'Just until we've published, and there's not so much at
stake. | could use Barton's old office - it's close to the women's
lounge, and the couch islong enough for me.'

"We'll get you abed, and awardrobe,' he said firmly. '‘And an old
armchair for Ernieto claw.’

A relieved smile brightened Lee's face. Thank you.'
'Shall | take you around to the gate? Do you want to start tonight?

'No - Ernie goes crazy when | don't come home.' She thought a
moment. 'But I'll bring him and a suitcase with me tomorrow, if that's
al right.’
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'Of course. I'm pretty sure Site Services can rustle up abed by
quitting time, if | light afire under them."

Nodding, she opened her door. "Thanks for not making me feel like
some paranoid ‘fraidy-cat.’

There's plenty out there that's worth being afraid of,' Horton said.
'‘Most of us cope by pretending it's not there. Y ou had that illusion
taken away from you too damn early.' He grunted. 'And | think | just
lost mine. Maybe I'll ask Site Services for two beds.'

'I'm sorry, Boss -

'No. Don't be. Dr Brohier tried to tell us. He couldn't have been any
plainer about it. And | looked right past it, with hardly athought for
anything but the puzzle, the science.' He shook his head. 'It's |ate.
Timeto go home!'

She started to climb out, then stopped and looked back at Horton with
a penetrating earnestness. 'Jeff?

'"What?

'We are going to publish, aren't we? Tell me we're not really working
for Dow Chemical, or the Department of Defense. Tell me that Dr
Brohier understands we can't just sell the Trigger to the high bidder -
that there'll be a chance to use this work to declaw some of the lions,
That's the only reason | didn't run away the first week.' She smiled
ruefully. 'l wanted to, but Uncle Ted wouldn't et me.'

"We're going to publish,' Horton said firmly. '‘And the lions are going
to get the surprise of their lives.'

5: Chemistry

L yons, France - Smoke bombs and firecrackers chased supporters of
beleaguered French president Charles Fontenay from a poorly-
attended election rally on Tuesday. One woman was seriously injured
in afall from an escalator. This was the ninth time in two weeks that
a Social Democrat campaign event has been disrupted by the self-
styled political terrorist group Mad Dogs. Police officials announced
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they would meet today with representatives of the three major
candidates to discuss event security and 'explore troubling rumors.

Complete Sory Campaign Schedule
'Mad Dog' Manifesto Fontenay Gaining in Polls

When the testing moved to other materials, the first subtle clues about
the nature of the trigger effect began to emerge.

A test sample of loose nitrocellulose gunpowder flared up in asingle
bright gout of flame. As McGhan showed them by match-burning a
reference sample on the worktable, that flare represented much faster
burning than would ordinarily be expected.

'It'sasif there's no convection delay - asif every grain in the pile hits
the flash threshold at essentially the same instant,' said Horton. 'Like
the difference between heating water in a pot on a stove and heating
water in a microwave.'

"That would help explain why Eric was so badly injured,’ said Greene.
'‘And why my car went up like abomb. Baby is very efficient at what
he does.'

'l wish you'd stop calling it "Baby",' Thayer griped. 'There's nothing
cute and cuddly about it anymore - if there ever was.'

'‘How about "Problem Child"? Is that any better?
‘Shouldn't you be down the hall, working on Son of Problem Child?

'l only come down here when you're pulling the Trigger,' he said
defensively, retreating toward the door. 'Ten minutes every three
hours. | get lonely down there, all by myself. Look, | know you have
a couple of hours of cleanup ahead of you - I'll leaveyoutoit.'

The next sample was black powder - the world's first explosive, and
the mainstay of armies from Chinato England for more than three
hundred years. To everyone's surprise, the test sample merely smoked
and turned gray-brown. A second test at the next power level yielded
the same result, with what was |l eft rendered inert to a match.

'It should burn,' said Horton, shaking his head. 'Black powder will
catch on a spark. Thisisliketrying to light a soggy cat.'

"We're going to have to get our samples to an analytical chemist
soon,' Thayer said. 'Something queer is happening at the compound

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (55 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

level.'

'We should get an analytical chemist set up in the next lab,’ said
Greene grumpily. 'Isn't there anyone on campus we can hit over the
head and drag over here?

'It's at the top of my list for when Dr Brohier returns,' said Horton.
'‘But | don't need a chemist to tell me that the only thing gunpowder
and guncotton have in common are the nitrates. And | think we're
seeing that the difference between cellulose hexanitrate and
potassium nitrate is the difference between flash and fizzle.'

'l think we're going to need a physical chemist, too,' Thayer said with
afrown. 'Something queer has to be happening to the e ectron bonds.'
'l think we're going to need a sample of Blasting Powder B,' said
Horton. When the others looked at him questioningly, he added,

‘Same basic chemistry as black powder, except it contains sodium
nitrate. And that will give us another big piece of the puzzle!'

That afternoon, Horton and Thayer watched five grams of Blasting
Powder B fill the test chamber with fragrant gray smoke. Neither the
sample nor the residue ever showed a flame.

'Interesting,’ said Horton.

'Indeed, Mr Spock,' said Thayer, studying her displays. 'But | want to
tear that miserable excuse for atest chamber apart and rebuild it the
right way. It's absurd that | can't get a spectrograph on that smoke -'

'Lee, would you look up Mr King's report on the anomaly?
'Sure - what do you need?
'Seeif it hasalist of the fireworks Gordie said werein his car.'

'It'sthere - | remember seeing it.' Her screen flashed rapidly. Two
dozen bottle rockets. One box M-60 firecrackers. One "Devastation
Celebration" skyrocket assortment.'

‘That's all?

‘That's all.' Then her eyes|lit up with understanding. 'Oh! We have a
little problem, don't we?

Horton nodded reluctant acknowledgement. 'If the black powder
didn't burn, and the blasting powder didn't burn, why did the
fireworks in Gordie's car go off? He pushed his chair away from his
monitoring station. | need to stretch my legs. Be back in afew.’
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The mobile emitter unit was aready taking shape atop a pair of the
Maintenance Section's rubber-wheeled aluminum dollies. Horton saw
that the geometry of the power and control module was already well
defined, and that Greene was anchoring the support section of the
emitter cylinder in its upright position.

'I've never seen anyone get to bending metal faster than you do,’
Horton said. 'The vertical orientation's not going to create any
problems?

'Not for me,' Greene said, sitting up and brushing the perspiration off
his forehead. 'Half an hour pushing lines around with the cursor, and
the CAM shop started turning out parts.'

'It's what goes on in your head before you touch the cursor that's
mysterious to me," Horton said, settling on a stool near Greene's work
area. 'We have a problem, Gordie.'

Pursing hislips, Greene said nothing.

'‘Come on, Gordie - don't make me be the bad guy,' said Horton. 'Y ou
must have realized we'd pick it up.'

Greene wiped his hands on his overalls with great deliberation, then
looked up and smiled awry, rueful smile. 'Actually, | didn't. Until
this morning | thought gunpowder was gunpowder. Who knew?

'What was in the car?

'‘An unlicensed pistol.' He snorted. ‘My anti-carjacking security
system. A little plastic-frame Ruger 9mm."

'Another Tennessee souvenir?

'Kentucky, actually,' said Greene. 'They still find away to overlook
any Federal law they don't like. And | guess they didn't like the 30th
Amendment.' He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and
slowly wringing his hands. 'Dr Horton - I'm sorry. | didn't know the
fire was going to be kept in the family. | was afraid of that mandatory
five-year term. And once |'d already committed myself to one version
of reality - Doc, | was just too embarrassed to admit 1'd lied.'

Horton stood. 'l guess | can weather thislittle surprise,' he said. '‘But
please don't hand me any big ones. Did you replace your security
system along with your car?
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Shaking his head, Greene said, 'No. Thought about it. Decided I'd
have to wait until things were clearer up here before | could assess
the risks.’

'l think it's pretty clear that the lab's not going to buy you two
replacement cars,' said Horton, letting his face relax into alazy grin.
'So if you don't feel safe out there without a pistol in the console, you
can always opt for Lee's solution - or mine.’

'What's yours? Greene asked, cocking his head.

Horton laughed. 'Drive a car so pocket-protector dull that no one
would ever think to stedl it.'

A day's testing on black-powder fireworks confirmed that while
Greene's cache might have helped accelerate the car fire, it could not
have started it.

Then Horton's team turned their attention away from low-yield
combustion explosives to high-yield detonating explosives. Pete
McGhan sat them all down for a primer before delivering the first
samples to them.

Thirty-thirty rifle cartridge,’ he said, placing a gleaming brass
cylinder on the table between them. Three ccs of guncotton pro-
pellant. Powder burnsin a few thousandths of a second and develops
a maximum detonation pressure of afew hundred pounds per square
inch.’

He placed a small putty-colored cylinder beside it. Three ccs of RDX,
ak.a. cyclonite. Detonation takes afew millionths of a second and
devel ops a detonation pressure of millions of pounds per square inch.
If your rifle can fire a 30-30 bullet two hundred meters, an RDX
cartridge of the same size could damn near reach orbit - if there was a
gun anywhere that wouldn't shatter to splinters first.

There are more kinds of high explosive than any of you probably
realize - more than ahundred readily available formulations,
probably another hundred that have been used in the past and
abandoned, plus a couple of dozen more that are military or industrial
secrets. But most of them are built around one or more of half a
dozen or so basic compounds - ammonium nitrate, picric acid,
nitroglycerin, PETN, RDX, TNT. Dr Brohier'sinstructions were for
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me to provide appropriate samples from each family in the purest and
simplest formulation available, then let the results guide the choice of
which blends to investigate.

'‘Almost everything I've told you about what you've tested so far
doesn't apply to what's coming up. Dynamite can burn without
exploding. But the nitroglycerin in the dynamite will explode on a
shock no greater than this,' he said, snapping a pencil sharply against
the edge of the table. Everyone jumped. "While Nitromex is so stable
you can shoot a pistol at it or set off a detonating cord under it.

'In fact, the detonating explosives are so different from the
combustion explosives, and one family from another, that | have a
private bet with myself - | don't think your device is going to touch
them. Any of them.

'No matter what, though, you're not going to touch them. I'll handle
the preparation, transportation, set-up and cleanup - the last two
wearing my Kevlar gorilla suit,’ McGhan said, looking around the
table. 'Dr Brohier was very specific and painfully blunt about this. I'm
replaceable, and you're not. So | won't be coming into the lab
anymore - |'ll load the test chamber from outside, and you'll keep that
access door closed and secured.

‘The safety procedures we've been using, the radio calls, the
blackouts, have been adrill for this," he added as he stood and
gathered up his props. 'Chances are I'd survive if you triggered arifle
cartridge in my trunk. Chances are | wouldn't if you triggered a
sample of Torpex. And while | may be expendable, I'm fairly certain
it would hinder the research program if you blew up your courier in
the middle of Shanahan Road.'

Then he popped the putty-colored cylinder into his mouth and began
to chew it. 'Peppermint, sugar-free,' he said. 'I'll be back with the real
thing in half an hour.'

McGhan lost his bet by lunchtime. A one-centimeter-square cube of
something called EDNA blasted the water muffler dry and cracked
the test chamber's plexiglas port.

That was way above the standard yield,' McGhan said grimly,
studying the damage with the helmet of his high-collared bomb suit
tucked under one arm. 'I'm going to have to trim all the samples by a
quarter to athird to get back our safety margin.’
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A shaken Horton agreed that that was an idea which recommended
itself.

At the end of that week, Karl Brohier returned.

His reappearance was as low-key as his departure, and came with
even less advance notice. The first that Horton knew of it was when
the senior director poked his head into Davisson Lab, captured Lee's
attention with awave, and called out, 'Jeff? Come and see me when
you have aminute.' His tone and demeanor were as casual asif he'd
never left, asif only utterly mundane administrative matters were
occupying his thoughts.

Horton was momentarily struck dumb, but managed to squeeze out a
few words before Brohier vanished again. 'I'll be right there.'

'No hurry,' said Brohier cheerfully. '‘My assistant tells me there are
five hundred fourteen priority messages waiting in my mailbox.'

Despite that reassurance, Horton only waited as long as it took to call
Greene in from the prototyping shop to follow Brohier across the
campus to Edison Center, the administrative building.

'‘Ah, Jeffrey,' Brohier said brightly when Horton walked into his
office. 'How isthe work going? Everyone still has ten fingers, |
trust?

'Y es. Pete was a good addition,’ Horton said, settling on the couch.
'He's meticulous, punctual, and only nosy about the parts that affect
his job, which he does very well. Where did you find him?

'l have agrandson, Louis, in the Marines,' said Brohier, dividing his
attention between Horton and the display in front of him. 'He is not
allowed to tell me hisunit, but | believe it isthe one trained to
operate behind enemy lines for purposes of sabotage and terrorism.
McGhan was an instructor for this unit until he made the mistake of
sleeping with the wife of a higher-ranking officer. McGhan was
charged with rape and accepted a general discharge.'

'Rape? How -

'‘Apparently the higher-ranking officer provided his wife with
corroborating bruises, and the incentive to lie.' Brohier smiled wryly.
'l thought the fact that that officer is still alive recommended Mr
McGhan as a man of self-discipline and principle.’
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'I'll say. One little booby-trap -' Horton shook his head. 'Y ou asked
how the work is going. Mostly it's going boom. It's beginning to seem
asthough if it has a nitrate compound in it, the Trigger sets it off.'

'Fascinating,' Brohier said, looking up. "What about nitrate
compounds that aren't explosives?

"We haven't gotten to them yet.'
'‘And explosives that aren't nitrates?

'No effect. But there aren't many of those. All of the most-used
explosives - military and civil - use nitrates. All standard ammunition
uses nitrates.’

'So do most farmers,’ said Brohier. 'So do many people with diarrhoea
- | myself had a prescription once for bismuth subnitrate, after atrip
to Brazil. Did you give any thought to that?

'Farmers?

'Fertilizer. One farm bureau semi-trailer passing by at the wrong
moment, and we'd be Breaking News on CNN.'

'Oh, god,' said Horton, his face suddenly ashen. 'Nitroglycerin.
Nitroglycerin. | never thought about medicine -'

Brohier answered with a cheerful smile. 'l did. My doctor assures me
that nitro tablets do not explode. Asfor the rest of the pharmacopia,
well, we will look at everything inits turn before loosing this on the
world.

Horton could not understand why the director was being so casua
about what to Horton seemed an inexcusable oversight. 'Dr Brohier,
we've been playing Russian roulette. We have to suspend testing right
away, today,' he said, still agitated. 'We can't do thiswork at this site
anymore. We're going to need to go somewhere more isolated and
work out the control issues - range, directionality. Maybe then we can
come back.'

'‘Asit happens, I've already begun negotiating for a piece of property
in the West,' said Brohier. 'But, please, Jeffrey - let's not aggravate
ourselves over a disaster that didn't happen.'

'It could have, and it would have been my responsibility.'

'We needed data,' Brohier said, gesturing. 'Even if we'd known at the
outset, it was an acceptable risk. Now the picture is clearer, and we
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can adjust accordingly. Tell me how the theoretical sideis
progressing.'

Loosing asigh, Horton settled into achair. ‘It isn't,' he said. The
Trigger doesn't fit the CERN model of the atom. It doesn't fit the
guantum model, or the Bohr model. As near as| can tell, it doesn't
even fit conventional chemical thermodynamics - the yields are
above book value!'

'Isthat so? said Brohier. "Well -I will shortly be able to devote more
timeto this, and | confess I'm pleased you've left something for me to
do.' He smiled wryly. 'l suppose | could have worded that more
diplomatically.'

'No, that's all right - my ego won't kick in until it's time to haggle
over the by-line. Right now the problemis everything. I'll be glad to
have someone to bounce ideas off,' Horton said.

‘The by-line will not be a problem," Brohier said with grim humor.
'By that time, we may be more interested in dodging the blame than
claiming the credit - and "Anonymous" will cover any number of us.'

Nodding thoughtfully, Horton said, 'l want to bring in achemist,
someone who can analyze the residue from our test samples and tell
us what's happening on the molecular level - how the Trigger reaction
is different from ordinary spark- or shock-initiated detonation. There
may be someone on staff already, in one of the other research units. If
not, I know someone at Ohio State who could handleit.'

'We need not bring them all the way in,' said Brohier. 'In fact, we
could spread the samples out among any number of contract labs -'

'l don't want to have to take a crash course in physical chemistry. I'd
rather have one experienced person who understood the context -
someone who might be able to help the two of uslay afoundation
under the theory.'

'‘And afrail enough edificeitis, eh? Very well, let me think on it for a
day. Give me the name of the fellow at Ohio State, and I'll make
someinquiries.'

Horton handed over afolded piece of paper. 'Everything you'll need's
right there,' he said, and jerked his head toward the door. 'l'd better
get back to the lab and pull the plug.’

'Of course,' said Brohier. '‘And since you have nothing to do for the
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rest of the day, you'll be able to come to my place for dinner.' Seeing
Horton's startled look, he added, ‘I have a house guest who's looking
forward to meeting you.'

There was a black coupe at the end of Karl Brohier's driveway, and
two men in black suits standing behind it. They eyed Horton
carefully, but made no move as he drove past except to turn and
watch "him.

Not lab security, Horton thought, stealing a glance back in hisrear-
view mirror. Private security - bodyguards. For Karl - or his guest?

A silver Mercedes sedan was parked on the cobblestone half-circle by
the house, and a slender woman in a smart chauffeur's uniform was
coming down the walk from the front door. She stopped at the
driver's door of the Mercedes as Horton pulled up behind it, then dlid
behind the wheel and pulled away as he climbed out. He peered into
the sedan as it made the big turn and headed down the drive, but saw
only the driver.

The presence of guards in the driveway tempered the surprise when
the front door was opened by someone other than Brohier - in point
of fact, by another broad-shouldered man in atailored suit. Again
there was the steady gaze, the snap appraisal, the calm alertness.
'‘Comein,' the man said, ushering Horton inside. 'Y ou'll find them on
the sky porch.’

Taller than it was wide or deep, the north-facing two-story space
Brohier called the sky porch looked out on the upslope forest and the
sky through great sloping panels of permaglass. A pair of avocado
trees and a giant dieffenbachia brought the forest inside and separated
asunken tile hot tub from a casual seating area.

There Horton found Brohier and his guest, a slender man with a short-
cropped full white beard and a wealth of smile lines around dark,
deep-set eyes. He was casually dressed in golf shorts, polo shirt, and
well-worn sandal's, and had his feet propped up on the rounded edge
of alow stonetable.

'- | have never micromanaged your budget, Karl, and | won't start
now,' the guest was saying as Horton approached. 'Ah, here heis.'

Brohier twisted in his chair to look back over his shoulder, then
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stood. 'Jeffrey - | want you to meet Aron Goldstein.'

Horton had already guessed the identity of the visitor. He had never
met Terabyte's principal investor and majority owner, but there was a
photo of Goldstein and Brohier in the director's office, and Horton
had searched the hyperweb for information on Goldstein shortly after
arriving in Columbus.

The most useful information had come from the Fortune site, which
mapped Goldstein's extensive holdings - thirty-one companiesin
eleven industry groups, with the cash cow among them being
Advanced Storage Devices, Inc., the exclusive licensee of Brohier's
solid-state memory patents. The most interesting information had
come from the gossipy Microscope pages, which had named him
America’s 'most ineligible bachelor', snidely commenting 'never
before in our memory has anyone with so much managed to enjoy it
o little.

Goldstein stood to shake hands, then settled back in his chair. ‘Do
you like Chinese food, Jeffrey? he asked.

'‘Urn - sure. Some,' he answered, nonplussed.

'‘Good. Sit down, please.' Goldstein waited only for Horton to start
moving before he went on. 'l want to congratulate you on your
discovery. It's stunning. |'ve scarcely been able to think or talk about
anything else since Karl told me. Which has been quite a burden on
him, since | haven't had anyone else | can talk to.

'Of course, now | have you, too. And the first thing | want to say is,
"Well done". Thisisrevolutionary, in the same way the

Watt engine, the Marconi wireless telegraph, and the Hollerith
tabulator were revolutionary.' He chuckled. 'l like those examples
because every one of those men managed to make money while they
were changing the world.'

'l confess | haven't been able to see any way of making money from
this,' Horton said.

‘That's al right - | have," Goldstein said with awave of his hand.
'‘Change always creates opportunities. |'ve acquired three companies
and two hundred patentsin the last ten days.' Then the twinkle of self-
satisfied glee left his eyes as he sat forward in his chair. 'But that's
completely irrelevant. Do you know why | created Terabyte
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L aboratories, Jeffrey?

'‘From what Dr Brohier told me when he hired me, | assumed it was
for more or |less the same reason farmers plant seeds and investors
buy futures,’ said Horton.

"You're only partly correct,' said Goldstein. 'What | wanted was to
create the Bell Labs of the twenty-first century.'

'‘Bell Labs -

'Y es - the research arm of the one-time Bell Telephone monopoly.
One of the overlooked benefits of that monopoly was that it paid the
bills for a peerless basic research enterprise. And the twentieth
century was invented there.'

'The transistor,' Brohier said. 'The laser. Cédllular radio. Solar cdlls.
Radio astronomy. CCDs and LEDs. Big Bang radiation -'

Nodding, Goldstein took over. 'Eight Nobel laureates. Thirty
thousand patents - an average of one aday. And all of it the product
of enlightened capitalism. In its heyday, Bell Labs was the equal and
more of any university department, any government research center,
and any quarterly-profit-and-loss corporate lab anywhere in the
world.'

'I'm afraid we've fallen a bit short,' said Horton.

'Not at all,' Goldstein said as a distant door chime sounded. 'l could
not be more pleased. Jeffrey, | long ago reached the point where I'd
made more than enough money to satisfy alifetime's ordinary
desires. At which point there arises the burdensome ques-tion of what
to do with the excess. Ostentatious consumption has no appeal for
me. Neither does charity in the usual sense - there is no Goldstein
Foundation bestowing grants on Jewish MBAs or slow-footed
midfielders or the children of city bureaucrats. | do not give to save
the whales or feed the birds or sponsor music in the park -'

At that point, the chauffeur reappeared, and Goldstein fell silent
while she placed the blue and white picnic cooler she was carrying in
the middle of the stone table. She started to remove the lid, but
Goldstein raised a hand and stopped her.

'We can seeto it,' he said. Thank you, Barbara. | expect that'll be all
for tonight.'

'Yes, sir. I'm going to stay in, though, so if you change your mind -'
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'We'll look in Karl's game room first,' he said, smiling tolerantly.
When she had left them, Goldstein looked to the others and asked
absently, 'Where was | ?

'Music in the park,' Brohier supplied.

'‘Music in the park,' Goldstein repeated, frowning. 'Jeffrey, money
whispersto you like awhore, telling you what it can do for you if
only you'll open your wallet. And if you have no shame, you can be
seduced into almost anything.' Standing and moving to where the
cooler sat, he began removing brown paper bags from inside it, and
then white boxes from the brown paper bags. 'Karl, we're going to
need three plates, and some spoons.'

'I'll collect them," Brohier said, rising.

Cracking the lid of one container, Goldstein took a deep breath of the
escaping steam. 'What do you do with afew extrabillion? he asked.
'Collect art, like Hearst? Collect women, like Hughes? Most of the
examples at hand are embarrassments. When Bill Gates paid for the
Ares mission to Mars, that was a stunt - nothing more than ego
gratification. He was seduced into trying to buy immortality for
himself and his company logo by hijacking an historic event. |
promised myself | would never be that weak - and then fell under the
spell of an even more fickle temptress.

‘Jeffrey, | have nearly a hundred thousand people working for me, in
eighteen states and seven countries. | invested in them to make
money. | invested in you to make a difference. Now you've given me
that chance.'

Goldstein sat on the edge of the table closest to Horton and |eaned
forward as though about to revea a secret. ‘Guns and bombs have
been the vector of power for four hundred years. Some call agun the
great equalizer, and yet more often guns seem to me to be the great
unequalizers. In the last century, guns and bombs herded Jews and
gays and gypsies into Buchenwald, struck down three American
presidents, killed fifty million people in war and nearly that many in
peace, exterminated dozens of tribes and hundreds of species. The
people with the most guns -the biggest bombs - and the greatest
readiest to pull the trigger: those were the beneficiaries of the
ingenuity of Nobel and Colt and Winchester.'

'Of course, that was business, too," Brohier said, reappearing at that
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point. He carried atray of plates and utensils to the table and
reclaimed his chair.

'Yes - and as shameful abusiness asit was a necessary one,’
Goldstein went on. "Y ou cannot reason with arifle bullet fired from
across the battlefield. Y ou cannot negotiate with an artillery shell
lobbed from over the horizon. Y ou cannot compromise with a nuclear
warhead screaming in from half aworld away. The only answer to
the gun, the only defense against the gun, has been more guns.

Y ou've given us another answer, Jeffrey. Y ou've given us away to
tear this terrible inhuman tool out of our clenched primate fists -'

'If we take the power of the gun away from the world, what will come
forward to take its place? Horton asked, troubled.

'Perhaps chaos," said Goldstein. 'Perhaps peace. Imagine two armies,
now facing each other across the battlefield empty-handed. Will
twenty-first-century men throw themselves on bayonets for god and
country? lmagine the terrorist, the would-be assassin, unable to
deliver his cowardly, anonymous blow from a distance.

'Now imagine Tel Aviv, Belfast, Sargjevo, Los Angeles as oases of
peace, with one of your devices radiating from atower at the heart of
each city. Imagine how many plowshares we could build if we
stopped buying swords. Fallen short, you say? Oh, no, Jeffrey, not at
al - the Trigger isagift of incalculable value. And | pledge to my
children and yours that I'll seethat its promiseisfulfilled. | pledge
my fortune and my life to that.'

Then Goldstein straightened up and threw his head back, eyes closed.
'So many words, tumbling over each other to get out,' he said,
drawing and releasing a deep breath. 'l warned you, didn't I? Come,
let's eat - that will silence me for awhile, at least.’

But the food hardly slowed the torrent of words, for Goldstein was
not the only one who had had no audience for thoughts burning to be
spoken. And over crystal fish, Hunan lamb, and black tea, they began
to hammer together the outline of arevolution.

6: Journey
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Calcutta, India - A would-be good Samaritan lost more than his car
and wallet to bandits on the Berhampore road Thursday - he also lost
his idealism. British tourist Thomas Sudaranka was on a pilgrimage
to the Ganges River when he stopped to help what he believed was an
injured girl lying in the road. Shot twice in the back and left for dead,
Sudarankais now hospitalized with partial paralysis of hisright leg.
Authorities in Murshidabad said the girl was probably alure for a
local highway gang, and warned travelers to be cautious.

Complete Sory Map

The drone of the Helio Courier's single engine increased sharply as
the plane banked and wheeled around in the sky above the desolate
valley. Ahead and to the right, Jeff Horton could see a thin ribbon of
two-lane highway meandering northward. But there were no cars on
the road, and no other signs of human habitation.

"Where does that go? he asked, tapping the pilot on the shoulder.

‘That's Nevada 278, the pilot shouted back. '‘Runs up to 1-80 at
Carlin, just east of Emigrant Pass. Ninety miles of nothing.’

By then, the silver-and-red-winged Ely Air Taxi plane had swung
west and begun to descend out of the cloudless sky. By the time they
flashed over Nevada 278, they were below the level of the enclosing
mountains. 'l don't see the airport.'

The pilot pointed ahead at a dirt road paralleling adry creekbed.
'Right there,' he said. 'Vinini Creek Road. That's as much airport as
thereisin Eureka County. But | want to get aclose look at it before |
put the wheels down. We had a good hard rain last month, and you've
always gotta worry about washouts.'

Clutching his knees tightly, Horton stared in silent disbelief at the
rutted, narrow-track road as the pilot buzzed over it at no more than a
hundred feet.

That must be your ride,' the pilot called out. Horton caught a glimpse
of a sand-colored Jeep Cherokee and a figure standing beside it
before the pilot hauled the nose of the plane skyward. ‘Doesn't ook
too bad. Have you down in just a couple of minutes now.'

Horton just nodded, tight-lipped.
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'All this used to be government land, you know,' the pilot went on.
'Not that there's been any rush to build out here since the Feds gave it
back to the state. About all we get are prospectors of one kind or
another, passing through - either looking for UFOs or looking for
fossils. The UFO types are the talkers, so | figure you for the other
kind.'

While he was talking, the pilot had carried out a heart-stopping half-
loop that brought the Courier skimming back over the road in the
other direction, thistime even lower. 'There's my spot,' he called out,
and throttled back. The plane floated for a moment, then flared and
settled, bouncing twice and kicking up a plume of yellow dust. It
rolled to a stop afew dozen meters from the Cherokee.

That anybody you know?

Fingers digging at the catches on his restraint, Horton peered out
through the thinning dust. The man standing beside the Cherokee was
Donovan King, wearing dark sunglasses and a Colorado Rockies
baseball hat. Horton and King exchanged brief acknowledging
waves.

'Y'eah,' Horton said, unlatching the door. Thanks for the ride.’

The little cabin of the six-place tail-dragger was warm enough by
Horton's standards. But the heat that enveloped him as he clambered
out of the plane was almost overwhelming. He hastened to the
waiting vehicle, now idling with King at the steering wheel.

'We have air-conditioning out at the Annex? Horton asked, turning
the fan to high and directing the blast from the nearest vent toward
his face.

'In the accommaodation trailers. The lab building'll be another week or
SO

'‘Can't be too soon. Dry heat, my ass," Horton grumbled. 'Chamber of
Commerce propaganda.’

They waited as the Courier taxied eastward past them, the engine
winding up for its take-off roll. "We're going to need to get our own
plane and pilot for these runs,' Horton said as King eased the
Cherokee back onto the road, heading west. This fellow was too
curious.’

King chuckled. "That fellow was our pilot,' he said. 'He's garrulous,
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but he's harmless. We also own a one-plane outfit in Elko and a small
trucking company based in Reno. We'll spread the traffic around,
Doctor. And the fossil-hunter cover will help us fade into the
background.’

'So that's what that was about,' said Horton, peering out the
windshield at the barren landscape. ‘How far from here?

'‘About eight miles,' King said. 'And speaking of your ass, there's an
extrapillow in the back seat - you may want it under you most of the
way.'

There was no hyperbole in the warning. Before long they left Vinini
Creek Road for an unnamed, unmarked track half aswide. Its
undulations gave no reassurance that it had ever been graded, and the
traffic which had passed that way before them could not be said to
have improved it. Even at speeds that never topped fifty klicks per
hour, Horton found that part of the trip all too much like an
amusement park ride that went on too long.

'I'm going to recommend that we buy someone a helicopter,' Horton
said, bracing himself against the dash.

"We're already planning to bring your equipment in on the Skycrane
we're using for construction material. Don't want to do that more
often than necessary, though. For a state with hardly any people,
there are alot of eyes watching the skies out here.'

Theride finally ended in front of a scattering of structures on the
floor of anarrow, steep-walled box canyon. The largest of them was
awindowless one-story cinderblock sprawl! that reminded Horton of
his elementary school. Half a dozen boxy mobile homes were lined
up to the west, and the steel frame of a barn-sized prefabricated
building was taking shape to the east. A small bulldozer, a backhoe,
and three other Cherokees were nestled against the east wall of the
main structure, in the narrow band of afternoon shade. A cacophony
of construction noises greeted Horton as he climbed gingerly out into
the heat.

'Did Dr B. redlly have to find a place this remote? he asked, shaking
his head as he surveyed the site.

| guess the difference between few neighbors and none mattered,’
said King. 'The director said he wanted a five-mile secure radius and
aten-mile safe radius. Do you want to go to your trailer or the lab

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (70 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger
first?
‘After that ride, my bladder votes for "trailer".’
King smiled, arare sight, and pointed. "Y ou're in number Three.'

When Horton emerged again. King handed him a site map and ahard
hat. ‘Meals and recreation are in the double-wide. Trailer number
Two isreserved for Dr Brohier and guests. The temporary
communications shack isin Five, and the temporary security officeis
in SiX. The construction crew isin pop-ups on the north side - welll
take over that space for staff when they've moved out.’

Horton studied his map, then squinted out into the bright haze to the
north. 'What are these things?

'Don't know. Outhouses, some here call them. There are six of them,
each about the size of awalk-in closet, cinderblock construction,
empty as this place was,' King said, gesturing toward the main
building.

'So what was this place?

'Don't know that either,' said King. 'When the last residents packed
up, they took everything but the walls with them. We took photos of
all the floor scars and mounting bolts we found, if you'd care to join
the guessing game we've been playing.’

'‘What's your guess?

'My guessisthey weren't herding sheep.' King shook his head.
There's no obvious answer, Dr Horton, which iswhy the gameis fun.
Tomorrow I'll take you out to see the concrete trenches that connect
the outhouses,' he said, waving a hand northward. 'Nevada has kept a
lot of secrets over the years, from Plumbbob to Area 51. With luck,
it'll keep ours, too.'

As Aron Goldstein's black Dassault Falcon 55 descended into the
choppy air three hundred meters above the Potomac River, Karl

Brohier turned his recliner toward the nearest oval window and
searched the sprawling cityscape for its familiar landmarks.

Having no great fondness for politics or for bustling, traffic-choked
cities, Brohier had only been to Washington, D.C. three previous
times. The last, eight years ago, had been for afriend's funeral. The

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (71 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

time before that had been to be paraded in public by politicians and
then have to beg for funding of basic science research in front of half
a dozen review committees - for Brohier, an experience hardly more
pleasant than afuneral. But the first and most enjoyable of hisvisits
had changed the course of hislife.

At atime when wealthier school districts were sending planel oads to
Europe, chartering Caribbean windjammers, and white-water rafting
in Canada, it was all that Champlain Valley Union High School's
graduating class could do to manage a fifteen-hour bus ride down
from buttoned-down Chittended County for three days of sightseeing
in the nation's capital. The chaperones made up for that indignity with
alight schedule and libera curfew.

"We're not going to decide for you what you want to see,' Mr
Freebright, the class advisor, had said. 'Every one of you has a
guidebook, a Metropass, atrip buddy, and amind. If you don't lose
any of them, you'll go home having had atrip to remember.’

Brohier and his best friend Tom lange had passed up the out-of -
boundaries expeditions to various Maryland sin spots, where
drinking, gambling, and topless dancers could be pursued. Instead,
they had divided their free-exploration time among the Smithsonian,
the Museum of Natural History, and the US Naval Observatory.

The attraction of the last was the chance to ook through the thirty-
two-inch reflector at Jupiter's moons or a solar prominence, but gray
clouds and a summer drizzle had stolen the opportunity.

Disappointed and looking to salvage the time spent waiting in line for
the tour, the young Brohier had become fascinated by the Master
Clock of the United States and the scientific magic behind it. Cesium
oscillators, hydrogen masers, satellites, and synchronizers opened an
unlikely door to wonder - one which led him to relativity,
radioactivity, and nuclear science. After asummer of testing the
waters through heavy reading, Brohier had reported to the University
of Vermont and promptly changed his major from the safe career
path of computer science to the uncertain one of physics.

He had managed to keep the news from his parents for ayear and a
half, and then to resist their intense pressure to correct his 'error'.
After distinguishing himself in an undistinguished program, he won a
graduate fellowship at MIT, where both the competition and the
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intellectual stimulation were of ahigher order. But it was the right
time - his mind never quicker, his hunger never sharper than in those
days - and by the end of histwo-and-a-half years there he stood out in
that company as well.

It had gotten harder after that: the disaster at the University of Texas,
where a clash of personalities with the department chairman and the
distracting complexities of first love and first [oss combined to make
him a doctoral dropout. The five years asalab dronein TRW's
materials science lab, a gift from Tom Lange but a prison for
Brohier's curiosity. Then the second try at a Ph.D., at Stanford, where
every other candidate was younger and seemed quicker, and Brohier
felt like he was running uphill trying to catch up. The first shot in the
CERN revolution was still five years away, and Amy Susan afew
more beyond that, and zero-phase solid-state information storage
nearly two decades down the road.

But he had started on that road here, and now - against his better
instincts - he had followed it here again.

The cabin of the Falcon 55 shuddered as the landing gear extended
and locked in place. There was nothing but water beneath them, and
the water seemed very close. Then suddenly there were rocks, a patch
of brown grass, and the runway threshold. Tires kissed the concrete
gently, then again more firmly. When the nose wheel settled, the
cabin began to vibrate with the roar of the Falcon's three engines as
the thrust reversers were applied.

Brohier looked across the cabin at Goldstein, who was still napping
peacefully, his dlight frame almost swallowed up in the
ultracushioned chair. | hope you're right about this, my friend, he
thought. Neither Brohier nor Horton had anticipated involving
anyone from the Federal government this early, and both had
profound reservations about involving the military at all. Just the
knowledge that the Pentagon was |less than three kilometers away
gave him chills.

It was what Horton called the 'Hangar 57 scenario' that haunted him -
the fear that with one wrong word to the wrong person, a convoy of
black vans filled with Special Operations troops would swoop down
on the Terabyte campus and cart away everything. It had taken
Goldstein hours to convince them that 'friends in high places' did not
belong to the same class of imaginary creatures as unicorns and
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mermaids.

‘There are people at every level of this society who can and will help
us,’ Goldstein had insisted. ‘And we'll need as many of them as
possible with us when those who will oppose us realize the danger.’

"We'd better be damned sure which kind we're talking to," Horton had
said.

The man | want to bring in will not betray us. As elected officials go,
he's an oak among reeds -'

'Faint praise, in my book.'

Goldstein had grown irritated at the carping. "Y ou scientists are such
naifs about politics. Y ou only know these people from CNN, and
barely even that,' he had snapped. 'I've known this man as a man for
twenty years, and I've never known him to act rashly or compromise
his principles. What's more, his power base is not threatened by this -
very much the reverse, in fact. And if he does come aboard, | expect
his contacts to be of inestimable value to us.'

Then why not tell us his name?

To protect him in the event that he chooses not to involve himself -
because he ismy friend.’

In the end, Brohier's presence on the plane, and at the meeting to
come, was the price of consensus. Horton would not agree to let
Goldstein make a private approach to an unnamed unknown without
the reassurance of knowing Horton's interests would be represented
there - and Horton did not know Goldstein well enough yet to take
that reassurance from him.

It was, on some level, an unreasonable, even an irrational demand,
since Goldstein could easily have had hundreds of secret meetings
with anyone he chose in the weeks since Brohier had brought him the
news. But so much was at stake that even Brohier's trust wavered at
times, and he was glad to have areason to insinuate himself into the
process.

Asthe Falcon 55 came to a stop at the VIP gate, Goldstein opened his
eyes and stood. ‘Made good time,' he said, glancing at his watch. 'Did
you get any rest?

'l can't legp in planes,' Brohier confessed.
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'My job would kill you, then," Goldstein said with a cheerful smile,

In aremarkably few minutes, they were in the back seat of asilver
M ercedes that was humming north along Washington Memorid
Parkway. Almost before Brohier realized it, the Pentagon loomed up
on the left. Goldstein caught him looking out at its bland, imposing,
implacable face as they drove past.

'‘Are you still worried? Goldstein asked.

'‘Not about you, Aron. | never was worried about you. I'm worried
about losing control of this,' Brohier said. 'l don't want the
responsibility -1 don't want to have to make these decisions. But I'd
rather it be me - us - than alot of people | can think of. And alot of
them live and work in this city.'

Goldstein nodded. 'I'll tell you something | learned along time ago
about the Washington gang. The good news is, away from the
cameras, they're just like the people back home who sent them here.
The bad news is, away from the cameras, they're just like the people
back home who sent them here. No better, no worse - just agreat deal
more visible, and their mistakes have alonger reach.'

Smiling wryly, Brohier said, That's kind of funny. Thisfriend of
yours - to keep my thoughts in the green zone, I've been trying to
imagine that someone | know and respected went and got themselves
elected - someone like my father, say.'

'Mr Smith Goes to Washington,' said Goldstein. 'Karl, let me say
something | didn't want to say in front of Jeffrey, given his state of
mind at the time. This meeting tomorrow - this man - we need him
badly. At this moment, thisisafrail conspiracy.’

'I've thought about that,' Brohier said. ‘Our secrecy works against us.
We could be swept up in an afternoon, and it would all be over.’

'‘Ah, but unlike you, and even me, my friend has too much stature to
be easily silenced,’ Goldstein said. 'Unlike Jeffrey and his people, he's
too visible to just be made to disappear. He can't be intimidated, and
he won't let himself be compromised.' He turned away toward the
window and gazed out across the Potomac toward the Lincoln
Memorial. 'And he'll ask the right questions, loudly and in the right
places, if we disappear.'

That's very comforting,' said Brohier. 'Aron - your friend - it's
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Senator Wilman, isn't it?

Goldstein nodded silently, and the gesture was reflected in the tinted
glass. 'How do you feel about that?

'l think | feel al right about it.’

'‘Good. Still,' he added absently, 'l think we will not tell him about the
Annex. That will be our insurance policy.' Goldstein turned to face
Brohier's questioning look. 'In case | amwrong about him, or about
how far our adversaries would go.'

/. Strategy

Hong Kong, China - In alast-ditch attempt to end sixteen days of
anti-Beijing demonstrations, the new military governor of the Hong
Kong Special District today declared a twenty-hour daytime curfew
that permits travel only between home and work. Governor Han Lo
announced that Chinese army commanders are now authorized to
shoot to kill if ‘treasonous disrupters defy the order. At least a dozen
demonstrators and five police officers have died in earlier
confrontations in the city's Botanical Gardens and along the Victoria
waterfront in the University area.

Complete Sory Hong Kong Snce Unification
Han Lo Bio Say On the Sory with Sky-Scan

Grover Andrew Wilman's suite in the Humphrey Senate Office
Building wastypically the first on that floor to come alive each
morning, and the last to close down each evening. The official work
days of histop administrative aide and top legidlative aide began at
seven a.m., which was early enough by Congressional standards. But
they often found that their boss had beaten them there by an hour or
more, and with terrifying efficiency had already done a morning's
work before their arrival.

On most mornings, Wilman's self-assigned first task was answer-ing
what he called the 'mad dog' mail. The educational and lobbying
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efforts of his disarmament advocacy coalition. Mind Over Madness,
generated a steady stream of critical, often hos-tile mail - video,
audio, and text. Even after the anonymous, unanswerable screeds
were filtered out, there were hundreds of messages a day from people
who felt compelled to tell Wilman exactly how deluded, misguided,
ignorant, disloyal, and just plain wrong he was.

'Gets my blood moving better than any amount of coffee,' he
explained when questioned why he took the trouble to answer
messages that others would ignore. 'And it surprises them so much
when they get something back from me personally that sometimes
they actually stop to reconsider. Besides, | have an irrational belief in
the power of reason.’

Early morning was also a good time to teleconference with his allies
in Europe. Mind Over Madness had chapters in forty-one countries,
and legidative partners - like Wilman, signees of MOM's Common
Sense Declarations - in almost half of them. Of course, that alliance
made Wilman afavorite target of the Christian ultra-nationalists and
the internationalist-conspiracy fringe.

Somehow, Wilman took it all in stride. On one level, it was only
noise. On another, it was confirmation that the message was getting
out. That, plus the parallel stream of supportive letters and the
occasional conversion of an opponent, was enough to confirm him on
his course. His crusade was no poll-driven, short-horizon, media-
savvy re-election ploy. It was a principled long-term commitment to
changing how people thought about conflict. He knew better than to
judge the progress of that effort by the 'mad dog' mail.

Wilman's office was as unconventional as his politics and as
doggedly confrontational as his Senate floor persona. The standard
desk accessory for senators was a large American flag, positioned
where visitors could not ignore it and cameras could not missit. In
Wilman's office, that prime space was occupied by aframed blowup
of hisfavorite Mind Over Madness print ad - the controversial 'corpse
collage' of morgue and crime-scene photos with the bold caption
GUNS DON'T KILL PEOPLE above, and a sardonic (THINK
ANYONE'SSTILL BUYING THIS?) below.

Elsewhere in the room, the usual honorary degrees and personal
photo gallery were likewise absent, their spaces taken over by the
words and images of heroes and pioneers of the peace and
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disarmament movements. It was Wilman's private hall of fame, a
shrine to a philosophical ideal which, for more than a century and a
half, had been running a poor second to the reigning Zeitgeist - Man
askiller ape, and evolution red in tooth and claw.

The only images of Wilman himself were the caricaturesin two
framed political cartoons and a glass-covered photograph of Wilman
with histank crew on the sands outside An-Ngjaf, Irag. Framed
beside the photograph were his captain's bars, service medals, and
honorable discharge certificate.

| have the moral right, the photograph insisted. You cannot invoke
cowardice, or disloyalty, or fear, and then dismiss me - you must
engage the moral issue in our challenge. And ayear earlier, that
photograph had spoken loudly enough from campaign ads to give
Wilman arazor-thin victory and another six years as Oregon's senior
senator.

'No other state in this Union would have sent you to Washington,' his
Demaocratic opponent had said in his private concession call. ‘And no
other state would have sent you back there once they realized what
they'd done. Still and all, for the trouble you cause the Republican
leadership, and for the good you try to do by rubbing our nosesin the
shit, | amost don't mind losing to you. And if you tell my party
chairman | said so, I'll seeto it that your incestuous little nest of
morally bankrupt technocrat pansies never gets another hundred
bucks in dues from my wife.'

It was the essential Wilman paradox, encapsulating not only the
campaign, but his entire career in politics. Hisfriends and alies
resented him and his enemies admired him for exactly the same traits:
his stubborn singlemindedness, the characteristic bluntnessin the
service of apenetratingly insightful mind, and his uncompromising
commitment to principle over practicality. In the words of the leading
news magazine In Touch, he was the prototype anti-politician.

'He breaks rules considered sacrosanct, but knowingly, out of
necessity rather than defiance,' the magazine's political editor had
written in introducing Wilman's profile. 'He makes mistakes
considered fatal, yet survives, because passion is something rare and
therefore treasured in this usually bloodless city.

‘Grover Wilman makes us at once proud and uncomfortable, as
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though we know the truth of his words but despair of living up to his
ideals. At no timein my thirty-year memory of these halls has there
been such a grand iconoclast or an intellectual of comparable
conseguence in Congress. Patently unelectable as

President, he is now at the peak of his power - and when the masses
tire of his somewhat preachy message, asthey inevitably must,
L'Enfant's city, thiswriter's beat, and our national dialogue will be the
poorer for his absence.’

Indifferent to the praise, Wilman sent the editor a copy of the piece
with 'as they inevitably must' circled in red and a handwritten note
scrawled across the bottom:

If civility isa fad, civilization is a fantasy. Is that really the best you
can offer your children?

'For me, thisisthe one that rocks," said Toni Barnes. The graphics
designer touched the controller and brought a different ad dummy to
the conference room video wall: a monochrome photograph of eight
adults standing in acircle, each holding arevolver to the head of the
person to hisleft. "We can use something like "Feel Safe Now?" as
the hook line, and "The Killing Stops When We Stop It" as the sl
line.'

'l still like the first one,' said Evan Stolta, Mind Over Madness's
senior strategic consultant. He reached out and returned a photo of a

three-year-old in tiny fatigues, holding an assault rifle, to the screen.
'Hook and sell in four words - "Now he'saman". Simple, strong.’

'Stop thinking likeaYalielib,' said Barnes. There are alot of people
out there who won't catch the tone - they'll think that's cute.’

‘There's nothing we can do to help the irony-impaired,’ Stolta said,
annoyed by the dig. "What do you want - smoke coming from the
barrel and a second kid lying in a puddle of blood?

'Let me seeit,' said Senator Wilman, who had been sitting back in his
chair listening to the brainstorming.

Frowning, Barnes turned to her digitizing easel. In afew moments
the black-and-white image acquired color. Not long after, it acquired
acorpse.

Wilman was already shaking his head when Barnes turned to him for
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his opinion. 'No, no, no. We've never faked a victim in any of our
material, and that's not nearly strong enough to make an exception.
But | like the color. Why are we falling into this Wiesenthal-Bergman
high-art rut lately? These people we're trying to reach don't livein a
monochrome world, and we have to connect with them where they
live.

'We -' Stolta began, but couldn't find an opening.

‘Toni, your circle-of-insecurity would work just aswell in color,’
Wilman went on. 'Better, because the people will look like family and
neighbors, instead of characters from afilm noir murder mystery.

Y ou can move the light source around if you want to play with the
emotional subtext. Show me something by the end of the day.'

Barnes nodded, and began closing up her easel. With barely a beat,
Wilman turned his attention to Stolta. 'Evan, what happened to what
we talked about last week - going after the content providers? We
can't possibly buy or beg enough bandwidth for these spotsto
compete with the program libraries at Turner and Sony and
Bertelsmann. They're going to have to do something to help us.’

They don't want to talk to us," Stolta said, shrugging his shoulders.

'Of course they don't,' said Wilman, standing. "They're sitting on
hundreds of thousands of hours of program material that's based on
the premise that men maiming, torturing, and killing other men is
entertainment. But it's your job to figure out how to get them to talk
to us.’

Stolta was shaking his head. They have an enormous investment in
inventory -'

'‘An inventory of poison. We need them to start looking at those
libraries as liabilities, not assets,’ Wilman said sharply. "We need to
help them see that there's an ethical dimension in what they're doing
that goes beyond supply and demand. And if that means beating on
closed doors and closed minds until they open, that's what we're
going to have to do. Now, if you're too burned out for that kind of
fight -'

'Put me on your schedule for Friday,' said Stolta. 'I'll try to have some
ideas for you by then.'

'‘Good." Wilman checked his watch. ‘Late for my meeting. System?
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'Ready,' said the conference room controller's synthesized voice.
'End meeting log.'

'Verified,' said the room. 'Do you wish me to abstract and distribute
minutes?

'No. Archive only.' Then Wilman looked up and flashed a
sympathetic smile at the others. Thisroad is uphill all the way,' he
said. 'And that's hard. Sometimes when | get discouraged, | think
about renaming the coalition the Sisyphus Society. So far I've
managed to get over it before having papers drawn up, thank
goodness -it'saname only a'Yalielib could appreciate.’ He winked in
Stolta's direction, and his smile brightened enough to put a twinkle of
puckish humor in his eyes.

'A lost opportunity,’ said Stolta. 'Just think of the jazzy animated logo
we could have had for our Web sites.'

Wilman laughed as he picked up his portfolio. I'll be back in the
office in an hour. If something urgent comes up before then, Marina
knows how to get in touch with me.'

A light breeze was blowing across Arlington National Cemetery,
taking the edge off what was warming up to be a quintessential
oppressively-humid Washington summer day. Even so, Wilman was
perspiring freely by the time he walked from the Sheridan Gate to the
gentle hill where the remains of Dayton Charles Arthur Deich rested
in the shade of a hundred-year-old maple tree. The tree interrupted a
line of white marble headstones, and its spreading roots had pushed
Dayton's headstone afew degrees askew.

Over the last year, the sole visitor to Dayton's grave had been a
private of the 3rd US Infantry, who paused there briefly to place a
small American flag in front of the headstone in preparation for
Memorial Day. Through this annual tradition, The Old Guard
remembered and honored his service and sacrifice. But the chances
were that no one else did.

Dayton had died half aworld away and more than half a century ago,
adraftee corporal who fell during a bitter Korean winter and an even
more bitter defeat - the bloody retreat to Hngnam-ni. Dying at twenty-
one, he had left no descendants. The closest of hisliving cousins was
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three generations and five states removed.

But Dayton was not alone in fading from sight. As Korea's youngest
veterans passed from the stage, Dayton's war had crossed the line
from memory to history. Now distilled down to a Cold War skirmish
which boasted no patriotic songs or triumphant images, it had lost all
its pain and passion.

Even the most basic facts had |eft the collective consciousness. Rare
was the civilian who knew more about K orea than could be gleaned
from the classic television comedy set there. Ridgway and
MacArthur, Pusan, Inchon and the Y alu - their emotional resonance
was gone.

But it was the same for all of Dayton's neighborsin the old graves on
the hill in Section 20. Even those who fought in a Good War could
not count on visitors to break the settled solitude.

We give you thislittle piece of the earth, Wilman thought as he
neared the two men waiting for him at the maple tree, allow you this
little claimin a realm you no longer inhabit - to what end? An
exercise in propaganda, sanitizing the truth. The honored dead in
their final rest, with no hint of what they did, what they endured, to
earn that dubious honor. No blood, no torn and broken bodies, not a
weapon anywhere in sight -just row after row of sterile white stones,
lying by their silence. | hate this place more than any other | know -

Karl Brohier frowned. ‘Isthat him?
‘That's him,' said Aron Goldstein, nodding.
'He doesn't look happy.'

'l don't expect heis.’

'‘Maybe we should have just picked him up in your car and gone for a
ride around the Beltway,' said Brohier. 'That would have been private
enough, wouldn't it? More private than this. One cheap audio
telescope, and -'

'l know how he feels about Arlington,' said Goldstein. Thisis a better
way.' He moved toward Wilman with a smile and a hand offered in
greeting. 'Grover! Thank you for meeting us.'

"You said it was urgent that we talk,' Wilman said, looking past
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Goldstein. 'l know you. Where do | know you from?

‘That's not important,’ said Goldstein. ‘Come, let's sit. Karl, the
blanket.'

They settled in the shade on ared-and-black stadium warmer, looking
for al the world like three brothers lingering atime at a family
gravesite. 'What do you have for me, Aron?

'"Would it brighten your day any if | could offer you the prospect that
there would never be another grave dug in this cemetery except to
bury an old man like me?

'l don't quite know what you mean,' said Wilman, frowning. 'But the
casualty rate in the US armed forcesisthe lowest it's ever been - even
when we put forces in the field, the machines do most of the fighting,
and combat deaths are so rare that they all make the news. That half
of the battle's nearly won, Aron. Casualties are no longer acceptable.’
He nodded in the direction of the Pentagon, hidden from them by
distant trees. 'Now if only we could get them to care that much about
the Hutus, or the Brazilians.'

That's expecting too much,' said Brohier.
"Why? Wilman demanded.

'Men have willingly killed other men's children for ten thousand
years. Makes more room on the planet for their own.'

'Oh, Christ, don't invoke Darwin to me," Wilman said in disgust. 'l've
heard a lot of sociological drivel about The Other, and I'm telling you
that the only thing it meansis that sometimes we can't hear the wives
and mothers crying.'

'Explain what you mean.'
‘Happily. Tell me what you remember about Desert Storm.'

'Desert Storm? Gracious, that was - you know, there are great gapsin
my awareness of current events over the last sixty years. | was having
my crisisat Bell Labs, | think.'

'l wasinan Abrams M1-A1l,' said Wilman. 'Go on - whatever you
remember.’

"You'd think I'd remember more, since every TV everywhere | went
seemed to be tuned to CNN for what seemed like a month straight,'
Brohier said with afrown. 'We had the stealth fighters, the smart
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bombs, and Schwarzkopf. They had Saddam Hussein, Scud missiles,
and an air force that ran away to Iran. It wasn't much of a contest, as |
recall.’

'No, it wasn't.'

'‘And the Iragis set the oil fields on fire, didn't they? When they |eft
Saudi Arabia.'

'Kuwait.'

'Right. Kuwait. So, how did | do?

Y ou remember what most people remember,' said Wilman
offhandedly. 'It was a Good War. Our cause was just, we won
handily, and almost everyone came home.' He gestured at the
seemingly endless field of headstones surrounding them on every
side. 'Not many here who died that winter. And that's too bad -'

"What?

'- Because the Good War isalie. Desert Storm was a horrible little
war. And the most horrible thing about it was how little of the horror
made it back to Frogleg, Mississippi. We went to war for Big Oil and
the divine right of someone else's king - not for self-defense, not for
democratic principles. The presstreated it like a video game, and the
people treated it like atelevision miniseries.'

Wilman shook his head. 'In the span of six weeks, we killed at least
twice as many lragi soldiersand civilians asthe US lost in fifteen
yearsin Vietham. But we didn't see the mothers crying, so it didn't
mean anything to us. The Good War.' He snorted derisively. The
Good War means that only strangers with funny names were blown
to hits.’

'‘Grover - what if it al could have been avoided? asked Goldstein.
'What if the Kuwaitis had had aborder that no Iragi tank or Iraq
soldier could have crossed without being disarmed?

'‘And what if the Iragis had known that in advance? Brohier added.

Wilman studied their expressions for along moment before
answering, asif trying to gauge their seriousness. The Iragis had
excellent long-range artillery, and alot of it. A fortified border
wouldn't have stopped their army, just altered the tactics. Are you
asking me how high the price would have had to be to dissuade
Saddam?
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'No," said Goldstein. 'I'm asking if the war could have proceeded at all
if tank rounds and artillery shells exploded before they reached their
targets, if bombs and missiles blew up in mid-air, if rifle and pistol
magazines caught fire when the infantrymen got within a thousand
meters of the border.'

Frowning quizzically, Wilman said slowly, 'Well, there are still such
things as arrows, catapults, and the phalanx. | don't know that the
second century was a great deal more peaceful than the twentieth.
Still and all, your scenario would certainly have upset alot of apple
carts, Saddam's included. But isit anything more than a fantasy?

That's an interesting question,' said Goldstein. 'Let's call it athought
experiment rather than a fantasy and play with it awhile longer. Let
us suppose there were a technological means by which these results
might be achieved. How might you go about introducing it to the
world stage, if your goal were to put an end to war? In whose hands
would you want to place it?

'l don't want to play the game,’ said Wilman. 'Do you have this thing,
or don't you?

'We have it, Senator,' Brohier said quietly. "We call it the trigger
effect. We call the device itself the Trigger.'

Theoretical ore-'
'No," said Goldstein quickly. The prototype is operational.’

Wilman's whole body shuddered involuntarily. He looked away from
the other two men, his gaze unfocused. 'My god,' he said finally. '‘An
anti-weapon weapon. The essential tool the UN's blue-helmet army
has needed for fifty years.'

'‘And the tool every tyrant will want to disarm his opposition,’ said
Goldstein. 'How do we keep it away from the tyrants?

'We probably can't. So we'd have to make sure everyone hasit,' said
Wilman. 'How difficult is the device to make? How small can it be
and still have useful range? How expensive are the components?

'It'stoo early to really answer those questions,’ Brohier admitted.
That isn't very useful -

'But it's the truth. Listen, the first lasers were big, power-hungry,
finicky, and expensive. But after just afew decades of development,
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twenty dollars bought you one that ran on penlight batteries and fit in
a shirt pocket. We don't know how far we can scale up or down from
the prototype. We probably won't know that for quite awhile.’

This discovery - was it wholly within Terabyte? Y ou own this
discovery free and clear?

Terabyte has never taken adollar of government money,' said
Goldstein with stiff pride.

'‘Good," said Wilman. 'Not that it would matter in the long run. If they
want you, you belong to them - and they'll want you. How's your
security been?

'‘As tight as we could make it,' said Brohier. 'This conversation isthe
biggest risk we've taken.'

'l doubt that. And how did you manage to test your prototype on
artillery shells and tanks?

Brohier and Goldstein exchanged glances. 'Well, we haventt,
actualy,' Brohier said. 'A little problem of access.’

Y ou're going to need to solve that problem," Wilman said. 'If you
don't know the limits and capabilities of your system, you're going to
get people killed - the wrong people.’

That's why we came to you, Grover,' said Goldstein. 'Because we
know you share our outlook on how this should be used -and because
you know both Washington and the Pentagon from the inside. That's
why we'd like you to come aboard. That's why we want your
counsel.'

Wilman frowned. 'Thefirst I'll give you. If some day these Triggers
of yours were as cheap as televisions and as common as wristwatches
- well, | could let myself dream of living long enough to see that
world. But whether | know either Washington or the Pentagon well
enough to help make that happen - that's highly questionable. Which
makes any counsel | might offer of dubious value.'

'"Why not let us judge that? asked Brohier. 'We haven't promised to
take your advice, after all.'

That brought a surprised laugh from Wilman. 'No, you haven't, have
you? Very well. | think it's your duty to inform the President, just as
Einstein informed Roosevelt about the possibility of the atomic bomb
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It was Goldstein's turn to be surprised. 'But, Grover - five minutes
after we do, the Pentagon will slap a Top Secret sticker onit.'

'Y es, they will.'

'‘And you still think we have an obligation to hand it over to them?
Brohier demanded. 'How does that help move us toward
disarmament? It's more likely to move us toward a Pax America -if
we're the only country that has the Trigger, we'll end up being the
only country that has armies.’

'Karl isright, Grover,' said Goldstein, hisface flushed. 'l am as
patriotic as any man - | love this country - but | sure as hell am not
going to give some young Caesar a magic formula for empire-
building. And you cannot tell me that the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefsis going to share your enthusiasm for making Triggers as
common as televisions.'

'No,' said Wilman. 'l can't. But hear me out. We need to be clear
about the objective. It isn't to keep this discovery away from our
government and its armed forces - because you can't. If our
intelligence assets don't dig it out, they'll grab it when you start to
hand it out. Do you think that'll give you more influence, more moral
authority, more bargaining power than you'll get going to them first?

'Probably not,' said Brohier. 'But -'

'Of course not,' said Wilman. 'Y ou're not trying to keep this from
them. You're trying to make sure they don't take it from you. If we
make them discover us, we'll validate their every worst suspicion. But
if we come to them with this, and remind them of all those
peacekeeping missions that weren't so peaceful, some of them will
realize "We can use this to save some of our kids'. And then we'll get
the Trigger tested in ways you never could on your own, against the
full range of military munitions.'

‘At the cost of losing control of it,' said Goldstein. "This doesn't
belong in the hands of the people who're pointing the guns. It belongs
in the hands of the people the guns are pointed at.'

Y ou never had control of it,' said Wilman. 'It's scientific knowledge -
it belongs to everyone. How many labs around the world could start
building a Trigger today, if they had access to your information?

Goldstein looked to Brohier. ‘I don't know,' the scientist said slowly.
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Thirty - forty? Maybe more.’

'‘And how many of those labs are capable of making the fundamental
discovery on their own, next month, or next year?

'Probably athird - maybe half of them.’

'So how much will that "Top Secret" sticker really mean? Wilman
asked. 'It's meaningless reassurance for our leaders.'

'It represents ayear's head start, or more,’ said Brohier. 'A year in
which we could march into Mexico and unseat Cardena, or annex
Western Canada, or take back the Panama Candl -

'‘But, Karl - we could do any or all of those things today,' said
Wilman. 'Our military has the best of the best, and enough of them to
dominate any battlefield on any continent. But we don't do a tenth of
what we could do with that power. Why? Because we know we'd
make lousy conquerors - we'd pull our punches when it comes time to
shoot dissenters and hunt down the resistance. And because modern
industrial democracies don't start wars - they're bad for business. Do
you redly think there's anyone at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue
harboring a secret desire to ride triumphantly into Vancouver?

'l don't want to take the chance. There've been adventurersin the
White House in the past. There may be again, sooner than we
imagine.’

There are no risk-free aternatives, Karl. And I'll say this- if | had to
pick any existing government of any major power to trust with this
for ayear or two or five, I'd pick thisone. They may not do the right
thing, by our lights - but 1'd take the chance that they won't do the
wrong thing.'

'l wish | shared your confidence.'

'l know these people, Karl. So does Aron - ask him his opinion of the
President,’ said Wilman. 'And there's something else to consider - if
this discovery of yours reaches Baghdad and Havana and Phnom
Penh and Kiev before it reaches our people, someone's sure to use it
against us while we're trying to catch up. Y ou have to picture the
Trigger in the hands of the people who're trying to hurt you, not just
the people you're trying to help.’

'l believe Grover is correct, Karl,' Goldstein said gently. "We need to
talk to the President.'
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Brohier shook his head. Thisis not what | pictured at all.'

'‘Well -I would not have you thinking me a trusting innocent, Karl,'
said Wilman. ‘Aron - if you decide to talk to the Presi-dent, | would
be happy to make the arrangements. But before that day, there are
two steps | would urge on you. One is to use the secure application
procedure to apply for a patent on the Trigger technology. That'll
complicate any attempt to edge you out.'

The Pentagon vs. the Patent Office? What's the line on that fight?
Brohier asked sardonically.

'What's the other?

Wilman ignored Brohier, addressing himself to Goldstein. 'The other
isto give me - give MOM - acopy of the plans, all the technical
information. And alist of those labs, too.'

'Why? Brohier demanded.

'‘Because you can't unring arung bell," Wilman said grimly. 'Because
they can swear you to secrecy on threat of imprisonment for treason,
but they can't get back the words that have already left your lips.
Because | might be wrong about all of this, and have to do something
to try to undo the damage. Y ou might want to make plans of your
own along those lines, just in case.'

'Wouldn't that be treason, too?

'Perhaps,' said Wilman, turning his head and looking out across the
headstones. "What happened to our breeze? The air is suddenly heavy.
I'm dreading the walk back.' He rose to his feet, and the others
followed suit. 'Dr Brohier, a pleasure meeting you - you see, |
remembered after all,' he said, turning back and managing a polite
smile. 'My congratul ations on your new discovery- Who knows,
perhaps your next Nobel will be the Peace Prize. Aron, come see me
in afew days, tell me what the two of you have decided. Dr Brohier's
not ready to decide today.'

'Is that unreasonable? The price of being wrong is very high,' said
Brohier.

'Yes, itis,' said Wilman. 'And | can't promise you that I'm right. |
know that we're prepared to be the policeman of the world. But are
we prepared to walk that beat with an empty holster? That, | don't
know. When you change the rules, you change the game. Gentlemen.'
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He nodded at them, and started back down the hill.

Watching him go, Brohier ran his fingers back through his hair and
sighed. 'Aron - did he just take over?

Goldstein paused in the business of folding the blanket. 'No. But he
would, if we asked - or we lost our way, or our will.'

'S0 he's going to be standing behind us with a spear, exhorting usto
glory?

‘Something like that.'
'‘And this was part of your plan?

'Heisatiger,' said Goldstein, glancing in the direction Wilman had
gone. 'We need his strength.' He brushed perspiration from his
forehead with the back of his hand. 'And | need adrink. Let'sgo.'

They picked their way in silence through several rows of headstones
before turning and following the aisle between two rows. In ten
sweltering minutes they were at the car, parked inconspicuously in
the congestion near Arlington House.

On the way to the West Gate, a signpost for Roosevelt Drive caught
Goldstein's eye. 'Does anyone know, would Einstein have done what
he did if Hitler hadn't already invaded Poland? he asked.

'Y es,' said Brohier, holding a handful of ice to his neck. 'He actually
wrote hisletter to Roosevelt about the bomb the month before. It took
Sachs three months to ddliver it.'

'Oh,' said Goldstein. 'Never mind, then.'

'No, no - that was exactly the right question,' Brohier said. 'l was
reading Out of My Later Years on the way here, wondering what
Einstein had thought about that |etter later, after the Manhattan
Project, after Hiroshima. And | learned something | hadn't known,
and wouldn't have guessed. Einstein and the Hungarian conspiracy -
Szilard, Teller, and Wigner - they wanted to stop Hitler, yes. But they
were aso idedlists, pacifists. They thought that the discovery they
were bringing to Roosevelt was going to put an end to all war, not
just to that war.'

INO_I

'Y es. They believed that the atomic bomb would bring about world
government, and through it world peace.' Brohier glanced sideways at
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his companion and smiled ruefully. 'Something to think about, eh?

Goldstein's only answer was a gloomy countenance and the sound of
gin cascading over crackling ice.

8: Amity

Chicago, IL - Caling Schwab Rehabilitation Hospital 'a monument
to gang violence', executive director Amafa Jones pleaded Friday
with city officials to act decisively to end the South Side's war in the
streets. 'Something's terribly wrong when a gunshot scar is
considered a badge of honor,' she said in testimony before the City
Council. 'Our wards are full of kids who'll never walk again.'

Complete Sory Chicago Gangs on the Net
City Crime Satistics Police Chief Responds

'‘Chief Assistant Junior Auxiliary Mushroom reporting for duty,’
Gordon Greene announced as he entered Engineering 04, where the
portable Trigger unit was nearing completion.

Looking up from her work, Leigh Thayer regarded him with awary
expression. 'Mushroom?

'Sure - you know, kept in the dark, fed lots of -'

I've been getting my breakfasts from the cafeteria,’ Thayer said dryly.
Y ou might want to check the routing on your meal requests.'

Greene laughed easily. But his expression turned serious as he
dropped his sleegping bag and red-and-white sports bag near the door
and approached her. ‘No, serioudly - aren't you feeling like we're
completely out of the loop here? he asked. 'Brohier and Horton are
off who knows where talking to god knows who, cutting deals and
making arrangements that we're going to haveto live with -'

'I'm feeling like we still have alot of work left,' she said. '‘And if we
don't hear from the boss for afew more days, that's fine with me,
because then | won't have to tell him we're not done." She pointed
past Greene at the bag. 'What's that?
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‘A pillow, six shirts, adozen pair of underwear, a toothbrush, and
twenty-three Anthony dollars tied in a handkerchief.' When she
looked at him blankly, he added, 'I'm running away from home.'

'Oh,' she said. 'So you're finally doing the sensible thing -moving in. |
don't know why you didn't do it two weeks ago.'

'"Why, that's very gracious of you to offer your hospitality, Miss Lee,’
Greene said. 'l'd be most grateful if | could stay with you for a spell. |
won't be alick of trouble.' He peered into the portable control console
and quickly assessed its partially assembled state. 'How about | knock
out a lateral brace and mounting bracket for that processor board?

'As long as you don't block access to the backplane,’ she said. 'l don't
want to have to take it completely apart to field-serviceit.'

'‘Can do,' Greene said, already crossing the room to the design
engineering station linked to the polymet prototyping lithograph
down the hall. "Y eah, you were right,' he called back as he settled
there. 'It just didn't make sense to go home. Not after twelve-hour
days. | was kidding myself that | could still have alife.’

'‘Couldn’t get any dates at midnight?
'‘Couldn’t stay awake through them. It was ruining my reputation.’

Thayer snorted. 'l wouldn't count on getting my life back soon, if |
were you,' she said. The hole spacing on that bracket is sixty
millimeters.’

'‘Got it.'

As the bracket took shape on the screen, Greene ran through a mental
checklist of the tasks which Horton had |eft to them.

The project data had been collected, encrypted, and archived to two
secure off-campus sites. The prototype Trigger had been broken
down into sections and boxed for transport. The test samples were
tagged, indexed, and resting securely in three com-partmented
aluminum cases.

All that was left was to pack up the main control console, ajob that
was waiting on the arrival of a custom wooden crate and a couple of
strong backs borrowed from lab security. The portable emitter unit
had passed its low-power checks and was ready for the first round of
system checks as soon as its controller was ready.
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That left as Greene's sole remaining project one he had added to the
list himself - making 'Baby Two' not merely portable but
operationally mobile. There just may be places we'd want to put this
where you can't run an extension cord,' he had explained.

So he found himself distracted by what amounted to primitive
technology - apair of high-output Caterpillar diesel generators.
Delivered as a single integrated unit complete with rubber-tired
trailer and a sound-insulating shell, the DuoCat 1500 had been
designed as an emergency services generator, with automatic
switching from primary to backup.

The rebuild that Greene was carrying out sacrificed that redundancy
in the name of doubling the output. At the same time, he had decided
to replace the power conditioning stage, hoping to filter and stabilize
the output to something closer to laboratory standards. His best guess
was that he had four days work ahead of him - and, at that, he
expected to be finished a day before Lee.

'I'm going to go collect that bracket for you from the tank,' he said,
pushing his chair back. 'And drop my stuff off in Conference B. Say -
do you happen to know where they put that comfy sofa from Barton's
office?

'Oh, it's till there. They took out the desk instead, to make room for
my bed.'

'In that case, can you spareit? | don't want to ask Site Servicesto
bring in another bed -'

'Ernie- my cat - legpson it -' Thayer began.

'Oh," Greene said with an offhanded shrug. 'Never mind, then. Plan B.
Dr Brohier must have something in his office worth borrowing.'

‘That's al right,’ she said, to Greene's surprise. 'Ernie will adjust. Just
drop your bag in my room for now. I'll help you move the couch
|ater.'

Almost from the moment Greene had arrived at Terabyte, he and Lee
had fallen into afoolish and annoying rivalry that had they been
twenty years younger would have been taken for flirting.

It played out as one-upmanship - afutile contest between two gifted
minds to force a compliment from the lips of the other, coupled with
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a stubborn determination not to give the other that satisfaction.

After so many months, the rivalry had little blood left in it. It lingered
as atic, arunning joke which neither of them took seriously but
neither of them would give up. Morton called it L et's-Poke-Each-
Other-m-The-Eye-With-A-Stick, and sometimes eluded them when
he caught them at it.

That night, however, it was Thayer who caught them. "We're doing it
again,' she said, sitting back on her stool and switching off her test
gear.

'"What?

The only reason we're still working at ten to ten is that you don't want
to be the first one to admit that you're tired,’ she said. ‘Well - I'm
tired. I've been inside thislittle box all day, and my eyes won't focus
anymore.’

Greene laid down histools. 'l suppose you think this proves that
you're the mature, responsible one.’

'Not at all,' she said breezily, standing and stretching. 'l proved that
last week by staying here working when you took off early for your
snipe hunts.'

'‘Asif it's my fault that I'm popular with the ladies,' he said, joining
her as she moved toward the hallway.

'Of course you're popular with the ladies. Y ou pay in advance, and
you leave early.'

Greene winced. 'Ouch. Victimized by a grievous low blow, the white
king staggers, gasps his surrender, and topples off the board," he said,
play-acting his own narration as he went. '‘Mercifully, helands on a
comfy couch.'

'Ever graciousin victory, the red queen invites the vanquished king to
share a Molando's barbecue pizza at her table.'

'Did you already order?
'Half an hour ago. It should be at the gate in ten minutes.’

'Hal So we're really knocking off because you got hungry? Yes!' he
chortled, going into a mock victory dance. 'l take back my surrender.
Oh, the flesh is so weak sometimes -'
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The pizzavanished in short order, as did alarge bottle of Vernors
which Thayer produced from her tiny refrigerator.

‘Thank you,' Greene said. 'That was good - too good. I'm going to
need to run the fence afew times first thing in the morning.'

Y ou could do it now, and give the snipers a chance to practice with
their nightscopes.'

'Y ou are so thoughtful,' he said, and patted the couch he was sitting
on. 'l guesswe'd better get this moved, so | can thoughtfully leave
you alone.'

'Maybe we can just leave it whereit is.'
Greene cocked his head questioningly and waited for her to explain.

'It hasn't been that easy for me to sleep here,' she said, seemingly
embarrassed by the admission. 'l thought about thistoday - and I'd
rather have you in here where | know what you're up to than out there
making strange noises in the middle of the night. If you don't mind,
that is.'

He shrugged. 'l suppose that'd be all right. Unless you sleep with the
lights on, or have some sort of unnatural relationship with your cat, or
something like that.'

'No," she said, amused. 'Of course, | may change my mind when | find
out what sort of strange noises you make in here in the middle of the
night.'

'I'm housebroken, | never snore, and I've taught my spiders not to
bark.'

'A prince among men,' she said. 'Let'sgiveit atry, then.'

There were afew awkward moments as they prepared to turnin. Lee
was momentarily startled when Gordon, apparently oblivious to her
presence, stripped down to a pair of white boxers before dipping into
his unzipped sleeping bag. A few minutes later, when Lee returned
from changing in the women's lounge, Gordon caught himself being
unaccountably curious about how her knee-length nightshirt draped
her body.

Darkness relieved both of them of their embarrassment, but did not
erase their awareness of the other. The silence seemed meaningful
somehow, as though it were waiting eagerly to be broken, as though
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it had an awareness of the moment which transcended theirs. Greene
fought against the temptation to read more into her tentative
invitation, and in doing so had to confront a cache of unexamined
thoughts.

| always told myself it was because we have to work together, that we
didn't need that complication. But it's more that you deserve better
than a six-week wonder that ends after we've been to bed a few times,
and | don't know if | have more than that in me.

The office was an inside room with no windows, and Gordon could
barely even make out Lee's outline on the bed against the opposite
wall. But he listened to her turning on her side, adjusting her pillow,
releasing a settling breath. What are you thinking over there? Did you
expect any different? Are you disappointed, or relieved, or isit just
an arrogant fantasy that you're even aware of me?

Greene sighed, and then wished he could snatch the air back, because
the sound seemed all too loud and meaningful in the darkness, too
like an invitation. And because he had created that opening, and
feared that she would avail herself of it, and knew that there were
guestions he could neither answer nor gracefully deflect, it became
necessary for him to be the one to break the silence.

'Lee?

'‘Mmmm.'

‘There's something I've been meaning to ask you -'
'‘What's that?

'Do you really think babies are cute?

'Why do you want to know?

‘Just exploring one of those men-women boundaries. | don't have any
sisters, you know. Two older brothers. Sean doesn't want any kids.
And Brandon has this new baby that cries al the time, and as near as
| can tell he doesn't even think she's cute yet.!

'So what good would my answer do you?

'l just wondered how universal this baby thing is, how much starch
there isin the stereotype. Whether al women are drawn to it on some
level, even women who're happily single with successful careers.’

'‘Ah -I get it now. Thisisone of those summer-camp slumber-party
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flrst-week-in-the-dorm conversations.'

'Right.’

She was slow to respond. 'It sounds like you already believe the
stereotype, or you wouldn't ask the question.’

'l can see asreadily as anyone that men and women are built to
different specifications, if that's what you mean.'

'For example?

'I've never seen guys cluster around a stroller the way women do.
Brandon calls Molly his babe magnet. That's why he doesn't mind
taking her for awalk, or shopping.'

Y our brother sounds like a charmer.'

'Well, he's only twenty-six. He won't be sentient for another couple of
years.’

L ee chuckled savagely. ‘What does that say for you?

"'Danger, danger. Will Robinson -

She laughed. 'What was - is? - your mother like? Since you have no
sisters to set a better example -'

'I'd say that being a mother was my mother'sfirst and best destiny,
and she knew it. She stayed home with us until the youngest of us -
me - entered high school. | remember | was turned around enough at
one point to feel guilty about that. She told me that we didn't keep her
from doing anything she wanted to do more, because there wasn't
anything she wanted more. | don't think those were just words.'

'‘Was she a Family First covenantor, then?
'Oh, no," he said, chuckling. "There was nothing political about it. She
was just being mom.'

That helps me understand the context of the question,’ she said. 'So
what kind of answer do you really want? General or specific?
Sociobiology or psychology?

'Ladies choice.'
'How quaintly old-fashioned of you,' she said, yawning involuntarily.
'l guess|l'd say it's a confidence-point-nine-zero generalization. Most

women are drawn to babies, and most of them can't even tell you
why. But there's that other ten percent. | have had a couple of friends
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over the years who avoided babies like they were booby-trapped.'

She stopped a moment, then added, 'But now that | think about it,
both of them came from screwed-up homes - one abusive step-father,
one alcoholic mother. And both of them had cats. Maybe it'sa
confidence-nine-five generalization, after all.'

Then there are exceptions - no cats, no horses, no dogs, and no
regrets -'

"You're mixing up at least four different kinds of women,' she said.
The relationship between women and dogs - big dogs, anyway; little
dogs count as cats - is nothing like the relationship between women
and their cats, or women and their horses. Mind you, I'm not saying
there isn't some compensation and displacement involved in all three
of them. These are relationships, not possessions.'

'So if cats are substitute babies -

'‘Sometimes,' she cautioned. 'And dogs are sometimes solicitous
lovers. - Not literally,' she added hastily.

'Not usually, anyway. And horses -'

'Horses - horses are complicated.' She thought a moment. 'l think
horses manage to evoke all the kinds of human relationships there
are, from the purely mercenary and utilitarian to the profoundly
personal, even sexual. The horse can be mother, father, friend, child,
lover, devoted servant - not to mention the powerful wild thing held
captive between the horsewoman's legs, kept in check by harness and
whip and the rider's will -'

'I'm guessing you watched Xena when you were akid.’
'How did you know? He could hear her smile.

'Lucky guess,’ he said. 'But, still, you say there are exceptions -
women who simply aren't drawn to motherhood and babies, who
haven't filled that space with substitutes and aren't running away from
their own terrors.’

'Y'es. Which iswhy you can't make one rule for all women, why
women have to be able to choose.'

'‘And are you one of them? The exceptions?

'‘Ah - so you do want the personal answer, after al,’ she said, sighing.
'No. | like babiesfine. | do think they're cute. | wish I'd been able to
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be around more while my sister's kids were little. And | haven't given
up hope of having one or two of my own. - Don't read anything into
that.’

'Wouldn't think of it.'

‘Just for the record, you could have been alittle less eager to agree,’
she said, and sighed. 'I'm not what men want. | know that. And I'm
not interested in trying to be what men want. - No, that's not really
true. | understand it well enough, and I'm not one of those women
who find the whole thing disgusting. It just doesn't come naturally to
me. I'm atone-deaf siren, awallflower at the mating dance. And | do
wonder why men can't want me for me. I'm smart, | don't defer, and |
didn't put making babies number one on my list of priorities. Does
that disqualify me somehow? 'It shouldn't,’ he said. It doesn't. Now
give me a clue or three about what you want, and where you think
you might find it -

There were two messages waiting for them in the morning. The one
from Brohier advised them that he would be remaining in
Washington for afew more days. The one from Horton asked for
their best estimate of when Baby would be ready to travel.

‘Something's happened,’ Gordon said. They've made some kind of
deal.’

That would be good news, wouldn't it? Or did you want to live like
thisforever?

'It's not good news. Brohier's going to hand the Trigger over to the
Pentagon, and Horton's going to stand by and let him.'

Y ou don't know that. The boss promised me -'

'It'sinevitable. If they were thinking globally they'd bein New Y ork,
visiting with the Secretary General of the UN. Look, Brohier'snot in
Washington to cruise Embassy Row. He's in Washington because
he'sanationalist at heart. He doesn't want to do anything that might
weaken his country.'

'‘And that's a problem for you?

'It's seventeenth-century thinking, not twenty-first-century thinking.
Strong armies, strong city-states, strong walls. But there are no walls
anymore. We have aglobal culture and global commerce built on

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (99 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

science and technology. Every attempt to politicize scientific
knowledge has been an unmitigated disaster. Information wants to be
free.

'What do you expect from them? Dr Brohier is as proud of his
National Medal of Science as heis his Nobel Prize.'

'‘Brohier is athrowback,' Greene said with disgust. 'Look, | expect
Brohier and Horton to think about the politics of the Trigger. |

expect them to act like Homo sapiens sapiens, not Americans. We're
supposed to be outgrowing our tribal mentality, not reinforcing it.'

'‘Are the two mutually exclusive? It's perfectly reasonable to make
sure your own home is safe before charging off to save someone
else's!

'‘But giving the Trigger to the military amounts to hoarding the fire
hoses and then wondering why our neighbors' houses are burning
down. Comeon. Lee - | know you can't want thisto end up in the
same warehouse with the Ark of the Covenant, the cold-fusion
turbine, and the Roswell UFO.'

L ee was shaking her head. 'Y ou're so paranoid that you're starting to
make me feel normal by comparison. No, | don't want to see the
Trigger used to make the powerful invulnerable - it's good for people
like Nkrumah and Morana and Son L ee to have to worry about
finding themselves on the wrong end of agun. But | can't believe that
we'd give the Trigger to people like that.'

Y ou don't think our government still plays the game of propping up
our friends and weakening our enemies? | didn't think you were that
much of an innocent.'

'‘Gordie, I'm not naive about politics, I'm bored to tears by it -there'sa
difference. Church politics, city politics, national politics,
international politics, it's all the same, just an endless pissing contest
punctuated by the occasional bloody brawl.'

Y ou can't pretend the outcome doesn't matter -'

'It's as inconsequential to me as the outcome of the next Ohio State
football game -'

His face showing mock horror, Greene made a cross of his
forefingers and held it up before him as though warding off a demon.
'Heathen child!”
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'It's my heretic heart,' she said agreeably. 'As far as |'m concerned,
you could call the whole season off, and apart from the quiet and the
improvement in the traffic near campus, 1'd hardly notice the
difference. Which is pretty much how | feel about elections, family
feuds, hostile takeovers, superhero comics, professional hockey, and
action movies. I'd keep the Olympics, but get rid of the national
uniforms - everyone represents themselves. No medal counts.'

"You're atotally alien creature.'

'l thought we agreed on that last night,' she said. '‘Gordie, seriously -
maybe | am naive to trust the promise the boss made me, that we'd
see the Trigger used to liberate rather than oppress. But it seemsto
me that making a disarmed world work is going to require alot of
trust, and I'm willing to take that chance. We have to be willing, or
we're dead at the start.'

'Except Horton isn't in Washington - Brohier is,' Greene pointed out.
'What kind of promise did he make you?

She had no ready answer for that, save afrown. 'lt doesn't matter
anyway,' she said, turning to her work. 'What could we do, even if we
had proof you were right? Arrange an "accident” that'll destroy the
lab and kill us? Run away with Jeff's babies and see how long we can
keep one step ahead of the FBI? Publish the notes and specifications
on the Internet and let chaos come?

'I'd be willing to think about at least two of those.'

'Well, I'm not,' she said, turning back toward him. ‘Like it or not,
we're committed to this course. And if the first mass-produced
Triggers are built by TRW and installed in the White House
basement, the Pentagon courtyard, Air Force One, and the Social
Security Data Center, so what? It's a Trojan Horse, Gordie. Because
you can't use the Trigger in self-defense without disarming yourself
at the same time.’

They'll find away around that.'

'By the time they do, we'll have the size down to a suitcase and the
price down to a good deskstation, and Triggers will be everywhere,
creating little oases of sanity,' she said. '‘Or maybe we'll have boosted
the range so much we'll just build three great big ones and park them
in Clarke orbits a hundred and twenty degrees apart. That's something
Washington can make happen, and Tehran can't.’
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'It'sworse than | thought,' he said gloomily. 'Y ou're an optimist, too.'

'Bite your tongue,' she said sharply. 'The optimist only sees the up
side, just like the pessimist only sees the down side. I'm ameliorist. |
see the possibilities. Y ou have to have hope, Gordie. The kind of
stars-in-your-eyes, feet-on-the-ground hope that lets you see a better
world hiding in the shadow of this one - and warns you that only hard
work will bring it into the light.'

By the time she finished, Greene was eyeing her with a curious
expression that seemed one part skeptical amusement and three parts
surprised admiration, or perhaps the other way around. 'Y ou really
are something else, Dr Leigh Thayer,' was all he said, in avoice so
carefully neutral that it didn't reveal which way the balance finally
tipped.

'Funny, that'swhat it saysin my FBI surveillancefile, too.' Her gaze
narrowed, but her eyes betrayed her with atwinkle. '‘But how would
you know that, unless - you're one of them.'

'Hah. I'm not just one of them - I'm the original one.’

‘Just as | suspected al along,’ she said, her face relaxing into a smile.

'Look, what do you want to tell the boss about the timetable? | should
have my part wrapped up by the end of Friday - Saturday noon at the
latest.'

‘Tell him ten days.'

She squinted questioningly at him. | thought you were closer to being
finished than that.'

'A week, then.’

'‘Gordie, what's this about? Y ou're just tinkering with the power trailer
now.'

'l think we need to burn in the portable - at minimum power - for
seventy-two hours before we move it. Bounce it around a bit, too.'

'‘Why?
'So we'll know we can count on it during the move.'
'Still thinking about FBI agents in pursuit?

He shrugged. 'About what else isin those shadows. We might as well
have the benefit of our own creation, both here and when we leave
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here. I'd rather have it and not need it than need it and not haveit.'

"You're sure you're not just digging in your heels and trying to slow
down the Terabyte express?

'I'm sure,' said Greene firmly, then added, '- though I'm not saying |
wouldn't if | thought | could.'

She nodded understandingly. I'll tell the boss that the prototypeis
ready whenever, and the portable will be seven to ten days. He won't
guestion it. He knowsit's only the two of us here, and that we're
doing the best we can.'

'l don't want to ask you to lie for me -’

' won't,’ Lee said. 'I'll just say we're not quite ready.' She glanced
around the lab, now stripped of not only every personal touch, but all
traces of the work that had been done there, and sighed lightly. 'This
was the job of alifetime. And it's over. | know that. But I'm not quite
ready to leave.'

9: Colloquy

Algiers, Algeria - Opening ceremonies of the World Islamic
Progress Conference were disrupted by a deadly rocket attack that
killed thirty-two and wounded scores more, including visiting
Egyptian President Mohamed Khaled. In retaliation, Algerian Prime
Minister Zaoui ordered ground and air assaults on Hassan Hattab
strongholds in Z'Barbar and Tipaza. Later, in an interview on CNN,
Zaoui denounced 'the blood merchants of France and America for
selling advanced weapons to the anti-government insurgents.

Complete Sory Anti-Terrorism on WIPC Agenda
Khaled Addresses Conference From Hospital Bed

None of the three men waiting restlessly in the Oval Office anteroom
was a stranger to the White House, but none of them were
accustomed to being treated like beggars at the back door.

Before his anti-gun activities made him a political leper, Grover
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Wilman had been one of the Republican Party's rising stars. Coming
late to politics, he offered a mature visage unburdened by along
legidlative pedigree, and found himself cast as the worldly-wise war
hero. Between Congressional briefings, legislative strategy sessions,
and media events, he had logged more than sixty visits to 1600
Pennsylvania Avenue, most during the first term of President Evans.

Because power has always and everywhere courted wealth, and
wealth invariably returns the favor, Aron Goldstein also knew the
White House well. He had been favored with invitations to social
events and State dinners by four successive Presidents, including
Evans. In a deft and delicate balancing act, Goldstein had managed to
preserve his virtue while retaining both their interest and his access.
By neither begging for favors nor buying them, he achieved a
reputation for integrity which made him more welcome in those
circles than any mere money-man could be.

By contrast, Karl Brohier had only been inside the White House on
two occasions, but both had been red-carpet events. The first had
been President Engler's campaign-season 'cattle call' of Nobel Prize
winners. In that now-infamous embarrassment, Engler had tried to
claim credit by proxy for America's scientific successes. Minutes
|ater, Bartlesmann, the recipient of the prize for medicine, pointed out
from the same South Lawn podium that Engler had cut the Federa
science budget in half, and killed the program under which
Bartlesmann himself had received his doctoral training.

The second occasion, when Brohier accepted the National Medal of
Science from President Evans, had been a quieter but considerably
more dignified affair.

But all of that had been before Mark Breland moved into the Oval
Office.

The first man since Kennedy to move directly from the Senate to the
Presidency, and the first 'people's President' since Teddy Roosevelt,
Breland had - for better or worse - broken or rewritten most of the
rules about how Washington worked. Neither Evans nor Engler
would have allowed the likes of Wilman, Goldstein, and Brohier to
be kept waiting for nearly two hours for a prearranged audience. But
this was Mark Breland's White House, where nothing was as before.

Breland's personal charisma was often likened to JFK's, but the
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resemblance ended there. He was from the Senate, but not of it, and
his wealth was 'new money' and self-made - Breland had been a star
pitcher for the Philadelphia Phillies for more than a decade. With an
engaging smile, an old-fashioned work ethic, and a one-two punch
consisting of a disheartening fastball and a wickedly deceptive dider,
Breland pitched the Phils to three World Series, collecting two Cy

Y oung Awards as the best in the game.

But Breland was unimpressed by celebrity, including his own.
Throughout his career, he had quietly turned down all endorsement
deals, even when they would have doubled or trebled his substantial
annual salary. Then afrustrated athletic-shoe company tried to
borrow Breland's fame without using his name or image in a clever
ad featuring blurred action shots, shadowy figures, darkened locker
rooms, the sound of running footsteps, and a grandfatherly narrator
who began each spot by drawling, 'Y essir, he was the best | ever saw -
' Instead of suing the company, Breland shamed them with a
memorable press conference that produced an even more memorable
quote:

"Why should anyone care what kind of shoes| like to wear? I'm the
only one walking on my feet. And doesn't everyone here know that
it's the walking, not the shoes, that gets you where you want to go?

It was a national audience's first glimpse of the plain-spoken,
common-sense populism that would come to define Breland's public
reputation. And it was not the last time he would break therules. In
an erawhen major league rosters might change completely in a span
of only two or three years, he played his entire career for one team,
and chided hisfellow players for valuing money more than loyalty,
saying, 'No mercenary was ever ahero. Y ou can't expect to be
cheered when you change uniformsin the middie of a battle.'

And after posting his one losing record in what had become a
nightmare season for the whole team, he apologized publicly to the
fans and gave back his salary in the form of refunds - $2.71 per ticket
for every game he appeared in, mailed or credited to every ticket
purchaser on record.

'I'm lucky enough to be a grown man playing aboy's game,' said the
note accompanying the refund checks. 'I'll take your money again

when I've earned it on the field.' Eight teammates followed his lead.
And the following season, the team regained its competitive form and
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reclaimed first place.

In part because of moments like those, when an off-season wrist
injury prematurely ended his career, 'Breeze' was the marquee player
in professional sports. In the news coverage of hisretirement, the
most frequently applied adjectives were 'genuine' and ‘honorabl €.
And his fame had spilled over into the mass cultural consciousness,
placing him in that elite group of athletes instantly recognizable by
millions who had never seen him play.

When Breland called the chairman of the beleaguered Pennsyl-vania
State iDemocratic Party and told her that he wanted to run for the
Senate, party officials had been jubilant, thinking that they finally had
a horse they could ride back to respectability. But somewhere along
the way, the roles of horse and rider got turned around. Behind
Breland's golden reputation were dual degreesin literature and
political science, an incisive and decisive mind, and an unwavering
conviction that the country's problems were solvable through a
generous application of industry and compassion.

‘These are my family values,' he said on election night, the phrase
somehow sounding fresh on hislips, 'the values that were my parents
greatest gift to me, the ones they taught me by example. Y ou work
hard. Y ou protect and provide for your family. Y ou put your
responsibilities before your desires. Y ou lend a hand when someone's
struggling, listen and hold a hand when someone's hurting, speak up
when someone needs guidance, stand up when the truth needs a
friend.

'None of this needs explanation, or justification. Everyone here
understands. Everyone knows it's the right thing to do. These are the
values of communities that work, of tribes, villages, neighborhoods,
towns. Our challenge isto extend those values to communities the
size of states and countries, and in time to the whole globe.'

It was a message that wanted a wider audience. It found that audience
six years later, when Breland asked to be entrusted with the job of
President of the United States.

He asked the people, not the Democratic Party. One term had been
more than enough to make clear that the qualities which endeared
Breland to his admirers vexed and infuriated the party |eadership. He
was too direct and not nearly beholden enough for their liking.
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Breland would not play The Game, would not bow to the icons and
mouth the mealy platitudes, would not keep his place or mind his
tongue. The party could neither control him nor silence him. He did
not need the party, and both of them knew it.

The party needed him, and both of them knew that, too.

Though jaded Beltway insiders dismissed Breland as a light-weight
and discounted his chances of making it as far as the nominating
convention, he was good copy - as quotable as he was quixotic. And
his words struck a chord, not only with early adopters across the
political spectrum, but with some of the jaded press covering his
unconventional campaign of ideas. February's joke became, in turn.
May's longshot, August's surprise nominee, and November's poll-
defying President-elect.

Breland's first act the next morning was to announce that he wouldn't
accept the Presidential salary of $2 50,000. 'I'm arookiein this
league,’ he said. 'Let's wait and see what kind of year | have.'

And so far, it had been a strange and wonderful year, as Breland
continued to break the rules and upset expectations.

He had canceled most of the pomp of Inauguration Day, including the
parade - putting the focus on the democratic miracle of the peaceful
transfer of power, and on the theme of his address, ‘We can do better.’
Within two months, the press that had loved Breland the candidate
was beating Breland the chief executive about the head and shoulders
with that phrase, mocking his ad hoc administration for a series of
missteps great and small.

But instead of resorting to the usual White House tactics of denial
and distraction, Breland crossed up the press corps by publicly
agreeing with them.

'Y es, we've made mistakes. Did anyone here expect me to pitch a
perfect game on opening day? he asked a roomful of journalists and a
national holovee audience. 'Because | didn't expect it. It just doesn't
happen - which I'm sure you know, since most of you folks have been
following this sport longer than I've been playing it. But I'll tell you
this. more than once in my career, I've been wild early, found myself
down a couple of runsto a good team, and gone on to win. Leave me
in the game, coach. I'll be al right.'

Allergic asthey were to folksy metaphors not of their own creation,
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the Washington press remained cool - but the public was charmed.
Breland's approval rating went up eight points, and had remained
high despite the best efforts of his enemies.

But you're still missing the plate with your fastball, Wilman thought
crossly, rising to go question the appointments secretary once more.
But before he and his accumulated annoyance got there, he was
intercepted by Breland's chief of staff, Richard Nolby - the man who
had arranged their visit.

‘Senator,' Nolby said breathlessly. 'I'm terribly sorry. This situation in
Algeria has had us hopping all morning. But the President is free now
- if you and your companions will follow me?

One thing that had not changed during the Breland tenure in the
White House was the power geometry of the Oval Office.

Visitors who were there to be flattered, impressed, intimidated, or
humored found Breland behind sixty inches of flame oak desktop,
ensconced in front of the famous curved windows in what he and his
aides had dubbed 'the hot seat'. Visitors who were there to negotiate,
brainstorm, debate, or conspire had their meeting with Breland in
what he called 'the pit' - apair of claw-footed davenports facing each
other across a glass-top accent table. A matching armchair, which
Nolby had never seen Breland use, made the pit into a U that seemed
more intimate than the room that surrounded it.

For more than an hour, Breland had been perched on the front edge of
one of the davenports, listening raptly as his visitorslaid out the
details of an astonishing discovery. The science was beyond his
ability to comprehend, but the implications were not. Every goal he
had, every problem he faced, every hope he harbored had suddenly
been rendered irrelevant. These three men - unprepossessing in
appearance, naive in outlook, unpolished in presentation - were
sweeping away Breland's game plan, rewriting the future before his

eyes.
Everything you know iswrong -

'l can see that I'm not going to be getting afull night's Sleep for a
while,' Breland said, shaking his head. 'l hope you'll understand when

| say that I'd like to witness this Trigger effect myself, at the first
opportunity -'

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (108 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

'Aswould |,' said Wilman.

'Everything we've told you is the truth,' said Goldstein with a hint of
indignation.

'Did | suggest otherwise? It's not doubt you were hearing,' Breland
said. "Y ou and Dr Brohier arrived at my door with enough credibility
to tell me the incredible and keep me listening. But | confess to the
childish desire to touch the miracle.'

"We'd be happy to arrange that at your convenience,' said Goldstein,
looking mollified.

'‘Well - it's hardly the most important thing to be settled,' said
Breland, and looked to Nolby. 'l suppose we should have General
Stepak in to hear this, and Carrero,' he said, naming the Secretaries of
Defense and State.

‘At the very least,' Nolby said. Though we'll have to be careful to
keep thisinformation tightly compartmentalized. Dr Brohier, who
else knows about this?

'Does it matter? Brohier asked with araised eyebrow. 'In the long
run, there are no secrets in science. The universe will not cooperatein
acover-up.’

'Richard wasn't thinking about a cover-up, I'm sure,’ said Breland.
'But | have no doubt you've already -

'‘Wasn't he? asked Wilman sharply. 'Mr President, there's only one
reason we're here. And that's because you, more than any other
person, have it within your power to see that this discovery is used
for the benefit of the human species, for the advancement of
civilization. These men are patriots, asam | - but none of us came
here to offer you anything as transitory as atechnological edge over
our enemies. The Trigger isn't something to be "compartmentalized" -
it's something to be shared, to be spread around the globe until it'sin
the hands of everyone who can benefit fromit. And if you're not of
like mind on this, we'll make our apologies for misudging you, and
take our leave.'

'Just because we aren't at war doesn't mean we have no enemies,' said
Nolby, unmoved. 'Just because there are no troops massing on our
borders and no warships off our coasts doesn't mean our enemies
can't threaten us. And with old Soviet nukesin at |east twenty
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countries, the threat is extremely potent. Remember Srvestibad,' he
said, invoking the name of the first city since Nagasaki to vanish
under a mushroom cloud. 'We don't want one of those in Florida or
Texasor California.'

'l remember Oklahoma City,' said Wilman. The guns that most
threaten us are our own. The fanatics who most threaten us are home-
grown.'

'No.' Breland shook his head. 'Oh, that threat is there -'

'Not merely athreat,’ Wilman said. 'We've just become numb to the
bloodshed when it happens in ones and twos. Shoot tenin a
restaurant or a post office and we'll pay attention for an afternoon.
Kill fifty by blowing up arailroad bridge and the City of Chicago and
we'll pay attention for aweek. But eleven thousand gun murders
every year pass beneath our notice - until it'sasibling, afriend, a
child -

'If we were losing el even thousand young men ayear to fireflghtsin
rice paddies or jungles or sand dunes, you wouldn't be shrugging it
off,' said Goldstein. 'But because it's in vacant lots, and bedrooms,
and bars -'

'l don't shrug it off,' said Breland. Though perhaps there's something
to the charge that we're numb to the bloodshed, or at least inattentive.
But | wish | could tell you - hell, | wish | could tell CNN - how much
our intelligence agencies have done for this country over the last ten
years, how much pain they've spared us by keeping those weapons
away from our borders. There've been so many sacrifices, so many
heroes, that no one's ever heard about.'

The Trigger can make the CIA'sjob easier,' said Wilman. '‘But if all
we do with it is protect our own, then shame on us. There are
innocents dying every day in Panama, in Korea, in Angola, in Bosnia,
because of the detritus of wars that ended half a century ago - a
hundred million mines waiting in the dark for a child's footstep.
There are places in the world which haven't known aday's peacein a
hundred years, because guns and bombs drown out all other forms of
dialogue.’

Breland smiled wryly. 'Y ou are a passionate and persuasive man,
Senator. One might think you've done this sort of thing before.’

'Home field advantage," Wilman said lightly. 'No apologies.'
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'Of course not.' Breland glanced sideways at Nolby, then fixed his
gaze on Brohier. "Y ou want me to start a disarmament race.’

'"Yes,' said Brohier. 'Y es, exactly.'

'Forgive me, Mr President, but that's the worst kind of foolishness,’
Nolby said. "Y ou can't change human nature. Y ou can't eliminate
conflict. It isn't the weapons - it's us. It's greed, and lust, and rage, and
someone standing in the way of what we want. War was invented
long before gunpowder, and murder long before war. Take away the
guns and they'll use knives and clubs. Take away the bombs and
they'll use poison and fire. This doesn't touch the impulse that |eads
to murder, that leads to the order for the infantry to advance.'

'l pity you," Goldstein said, though his expression spoke more clearly
of contempt. 'Y ou live by choice in ableak and hopeless world, and
use your pessimism as an excuse for inaction.' He looked to the
President with a steady, challenging gaze. 'But even if Mr Nolby
were right, and our speciesis condemned to create murderers and
warlords, the least the rest of us can do is make it as hard for them as
we possibly can.’

It was Wilman who answered the challenge, and his words made
Goldstein and Brohier both stare in disbelieving wonder.

'Mr Nolby isright. It's dishonest to pretend otherwise," Wilman said.
'‘Without war, we'd hardly have any history. Without murder, we'd
hardly have any fiction. We are flawed, and the flaw is afailure of
empathy. We are unable to give the suffering of othersthe same
weight as our own mild discomfort. We block the pain of others from
reaching our nerve endings, lest we find ourselves impelled to do
something to relieve the pain.

'‘But Mr Nolby is also wrong. He discounts the significance of
learning, the possibility of enlightenment. | could not now bring
myself to do for you, President Breland, what | willingly and
unthinkingly did for another President, half alifetime and half a
world away. | learned from my experiences, and so must we all. Do
you have children, Mr Nolby?

"Three sons.'

'‘Ah, well, then at least you have some foundation for your
pessimism,’ said Wilman. 'lf you come home tonight and find your
sons beating each other with sticks in the back yard, you will want to
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talk to them about respect, about other ways of solving disputes,
about the rules of your household. But while they're trying to absorb
the wisdom of your advice and the earnestness of your warnings,
won't you also take away the sticks? In fact, won't you do that first?

He did not wait for an answer, turning next to Breland. 'l welcome
the revolution. | want to see how it changes things if our presidents
can no longer napalm ajungle or machine-gun a crowd, if all that the
general's tanks can threaten is what they can run over, if the worst the
premier's planes can do is drop rocks. | want to see if acommander
will send an army into battle knowing that the very weapons his
soldiers carry will likely kill them. | want to seeif that army will
march into battle unarmed.'

'Haven't you made the strongest man in the tribe king, then? asked
Breland.

'I'n some respects, likely so,' said Wilman. 'Sir, | won't promise you
an egalitarian world. Dominance hierarchies will not disappear -
they'll be strengthened. And so it should be.’

‘Thisis agood thing?

'It's the express lane of the road to peace. One of the most insidious
things about guns is how they inspire the ambitions of weak men -
how they lead them to fight when they properly ought to submit, and
to keep fighting when they should accept stalemate. Nature's been
turned upside down by these weapons. |magine what rutting season
would be like if the bucks were armed with shotguns.’

Breland showed a rueful smile, and Goldstein laughed
uncomfortably. By then, Nolby was openly scowling. 'Then you
mean to betray your country, to surrender the planet to the Chinese?
he demanded. 'Because our military technology is the counterweight
for their numbers. Take away our technology, and the balance of
power shiftsto them. And the Romans built an empire with nothing
but the phalanx and the oared galley.'

Brohier rescued the moment for Wilman. 'President Breland, | can
tell you that the Chinese physicists are just as capable of making this
discovery aswe were,' he said. 'In fact, | can't offer you any
reassurance that they didn't make it five years ago. We are as likely to
be alittle behind as alittle ahead.’

'So they could be building these devices now.'
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'It'sentirely possible.’

Turning to Nolby, Breland said, 'It's not clear to me what other
options there are, Richard. But I'll listen to your suggestions.'

'l have none," Nolby confessed. 'But | find this whole business
unsettling - deeply unsettling.'

"Unsettling" isagood word,' said Breland. 'It looks to me asiif this
will "unsettle" agreat deal. Dr Brohier, can you stay in Washington
for afew days?

'‘Under what terms? asked Wilman.
Nolby and Breland exchanged glances.

'‘Well - | suppose Richard will insist that | get your signatures on a
security oath -' the President began.

'He caninsist al helikes,' said Brohier, interrupting. 'I'm no more
trustworthy with my name on a piece of paper, and no less
trustworthy without.'

'Of course,' Breland said. 'But you can understand that -'

Brohier had no patience for verbal balm. 'Mr President, you don't
own me - and no one owns a scientific discovery. Y ou have no
business asking me for a commitment when you're not ready to make
one yourself. When you decide what you're going to do about what
we've told you today, then I'll be ready to decide what I'm going to
do. In the meantime, I'll take aroom, and give you your few days.
But only afew -I hate jostling with tourists, and | hate socializing
w'ith lawyers, which sharply limits how long | can stand this town.'

"Would you be interested in going up to Camp David, Dr Brohier?
asked Breland, unfazed by the remonstration. 'No tourists, and | can
have the lawyers driven off before you get there. You're aVermont
man, if | remember correctly - | think you might enjoy the mountain
and the woods.'

'A prison with aview?

'Dr Brohier will stay with me at Hollow Oak,' said Goldstein. 'If that's
agreeable to everyone.'

'‘Given what's at stake, 1'd like to see the Secret Service on the
grounds,' Nolby said.
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"To watch us, or watch over us? Brohier said sharply. ‘Never mind.
Aron, thistime, will you let me run the trains?

The President looked puzzled, but Goldstein wrinkled hisnosein
contemplation and allowed, 'Maybe one slow freight.’

Brohier nodded and looked to Breland. "We'll be at Hollow Oak.'

"We'll accept an escort, if you insist on providing one," Goldstein said
with polite cheer. 'But no agents on the grounds,’ he added sharply.
That's my home, Mr President. And | choose not to live in afortress.
| recommend that notion to you.'

Asarule, Mark Breland did not have trouble being decisive.
Indecision was afatal flaw in competitive sports, and the purposeful
self-assurance he had displayed on the mound was woven into his
nature.

To be sure, his decisions were not always right. But Breland would
rather be wrong in a hurry than agonize his way to a state of
ambivalence. Soon after his arrival in Washington, his staff and the
media alike had taken note of his uncanny ability to quickly size up
the options, run out the likely consequences, and make a choice he
was willing to live with. Breland's fans, looking at his best decisions,
called it 'incisiveness - his detractors, looking at hisworst, called it
'Impulsiveness.

But the decision facing Breland now was causing the gears of his
analysis engine to seize.

The options were clear enough. The government could take over and
build the Trigger for its own purposes, step aside and allow Brohier
and Goldstein to take it to market, or draw down the black curtain
and bury the secret in the vaults of Y ucca Flats.

But the likely consequences of those choices were frighteningly
complex - like trying to look fifty moves ahead in a chess game
where each side had five hundred pieces. By the time Goldstein and
Brohier left, Breland was feeling humbled by the situation, ill-
prepared for the responsibility.

It was not the first time he had felt that way, but it was the first time
in along time. As a sixteen-year-old high school sophomore, he had
found himself the starter in a state tournament game, thanks to a car
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wreck that injured two of the team's senior pitchers. He hadn't
expected to play, hadn't studied the opposing hitters, hadn't been
mentally or physically ready, and their top-ranked lineup had stung
every pitch that wasn't wild during a half-inning that had gone on
forever.

In the loneliness of a deserted locker room, ateary-eyed Breland had
vowed never to be caught out again, never to bring less than his best.
Until that day, he had coasted on raw physical talent, never working
harder than his notion of 'fun' allowed. From that day forward, he set
out to make certain he was always ready for the next level, the next
opportunity, the next challenge.

Breland outworked everyone that fall and winter, made the All-State
First Team as ajunior, was a first-round draft pick out of high school
but took Florida State's scholarship instead of a million-dollar
contract. He played four years and graduated with eight SEC records,
adegree plus six credits toward a master's, a multimillion-dollar
contract, and a nickname - 'Breeze', because he made it all ook so
easy.

He never liked the nickname, thinking that it meant they couldn't see
the work. It was a nickname better suited to the boy he had been than
the young man he had made himself into. But, still, when Breland
was called up to the big club after smothering Triple-A for half a
season, he was ready. Nothing had changed when the game became
politics and the arena Washington - the day he started running, he
was ready to win, and the day he won, he was ready to get to work.
Even his harshest critics gave him credit for working hard.

But at that moment, he was his own harshest critic, and the only
answer he had for the uncomfortable feeling of looking up at a
problem that seemed to dwarf his resources was to work even harder.

Breland spent most of the afternoon querying the Library of
Congress, using the broad-band terminal in his private office. The
lead topics were criminology and military history, though industrial
chemistry and the Manhattan Project also commanded his attention.
By early evening he'd worked up a number of questions he wanted to
put to human experts. He picked up his phone, and the parade to the
White House gate began.

Wherever he could, he picked the brains of his visitors without
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revealing the existence of the Trigger to them. It saved considerable
time on a night when most of the men and women Breland
summoned spent an hour or more impatiently waiting for himin an
anteroom, wondering about the urgency under which they'd been
called away from their personal lives.

When his questions couldn't be posed any other way, Breland spoke
speculatively about disarmament without specifying the means, or in
airy what-if generalities about the future of weapons technology.
Only to hislast two visitors of the night did Breland offer afull
explanation as preamble.

His conversation with FBI Director Edgar Mills began just before
midnight, and it was after one before Breland finally posed the first
of histwo questions to the somber-faced former field agent. 'Director,
if this technology reaches the hands of ordinary folks, what kind of
impact would it have on crime?

'Reaches them how? At the price of a new Mercedes, or the price of a
cheap suit?

'l wouldn't be surprised to see both ends of that scale over the span of
afew years.'

Mills nodded, rubbing his nearly bald pate. 'We had ninety-three
bombings last year, not quite two hundred dead. A quiet year,
comparatively. At Mercedes prices, maybe we alter the script of fifty
of those incidents - and end up with five hundred dead -'

"What?

'‘Because not every bomber means to kill. But you're still going to
have ninety-three explosions, except now some of them are going to
take place in the streets at rush hour instead of in a deserted clinic in
the middle of the night. And there isn't going to be time to make that
phone call and empty that office building. In fact, maybe we end up
with three or four bombings a week instead of two, because we won't
have as many opportunities to catch some of these people before their
timers hit zero, and because this gadget will make competent bomb-
builders out of the klutzes - whereas today, sometimes we catch a
break because amateurs make mistakes.’

'‘But once word starts to get around that their own bombs are going to
kill them, won't that alter the equation?
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'I'd expect it to alter the tactics,' Mills said with afrown. There area
lot of waysto deliver abomb-sized parcel besides walking it up to
the front door yourself. Messenger services, UPS, dupes and mules -
just find someone who goes where you want the bomb to go and strap
it under his car. Now, at middle-class prices, maybe we alter the
script of seventy incidents, and end up with two hundred explosions
and three thousand dead -

'"Why?

'‘Because middle class people live and work closer together than the

M ercedes people do. From what you say, this device is a detonator
that's live al the time, with invisible wires that reach out hundreds of
yards - you and your bomb drive past one installed in amansion's
front gate, and you and maybe a security guard or a gardener die.
Drive past one installed in an apartment house entryway, and you and
maybe a hundred residents die. The ssimple fact is that the more of
these things that are out there, the more carnage we'll have. This thing
would make bombs more dangerous for all of us, not just for the
would-be bombers.'

Y ou don't think people will change their behavior when faced with
changed circumstances.’

Mills sighed. ‘Mr President, we've been changing the circumstances
for two thousand years, and we still haven't run out of people willing
to be criminals.'

Breland nodded slowly. ‘But this device would also make guns less
dangerous. How would you balance that against what you've already
said?

'Oh, that's where the real trouble begins,' Mills said, shaking his head.
'Partly because thisis how that device will end up in that apartment
house entry in the first place, because people will be thinking about
guns instead of bombs. But mostly because there are five hundred
million guns in this country, and the people who own them are rather
attached to the idea that they're going to work when they need them.
The Second Amendment is a high-voltage live wire, Mr President -
they don't come any hotter. Don't touch it. If you do, your Presidency
will be dead.’

'Y ou believe that gun owners are equally attached to those fifty
thousand shooting deaths a year?
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'Sir, this may sound cold, but so long asit's someone else's family
doing the bleeding, yes. They'll tell you that athird of those shootings
are suicides, and whose fault is that? They'll tell you that athird of
those shootings are gangboys killing each other, and good riddance to
them. And they'll try to tell you that the victimsleft over area
tragedy, but nothing compared to the number of people who would
have been victimsif they hadn't been armed, if the bad guys had no
reason to be afraid.’

‘Are they right?

Mills drank the last of his coffee before answering. 'Y ou know, when
I'm visiting East L. A. or the Tenderloin, | think like acynical old
cop, and wonder how | could ever be foolish enough to think we're
anything more than savages. And when I'm visiting Sydney or
Toronto, | feel like I've discovered alost world called Civilization,
and | wonder why the hell we Americans don't expect more from
ourselves. But it really doesn't matter, Mr President, because the gun
owners believe they're right. You'll never move them, and they'll
never forgive you for trying to take their guns away. Besides - if you
can disarm them, they can disarm you, and we can't tolerate that. Not
here, not now.'

Giving atired little sigh, Breland eased back in his chair. 'Director

Mills, | was going to ask you for your recommendation on how |
should handle this, but | think you've already made that clear -still, if
you'd care to summarize -'

Mills stood, preparing to leave. 'Speaking for the FBI, I'd rather deal
with the problems we have now than the ones this technology would
bring. Lose it. Destroy it. Don't go there.'

The President's conversation with his final visitor, National

Security Advisor General Anson Tripp, was much shorter. Now
practiced, Breland was able to condense his briefing to little more
than ten minutes. Tripp was able to condense his answers even
further.

‘Generdl, if thistechnology reaches the battlefield -'

"We'd better be the side that brings it there.'

'So your recommendation would be? -'

'‘Build it, figure out how to beat it, and then throw a blanket over it.'
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‘A secret weapon.'
'Yes!

"Wouldn't there be some deterrent value to making it known that we
had such a device?

'‘Mr President, there's very little that's more fleeting than a tactical
advantage due to atechnological advance. There's aso very little
that's more valuable. If we don't keep it a secret, it won't be available
as aweapon.’

When Tripp left, the anteroom was finally empty. Breland took his
unsettled thoughts for a slow walk on the dark South Lawn. Pausing
near the fountain, he looked out across the Ellipse at the stout spire of
the Washington Monument, which was bathed in a soft yellow glow
reminiscent of moonlight. He tried to peer not merely out into the
quiet night, but into the shadowed future.

Breland was in shouting distance of fifty - too old to have delusions
about the depth of the footprints he was leaving on Washington. Like
most of his predecessors, he had received an intensive education
regarding the limits of presidential power. Looking for insights, he
often ended the day sitting in hisrobe in his private office, reading
from his collection of presidential memoirs, especially those of the
men for whom the tourist maps listed no monuments. He had come to
the conclusion that while presidents sometimes missed an opportunity
for greatness, no president could create such opportunities - the
moment came to them, driven by events outside the White House
walls.

With a certainty he could not explain, Breland knew that his moment
was here. In another fifty years, the only remaining trace of his
having passed this way would be the consequences of his decision
about the Trigger - doubly so if it was the wrong one.

He told himself he cared less about being remembered well than
about doing well, and it was probably true. He had told the voters,
"We can do better,' and now his deeply-held and boldly-stated
meliorism would be tested - atest devised by a crotchety genius and
delivered by an idealistic tycoon, both of whom clearly viewed him
with the skepticism due an unproven youth. To the extent that pride
was part of what moved him, it wastied up in not wanting to
disappoint those who looked to him to lead - whether they looked like
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fans, or sounded like fathers.

But it was far more important to rise to the moment and seize the
opportunitiesit offered. Getting it right mattered. Each life touched
dozens more, and the line between living and dying, between healthy
and crippled, between joy and fear, could be crossed in an eyeblink.
Monuments did not matter. Suffering mattered, because it wasred,
and so often unnecessary.

And considered in that light on the deserted White House lawn at
three in the morning, Breland realized with weary relief that it was all
right if this particular decision took alittle longer. He could give
himself permission to rest, to close his eyes with the question still
unresolved, and take it up again tomorrow. Tomorrow would be soon
enough.

The White House was full of moles, and some of them wore the
livery of Secretary of State Devon Carrero.

Twenty-two yearsin the diplomatic corps, including high-profile
posts in Bonn, Beljing, and Tokyo, had schooled Carrero on the value
of information, and instructed him well in where it could be found.
Any change in the President's schedule, any unusual visitors, any
meetings which did not appear on the daily bulletin provided to the
media, were reported swiftly and discreetly to Carrero. Knowing that
most of what really mattered in official

Washington took place out of sight, Carrero studied the city as
though he were leading a legation in the capital of aforeign power,
ever aert to the kinds of cues which inevitably foreshadowed change.

The media had dubbed Carrero one of the 'ringers on Mark Breland's
team. Breland had not been in politics long enough to accumul ate
either friends or obligations in significant numbers, and he had filled
out his Cabinet with veteran Capitol insiders who owed their
positions not to friendship with the President or even long party
loyalty, but to their experience, expertise, and connections. That this
was considered remarkable said something about the practices and
priorities of Breland's predecessors.

But as a newcomer, Breland was only fitfully observant of inner-
circlerituals and etiquette. Carrero had suffered the first few dlights
in silence. But when he had found himself out of the loop on the

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (120 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]



thetrigger

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (121 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:47 PM]

Rwandan intervention - with the ambassador to the UN not only
holding the spotlight that should have been his, but mishandling the
responsibility - Carrero elevated his normal level of inquisitivenessto
outright spying.

'l want to do everything | can to prevent any further embarrassments,’
he told his sources and himself. "Those of us who've been here longer
have to help the President succeed. But | can't do that if the President
doesn't call on me, and | can't step forward and volunteer if | don't
know what's going on.'

But that grey and windy spring morning, the picture was coming
together slowly. The growing roster of visitors was mysterious indeed
- among them, two sociologists, a psychologist, the top historian at
the Library of Congress, the vice president of the American Chemical
Society, the president of the demolition contractor GDI, half a dozen
Pentagon types (including a major general in command of the Army
War School), and Carrero's own coodinator for counterterrorism,
Donald Lange.

More worried than angry, Carrero called Lange into his office. 'Don,
I'd like a report on your meeting with the President,' he said, drawing
on his experience to offer a convincing smile and affect a disarmingly
casual tone.

‘There wasn't alot to it, Mr Secretary,' Lange said. 'The President
asked me for some facts and figures on trends in international
terrorism -'

'‘What kind of facts and figures?

'Number of active terrorist groups, number of incidents per year,
deaths per year - nothing that | don't put into the annual report, except
that the annual report's six months out of date. He was very interested
in trends and patterns in methodol ogies, asked me a number of
guestions about that.'

'Who else was there?

'Most of the time, no one. Chief of Staff Nolby wasin and out a
couple of times. | saw the secretary of defense on my way in, but he
was gone by the time we finished.’

'What about a stenographer?
'No, there were no minutes kept. The President made afew notes,
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that's all. Cometo think of it, that isalittle odd, isn't it?
Carrero ignored the question. 'How was this meeting arranged?

'l got acall this morning asking me to come down. | thought it was a
joke - even in Washington, calls that begin "Thisis the President"
aren't al that common. Didn't you know about this? | would have
notified you if I'd had any reason to think you weren't in the loop -'

'No, | knew," Carrero said quickly. 'l just wanted to make sure
everything came together properly, given the short notice.’

'Oh,' said Lange. 'So can you tell me what it's about?

'I'm sorry, Don," Carrero said with an apologetic smile. 'I'm not at
liberty to go into that right now. Y ou understand.’

'Of course. Well, if there's any other way | can be of help -'
Thank you.'

Pacing in his office, Carrero totted up the score: secretary of defense,
chief of staff, counterterrorism, military brass, psychology and
sociology, industrial leaders. It added up to aterrorist threat - a
credible and imminent threat, probably to a chemical manufacturing
site. He drew his phone from an inside jacket pocket and paged his
secretary.

'Clara, would you get me Richard Nolby? While he waited, he
walked to the window and looked out across the city toward the
White House. Amateurs, he thought gruffly. Too many amateurs.

'Mr Secretary, | have Mr Nolby.'

‘Thank you, Clara.' He pressed a button, and heard the ambience
change as the digital scramblers came up. 'Richard, Devon. What the
hell is going on over there? | want to see the President, and soon. If
what |'ve been hearing travels any further, we could be looking at a
very serious situation -'

Nolby objected, but Carrero would not be deterred. The chief of staff
was a flyweight, a doorman. It was not his place to decide policy or

control the Cabinet's access to Breland. And if he thought it was, then
he deserved to be put in his place by those who knew better.

'I'm coming up,’ Carrero said. 'Tell the President to expect me. And
don't even think about having me held up at the gate - unless you
really want our disagreement to have a much wider audience, because
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| will not go away quietly.'

A glow of hope slowly replaced the surprise in the Old Lion's eyes as
he listened to Breland, and as it brightened the decades seemed to fall
away from his face.

‘Thisis wonderful - far beyond anything | could have hoped for - Mr
President, we must have these devices for our embassies. How long
will it be until they're available?

Breland shook his head. 'l haven't decided yet if we're going to build
them - or if we do, how we'll use them.'

'Y ou haven't decided, or you haven't announced? No, that's not your
way, isit,' Carrero said. Then may | say afew words, Mr President,
against the possibility that my perspective hasn't yet been heard in
your deliberations?

'Go ahead.'

‘Thank you.' The diplomat's gaze narrowed, and the weight of his
years returned to his countenance. 'Mr President, | do not like
funerals. | especially do not like being an old man at the funeral of a
young man or woman. And the hardest days of all are when | must
attend the funeral of ayoung man or woman who died doing ajob |
sent them to do.

'Mr President, our missions are under siege. We have no great
adversaries, but ten thousand sworn enemies. There are incidents
every day, injuries every week, and the constant awareness that we
are the prime target for the disaffected. An embassy is an outpost in
hostile territory. When we forget that, we place at risk the people we
send there to serve.

The diplomatic corps overseas pays the price for the decisions made
here. And a stedl gate and a Marine guard detachment aren't enough
protection. | don't think | need to remind you, but | will, because
these are our people dying. Eleven killed by arocket in Athens - three
of them had been guests in my home. Ambassador Warton murdered
by asniper. A car bomb in Ankara, with state security looking the
other way. Sofia. Tashkent. Jakarta. My memories go back as far as
Nairobi and Dar es Salaam.’

'So do mine,' Breland acknowledged.
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Then perhaps you've noticed that we're no longer shocked when these
attacks occur, no longer capable of outrage. My department has
shipped bodies home from twelve countries in the last ten years.'
Carrero hesitated, his mouth working wordlessly. 'One of those
bodies was the man my daughter was pledged to marry -an analyst
named John Dugan, killed when a mob stormed the embassy in
Amman. A bright, gentle, funny man. | would have like to have seen
his and Jeanne's children.’

Drawing that close to his family's own loss, Carrero seemed to shrink
into sadness for amoment. But lurking just behind that sadness was
anger, and in the moment he took to reach for his glass of water, it
steadied him.

'Mr President,' he said in a soft voice that was all steel, 'you cannot
ask these people to risk their livesin service to their country and not
do everything in your power to minimize that risk. Anything less than
that is shameful, unworthy. If this device can disarm a mob, detonate
abomb whileit's still blocks from the front gate, destroy arocket in
midflight, then we must build it, and we must use it. Conscience
demands that of us.'

Then Carrero struggled to his feet, waving off a proffered hand.
"You've listened politely, Mr President, and | won't make it necessary
for you to be rude. I know how to make an exit aswell as an
entrance. | only ask that before you decide, you be certain of how you
will feel when the next bomb goes off or the next rocket flies - and
that you agree to accompany me to the funerals. Good day, Mr
President.'

The door had scarcely closed behind Carrero when it opened again to
admit Nolby. 'Is everything al right, sir?
'We had a good conversation,' said Breland. 'And we need to thank

Secretary Carrero for showing us where we've been careless. We
need to get out of this fishbowl.'

'"We'll need acover story.'

'‘Work one up,' the President said. He picked up his phone, and in a
few moments he was in touch with Hollow Oak. ‘Mr Goldstein, this
isMark Breland. I've made my decision. Will you and Dr Brohier
join me at Camp David to discuss what comes next? Good. No, I'll
notify the Senator. Y es, we'll arrange transportation.'
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He logged out and looked up to find Nolby regarding him with an
unhappy frown. 'What?

"You're going to build it.'
'Yes. You still have misgivings?

'‘More than that. This thing scares me to death. | don't think we're
smart enough to understand all the ramifications.’

‘There's atremendous amount of work to be done,' Breland said,
nodding. 'But I'm convinced we have to pursue this. We'll take it a
step at atime, and keep a short leash on Wilman and Goldstein. We
won't just throw it out there. | find this every bit as overwhelming as
you do, Richard, but it's the right thing to do. And I'm going to need
your help if we're going to do it the right way.'

'I'll be here. I'm still on the team,’ Nolby said, acquiescing without
enthusiasm.

'‘Good. Then let's get the rest of the team together and get on the bus.
WEe'll want Stepak, Carrero, Mills, and, | think, Davins from NSA.'

"We probably should include the vice president.'
'No. There's nothing Toni can contribute to the project right now.'

'All right. Harvey Tettlebaum, then,' Nolby said, naming the science
advisor.

Breland shook his head. ‘Let's get everyone who already knows about
this sitting at the same table before we start talking about who else
should be there. No one gets brought into this now unless we need
them to be part of it.'

'Have you gotten Senator Wilman to agree to that yet? Nolby said
challengingly. 'l think the man isareal threat to security. Dr Brohier
might be one, too.'

‘They came to us, so they want something from us,' said Breland,
rising to his feet. 'We'll work it out. Let's get the wheels turning.’

The setting for the first meeting of what Nolby had waggishly dubbed
the Trigger Guard' was as unprepossessing as any Karl Brohier could
have imagined. As the well-weathered wood and multiple layers of
paint betrayed, Cabin C dated from Camp David's origins as a
mountain-top youth retreat. The surface of the long table bore so
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many scars that it was useless as awriting surface, and a carelessly
placed glass was in danger of tipping over.

The men seated at the table matched the informality of the setting.
The baseball jersey tucked into the waistband of Breland's jeans was
faded and stained. Goldstein wore a Georgetown University
sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up past his bony elbows. Nolby
had hidden his receding hairline under ablack ball cap bearing the
Oldsmobile logo, and his comset peeked out of the front pocket of a
heavy cotton lumberjack shirt. A World War Il era B-25 menaced the
room from General Stepak'st-shirt. Even the ever-proper Carrero had
forgone his suit and tie for a designer-label polo shirt, though his
black dress shoes had fared poorly in the soft ground left by an
overnight rain.

Nor was there any Robert's Rules of Order ritual in Breland's manner.
When a dlightly breathless Edgar Mills finally appeared, the President
simply made hisway to his chair, and waited for the othersto notice
and follow suit.

'‘Mr Nolby has agreed to take notes,' he said. 'Y ou're welcome to do
so aswell, but understand that your notes will be classified
documents, and you'll have to handle them accordingly.

'‘Some of you recommended to me that the Trigger not only be
classified, but completely erased. But the fact is that we don't have a
long enough reach to suppress this discovery. We can really only
deny it to ourselves, not to the Chinese, or the Indians, or the
Russians.

'So my decision is that we're going to move as fast as we can to
develop it, and at the same time work as hard as we can to control it
for aslong as that's possible. But let's not delude ourselves. In my
very first Intel briefing as President, | was told | could assume that
material marked Confidential would be compromised in six months.
Secret in elghteen, and Top Secret in three years. So that's our
window of opportunity. In three years, this technology will be
everywhere.

'I'm authorizing an expanded research effort, an extensive testing
program, and immediate production,' Breland said, eliciting an
approving nod from Brohier. 'l intend for us to build them astactical
weapons for the armed forces. We'll build them as counterterrorism
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shields for government facilities here and abroad. And if the research
effort produces results, there's the prospect of making use of the
Trigger in the public realm.

'I'm asking Terabyte Laboratories to provide two prototypes at the
earliest possible date, so we can start to find out how useful itisinits
current state of development.’ Breland looked toward Brohier.

'l would think we could manage that in a matter of afew weeks, Mr
President.’

'l imagine we'll need at least that long to figure out who will have
custody of them, and where they'll carry out the testing. Dr Brohier, |
wanted to ask you - do you think it might it be possible to place a
Trigger unit in orbit?

'For missile defense?

'No - aimed at the ground. To target a hot spot, much the same asthe
Forest Service fights fires with aerial tankers. Think how differently
Kosovo would have played out if we could have simply disarmed the
Serbs.’

An unfamiliar rush of optimism brightened Brohier's eyes. '‘Obviously
there's arange issue to deal with, and the current version doesn't give
us the option of aiming. We'll have to look into that, Mr President. |
can't say it's not impossible, but it's aworthy question.'

Then let'sput it onthelist,' said Breland. 'Dr Brohier, | want your
people to stay with this. | propose we reimburse Terabyte for its costs
to date for this research, and contract with you and your research
team for your continued services. I'm not sure who you'll report to,
but | can't see any reason why you can't personally continue to head
the unit. It will need to grow, though, and quickly. And | don't think
Columbus isthe place for that. Are you still interested?

'l had girded myself to fight if you tried to push me out, Mr
President.’

Breland laughed and turned to Goldstein. 'Mr Goldstein, we're going
to need to build these systems somewhere. Perhaps you could be
persuaded to convert or set up an appropriate production facility.'

"We'd be happy to bid for the job, Mr President.’

That won't be necessary. Now, Senator Wilman -' He shook his head.
'I'm grateful for what you did in bringing these men to me. But |
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honestly don't know what role | can offer you in what lies ahead.’

‘Take my calls,' said Wilman. I'm going to be your conscience.
President Breland. Y ou need someone who doesn't owe you anything
to make sure you play between the lines - to make sure you
remember that thisisn't about the White House, or the Washington
Post, or the next election, or posterity, or making the Pentagon brass
happy. | think you already know all that, but good intentions have a
way of getting twisted around in this neighborhood.'

'So they do,' said Breland. 'Very well. | accept your offer. You'll all
be staying, then? He counted nods, then stood. 'Richard has some
paperwork for you, then, and once that's taken care of we can roll up
our sleeves and get after the details. There'salot to do.’

Asthe President stepped outside, Nolby dlid a sheaf of papersin front
of Brohier and laid a pen atop them. 'Three documents, three
signatures,’ the chief of staff said. As Brohier pulled the first one
toward him and fanned to the last page, Nolby added in alow voice,
'Y ou never answered my question. How many of your people know?
I'll need alist by the end of the day.'

L ooking up, Brohier held the chief of staff in alevel gaze. 'Mr Nolby,
| make promises for no one but myself. The people you're talking
about work at Terabyte, not for it - we don't own them. I'll take your
offer to them. And they'll make their own decisions.’

'‘But Terabyte owns this discovery, doesn't it? Y ou do have that much
control over them.'

Brohier laughed derisively, scrawled his name, and pushed the
security oath across the table. 'It's not that ssmple, Mr Nolby, not with
people who are accustomed to thinking for themselves. Y ou can get
their signatures on all the papers you want, but it's still alot like
making bullfrogs promise to stay in abucket.'

10: Exigency

Philadelphia, PA - A family argument over the dinner menu flared
into domestic violence and ended in a deadly Shootout in a southside
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neighborhood late Friday night. Dozens looked on as Malia Jackson,
24, fled her Fourth Street row home in tears and then opened fire on
her boyfriend, Raymar Rollins, when he followed. That girl had no
choice,' one neighbor protested when police took Jackson into
custody. 'Her man beat her every weekend. He was a bad character.'

Complete Sory Domestic Violence
Hotlines Murder or Salf-Defense? A Newsline PeoplePall

The phone woke both Leigh Thayer and Gordon Greene from a dead
sleep, asit was meant to under such circumstances. The call was
announced by the special high-frequency alarm for the Emergency
Code, which overrode all filtering and forwarding instructions Lee
had in place for her personal number.

Only three people had Lee's Emergency Code - her sister Joy, her
half-sister Barbara, and her father. The only one who'd ever used it
was her father, to tell her that her mother had had a heart attack. The
shrill, nerve-jangling sound echoing through the darkness of the
ersatz dormitory portended equally dire news, and Le€'s hands were
aready shaking as she fumbled for the folding phone. Thetiny
yellow data screen told her that the caller was Barbara.

'Yes - hello? Barbara?

The words that came back to her were lost in awail of pain
punctuated by broken, racking sobs.

'‘Barbara, what's the matter? What's happening? Tak to me, hon -'

Across the room, Gordon had turned on a reading light and sat up on
his couch. He said nothing, but his furrowed brow and intent eyes
showed his concern.

Once again, Barbara's sobbing stole most of her words. Lee managed
to catch 'Elise’ and 'window', but the rest conveyed nothing save the
depth of her sister's fear, or shock, or terror.

'l can't understand you, hon. Try to calm down - take a deep breath,
let it out slow. That'sit - you can do it. Get control. Easy. Breathe.
Remember to breathe. Now tell me what happened to Elise. Is she
hurt?

'She's - she's -' There was a catch in Barbara's voice as she fought
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back another outbreak of sobs. 'No. No. She's not hurt. She's not hurt.’
That's good. Is Tony al right?

Tony - Tony's okay.'

'‘And you're not hurt?

'No. Nobody's hurt. But it was so close -

'‘Are you at home?

'Yes. Yes. Thekids are finally asleep. | hope they're asleep. | made
them move to the basement. Oh, Lee - | thought it was over. | thought
we were done with this. But it's happening again. They almost shot
her, Lee - they ailmost shot my Elise.' Saying the words tested
Barbara's control of her emotions, but she struggled on through deep,
shivery sobs. 'She was on the couch watching TV. The bullet missed
her head by six inches. Six inches -'

"'Who shot at her?
Those damned White Kings,' Barbara said, fury in her tone.
The gangs are after Tony again?

The fury dissolved into despair. "What am | going to do? What am |
going to do?

Tell me everything that's happened.’

Over the next few minutes, L ee painstakingly pieced together the
story. She already knew that not quite two years ago, Tony - then
fourteen - had been approached by an Iranian-led gang called the
Scimitars, then taking over the drug traffic at Tony's high school.
When he refused to join, the windows of Barbara's ten-year-old car
were shot out asit sat in her driveway. Further confrontations had
mercifully been headed off by a Cleveland Metro drug enforcement
unit 'street sweep' that put most of the Scimitarsin jail.

But a new gang calling itself the White Kings had |ately taken shape
in the neighborhood. The White Kings were positioning themselves
as the protector of the Caucasian majority against the Middle
Easterners and African-Americans who predominated in several
surrounding neighborhoods - all served by the same high school
where Tony was now a sixteen-year-old junior. There had been
beatings and brawls as the White Kings asserted themselvesin a bid
for respect.
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Once again Tony had been approached; once again he had refused.
And once again he'd been warned that refusal was considered
betrayal, and would not be tolerated. As before, the warning came in
the form of gunfire - in this case, asingle bullet fired through the
living-room window an hour after dinner, abullet that buried itself in
the wall over the couch and showered aterrified nine-year-old Elise
with plaster dust as squealing tires boldly marked the retreat of the
shooter.

'Did you call the police?

A bitter laugh. 'l called the police. A half-hour later | called them
again. They finally got here an hour later, and treated it like a joke.'

'‘What do you mean, a joke?

'‘Apparently if you're not selling drugs or spilling blood, our police
aren't interested. One of them actually said, "Well, no harm done,
eh?' He suggested | might want to put heavier curtains on the front
windows, and keep them drawn.’

They aren't going to go after the gang?

They're not going to do anything. Oh, they didn't admit it to my face,
but they might as well have patted me on the head and said, "There,
now." Not that Tony helped any.'

'L et me guess - he wouldn't name names.'

'He told the police he didn't know who'd approached him, said he
wouldn't recognize them, said he didn't see the car. Oh, god. Lee,
that's almost the scariest part - he's known these boys for years. Some
of them were in his church basketball league. What am | going to do?
Am | supposed to tell Tony to go ahead and join, wear their white cap
and beat up blacks and yellows? Am | supposed to wait for them to
come back and kill one of us?

'No. Neither,' said Lee. 'Here's what you're going to do - first thing in
the morning, you're going to put Tony and Elise in the car and come
down here. Y ou can stay at my apartment - I'm not using it. You'll
have plenty of room.’

'| can't do that,' Barbarawailed. 'The kids have to go to school -'
"What's more important? Their health or their attendance record?
I'll lose my job -1 don't have any more personal days for another two
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months. Besides, what's the point? Oh, Lee - it's generous of you to
offer, but it doesn't solve the problem. The White Kings will still be
there when we go back, and the police still won't be able to protect
us.

"Who said anything about going back? We'll put the house up for sale,
and go up therein afew daysto clean it out. No, even better, I'll pay
to have it done - you don't have to spend a minute more there.’

‘Thishouseisal | have,' Barbara said in avoice that was close to
becoming awhine. 'Even though | probably owe more on it than it's
worth. | can't afford to sell it. | can't afford to buy ahousein
Columbus.'

Y ou can afford one in Plain City, or West Jefferson, or Johnstown, or
Carroll. Thererealot of little towns around here, very reasonable.
And I'll help. | never understood why you stayed in that house when
Jonas left you -'

Barbara had begun to sob again. 'Y ou never will understand. Both my
children were conceived here, born here, took their first steps here.
Y ou don't just throw that away.'

Her patience exhausted, L ee snapped, 'Oh, grow up, Beebee - do you
want to be able to add "both of my children were murdered here" to
that list? Then you could make it into a goddamned shrine -'

'l don't deserve that,’ Barbara said plaintively. 'Y ou shouldn't talk to
me like that -1 called you for help, Lee -’

‘Then why won't you take it when it's offered? Pack your bags, gather
up your kids, and come make a fresh start down here.

Come on, Barbara - face redlity. There isn't anything up there worth
holding on to, and that includes your job.'

I'm sorry if my life doesn't come up to your standards,’ Barbara said,
her tone suddenly cold. 'Y ou don't have any respect at all for me, do
you? Nothing about me and my kids counts with you, isthat it? My
job, my house, my feelings, our friends -'

Lee was barely aware that she'd stood up and was pacing the dimly-lit
room. 'Are any of those things worth Tony's life? Elise's life? Y our
life? Do you want Tony getting a gun of his own and trying to solve
your problems for you? Six inches, Beebee. Six inchesis all that
separates a second chance from afuneral .’

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (132 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:48 PM]



thetrigger

Now her sister was crying again. 'It's too much. There's just too
much. | can't do it, Lee.’

"Y ou don't have to do it alone -'

The sobbing degpened, and started to steal her words again. 'How can
| tell them? 1'd just be admitting my whole life'safailure. How can |
just run away after fifteen years? What kind of exampleisthat? How
can | tell Tony that that's the right thing to do?

'‘Because sometimes it is the right thing to do. Beebee - I'm begging
you - al these other things you're going on about are just pride
getting in the way. For oncein your life, be practical. You can't
protect those kids there, and the police won't - don't make Tony think
he hasto do it for you. Please, Lee - come to Columbus. Come
tomorrow. Come tonight. Please.’

'l don't know,' Barbara said, her voice afrightened whisper. 'l don't
know. | haveto think. I'll call you.'

'‘Beebee -
The connection closed. Exasperated, L ee threw the phone down on

her bed and looked across at Greene. 'She makes me so angry,' she
explained, aware that her entire body was tense and jangling.

Gordon nodded silently. Tell me the half | didn't hear. | want to make
sure | have the whole picture.’

Half an hour passed before Lee was ready to talk to him.

For the first few minutes, she stewed restlessly - pacing the room,
rummaging in the small refrigerator without finding anything that
suited her mood, scrubbing her face to redness in the adjacent
women's lounge, sitting on her bed brushing her hair so vigorously
Gordon could not believe it could be anything but painful. Finally she
put down the brush and picked up the phone. 'Personal agent,’ she
said. 'Search: Cleveland Heights, Ohio. Police. Emergency
dispatcher. Connect.’

There followed a short, brutal education in the nature of the police
mission and the limitations of police power. Gordon watched
surprise, indignation, dismay, and finally despair paint Lee's face.

Y es, the police were aware of gang activity in Cleveland Heights.
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Y es, the street patrols were aware of the shooting incident at
Barbara's house. No, they could not offer any promise of protection -
the police investigate crimes, they don't provide bodyguards. No,
detectives were not actively investigating the incident - on an average
night, there were at least a dozen reports of gunfire. Yes, in an ided
world - but, no, this wasn't one, and there was hardly time to
investigate the shootings that sent victims to the hospital or victimsto
the morgue.

When that conversation was over, Lee was still giving every sign of
being at once unapproachable and inconsolable. She stood hugging
herself near the door, head lowered, eyes burning a hole through the
floor with an intent but unseeing gaze. Gordon had the distinct
impression that if he tried to throw a comforting arm around her
shoulders. Lee would snap it off and gnaw on it.

Then she was on the phone again, this time to her younger sister Joy
in Bakersfield, California. Barbara had apparently not called Joy,
allowing Gordon to get most of the information he still needed as Lee
brought her up to date. The two sisters then commiserated about
Barbara's lifelong tendency to become paralyzed in acrisis, and that
seemed to take some of the tension out of Lee's face.

'Exactly - that's it exactly,' Lee said in response to some observation
by Joy. 'Asif she has no survival instincts whatever. She's the
squirrel who sitsin the middle of the road staring into the headlights
of the oncoming truck, instead of running for the shoulder. Hmm?
No, | don't think it's even that she expects to be rescued. She's just
completely overwhelmed.'

But Joy had no suggestions Lee could seize on, no solutions to her
dilemma. The sisters agreed that it was the wrong time to involve
their father, who had his hands full caring for Mom, and was a
thousand miles away in Floridain any case. With that as precedent, it
quickly became clear that the only help Joy was prepared to offer was
commiseration and a call to Barbara in the morning to try to persuade
her to accept Lee's offer.

When she put down the phone after that conversation, Lee's armor of
anger had vanished, replaced by the momentarily lost look of
someone who was even then realizing the cavalry was not coming.
She tried one last call, to Barbara, but it rang a dozen times without
answer. She left a message with the network voice-mail forwarder,
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but there was little life in her voice as sherecorded it: '‘Barbara, thisis
Lee. Please call me.

Then she settled back onto the edge of her bed, folding the phone and
setting it aside.

'‘Maybe that means she's in the car, on the way here.’

'No," said Lee. 'Barbara's not capable of just going out the door and
dealing with the details when she arrives. She'd never leave home
without talking to me - confirming | was going to meet her, setting a
time, getting directions, asking if she should bring pillows, and the
like.'

'So you think -'

'l can't think that. What she probably did was turn off her phone, so
the kids wouldn't be disturbed - they need a good night's sleep, after
all, if they're going to get up tomorrow and go to school.' Lee shook

her head. 'l love her dearly, but sometimes| just want to slap some
sense into her.'

Gordon nodded. 'But first, there's the little matter of getting the
squirrel out of the street.'

'l have to go up there,' Lee said with asigh pf resignation. 'l haveto
wake her up somehow - | can't let her endanger those kids again.’

'‘Okay,' said Gordon. "Then we'd better stop talking and get to work.'
'What? What are you thinking?

'l don't know why you aren't thinking it, too," said Gordon. 'These
thugs are going to want to know if the message got through. If
tomorrow morning Tony tells them to go stuff themselves, they'll be
back tomorrow night. And we'll be waiting for them.'

That's crazy, Gordie -'

'No, it isn't. We can have Baby Two ready to roll by noon. | just need
to put together the collimator 1've had rattling around in my head for
aweek or so, while you wire in a couple of quick-and-dirty controls
for the truck cab. We can be up there by the time the kids get off the
bus.’

The Boss will never agreeto this!'
'A good reason not to ask him.'
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'What, you think we can just drive out with it?
'Yes.'

They'll shoot us. And then Brohier will fire us. And then his friends
in the sheriff's office will throw our corpsesin jail, for good measure.’

Y ou know, you're starting to sound alot like your sister," Gordon
said quietly. "Why are you looking for reasons not to try?

Her eyes widened in surprise as the thrust found its target. 'Y ou think
| don't want to help her? They'll stop us at the gate, Gordie.'

'No, they won't,' he said. 'I've already had the truck out of here three
times, twice with Baby Two inside - and the last time with the
generator trailer riding out back.'

'‘Why?

I've been worried about the readability of the system. | had to know
that taking it across a grade crossing wouldn't put it out of action.’

L ee stared at him with dark suspicion. ‘Aren't you alittle ahead of
schedule on that? Gordie - have you been planning to steal it?

He shrugged. 'l've been trying to do my job, that's all - to make sure
we're ready for any surprises. |I've been trying to protect us,' he said.
That's why I've been running it every night, too. A little extra
security.’

'‘What? How?

Timer module, right on the actuator. Don't kick yourself, you'd have
to be alot more paranoid than you want to be to have spotted it.' He

chuckled. "Y ou almost caught me on Tuesday, though, when you got
up early.’

'Son of a- | thought it seemed awfully warm in the bay that morning.
| even checked to seeif the climate controls were working.'

'l had it plugged into the generator trailer that night. The climate
controls can't really keep up.' He smiled conspiratorially. 'So - are we
going to do the right thing, or the safe thing?

'Explain something to me first - why are you willing to take this risk?
She's my sister - that's my niece and nephew - but you've never even
met them. What's your stake in this?

Greene pursed hislips. 'She mattersto you. That's enough for me. |
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don't add things up the way everyone else does, Lee.'
'Isthat what you're going to tell the Boss when we get back?

'I'm going to tell him that we took the system out for areal-world
field test. And if protecting your sister and her kids doesn't seem like
a good enough reason to him, or Dr Brohier, then I'll know they're not
the kind of people | want to be working with anyway.'

‘Then why not ask them?

'‘Because we'd run squarely into awall of worries, and we don't have
enough time to knock it down. Once we're back safely, though, they
can't say, "Yeah, but what if-"' He smiled. 'Which is the secret of why
it's easier to get forgiveness than permission.’

Lee was shaking her head. 'Maybe once I'm there, | can talk her into
moving down here -'

'Have you ever?
'Have | ever what?

‘Talked her into doing the sensible thing when she seemed set on
doing the familiar thing, or the expected thing. How many times has
she been hit by the car, and how many times have you managed to
get her to run for the curb?

'I've never been able to do that,’ she said gloomily. 'She always gets
hit by the car.

‘Then why are we still sitting here yapping? he said, rising to his feet.
'We have alot to do.’

True to Gordon's prediction, it was only afew minutes after noon
when he and Lee climbed into the cab of the unmarked white truck.
Behind them in the locked cargo area was the Trigger unit, resting on
afoam sheet and secured to the tie-downs with wide straps. Behind
the truck, attached to the tow hitch, was the bright orange generator
trailer.

With his hands resting lightly on the steering wheel, Gordon looked
sideways at Lee. 'Ready?

Her nod was |ess than wholly convincing, but Gordon reached for the
ignition switch anyway. The truck's big engine whined, coughed, and
cameto life. Try not to look so guilty," he said, and eased the truck
into gear.
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There was no trouble at the inner gate. Tim Bartel wasin the
gatehouse, and he waved them through as soon as he'd recorded the
number stenciled in black on the side of the truck. The guards at the
street gate were unfamiliar, but they showed no special curiosity as
they logged the two researchers out and allowed their vehicle through
the doubl e barricades.

‘Told you so,' Gordon said as he guided the truck out onto Shanahan
Road. But there was no sign of relief in Lee's expression.

'‘What? he asked.
'I'm thinking about Eric. He's till in the hospital, isn't he?
'Last | heard. Burnslike that take along time to heal .’

Lee looked away out the window. 'l don't know if | can do that to
someone - knowingly.'

He reached over and squeezed her hand. 'Y ou don't have to,' Gordon
said. 'l know how you feel about that kind of confrontation. All you
have to do is take your sister and her kids to a motel - convince her
she needs to let things cool down for a couple of days. Just keep them
away from the house. The way we've rigged things up, | can do the
rest.’

'‘And you're okay with that? she asked, turning back toward him.

'l am,' he said, reclaiming his hand so he could turn south, toward the
freeway. 'Lee, these thugs set the ground rules when they picked up a
gun and pointed it at your family. I'm not going to lose sleep if that
boomerangs on them. Are we going to hurt them? Perhaps even kill
one of them? | damn well hope so. Are you okay with that?

'l can't seem to let myself admit to feelings like those,' she said
quietly. 'Which isn't the same thing as saying | don't have them.'

'I'd worry moreif | didn't feel thisway,' said Gordon. 'Anybody who
terrifies anine-year-old kid, waves a gun in the face of ateenager,
brings this kind of fear into a family that's minding its own business -
they've earned whatever comes. Haven't they? Haven't they?
Barbara's whole world is under attack.'

'Yes.

Then let's not be coy about this - thisthing in the truck behind usisa
weapon, and we're going up there to strike back.' Then histone
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softened. 'But I'll do it alone if you want. Y ou don't have to be there. |
can still leave you here.'

'No,' Lee said. 'Keep driving. But stop talking. | want to keep
pretending for a couple more hours. | want to hold on to my illusions
just alittle while longer.'

Gordon and L ee started talking again north of Brunswick. By the
time they reached the exit for US 20 and Cleveland Heights, they had
aplan. At the core of it was a decision to conceal from Barbarathe
real reason they were there, and in doing so to give her an alibi that
would shelter her from any consequences of their actions.

They parked within sight of the East Cleveland diet clinic where
Barbara worked as a records and clams clerk, and Lee called her
from there.

'‘Barbara Thayer-Cummins, please,' she said, glancing sideways at
Gordon with alook that said here we go, across the Rubicon. Thank
you. - Barb, thisisLee. Listen, | caught aride north with afriend -
I'm just afew minutes away. No, | just want to do what | can to help.
How late do you work today - until six? Okay, where are the kids
going after school? - Margieisright across the street, isn't she? That's
awfully close, if they come back.

'- No, it'sreally not fair, even though Margie was brave enough to
offer. That's more than a good neighbor. - Listen, | have a motel room
in Mayfield Heights, at the Budgetel just off Two-Ninety-One. Can
you get away long enough to collect the kids and bring them over to
the motel ? I'll watch out for them until you get off work, and then we
can have dinner together and figure out what to do. - No, | don't know
my room number yet. I'll be there before you, though. All right - |
love you, too.'

A minute later, they saw a woman emerge from the clinic, look
around nervously, then scurry across the parking lot to awell-
traveled sky blue sedan - an '02 or '03 Saturn, Gordon thought.

"That her?

‘That's her,' said Lee, her left hand moving to the industrial-grade
control box resting on the seat between her and Gordon. There were
only three switches on the box: a pushbutton to start the generator, a
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click-detent rheostat to activate Baby Two, and a shuttle knob for
pointing the new collimator head toward a target.

Barbara's sedan headed south, and they followed, the height of the
truck cab allowing Gordon to lag afew car lengths behind. Thiswas
the part that worried him the most - the family still on the street, and
him with no idea where the White Kings were, or if they were bold
enough to attack in daylight. Every vehicle that drew near to the
Saturn was a potentia threat, and the margin for recognizing and
responding to areal threat seemed wholly inadequate. All through the
short drive, Gordon was sorely tempted to activate the Trigger
preemptively. Only the near-certainty that doing so would leave a
trail of chaos and injured innocents stopped him.

Instead, he brought the truck up in the outside lane and rode in the
Saturn's blind spot, denying that place to any other vehicle, and
giving himself and Lee a clear view of any cars that might pull up
behind or beside her sister. When Barbara turned off the boulevard
onto a one-lane, one-way street, Gordon followed, again falling back
afew car lengths.

‘Thisis her street, coming up on theright,' Lee said.

Turn on the generator,' he said, tightlipped. 'Just in case there's
someone waiting for that car to show up.' He opened hiswindow in
time to catch the muted cough of the DuoCat turning over, then
hauled firmly on the wheel to make the turn onto Seaton Road.

"Which house is hers?

'Fourth one on the left - the white salt-box, before the yellow duplex.’
'See anything out of place?

'No.'

'Keep looking,' he said, studying the big rear-view mirror. 'l hope she
called ahead to tell the kids to expect her.’

'Looks like she did - here they come.' A slender girl and ataller,
wider teenaged boy had appeared on the stoop and were aready

running across the postage-stamp lawn toward Barbara's car, its brake
lights glowing bright red.

'No one behind us,’ said Gordon. 'See anyone in any of those parked
cars ahead?
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Her fingers were nervously caressing the rheostat. 'Nothing.'

In afew seconds, the children had clambered into the back seat, and
the Saturn began to accelerate. 'Don't relax,' he said. That next
intersection would be a good place to box them in.’

But they rejoined the busy boulevard and turned east toward
Mayfield Heights without incident. Gordon allowed himself a glance
at his companion, and found her visibly perspiring. 'A little tense?

'l kept thinking someone was going to sit up in one of those cars, and
I'd freeze up and have to watch them being shot to death in front of
me.'

He smiled. Y ou should have played more Doom when you were a
kid - honed those combat reflexes.’

'l hated that game.’

'‘Ask meif I'm surprised.' He looked in the rear-view mirror again.
'No one followed us out of the subdivision. Unless we're just unlucky
enough to bump into the bad guys -'

'Let's pretend we're superstitious, and not sit here generating failure
scenarios for the cosmos to borrow,'

'Fair enough,' said Gordon. 'Okay, | see the motel sign. I'm going to
go ahead and pass her now, so | can drop you off. I'll wait until she
leaves to go back to work, and then come in and talk to Tony. Make
sure she parks away from the street, tail-first. And tell her to take a
taxi here after work, or get aride. | don't see these thugs as having a
lot of ambition, and | know a Saturn's about as invisible a car as there
IS, but let's not assume they're idiots as well as thugs.'

Three hours later, Gordon and L ee were parked at the curb near the
west end of Seaton Road. Their nervousness had been replaced by a
quiet, amost fatalistic determination. They had enlisted Tony in their
conspiracy, and - as Gordon had suspected he could - the youth had
told them much more than he had admitted to the police. With his
help, they knew what cars they were looking for: awhite Camaro
convertible, and a forest-green Eddie Bauer Explorer.

They make a big entrance every morning at the school parking lot,
honking, burning rubber,’ Tony had told them. The Camaro belongs
to Frosty - Steven Frost. The four-by-four is John Nolan's. They have

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (141 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:48 PM]



thetrigger

permanent parking spots together in the first row -everybody knows,
and nobody else daresto park there. They sit there revving their
engines for five minutes, and there's twenty girls - all lookers - down
there surrounding them by the time they're done. | don't get it.'

Also thanks to Tony's help, they were confident that they were not
looking in vain.

They had told him as little as possible about what they were planning,
but, even so, the hard part had been persuading him to stay behind.
With the reckless arrogance of young men everywhere, he was eager
to be part of the hunt, picturing himself in the moment of victory,
tasting his tormentors humiliation, craving his redemption. Only Lee
and Gordon's combined resistance blunted his eagerness.

"Y ou need to stay with your family, and comfort and protect them,'
they had told him. 'We can't do that job as well as you can, and you
can't do our job aswell aswe can.’

But he had remained dissatisfied, until he found away to play a part.

Y ou want to be sure that they show up at the house tonight, right?
Y ou're staking out the place in case they come back.'

Gordon had confirmed that much to him.

Then call me when you're set up there,' Tony had said. 'I'll make sure.
| know what will bring them out.'

That call had been made half an hour ago. Now twilight was settling
over Seaton Road. Children were disappearing from the yards, and
adults from front stoops and porches. Security lights came on at side
doors and in back yards, and dogs came inside for the night. Blinds
and drapes were drawn as a defense against the dark, hiding the
bluish glow from televisions and computer monitors. Two of the
three streetlamps began to glow dully. By the time they warmed to
full brightness, the street was deserted, abandoned to the creatures
that owned the dark.

Holding hands in silence, Gordon and L ee waited for them to emerge.
Time crawled. They heard a distant siren, and then another.
'Car wreck,' Gordon said under his breath. 'Or afire.’

He watched in his rear-view mirror as a car turned onto Seaton Road,
heading toward them. Its headlights momentarily blinded him, and he
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held up a hand to shield his eyes and hide his face. 'Wait,' he said,
feeling Lee's urgency beside him. Asthe car trundled past, he saw
that it was ared four-door sedan. It turned into a narrow driveway
further down the street and disappeared into a carport.

A scruffy dog padded across the circle of light cast by the nearest
streetlamp.

"Would this be a good time for you to explain what a sister of yoursis
doing living in a neighborhood like this?

'Half-sister.'
'‘Go on.'

Thayer sighed. 'My father visited Cleveland thirty-odd years ago on
business and carelessly left some sperm cells behind.'

'ow.'

'‘Barbara's mother didn't use up all her bad judgement sleeping with
my father - she let my father's lawyersinveigle her into signing a
support agreement that might have sounded generous, but wasn't even
fair. Even at that, the annuity was a magnet for deadbeats - two
husbands, two live-ins, two more babies. Then Barbara got twenty-
five thousand dollars when she turned eighteen - supposedly for
college, but not nearly enough. She bought a car instead. She still
drivesit.'

'S0 she wasn't exactly brought into the family fold.'

'No. Mom never has acknowledged her. My father does so
grudgingly. I'm easily the closest to her - maybe because I'm pretty
much an outcast myself. Joy is the Good Daughter, doesn't want to
make Mom angry or Father uncomfortable. She has too much to lose.’

The sound of a helicopter beat down on Seaton Road from
somewhere up above.

'‘Are we going to wait for them to start shooting? she whispered.

'Only if that's what it takes to be sure it's them,' he whispered back.
They aready started shooting, remember?

A car turned onto Seaton at the far end, starting the wrong way down
the one-way street. Gordon pushed L ee down, then ducked down

behind the dash himself before the approaching headlights could give
them away. Gordon tracked its progress by the moving shadow of the
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windshield pillar, and sat up just in time to see aminivan slide past.
'False dlarm,’ he said. 'Just someone looking lost.’
Another siren keened in the night.

A car with squeaky brakes appeared and parked on the street, six car
lengths ahead of the truck.

In the moments between, time seemed to have stopped.

The generator's going to give us away,' she whispered.

'Sssh,' he said, and squeezed her hand. They'll never hear it. This kind
likes their cars loud and their music louder.’

'l don't think they're coming.'

They're coming. It's ahead game. They think they've got Tony
sweating, while they're off somewhere juicing themselves up for
sport.’

'How do you know so much about this?

'l had exceptionally poor judgement when it came to friends, once
upon atime.’

She looked away to her rear-view mirror. 'l hate this.'
‘Just wait,' he said.

The creeping, interminable minutes had finally carried them close to
midnight when Gordon heard a short-pipe dual exhaust clear its
rumbling throat.

‘Convertible at the corner,' he said, touching the shoulder of his
dozing companion.

'‘What?

Then the Explorer glided into view, following close behind the
Camaro. 'Here they come," Gordon said. ‘Get down.' Heeding his own
admonition, he ducked out of the glare of the Camaro's headlights.
His right hand fended off Lee'sleft and claimed the Trigger controls,
'Let me," he whispered.

It seemed to take forever for the two vehicles to pass where Gordon
and Lee were parked. The bass grumble of the Camaro seemed to
stop right outside Gordon's window, which he had left open afew
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centimeters for both air and sound cues. For an agonizing minute, he
feared that they'd become the target - that the gang had become either
wary of the truck, or curious about its contents.

Fragments of an animated conversation, thick with slang and
profanity and punctuated with wild laughter, reached him through the
cracked window. Gordon strained to decode what he was hearing,
and suddenly realized that behind their bluster, they were spooked by
Barbara's house being completely dark. While sneering at Tony's
supposed cowardice, they were hanging back, wondering about an
ambush.

It was for just such a possibility that he had taken the home security
remote from Barbara's car while she wasinside Lee's motel room.
The system was unsophisticated, but he did not require much from it -
merely away of drawing them in, the equivalent of a pebble tossed in
the dark. Digging in hisjacket pocket with his free hand, he found the
remote and pressed the top button. Almost instantly, the porch and
living-room lights came on.

That was al it took to goad the gang into action. There was awhoop
and a shout from inside the Camaro, and it surged forward, tires
squealing and smoking. 'Stay down,' he whispered sternly to Lee,
then sat up as the Explorer passed.

With cool deliberation, Gordon assessed the situation in the street
ahead. There were four White Kingsin the convertible. One was
standing up in the back seat, shouting unintelligible taunts toward the
house and waving a pair of pistolsin the air. Another gang member
was hanging out of the right-side window of the Explorer, clinging to
the roof and cradling some sort of larger weapon. In moments, both
vehicles would be directly opposite the house.

Gordon waited no longer. A single long thumbpress started the
generator. The collimator atop the Trigger was already pointing down
the street toward his targets. With a dlight twist of hiswrist, he
brought the Trigger to life, dialing up the power one click at atime.

There was one short burst of gunfire, the hollow popping of a small-
caliber automatic - Gordon thought it came from the Explorer. The
glass panesin the storm door of Barbara's house disintegrated as
though smashed with a hammer. A second gun, its bark deeper,
harsher, spoke once, twice. He heard gleeful laughter.
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In the next moment, everything turned. The Explorer was suddenly lit
brilliantly from within by yellow-white fire, aimost as though severa
flares had gone off in the middle of the back seat. There was barely
any sound from the eruptions, no more than the dull whump of a
pillow whipped against a mattress. But the laughter and taunting cries
turned to screams as the vehicle swerved sharply, then screeched to a
halt. Gordon could clearly see the contortions of the passengers as
they tried to escape the fire and flee the vehicle.

At the same time, the Camaro began to speed up. But it had not
traveled more than afew car lengths when its trunk erupted in a
fireball so intense that Gordon felt the heat of it on his face. Moments
later, the Camaro careened into a parked pickup truck with the
sickening sound of rending metal and shattering plastic.

'Asye sow -' he said grimly. '"Now maybe the police will take notice.'
L ee, now sitting upright beside him, wide-eyed and white-knuckled,
said nothing.

As the flames climbed higher and the screaming continued unabated,
Gordon started the truck's engine. The burning vehicles had Seaton
Road blocked, so he used the first driveway to turn the truck and
trailer around. He left the truck's lights off until he reached the corner
and turned right. From that point on, they could pretend innocence.

‘That was horrible,' she said, hoarse and dry-voiced.
'‘More horrible than burying your sister, or one of her kids? he said.
'| feel dirty.’

'Don't. They came thereto Tony and his family. They got hurt
instead. Simple justice, directly meted out. Would you rather it had
been Barbara?

She slumped against the door and stared out at the night, glancing
nervously at the rear-view mirror when she heard sirensin the
distance. 'l just wish Tony hadn't told us their names.'

11: Military
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Cleveland Heights, OH - A minor car crash on aquiet residentia
street turned into akiller conflagration Monday night when a trunkful
of illegal guns and ammunition erupted in flames. Three members of
the White Kings race gang, including alleged gang leader Steven
'Frosty' Frost, were killed. Four other gang members were
hospitalized with extensive burns and other injuries. State police are
investigating the incident which destroyed three cars and caused
minor damage to several nearby houses.

Complete Sory Casualty List Gun Safety Tips
Race Gangs Salling Nostalgia, Not Drugs

Committees being one of the least efficient decision-making
mechanisms ever devised, it had taken six days of twice-a-day
meetings to hammer out the details of what was now called Project
Brass Hat. But at last the operational plan had been finalized, the
memoranda of agreement drawn up, the executive orders signed, the
black-budget draws authorized, and the committee finally dispersed.

Karl Brohier was on hisway back to Columbus to begin ramping up
the research effort. Aron Goldstein was on his way to North Sioux
City, South Dakota, where the closing of a computer assembly plant
had |eft atechnically skilled workforce and a hundred twenty
thousand square feet of work floor idle. Grover Wilman was on his
way back to the Senate, where the bipartisan Defense Advisory
Committee was about to admit a new member to its ultrasecret
meetings.

That left the White House quartet - Breland, Nolby, Carrero, and
Stepak - with what looked to be the hardest job: selling Project Brass
Hat to the Pentagon. And the key to that was General Roland Stepak,
USAF (Ret.), thefirst secretary of defense since George C.

Marshall to bring general officer rank and command experience to
the office.

In atwenty-six year career, Stepak had logged nearly ten thousand
hours in avariety of aircraft, including the top air superiority and

strike fighters in the world. He had been an air combat instructor, an
F-22 squadron leader in Namibia, and a wing commander during the
Taiwan Interdiction - though, typical for a pilot of his era, he had
flown only sixty-two actual combat sorties, and recorded no air-to-air
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kills. Stepak owed his reputation more to his brand of confidence
without ego and leadership without arrogance than to heroism in the
ar.

Since leaving the cockpit, he had returned to Keesler to lead the 2nd
Air Forcein its training mission, returned to Japan as commander of
the fighter-dominated 5th, added athird star to his collar and moved
up to commander of the Pacific Air Forces, and finally came home to
take over the Air Combat Command at Langley -considered the
prestige assignment among the major commands.

| nterspersed with those assignments had been three turnsin high-
visibility staff positions at the Pentagon, where his diligence and
guiet competence won him respect from the headquarters staff. By
the end of his second year at Langley, he was considered a dark horse
candidate to eventually return to the Pentagon as Air Force Chief of
Staff.

But then his wife of twenty-two years, Peggy Ashford Stepak,
learned that the persistent headaches which had plagued her for
several months had a tangible cause: brain cancer. The morning after
they received the news, the general put in for immediate leave - he
had nearly half ayear accumulated - and for retirement as of the
expiration of hisleave. In al but name, he quit on the spot, violating
the standing protocols regarding the orderly transfer of command. By
noon, he was off the base, out of uniform, and at Peggy's side for the
follow-up MRI. It was the single most selfish act of his career.

The three years which followed were the best of times and the worst
of times, as the general and his wife played catch-up on alifetime of
postponed promises and deferred dreams. Peggy's final six months
were an agony for both of them, until at last saying good-bye was a
small mercy.

Five years later, President Breland had plucked Stepak from the
private anonymity he had fallen into, rescuing him from alingering
grief and an unfocused restlessness. The appointment, and the work
that went with it, had renewed Stepak.

Some days Stepak's countenance still seemed clouded by the
darkness of an unspoken regret or a melancholy memory, but it never
touched hiswork. He had been as diligent and thorough in preparing
Breland for that morning's meeting with the Joint Chiefs as he would
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have been preflighting his F-22 for a sortie over the Formosa Strait.

'Don't expect to get a clean read from the Joint Chiefs at this first
briefing,’ Stepak cautioned the President. 'The service chiefs,
especialy. There's an inherent conflict in their posts - they're your
advisors, but they're also the senior commanding officers for their
respective services.'

"Which way do you think they're going to fall on this? Breland asked,
patting his copy of the agenda book, with the words TOP SECRET
embossed on the locking |leatherette cover.

'In al honesty, sir, | think you're going to have some trouble,' Stepak
said. 'Above and beyond the implications for foreign policy and
national security, you're changing the conditions of the exercisein
ways which threaten their identity. They're human beings. They have
thirty years time in. Behind the gold stars and the ribbons, they're
pilots and grunts and swabbies. They know what the people who have
to do the actual fighting have at stake, and they identify with those
people.’

'How bad could it get?

'My guessisthat it'll be"Yes, Mr President” while they're still
recovering from the shock and trying to get on top of this news. But
once they've had some time to think about it, you'll start to feel their
resistance. Whether that'll be today or sometime down the road, |
don't know.'

'First assess the battlefield intelligence, then deploy your forces.'

'First look over the defense, then call the snap count,’ Stepak said
with aquick smile. 'Something else - redlistically, they're probably
going to resent being kept in the dark until after some of the decisions
were already made. They may wonder why this didn't come through
the National Security Council.'

'Isn't it obvious? Just the bare mention of the NSC would probably
have spooked Goldstein's people. Besides, the only statutory member
who wasn't part of the Brass Hat committee was the Vice President.'

Stepak nodded. ‘Are you planning to involve her at any time soon?

'No," said Breland, and shrugged. Truman wasn't told about the
atomic bomb until after Roosevelt was dead.' He caught the surprise
in the secretary of defense's expression, and added, 'It's not that
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difficult for me to come up with scenarios which end with my being
impeached for treason. No?

'l wish | could say | thought you were overstating the risks, Mr
President.'

'I'd be atough sell. | can think of too many folks up on the Hill who'd
view my allowing this discovery to disarm our military as nothing
short of treason. I'm sure | know what Ben Twilly's counsel would
have been - destroy the research and make the Terabyte people
disappear,’ he said with arueful smile. ‘And he could probably
manage to round up a posse of like-minded citizens.'

'‘Possibly so.

'But if | can keep Toni at arm's length, maybe she could survive my
impeachment. Which | think would be to the good of the country - if
everyone wakes up some morning to discover that they have a
President that no one voted for -' He shook his head. 'Let's seeif we
can avoid running that particular experiment in representative
democracy.'

"'l concur on that, Mr President.’

"Which brings me back to what you were saying earlier,’ said Breland,
standing and emerging from behind his desk. 'Just what form might
that "resistance" take? Do you think there's a chance that the Joint
Chiefs would resort to direct action?

'‘Against you?

'‘Against me. Against us. And please, an honest answer - | need more
than a glib reassurance that it's never happened here.’

'It's not aglib reassurance,’ Stepak said. 'These men take their oaths
every bit as seriously as you do yours. Thisisn't like schoolkids
mumbling their way through the Pledge of Allegiance at the start of
classes!'

'l accept that - but it doesn't rule out the possibility of a fundamental
difference of opinion. The oath they take isto the Constitution and
the Presidency, not to any particular president. There hasto be alimit
to how long they'll stand by and do nothing. I'm asking you how
close you think we areto that line.'

'It doesn't matter where that lineis, or what side of it you're on,' said
Stepak. 'It's not the place of the Joint Chiefs to remove you. Y ou may
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not understand that, but they do. Y ou're speaking truthfully about
human nature - but the whole point of a soldier's training and loyalty
isto defy human nature. That's the only way you get men to run
toward where the bullets are coming from -when any rational person
can see that the sensible thing to do is run away.'

Breland was frowning. 'Y ou know all of the current Chiefs
personally, don't you?

'Yes. | count two of them as friends. But |'d say the same thing if they
were al strangers,’ Stepak said firmly. ‘Mr President, if you were
facing impeachment, and there was an angry mob coming up
Pennsylvania Avenue with the intention of accel erating the process of
removing you from office, every one of those men would willingly
and unhesitatingly place themselves between you and that mob,
would give their lives if necessary, to see that you lived long enough
to be impeached. There was no coup when Johnson and McNamara
were bungling the Vietnam War, no night of the generals when Nixon
was sullying the presidency or Clinton was selling it. You have
nothing to fear from that quarter.'

Breland was taken aback by the earnest passion of Stepak's reproof.
He retreated a step and sat down on a corner of hisdesk. 'My
apologies, General Stepak,' he said softly. 'l got confused for a
moment about which team is wearing what color.'

'No apology is hecessary, Mr President,’ said Stepak. 'It's my job to
make sure that you don't forget anything important. - Now, to answer
your question. Y ou don't need their consent. Y ou only need their
obedience, which you'll have, whatever your orders. Y ou're the
commander in chief - it's your responsibility to get it right, theirsto
get it done. Moreover, the chain of command doesn't pass through the
service chiefs - it goes directly from you to the major commands,
through me. So even if the chiefs were of amind to thwart and defy
you - which, I'll say again, isn't going to happen - they would have to
overstep their authority to do so.

'No, what you can expect isawar of words,' said Stepak. 'If they
think you're wrong, they'll argue with you - and a full-out assault by
the combined chiefs is nothing to sneer at. They'll argue as hard and
aslong asyou let them - and it'sa good idea to let them, because the
one thing they can do to serioudly hurt you isresign.'
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'‘Go on.'

'If you bring them a policy they think is dangerously wrong, and if
you leave them feeling that you weren't willing to hear them, or to
defend your decision in front of them -'

I'll put them in a position where the only option their conscience will
allow themistoresign.'

'"Yes. And the ssimple truth is that if you suddenly lose two or three
people from the JCS, Congress will notice, and so will the entire
force structure. Y ou don't need that. Thisis going to be difficult
enough with their full commitment. Technically, you don't need their
consent - but practically, you do need their experience, their insight,
and their leadership, al fully engaged.’

'It's not enough if they just run out and take their positions,’ said
Breland. 'l need them to have their heads in the game - | need them to
play hard.'

'Exactly, sir. And if | may add a personal opinion -'
'By all means.’

Y ou owe it to the country to give them every chance to convince you
that you're wrong.'

'Are you saying that you think | am?

Stepak raised his hands in a gesture of profound ambivalence. ‘Mr
President, | don't know. The only way | get any sleep these daysis by
telling myself over and over that it could be worse -it could be my
decision. Maybe the right place for the Trigger is at the bottom of a
thousand-foot shaft, with five hundred feet of concrete on top of it. |
just don't know.'

Showing awry, lopsided smile, Breland admitted, 'I've had alittle
trouble sleeping mysealf.’

'Y ou'd have to be inhuman not to," said Stepak. 'Even after aweek of
talking about it, | can't really say |'ve grasped the full reach of the
changesto come if you follow through on Brass Hat. | know this
much - no one's lifeis going to be untouched. And if you do follow
through, no presidency in this country will have left the country, the
world, as profoundly changed as yourswill. | just wish | had the
wisdom to know if we'll be changing it for the better, or for the
worse.’
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'Except that isn't the choice we face,' said Breland. "We can act, or we
can wait to be acted on. One of those at least gives us achanceto try
to control the outcome. And that's not a hard choice for me, even if
the attempt ends badly. We can't wish this away - what if some
Chinese physicist met with the Premier the same morning Brohier
came to me? It'd be an abdication of responsibility not to move
forward.' A relaxed, reassuring smile cameto hislips. To use one of
those sports metaphors you're so fond of, Roland - it's crunch time,
and | want the ball in my hands.

The concealed door to the outer offices opened just enough for Nolby
to poke hishead in. 'Mr President? It's time.'

Breland glanced back over his shoulder at the clock behind his desk.
'So it is. General?

'I'm with you, Mr President,’ said Stepak, standing. '‘And | want you
to know | mean that.'

'l know you do.'

The formalities of roll call complete, General Donald Madison,
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, dismissed the recording secretary from
the conference room.

Clearing his throat, Madison pushed his personal organizer back from
the edge of the conference table and laid down his stylus beside a
thick, secure-sealed white envelope. An identical envelope rested in
front of each of the men seated at the table. The envelopes were
personalized, dated and numbered; the one by Breland's right hand
was marked Copy 1 of 8. The contents had been prepared by Stepak,
under Breland's close supervision and subject to his personal editing.

This special meeting has been called at the request of the President,’
Madison said in his phlegmy rumble of avoice. The information he's
brought us is compartmentalized Top Secret -there are to be no notes
taken, and no minutes kept. The briefing materials will be collected at
the end of the meeting.' He looked across the expanse of wood at
Breland. 'Mr President, the floor is yours.'

Thank you, General Madison,' Breland said with a nod. 'Gentlemen,
I'm here not only to brief you, but to consult with you. I've recently
learned that there now exists a technological means to neutralize most
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conventional weapons.' It was a natural pause line, but Breland was
aiming for a matter-of-fact presentation, not a dramatic one, and went
right on. 'This discovery was made by American scientists earlier this
summer. They constructed a working prototype and carried out a
series of preliminary tests. Those tests confirm that the device, which
we are calling the Trigger, detonates or destroys nitrate-based
explosives and propellants at a distance.

'In consultation with the secretary of defense, I've already ordered an
expanded research effort aimed at refining the Trigger device and
establishing atheoretical foundation for its extraordinary effect. I've
also ordered the immediate production of one thousand examples of
an interim Mark | Trigger design based on the prototype, which has
an effective range reported to me as "no less than five hundred
meters’.

'‘One hundred of the Mark | units are reserved for an expanded testing
program, to be carried out by the Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency and the Redstone Arsenal in cooperation with al
three services. |'ve directed General Stepak to see that every weapon
and munition currently in inventory, conventional and nuclear, is
tested for susceptibility to the Trigger effect. However, | have to tell
you that our expectation isthat all conventional munitions will be
susceptible.

'No one currently cleared to know about the Trigger has access to
detailed technical information about the design of current nuclear
munitions, so their susceptibility isless certain - but on general
design principles, considered likely. With your assistance, we may be
able to settle that question before the end of this briefing.

Together, these three operations - research, production, and testing -
constitute Project Brass Hat. But they only address the most
immediate need to discover the limits and capabilities of this new
technology. There are many more issues and challenges which need
to be addressed, many of them crucial questions related to national
security and international relations.

"We're fortunate to have a chance to address them before being
confronted by this technology on a battlefield. We have awindow of
opportunity in which to rethink our battlefield concept, and shift our
tactics, our weapons mix, and even our force structure, to remain
effective in the new combat environment.
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'But that's only the beginning. The morning after | learned about the
Trigger, | woke up with the realization that everything | knew was
wrong. This discovery calls on usto develop a new concept of
"security", one which doesn't depend on our having more and bigger
weapons than the enemy. We have a window of opportunity in which
we can rewrite the definition of "deterrence”, and reconsider the need
for traditional means of force projection.

‘Just think, Admiral Jacobs - an unarmed freighter with a Trigger unit
aboard would be more secure in awar zone than the heaviest cruiser
or the fastest carrier. In fact, the freighter might be a greater threat to
the cruiser than the cruiser would be to the freighter.

‘Just think, General Moorman - we have before us the means to create
an entirely new concept of a national border. With the Trigger
standing guard, we can create open borders in places where open
borders have never existed - the Middle East, the Far East. Open
borders without fear of attack. Because the Trigger can give us
borders that afriend can cross at any time, but an enemy can never
Cross.

'‘Beyond all that, | also see one great opportunity that transcends our
own legitimate needs to protect our people and our allies - an
opportunity to save twenty thousand lives a year, to save hundreds of
thousands more from alifetime of suffering.

'‘Because despite the treaties of '97 and 2000, there are still more than
ahundred million live mines lurking in the ground in Cambodia,
Kosovo, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Chad, the Ukraine - you know the list
aswell as| do. Despite the ban, there are still more mines put into the
ground every year than there are taken out. And all across Europe,
central Africa, southeast Asia, the unexploded munitions left buried
by a century of warfare are still percolating to the surface.

"'We can put an end to that threat. We can stop the slaughter of the
innocents. Just think, General Hawley - a squadron of Trigger-
equipped helicopters should be able to cleanse an acre in minutes, an
entire country in afew weeks. We now have the capacity to turn
battlefields back into the farms and pastures and playgrounds they
were before the armies showed up. Humanity may not have learned
yet how to stop brawling amongst ourselves, but we finally have the
means to clean up after ourselves. And we'll do more good for more
people - and for our country! - by being the janitors of the world than
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we ever have as the policemen of the world.'

But despite all Breland's passion, €loquence, and earnest enthusiasm,
it remained a tough room, a distant audience. The demands of
etiquette and the expectations of discipline assured him the Joint
Chiefs' full attention, but they absorbed his words with scarcely an
outward reaction. Breland was not interrupted once by the poker-
faced chiefs, whose body language - which approached sitting-at-
attention - gave him little more to go on.

'I've said enough to set the context,' he said, settling back in the
padded-armed chair. 'Please open your briefing packets now. Y ou'll
find an overview of Brass Hat, a summary of the test results to date,
an outline of issues and opportunities, and a preliminary list of
guestions regarding the impact on national defense. If the Chairman
has no objection, I'd like to invite you to take as much time as you
need to review what's there, and then we'll come back together and
begin the hard work.'

'l have no objection,' said General Madison, to the sound of secure-
seal tabs snapping and Tyvek rustling.

Breland nodded and rose, his eye on the crystal tumblers and pitchers
of ice water at the far end of the table. His exposition had left him dry-
mouthed, with the first hint of the widely-noted rasp that frequently
came on him when he found himself talking at length. But as he
turned away from the table, someone cleared his throat and said, ‘Mr
President, | don't need any more time to know what | think of this.

Breland turned back to find General Hawley standing at his seat, a
single finger touching the briefing packet. 'Very well. Go ahead,
General.'

'l think it's madness,' said Hawley. 'Y ou've obviously decided not
only to devel op this weapon, but to deploy it - not only to deploy it,
but to do so in as public amanner as possible.’

That decision hasn't been made,' said Breland. 'But | won't mislead
you, General - it's clearly the option that offers the most opportunities
to alter a potential enemy's behavior.'

'l can tell you the first behavior that'll be altered,’ said Hawley. 'Ten
minutes after news of this reaches Beijing, Premier Denh will order
an al-out effort to buy or steal the Trigger secrets. Every scientist
working on Brass Hat is going to need to be locked up where no one
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can find them. Every one of those Mark | unitsis going to need a
twenty-four hour guard made up of the most bribe-proof people we
can find. Every Trigger you take out of the country is going to need a
platoon of Marinesto protect it. And even if you do everything right,
within ten years, the Chinese, the Iranians, the Iragis, the Pakistanis,
and anyone else who really wants the Trigger will have it.’

Breland nodded calmly. 'That would be the expected outcome -
wouldn't you agree, General Stepak?

Stepak nodded gravely. 'Everyone here knows there's nothing more
transitory than a military secret,' he said. 'In my opinion, any
deployment scenario eventually leads to universal proliferation. The
only variable is the timetable.’

At the far end of the table, General Moorman was flipping through
the pages of the briefing packet. 'Does building a Trigger require any
exotic materials or exceptional technology? he interjected. 'Perhaps
we can slow the rate of proliferation by controlling the means of
production - as we did with nuclear weapons.'

'I'm afraid not,' said Breland. 'Once they know the fundamentals of
the design, any country that can build high-powered microwave
transmitters can build Triggers. Which means, essentially, every
industrialized nation. And since we're not talking millions of dollars
per copy, those who can't build them will likely be able to buy them.'

Then I'm more mystified than ever,’ said Hawley, pushing the packet
away from him as though it were something distaste-ful. ‘Mr
President, I'm completely at aloss to understand why you're
proposing to dismantle the preeminent military force of the twenty-
first century.'

'‘Dismantle? asked Admiral Jacobs. 'A submarine equipped with this
device would be virtually invulnerable.' The appeal of that ideawas
evident in the voice of the former fast-attack submarine commander.

'‘And completely useless, Mark. Y our Sawfish couldn't even carry a
deck gun.'

'‘Wait - but thisisadirectional effect, yes?

'No, sir,' said Stepak. "The Trigger field is omni-directional.’
'Surely there's some way to shield our own magazines -'

'‘Not that we now know of," admitted Stepak. 'We have to do more
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testing, but the available evidence is that the field penetrates all
ordinary materials. The primary limitation on the Trigger appears to
be range - which is principally a question of available power.'

"You see. Admiral? Y ou see? Hawley prodded.

'‘Well, what are we supposed to do, then? Jacobs exploded, looking to
Breland for an answer.

I'll tell you what you're supposed to do - disarm the entire Fleet, or
mothball it,' said Hawley. 'Better yet, mount battering rams. General
Moorman, you'll have to rearm all your tanks with bayonets. General
Brennan, you'd better call your Warfighting Laboratory and tell them
to lay in asupply of crossbows. And I'll be able to send everything
but the recon squadrons to the graveyard at Davis-Mothan.'

He turned on Breland with angry eyes. 'Start building these things,
Mr President, and you're throwing away everything that makes this
country strong and keeps our people safe,' Hawley said. ‘We have a
technological advantage in every dimension of the combat cube - air,
seq, land, undersea, and space. We enjoy an absolute numerical
advantage against every possible adversary except China. And even
against them, we can establish absolute battlefield dominance - right
up to their front door, if need be. Push this technology into the mix,
and we lose all of that.'

"'The Chinese can raise an army of ten million, a hundred million, and
hardly notice if they lose them al,' said Moorman. 'What are we
going to do when they cross into South Korea, into Vietnam -when
they take Vladivostok, and Taiwan, and start |ooking across the water
at Japan?

Breland was unfazed. '‘Gentlemen, it seems to me that those are
exactly the kind of questions you're going to need to help answer.’

The Vice Chairman, General Heincer, spoke for the first time since
the meeting began. There have to be other options. An intermediate
strategy - fast development, but no deployment -all-out effort on
alternative weapons, but a maximum effort to contain and suppress
this discovery -'

Shaking his head, Breland said, 'Unless someone's been keeping
secrets from the President again, we don't have enough peoplein
Chinato prevent them from discovering this on their own - or even to
know if they've discovered it already.'
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‘The President is correct on that point,' said the Chairman. '‘We are
tracking nearly eight thousand Chinese agentsin the US. We have
barely two hundred agentsin China.'

'‘Maybe it's time we evened things up,' said Admiral Jacobs. '‘March
‘em out to the end of Santa Monica Pier, point toward Beijing, and
wish'em anice swim.'

'‘And when Beljing responds by expelling every American
businessman -

That'd be al right by me,' General Moorman grumbled. 'lt's gotten so
you can hardly buy anything for under a hundred bucks that isn't
made in China. They're making our toys, our clothes, our tools - last
month, my wife even found an American flag, one of those little desk
flags, that was made in China. And that was at the Base Exchange. |
couldn't believeit.'

'‘Believeit. Beglad for it. That's part of the answer to Genera
Hawley's challenge, General,' said Breland. 'We're China's biggest
trading partner. And Japan is number two. We're more valuable as
customers than as conquests.’

That won't help Vladivostok much,' said Jacobs. 'Or Taiwan. Hell,
they take Taiwan, and wel'll just have to buy that much more from
them.'

Y ou're missing the point,’ said Breland. 'In the long run, it doesn't
matter if the Chinese factories are full of kids being paid slave wages.
In the long run, it doesn't matter if the ruling circleisfull of rabid
expansionists. The real meaning of all of those billions of dollars
we're sending to Chinaisthat there are now powerful voicesinside
Chinawith a strong interest in staying on good terms with us.'

Jacobs answered with a derisive snort. 'All we've been doing is
paying for their military build-up.'
"Which is about as smart as paying for your wife's divorce lawyer,’

said General Brennan. That brought alaugh that took some of the
edge off the tension in the room.

While he listened, Breland had reclaimed his chair and settled into a
determinedly relaxed posture. 'Gentlemen, | respect the dedication
and experience you bring to the great responsibility of ensuring the
security of our country,' he said. 'It's your duty to take the darkest
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possible view of our adversaries, the most cynical interpretation of
their acts, the most skeptical view of their words.

'It's my duty, however, to balance the worst possible scenario against
the best possible scenario, in search of the most likely. We don't
fortify our northern border against the possibility that some Canadian
Prime Minister might decide he wants a port on Lake Michigan. We
don't search every trunk, cooler, and hat box coming across the
Friendship Bridge, looking for Canadian terrorists with suitcase
nukes.

'Now, Chinais no Canada. They keep building Long March ICBMs,
They keep cloning Soviet missile cruisers and arming them with
Silkworms. They keep upgrading their air force with Su-27 and MIG-
31 knockoffs. They keep spying on us and our friends. They keep six
million men in uniform. In short, they keep acting like they expect to
find themselves in a scrap against someone alot like us.

The question is whether they expect to start that scrap.'
'What are you talking about? asked Moorman.

'Every one of you has a counterpart in China. What do they tell the
premier about us? Breland asked. ""When they look at the United
States, with our technological superiority, our absolute battlefield
dominance, our allies on their doorstep, our super-silent boomers
which we promise aren't lurking in the Kuril Trench and the Bering
Abyssal, our hypersonic SSTOs which we keep assuring them aren't
bombers, maybe they get to feeling just alittle bit uncomfortable, a
little unsure of our intentions. It's just possible they'd welcome a
chance to stop spending four hundred billion yuan every year on guns
and bombs!'

The Chairman leaned forward and rested his folded hands on the
table. 'No offense intended, Mr President, but | hope you're not

telling us you belong to that school of woolly-headed internationalists
who believe that people everywhere are the same, and every conflict
is the result of a misunderstanding.'

'No offense taken, General,' said Breland. 'l hope you're not telling
me that you belong to that club of testosterone addicts so in love with
big fast toys and noisemakers that they can't imagine giving them up.'

'Now, just a minute -' Jacobs began.
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'I'm not finished, Admiral,' Breland said sharply. Thefact is, we've
been extremely successful playing under twentieth-century rules. But
if we keep on fighting the last war, we're going to find ourselves
wearing red and marching in straight lines across the meadow while
our enemy mows us down from behind the trees. Does anyone here
want to fight the twenty-first century version of the Battle of New
Orleans - asthe British?

‘Gentlemen, the rules of the game are changing. They've aready
changed, in fact. Y ou don't haveto like it, but we al have to ded
withit. | know it's going to be a painful transition - but | have to
believe that if we apply all the experience and dedication and talent
we can call on, we can be successful under the new rules, too.

'But we have to be smart, and we have to be flexible. We have to be
able to break our own tendencies, and we have to be willing to
redefine success. It may not mean technological superiority and
absolute battlefield dominance. It might mean giving up the capacity
to start awar in exchange for the capacity to prevent one. It might
mean a hundred little victories no one notices instead of one big one
that gets written about for a hundred years. It might mean a new kind
of conflict, and anew kind of peace. And if we're very smart, and a
little lucky, it just might mean a safer, saner planet for all of us.

That'swhat | expect from you, gentlemen,' Breland said, meet-ing the
eyes of each chief in turn. 'l expect you to find the path that gets us
from here to there. | expect you to figure out how to keep us as safe
as possible along the way. | expect you to rise to the challenge of the
hardest job any President has ever handed this body - and the most
tantalizing opportunity fate has ever handed our country.

'No, we won't forget that we have real enemies, that greed and cruelty
and hate keep evil alive in human hearts. But we also won't forget
that there never has been awar that left the world a better place - that
even the "good" wars exact aterrible price in both blood and treasure,
in lost years and squandered lives. If there can be another way, a
better way, let us be the ones to uncover it. Now, you may call that
woolly-headed idealism if you like - but | call it hard-headed human
compassion. And if you can't locate afund of that to draw on, then
you've forgotten why we wanted the guns in the first place.

'Now - are there any other questions? General Hawley ? Generd
Moorman? He looked from one face to the next, searching for the

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (161 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:48 PM]



thetrigger

men behind the insignia, the humanity behind the duty.

'Not a question, but acomment,' General Brennan said at last. 'Over
the years, the Warfighting Laboratory has looked into alot of
alternative weapons for Special Forces - compressed-air guns, hurling
sticks, shock prods, various martial arts devices, and so on. Those
files, eh, would probably be worth a second look now.'

Nodding, Breland said, 'Consider it on the list of thingsto do.'
'l have a question,' said General Madison.
Breland swiveled his chair toward the head of the table. 'Go ahead.’

The chairman drummed his fingers on the table for along moment
before responding. "Those other nine hundred Triggers - what plans
do you have for them?

'Well,' Breland said, 'l confess | find the thought of putting onein
every high school in Los Angeles for amonth or so very appealing.’
Then he shrugged. 'But, actually, those decisions are waiting on input
from all of you.'

‘Then | have afew thoughtsin that area, Mr President,’ Madison said.
'‘Some allocationsthat 1'd like to propose receive priority.'

Sitting back in his chair, Breland caught a sideways glance from
Stepak that said | think the worst is over. 'Go ahead, Generdl. It'sas
good aplace as any to start.’

12: Apostasy

L ondon, UK - Constable Clarence Whitehead closed out an era
today when he added a leather holster and a black Webley & Scott
pistol to his uniform before setting out on his daily foot patrol in the
Docklands. Though London's famed bobbies have had the option of
carrying firearms on regular patrols for years, the recent murder of
two officersin Shropshire led Scotland Y ard officials to make it
mandatory. 'l've got regrets,’ said Whitehead, a 25-year veteran, 'but |
don't see as the Inspector had much choice!’

Complete Sory Walther Revives Webley Name
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Sociologist Says American Cinema Brought 'Gun Cult' to UK

The day for good-byes had finally come, and Donovan King had
chosen it well.

The day was a cloudy autumn Saturday, and the stiff breeze had a
winter's bite. With the top-ranked Penn State Nittany Lionsin town
for a showdown with the Buckeyes, the entire city of Columbus
awakened to thoughts of football. All across the region, Ohio State
fans began the rituals and ablutions which would lead them to their
seats in the stadium and in front of television screens. The patterns
were as predictable as a sunrise: as the sports bars filled, the roads
emptied. As kickoff neared, the stores became deserted, the beer
flowed and the heady energy of anticipation grew. The police were
occupied, the populace distracted.

At Terabyte, Saturday began with the arrival of ayellow Ryder
tractor and semi-trailer at the gates. The truck was driven by atwo-
man team from Terabyte's expanded security force, and accompanied
by aforest green Chevy Tahoe sport-utility and a silver Honda sedan.
All three vehicles bore plates from different states, and al three
drivers wore casual clothes - both signs of Donovan King's attention
to the smallest detailsin planning a safe but unobtrusive move from
Columbus to the West Annex.

Even on a lightly traveled highway, it would take more than a casual
observation to realize that the three unremarkable vehicles made up a
caravan, or to guess that anything more valuable than household
furniture was being transported. To complete theillusion, the last
three meters of the trailer would be packed high with ordinary
moving boxes filled with what had been the contents of Leigh
Thayer's apartment.

While the crates containing the prototype and its instrumentation
were loaded into the trailer, three teams from the lab's engineering
staff went to work on the vehicles. Working quickly enough to beat
the twenty-minute update cycle, they removed the unsophisticated
Ryder and Hertz global positioning system trackers, transplanting
them into Terabyte vehicles. Those vehicles, with their identification
numbers spoofed to match those of the caravan, would never leave
greater Columbus.
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In place of the trackers they removed, the engineering teams installed
Terabyte's own military-grade GPS-111 secure-duplex trackers.
|dentical systems had been installed overnight in the two largest
crates, against the possibility that they might become separated from
the truck or each other en route. It was all part of King's promise to
Brohier:

'I'm going to make sure it's easy for you to monitor the entire move,
and damned hard for anyone else to.’

The caravan rolled out the gates again afew minutes before kickoff,
with King himself at the wheel of the lead vehicle. Brohier saw them
off, then crossed to where Lee and Gordon were waiting and
watching, near the main entrance to Planck Center. As he approached
them, he noted their starkly contrasting body language - Gordon
perched casually on alow wall, bare-headed, coat wide open, while

L ee stood stiffly half a dozen paces away, hands buried in her ski
jacket's square pockets, collar rolled up and a crocheted hat on her
head.

'That's one, Doctor,' Gordon said.
‘That's one,' he agreed.

'l was kind of surprised to see King leave now,' said Gordon, hopping
off thewall. 'l would have thought he'd stay around until the second
caravan was away."'

'No, thiswas always what he planned,’ Brohier said. 'Listen, you two -
we're looking at alull of an hour or so now, and | spoiled the chief
cook's day by making her come in. How about one last lunch in the
grille, for old time's sake?

'Sure,' said Greene. 'But I'll eat Le€'s hat if you can name three of
Josie's specials - when did you ever patronize the campus cafeteria?

"Whenever there was six or more inches of snow between me and
something better,' Brohier said cheerfully. 'Lee?

'l could use something hot,' said Lee, and shivered. 'Even soine-thing
from the Terror-Bite Girl.'

The deserted cafeteria seemed cavernous, tomblike - every clink of
glass and flatware, every word above awhisper carrying to the four
corners. Conditions were perfect for eavesdropping, except that the
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only conversation underway was the one at the table where Lee was
Seated.

Mercifully, even that conversation was largely Karl Brohier's
monologue. The director seemed to be aware of how uncomfortable
she and Gordon were with each other, of the way their easy banter
had given way to a chilly, awkward silence, and smoothly took over
the burden of filling the silence. Lee had never seen him quite so
garrulous.

Brohier told them a series of physicist jokes so groaningly bad that
the cumulative effect had them both laughing out loud. He
reminisced about his one chance meeting with Stephen Hawking,
about embarrassing himself in front of John Wheeler, about his
tumultuous internship under John Bardeen at Bell Laboratories.

'l took that internship hoping it would lead to ajob at the lab, and
once | was there | wasn't shy about telling them so.' He laughed and
shrugged.'- My father used to tell me, "Always ask for what you
really want - you might get it." | had to discover on my own that the
style points counted.

'Dr Bardeen was brilliant, one of the few legitimate geniuses I've
known - and he had just accepted his second Nobel Prize in Physics,
And here | was, younger than either of you, the ink barely dry on my
doctorate, totally clueless about the etiquette and politics at that level,
and totally in love with my own ideas, in love with new ideas.

'l wanted to impress Dr Bardeen. And | tried to do it the sameway I'd
done it all through school - by showing my teachers| wasjust as
smart asthey were. Or smarter. | kept treating the internship like it
was Wilkenson's graduate seminar - with a paycheck. Well, surely
you can see this coming - Dr Bardeen and | could never seem to
agree on anything, including how smart | was. We had at |east one
full-blown, high-theater argument a week, and | never won asingle
one. | got used to going home feeling like I'd been exposed as an
idiot.

'‘But | was astubborn idiot. And the less success | had, the more
frantic | wasto find some way to correct Dr Bardeen's mistaken
opinion of me. By the end, | must have been completely obnoxious.

'I came to Dr Bardeen's office that last day, itching to reopen an
argument we'd had afew weeks earlier - as| recall, something about
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Fahy's approach to modeling the properties of complex materials
from first principles. Old news, now.

'I'n any event, | never even got started. He told me that the lab
wouldn't be offering me a position. Then he told me he'd enjoyed our
arguments, that he thought I'd helped make it a"lively" year -which |
could only hear as hisway of saying I'd provided valuable comic
relief. Finally, he handed me his letter of recommendation.

'l was afraid to open the letter in front of him. | didn't even want to
open it when | was alone. | sat there in my kitchen, staring at the
envelope, realizing all my mistakes. | did ayear's growing up in the
hour or so it took for me to reach a point where | thought | could read
the letter without crumbling.'

He took asip of hisice water before continuing. 'Dr Bardeen's | etter
was two sentences long. It said, "Karl Brohier will do important work
someday. | recommend his employment without reservation."

A startled laugh escaped Lee's lips. 'No!"

'Oh, yes. But there's more - he'd written me a note, and stuck it to the
bottom of the letter. "An old bull and ayoung bull don't belong in the
same pasture. Don't take it personally - and don't stop pushing. Good
luck - J.B." He smiled aquiet smile. 'l still have that little yellow
square of paper.'

'l guess he knew talent,’ said Gordon.

'Or perhaps it was just a self-fulfilling prophecy,’ said Brohier. 'No
one was more surprised than | when Dr Bardeen's prediction came
true - well, perhaps my parents. My parents must have been
astonished to learn that | ended up doing anything of consequence.
But that's another story.

'l lived under the weight of those expectations for fifteen years before
| managed to turn one of those wild notions Dr Bardeen had
dismissed into the first working example of solid-state memory,'
Brohier said, and smiled ironically. 'lIt took me that long to finally
win an argument with him.’

'Did you call him up and say, "I told you so"? asked Gordon.

‘Unfortunately, there was no opportunity to. He had died afew
months earlier. Of course, honor would have compelled me to admit
that he'd been right about all the other wild ideas - so perhapsiit's just
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aswell.'

Brohier picked up a napkin and began wiping hisfingers, even
though he had hardly touched the food in front of him. It seemsto me
that you two are living my life backwards. Y ou have already done
your most important work, at avery young age. The weight of its
consequencesis just now settling on you, and it isn't easy to see what
can ever lift that weight.'

He knows, Lee suddenly realized. The thought tightened the muscles
of her ribcage, squeezing out the air, and paralyzed her facein a
rictus of apprehension.

Brohier went on, 'I made my biggest mistakes - the ones that proceed
from naivete, and ignorant idealism, and egocentrism, the ones of
which we can say, "I was young -1 didn't know any better"

- | made them when the only person affected by them was me. You
no longer have that luxury.

'l want you both to know that | feel great sympathy for you -
sympathy limited only by the extent that your mistakes cross over the
boundaries of my responsibilities. | warned you once before that what
lay ahead of uswas harder than the part that lay behind us. Well,
what's the saying? Today is the tomorrow you worried about
yesterday.'

Brohier glanced at his message watch, though whether to check the
time or the display Lee could not say. The second caravan should be
here now,' he said, standing. Time to wrap this up.'

The relocation plan had seemed innocent enough when Donovan
King had presented it to Gordon and Lee in the director's office. The
prototypes would travel separately and under escort, with the original
Davisson Lab unit masquerading as household furniture, and the
portable unit's truck-and-trailer repainted as an electrician's van. The
details of their routing King chose to keep to himself, but Gordon
guessed that neither would follow a direct route, or complete the
journey in the same vehicle in which it started out.

Lee and Gordon would likewise travel separately, eachin the
company of a bodyguard. Gordon's first stop was Atlanta, Lee's
Minneapolis, but the full itinerary and ultimate destination were still
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unknown to them - their tickets were in the custody of their traveling
companions until boarding time. Gordon imagined that King had
some scheme worked out to cover their tracks - aticket swap at a
plane change, perhaps - that would make it seem as though they had
gone somewhere el se.

'By Monday afternoon, you'll al be reunited at the Annex,' King had
promised.

But then King drove off with the first caravan, which started Gordon
wondering. And then Brohier started talking as though he were
saying good-bye to more than Columbus, which turned Gordon's
wonder into worry. Edging past Brohier in the hallway, Gordon ran
ahead to the entrance and out into the courtyard. A single glimpse
was enough to tell him how wrong everything had gone.

Baby Two's truck and trailer had, indeed, been repainted. It now
blended in perfectly with the other olive drab vehicles flanking it, and
the green-uniformed soldiers standing guard with M-16s at all four
corners. The vehicles carried the markings of the 612th Engineer
Battalion of the Army National Guard. Gordon's tools, which were
supposed to have been loaded aboard the truck, were still sitting on
the sidewalk fifty meters away.

His face suddenly flushed with anger, Gordon spun on his heelsto
confront the director. Y ou son of a bitch - you lied to me-' he
growled.

'"Yes,' Brohier said. 'Asyou did to me. And we'll talk about it in my
office, in just afew minutes.' He brushed past Gordon and raised a
hand, calling out, 'Captain Brandt!'

'‘Damn it, come back here!" Gordon took a step toward the older man,
but then Lee caught up to him and grabbed his arm.

'Don't,’ she said, tight-voiced.

He shook off her touch and retreated a step. 'Don't you understand
what this means? he demanded, sweeping an arm in the direction of
the convoy. 'He's turning our work over to the goddamn Pentagon.'

'l understand what it means,' she said harshly. ‘It means we screwed
up, and he knowsiit. It means he trusts them more than he trusts us
now. We are on the way out, and | can't say we don't deserveit. Go
on, keep after him, maybe you can get him to turn us over to them,

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Cla...%20Michael%20-%20The%20Trigger(1999)[v1].html (168 of 536) [10/14/2004 11:16:48 PM]



thetrigger

too. What would it be, Gordie, espionage or treason? Or maybe just
three counts of first-degree murder.'

Taken momentarily aback by the intensity of her assault, Gordon
could not find a comeback worth voicing. Chafing at his impotence,
he watched in silence as Brohier stood talking with what was
obviously the officer in charge of the convoy. Asthe two shook
hands, Gordon belatedly realized that the captain's camouflage
uniform bore no unit insignia.

"Why would they have the National Guard make this pickup? he said
under his breath. 'Answer - they wouldn't, so they're not. Probably
Army Intelligence. But no on€e'll wonder at seeing afew weekend
warriors out on the highway - and they can go right to Camp Perry, or
Camp Grayling, offload Baby Two onto aV-22 tilt-rotor, and take it
anywhere.'

'It doesn't matter,' said Lee. 'It's out of our hands.'
Gordon slowly shook his head. 'l don't accept that.'

While they were talking, the captain had climbed into one of the three
waiting HMMVs. There were no orders shouted, but engines began
roaring to life, and the four sentries | eft their posts, scattering one to
each vehicle.

'‘Accept it,' Lee said curtly as Karl Brohier backed out of the driveway
and rejoined them. The lead HMMYV lurched forward, and the other
vehicles followed with crisp precision. Gordon felt the anger
returning as Baby Two's truck passed in front of where the trio was
standing. But neither he nor anyone else said anything until the
convoy had passed through the inner gate and disappeared down the
drive.

'Let's go talk about you,' said Brohier, and turned away toward his
office without waiting for their reply.

Brohier was waiting for them behind his desk. 'Sit," he said, gesturing.
'l have one more story to tell.'

Gordon and L ee exchanged glances, then sorted themselves into the
two closest chairs.

'Last night, | had a call from a member of the Joint Chiefs,' said
Brohier. '"He was trying to evaluate a report he received from the NS
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A, which now hasits ears up for any hint of anything that might be
related to your discovery. Of course, they weren't expecting to find it
in the Cleveland Plain Dealer.' He turned his desk display toward
them. "The security logs show that you and the truck were off campus
when this happened, Dr Greene. The truck's mileage - well, thisis not
acourt. You and | both know that this was your doing.’

Greene glanced briefly at the news item displayed on the screen.

'Y es," he acknowledged. ‘I am sorry about the fires. The collimator
didn't work as | thought it would.' He shrugged. "Truth is, | don't
really understand this Trigger field very well yet - not once it leaves
the emitter, anyway.'

"Y ou understood the effect it would have on that car full of kids.'

‘That car full of kidswith guns,’ Greene corrected. 'Yes, | did. But
don't fool yourself - those "kids" didn't deserve to be labeled with a
word that evokes five-year-olds saying "Mommy, | want a hug".'

'S0 you say,' said Brohier. 'But as| said, thisisnot acourt, and | am
not interested in your justifications.’

'‘Why are you only talking to Gordie? Lee said. 'l wasthere, too.'

Brohier raised an eyebrow in her direction. 'l have no information
about that.'

'‘What are you talking about? she demanded, sitting forward on her
chair. 'The guard must have logged us both out. It's my sister we went
up there to help. It's more my responsibility than Gordie's. He did it
for me.'

Y ou don't need to do this, Lee," Gordie said quietly. 'Dr Brohier, |
drove the truck. I pushed the button. | did it on my own initiative, and
for my own reasons. Nothing else matters. The weight falls on me.’

‘Gordie -'
But Lee was ignored by both men.

'Do you think you know how much weight that is? Brohier asked.
"We have a one-time opportunity to make certain uses of the Trigger,
preemptive strikes if you will - an opportunity that will vanish as
soon as knowledge of its existence becomes commonplace. | choose
not to offer specific examples, but suffice it to say that there are some
actors on the stage who can't be given a chance to rearm. And there's
one obvious countermeasure against the Trigger that some
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governments are not above using -placing prisoners, hostages, in their
armories as human shields. The lives of good people are at risk, Dr
Greene - good soldiers, and innocent civilians. The kind of people we
want the Trigger to help, not harm.

'Now, you may be thinking that what you did in Cleveland Heights
was done in exactly that spirit - a preemptive attack in the defense of
good people. But by acting unilaterally, by taking untested equipment
into the field, by putting the second prototype on the road,
unprotected, by attracting public attention and handing the police a
curious puzzle, you may have done incalculable damage.' Brohier
tapped the top of the display with his forefinger. "There's no telling
how many people are out there tonight thinking, "Hmm, | wonder
what happened here". And the moment the first one figuresit out, our
window of opportunity starts to close.’

'l think you give people too much credit,’ said Greene. 'No one cares.
It's already old news.’

I'm sure the Cleveland Heights police department cares,’ said Brohier.
'‘And we can't afford to have their investigation reach Terabyte's front
door.'

'It won't,' said Greene. 'No one saw me. Not even the targets.
Everyone thinks it was an accident - a car wreck.'

Y ou can't promise me that. Y ou don't know if there was a video
camerain an upstairs window, a man out walking his dog.'

'It was clean, | tell you,' Greeneinsisted. 'There's no way this comes
home to you.'

'No? Then explain why the NSA called me,' said Brohier. 'Y ou put us
on record. All the essential elements are there. And just knowing
something is possible is motivation enough sometimes.

‘That's why | decided to turn the portable system over to the Defense
Department now. It was always going to go to them for testing, but |
thought it best that it disappear now - and do so in the hands of
people who can slam the door on a mere city detective's curiosity.'

'l suppose you expect us to disappear now, too," said Lee.

'If that's all 1 needed of you, I'm sure one call would be enough to
make it happen,’ Brohier said. '‘No, | have something harder to ask of
each of you, now that you've had your moment of selfishness - | need
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you both to set aside your personal baggage and do the right and
necessary thing.'

'‘Asyou defineit? Greene said challengingly.

'As| defineit,’ said Brohier. 'Dr Thayer, would you mind stepping
out into the anteroom for a minute or two?

‘She can stay,’ said Greene. 'l don't mind.'
'l do,' said Brohier. 'Please, Dr Thayer.'

Y ou don't have to let him push you around, Lee,' said Greene,
coming to hisfeet as Lee did.

'It'sall right, Gordie,' Her fingertips lightly grazed the back of his
hand as she passed him.

When the door closed and the two men were alone, Greene turned
back to the director. 'Well?

Y ou are an excellent engineer, Dr Greene,' said Brohier. '‘But you're
only an average hacker, and the NSA has whole buildings full of
people who are better at it than you are - better at it than almost any
freelancer. It's a point of pride with them that when they sift
cyberspace, they don't miss very much. In addition to this news clip,
they also found the extra copy of the research database you banked in
pieces all over the net. And one of our people found the Trojan horse
you tried to attach to Terabyte's employment records - the one that
would have published the database to half a dozen servers when your
termination was posted.’

| had to try,' said Greene.
'No, you didn't. You had to trust - and you weren't up to it.’
'‘Are you going to turn me in? Or do you expect me to turn myself in?

‘Neither. I'm going to give you another chance,' he said. 'Another
chance to rise above your cozy cynicism, and to show that you're
worth trusting. Does it still matter to you to protect Dr Thayer?

He thought hard before answering. 'Y es.'
'Even if she doesn't know that you're doing it?
'Evenif.’

Then what | need you to do isresign, today -'
'"What does that accomplish?
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‘To begin with, it means | won't have to put your name on the list for
FBI background checks, because you'll never officially be part of
what the Trigger project has become,' said Brohier. 'l don't have to
explain why | fired you - you simply decided you weren't interested
in relocating with the project.’

Isthat all you want? To avoid embarrassment?

'No.' Brohier dlid the right drawer of his desk open afew inches and
plucked something from it. When he dlid it across his desk toward
Greene, the engineer saw what it was. aten-gigabyte solid-state data
block. 'l want you to hold onto that.'

'‘What isit?

'It'sa copy of the Trigger research archive, identical to the one you
tried to hide - same encryption scheme, same password lock,' said
Brohier, leaving Greene blinking in surprise. 'If you leave us the way
I'm asking, voluntarily, without a cloud hanging over you, | believe |
can ensure that no one we work with will wonder if you might be
hiding something - or from something.’

'l don't understand. What do you expect me to do with this?

'Hold on to it. Hide it. Wait ayear. If, after ayear, nothing has
happened, or the wrong things are happening, take that to Senator
Grover Wilman and his group, and help them put it to good use. But
give us that year to start things moving. Give us that year of
opportunity.'

Greene leaned forward in his chair and picked up the memory block,
holding it gingerly between thumb and forefinger. ‘How do you know
| won't publish this tomorrow, and then just disappear?

'I'd like to be able to say that | simply choose to trust you,' said
Brohier, closing the drawer. 'But | also know that you must realize if
you do, it'll all come out - and Lee will be the one hurt, because
they'll be able to reach her. She'll pay the price for your egotism.'

'So Lee's the hostage in your armory, eh?

'I'm giving you a chance to choose, Dr Greene —which is frankly
more consideration than you've earned.'

Frowning, Greene let the memory block drop into the palm of his
hand. 'What are you going to tell the NSA?
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'Aslittle as necessary. That you were asked to archive the research
off site. We can let the fact that you tried to add another copy for
yourself pass without comment.'

'‘And the Cleveland Heights police?
'Didn't you assure me no one saw you?

'l did,’ Greene said. He stared for amoment at the memory block,
then dslipped it into a pocket. "Where are you sending Lee? Is she still
going to the Annex? When Brohier hesitated, Greene patted the
bulge in his pocket. 'If you're going to trust me with this -'

Brohier acquiesced. 'If she agrees, she's going to follow Baby Two to
the DARPA test site, and spend a few weeks training some people to
operate and maintain the system. Then she'll join us at the Annex.'

Nodding, Greene stood. That will be hard for her,' he said. 'An out-of-
cocoon experience.’

'l know," said Brohier, following suit. 'But if you can carry your
weight, I'm sure she can carry hers.'

'l have the feeling you'll make her believe she ought to try.' Greene
released a sigh that dropped his shoulders and carried away his coiled
defensiveness. 'Dr Brohier - if this year goes the way you hope it will -

Then you'll be able to color me amazed,' Brohier said with a half-
grin.

'l was just wondering -'

'l know," said Brohier. The answer isyes. If we don't need you for

something more important ayear from now, you can come back in.'
He offered his hand.

A year's probation. A year's penance. Little enough for what | did -
what | was ready to do. Greene took the director's hand.

'‘Good luck,' he said, with unexpected feeling. 'I'll see you next
October.'

13: Enginery
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Paris, France - Hunting for a special gift for the folks at home? At
the biennial European Defense Exposition, which opened its doors to
invitation-only customers on Monday, you can try out and buy
Iranian tanks, French armor-piercing rockets, and Chilean antitank
mines. 'It's just like any other trade show,' said Henri Dessaullt,
organizer of the week-long event. 'Glitzy booths, salesmen in suits,
beautiful models, and silly giveaways. Except for the product
demonstrations, it's actually rather boring.'

Complete Sory Top 10 Arms Exporters
Secretive EDEX Attendees Speak Softly, Carry Big Checkbooks

Thefirst of the Mark | systems rolled out of the Brass Hat plant in
North Sioux City five days before Christmas. It had aformal and
unpronounceable Pentagon designation (XM9M 1, for Experimental
Munition 9, Mark I) and a serial number (0001 -1), but was otherwise
aclose twin of the hand-built prototype portable. The only changes of
note were the replacement of the three-kilowatt Caterpillar DuoCat
with the US Army's battlefield-tested Advanced Tactical Quiet
Generator with the Toyota cold decoupling fuel cell, and the addition
of military-standard safing mechanisms to what was now being called
the firing controller.

Numbers | through 10 were delivered without ceremony into the
custody of the 41st Tactical Battalion, 3rd Combat Engineering
Division. The 41st had been newly reorganized for the job of trans-
porting and deploying the Mark | Triggers; the job of protecting them
would go to a new cross-service security division still being
assembled. Thefirst stop for all ten units was areopened Cold War
eraairfield in North Dakota, where they underwent alive systems
checkout and two days of hot testing.

By New Year's Day, Number | was installed in the basement of the
White House. Several timesin the following week, it was quietly
activated for afew seconds at atime, so its output could be carefully
calibrated. When that process was complete, its protective halo
enclosed the entire White House, the east face of the Executive
Office Building, the west face of the Treasury Building, the
Pennsylvania Avenue pedestrian mall, East Executive Drive and the
tourist entrance, and half of the South Lawn.
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The hard decision was how to use it - as aprimary defense, or a
backup to the existing security systems and procedures. After long
discussions with the Secretary of Treasury and the head of the Secret
Service, Breland overruled both of them and approved a plan for
round-the-clock operation.

'I've always thought Americans should be able to look at these
grounds and see a house, not afortress,' he said. "What kind of
example doesit set if | ask othersto put down their guns, ask them to
trust this technology, but refuse to trust it myself?

That meant Breland was now to be guarded 'in the bubbl€e' by a
special unit of Secret Service agents who'd been thrown into intense
training with shock wands and compressed-air guns. At the same
time, the sharpshooters yielded their snipers nests to agents armed
with 500-pound pull crossbows - an elite group that soon would take
to unofficially calling itself the Company of St George, after the
medieval crossbow society that once protected the English sovereign.

Conventional weapons were not completely abandoned in the new
security scheme, but they were pushed outside the Trigger's threshold
perimeter. The White House air defense unit, armed with the new
Raven shoulder-launched antiaircraft missile, was moved to the
rooftops of the Department of Commerce and the General Services
Administration. And to back up the 'Secret Service Elite, fast-
response teams with traditional firearms were posted in the Executive
Office Building and just inside the South Lawn fence.

After weeks of drill and rehearsal, the new security system quietly
supplanted the old during Breland's State of the Union address.

Trigger Number 2's destiny was to occupy the back of a sleek black
van with tinted windows, government plates, and its own built-in
CDFC generator. Nicknamed The Caboose, the van was dlated to
follow close behind the presidential limousine in every motorcade,
effectively becoming part of the limousine's armor.

Even though there had been no aerial intercept tests yet, Numbers 3
and 4 were placed in the cargo holds of Air Force One and Air Force
Two - President Breland's aerial yachts, and, in the event of war, his
flying command posts. Since the twin 747-200s were unarmed
aircraft, only modest changes in operating procedures were required -
affecting only the Secret Service contingent and the selection of
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survival equipment normally stowed aboard.

Number 5 was delivered to Camp David, Maryland, and installed
beside the communications trailer adjacent to the main house. The
boundary of the gun-free zone was marked by aring of small blue
pennants. The retreat's security forces retained their weapons,
maintained their fences, and respected the Trigger boundary -one
demonstration, with six 9mm rounds pressed into a grapefruit that
was then rolled across the boundary, was enough to enforce the
warnings.

Number 6 went into the bowels of the US Capitol, though not without
some joking about whether or not Congress actually represented a
valuable national asset.

Number 7 was installed inside the Supreme Court building, and
heartily welcomed by the head of security there. The fight over the
National Firearms Registration and Responsibility Act -known to
supporters as 'little Brenda's law' and to opponents as the 'gun-
grabbers license' - was not over. It equaled or surpassed the fight
over abortion in ferocity, and gave every sign of persisting as long.
Eight years had passed since the Souter-led Court had ruled the
NFRRA constitutional in Jefferson vs. United States of America, and
the death threats and demonstrations had hardly abated. In fact, the
annual 'Show Y our Gun' march and rally on the anniversary of the
decision had grown larger and more alarmingly boisterous every
year.

Trigger Number 8 had been allocated for the Pentagon, and the Joint
Chiefs had developed four different plans for using the system at the
famous structure. Ultimately, however, they decided not to
implement any of them. The official reason wasthat it could not be
done without destroying so many traditions and stepping on so many
toes that the Trigger would quickly become the worst-kept secret in
military history.

But Breland suspected that, behind that undeniable truth, the chiefs
were expressing a deep-seated fondness for the familiar. Though
there were actually far fewer firearms inside the Pentagon's walls
than most people would have expected, the chiefs and generals
simply weren't ready, Breland thought, to see their subordinates
standing guard with broomsticks - much less to surrender their own
service sidearms,
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Given that precedent, there was less surprise when the FBI Director
declined the offer of aMark | to protect the Bureau's headquarters at
10th and Pennsylvania. But she requested four units for tactical
evaluation, a request which was placed near the top of the Brass Hat
committee's lengthy Candidate Allocationslist.

It was no surprise at all when the CIA Director also declined the offer
of a Trigger for the Company's well-protected headquarters complex
upriver in Langley, Maryland. But he, too, apparently saw the
potential of the system, and requested ten units for the Directorate of
Science and Technology. That request Breland viewed with a
somewhat jaundiced eye, wondering what assurances he could secure
that those units could be kept out of the hands of the Operations
Directorate.

The principal weapons of the National Security Agency were
technology and cryptology, which the Trigger did not threaten.
Nevertheless, with most NS A facilities - including the headquarters -
located securely within the perimeter of the Army's Fort Meade, the
director's answer was 'Thanks, but no thanks.'

So Numbers 8, 9, and 10 were reassigned to the next three highest
priorities drawn from the FBI's official Domestic Terrorism Threat
Assessment and the Cold-War era National Disaster Recovery Plan -
the Federal Reserve Board, the Social Security Administration, and
the Internal Revenue Service's central records center.

'‘Making the world safe for tax collectors was not exactly what | had
in mind when we started this,' Breland said dryly as he signed the
transfer authorizations. | got the latest numbers from FedStat this
morning - thirty-five thousand deaths by gun last year - a hundred
thousand more gunshot injuries. | want to do something to protect
those people, not the Beltway €lite - we were already safer than they
are. Someone reassure me that we haven't lost our way so soon.'

‘The next fifty Mark Is- amonth's production - are going directly to
Utah to expand the test program,’ said Richard Nolby. 'We won't have
achance to really address the civil sector until March.’

Breland sighed. 'l know | was there when it was decided, but do they
really need so many at once?

'Yes, Mr President,' said General Stepak. Truth is, they could use a
hundred or more - up until now, they haven't been able to do any tests
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which might damage the only working example they have, tests that
actually ssmulate combat conditions. And, in any case, the special
security units are a few weeks from being ready. We're going to need
them when we start going outside the kind of tightly controlled
environments these first ten Triggers went into.'

Propping his chin on his hand, Breland spun his chair a half-turn and
stared out the window at the snow flurries dancing above the South
Portico. 'l guess I'm just impatient, General,' he said. 'l can hardly
stand to look at the news now - every shooting, every terrorist
bombing, seems that much more senseless and tragic, knowing that
there is something that could be done.’

A hundred miles west of Provo, Utah, the vast expanses of the Great
Salt Lake Desert belonged to the engines of war. Over the decades,
hundreds of new and exotic weapons had come to the Utah Test and
Training Range to prove themselves. Hidden by sheer isolation from
curious eyes, the white salt flats had been bombed, burned, strafed,
shelled, gassed, sprayed with noxious chemicals, and littered with the
debris from shattered drones, smashed tanks, and doomed aircraft.

In the remote southwest corner of the UTTR was a cluster of hangars,
shops, garages, and barracks which those who lived and worked there
called the Fortress of Solitude, and the Pentagon called the Desert
Test Center. Here the newest and most secret weapons underwent
their auditions. Weapons which passed muster typically became part
of the inventory. Those which did not typically vanished back into
the anonymity of 'file and forget' - the fate of classified projects that
not even the enemy was interested in.

Lieutenant Colonel Roger Adams, commander of the DTC, was
hoping that the XM9M 1 Trigger would be one of the latter. And if it
could be done without violating the test protocols, he was determined
to see the system fail - because its success would be a nightmare for
every battlefield commander.

Far better for everyone if hisreport could be summarized in four
words: Not reliable. Not effective.

So far, the clocks for the Continuous Operation Duration Test had
reached the 200-hour threshold with all eight systems still up and
running. But even that test was being made as challenging as
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possible, with two units mounted on shakers, two being fed dirty
power, and two being dialed between 1% and 100% every thirty
seconds. With luck, they'd all expire well before reaching their initial
design target of athousand hours.

The most crucial test, though, was to begin that morning. At 07.00,
three tracked vehicles had trundled out of Building 9 and headed
north to the test area. The first was an HMMWYV equipped asa
camera platform. The last was a Bradley Fighting Vehicle which
mounted a small forest of antennasinstead of the standard 25mm
cannon.

Sandwiched between the Hummer and the Bradley was Ground Test
Article 1 - aboxy sloped-fronted M| 13 armored personnel carrier,
remotely controlled by an operator in the Bradley. And inside GTA-1
was Trigger 00013. (Adams was not above enlisting the power of
superstition in his cause.)

The test area was sixty kilometers from the Fortress of Solitude, but
the jolting cross-country run was actually the first hurdle. Waiting for
GTA-1 on the other side was a murderous gauntlet it was not
expected to survive - first a high-density minefield, then a series of
five fire zones, each boasting higher-powered weaponry than the last.

At 08.30, Lieutenant Colonel Adams and test coordinator Cap-tain
Dionne Weeks boarded a UH-60M Black Hawk helicopter, from
which they would observe the test. Before long they caught up with
the test caravan, now waiting motionless on the desert outside aflag-
marked boundary. Both officers donned headsets monitoring the
command frequency, and moved to the Black Hawk's large side
windows with binoculars in hand.

Test Control, thisis Test Command,' said Weeks. 'Y ou may proceed.
Over.'

'‘Roger, Test Command. All stations, prepare to activate GTA-1, on
my mark.'

From their hovering helicopter, Adams and Weeks watched as the
Hummer and the Bradley retreated a few hundred yards from the Ml
13. When the activation order came, they had an unmatched view as a
great semi-circle of the minefield ahead of the M| 13 suddenly-
erupted, with at least fifty plumes of white crystals and dust thrown
up from the former lake bed. The cleared area was easily three
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hundred meters from one side to the other. When the M1 13 started
forward, the circle became a great arc moving ahead of the vehicle
like a bow wave.

‘That's incredible,’ Weeks shouted to Adams, shaking her head. 'It
looks to me as though the only way a mine could touch that APC isif
the driver took it into the minefield before he turned on the Trigger.
An armor column with one of these at the point wouldn't even have to
slow down. I'd say the M58 is now obsolete,' she added, referring to
the combat engineers current mine-clearing system.

'No surprises,” Adams shouted back crossly. ‘'Thisisjust what we
would have expected from the static tests.’

'Yes, sir - but it's still something to see.'

There was a brief pause when the M| 13 cleared the minefield,
allowing camera and other recorders to be reset and the Black Hawk
to crab closer to the first fire zone. Then the order to proceed crackled
over the headsets, and the elderly APC rumbled forward. As soon as
it passed the first marker flag, a gunner 500 meters away opened up
with a40mm automatic grenade launcher - single shots at first, then
short bursts, then a sustained ten-second fusillade of more than a
hundred rounds.

To the Army sergeant whose finger was on the trigger, it seemed as
though every round was on target - except that after the flash

182

faded and the breeze blew away the smoke, the APC was still rolling.
But the camera crew following in the Hummer and the observers
aloft saw something quite different. From their perspective, the
grenades exploded more than two hundred meters away from the
vehicle, as though they were striking an invisible wall. GTA-1
suffered no greater punishment than alight hail of shrapnel.

'‘Well, I'mimpressed,’ Weeks shouted. ‘A Mark 19's supposed to be
able to take out an armored personnel carrier.’

Frowning darkly, Adams made no reply.

In the next fire zone were more infantrymen, armed with two Silver
Dragon wire-guided antitank missiles. Their marksmanship was
impeccable, the explosions louder and more spectacular, but the net
effect was the same. Secure inside its mysterious shield, GTA-1
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ambled on.

Waiting in the third fire zone was a Bradley Fighting Vehicle
mounting the most powerful antitank weapon available to the
infantry, the TOW 2 wire-guided missile. Its warhead was powerful
enough to penetrate the frontal armor of a main battle tank, and
should have gutted a lightly-armed vehicle like the M1 13. But it, too,
expended itself uselessly against the Trigger field, the force of the
blast so muted by distance that all it did was momentarily rock the
APC sideways.

'If | wasn't seeing thisfor myself -' Adams muttered under his breath.
Test Control, thisis Test Command - what frequency is the Abrams
using?

'Combat 1 for C&C, Combat 2 for monitor, sir.'

Asthe APC moved into the fourth fire zone, Adams leaned forward
and changed the frequency of the radio to Combat 2. New voices
crackled in his ears asthe M1A2 Abrams tank prepared to fireits
deadly-accurate 120mm cannon from a point-blank 800 meters away.

‘Gunner, APC, HEAT,' ordered the tank commander.
'‘APC, HEAT, aye.'

‘Target isgreen,’ said Test Control.

‘Gunner, fire!l'

'Fire, aye.'

A billowing gray-white cloud pierced by a gout of crimson fire
erupted from the barrel of the tank as the enormous shell sped toward
its target. The detonation of the high-explosive shell waswild and
terrifying, the shock wave making the Black Hawk shudder. But
although the blast bent an antenna and shoved the APC half a meter
sideways on the crumbly salt pan, it did not cause any critical
wounds.

'‘Gunner, APC, sabot.'

On hearing that, Weeks jerked her head around to stare at Adams.
"Who added that to the test routine? she demanded.

'l did,’ said Adams.
'‘APC, sabot, aye.'
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'But there's no explosive charge in a sabot round. It's strictly a KE
weapon - you know what's going to happen.'

'‘Gunner, fire!’

'Y es, Captain,’ Adams said.

'Fire, aye!’

Moments later, all that was left of the test article was an oily scorch

mark a dozen meters across, atall plume of black smoke and a quiet
rain of metal fragments onto the desert.

Against a background of cheering from the tank crew came the
message, Test Command to all units, looks like we're done for the
day. Secure all weapons, lock all datarecorders, and return to base.'

'‘Colonel Adams, | don't understand,' Weeks shouted, tearing off her
headset. "We had an Apache loaded with Hellfire missiles waiting in
zone five.'

'Let's not do this here, Captain,’ Adams said, his eyes steely.
Removing his own headset, Adams leaned forward, tapped the pilot
on the shoulder, and signaled to him to head back.

'Where, then?
'Wait for the operations debriefing.'

When the helicopter landed, Adams silently bade her to follow him
with ajerk of his head in the general direction of his office. Behind
closed doors, he turned to her with arms folded over his chest. 'First,
let's make sure we both understand that I'm not under any obligation
to explain myself to you.'

'‘Understood, sir.'
'Fine. Then thisis the operations debriefing. What's your gripe?

'Since I'm the one who signs the first line on the test report that goes
back to HQ, | was hoping that maybe you could give me the benefit
of your reasoning.’

Adams looked out the window. 'What do you think the result would
have been with the Hellfires?

'Well -' She pursed her lips. 'If the 1220mm HEAT didn't do the job,
chances are that the Hellfires wouldn't, either.'

'I'n which case right now there'd be a hundred and twenty-some
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soldiers who'd witnessed a miracle, atin can transformed into an
indestructible tank with an invisible shield - a hundred and twenty
minds starting to chew on the idea that there's something out there
that can take their best shot and keep coming. I'm not accusing
anyone of disloyalty, Captain Weeks, but | don't think they'd all be
able to keep from talking about it. And | don't want that idea getting
out there in the ranks. | can't imagine anything more destructive to
morale.’

'So you gave them the big finish, to reassure them.'

'l did,' said Adams. 'Captain, maybe | can't make them forget about
everything they saw back there - but half a miracle doesn't make half
as good a story, and the difference might just be enough to help them
keep their mouths shut. Asfor your report, tell it straight, but keep it
simple -1 overruled you on the test protocol, because | wanted the
entire munitions inventory included.'

Weeks took a moment to digest that. "Y ou know, sir,’ she said slowly,
'If the Trigger had more range, it's the Abrams that would have been
burning.'

'Make sure that makes it into your report, too, Captain,’ the colonel
said with anod. 'But you'd better not repeat it anywhere else!’

On aclear, cold January morning, two aircraft roared down a runway
at Nellis Air Force Base and climbed into avelvet Nevada sky. Test
11 was made up of a mismatched pair - an elderly Navy F-14 and a
sleek Air Force F-22 - but they formed up together and turned to the
southeast with the easy grace of the well-trained performing a
familiar task. The test sortie was carefully scripted, the aircrews well
briefed.

Still, not every question had been answered, and some could not be
asked.

One was about the target aircraft itself. While most target drones
were retired fighters, Test 11's sortie was against a QT-1 Jayhawk, a
one-off based on a common twin-engine jet used to train transport
and tanker pilots. Even the test director had acknowledged that oddity
with alittle joke.

'Yes, it's going to seem like going after a Southwest Airlines
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commuter out of Salt Lake City,' the general had said. 'So be sure we
don't.'

The mystery was heightened by the weapons |oadouts, which were
unusually heavy for atest involving a single drone of any type.
Captain 'Mojo' Thome's Tomcat was hung with both Phoenix and
Sparrow missiles, while Captain 'Rhino’ Oatley's Raptor had both
Sidewinders and AMRAAMSs tucked away in itsinternal bays. All of
the missiles had live warheads. Each fighter also carried afull load of
ammunition for its 20mm Vulcan cannon, in a high
explosive/lead/tracer mix.

'Loaded for bear, Mojo,"' one of the armorers had said, asking without
asking.

'"We'll bring back what we don't need.' Thorne had replied. Privately,
he had said to his back-seater, 'Seems like they want a month's data
from one sortie.'

The prospects for getting it, though, seemed dim. They had been told
the target would carry an experimental electronic counter-measures
package, referred to only as 'the package'. Its principles and
capabilities had not been alluded to, much less disclosed. But,
experiment notwithstanding, nothing in the air should be able to
withstand the onslaught programmed in the sortie script - least of all
such athin-skinned, glass-jawed target.

It was not their place to ask for or expect explanations. They would
fly the mission like professionals, light up the drone, and leave the
rest to the managers.

Accelerating to the high subsonic, the tandem covered the distance to
the first waypoint over northwest Utah in a matter of minutes.
Wheeling around to the south, they turned on their long-range attack
radar and climbed to the specified altitude. Almost at once, they
picked up the target drone, which was circling over the range. The
Raptor pulled out and fell behind the Tomcat, which was assigned to
take the first shot.

'‘Flagman, Mojo," said Thorne, calling the test controller.
'Mojo, Flagman. Go ahead.'

'Test 11 is home on the range. Calling Judy.' With that word, control
of the intercept passed to Thorne.
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'Roger, Mojo. Proceed. Rangeis hot.'

‘Contact, twenty left, forty-five miles!'

‘That's your bogey.'

When his Radio Intercept Officer called thirty-five miles, Thorne

selected a Phoenix missile. At thirty, he said, 'Fox one,' and thumbed
the firing pickle.

As the stout projectile jumped off the rails and accelerated to its
supersonic cruising speed, the two fighters broke off into atight
check turn to the left, maintaining their distance from the target as the
script required. The Phoenix closed that distance so swiftly that only
the Tomcat's RIO, twisting her head sideways, saw the explosion
with the naked eye.

'Direct hit!" she said excitedly as the bright yellow flash collapsed
into an oily black cloud. 'Splash the drone!' But in the next instant she
saw that the drone remained on her radar display. ‘Mojo -'

'l seeit. Flagman, Test 11. Do you have atally on the drone?

‘Test 11, Flagman, negative splash, droneis still alive. Rangeis cold.'
A long two minutes later, the controller came back. 'Test 11, rangeis
hot. Proceed.’

The second Phoenix roared away toward the horizon. Again there
was ayellow flash, asnarl of black smoke - and again the drone flew
on, apparently unscathed.

Closing to a distance of twenty miles, the Tomcat 1oosed the first of
its medium-range Sparrow missiles. Still the drone flew on.

'Rhino, check victor,' said Thorne, and switched his own radio to the
VHP intraflight frequency.

‘Toop," his wingman acknowledged.
'Rhino, whatever they've got hung on that bird, | want one.'

Before Rhino could answer, there was a sharp, chastening response
from anew voice, that belonging to General Thorn Vannigan from
the Office of Defense Technology. "Test 11, thisis Goldenrod. Knock
off the chatter.'

'‘Copy, Goldenrod," said Thorne, swallowing hard.
The last of the Tomcat's missiles was as ineffective as the first, and
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the flight vectored away to set up for the Raptor's turn at bat. By that
point Thorne had decided the 'the package' was not only affecting
guidance, but causing the missile warheads to detonate prematurely.
He expected the F-22's AMRAAM, with its large directed
fragmentation warhead, would end the exercise.

But it did not happen that way. Four times the Raptor's weapons bays
opened, and four times the test controller reported, 'Negative splash.'

'‘What the he