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# TRIAL BY ABUNDANCE

## A Novel

### PART ONE: THE GIFT

#### Chapter 1. How the Team Came Together

Adam had known Klaus since the age when you don't choose your friends — you just happen to live next door to them. Their mothers said hello in the courtyard, their fathers fixed the fence between the yards together, and the two boys spent years kicking a ball around the lot behind the garages, until they grew up and went their separate ways: one into physics, the other onto an actual nuclear plant as an operations engineer.

They met again by chance, at a mutual friend's birthday party, seven years later.

«Still messing around with formulas?» Klaus asked, handing him a beer.

«Still think formulas are 'messing around'?»

«I think theory without hands like mine is just a pretty conference talk. No offense.»

«None taken. Speaking of conferences,» Adam said. «There's one in a month. New materials. Come with me.»

«Can't. Shift.» Klaus shrugged, as if that explained everything. «Call me after, tell me what was interesting. Just skip the fluff, get straight to the point.»

He turned out to be a man of his word: the calls became weekly, and every time Klaus would listen in silence, then ask two or three questions — always practical, always inconvenient. What about the temperature tolerance. Who's going to maintain it. How much will it actually cost in real production, not in the lab.

Adam went to the conference itself alone — «Science of Tomorrow,» with a loud banner over the stage: «There is no unknown — only the not-yet-studied!» During a break between talks he spilled coffee on himself from a vending machine and, cursing, was fumbling for napkins when a voice spoke up beside him.

«Do you always make such an entrance at conferences, or is this a first?»

He looked up; a woman with not a trace of makeup on her face was holding a notebook so densely filled with writing that not a centimeter of margin remained.

«First time,» he lied. «Usually I spill tea.»

She didn't smile back, just nodded toward the stage.

«Did you catch the talk on lattice degradation under neutron flux?»

«I did. Boring.»

«Same. They measure everything in megapascals, as if the material were just a number. What if you asked it a different question?»

That was Lena. She spoke short, to the point, no wasted words — and for some reason Adam liked that immediately more than any elegant phrasing. They talked through the entire lunch break, then an evening in the hotel bar, and neither of them noticed when a third person appeared at the table. A thin, disheveled guy who at first just listened jumped into the conversation with the confidence of someone who'd been there from the start.

«Sorry, I overheard. You're talking about the Kowalski-Tanaka lattice, right? I ran the numbers on that a month ago, nobody ever answers.»

«Who are you?» Lena asked, not particularly politely.

«Fritz. Posted the simulations to an open repository a month back. Silence. Thought everyone was an idiot. Turns out nobody reads open repositories; everyone waits for someone to print the same thing in a peer-reviewed journal.»

He talked fast, as if words couldn't keep up with his thoughts, constantly interrupting himself with a new idea before finishing the last one. Adam would later admit he couldn't remember the exact moment that evening when the three of them stopped being strangers and became something like a temporary team. At some hour of the night Fritz opened his laptop, Lena started arguing with him about model parameters, and Adam realized he didn't want it to end when the conference did.

Miriam appeared later — almost a year on, when Lena, Adam, and Fritz (Klaus had joined by then too, unable to stand a week without their calls) were already arguing over the first synthesis sketches in a rented lab on the outskirts of Munich.

She was recommended by a professor in Zurich, whom Adam had visited for a consultation not directly about physics — more about a question that wouldn't leave him alone: whether they even had the right to build what they were building.

«That's not a question for me,» the professor said, «but I know someone who's good at answering that kind. A physicist. A bit odd. Talk to her.»

The first conversation with Miriam lasted six hours — not because every minute of it was substantial, but because they both lost track of time.

«Do you really think it'll work?» he asked toward the end, more tired than curious by then.

She was silent for a long while before answering.

«I think that if it works, the hardest part begins. Working with the material — that you seem to know how to do. But what comes after...»

She didn't finish the sentence. Adam decided at the time that she was simply worn out from the long conversation.

#### Chapter 2. The Discovery

For the third night in a row Adam hadn't left the lab — not because he was required to, but because sleep wouldn't come anyway.

Lena was already asleep right there, curled in a corner on an old lab coat thrown on the floor instead of a pillow. She'd been passing out like that every other night for the past two weeks, and no one dared wake her as long as it didn't interfere with the work.

«You should sleep too,» she mumbled through sleep when he bumped a chair for the third time, checking the readings.

«Look at the graph,» he said, not noticing she'd apparently been asleep.

She sat up, rubbed her eyes, looked — first briefly, then longer, fully awake now. The sample she'd synthesized a week earlier had been under bombardment from a control cesium-137 source for the third hour straight. The counter wasn't showing what it should have.

«Calibration error,» she said.

«I recalibrated twice.»

«Then it's a sample error.»

«That's what I thought too. Check it yourself.»

She checked. Then checked again. By four-thirty in the morning she was sitting beside him on the lab floor, back against the desk, and they were both silent, watching a barely visible emerald glow through the viewing window of the chamber.

«It's not breaking down,» she said finally. «The lattice resistance is dropping. It's not just withstanding the flux. It's... hardening from it.»

«I thought I was losing my mind.»

«Looks like we both are.»

By morning the others had trickled in. Fritz launched scaling simulations right on the windowsill, unable to find a free desk, muttering numbers faster than he could write them down. Klaus, glancing at the first strength calculations for industrial volumes, was silent for a long time, then said only:

«This is too good. Usually when something's this good, there's an error somewhere. Give me two days, I'll find it.»

«We spent the whole night looking for the error,» Lena answered.

«Then three days.»

Miriam said nothing; she just stood by the window, watching the sky lighten, longer than it took just to watch a sunrise.

«You all right?» Adam asked her.

«Yes.» She turned. «I was just thinking we can't pretend anymore that we don't know this.»

She didn't tell him the other thing — that for a few seconds, standing at the window, she'd had a strange, almost physical sensation that she'd seen this sunrise before, from this very window, only at some time that hadn't happened yet. She chalked it up to the sleepless night and didn't think about it again. At least, not then.

#### Chapter 3. The Board Meeting

Three weeks later, in a conference room where the air conditioning ran too loud and the coffee had long gone cold, Reinhard Vogel sat at the table with two other investors — one of them connected by video from Singapore, freezing every so often from lag.

«We patent,» Reinhard said, wasting no time on preamble. «Six months for the legal work, tops. Then — exclusive rights to reprocessing existing burial sites. Framatome will be lined up, Rosatom too, I've already tested the waters.»

«We don't want an exclusive,» Adam said.

Reinhard raised an eyebrow, as if he hadn't heard right.

«Excuse me?»

«We're releasing it to the public. Everything — synthesis protocols, industrial schematics.»

The room went quiet enough that the hum of the air conditioner became audible.

«Do you understand what you're saying?» Reinhard said it slowly, as if explaining to a child. «Do you understand how much money in this room is evaporating right now, as you say this sentence?»

«I understand.»

«Then why?»

Klaus was looking at the table — not because he agreed with Reinhard, but because it was physically uncomfortable for him to watch a deal he himself had spent months working on fall apart.

«Because if it stays with us,» Miriam said, «sooner or later someone will use it as leverage. Against someone. We don't want to be the ones handing out that kind of leverage.»

«That sounds lovely,» Reinhard said. «Now imagine for a second that I say the same thing back to you in
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