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      Los Alamos, New Mexico - 1946

      “Well, that’s it for Slotin,” Feynman said. The great physicist, the Prankster of Los Alamos, had just finished reading the memo that Leo Stringer had handed him, and now turned back to his newspaper as if the news of the world was more important than the news of a colleague’s impending doom. “I warned him.”

      The renowned physicist, Richard Feynman, was known for his jokes, his quirks of personality. Everyone admired and respected him as a brilliant mind, but he was most memorable for being a prankster. Barely a day went by that someone wasn’t on the receiving end of some gag perpetrated by Feynman. And everyone loved it.

      Everyone but Leo Stringer.

      Stringer thought physics was serious business. Which was why he could not understand or tolerate Feynman’s nonchalance about the fate of their colleague.

      Even if that colleague was a buffoon, in Stringer’s opinion.

      The jeans. The cowboy hat. The complete lack of regard for safety protocols. It was his own arrogance that brought on his doom, in Stringer’s opinion. Still, he was a lauded physicist, one of their own, and should be respected on that merit alone.

      “Doctor Slotin,” Dr. Stringer began, “knew there were risks. He’d already seen Dr. Daghlian die from exposure.”

      Feynman winced and shook his head. “Poor Harry,” he said, reflecting. “And poor Hemmerly. Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Private Robert. J. Hemmerly had been the security guard on duty when Dr. Daghlian had killed them both, experimenting with the core with no safeties, no protection. One slip of a tungsten carbide brick had sealed his fate and Hemmerly’s as well. Arrogance and a lack of respect for what he was dealing with had ended two lives in mere microseconds.

      Both incidents—Daghlian’s and Slotin’s—were more than preventable. They’d each been reckless, and they’d paid the price. Along with anyone who happened to be near.

      Why Louis Slotin would make essentially the same mistake as Harry Daghlian, barely nine months later—it was baffling. Worse, it was irresponsible. No fewer than seven physicists had been exposed to lethal levels of radiation during Slotin’s ill-fated experiment.

      Killed because of a slip of a common screwdriver.

      It was a horror, Stringer thought. Worse, it was a humiliation.

      Just one more slap in the face of science, courtesy of Los Alamos.

      Courtesy of buffoons such as Richard Feynman, who was every bit as cocky and self-assured as Slotin or Daghlian. He had a measure more of common sense, at least.

      How was it that imbeciles such as these were privileged to work with something as high-profile as the core, while Stringer himself was relegated to begging for whatever scraps of plutonium he could get, just to run the experiments to support his own work?

      Worse than the humiliation of begging for scraps, however, was the fact that Stringer was struggling just to make ends meet. He had bills—debts, really—and his pay grade was nowhere near Feynman’s. It was galling, not to mention stressful, to work so hard and still have… certain parties breathing down his neck.

      Bad debts. Bad bets. Stringer had genuinely thought he’d cracked the code on figuring the odds, on determining which horse or which fighter or which baseball team was up for a win, despite being the underdog. His bets had all failed, though. And now, here he was.

      There was one more bet, of course. Or a gamble, at least. It had been nagging him for weeks. If he could just catch one lucky break, he could be free of all of this. But there was too much at stake, and too little opportunity, for him to take the risk.

      “Well, the reign of terror for the Demon Core has finally ended,” Feynman said, kicking back in the wooden office chair, his legs crossing at the ankle on the worn edge of his desk. He rattled the paper and began to read again, as if Stringer wasn’t even there.

      Stringer’s eyebrows arched. He chose to ignore the ridiculous nickname that had been given to the plutonium core. The demon core. It smacked of superstition, as if anyone who came near had best fear its wrath.

      Ridiculous.

      But something else about Feynman’s comment caught Stringer’s attention. “What do you mean? What will they do with the core?”

      Without folding his paper away from his face, Feynman responded, “It’s being shipped out in 48 hours. It’ll be melted down and added to the US plutonium reserves. On to kill more people in more creative ways than two geniuses who couldn’t be convinced not to tickle the sleeping dragon’s tail.”

      Stringer took this information in, considering it in light of the recent developments in his personal life. The recent financial challenges he’d been forced to face. The bad bets and bad debts, and the offer he had, at first, decided was too risky to accept.

      He had been set to decline, once and for all. He had planned to make a trip to town that afternoon, but instead of accepting the offer, he was going to make a call from a payphone, where the base operators would not be able to overhear. He had intended to tell the frightening little Brazilian man that he would not be bought, gambling debts or no! The risk was simply too high. He had too much moral integrity. He was better than that. Even with all the money the Brazilian was offering, all the freedom that would buy, Stringer just could not be bought.

      But this changed everything.

      “I have work to do,” Stringer said.

      Feynman grunted, barely an acknowledgment, and Stringer left the office in a rush.

      His first stop was his own lab.

      Unlike Daghlian and Slotin, Stringer had never been given direct access to experiment on the demon core. He’d seen it, had been near it, had even witnessed one of Slotin’s ridiculously dangerous and haphazard experiments—the man was using his hands and a screwdriver to manually keep the two halves of the beryllium sphere apart! Lunacy! It was a wonder he hadn’t killed everyone sooner, and Stringer had made sure to stay well clear of Slotin’s lab when he was running one of his experiments, which turned out to be a prudent decision.

      Now, however, Stringer needed access to the core. And he had an idea of how to get it.

      He would have to hurry.

      If he played this right, he could be free by the afternoon. He could be on a distant beach somewhere by tomorrow morning. If he played this right.

      It meant walking away from everything—or at least, walking away from his career. Which was all he had, when he allowed himself to think honestly about it. He had no real family to speak of. A brother who lived a thousand miles away, and with whom Stringer had fallen out a few months earlier.

      He’d asked his brother for some help. “They’re threatening to break my legs!” Stringer had told him.

      “Leo,” his brother had said, shaking his head. “I’ve got a wife. A kid on the way. I just… I don’t have that kind of money. How did you get yourself into this?”

      Stringer had cried then, out of fear and frustration. “I just couldn’t lose,” he’d said. “I had it figured out. I did the math.”

      His brother had sighed. “You always do the math, Leo. You just never notice when things don’t add up.” He shook his head again. “I’m sorry, Leo. You’re just going to have to clean up your own mess this time. I don’t have it. I can’t give you what I don’t have.”

      Stringer had left his brother’s house and returned to Los Alamos, cutting the trip short by a week. They hadn’t spoken since, and Stringer had no intention of ever speaking to him again. Who could leave their own brother at the mercy of thugs and criminals, while they lived in a nice home, drove a nice automobile, had such a lovely wife?

      His brother’s life was perfect. He had everything.

      All Stringer had was his work, and his debts.

      And now he had this offer. The Brazilian’s offer.

      It was a huge risk. It would cost him everything, even if he pulled it off.

      But the money…

      He would have more than enough money to pay off his gambling debts, certainly. But more to the point, he’d have the money to disappear.

      He had daydreamed about it. About taking the core, giving it to the Brazilian, taking the money and running. He’d daydreamed about being able to walk away from this place, where he was essentially a prisoner. Where his life was simply pathetic and vile.

      No money, no spouse, his time on and off the base dictated by the whims of a General who couldn’t be bothered to meet with him. Stringer had every reason to take the money and leave this life for good. There was nothing here for him. Nothing but humiliation and risk and, once his debtors found him, crippling injury. Maybe even death.

      He had no reason to stay, and every reason to take the deal and run.

      It was just that he was not bold. Not normally. His life had never been about boldness. He spent his life studying, thinking, performing safe little experiments that he could write about—most of which involved no real risk.

      To do the task ahead, however, he would have to be bold. He would need a special kind of courage—maybe one born of desperation.

      He hadn’t taken the deal up to now because taking the core would be risky. It was always being watched, always monitored. Getting it away from Slotin would have been too difficult. Stringer was sure to be caught, and even the attempt would be enough to have him branded a traitor, to have him face a firing squad.

      Too risky, even for the sweetest of beach-bound dreams.

      But now…

      Stringer was a gambler at heart, after all. He might not take the sort of risks that Slotin and Daghlian had taken, gambling with his health and his life. But he knew how odds worked, and he knew when they were stacked in his favor. A few bad bets didn’t disprove that.

      These were good odds. If he acted now, they were odds in his favor.

      In Stringer’s own lab was another beryllium sphere. It lay in two halves, sitting like large, overturned melon halves on one of the work tables. Near at hand was a ceramic ring that Stringer and any sane physicist would use as a safety, to keep the two sphere halves from closing too narrowly over the plutonium core, to keep both halves separate.

      That separation was essential. Without it, the radiation of the plutonium would reflect back upon itself, creating a self-perpetuating chain reaction and eventually emitting a blast of neutron radiation that was easily enough to kill everyone close by.

      This was what had happened to both Daghlian, with his tungsten carbide bricks, and Stolin, with his own beryllium sphere halves and the damned screwdriver. Both had slipped. Both had closed the gap around the core, which was hovering just at the threshold of critical mass. Both had been irradiated in the next instant, a flash of blue light and a rush of heat sealing their fates, ending their lives. They had been dead men walking, the instant they’d seen that light. Their bodies would catch up with that fact in mere days.

      It was a horrible way to die. Painful, their bodies deteriorating, covered in sores and blisters, the flesh melting away. Agony.

      All for want of some very simple protections. Nothing more than a ceramic ring, to keep two sphere halves separate, would have been more than enough to spare Stolin’s life, at least.

      Stringer would not make that same mistake. He was a gambler, but he was no fool.

      In a box made of lead crystal sat the key to Stringer’s success. Even though it had been the mark of his failure, and his shame, during his time here.

      Plutonium was powerful, but dangerous. It could be controlled, but that control required precision. And as Stolin and Daghlian had both discovered, the slightest slip in that precision could be fatal.

      Stringer, always a cautious man when it came to physics, had been working for years on a safer alternative to plutonium. His lab had been dedicated to the creation of a replacement—the fabrication of a hybrid element that would, in theory, yield the same output of power, but in a much more controlled way, a much safer output.

      Stringer’s Hybrid contained trace amounts of plutonium, along with other similar isotopes. Just enough that its radiation could be measured, and just volatile enough that a reaction could be triggered under the right circumstances.

      The problem was, so far neither Stringer nor any other physicist working on the hybrid had found a way to actually create those circumstances. No matter what they tried, they could not initiate a chain reaction. The hybrid had similar characteristics to plutonium. It looked like plutonium and acted like plutonium—except when it counted. When it came to replicating the awesome power of a plutonium chain reaction, the hybrid was practically inert. A dud.

      Stringer had, in effect, created “fool’s plutonium.”

      Stringer’s Hybrid had become known on the base as Stringer’s Folly. And the physicists he worked with, especially Dr. Feynman, never let him forget it. The teasing. The jokes. The smirks. The lack of respect for Stringer and his work was chronic and universal.

      So when it came to his colleagues, he owed them nothing. But they owed him a great deal. This entire facility owed him, by his estimate. And now he had a chance to seize what was his.

      Stringer placed one half of the beryllium sphere into a wooden crate that had been designed to carry the entire assembly. He then took the hybrid core out of its crystalline container and gingerly placed it within the sphere half, lying in the wooden crate.

      Next he slid the ceramic ring into place, allowing it to click onto the metal surface of the sphere, in an orbit around the core.

      This was where Slotin had screwed up. Without that ring to separate both halves of the sphere, the emissions from the plutonium would continue to build up, and in a very short order they would create a chain reaction. And anyone standing at hand—even hotshot physicists who wore blue jeans and cowboy boots—would be dead.

      There was no danger of that with the Hybrid, fortunately. Stringer’s Folly was, for once, doing exactly as he needed it to do.

      With the ring in place, Stringer dropped the second half of the beryllium sphere on top of the assembly, then fastened the wooden lid of the crate into place.

      The crate was on a rolling cart, allowing for easy transport in and out of the lab, and Stringer put his weight behind it now, pushing it out into the hall.

      He would need to be casual. And this was a challenge for him. His nerves were working at him. He could feel his guts twisting. He could feel sweat breaking out all over his body. He dabbed his forehead with his sleeve.

      Stringer was not a man accustomed to facing fear. He never had a taste for it.

      He chastised himself for being foolish, reminding himself that he was doing nothing out of the ordinary. To anyone watching, he’d look like he was moving equipment from one location to another, just like he did several times per week. No one would bother questioning him, because everyone thought this was the pinnacle of his contribution to science—relegated to being a grunt, pushing a cart, moving around the base as if he were invisible.

      Stringer had access to all the labs on base, but according to the logs, the Demon Core was stored in a secured lab for the moment. It was ensconced in a lead-lined room, guarded by a Private who had a neck as thick as a red oak, and a rifle that fairly trembled with anticipation of use.

      Stringer might have been able to convince himself that no one on base would care or even glance his way as he rolled his cart from one building to another. But getting past this guard was going to take more than soothing self-talk. He spent several sweaty minutes breathing deeply, thinking calming thoughts, picturing sunny beaches and fruity drinks. He imagined himself with all the trappings of wealth in a remote world, far from labs and radiation and the leg-breakers employed by his bookie. Farther still from the specter of Stringer’s Folly, and the humiliation heaped on him by Feynman and the others.

      He pictured a life free of all of it. A fresh start on the sand, with the ocean lapping at his heels.

      It worked. He calmed down. His rational mind took over. And with it the cold and calculating mind Stringer used to outline his experiments asserted itself, the steel-girded efficiency he applied to running his lab kicked in.

      He pushed the cart behind the building, and stood aside, watching. The Private stood at attention the whole time, rifle at the ready—the consummate soldier. He would stand there through a hurricane, if his CO ordered him to. His kind was a nuisance at Los Alamos, in Stringer’s opinion. Too rigid. Too ready to exercise unearned authority over men with minds far superior to his own.

      Too quick to shoot first and ask questions never.

      But that rigidity might prove to be an advantage.

      Stringer huffed several times. He rotated his head on his shoulders. He stamped his feet. He needed to screw his courage to the sticking place, as Lady Macbeth would say.

      Again he huffed and stamped. And then he committed.

      Once again he pushed the cart forward, reminding himself to move at a steady pace, to be bold and to not show just how afraid he was.

      He felt like vomiting.

      As he approached, the Private finally showed signs of life. He squared off with Stringer, spread his heels, and took aim with his rifle.

      “Halt!”

      Stringer halted and raised his hands into the air, slowly. He felt his gorge rise and breathed through it.

      “Authorized personnel only!” the Private bellowed.

      Stringer swallowed and nodded. “I… I know, that’s why I’m here. I have orders to deliver this core to shielded storage, to be removed in 48 hours.”

      The private did nothing to change his posture or position, but he did blink.

      “The Demon Core?” Stringer prompted, using the wretched nickname, hoping its reputation, and the superstition surrounding it, would be enough to put the guard off of his game.

      Stringer slowly reached down, placing his hand on the lid of the wooden crate.

      The guard tensed, the rifle jutted forward.

      Stringer raised his hand again, just as slowly. “I’m supposed to deliver the Demon Core to storage, to place it under guard until it can be transported.”

      “The core is already in secure storage, Sir,” the guard accused.

      Stringer managed a confused expression. “How can that be? I have it right here?” He nodded to the crate. “Can I show you? All I’d have to do is remove the lid.”

      The guard hesitated.

      “It won’t be dangerous,” Stringer assured him. “There’s a safeguard in place. I can show you.”

      The guard again hesitated, then lowered his rifle, stepping forward slightly, raising on his toes to peer over the edge of the crate from where he stood.

      Stringer lowered his hands and, carefully, removed the wooden lid.

      Within the crate was indeed an intimidating looking sphere. The sort that the guard had surely seen before, and knew contained something mysterious and powerful. His expression changed, his mouth opening a bit, his eyes widening slightly.

      Stringer almost smirked, remembering conversations overheard in the mess, as the grunts told scary stories over their meals. Some had seen what happened to Daghlian—the flesh melting from his hand, the sores and blisters that formed over his body, the agonizing death that claimed him.

      To them, that 14-pound sphere of plutonium was the heart of the devil himself. It was an unmastered ifrit in a bottle—a fiery demon jinn ready to consume anyone foolish enough to come too close.

      The sphere in Stringer’s box contained no such demon, but to the Private it surely looked like every nightmare he’d had since coming to this place.

      And to add to the effect, Stringer took a Geiger counter from the bottom of the cart, clicked it on, and waved the wand over the sphere. It picked up the trace amounts of radiation from the minuscule plutonium in the hybrid, emphasizing them through a rapid succession of clicks that increased in volume as the wand moved closer to the hybrid core.

      Everyone on the base knew that sound, and what it meant.

      The show was enough.

      The Private, looking somewhat pale, stood at attention again, saluted for some reason, and turned to open the door, using the key he’d been entrusted with. He was so hurried in his actions that he fumbled, but recovered quickly. In seconds the door was open, held by the Private’s arm as he attempted to simultaneously hold the door and stand as far to the side as possible.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the Private said. “I was told that the core had already been delivered, before I came on shift.”

      “It’s alright, Private,” Stringer said, replacing the lid of the crate. “You know how things go around here. Sometimes the machine isn’t as well-oiled as it should be. Blame all the physicists, am I right?”

      He said this last with a slight note of laughter in his tone, and the Private eagerly smiled and nodded along. Those damned physicists, and their lack of discipline. What order could survive such a chaotic environment?

      Stringer knew what the soldiers thought of his kind, and what his kind thought of the soldiers in return. There was a lot of tension between the two groups—two separate types of minds, with very different ideas about how things should work in the world, and particularly on this base.

      Somehow they were all meant to work closely together, amidst all the potential death surrounding them. All the horrid and wretched ways a man could die, mere inches from them at any moment.

      Chaos was the least of the plagues that could descend upon this place, if conditions turned just wrong.

      The very fact that Stringer could so easily bypass security and enter this lead-lined laboratory was proof that combining scientific research and military might was an effort doomed to failure. Something was always bound to go wrong. Two such disparate ways of thinking could not easily co-exist.

      Now that he was in the lab, with the door locked behind him and guarded by a very determined Private, Stringer was feeling far more bold. The plan had been impromptu and had involved a level of subterfuge that Stringer wasn’t entirely comfortable with. The rest of his plan would be a lot simpler.

      Not easy, but simple.

      First, he found the Demon Core.

      It had been removed from the beryllium sphere that Slotin had irresponsibly deployed. It now sat within a geometric web of metal braces, holding it aloft at its center, as if the brackets radiated outward from it. There would be no repeats of Slotin or Daghlian’s blunders—this housing reflected nothing back at the demon core. It would not create a reaction. It would not tickle this sleeping dragon’s tail.

      Stringer got to work.

      He removed the lid of his crate, and the top portion of the sphere. He placed both on the table beside the Demon Core’s bracketed housing. He then got to work excising the core from its geometric prison.

      The core was composed of plutonium, but it was coated in nickel and silver, making it safe enough to touch and handle. Despite this, however, it felt uncomfortably warm in Stringer’s hands.

      He would wash thoroughly after handling it once he was away from the lab. Plutonium outside of the body was relatively safe. Plutonium inside the body was pure poison. He would have to be careful and keep his hands away from his eyes, nose, and mouth until he had a chance to scrub them.

      With the Demon Core excised from its housing, Stringer swapped it with the hybrid. From the outside, the two spheres looked identical. Both had protective shells of nickel and silver. Both emitted equivalent levels of passive radiation. Both were the same approximate size.

      There was a slight difference in weight, with the Demon Core weighing around 14 pounds to the Hybrid’s 13.3 pounds. But unless someone bothered to weigh the thing between now and the time it was melted down, there’d be no real way to tell the difference.

      Stringer placed the hybrid sphere into the geometric contraption, turning the thumb screws that tightened it into place, and then gently rolled the Demon Core into the bottom half of his own beryllium sphere.

      This was where things could get excruciatingly dangerous.

      Once the top half of that sphere was in place, the radiation from the plutonium would start bouncing around, reflecting back on itself, building up toward a chain reaction. The only thing keeping it from reaching critical mass would be the ceramic ring, which provided a gap for the neutrons to escape. It was a bit like having a venting hole on a tea kettle. Without it, the pressure would build until the kettle exploded.

      Only instead of scalding steam, this particular kettle would erupt with a wave of deadly neutron radiation, frying Stringer and anyone else within range.

      This was what Slotin had gotten wrong. He’d been too cocky. Too self assured. Too sloppy. He and his bluejeans. He and his cowboy boots. He and his screwdriver.

      Imbecile.

      Stringer, however, was no imbecile. He had no intention of going out like Slotin or Daghlian. This would not be Stringer’s Folly.

      He gingerly placed the top half of his beryllium sphere on top of the core, gapped by the ceramic ring, then quickly replaced the wooden lid of the crate.

      The first part of his mission was complete.

      Next came the escape.

      Luckily, security personnel at Los Alamos could be as arrogant and presupposing as some of the physicists in their work. For though a guard had been placed on the front entrance of the building, there was no one on the rear exit. The security of that door depended entirely on the fact that there was no handle on the outside, and the door itself was locked from the inside. It was built to push open from within, in case anyone needed a quick escape.

      As it happened, someone did.

      Stringer pushed the cart to the door, opened it, and held it aside with his hip as he wheeled the Demon Core out into the maze of buildings that comprised the compound.

      Once more, he was invisible. Dr. Stringer, the grunt, going about his one useful task—the pushing of a cart, the transporting of inconsequential materials from one place to another.

      No one blinked twice as he moved through the base, with one of the deadliest items on the planet preceding him. No one called out to him or challenged him. No one questioned where he was going or what he was doing. No one really even looked his way, which was the way it always was.

      He was Dr. Leo Stringer—creator of Stringer’s Folly. Harmless. Not worth paying attention to.

      No one cared where he went or what he did.

      With any luck, they never would.

      He loaded the crate into the trunk of his car, pushed the cart into the bay of a garage nearby, and was on the road in minutes. Passing the security checkpoint, the guard on duty merely glanced at his ID, checked it against his list of authorized departures, and nodded him through.

      Stringer let out a relieved sigh, grateful that he’d gone ahead with requesting an evening in town. He had planned to use that pass to call the Brazilian, to tell him that he was out, that he would not help in whatever machinations the frightening little man had in mind.

      Now he would surprise the little man. Now he would show the Brazilian who was really in charge. Now it was Leo Stringer’s turn to call the shots, to outline what came next.

      He would arrange for the handoff and control all factors. He already knew exactly how to do it—planning this part had been easy. He had daydreamed of it many times, since the Brazilian had made contact with him, had made his offer.

      Stringer would take the core to a spot he’d already discovered—a place that only he knew about. A place where he’d spent a great deal of time, photographing the landscape, studying the play of light on both natural and artificial stone.

      He had converted the bathroom of his on-base home into a little dark room, where he spent hours each day on his hobby. Photography was something safe to do with his “free time.” An inexpensive hobby. He had access to all the chemicals he needed on the base. He had a camera he’d procured from a project that was defunct. His only overhead was film, which wasn’t much. And even this he’d managed to periodically procure from the labs, pocketing a roll here or there when no one was looking.

      New Mexico was, in most ways, a bland and depressing place. But even Stringer had to admit there was a sort of majestic beauty in the landscape, particularly at certain times of day. And, lacking much else to use as a subject, he’d become quite skilled at finding breathtaking shots.

      He had quite a nice portfolio of photos taken in the region, actually. A collection he would regrettably have to leave behind.

      He’d miss those photos. He had framed dozens of them, adorning the walls of his depressing military-provided domicile in a futile and pathetic effort to bring some form of beauty into his home.

      But once he had the money, he could buy new and better photography equipment. And instead of valleys and hillsides, rivers and roadways, landscapes and statues, he could photograph tropical locales and scantily clad island girls for the rest of his life.

      A fair trade.

      Once he arrived at his secret spot, he’d stash the Demon Core safely, hiding it so that no one could ever find it—hiding it right out in the open in a brilliant spot, if he did say so himself. A spot he’d already considered, measured, and planned around, even though he’d been certain he was going to call the whole thing off.

      No one would ever know it was there. They could look upon it a thousand times over a thousand years and never suspect. It was perfect.

      Once he had the core hidden, he would then drive to the nearest town and find a payphone.

      His contact, the frightening little Brazilian man, would be pleased. This had all happened much faster than they’d expected or planned. An early surprise. Stringer was glad he hadn’t called things off after all.

      He planned to ask for more money. A lot more.

      Forget his bookies. Forget all of his small, insignificant plans. He’d done the impossible here! He’d faced down his fears and pulled this off!

      He’d been thinking too small before. Now, with a taste of what boldness could accomplish, he was going to have his due.

      He’d get more money from the Brazilian man, and then he’d board a plane to some sandy, sunny island, where no one had ever heard of plutonium or Dr. Feynman or Los Alamos. Where no one had heard of Stringer’s Folly.

      He’d be free for the rest of his life.

      His career would be over for good, but that wasn’t so bad. As much as he loved science, it had not returned his affection. His work was unremarkable. It was likely he wouldn’t even be a footnote in the history books. He was just some physicist who failed at the one thing he’d been hired to do. A man with too many debts and too little luck.

      But this… this was his moment. Now he was going to get exactly what was coming to him.

      As he drove, daydreaming, the car was suddenly jarred, the driver-side wheels slamming into a deep pothole in the road. It was enough to jam Stringer’s teeth together painfully. It was enough to shake his bones.

      It was enough to create Stringer’s Second Folly.

      He didn’t notice the flash of blue light that emitted from his trunk. He couldn’t feel the wave of heat, subtle enough to go unnoticed as his car moved through the dessert, masked by the warm rush of air blowing in through the car’s rolled-down windows.

      Stringer hadn’t felt death’s visit when it dropped by—the quiet brush of radiation upon his cells, whispering to them, “This is the end.”

      There was another jolt from the road—an ironic bit of good fortune, yet another intervention from Fate that Dr. Stringer would never know about. The top of the beryllium sphere bounced, landing askew and creating a gap that once again rendered the Demon Core impotent. The shattered pieces of the ceramic ring had miraculously worked themselves back into the crack between the sphere halves, allowing the radiation a safe path out. Later, as Stringer delivered the core to its hiding place, he would marvel at the shattered ceramic, thanking the stars that they’d stayed in place, that they’d kept the sphere halves from closing.

      It was a miracle.

      Stringer wouldn’t know he was dead for another couple of hours yet.

      After leaving the Demon Core’s hiding place, speeding along toward town, where he would find a payphone and make his call to the Brazilian, Stringer began to feel the symptoms.

      He recognized them immediately.

      In a panic he rushed to the closest hospital, skipping the payphone, never reaching out to the frightening little Brazilian man.

      There would be no call.

      There would be no money. No beaches. No escape.

      By midnight, Stringer was nothing more than a soul trapped in a rotting corpse—burned and blistered and crying out in agony to his last breath.

      When he finally passed, the doctors—baffled by what would have caused this—all thought of his death as a mercy.

      The following morning, the entire hospital was commandeered by the US military and a team of scientists and military, all wearing radiation suits, all barking orders and shoving everyone into rooms at gunpoint—patient, doctor, nurse, all were forced into quarantine.

      No one knew how or why Stringer had been exposed to such a lethal dose of radiation. The Demon Core, certainly, was never suspected. for all they knew, it was still safely locked away at the base, awaiting transport.

      The best they could figure was that Stringer had somehow managed to make the hybrid core work, and had dosed himself in lethal radiation without ever realizing it.

      The unluckiest lucky break of the bastard’s life, by the estimate of Feynman and his colleagues. But whatever it was that he’d done, however he’d achieved this final success, none of them had been able to replicate it. The secret of Stringer’s success had died with him.

      Stringer’s Folly had killed him, they decided. A sad twist of fate, and a pathetic and ironic end for a man who never amounted to much in his field, or in his life.

      His body was cremated, his ashes stored in a lead-lined container that was encased in a ton of cement and buried deep in the desert, alongside other irradiated refuse and debris from Los Alamos. A letter was sent to his closest living relative, his estranged brother, along with ownership of everything that Stringer left behind that wasn’t highly classified.

      This pathetic estate included Stringer’s clothing, a radio, some odd pieces of old lab equipment, a few papers, some books, and a very large collection of photographs, including one framed photo of The Maiden of Los Alamos—a statute commissioned just that year, and apparently one of Stringer’s favorite subjects. There were dozens of photos of her, taken from multiple angles.

      Stringer’s brother had no use for any of his things, and the entire collection stayed in a storage unit for the next fifty years, until it was passed on to Stringer’s niece—the niece he never met.

      Stringer’s Folly, at least, went on to more noble ends. It was transported from the base under heavy guard, melted down, and added to the US plutonium reserves, all under the assumption that it was more than inert material.

      The curse of the Demon Core had ended. No one would ever again face the horrors of its touch.

      That was a comfort to many.

      But in a hidden spot, a place that only Leo Stringer had known about, the Demon Core slept. Hidden in plain sight, just as Stringer had hoped. Invisible, just as Stringer himself had been invisible. No one bothered to look for it, because no one knew it existed.

      This, as it turned out, was Stringer’s greatest success. And it would remain hidden in that place, unnoticed by the eyes of thousands of visitors per year, undiscovered for nearly a century.

      Until a man called “Books” pried it from a cold, unliving hand, with the intention of using it to destroy the world.
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      Hudson Valley, New York - Present Day

      Historic Crimes Headquarters (HCHQ)

      The offices of Historic Crimes were located in the Danielle Brown Memorial Building—a structure nestled into picturesque grounds in the Hudson Valley, close enough to New York City to use the metropolis for resources, far enough away to maintain autonomy from the various federal and local law enforcement agencies that resided there.

      The building was as new and as experimental as the agency it housed.

      Dr. Dan Kotler always felt the weight of reverence and respect, as well as some grief and regret, that the building commanded whenever he entered its halls.

      He’d known the woman it was named for. He had worked alongside her, served with her in the same cause for justice.

      She… hadn’t liked him much.

      But Kotler wasn’t bothered by that. He understood why. They were very different in their approach to things. She was a disciplined member of the law enforcement community, and he was an interloper, an outsider who had a reputation for not quite following all the rules.

      She hadn’t liked him, but he had respected her anyway.

      Agent Brown was a remarkable woman, and a colleague whom he and everyone else at the FBI could depend on. She was honest to the point of being brutal—a trait that Kotler found to be rare enough to elevate her to unicorn status, and one of the things he respected about her.

      Agent Brown was someone who very much valued order, rule of law. And yet, despite disliking Kotler, she’d always been professional. She’d even saved his life on more than one occasion. She never let her personal opinion cloud her professional judgement, or keep her from always doing what was right.

      She was a good soul.

      Her death was a true tragedy—killed in the line of duty by a madman with delusions of ruling the world. She died doing her job. It was the last in a string of heroic deeds and unmatched dedication to her country, and to those she served and protected. Agent Brown had put her life on the line, again and again, and the very least anyone could have done for her was to name a building after her.

      The building, though, was just the start. There was also her legacy.

      Director Brown’s death had paved the way for a new era in and a new branch of US law enforcement. Something of the type that no one had seen before, in the history of US Federal agencies.

      Seemingly overnight, Historic Crimes evolved from being a step-child-level branch of the FBI’s White Collar Crimes division and into a full-fledged, autonomous inter-agency task force in its own right. One with a charter that, among other edicts, included a specific mandate to protect the world from the unforeseen, unknown, and unpredictable dangers that might arise from the vaults of history.

      That was where Kotler came in.

      As an archaeologist and occasional FBI consultant, Kotler had a unique perspective that often came in handy in solving challenging and unusual cases.

      He was an expert on humanity.

      As an anthropologist, Kotler studied human culture, and the role of the individual within that culture. He was fascinated by all the ways in which humanity could express itself—and these were myriad.

      Traditions, mythologies, even the games and sports that humans played could tell detailed stories of a civilization’s core values and unique perspectives. It was this sort of layered depth that had attracted Kotler to archaeology as his primary field of study, carrying him straight through to his first PhD in Anthropology.

      But his understanding and his fascination with humanity, and humanity’s role in the universe, went deeper than his degrees.

      Kotler had made a point of continuously studying human psychology, as a personal interest and pursuit, in the hope that he could begin to know the how and why of human thought and action. He’d particularly studied non-verbal expression—to the point of becoming a leading expert in body language and non-verbal cues. His proficiency had become so keen that, to some, it occasionally bordered on mind reading. His own personal super power.

      He had to admit, he liked the reputation. And he did very little to dissuade the rumors. The right misconception could come in handy sometimes.

      And besides, this ability itself actually did come in handy more than he might have expected, especially as he’d started working closely with the FBI. Being able to read people had expedited solving some tricky cases, but it had also, on occasion, saved both his life and that of his partner, Agent Roland Denzel.

      Knowing how and why people think was handy—knowing what they were thinking was an edge.

      And it was his passion for answering “the big question,” for finding the answer to why humanity was here, why we could think, what our role was in the larger universe—these questions led him to his second PhD, in Quantum Physics.

      The two seemingly disparate fields of study had more in common than most people might realize. A perspective Kotler had gained by following in the footsteps of his parents.

      It hadn’t been easy—especially since he lacked both the interest in and the proclivity for complex higher mathematics. The coursework and discipline of obtaining a physics degree had been grueling and, at times, soul numbing. But Kotler had muddled through, and had earned that second PhD, which he justified as both an homage to the parents he’d lost as a child and as yet another perspective by which he might understand the “why” of all things.

      Kotler was on a lifelong quest to uncover the reason for everything. His own version of a grand unifying theory, incorporating not just physics but also the psychology of human culture.

      Because he earnestly believed there was a reason behind everything.

      He was incapable of looking at the swath of human history, and comparing it with the enigmatic majesty of the universe, and then denying that there was some sort of plan at work. No, to Kotler’s thinking there was something deeper than a universe built on mere happenstance. There was something deeper behind the rise of human intelligence in an ever-expanding universe. There was a reason.

      So far, however, after endless nights of intensive study and reading, after bickering with theorists online, after countless excursions to faraway and frankly dangerous places, Kotler had yet to uncover that reason. In truth, he had really only ever managed to decipher the reason for aspirin. Or sometimes something stronger, depending on how brutally the universe pushed back against his quest for knowledge.

      Kotler’s experience and pursuit had lately evolved to become less about the “why” of existence and more about the “why am I trapped in an underground tunnel pursued by armed mercenaries again?”

      Some questions were harder to answer than others.

      Still, life was boring without challenges. And Kotler was in this for the long haul. His consulting with the FBI, alongside his partner, Agent Denzel, had given Kotler some of the most thrilling years of his life. He had no intention of trading it for anything. He’d found a purpose—different perhaps from the one he’d started with, but worthwhile in ways he could no longer ignore.

      The offices of Historic Crimes were busy, and that was something that always seemed to be the case. The bustle of activity here lasted throughout the day. In fact, day or night, Kotler had yet to enter the building without seeing a buzz of agents and operatives determined to put right whatever wrongs that the world could throw at them. Even in the wee hours of the morning, there was furtive activity here.

      Historic Crimes never slept.

      Even the most dedicated agencies in the US Federal pantheon would struggle to keep stride.

      Though, of course, Historic Crimes was less an agency and more of a joint task force—an autonomous federal program utilizing resources and agents from the full spectrum of US alphabet agencies, and a few non-US agencies to boot. Think tanks, private consulting, academic and university affiliates—there were as many civilians working toward the goals of Historic Crimes as there were law enforcement personnel, and their expertise spanned every discipline imaginable.

      Kotler had come in as part of the FBI, on loan along with his partner, Agent Roland Denzel. In fact, the FBI was the first founding agency of this little federation of law enforcement. For the first few years of its existence Historic Crimes had been an FBI resource housed on one floor of the Bureau’s Manhattan headquarters.

      Now, however, Historic Crimes had grown into its own, with representatives and agents from Homeland Security, the NSA, the SEC, even an IRS agent or two. The task force employed experts on art restoration, forgeries, even digital piracy, as well as computer forensic specialists and white hat hackers.

      If there was a discipline useful to finding and stopping global threats, it had a home with Historic Crimes.

      There was a bit of federal funding involved, but ultimately, in an effort to avoid partisan manipulation, all of this was backed primarily by private dollars, from billionaires such as tech-industry leader Ethan Patterson and half a dozen other contributors, all of whom had agreed under penalty of perjury that they would have no say whatsoever in how the business of law enforcement would be conducted. If they were dissatisfied with the agency’s record or process, they could vote with their dollars, withdrawing funding. But they could not, under any circumstances, dictate policy or action.

      That had been a crucial and, frankly, historic first of a point. Kotler had been shocked to see how successful the Oversight Committee had been in enacting such a rule. It spoke volumes for the committee’s current leadership.

      Ethan Patterson was the Oversight Lead, taking over for Kendell Young—billionaire influencer and YouTuber, as well as the aforementioned madman and murderer of Director Danielle Brown. And though Patterson had a heavy investment in the task force, and had significant sway over the committee, he’d proven to be an unbiased and wise leader. Largely because he let things play out with only light guidance on his part.

      No system of governance was immune to corruption, but Patterson and other committee members had worked tirelessly to make it as impossible as possible. Which, Kotler mused, was a fun phrase to contemplate.

      The Historic Crimes Oversight Committee included both civilian and government representatives. Senator Arania Acosta—famous for being very young, very beautiful, and very socialist—was one of the most well-known members. But there were others, and the whole political spectrum was well represented. Rules were in place to ensure that the committee could not sway in only one political direction. Unbiased and practical counsel was a must. And somehow, with Patterson’s iron will at the helm, they’d managed to capture this elusive unicorn—a truly partisan-neutral effort that could do some actual good in the world.

      It was impressive.

      It was fragile.

      It was astonishingly unprecedented.

      Kotler had never seen such a cooperative effort between civilians, government, and law enforcement, not even in the annals of history. It seemed too impossible, too unwieldy to ever hold together. But so far, it really seemed to be working.

      Of course, a lot of that may have been due to Kotler’s girlfriend.

      Dr. Liz Ludlum—Director Ludlum—the object of both Kotler’s desire and of his visit to the D. Brown building today, was the unquestioned brains behind everything happening in this place. Formerly the Forensic Lead for Historic Crimes, when it was but a fledgling offshoot of the FBI, Liz had worked and earned her way upward, taking over the top spot by a unanimous vote, when Director Danielle Brown had died.

      Danielle had been Liz’s closest friend, as well as her boss. Kendell Young had murdered Danielle right before
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